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Chapter One
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The wind pulled at the giant oak’s leaves, twisting them in an upward pattern while twirling the other leaf to the side. Adira Brennan sat on the ground in the roundabout park, her legs folded in the lotus position as she studied the leaves above her, fascinated. The wind blew from the west, but the leaves twisted slightly in all directions. Some of the branches bent lower than others because of the slight breeze, bouncing as their leaves flipped and fluttered, doing their own little dance as they used the blowing air as their personal stage to twirl upon. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes as she inhaled the many aromas of the breeze carried upon it. She could smell the coffee from Magic Beans, as well as the aroma of cheese danishes. The greasy scent of sizzling bacon drifted from the Enchanted Spoon while from the distance the wind carried the sulfuric smell similar to rotten eggs from Everest Paper at the edge of town. It was faint, but it still floated in the air, carried through the trees, among the winding streets and over the rooftops of businesses and homes. She could feel the magic it carried, and with her eyes closed, she called some of that power into herself, feeling it fill her before releasing it again. 
As she blew out the breath of power she had called into herself, she opened her eyes and stared again at the leaves flipping on the branches. A smile toyed at the corners of her lips as she took one more deep breath, this time thanking the element of air for the coolness it brought to her on such a bright day.
“Enjoying the early morning,” a familiar voice said, causing her to turn slightly.
Adira smiled as she nodded, watching the gray-haired Agatha Rochester walk closer to her. “That I am,” she said to the lady whom all the witches in Draven Falls looked up to, even though the Ancestors seemed to have favored another as their liaison to the nine covens as of late. It didn’t seem to matter, however. Everyone still went to Agatha, who held the position first and for decades. “And if the wind’s promises are true, Magic Beans just brewed a fresh pot of coffee.” Pressing on the earth, she pushed herself into a standing position and then brushed her hands off on the sides of her pants. “Care to join me for a cup?”
Agatha glanced across the park to the red-brick front and glass windows of the coffeehouse as she nodded. “I’ll leave the coffee to you, but I think a cup of orange spice tea right about now might warm these ancient bones.”
Adira laughed slightly as she started across the small grassy area, Agatha stepping in beside her. The older woman was slender but far from frail, even though she tried quite often to portray herself that way at times. Adira knew there wasn’t anything ancient about the other woman, even though Agatha was sixty-five years old. She probably only stood five-foot-seven, but still seemed to tower over most of the people in Draven Falls. Every leader of the four factions turned to her for advice and wisdom. Even the vampire, Talquin, had refused to force her to give up her seat on the Paranormal Council when the Ancestors chose another to speak for them, something that ruffled a few feathers a couple of years ago. While the Ancestors might have turned their backs on Agatha, the people of Draven Falls had not.
“It’s good to see you practicing your meditative exercises,” Agatha said as they waited to cross the street to the coffee shop. She glanced up at the sky, covering her hazel eyes with her hand. “And it’s such a beautiful day for it.” She turned back to Adira, smiling. “And how have your studies of the elements been going?”
“Not too bad,” Adira replied as she crossed the street. “Today, I explored the element of air. Although, I do think I am stronger in earth.”
Agatha nodded. “Everyone has one that favors them more than the others, but we can still call to all the elements for assistance. However, it’s best to know which one is your strength.”
“And yours?” Adira asked. “Which element are you strongest in?” She opened the door to the coffee shop and waited for Agatha to enter first.
Agatha paused at the opening, her lips pressed together in a thoughtful line. “You know,” she began, “I think throughout the years, I have been stronger in all of them at one time or another, depending on what I was focusing on or needed.” She turned her gaze toward Adira again, her smile returning. “Perhaps it will be that way for you as well.”
“Now, that would be something,” Adira said as she followed the older woman into Magic Beans, the bitter aroma of brewing coffee filling her nostrils.
They took their time ordering, both of the ladies choosing to add a cheese danish to their drink order, and then found a seat near the front window.
“And how are things going in the other areas of your life?” Agatha asked as they each took their seats. “From what I hear, you applied for a position at Draven Falls High. Were you hoping to teach or something else?”
“I had heard that a position as one of the history teachers had opened up,” Adira told her. “I was looking to start there. It’s been a while since I’ve been around students, but I realized I missed it. Besides, I’m not really into real estate, even though it’s paid well over the past year.”
“And what does Jensen think about this?” Agatha lifted her tea to her lips, holding the ceramic mug with both hands, using her fingers instead of her palms. “You two have been seeing each other for a few months now, right? Is that still going well?”
“He’s supportive,” she assured Agatha. “He says he’s totally on board for whatever will make me happy.” She then shrugged. “And we seem to be doing all right. I’ve followed him as he went on a few of his runs as a wolf, following him with my magic. His wolf has the most gorgeous black coat. The fur almost shines in the sunlight.”
“And he has suggested nothing more… Serious?”
“No,” Adira said as she reached for her cheese danish to take a bite. “We’re both moving slowly, enjoying ourselves. There’s plenty of time for something more serious once I figure out what I want to do with my career.”
Agatha smiled, but Adira noticed it didn’t reach the woman’s eyes.
A snicker came from behind them, causing Adira to turn, curious about what was happening. McKenna Grace, a woman swallowed up in scandal at the end of her senior year of high school about fifteen years ago, stood with several of her friends, staring at Adira. McKenna leaned over to one of the women with her, whispering something just before they both broke out in laughter once more.
“Someone has issues,” Adira said just before she bit down into her danish. She shook her head as she chewed, wondering why people flocked to McKenna. To say the woman was dysfunctional was an understatement. At one point, while she was a teenager, she was one of Agatha’s loyal followers, even though her own grandmother now led the Nine Covens. Now, she was merely a bitter young woman who gathered equally bitter women around her just to feel superior to everyone else. Adira did her best to avoid her, but Draven Falls wasn’t that big of a town.
Turning back to Agatha, Adira shrugged as she swallowed her danish. She tried to put McKenna out of her mind, but it turned out luck was against her.
McKenna walked over to their table, a smirk creasing her face. The others with her simply giggled as they huddled behind their leader, whispering to each other. “Adira, how’s it going?” McKenna asked. She glanced over at Agatha, telling the other woman hello as well before turning back to Adira.
Adira forced herself to remain polite as she leaned back in her chair and smiled. “It’s going well,” she said. “And for yourself?”
McKenna nodded, and those with her laughed even harder. “It’s going well. Thanks. How’s Jensen these days?” She clasped her hands behind her back, as she swayed her hips in a slow back-and-forth semi-circle. “Summer treating you both well?”
“McKenna, I am sure you have better things to do with your time,” Agatha said, as she lifted her tea. “Shouldn’t you be at your grandmother’s shop?” Before taking a sip of the tea, she glanced over at the others. “And you girls? Do you not have something useful to do with your time?”
The laughter simmered down with Agatha’s rebuke, but didn’t die away completely, and Adira wondered why Agatha reprimanded the group of young women at all. Or why they even listened to her, except for the fact that all the witches respected Agatha, even these frivolous ladies.
“Yes, ma’am,” McKenna said, another giggle slipping past her lips. She glanced down at Adira. “Enjoy your summer vacation.”
The other girls busted out laughing again as they walked past Adira toward the front door.
She turned, watching them walk away, her brows pinched together. “What do you think she meant by that?” She turned back to Agatha, the elderly witch staring with narrow eyes at McKenna’s back. “She seemed to know something we didn’t. Or at least, I don’t.”
Agatha took a deep breath in through her nose as she lifted her teacup. “McKenna has always possessed a warped sense of humor. Her grandmother’s influence, I’m afraid.”
Adira stared at the other woman for a moment, still thinking she was missing something, but having no clue as to what it was.
After Agatha took a sip of her tea, she set the cup down on the table, rubbing her lips together as she did. “Have you thought about doing anything else besides teaching?” she asked as she smiled over at Adira.
Adira looked at the woman, trying to decipher what went on behind them. “Besides teaching? Like what?”
“Well, what if your path no longer resided in Draven Falls?” Agatha suggested with a slight shrug. “There are plenty of paths that lead away from here, as there are guiding people to us. Perhaps one of those paths is yours. Have you considered it?”
“Draven Falls is my home,” Adira told the other woman with a shake of her head, confusion pinching her brows. “Why do you think I want to leave it?”
“I didn’t imply that you do,” the older witch said. “I’m just asking if you’ve opened yourself up to the idea that perhaps the White Goddess might want you somewhere else. Did you know I haven’t lived in Draven Falls forever? My original home was in Savannah, and my family moved here when I was still in school. I actually still have family there. Two nieces, Kelly and Emma. As I understand it, one of them just discovered her heritage, too.” She laughed softly, giving a slight shake of her head. “Funny how some of us are so open to things while others aren’t.”
“So, what made you come to Draven Falls?”
Agatha placed her fingers around her teacup, staring down into the reddish liquid. “The Goddess led my family here, and later, she revealed she needed me here, which is why she brought my family to Draven Falls. I grew in my magic under a powerful witch, and when it came time for me to step up, I had the ears of the covens. Shortly afterward, the Ancients spoke to me.” She laughed, shaking her head. “And I wasn’t even as old as you are now.” She took a deep breath, shifting in her seat slightly. “All I’m saying is, we need to always be ready to hear the Goddess’s calling for our lives.”
“Well, I haven’t heard such a calling,” Adira assured the other woman. “I’m quite content here with Jensen.”
Agatha nodded as she lifted her cup to her lips, but the look on the woman’s face said there was more behind her questions.
They sat there for a while longer; the topic turning to the elements and crystals. Adira listened, but her mind couldn’t stop wondering about McKenna’s odd behavior. After another thirty minutes of talking, she decided it was time to go. Agatha nodded as the two stood, wishing her a great day and thanking her for the conversation.
Adira got rid of her trash, draining her cup of the last drop of coffee before stepping out into the late morning. No sense wasting caffeine. She took a deep breath of the fresh air, and then turned, heading toward her car, only to stop short, confusion filling her.
Across the way at the park, walking hand-in-hand, stood Jensen and a blond woman, both laughing at something as the blonde leaned into him.
More laughter came from beside her, and Adira turned to see McKenna and her goon squad pointing at her, laughing their asses off. They knew all along, even before she stepped inside Magic Beans. This was their joke. This was why they acted so weird inside the coffee shop.
She turned and glanced behind her just as Agatha stepped out of Magic Beans. By the look on the woman’s face, she also knew about Jensen and whoever this other woman was. This explained her questions. The whole fucking town knew!
Adira turned back to where Jensen walked along the sidewalk with whomever the hell the blonde was. Anger boiled through her veins, and she felt the magic bubbling up at her fingertips. It took everything she had to tamp down on her power and not blast the fucker out of her life.
For now.





Chapter Two
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Dimitri Everest could smell him before he saw him, and the man’s scent brought back dark recollections Dimitri had hoped to forget, but which he knew he never would. Gritting his teeth against the memories, he continued to rake around the graves, thinking it fitting that he maintained Neal Porter’s grave right then, a reminder of what the man approaching meant to Bull Creek. 
“You should let the weeds grow around it,” the man said as he appeared from behind a couple of pines, a look of disgust on his face. “He was a disgrace, both as an Alpha and as a shifter.”
Dimitri turned and stared into the sinister eyes of Bane Kastner, Alpha of a pack of coyotes who tried to run the humans out of Bull Creek a year ago. As it was, by the time Dimitri and Josh Rayburn arrived, Bane had already caused the witches to leave the area, Marilyn Bowman being the last. Bane was the main reason Dimitri was even there, sent by the Paranormal Council back in Draven Falls to replace Neal Porter, who was the Alpha of the small haven back then. It seemed Bane had twisted Neal into his bigoted way of thinking, and the Paranormal Council was tired of it. With the help of his friends, Dimitri managed to run Bane and his coyotes out of town, but not before Bane killed Neal Porter and his girlfriend, Tina Barrett, for betraying him. Bane left, and Dimitri officially took over as Alpha of Bull Creek. “Why are you back, Bane?” Dimitri asked, ignoring the man’s previous statement. Neal Porter had been misguided for a while, but in the end, he came around to do the right thing, even though it cost him his life. “You’re not wanted in Bull Creek. Not with what you did back then. Not with your viewpoints.”
Bane chuckled, the mocking sound deep and guttural. “My viewpoints. You haven’t seen me in a year. You don’t think my viewpoints have changed?”
Dimitri gripped the rake with both hands as he glanced around the edge of the cemetery. He wouldn’t put it past Bane to have men hiding in the trees. He wasn’t exactly the type to play fair. “No,” Dimitri said. “No, I don’t think they have.” He turned back, staring over at Bane. “People like you don’t change. They just become darker.”
Bane laughed even more, placing his hands on his hips as he nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. They haven’t changed. And I still intend to possess this area.”
“What’s he doing here?” Josh’s voice came from the other end of the cemetery.
Dimitri turned as Josh and Ezra Havlin cut across the property, heading toward him and Bane. Dimitri could already see Ezra’s Para-Force training kicking in, the man searching the surrounding trees, just as he did recently. Only Ezra would do a much more thorough job of it. If Bane’s men were around, he would find them.
Dimitri turned his attention back to the coyote shifter. “Again. What are you doing here?” He tightened his grip on the rake handle, just in case.
Bane smiled over at him, and Dimitri felt as if he talked to a car salesman wanting to sell him a lemon. “I told you I’d be back, don’t you remember? And I always keep my word.” He glanced around at the surrounding woods, moss dripping from the thick branches. “I love what you’ve done with the place.” He dropped his gaze at the grave markers dotting the nearby landscape. “Looks like you’ve managed to keep more people from taking up residence here. Good for you.” He then looked up into Dimitri’s eyes. “I hope you can keep it that way.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Dimitri said. “You’ll find we’re still quite resourceful. Now, for the third time, why are you here?” 
“I told you a year ago that I intended to make this area a shifter paradise, free of all the riffraff.” He turned back, glancing at Josh and Ezra, and then back to Dimitri, only this time, his eyes were narrow slits. “Well, I’m here to do just that. I simply thought I’d give you fair warning, in case you wanted to escape now and save your own neck. I’m back, and I’m not going anywhere. Aren’t you the lucky one?”
“That explains what Ash meant earlier,” Ezra said, crossing his arms over his broad chest as he glared at Bane. “She said there were some new shifters in town, harassing her. Nathan is with her now.”
Bane shrugged as he glanced over at the stocky man, a nonchalant expression covering his face. “Just some harmless fun, I’m sure. You know how shifters can be when they run true to their animalistic natures.” He then sniffed the air. “You’re new,” he said, one brow cocked. “I don’t remember you being here the last time we came through.” He turned back to the others. “Ah, well. Always nice to make new friends. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other real well now that I’m back.” He then turned to Dimitri, a pointed look on his face. “And this time, I’ll finish what I started.”
“Fat chance of that,” Josh spat, stepping closer, clenching his hands into tight fists. “We should take this trash out right now, especially after what happened last time.”
Bane chuckled as he looked down at Josh, sneering as he raked Dimitri’s friend with his gaze. “You could try, but I learned a few things last time we were here.” His expression turned serious, a menacing leer creasing his face. “It won’t be so simple this time around, I assure you. We’re coming in, and the humans might as well get out now. You should even help them. You see, I intend for us to live like the witches meant for us to live when they cursed us. We’re part animals, and we’re sick of hiding that part of ourselves. And to hell with anyone who doesn’t like it.”
Dimitri gripped the handle of the rake even tighter, feeling the cracks in the wood as he did, his knuckles turning white as his panther hissed within. “Anyone is welcome to live here as they like, as long as they don’t deny anyone else the same freedom. No one’s stopping you from running around in your coyote form all you want, but I won’t allow you to interfere with the other residents here.” He could feel his animal pacing, the hackles on his own neck on end. They almost didn’t survive the last time Bane tried to take over the area, and while it was true they were stronger and wiser, with more people on their side, they were also still simply people. However, no way in hell would he let Bane know that.
Bane shook his head. “Not the way it’s going to go. Sorry. Humans, and that includes the witches if any dared to return, need to leave. The universe created this part of the world for us. A paranormal haven, as decreed by your precious Paranormal Council. We intend to make it just that, since you’ve failed to protect the supernatural in this area.”
Cocking his head to the side, Dimitri leaned closer to Bane. “If I were you, I’d just turn back around and leave this area. We defeated you last time. I promise you, we’ll do it again. You’re not wanted here. No one wants your twisted viewpoints here.” Narrowing his eyes, he leaned in even more. “Leave,” he growled, and he felt his panther’s claws come out and dig into the rake.
Bane stared at him for a moment, and for the briefest of seconds, Dimitri thought he had actually scared the man. But then Bane busted out laughing, turning his head to the sky for a quick moment before turning it back out to the woods. “Oh, you crack me up. You truly do crack me up. I can’t wait to tell Augur of your bravado. He was afraid you had grown weak.” He raked the three of them with his gaze, settling on Dimitri one more time. “Remember, I warned you. Alpha to Alpha. Get in my way, and I’ll take you and your friends out, burying you right there beside that traitor.” He glanced once more at Ezra and Josh. “All of you.”
He raked them all once more with his menacing gaze and then turned and walked off, proving he wasn’t afraid to turn his back on them. That alone told Dimitri someone was somewhere watching them, but not as a paranormal, but rather something more along the lines of a sniper. He scanned the tops of the trees nearby, searching for anything that might shimmer in the sun, but saw nothing.
“Well, that was fun,” Ezra said as he watched Bane walk away. “Sorry I missed him the first time around.”
“You didn’t miss much,” Josh snarled, still focusing on Bane’s departing back. “He’s a bigoted ass who killed people last time he was here and caused major chaos.” He glanced over at Dimitri, a lopsided frown on his face. “We should have asked Agatha to send us more witches. We could use them now.”
“We beat him without witches last time,” Dimitri reminded his friend. “We’ll do it again if we have to.”
Ezra turned to Dimitri. “Want me to call Julian? He could get some of the Para-Force team out here within a few hours and head this off before it gets started.”
Dimitri shook his head. “It’s already started.” He turned to Ezra. “Didn’t you say they’ve already been harassing Ash? No, we need to handle this ourselves and handle it quickly.”
“How did you defeat him last time?” Ezra asked.
Dimitri took a deep breath as he glanced down at Neal’s grave. “I’m not sure we actually did,” he said. “At least not completely. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be back. Besides, people died. We should have taken him into custody a year ago.”
“We still kicked his fucking ass,” Josh spat, and Dimitri could hear the rage causing his friend’s voice to tremble slightly. “And we’ll do it again.”
Dimitri nodded, his lips pressed into a grim line. “Hopefully, with no one else dying this time.”
“Oh, no,” Josh said, turning his face to Dimitri, his expression a dark scowl. “This time, I hope it’s that coyote bastard that bites it.”
Dimitri shook his head. “I won’t allow us to become like him. We’ll win, but we’ll do it the right way. And then we can have Julian take him to that paranormal prison of his.” He sighed, releasing his grip on the rake, not realizing that he still held it with a death grip. “In the meantime, I’ll call Talquin back in Draven Falls and see if he has any resources for us.”
“You should probably have Lainie warn the sheriff,” Ezra said. “Looks like the excitement is about to get started again.”
Dimitri nodded. “Smart idea,” he said. “He doesn’t need any surprises.”
Sheriff Einstein knew about the paranormal world. Talquin, back in Draven Falls, had made sure of that when they purchased the land, and the sheriff even took Dimitri’s sister, Lainie, on as a deputy when she moved down with him a year ago. For the most part, the sheriff had always allowed Dimitri to handle Bull Creek his way, realizing that there was a difference in how to regulate the paranormal world than the human one, only bringing the actual law into things when absolutely necessary. Still, that didn’t mean the man completely ignored what occurred in Bull Creek or didn’t care about the residents who lived there. No. Sheriff Einstein remained extremely involved in what took place in the small community. And well he should, as quite often what happened in Bull Creek spilled over into the surrounding areas.
“We should go check on Ash,” Ezra said. “Make sure she’s all right.”
The others agreed, and Dimitri tightened his grip on the rake as they headed for the entrance to the cemetery. Before completely walking away, though, he glanced back at the tombstone of Neal Porter, wishing he had done something further with Bane Kastner a year ago. He had failed then. He refused to fail again.




Chapter Three
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Rage flooded through her as she paced her living room, her hands tight fists of sparkling power that flickered around her fingers. She had tried to rein it all in, but her emotions were too out of control. She could already hear Agatha lecturing her about that, and the danger of using her magic in anger and for personal vengeance. 
Adira growled. She couldn’t believe how foolish she had been. Thinking back on their relationship, she tried to remember if at any moment Jensen had hinted that they were merely a casual thing, but nothing came to mind. She wondered how long it had been going on behind her back. There was no way he hadn’t been talking to the blonde all this time, not with as cozy as the two of them looked outside the coffee shop.
As she spun to make another circuit of her living room, a knock came at her door. She froze, turning to glare at the man she knew was on the other side.
“Adira? Hey, it’s me. Jensen. Let’s talk, all right?”
“Talk about what? How you publicly humiliated me in front of the whole town? No wonder McKenna was crueler than usual. Everyone knew but me.” She could feel her magic rippling up her arms, the sparks shooting from her fingertips as she glared at the door. “How could you do that to me?”
“Come on, Adira. Open the door. Let’s not do this like this. Do you want your neighbors to hear?”
“Why not? They probably already know, just like everyone else in Draven Falls. It seems I’m the only one in this town who didn’t know you were seeing someone else.”
She heard him sigh, could feel him leaning against her door, one arm on the frame while he pressed on the door with his other palm. “Adira, let me in. I just want to talk.”
She felt the storm twirling inside of her, and before she could stop herself, she stretched out an arm, using her magic to rip the door open and yank Jensen inside.
The man screamed, his eyes going wide as she hauled him to the middle of the room, her magic wrapped around him, sparking in all directions. “Wait!” He held his hands up, as if he could ward off her rage with sheer hope. “I came over to apologize. I just want to make this right between us. I swear it.”
She held him in her power, her lips twisted in a snarl. “How do you intend on doing that? It’s not like you can take back everything. Can you make the town forget what they saw? Can you give me back the last year of my life? How do you plan on making it up to me, Jensen? Huh?” Adira shoved, stretching her arm out, palm up, as more magic blazed from her hand to strike Jensen Harper full force in the chest. He flew across the room, tumbling over her ottoman to land on the floor in a twisted heap. “You knew all this time you were destined to mate another, and you still played hide the sausage with me?” Adira stood, arms crossed over her chest, not because of fear or nervousness, but to keep her from reaching out with her power again and turning Jensen and his wolf into something hideous. “How the hell could you do that? How could you allow me to believe we had a future?”
Jensen sluggishly hauled himself back to his feet, shaking off her attack as he paced back and forth in her living room. She wasn’t sure if it was him or his wolf who sensed the danger they were both in right then, making him act erratically. Jensen ran a hand through his dark chocolate hair, his gold eyes looking everywhere except at her, and she could see the panic on his face. “I know, Adira, I know. It was stupid to allow you to think this could be anything other than a little fun. I should have been upfront from the beginning. I’m sorry.”
“A little fun!” Bursts of power sparked from her fingertips as she uncrossed her arms and took a step toward him, arms out at her sides, palms aimed at the breaker of her heart. She knew she allowed her anger to rule her right then, not a good move considering the powers of magic at her disposal. Magic was to be used for good, not evil, and this little temper tantrum of hers could cross a line she didn’t need to cross. However, there was no reining her anger in right then. Not with how foolish she felt. Not with how this bastard made her look in front of everyone. “A little fun is playing pool down at Shades. A little fun is a family picnic. A little fun is at least knowing you’re only a stand-in for the real, true mate, so you don’t allow your heart to get involved. Hell, Jensen, I would have had fun in the sack with you until you decided who your proper mate was. I just would have preferred knowing ahead of time this would be nothing long term, you know. A little head’s up. Then I could have looked for what I assumed I had found in you.”
He sighed, his shoulders rising and falling with the action, and she instinctively knew she wouldn’t like what came out of his mouth next. “I’ve always known who my mate was,” he said, his voice tired, scared. “I’ve known since before she went away to college. My wolf scented her the first time he saw her in high school, but she left before I could mark her.”
She just stared at him. Adira had been around shifters long enough to know how most of their rituals and habits worked. Their animals controlled who they
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