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I STEPPED OUT OF THE shower, wrapped a large blue towel around myself, and took a good look at my image in the long mirror on the wall.

Gone was the pink hair that used to streak through what Luna called my ‘pretty ginger waves’. It has been two years since I was the maid of honor for Luna, and yes, I loved my pink streaks at that time.

Two years, and now I am all done with college and proud to sport a degree in business management. Two years have passed since I was abducted and saved. Boom, I am twenty-one, nearly twenty-two, and a fully powered, immortal witch.

The observation of this fact always makes me smile. I flicked a finger and my closet door opened. We are not encouraged by our coven to use magic when unnecessary, but I love to use magic, even just for practice. I have never been one to follow rules.

I am a dreamer, and daydream way too much, I know, and if I don’t stop that now, I’ll be late. I have to get ready to host the event my dad and his Adele have so painstakingly put together at our mayor’s request. Aiden can be a stickler about such things. 

Witcher, my cat and familiar, pushed my hall door open and strutted in. “Hello, my sweetie,” I greeted him, and he purred up against my ankle. Witcher and I have been together since I turned ten. We understand one another.

He wouldn’t stop nudging me. Nothing for it, when he is determined, it is difficult to resist. I picked him up and told him, “Tonight is a major event. Can you believe Aiden put me in charge of entertaining our guests?” He made a derisive sound. “What do you mean you can’t believe it? You horrible little thing. Never mind, tell me, what do you think about my hair? Yeah, yeah, I know you like it braided, but not tonight.”

Evidently, he approved, and when I put him down, he jumped on my bed and crossed his front paws. I laughed and threw him a treat. As I studied a variety of cocktail dresses in my closet, he purred with approval, jumped off the bed, and left me on my own, no doubt to visit with my dad for some additional treats.  

Tonight, my hair has cooperated. It is falling in perfect waves past my shoulders, and is glinting gold and red by the lamplight. Not sure why I am putting all this care into my looks. I am usually casual and unconcerned, something of a tomboy, even at almost twenty-two. It was something in the way Aiden and Luna had teased me about putting on something sexy...maybe I wanted to show him and Luna I could do sexy?

Thus, I gave my curly bangs a pinch, made sure my pretty sparkly earrings showed between my ringlets, and dabbed some gold color on my eyelids. 

I took one final look in the mirror, and my eyes stared back at me. I have to admit, I am still getting used to the change in their color. Over the years, my ‘witchy’ eyes went from hazel to gold, to now deep witchy green—such a bright green, I am almost startled when I see myself.

In fact, it is not uncommon for a witch’s eyes to change color when she reaches her majority. I mute their unusual spark when I am around humans because when I am excited, which is a lot, they take on a high-spirited glow not at all in a human way. Tonight, however, I will not keep my eyes muted, because tonight is for paranormals only.

Daydreaming again, I sighed out loud and returned to the problem at hand, which dress? Plenty to choose from, as my friends and I do enjoy partying. I found the only one that suits me for this evening. I have been saving it for just such an occasion. It is a slip of a black dress, with black beading at the low neckline, and sheer sleeves. I wanted quiet and sexy, but nothing which would shout I was out to impress, even though I actually was.

All this for the new wolf shifter pack!

Aiden, our mayor, allowed the new pack to purchase a seven hundred and fifty-acre tract just outside the village. Aiden and Luna are presently in Faery, but he asked Dad to throw the alpha and some of the pack members a welcome buffet dinner this evening, and he asked me to host the alpha and some of his betas. I haven’t met any of them, but my cat shifter friend bumped into me today and said she saw a couple of the new beta wolves shopping in town. She had nearly swooned when she told me they were—all of them, hot beyond belief. 

I would soon discover she wasn’t wrong.

It has been almost a year since I have really dated anyone. When Luna and I first met, Jack, my long-time friend, and I decided our relationship was more brother/sister than romantic, so off I went back to finish my education, got my degree and some relationship experience with a pleasant enough warlock on campus. Long story short, he didn’t make my bell ring, and besides that, he was the kind of male who needed a lady on each arm. As I am a one woman one man type of gal, his philosophy did not work for me. He was fun, but I soon needed more. I am not actively looking, but I wouldn’t mind if someone came along.

While at university, I discovered what I wanted to do—help my dad run the business of the inn. I want him to take time off, live a little, maybe find a woman who would complete his life. I have been pushing him out the door quite a bit since I have been home.

I love our B & B, and this winter, my dad agreed to incorporate the changes I requested, including a little expansion. We have the land and the resources, and we are always overbooked. Humans love it here in Sundown Falls, and our inn really is charming. We needed a few more suites, and once they were finished, we were able to accommodate more guests.

I can hear Wendell downstairs setting up. He is a bear shifter, and our local DJ. I wanted to rock it with loud music. Pop disagreed and said it should be ‘background’ music, as we don’t really have space for dancing. 

As I made my way down the long wide hallway from my room, I immediately saw a group of well-dressed wolf shifters entering our open, large lobby. I noted they followed a large, and even in a three-piece suit, brute of a hot wolf! He was obviously the alpha of the new pack in town. His black hair was slicked back and tied at the nape of his neck. His eyes, golden and intense, swept around the lobby. I was intrigued enough to give him a wide-open friendly smile.

His reaction to my smile was to return a swift and uninterested glance. That glance lingered a fraction of a moment over my breasts before he looked away. 

That was annoying! It was also rude, and my usually even temper reared and bucked. I felt my blood flush, and had an urge to find a way to immediately snub him when I was introduced as his hostess. 

After all, what the hell was his problem? The smile I had given him certainly deserved a friendly smile in return. I have learned a thing or two under Luna’s tutelage, and knew what she would do. I meant to do the same, as such rude behavior could not be tolerated. I meant to give this wolf a set-down. 

I made my way to the lobby, smiled at the new group of shifter wolves collected there, who were engaged in conversation with some of our local pack members. I was careful to purposely ignore Mr. Golden Eyes. I made my way over to a small group of my friends, who were sizing up the new males in town with more than a little enthusiasm. Even as I clowned around with them in our tight circle, I couldn’t help but feel eyes on me and casually glanced at Mr. Stuck Up. Yup, he was absolutely looking me over, and oh no, what was he doing? He was coming our way!

All at once, he was hovering over me, so tall, so big, no longer ignoring me, and so completely bedroom hot! My friends? Useless. They stood there drooling.

Damn, damn, and damn again. I have a thing about ‘bad boys’. I shouldn’t, but there it is. Luna is forever steering me off and away from the notorious wolves, ha, double meaning, in our county.

“Aye then.” Mr. Golden Eyes had already leaned in close and said softly into my burning ear, “I’m Brax MacCaul, and I’m told ye are our hostess this evening.”

His Scottish accent sent butterflies all throughout my body. The fates were not playing fair. Hot and Scottish accent? Created to take a strong-willed woman down, and I am not quite that strong. It has been a long year of abstinence.

His voice, low and masculine, and hinting of sexual prowess, made my knees weak. Defenses up, defenses, I told myself. If I had a cross, I would have put it up to his face, though such a diversion doesn’t even work against most vampires. 

Be cool, I cautioned myself. Stay calm. I am so not falling for Mr. Scottish accent with the golden eyes. No, not I. Never gonna happen.

“Hi,” I said, extending my hand. “I’m...”

“Cassie,” he said softly, and ever so provocatively. I had to concentrate to catch every word. He put my knuckles to his lips. “Och aye, I was talking to yer da when ye came down the hall, and he pointed ye out.”

“Did he?” I said, trying to sound casual and uninterested. “What can I do for you, Mr. MacCaul?”

“For one thing, ye can call me Brax, and for another...walk with me,” he answered as he took my elbow. 

Was that a shiver shooting through me at his touch? No. No...not happening. No shivers allowed.

I gently pulled out of his hold, because if I didn’t, I was in danger of sinking into his arms. My knees were weak. I was certain they were about to cave, so it was a good thing he reached for and slipped my arm through his bent one. 

Willpower was about to turn to ash.

“Ye are aware, are ye not, we—the MacCaul Pack, won the bid for over seven hundred acres just before yer county line ends at Reynolds. We fell in love with the land, and as it is only a wee bit outside yer town limits...close for shopping, it is the perfect location. As it happens, we are not far from the old, abandoned lumberyard either,” he said, making easy conversation. 

“Yes, of course. Aiden asked us to extend every courtesy while he and Luna are away,” I answered, attempting to sound friendly but aloof. “How can I help?”

“Aye then, ye might not know, as we only concluded the deal last evening with Aiden’s approval and yer council’s full vote.”

“Know what?” I didn’t know a thing. I am not a part of the mayor’s everyday business.

“Aye then. We also managed to contact and purchase the abandoned lumberyard from the owner,” Brax said with pleasure.

“Ah, that is actually a wonderful thing. It needs some TLC,” I said, and hoped he would give me more information about what he meant to do with it. 

“Right then, Aiden knows we will only do what he approves of with this tract, and I am tossing about a few ideas in m’head before I settle on one.”

“Ah...” I said, he wasn’t ready to tell.  

“He does know the purchase will cause some...trouble. Right before he left with Luna for Faery, we received some unsavory letters—threats actually.”

“Oh,” I returned, surprised. “I didn’t know.”

“Aye, we thought it was perhaps some human locals...concerned aboot what would happen to the land and such.”

“But you no longer think the letters came from...angry human citizens,” I said, and frowned.

His thumb went to my eyebrow and smoothed it over. “Och aye, but doona frown lass...I only meant to keep ye abreast, not worry ye.”

“But worried or not, this is something we should take to our sheriff. He is very good at what he does.”

“Aye, mayhap I’ll do that in the morning. Is yer sheriff human or...”

I smiled. “He is a warlock, and a member of my coven, so he is also a trusted friend,” I answered.

“Aye, because ye should also know, the letters lit into flames soon after I read them. ’Tis the work of magic—the kind of magic a witch or warlock might use,” he said meaningfully.

“I see,” I said, really worried now, and wishing Luna and Aiden were back to handle this.

“The problem is, we have already started construction on our homes for our pack members...five-acre tracts, ye see...but we have encountered some problems,” he said. “Normally, I woulda discussed this with Aiden, but seeing as he left ye in charge, I thought ye might have a notion as to what might be the right course of action.” 

This was disturbing. “What kind of problems?” This was a surprise. I know my coven, as well as all the shifter and werewolf packs, were pleased to expand our town, and trusted Aiden with his decisions. I had not heard of anyone being against the MacCaul Pack’s new community. Quite the opposite. Also, I knew of no one who would go against Aiden in this manner. I shook my head. Before he had a chance to answer me, I added, “Because the truth is, I am flabbergasted. I can’t think of anyone who would wish you and your pack ill.”

“Flabbergasted, are ye?” he said, and grinned. “Still, someone means us harm, and has already given us reason to believe they will act on their threats.”

“First, list the problems you have encountered,” I asked.

“For one, deliveries have been interfered with. Recently, a truckload of lumber was diverted to another site, and the trucker had the paperwork showing not our address, but quite another in the Reynolds area.”

“These things happen...?” I suggested.

“Nae, lass, the delivery went to the Creaton Pack. Also, one of our beta wolves, who is working with other pack members on their home designs, our in-house architect in fact, was attacked when he made his way from town back to MacCaul Acres. He said he had to pull over when some force took his wheel, then he felt the sting of a witch slash across his body before the wind whispered for him to stop designing homes.” His gold eyes scrutinized me.

“A witch?” I shook my head. “Oh no, not a witch from any of our covens here in Sundown Falls...or even in our county. Impossible. What did your man do?”

He grinned. “M’lad put up his shield. As ye must already know, we shifters doona have too many magical abilities, but a friend of mine gave us the ability to shield ourselves to some degree. He used that and took himself off. As it happened, the witch didnae give chase after him.” He moved in closer. “I’d say it was a warning. Ordinarily, I’d think this was another Creaton trick, but I know of no witch working with him. So then, ye say it is impossible the witch came from any of yer covens...but do ye know all yer witches?”

“Well, I can’t say I personally know every witch in the county, but I can say I have not heard of any who are against the MacCaul shifters being here. Besides, I am sure none of them would dare risk getting on the wrong side of Aiden,” I said. Even as the words were out, I felt an uneasiness, a doubt. Could one of our witches have something against the MacCaul Pack? We had never had any trouble with any of our covens, but could there be a rogue witch out there? And why? Why would any warlock or witch go to the trouble of angering Aiden? They were sure to know Aiden would banish them if they were caught. What the heck was going on? 

A swish of silk, an almost overpowering scent, caught my attention, and evidently, Brax’s as well, for we both turned toward the inn’s double doors. With a draft of cool night air, a woman I did not recognize walked in. 

She was tall, graceful, and confident. Her long black hair glittered with an unnatural shine. Her eyes were dark, and I could clearly see the dancing embers in their recesses. Her red cocktail dress was painted on, and stopped short somewhere at the middle of her thigh. She was a witch, and damn, she was stunning!

She swayed provocatively as she walked, and she walked directly up to Brax. Sexy as all get-out, she put her long slender fingers with their sparkling long nails on the dark sleeve covering his arm.

“Hello, Brax darling,” she said as she totally ignored me.

“Deana, what are ye doing here?” He sounded irritated.

“I came to see you, of course. I had no choice because you set up your encampment with wards that won’t let me pass through. I suggest you do something about the problem soon, as I know you and I are not finished,” she whispered, but I could hear every word.

I felt an uneasy sense of...what—jealousy? No—not like me at all. 

Whatever. Maybe this witch was behind his problems? She definitely was not from Sundown Falls. 

I looked her over as she flirted outrageously with MacCaul. There was an air of sophistication about her that I will never achieve, even if I wanted to. There was more.

I sensed something disturbing in her aura. She was not just a witch, but one who had embraced Dark Magic. Everything about her spewed ruthlessness and danger. This one generally got what she wanted, and at the moment, it appeared she wanted Brax MacCaul.

I stood my ground and waited to see how Brax would handle her. Obviously, they were...or had been, lovers. 

“Ye know right well, Deana, we weren’t something that ever got off the ground. It couldn’t.” He took her aside and away from me, I supposed he believed, incorrectly, out of my hearing range. I have always had exceptional hearing, so much better than most witches or even warlocks. Don’t know why—just a fact. I heard him clearly tell her, “Ye know I was from the start upfront with ye. I spelled our development specifically against ye, and I doona mean to be harsh, but ye canna coom hunting me down like this. Ye
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