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        Kate, if you weren’t so in love with Josh, this would have taken much longer. Now go and read all the words.

        Jamie, thanks for helping me tease Kate with all the possibilities of what could happen to Josh. We make a very good evil team.

        You two are the best PA’s a girl could ask for
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      Walking back through the woods the same way I came with the guys a few days earlier leaves me with an uneasy feeling in my stomach. I hate that they've been spelled not to leave the house, but what choice did Josh really have? If he hadn't and Neira ended up trying something else, well, I really don’t want to think what could have happened then.

      "Man, I need to shift so bad. The magic has been pulsing under my skin since it didn’t work to help Jas. Once we get back, I'm going for a long ass run," Josh says with an uncomfortable shiver.

      I look back at him for a moment before his words sink in.

      "How the hell can you shift if you're a witch?" I splutter out, beyond confused at this point. I've never heard of a witch who could shift. Or is he just a wolf that can do magic? I honestly don't know, but what I do know is that I'm developing a headache.

      "Our kind are capable of doing both."

      "Our kind? Don't you mean your kind?" I give him a pointed look, assuming he's just referring to the fact he's a special wolf who has the ability to use magic.

      "Hybrids," Jenkins explains from my other side, clearly taking pity on me. "We're hybrids, just as you are. Josh is a hybrid born from a witch and wolf, his mother being a wolf and his father a witch. In your case, however, your mother is the witch and your father is the wolf. Well actually, your case is a little more complicated than that."

      I take a deep breath, bile rising up my throat. Hybrids? Is there really such a thing? The last known hybrids were killed off before the extinction of vampires.

      "Okay, guys, I'm having a little trouble here figuring this all out. So you two are both wolf and witch hybrids?"

      They both nod and I let out a breath. "Right then. If I'm also a hybrid, why is my case more complicated? I've never met my father, so it could be possible he’s a wolf, but if that's true, I’m sure my mother would have used that knowledge against me in some way."

      "Unless she didn't know," Josh mumbles ominously.

      My gaze jerks to him. "Explain!" I demand with narrowed eyes, and he hurriedly takes a step away from me. We're in the middle of a goddamn forest, but rather than powering forward to get home to my mates, I'm stuck here with a million and one questions. And with every word out of Josh’s mouth, more questions crop up.

      He gazes deeply into my eyes, as if looking for something. Seemingly satisfied with whatever he finds, he continues. "When you were conceived, your father was undergoing an, uh, change of sorts... We believe that's what makes you different."

      Different? I stare at Josh, completely ignoring Jenkins for the moment because the way Josh spoke has me wondering something. "You know who my father is, don't you?"

      His eyes widen minutely before he can control his reaction. I throw my hands up into the air angrily. "Seriously, Josh? I've been looking for him for years, and you've known who he is all this time, but haven't said anything?"

      I close my eyes, trying to control my magic as it rages inside me in response to the strong emotions I’m feeling. He lied to me! Okay, maybe he didn't exactly lie, but he didn't tell me the truth either. He should have fucking told me!

      Arms wrap around me gently and I sigh, letting go of my anger. Josh presses his lips to my cheek, but pulls back as I open my eyes. I blush, surprised by his sweet gesture.

      "I'm sorry I didn't tell you, Jas. I was sworn to secrecy, or at least I was until he called me and told me he had sent Jenkins to help break you out of the cell at the house the Order was staying in. He's on his way to Benji's pack right now actually, so he can meet you and explain everything."

      "And when will he arrive?" I ask, trying to calm the raging fury building within me. I've waited twenty-five years to meet him, but the way Josh has worded everything makes it seem like my father has known about me this whole time.

      Jenkins gives a cough in order to grab my attention. "Your father will arrive at the pack tomorrow. He said he wants to give you some time to connect with your mates and sort out your feelings before he barges into your life."

      I slide from Josh's arms and move past him, marching in the direction of the pack with a firm resolve. I just want to get back to my mates and deal with all the shit that is already happening. This father stuff can wait until I’ve had a chance to sort out all the problems already on my plate.

      The guys follow after me and we walk in silence for the next thirty minutes or so. Then I spot the familiar dome-like structure protecting the pack, which thankfully is still in place.

      "Hey! How are you able to cross the border if you're part witch?" I exclaim in shock when both Jenkins and Josh pass through the barrier with no issues.

      “We're a whole new species, Jas. You'll want to fix that soon actually. Wouldn't want another one of our kind to cross it without permission." Josh winks at me and then continues his journey, following the path that leads to the pack house.

      I follow after him, and Jenkins hangs back with me. "Are you okay?" His voice is filled with concern and sincerity.

      I study him, taking note of how different he looks now than when he was peering in at me from the window of that basement. Gone are the shadows that make him look older, and he looks closer to my age in appearance now that we’re in full light

      I shrug my shoulders, not quite sure how to answer him. "Honestly?"

      "Always."

      I puff out a breath of air. "My mother is a power-hungry bitch. I've never met my father. One of my mates is a guy I used to love, and I fell for him all over again in only two days. My other mate didn't believe me when I told him the witch who was helping us had ulterior motives, and look what happened there! I'm just... exhausted. I want to curl up in my bed and sleep for a week straight. Maybe then I'd be able to deal with all the crazy around me."

      Jenkins stays quiet for a long moment, and I start to think I frightened him with my word vomit, but then he looks over and meets my eyes. "You may not believe me, but the earth chose you for a reason. Everything you've been through, the earth has been by your side the whole way. How else do you think you were immune to Evan and his attempts to siphon your magic? Yes, you may have some kind of curse on you, but the earth is still with you, protecting you every step of the way."

      I would respond, but now we’ve made it to the back of the pack house. This conversation will just have to wait for another time.

      Up ahead, Josh has opened the back door to reveal two angry Alpha males, who both smash against an invisible barrier, desperate to be free from their prison.

      Benji growls as he stares daggers at Josh. "Let me out now, so I can rip your throat out, you fucking traitor!"

      Josh gives an annoyed sigh. "Is that any way to treat the people who brought your mate back home safely?"

      At that, both men freeze, and Jenkins pushes me forward into their line of sight. We all just stare at each other for I don't know how long. That’s when I notice the strange haze around Liam.

      It's like a shadow clinging to him, mostly unnoticeable unless you're actively looking for it. Exactly how a persuasion spell is supposed to work.

      Josh glances over at me, an unspoken question in his eyes.  I sigh sadly. "Let Benji out. Leave Liam to me."

      He does as I ask, waving his hands through the air, and mouthing some unintelligible words.

      The moment Benji is free, he launches himself out of the house, running for me. He scoops me up in his arms and holds me close, while Liam continues to rage from inside the house.

      Benji's lips land on mine and I respond just as enthusiastically, kissing him for a few moments before pulling away. "Sorry, baby. Liam needs me," I tell him, before stepping out of his arms, and moving past him towards the house.

      He grabs my hand and turns me back so I’m once again looking at him. "What are you doing?" he asks in an uncertain tone, seeming reluctant to let me go.

      "Long story short, Liam has a spell on him which I need to fix before it gets to a point he ends up doing something he’ll regret."

      I make it all the way to the back door before Benji's presence registers behind me. "You're not going in there alone. I know I can't do magic, but I'm strong enough to hold him down while you do whatever you need to."

      I nod at him before looking back to Josh, who waits where we all stood when we arrived. "You know what this will take, so keep the pack away."

      I don't wait for an answer, instead stepping through the barrier and into Liam's arms. He crushes me against him, seeming to have no clue as to what was happening on the other side of the barrier, and I feel my heart break a little at the state he’s in.

      "Oh, Jasmine, thank goodness you're okay! I was so worried."

      "I know, honey. But I'm here now," I sooth, running a hand over his back, feeling the dark sludge of magic in his aura as a tear falls down my cheek. Magic, while a blessing to have, is also a curse in its own way. It always exacts a price, either on the caster or the target of the spell. Smaller spells of course, have a smaller cost. But in order to free him from the magic surrounding him, he’s going to feel like he's being ripped to shreds from the inside out.

      "Liam, honey, I need you to listen to me. Someone has spelled you with magic and I have to remove it. But if I do it, it will hurt. A lot. Will you let me use my magic on you?" I ask, hoping for his permission. Despite the fact I know he's going to refuse, it still hurts to see his outburst of anger.

      "No, you can not use magic on me! You must be out of your mind if you think that's ever okay!"

      I see Benji out of the corner of my eye as he moves to position himself behind Liam, ready to act when I do. I lift my hand to Liam's cheek in a caress. He flinches, stepping back, and straight into Benji's arms. He wraps Liam in an iron grip, locking him in place. Liam's violet eyes flare angrily and he growls furiously.

      I summon my magic, and then press my hand over Liam's heart chakra, connecting with his soul as the dark sludge of magic tries to take over me too. His wolf is so close to the surface, fighting against the twisted magic affecting them. I use everything in me to push the tainted magic from his soul, cleansing it.

      After what feels like hours, the dark sludge has finally dissipated. I drop to the floor, my knees cracking on the hardwood of the kitchen. Benji lowers Liam’s unconscious form to the floor before dropping beside me with wide eyes.

      “Shit, you okay, Jazzy?”

      I smile weakly to reassure him, getting to my feet. He holds out a hand to help me, but I brush him aside, needing to get outside. Being connected to someone's soul comes with a price, and the price I paid is one I don’t want to acknowledge right now.

      The cost can be anything, but this time it was a vision. A vision of Liam’s past, revealing he had lied to me when he said he and Neira were nothing more than friends. And whether he was spelled or not, he should have been truthful with me regardless.

      Benji doesn't follow me, for which I’m grateful. I head straight for the tree I destroyed earlier, dropping my ass to the ground and letting the tears finally fall.

      I just want today to be over with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "Jasmine!"

      Liam is banging on the shield around me with such force that I’m surprised it hasn’t shattered apart by now.

      After I removed the spell on him, I went straight to the tree I had destroyed just a few days ago and plopped my ass on the ground. As I sat there, I felt my heart call out with pain, the vision I witnessed as I removed the spell from Liam playing on repeat in my mind. I wish I could destroy the tree all over again in order to let out all my bottled emotions. After a while, I began to feel thundering footsteps through the earth, growing ever stronger as he got closer to me. I put up a shield, not wanting to be touched by him after what I saw in the vision. All I felt was betrayal that he had lied to me.

      I summoned a shield ten feet in diameter that would keep everyone out, needing space from everyone. No one can cross it without my express say so.

      I smile, feeling vindictive but relaxed as he continues to beat his fists on my shield. I can see that Benji is also out there, but he is just standing to the side, watching the whole thing.

      An hour later and Benji has given up on me coming back and decides to head back to the pack house. Liam, however, still rages against the shield, apologizing over and over for not telling me the truth. I know that he’s concerned about me, but no matter how many times he apologizes, the images are still burned in my mind. I’d need some kind of epic brain bleach to remove them.

      And I know he saw what the magic left me with as the price for saving him with such powerful magic. I know he saw it, because I can feel the guilt weighing on his soul as he apologizes.

      Liam keeps trying to get in, begging me to hear him out, but no matter what he does, the barrier is going to keep him out, at least until I pass out from the magic use. Although considering how recharged I feel after whatever Jenkins did to me, that could still be a few hours from now.

      I close my eyes and focus on my breathing, trying to rein in my emotions. Then, I feel my shield suddenly tingle. My eyes snap open and I look up to see Jenkins standing there right in front of me, his brown eyes conveying his concern.

      I cock my head in confusion. "How did you cross my shield?"

      He shrugs his shoulders, and puts his hands in his pockets. "No idea. I just felt like going for a walk, and happened to come across you sitting out here while your mate was going off, acting like a caveman."

      I snort at that and look over at my mate in question as he glares at Jenkins. Liam is most definitely not a caveman. A little controlling maybe. But definitely not a caveman.

      I sigh and close my eyes, trying to stop my anger in its tracks. Why did Liam do that? Why did my magic have to pick that vision, of all things, as the price?

      These past few days have already been filled with so much crap that I haven’t really had a chance to fully process everything. I just wanted a moment to myself to try and wrap my head around everything. I let my hormones lead me when it came to Liam and Benji and didn't get that bonding time I should have with them, the opportunity to learn about them and their pasts. If I had, then maybe Liam would have told me about what I saw before the vision was burned into my mind.

      My mother, who I thought had moved to Australia with her new husband, was actually the mastermind behind everything that had happened recently. It turns out she killed one of the Order members and is married to another. The final Order member, the wolf, hasn’t been seen since.

      Then there's my father, who seems to know about me but has never once reached out until now, and even then, it wasn't to me directly.

      Then there's Josh. When he hugged me, something inside me stirred, something that I first noticed when we started spending time together. But I refused to acknowledge it, out of fear for what it might mean. Whether it’s just because of our connection to the earth through magic or something more, it’s not something I can think about right now. Josh is my friend and I don’t want to risk asking any questions that may blur that line.

      Lastly, there's Jenkins. He's a mystery all on his own, coming to save me, even though he had no idea who I was. I'm grateful for that, truly I am, but I can’t help but think that something about him feels off. Like he's here physically, but emotionally he's tormented by a deep hurt. Something about his brown eyes screams pain and automatically makes me want to ask what's wrong.

      I shake my head, trying to clear it of my desire to question him. I came out here so I could have a relaxed moment to soothe my anger, not to grill someone about their past. So instead, I study him as he looks down at me. First he was able to break through whatever magical barrier the Order had me under and heal me, and now he's able to cross my shield when my own mates can't? It’s quite intriguing really.

      "Do you mind if I stay? Or would you prefer to be alone right now?" he asks softly, pretending as if he doesn’t notice Liam standing behind me, even though I’m sure he must be glaring at Jenkins with jealousy.

      My gaze runs over him, sensing his intentions and I find no negativity in them. He emits nothing but good vibes and his presence, while surprising, is incredibly comforting.

      I smile up at him, grateful he's asking rather than just assuming. Some wouldn't be so considerate. "You can stay if you want. I just wanted some time to connect with the earth, and process everything," I explain. He studies my position: legs crossed with my hands digging into the dirt.

      He grins widely and sits down opposite me, mimicking my crossed leg position so our knees are touching. "Have you ever connected with the earth? Like really connected?"

      The excitement with which he asks has me smiling in response. I've connected briefly to return energy to the earth after I used my magic, and while I felt connected to her in those moments, it was never more than that.

      "I've connected to give her energy and some days she thanks me by gifting some of her own back. Is that what you meant?" I ask, curious if there is another way to connect with the one who gave us life, as his words seemed to imply.

      I've never met another person who has ever talked to her, or communicated with her. It has me giddy with excitement.

      His eyes go wide and he shakes his head in awe. "You can gift her your energy and receive some in return? That's amazing," he breathes, staring at me.

      I fidget, uncomfortable with the intensity of his gaze. After a moment, he looks away, as if just realizing how uneasy he is making me.

      He clears his throat. "Sorry, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable, it’s just fascinating. Anyway, I've never quite talked to the earth the way you have, but I'm happy to show you the way I do it, if you'll let me?" he offers. His eyes shift from the intense stare he held, to holding a smidgen of hope, and I know I can't say no.

      I look down at his knees where he's placed both of his hands palm up, waiting patiently for my answer.

      I'm suddenly very aware of Liam still standing outside my shield watching us, but he hasn't said a word this entire time. I glance over at him, worried I'll see jealousy in his eyes because of the way I’m allowing Jenkins to stay with me, but I see nothing but curiosity in them. Although, it’s not like he has any reason to be jealous anyways. It's just magic between two people.

      I smile at Liam to reassure him that everything is okay between us, before turning back to Jenkins. I slide my hands into his, marveling over the warmth from his soft hands.

      He smiles nervously at me and I return the gesture with a confident one of my own. Magic always makes me happy and learning more earth magic gives me even more reason to be excited.

      Jenkins clears his throat, giving my hands a gentle squeeze. "Close your eyes and imagine the earth the way she appears in your mind. All those times you’ve gifted her your magic, think of how she appeared to you. Summon that image."

      I grin broadly and close my eyes. Usually most males witches will refer to the earth as a man rather than a female. They stupidly assume something all-powerful like the earth would have to be male in order to control and harness such power.

      My eyes flutter open to watch him for a moment as he sits with his own closed. He breathes in deeply, his face looking relaxed. I quash the sudden desire I have to reach out and cup his cheek, instead closing my eyes again and doing as he asked, conjuring up the image of the earth as I’ve always pictured her in my mind.

      As I look at what I imagine is her human form, I relax, feeling loved and safe. Her green eyes glow as she smiles down at me. She reaches out a hand to graze across my cheek, cradling it in her palm with such love and acceptance shining in her eyes.

      The energy crackles between us and that’s when Jenkins appears beside me in my mind or wherever this is. I'm never really sure where I am when I visit this place. It’s my happy place, the place I go to in my mind to deal with the shit that goes on in my life, the shit I can’t really run from so it doesn’t surprise me we’d end up here. What does surprise me however is the woman.

      Jenkins turns and gazes up at the woman with awe for a moment, before dropping to his knees and bowing. The lush tall grass brushes against my calves, and I take a good look around at the grassy meadow, which seems to run on forever.

      When I look back at the earth, it’s to see her smiling warmly down at Jenkins. Soft music plays in the background, not unlike a lullaby. A light encases us, burning brighter with every second that passes, until I can no longer see her.

      Do not fear, sweet daughter of the earth. We will meet again soon.

      In the blink of an eye, we're back in our physical bodies, sitting across from each other. I feel different, though. Calmer and more at peace than I did before.

      Jenkins smiles at me, his own eyes reflecting the peace I feel. "Thank you for letting me see her as you do. It was truly an honor."

      I blush, feeling like I just shared something intimate with him. "That's okay," I murmur, sliding my hands out of his. "Is that not how you usually see her?"

      He frowns, rubbing his hands together nervously. "Um, no. When I try to connect with her like we just did, I only ever see the silhouette of a woman with long flowing hair and green vines wrapping around her as if she's trapped. I've never seen her full form before."

      "Wait, are you saying that was actually what the earth looks like?" I ask incredulously.

      He's talking about the earth as if she's a living sentient being. Yes, I believe she exists, but I imagined her more as a natural power that flows through the earth, not a physical being. The only reason I ever conjured up a human figure was because it felt right.

      "She may not look exactly like what you summoned, but you formed a better image than I’ve ever been able to manage. Have you never wondered what she looks like and how she came to be?"

      When I shake my head no, he runs a hand through his thick brown hair and sighs. "Wow. Okay, well that's something you should really ask your father about. I’m not great at explaining it, and seeing as he's the one in charge of things anyway, I'd rather not step on any toes."

      Seriously? Ugh, my father isn't even here. As a matter of fact, he hasn't been in my life for the last twenty-five years, yet now he thinks he can try and control me? Oh, I definitely do not like this man already.

      "You know I'm an adult, right? No man tells me what to do." I give Jenkins a glare, letting him know I won't take shit from yet another man in my life, whether it be him or my father.

      Liam chuckles from outside my shield. "Oh, I don't know about that, Jasmine. I have it on pretty good authority you like being told what to do."

      I close my eyes and rub my temples in annoyance. Of course Liam was listening to every word and chose that moment right then to speak.

      My gaze swings around to give him a glare. "No one was talking to you," I growl, but am unable to stop the smirk from creeping into my expression. Sighing in defeat, I drop the shield.

      He reaches me in two strides and lifts me up from the ground, pulling me to his chest and inhaling my scent. I don't stop him, knowing his wolf needs this right now.

      Jenkins is watching us with curious eyes. "I thought you were mated to the other guy. Benji, I think Josh called him?"

      I meet his eyes, my confidence unwavering. "I am. This is my other mate, Liam."

      I expect judgment in his eyes, but Jenkins seems more intrigued than anything. "Is that all? Or do you have other mates out there as well?" he asks, and I can swear I see a slight glimmer of… hope?

      My mouth opens in an ‘o’ of surprise before a well of laughter bubbles up. "Oh, hell no! Two is hard enough, thank you very much. If there were more out there, I'd send them running back to wherever the hell they came from faster than they could say ‘mate.’"

      He nods in understanding, but his eyes flash with some unknown emotion that has me pausing. "Yeah, I imagine it would be incredibly hard." An awkward silence follows for a long moment, until he cocks his head, listening to something in the distance. "I, uh, have to go. I'll see you guys later."

      We watch him leave and I glance up at Liam after Jenkins disappears into the trees. "What was that about?"

      He grins down at me. "I don't think you wanna know, babe." I narrow my eyes at him and he chuckles, scooping me up over his shoulder. He slaps me on the ass when I wiggle to get free.

      “Jasmine, what you saw, we should-”

      I quickly cut him off, keeping my gaze fixed on the ground as he walks. “Look Liam, I can’t talk about this just yet, okay? There’s already so much going on and while I know you were trying not to hurt me, I’m still a little upset. I need time to sort through everything, so I can have a rational talk rather than just mindlessly raging, which is exactly what I want to do right now.”

      He sighs in defeat, and I can feel the tension in his shoulders. “Fine, I understand you don’t want to talk yet, but we will. I won’t let it drop, Jasmine. But for now, let’s go find your other mate. We’ve been dying to get you back for some alone time."

      Liam carries me back to the pack house, and then to my room, where Benji stands waiting in the doorway.

      I'm dumped on the bed and let out a girly squeal of surprise before sitting up with a laugh. When I meet their gazes, though, it’s not arousal I see, but anger.

      "What's wrong?" I look between them, trying to find some kind of clue as to what has sparked their anger.

      Benji leans down over the bed, placing his hands on either side of my hips as he glares at me. "You. Sent. Me. Away!" he growls out, each word enunciated slowly and filled with rage.

      I throw myself back on the bed, closing my eyes in annoyance. "I had to! I couldn't worry about you or myself in that moment. Neira tricked us!" I exclaim, my anger reacting to theirs. I had to protect them. There are thousands of witches out there, but only two pack Alphas. They were far more important.

      "I don't fucking care! You are our mate! Our number one fucking job in this life is to protect you and keep you safe from harm!" His voice lowers dangerously as he continues to vent. "You used magic to transport me out of that building and Josh tricked me so I would leave. He told me you had agreed that if something went wrong, you'd send me out first, then follow right after. So I ran. WE ran!" he spits, gesturing at Liam, who is standing to the side, stoically silent.

      I have to admire Josh's quick thinking by telling them that. To be fair, I did tell him I'd save Benji and Liam before myself.

      "When we got to the pack house, Josh used magic to seal us inside. We couldn't leave!" Benji's anger is pissing me off in a big way, and after everything else that's happened recently, I’ve just had enough.

      I sigh and push him back so I can sit up. "Tell me, if I were still trapped in that house, what would you do?" I keep my voice gentle, trying to calm the situation, but his wolf is in full control right now.

      "What do you mean 'what would I do?' I'd fucking take all my wolves and destroy the Order for taking my mate hostage."

      I smile sadly at him and then glance over to Liam. The look in his eyes tells me he knows exactly what I'm getting at. No matter who I am to them, their packs need to come first.

      "Exactly, you would have rallied the pack and it could have ended in unnecessary bloodshed. Josh did what he had to as Beta. He kept you safe, and he got me out without anyone getting hurt. You should be thanking him for handling it as well as he did.

      Benji grinds his teeth together as he goes over my words. I wait patiently as he digests the full impact of what I said. Once he’s had a moment to process, he’ll figure out Josh and I were both right to do what we did. We saved him from sending his pack members to their possible deaths when they're already on the verge of extinction. The whole reason I put up the protection barrier in the first place was to keep the wolves safe.

      They both have every right to be pissed, but they need to realize they can’t fault us doing what was right.

      I sit patiently on the edge of the bed, waiting for a response. Finally, after a long moment, Benji blows out a puff of air. "Okay, maybe you're right."

      I can’t contain my smirk as I lean closer. "Maybe, huh?"

      He growls and pushes me back onto the bed. "Just because I said you were right this time, doesn't mean I'll allow you to do something stupid like that again."

      I roll my eyes. "As if either of us would do something like that again. Besides, I seem to remember telling both of you that something about Neira didn’t feel right. But, no! She messed with your minds, making you believe her. Quite literally for you, Liam."

      Huh, I didn't realize until now that I haven't seen her since I got back. "Speaking of, do you know where she went? I imagine she probably ran off after she got her sister out, especially if she realized that Josh figured out you were spelled," I muse, thinking of how stupid she would have to be if she decided to come back to the pack after pretty much trading my life for her sister’s.

      Benji grins over at Liam, and I watch as his gaze drops to the floor. He seems unable to meet my eyes.

      Liam coughs, clearing his throat before finally looking up at me with guilt-filled eyes. "Neira and Sabine actually came back to the pack. They've been staying in my cabin."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The earth shakes as I storm through the pack house, feeling pissed beyond measure. I haven't even been to his house for fuck’s sake! Spelled or not, he had to know I'd be upset by this!

      My anger has no bounds and my magic builds inside me, demanding to be released on the person responsible for causing me such unrest.

      As I storm through the house, Liam and Benji follow after me, trying their best to keep me from leaving. But I get sick of that bullshit and decide to summon a little something I learned.

      My skin now buzzes with an electrical current which will zap anyone who touches me, much like a taser, only less painful. It could hurt more if I ramp up the power, but I choose to keep it tamped down.

      It's a trick I learned not long after I turned eighteen. It used to happen at the most inconvenient moments. At first, I thought it was just some weird static electricity, but then I met Neira and she showed me how to master it. And while it takes a hell of a lot of concentration to maintain, it’s so fucking worth it right now.

      As I turn the corner, the front door slams open, my magic responding to my will. Jenkins is standing there in the doorway, his hand raised to knock. At the look on my face, however, he quickly moves aside, clearing the path for me.

      "You okay, Jasmine?" he asks as I stomp past him.

      I freeze, turning to narrow my eyes at him. "I am most definitely not okay!"

      I turn back to the path, marching ahead, my steps echoing across the front porch as I go. The wood echoes with my angry steps and I take the stairs as quickly as I can without falling down them.

      Josh sees me coming and gets up from the large boulder he's sitting on. He hurries to my side, his face showing his worry, but I continue to press forward, my destination pushing me.

      "Jas, babe, where you going?" Josh inquires, keeping a fast paced walk beside me. I can hear Jenkins, Benji and Liam all following after us but I ignore them all, including Josh. He's supposed to be my friend. He should have told me Neira was here! And even if she was here, I would have thought they'd have her locked in a dungeon or something, not leave her free to lounge about in my mate’s home!

      "Neira is here, staying in Liam's house," I finally spit out. Pausing in my stride, I turn my glare on Josh, with venom in my eyes.

      He takes a step towards me with hands raised in a show of peace, but I am far beyond peace right now. "I was going to tell you, but the new magic running through you is influencing your emotions right now. I knew you'd overreact and go for blood without thinking things through first."

      "Overreact? Are you fucking kidding me?!"

      I pull more power and feel an earthquake rumble through the land beneath us. The earth is blessing me as I rage on.

      "She traded me for her sister! She walked us into a trap, one which I knew was fucking coming, might I remind you? I mean, who the fuck carries around blueprints for a top secret house, just on the off chance they might want to scope it out?! But that's not even the worst of it! No, she spelled my mate to be influenced by her words. Then, when I had to pay a price to free him of the spell, I saw something so goddamn traumatizing that I'm torn between punching Liam in the face for lying to me, or just throwing up. So don’t you dare stand there and tell me I'm overreacting!"

      Josh reaches out a hand, placing it on my shoulder in what I imagine is meant to be a soothing gesture.

      I smirk in amusement as his eyes go wide, and he drops to the ground, huddled up in a ball of pain. I look down at him twitching from the after effects of my magic, before shifting my gaze to the others. "I'm sick of all the lies! If you can't say the truth, then just keep your mouth shut! Don't fucking lie to my face, because if you do, and I find out, you’ll find yourselves magically castrated!"

      I spin around, resuming my angry stride. The guys remain silent behind me, their steps the only sound to let me know they are still following. Other members of the pack scatter when I storm past them on the dirt trail leading towards Liam's guest cabin, but I don't even care how I look right now. I just want to deal with this bitch and all the shit she's done.

      I never thought Neira and I were friends when she assessed me, but she did help me. She urged me to hide my power level and told me things to help me remain undetected from the Order. So to learn the truth of all she’s done, whether she was a friend or not, feels like a big betrayal.

      The door to Liam’s cabin swings open with just a thought, and I climb the three steps leading to the front porch. I take a step inside the door without any invitation.

      Sabine is sitting just inside, her legs curled under her as she reads a book. She sets it to the side, and looks up at me with a serious expression. "I know you need to do this, and I won't stop you, but if you can avoid killing her, I would be incredibly grateful. She's the only family I have left.” I give one sharp nod, not quite agreeing to refrain from killing Neira, but acknowledging that she's the only family Sabine has.

      She points to a door on the opposite side of the room. "She's in there."

      Her voice, while husky, is filled with an underlying anger. My guess is that it’s aimed at her sister. Sabine was very much against me being traded for her, and if Neira had let us plan things out a bit better, we could have very likely saved her sister without me being taken and locked away in a dungeon.

      I meet Sabine’s eyes and nod slightly before walking across the hardwood floor to the door Sabine indicated. My boots clack on the floor, giving Neira plenty of time to prepare herself for my wrath. But when I step inside, I freeze at the sight before me.

      Neira is sitting at a dark wooden vanity, brushing her hair slowly as if she's some kind of Disney princess and I can't quite believe what I’m seeing.

      She's fucking brushing her hair like nothing’s wrong, while my anger has been building around me, thickening the air with each passing moment. All witches, regardless of power level, would be able to feel the energy as I got closer, so the fact she's blatantly pretending I'm not a threat only serves to piss me off to new levels!

      Neira’s gaze meets mine in the mirror and she turns around with a smirk, those brown eyes sparkling with malicious intent. "Oh, Jasmine. What a nice surprise! I'm so glad to see you made it out of the Order headquarters alive."

      The arrogance in her tone causes a red haze to descend over me and before I even know what I'm doing, I've grabbed her by the hair.

      She cries out as I yank hard and drag her from the room, ignoring her attempts to try and claw at my hands. I pull her through the cabin by her hair, past her sister, who still remains seated on the couch. Once I'm out on the front porch, I use my grip on her hair to throw her, propeling her out across the stairs, where she lands in the dirt in front of Liam.

      Liam takes a step away from her, a look of disgust on his face, and my inner woman smiles at the small move on his part. Neira stays on the ground, pretending to be hurt, but my magic knows better. She's perfectly fine.

      I take the steps down the porch and move to stand right in front of her, glaring down on her. My voice comes out low and deadly, filled with power. "You will get up and you will tell my mate what you did to him. You will tell him exactly how you used your magic to trick him into feeling conflicted about our bond. And you will tell him about every other time you used magic in order to influence him."

      Liam meets my gaze and I can see he wants to say something, but the time for him to speak has passed. He had days to get rid of her. He had every chance to tell me the truth about their relationship from the beginning, but he didn't. So now it’s my turn to deal with this in my own way.

      Whatever else he has to say can wait until the trash is gone.

      Neira rolls onto her back and scrambles to her feet, dusting the dirt off her pajamas as she glares at me. "How fucking dare you! Do you know who I am?!"

      "I don't fucking care who you are anymore! I once thought you were someone I could trust, but you shat all over that when you left me with the Order to do with as they pleased. But enough is enough. You are going to apologize to my mate, and then you're going to pack up your shit and get the fuck off my pack property. We don't allow traitors in our pack."

      "Jasmine-"

      I turn my glare to Liam, stopping him from interrupting me. "Don't. You had your chance to fucking deal with this, but you didn’t. Now it’s my turn."

      I was half expecting him to say something about how this pack wasn't mine, but that ship has sailed. Just as Benji is my mate, this is most definitely my pack now.

      I feel Neira's magic as it brushes over me without affecting me. I turn slowly, my eyes narrowing dangerously. "Did you just try to use your magic on me when that's the reason you're in this shit in the first place?!"

      Her smirk is all the answer I need, so I respond in kind, letting go of the thinly veiled control I have over my power.

      My magic flies at her, the wildness of it surprising me. I knew I was angry, but this feels sentient somehow, like I am only guiding the magic rather than controlling it, which has never happened before.

      Neira cocks her hip, resting her hand on it in a smug gesture. She raises her free hand, as if to simply deflect my magic away. But instead of blocking it, she's sent flying, landing with an ‘oomph’ a few feet from where she previously stood.

      "You keep trying to fucking attack me and I'm getting sick of it!" I weave a truth spell over her, watching her stiffen as I begin to speak. "Tell everyone here the truth. Tell Liam what you did and why you did it. While you're at it, why don’t you tell him the real reason his relationship with Sabine ended?"

      She pales at my words and from the corner of my eyes, I see Liam take a step closer to me. Unlike a few days ago when he looked at me with anger regarding her actions, this time his fury is directed at the appropriate target.

      "Please tell me you didn't," Liam begs her, as if the very thought of such a thing might break him.

      Neira hangs her head sadly. "You never noticed me. It was always Sabine. I just wanted you to pay attention to me. Then, when you called me back, I thought you finally realized how much I loved you, but instead you asked how to propose to Sabine. So, I cast a spell to make you both grow apart."

      Liam clenches his fists at his side and shakes his head, disgusted and hurt by her actions.

      "And you spelled him again when you got to the pack to help us, didn't you?" I prod, wanting it to be all out in the open, so we can hurry and get this over with. I just want her off my land.

      "Fine! Yes, I used a persuasion spell on him to get my sister back. So fucking what?!" Neira gets to her feet angrily, her hands rising quickly as she blasts her magic at me. Pain tingles through me and I waver for a split second, but ultimately the pain passes in the blink of an eye, leaving me otherwise unaffected.

      She glares at me, her eyes filled with malice. "You think you're so powerful, but you're nothing! I did what I fucking had to in order to save my sister.  Why does it matter the way it happened? Or is this all some show of power because you want to prove to everyone you're strong, when you’re nothing but weak and pathetic. Just a pitiful woman, with mommy and daddy issues that can't even protect her supposed mates."

      At the mention of not protecting my mates, my magic explodes out of me. Everyone is sent flying back a few feet, and while I feel guilty that I could have hurt the guys, there's something so satisfying about the shock on Neira's face.

      I pant in place, waiting for the energy drain, but feel still filled to the brim, ready for whatever she tries next.

      Neira climbs to her feet again, this time more slowly, and she grimaces in pain. "How the fuck are you still standing?" she demands through ragged breaths as she glares at me.

      All of the guys have gotten to their feet and are assembled a few feet from me, unable to get closer because of all the magic in the air. I look at the knowing expression on Josh's face and have a sneaking suspicion he knows exactly why I'm still standing. Benji, Liam and Jenkins are each watching me with looks akin to fear, but there’s awe in their gazes, too.

      I open my mouth to speak, but Sabine suddenly calls out from behind me, surprising me. I didn't even notice she had come out of the cabin.

      "You won't tire her, Neira. If you had listened to our mother and everything I tried to teach you, then you would know exactly who Jasmine is and what she's capable of. Now, stop acting like a brat and apologize for what you did!"

      "Apologize?! I'm not apologizing to that pathetic little twit! I saved you from the Order when she would have left you there! Hell, Liam would have left you behind too, because he was too wrapped up in what her pussy could offer him to even think about you!"

      Sabine glares down at Neira from where she stands in her fluffy pajamas on the front porch, with her arms crossed across her chest. You can see by the way her eyes flash that was not the answer she wanted. "You will fucking apologize, or I will bind your magic!"

      Neira sighs in frustration, muttering under her breath for a moment before meeting my eyes. "I'm sorry I spelled your mate and traded your life for my sister’s." She rolls her eyes before adding, "But, I'd do it all again if I had to."

      I shake my head at her weak attempt at an apology before smiling gratefully up at Sabine. "Thank you for that. I appreciate you trying."

      She responds with a smile just as kind as the one I gave her, but I see a hardness hidden in the depth of her green eyes. "I'm sorry we're in your mate’s house. I’m guessing, though, he forgot to mention that he moved all his stuff out of here and into the pack house before he even left to go on the mission to rescue me. When we came back, he offered to let us stay here because it was the furthest guest house from the rest of the pack members. He thought it would give the wolves a sense of calm having us seperated from them, especially considering the pack’s recent experiences with witches. So, that’s why this is our temporary lodging for the time being."

      Her soft tone calms me down a little and I begin to relax at her words. "No, he didn't mention that," I say before turning to glare in Liam's direction. He just stands there, a faint pink staining his cheeks.

      'Sorry,' he mouths. I sigh, rolling my eyes. Men.

      I turn back to Sabine, ready to apologize, but then I feel a wave of magic blast through me. I'm unprepared for the attack and go flying, hitting the wall of the house. My body falls to the ground, and I give an ‘oomph’ as pain spreads up my back.

      Ignoring the agony I feel, I scramble to my feet. I face Neira, prepared for the next assault of power, but instead of it causing any pain, I somehow absorb the energy. But it doesn't stop there. As soon as my magic has a taste for hers, it keeps pulling, beginning to drain her of everything.

      Neira drops to the ground, her mouth open in a silent scream as my magic drains her.

      Sabine hurries off the porch, watching me warily as she goes to help her sister stand, using her body weight to hold Neira up.

      "Please, stop," Sabine begs me, with tears in her eyes. "If you don't, she'll die.”

      Good, I think, but then shake my head, trying to clear it of the anger I feel. But there's something so satisfying about seeing the woman who attacked me looking weak and helpless.

      "I have no idea what's happening! My magic's doing this, not me."

      Jenkins comes to stand in front of me, pushing past my magic with gritted teeth, while Josh, Benji and Liam all struggle, unable to get within five feet of me.

      Jenkins caresses my cheek softly, drawing my gaze to his. He grips my hands firmly. "I need you to concentrate, Jasmine. Close your eyes, and just breathe. You're draining her because you're angry and your magic is too. It’s a defense mechanism to protect you from any who would seek to hurt you, but you need to override it and find the calm within yourself."

      Is he serious? How am I supposed to find the calm inside when I'm pissed she tried to attack me while my back was turned? Still, I do as he says, closing my eyes, although doing so makes me feel like a fool.

      Who closes their eyes right after being attacked? My mates better protect my ass or I'm gonna be a whole lot of pissed off.

      After a few moments of breathing deeply, I realize my breaths have now synced with Jenkins’. I open my eyes to see his reassuring smile and then shift my gaze to Neira, who seems to have lost a lot of color, but is no longer grimacing in pain.

      Sabine helps her sister walk back to the porch. As they pass, she stops beside me, placing her free hand on my shoulder, and offering me a touch of magic. "You will understand everything in due time. For now, I suggest you have a meeting with your four mates and clear the air. Anger isn't good for any relationship, especially with someone as powerful as you.” After her ominous words, Sabine lets go of my shoulder and walks back into the house, with her sister gripping her tightly for support.

      "Wait!" I call out, stopping them before they cross the threshold. Quickly, I jog up the three steps, my gaze fixed on Neira as I summon my magic. "You have betrayed the balance of magic. For causing such a breach in the earth’s balance, I am stripping you of your power."

      Magic builds within me, and I let it guide me in weaving the spell, since I've never performed something this complex before.

      Neira's eyes widen as she feels my magic, and she lunges for me, gripping me by the shirt. "No, please don't do this! I need my magic!"

      I look down at her, where she clings to me pathetically. "You made your choice and, you have to suffer the consequences. But don't fret, you can earn your magic back. Just think of someone other than yourself every once in a while and in time, you'll pay back your debt to me and the earth."

      I step away from her and Sabine nods grimly. "Thank you for not binding her. I appreciate your kindness, despite all she has done to you. You will make the earth proud."

      I shrug, not sure what she meant by making the earth proud, but I decide to push it to the back of my mind until a later date. I look over at Neira, holding back a smirk as she stumbles, having to rely on Sabine to keep from falling. I know that eventually Neira will get her power back, but it won't be anytime soon. As soon as she learns to play nice and starts making up for all the bad she's done in this life, her magic will slowly return. Until then, however, she is going to have to learn how to live as a human.

      "I've been bound before and I know how much pain that causes. I couldn’t stomach the thought of doing that to someone else, no matter what they’ve done to hurt me.”

      Sabine nods in understanding and helps Neira up the steps. I hold back a smirk at how much can change in just a few days. Neira used to punish me with her power, instilling in me that just because I was a level one didn’t mean I was strong. Well, I guess I’ve learned a lot since she last saw me.

      I wait until the two of them go back into the house and close the door behind them. Then I turn to meet the eyes of the four men standing nearby.

      Jenkins is still where I left him, off to the side by the stairs, while Benji and Liam are standing on the first step, watching me with expressions ranging from awe to apprehension.

      Then there's Josh, who is standing a few feet off to the other side of the stairs, a massive grin on his face and eyes filled with glee.

      Sabine said I had four mates, but I have no idea if she means these four or that I had two other mates yet to announce themselves.

      Either way, for the first time since coming back here, I'm filled with fear. Two mates was already hard enough. Can I really handle any more? I guess I won't really know until I figure out just who these new mates are.
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      We head back to the house, all five of us. As we walk, I can't help but wonder why Liam didn't just tell me that he had moved his stuff out of the cabin?

      Either way, he could have been honest and upfront with me. Both about sleeping with Neira in the past, and about them moving into his house.

      He could have just said, 'Oh hey. Neira and Sabine are here, but I moved out of the house, so I'm not sleeping out there anymore. And you know how I said Neira and I were only friends? Well, that's not entirely true. I slept with Neira once, but it meant nothing.'

      Simple and straight to the point. Yeah, I would have been upset, but I would have gotten over it. The fact that he hid it, on the other hand, just makes things worse. And it’s harder for me to come to terms with the fact it didn’t mean anything, because he tried so hard to conceal it.

      While normally I’m sure I would experience some minor jealousy, having seen it with my own eyes just makes it a hell of a lot worse.

      And maybe if he had of been up front from the beginning, then I wouldn't have been subjected to the vision of them tangled in the sheets, clearly fucking each other. Spells that remove a curse or hex from someone are extremely powerful and require the strength of the earth to aid you. Hence why the spell requires something mentally and physically in return. Mentally, I was forced to witness the vision of Liam and Neira together, something that would make me mentally unbalanced. And physically, I’m going to be depleted of magic and most likely go into a magic coma for a few days.

      And while I know subconsciously it's just another way of the earth testing my worth by showing me something I would have to overcome my emotions, it still hurts.

      They are my mates! No one is allowed to touch any of them but me!

      I pull up short, surprised by how intense that thought was. Never did I think I would feel this strongly for a person, let alone two. The strange thing is, I'm not even bothered by the possessive streak I feel.

      Liam pretty much staked his claim by marking my shoulder for all to see, and Benji has implied he wants to mark me as well.

      I know that's not all that’s involved in the binding, but I know receiving a bite is the first step in a long and complicated process.

      From what I've heard, the male wolf marks his mate with a bite, and then the female does the same in return. Once that has happened, they go to the Order, who holds a ceremony, binding them to the earth and melding the missing pieces of their souls, making them one whole. It's said that bonded mates can feel everything that their other half does. When one of them is hurt, the other feels that pain. When one is happy, so is their mate.

      The ceremony is said to be a very intimate moment between mates, with only the Order present to preside over the binding. Once the magical aspect is taken care of, the wolves shift and run together as mates. Then, they mate as wolves in order to seal the bond.

      However, I have no idea how I'm going to do that part. I may be a hybrid, but I still don't know what that means for my abilities. I've never shifted before, so does that mean I never will? Or will I shift when the binding takes effect? Just a couple more questions to add to my ever-growing list of things I need to ask Josh.

      We all slowly make our way up the steps and into the pack house. Once inside, Liam heads straight for the kitchen, calling back over his shoulder, "Anyone hungry? I've got some steaks in the fridge."

      Josh fist pumps the air, grinning broadly. "Hell yeah! I would kill for one of your steaks!"

      Jenkins and Benji both mutter their agreement, but Liam still manages to hear them as he bangs around in the kitchen. For a wolf who's supposed to be a silent predator, he sure makes a lot of noise when he’s cooking.

      Josh and I stand awkwardly outside the door to the kitchen before he gestures for me to follow him. As we leave, I see Benji go sit down on the couch next to Jenkins.

      Josh grabs my arm and drags me back to my bedroom. Once we’re inside, he closes the door behind us, locking it as well. He walks into my adjoining bathroom, where he turns the shower and taps on. Then he comes out, takes my hand and drags me back into the bathroom with him.

      I stare at him in shock as he closes the door behind us and steps closer to me. My heart starts racing in nervous excitement. Just because I think it’s possible he's my mate doesn't mean this should be happening right now. "Uh, Josh, back off. This really isn’t appropriate.”

      His brow creases in confusion, but then he looks between us, then around the room. His eyes widen and he bursts into laughter, quickly taking a step back. "Shit! Sorry, babe. I just wanted to talk to you without the guys overhearing us."

      I try not to let him see the hurt that I feel from his laughter, but he must anyway, because his face suddenly grows serious. "Sorry, Jas. But I have some important things to tell you; I just haven’t had the chance between everything else. Unfortunately, we’re running out of time before he shows up here."

      "What? You mean my father?" I demand as he runs a hand through his hair, clearly anxious.

      He turns to meet my gaze, his brown eyes conveying his concern. "Yeah. He's on his way now.”

      Get me? "If he thinks he's going to take me prisoner, he’ll be in for a surprise. I don't care who the fuck he is; I will obliterate him," I growl angrily.

      Josh coughs out a laugh. "No, he's not going to kidnap you or anything like that. He just wants to give you answers about who you are."

      "Why? What does he gain from that?"

      "Honestly, I can't answer that. He has to be the one to explain things, but I promise it’s nothing bad. Although, there is something you should know about him before he arrives."

      I wait with bated breath, sensing whatever he’s about to tell me isn’t going to be good. Why else would Josh separate me from the others to explain this? If it wasn’t a big deal, he would have just told me out in the living room with the other guys present.

      As I watch Josh, I can tell he's nervous about something. It’s obvious by the way he's rubbing his fingers together. I’ve noticed that he does that whenever he's anxious about something. Case in point, he was doing that while we were breaking into the Order Headquarters.

      Finally, he gathers up enough courage, spitting the words out in a rush. "Your father, while a hybrid like you, is also the head of the Soldiers. He works closely with the human government to keep all supernaturals in check."

      I take a seat on the floor, leaning back against the shower glass with my head in my hands. When I think I've actually processed what he just said, I lift my head and see Josh hovering over me nervously. He looks like he wants to comfort me, but is unsure of how to do so. To be honest, I have no clue either.

      "How long will he be here for?" I ask softly. I know I should be freaking out right now. I should feel like crying or wanting to throw things, but instead I’m just numb. He can come and give me answers if he wants, but if he thinks he can just walk back into my life like he didn’t abandon me, well he’s got another thing coming. Though there's definitely some questions I would like answered.

      Like, how the hell can my father be a supe, and also part of the human government? The Soldiers are all highly trained humans that go above and beyond what special forces members are trained for. Soldiers need to be able to fight off supernaturals so they have to train harder than anyone else to ensure they are up to the challenge.

      All applicants have to submit to blood tests, physical testing, and other aptitude tests. This is to ensure that only the most skilled make it through, but also to weed out any supes trying to sneak their way into the human government.

      Not to mention there's the whole law about level one witches. If my father truly does work with the Soldiers, what's to say he won't follow the law to the letter?

      I know Benji and Liam are not going to like having the leader of the Soldiers here around a bunch of wolves, and I don't really blame them for that. That’s when I realize what Josh did by telling me this. He put me in the position to tell them, because he was too chicken shit to do so.

      "He'll only be here for the day. He told me he had some unfinished business to take care of, and that he was coming straight here afterward so he could spend time with his daughter."

      I laugh harshly. I might be his daughter biologically, but he has yet to earn the right to treat me as such. After all, he left me with that sadistic bitch of a mother, and I'm guessing he knew the whole fucking time that I existed.

      "Okay, we need to explain everything to Benji and Liam before he arrives. I don't want them blindsided by him showing up at the door without any kind of explanation. They may also want to send some of the pack away before he arrives, just in case." Josh nods; he seems to have relaxed a bit, but there's still a tension in his eyes.

      I get to my feet and wrap my arms around his waist, ignoring the way he suddenly freezes. After a moment, he relaxes into my embrace. He slowly runs a hand up and down my back as if to soothe me, but I know it’s as much to comfort him.

      "I'm sorry I kept this from you, babe. I would have told you sooner, but I swore to your father I’d let him explain. But then you were captured by the council, and I went out of my fucking mind. It took everything in me to remain rational, thinking about your mother and Evan doing God knows what to you."

      I rub my cheek against his chest, listening to the pounding of his heart for a moment. Then I pull back and look up into his pained eyes. "You call spelling my mates so they can’t leave the pack house staying calm?" I tease, watching as an amused grin lights up his face. The sight of it makes me happy; I just wanted to ease his worries a bit. It’s strange, but I’m starting to feel things for Josh that I never thought I would.

      He looks at me intently, as if noticing the change in me. Quickly, I shut down my emotions, refusing to let him see my inner confusion. But he doesn't let the matter drop. "Jas, having more than two mates is okay. You know that, right? No one is going to pressure you into anything."

      I shake my head sadly, stepping back. "No, I couldn’t. It would break Benji and Liam. They've already given me so much by allowing me to share them, I don't want to push them any further."

      "Babe, they won't care as long as you're happy. Would it be so terrible to have me as a mate too?"

      I frown, hearing the hurt evident in his voice. It makes me feel like an asshole, and he drops his head, refusing to meet my eyes. "Josh, you look at me right now!"

      He lifts his head minutely, just enough to watch me speak, which is all I need. "It’s not that I don’t want you as a mate. But it's not just me I have to consider. Liam and Benji share me equally. If I add another guy, or hell, two if Sabine is to be believed, then how am I supposed to find the balance? What if I spend too much time with one of you? What if I kiss one of you in front of the others? There are so many 'what if' scenarios that it gives me a goddamn migraine. But what it really comes down to is that I’m afraid of hurting any of you, and I don’t know what to do."

      Josh seems to mull over my words, before speaking slowly. "Okay, I get your concerns, but hear me out. Liam and Benji share you so well because they were once a couple. Well not exactly; they always liked having a girl for a third, but it wasn't a necessity. They’ve always cared for each other, but now that you're in the picture, it’s like they've found their perfect match. If you accepted me as your mate, I wouldn't want to be part of that relationship. I would want us to have one of our own. As for kissing, touching or anything else while the others are around, well that's something we should all sit down and discuss as a group. Because you’re right, there need to be some kind of boundaries, or this will never work."

      He takes in a deep breath, and before I can react, he places his lips on mine in a hungry kiss. I fight the urge not to moan in response, but all thought seems to have left me as soon as his lips touched mine.

      When he finally pulls away, it’s with a shit eating grin on his face. "I know you're going to try to talk yourself out this and deny your feelings, because I saw you do the same thing with Benji and Liam at the start. So just in case you do, I wanted to at least get one kiss in first."

      With that, he turns walking from the room, a confident strut in his step.

      He just... I run both hands through my hair, gripping tight and pulling. "AHHHH!" I scream in frustration.

      Josh was so fucking right. I tried to lock away my feelings for Benji and Liam, but no matter how hard I tried, the way I felt about them overwhelmed all my negative thoughts that made me think it was a bad idea. With that in mind, I know I have to try to talk to the guys about everything.

      Yeah, this is going to be great...
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      I stayed in the bathroom for a bit after that, splashing water on my face to try and clear my head, but the kiss with Josh kept playing on repeat. How the hell am I supposed to try to sort through my emotions, when I don't even know how I feel?

      Once I was sure I can handle myself and remain calm, I step out of the bathroom. I see Josh has left the bedroom, so I head into the hall, before making my way to the living room. When I get there, I notice Josh and Jenkins on the couch, fully absorbed in a football game on TV. Benji has moved into the dining room and when he sees me, he beckons me over. I try to act casual, as if nothing happened, even though I’m freaking out inside.

      His face, while not completely blank, is devoid of emotion. When I get within arm’s length, he grabs me by the elbow. He drags me over to a wall, which while the furthest from the kitchen, gives me a full view of Liam moving around as if he owns the place.

      "You should go talk to him," Benji murmurs, gesturing into the kitchen as we both watch Liam do his thing.

      I look on with interest as Liam grabs various herbs and spices from a cabinet. He sets them down in alphabetical order on the counter, with all the labels facing him so he can read them easily. I smile at his meticulous nature.

      "I don't know," I murmur as I continue to observe him. "He looks busy."

      When I turn back to Benji, I notice him glaring at me. "We want this relationship to work, Jazzy. That won't happen if you don't clear the air. You're not the only one angry about what happened. Liam is fucking messed up after finding out you saw what happened between him and Neira. He’s used to hiding his emotions, and he does it well. If you don’t confront him about it soon, both of you will let this eat at you, and you’ll end up resenting each other.

      "You both screwed up. Just accept it and talk to him, so you can both move past this."

      Then his hands are gripping my shoulders as he steers me into the kitchen. Once I’m inside, Benji closes the door behind me, essentially locking me in a room with an angry mate and a bunch of knives. Okay, I might be overreacting a bit, but still.

      I watch as Liam walks around the kitchen, moving with a spring in his step. After a minute, he finally stops and acknowledges my presence. When he turns, I see he has a couple of steaks in his hands, still in their wrapping. "You just gonna stand there and watch? You’re welcome to help if you know how to handle yourself in the kitchen."

      My eyes run slowly over his figure, dressed in navy blue jeans and a pale gray tee. He's wearing an apron that reads, 'Get the fuck outta my kitchen!' I smile at the novelty article of clothing, which was clearly made for him.

      As I take him in from head to toe, his violet gaze flares brighter. "Maybe I'll just stand here and watch.” I bite my lip teasingly, enjoying the small growl that rumbles in his chest.

      He places the two wrapped steaks back on the counter before taking three strides towards me, his growl building in the room. When he reaches me, he cups my cheek in the palm of his hand. He looks like he’s about to say something, but that’s when Josh calls out from the living room.

      "You guys better not be fucking near my food!"

      I snort, unable to contain my laughter. Liam, on the other hand, frowns, glaring at the kitchen door as if it personally yelled at him.

      He sighs in defeat before giving me a gentle kiss on the lips. "We'll finish this later. Wouldn't want Josh to get snippy and decide to curse us."

      "I heard that!" Josh shouts. I chuckle as Liam guides me over to the kitchen counter, one hand on the small of my back as he does so.

      He lets me go and moves over to the cupboard under the sink, where he pulls out a spare apron, holding it up for me.

      I burst out laughing at the picture on it, clutching my stomach as my breaths come out in strangled gasps.

      A picture of Benji and Liam is on the apron, front and center. They look considerably younger in the image, maybe ten years or more, and their expressions are filled with joy.

      They've each got an arm wrapped over the other’s shoulders in the most bro hug ever. Their grins are wide and contagious, and along the bottom of the apron are the words 'Alpha Bitches’ stitched in neat letters.

      Liam doesn't say anything about the apron, ignoring my laughter as he puts it on me, tying it around my waist.

      As I work to gain control of my hiccups, he moves me over to where he was working before, and puts a chopping board and knife in front of me.

      He places two tomatoes, three carrots, a cucumber and a head of lettuce in front of me, as well as four empty containers.

      "Grate the carrots, slice the cucumber, shred the lettuce and dice the tomatoes. I want you to put them in individual containers, and we'll take them out onto the porch when I'm ready to grill the steaks."

      I smirk, otherwise not acknowledging his directions. He goes about measuring out herbs and spices in a flat tray. He hums as he works and I find myself unable to stop staring. He doesn't even need to measure, I notice. Instead, he seems to just instinctively know how much of each ingredient he needs.

      As if just realizing I’m still standing there, doing nothing, he pauses and turns his gaze to meet mine. "Do you know how to cut vegetables, or would you like me to show you?" The sarcasm in his voice is softened by his amused smile.

      I roll my eyes, sticking my tongue out at him before returning to my task.

      How's a woman not to be impressed when her mate knows exactly how to handle himself in the kitchen? They say the way to a man's heart is through his stomach, but I think that might be even more true for women.

      Give me a man who will feed me for the rest of my life, and I’ll die one happy ass woman!

      We prep the food in silence for a few minutes before I decide to broach the subject that made Benji push me in here in the first place. I need to understand why Liam didn't just tell me the truth when I first asked.

      "Can I ask a question?" My voice comes out soft, nerves getting the better of me. I know we have to discuss this, but I don’t want it to escalate into an argument if I can avoid it. I just want to have a civil conversation about this.

      He sighs, wiping his hands on his apron before turning to face me. "Jasmine, we're mates. You can ask me whatever you want, whenever you want. I may not always give you the answer you want, or I may struggle to give you an answer that won’t piss you off, as we've already learned," he mutters. I know he’s referring to earlier, when I let my anger lead me and stormed out of the house. It’s not my fault he didn't phrase things well.

      "Why did you lie to me when I asked about Neira in the first place? And why would you move out of your temporary house and let her stay there? Sure, I could handle you letting a friend stay there, but an ex lover, or in this case two ex lovers... Well, that shit just hurts."

      He continues to season the steaks, refusing to look at me when he answers. "I didn't tell you the truth about Neira because I knew it would hurt you. I knew there was history between the two of you, although I’m not exactly sure what it is. Since you were already angry at her, it didn't seem like the best time to give you more of a reason to dislike her. So I lied, hoping I’d have a chance to clear things up after she was gone, but then shit hit the fan."

      He slams his hand on the counter, almost breaking the glass spice jar he's holding. Then, he takes a few measured breaths. "As for them moving into my home, it just felt right. I knew I didn't want to be that far away from you, so I was going to move into the pack house anyway. I thought that if I moved into your room, it would make you happy. So, Josh helped me pack everything up from my house and bring it all over here before we left on the mission to scope out the Order house."

      "My room?" I ask in surprise. Everything else he said is just a jumble of words compared to that one statement, which leaps out at me.

      He smirks before giving me a look that says he thinks I'm naïve. "What, did you think I would be shacking up with Benji? No, I want to be right where my mate is, thank you very much."

      He wants to be with me? My heart hammers in my chest and I feel myself growing wet between my legs at his admission.

      I clear my throat, trying to find my voice. "I just figured you would want to move into one of the spare rooms. There have to be like five empty bedrooms here. Why not just take the room next to mine?"

      "Because. You. Are. Mine!" His hands slam down on the counter again, making me jump in surprise. "Listening to Josh and leaving you that night went against every instinct I had. Benji was so out of it from you magically transporting him, but even so, I could tell he wanted us to go back. The only reason I didn't was because I knew you would kick my ass if I treated you like some damsel who needed saving. But guess what? You needed saving!"

      "I didn't NEED saving; I just couldn't get out alone," I mutter sullenly, my defense sounding weak, even to my own ears.

      He chuckles at that, and pulls me into a bone crushing hug. "Well, whatever you want to call it, you needed me, and I won't let that happen ever again. From this moment on, consider me glued to your side until further notice. That is, unless that bastard in there decides to trap me in the house again with his magic, something I'm not likely to forgive anytime soon, I might add," he growls against my head.

      I've got to give Josh credit where credit is due. He convinced two Alphas to come back to the pack, despite the fact it meant leaving their mate behind. How he managed to convince them to stay in the house long enough for him to cast a spell locking them in, is completely beyond me.

      "And, uh, how do you feel about the whole hybrid situation?" I ask nervously against his chest, trying to think of a way to subtly twist the conversation towards my father. Maybe I should summon Benji for this too, but I figure I can talk to him after we eat. Maybe one-on-one is best for now.

      I know Josh would have told Liam and Benji about the hybrid situation by now. It was probably unavoidable, especially after they saw him, a wolf, use his own magic to lock them in the house.

      Before, being just a witch seemed hard because of the whole binding ceremony, and the fact I wouldn’t be able to give them what they wanted: a true mating with a wolf. However, now telling them about the whole hybrid revelation and the fact I am one feels like I’m giving them false hope where there may be none, because I still don’t know if I can shift or not. I mean just because I am some wolf-witch cross, do they now expect everything to work like it would for a wolf during the binding ceremony?

      Liam freezes before pulling away to look down at me. I meet his eyes hesitantly, scared of what I may see. But all that shows within their depths is clear acceptance.

      "Honestly, I'm beyond relieved. I imagine Benji is too. The thought of you going through the pain of the binding ceremony as nothing more than a witch, made me want to avoid the whole thing all together. We would have figured out how you would avoid the pain eventually, but now that we know you're part wolf, I feel much better, even if you don’t shift. Your body should be able to handle the ceremony and all the things that come with it."

      He presses a gentle kiss to my cheek before stepping away to stack all the containers. Then he grabs the plate of seasoned steaks and starts walking towards the glass sliding door. He pauses, turning back towards me with a wicked smirk. "Though I have to admit, I wouldn't mind hunting you in wolf form in the woods, if you ever did shift, that is. Just imagine what the mating would be like.”

      I stand frozen in shock from the image he put in my mind. He grins at my reaction before opening the sliding door and walking out to fire up the grill, all the while chuckling under his breath.

      Once I've gotten myself under control, I grab the now stacked containers and take them out onto the table on the porch, before going back inside to get some cutlery.

      When I make another trip inside for the bread rolls that are in yet another container, Benji opens the kitchen door and comes in, followed by Jenkins and Josh. The two of them grin at each other before heading out onto the deck. Benji hovers for a moment, before grabbing a few beers from the fridge. Once I have the container of rolls in hand, he walks outside with me, a happy smile on his face.

      Benji hands out the beers and then moves over, taking a seat near the grill where Liam’s cooking. He and Liam begin chatting, talking about the game Liam missed that the others had been watching on tv.

      Josh grins as he drinks his beer and I purse my lips at him. "So guys, there's something else Josh has to tell you."

      Josh instantly pales and looks at me like a deer caught in headlights, while Benji and Liam turn to stare at him with narrowed eyes. When he doesn't say anything, I sigh in annoyance. So much for making him suffer through the explanation.

      "My father is coming here and should be here any time, actually. Apparently, from what I just learned, he also happens to be head of the Soldiers."

      Surprisingly, both guys remain pretty calm after hearing this. They ask Josh a few questions, but then they all resume talking about the game of football they just watched. I stare at them open-mouthed, feeling completely flabbergasted. I thought for sure that they'd be pissed and start storming around, much like I did earlier.

      Men and their goddamn football. I tune them out and go back into the kitchen to grab a soda. The sight that greets me when I return has me taking a deep breath. Benji and Liam have their heads thrown back in laughter, joy evident in their expressions. Josh sits there with a beer in hand, talking to Jenkins, who stands off to the side, but is still very much a part of the group.

      He seems to have slipped his way into my life somehow, and it feels like he belongs there just as much as the others. I watch him, wondering about the connection between us. I haven't mentioned it to Benji and Liam yet, only because I don't quite know how to explain it. But there's something there, like with Josh, only slightly different.

      When Jenkins touched me and eased the pain from my overflow of magic, it felt like a piece of me returned that I didn’t even know was missing. I suspect he might think I'm his mate, but we haven't really had a chance to talk about it.

      While I really want to know, I'd rather not bring it up now while we're having such a good night. I'll just find a chance to talk to him about it soon.

      I take a seat at the end of the patio table, listening as they joke and laugh among each other, while Liam grills the steaks to perfection.

      When he finishes, he places them on a plate in the middle of the table, and tells us to dig in. For some reason, none of the guys touch their food until after I've piled two steaks onto a burger roll, and have filled the whole thing with salad stuff.

      When my plate is full, all the guys dig in at once, leaving me annoyed. Why wait for me to eat? That makes no sense! They were all obviously hungry, but not one of them touched their plates! Ugh, men!

      Liam looks across the table at me, shifting his gaze to where Jenkins and Josh sit on either side of me. I didn't choose this seat on purpose; it was just where I ended up, and they chose to sit beside me. I look over at the empty seats and wonder if I should move. But before I can make up my mind, Josh's phone goes off.

      He looks down at the caller ID and his face pales. He gets up from his chair, it almost falling back in his rush. "Uh, I'll be back in a sec," he says nervously, hurrying back into the kitchen without waiting for any kind of acknowledgement.

      I glance between Jenkins, Liam and Benji, the latter just shrugging his shoulders before returning to his food. My hand reaches for the can of soda in front of me when a sudden chill runs through my body, freezing me in place for a few seconds. Then I'm on my feet, the chair flying out from behind me as I quickly back away from the table, my eyes wide with fear. I recognize that magic. I've only felt it once before, but I could never forget that feeling.

      Josh comes back outside, a man hovering behind him in the doorway. The stranger pushes past Josh so he can step outside. I watch as the other three guys get to their feet slowly, each of them seeming confused by my reaction.

      The newcomer steps out from behind Josh and my heart rate begins to pick up, my magic coiling inside me, ready to strike. He takes a cocky step towards me and holds out his hand to greet me. "Hello, Jasmine. It's nice to finally meet you."

      Instinct takes over and before I realize what’s happening, he goes flying from the full impact of my punch.

      Josh stares at me as if he's never seen me before, while Benji stares down at the man on the ground, his brows furrowed as he tries to make the connection. He too has seen him once before, and I can tell the exact moment the memory comes back to him.

      Suddenly, Benji launches himself across the table, shifting in one quick movement and lunging at the newcomer.

      That's when all hell breaks loose.
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      Everyone watches on in silence. The only sounds come from Benji’s wolf, who growls as he lunges at the man who claims to be my father.

      My so-called father gets to his feet slowly and erects a barrier between Benji and himself that effectively stops Benji's wolf in his tracks.

      The man rubs his jaw, sending a grin my way. "I see you’ve got a nice right hook. At least you got something good from me. I was worried it might only be the magic," he muses, his eyes alight with mirth.

      Benji growls ferociously and runs at the barrier again, only to be sent flying back with a yelp. He gets to his feet and tries again, his wolf in complete control as he tries to get at and neutralize the threat.

      I wince at each impact, wishing Benji would stop. He's just going to hurt himself if he keeps going like that.

      After one final attempt at rushing the barrier, Benji moves around, trying to get past the edge of the magical wall, looking for a way to get closer to me. I can see in his eyes that he feels the need to protect me, like he did all those years ago.

      No matter where Benji moves, though, my supposed father just shifts the barrier, keeping him from getting through. Liam, Josh, Jenkins and I all watch on, unsure how to diffuse the situation.

      Liam growls, apparently fed up with this man’s games. "Let the Alpha go to his mate," he snarls in anger. I can see him vibrating with the need to shift and protect me from someone he too perceives as a threat.

      My father looks between Liam and I with a knowing smirk. "No. If he's her mate, then surely he can figure out how to get to her." His grin is filled with arrogance, which only makes me hate him more, if that's even possible.

      My lips thin in anger and my magic crackles in the air around me. Josh and Jenkins are both staring at my father, obviously never having seen this side of him before. Then they look between me and my father, trying to figure out what's going on. But, they could never truly grasp the fear I have for this man.

      Benji's wolf growls angrily, pushing against the barrier again, as if by sheer force will help him get to me. I can see the hopelessness in his eyes and know I have to do something to stop this. I'm not the same weak sixteen-year-old girl who barely knows how to control her magic. No, now I'm so much more than that.

      I'm not afraid of him anymore. At least that's what I tell myself.

      "Three seconds," I say into the tense silence, lifting my gaze from Benji's to meet the eyes of the man I hoped I'd never see again. His eyes narrow at the determination and strength I'm projecting. "You're going to drop your magic barrier, and leave. If you don't, then I will make you. Do you understand?" I speak through gritted teeth, forcing myself to enunciate each word clearly to make sure he understands just how fucking serious I am.

      Josh looks between my father, who is grinning like a madman, and me, who is pissed beyond measure. "What's going on? I thought you’d never met your father?”

      He looks at me in confusion, as if hoping for some kind of clue. That’s when I realize that my 'father' didn't bother telling Josh about the first time he met me, probably because he knows Josh wouldn’t let him near me if he knew the truth.

      I laugh harshly, gesturing over at the man who refuses to let my mate come near me. "Oh, I've fucking met him alright. I just didn’t know he was my father at the time."

      Josh frowns but I don't let him interrupt me, the floodgates spilling open. "A week after Benji and I met for the first time, this prick," I gesture over at the man in question, who is still grinning wildly as if this is the best day of his life, "tried to kidnap me. He used magic stronger than I’d ever felt before, trying to magically lure me into his car! And he would have too, had Benji not seen the whole thing. He got there just in time.”

      I think back to that day, the memory still fresh in my mind. Benji was supposed to be picking me up from classes, but ended up being a no show. So I walked straight to the bus stop, intending to catch the next one home. I’d been waiting for roughly five minutes when a random guy pulled up in a dark van. He told me if I got in the car, he'd take me to freedom. That he could show me things I'd never before seen.

      Things weren't exactly good between Benji and I because he was still with my mother, or so I thought. But I wasn't a fucking idiot; I wasn't getting into some random’s car, no matter how bad things were at home.

      Instead, I flipped him off and told him to leave me the fuck alone. That’s when he used fucking magic to try and lure me into the car. It was so strong that I found myself obeying instantly. I was in the midst of opening the van door when Benji appeared out of nowhere. He tackled me to the ground to stop me from getting into the car, and with him touching me, it was like the magic completely fizzled out.

      The man, my 'father' apparently, drove away, and I never saw him again. Though that didn't stop me from having nightmares about him showing up and trying again. When I told my mother about the incident, she seemed more upset about Benji being the one to interfere than me being kidnapped, but I guess now that I know she is just a power hungry bitch, it all makes sense.

      Months went by before I was finally able to move past what happened. I decided to learn to defend myself, knowing then that if he came back for me, I would be better prepared. Benji was there by my side in those few weeks, teaching me how to punch someone in the solar plexus so I could distract them and make my escape. He noticed that I would start panicking any time a van drove by me, and decided to step in. He took me to see a therapist, convinced it might help if I could talk to someone else who wasn't biased. Meaning not him, because he would fly into a rage anytime I brought up the attack. It wasn’t me he was mad at of course. He hated himself for not protecting me better, and I knew he thought it was his fault I was almost taken, because he was late to pick me up.

      Knowing now that Benji's my mate makes his reaction back then much more understandable. It’s safe to say the issues I have with male witches are a direct result of that one incident. Magic should never be used on another witch or supernatural without very good reason.

      "You tried to take her?" Josh splutters, finally finding his voice.

      My father grins in amusement at Josh, while Benji tries futilely to get past the barrier, growing more enraged by the second.

      I can see Josh’s growing anger, and he starts weaving his hands through the air, using his magic to make the barrier drop.

      As soon as it falls, Benji rushes to my side, rubbing his head against my leg to comfort me. Once his wolf is sure I’m okay, he moves to stand in front of me protectively, and growls menacingly at my father.

      I thought I was over my fear of him, but my heart still pounds rapidly in response to his presence, despite the brave face I'm putting on.

      It didn’t help that I just spent two days locked away with no access to my power, while my mother and Evan tried to rip my magic from me. It just brought the memory of my time as a captive to the forefront, and seeing him was not something I was remotely prepared for. Then again, how many people can say their father has tried to kidnap them before? It sounds more like something out of a human soap opera show than real life.

      Josh moves to stand beside me and my father raises his eyebrows. "Oh seriously, you too, Josh? It was just a small misunderstanding, that’s all."

      I shake my head at my father’s arrogance. "No, a small misunderstanding would be like me walking into the wrong house because they look identical." And yes, I might have done that before. "What you did was use your magic to convince me to get in that van with you! You were going to abduct me! Do you have any idea the kind of nightmares I had after that? No, you just fucking wanted to take me for God knows what reason and didn’t care how it would affect me! How about just showing up at the house and going, ‘Hey Jasmine, I'm your father. How about we go for a coffee, or get some ice cream? You don't just grab a sixteen-year-old off the street, you fucking psychopath!"

      I pant, still fuming, and wait for an angry response from my father, but he surprises us all by letting loose a loud belly laugh that echoes through the trees. "Oh, you really do have that fiery streak from your mother. When your power unleashes, you are going to be truly magnificent. Maybe even more so than she is.”

      What the fuck is he going on about? "I hate to burst your bubble, ‘Dad,’ but I already have my magic."

      He grins smugly at me and a worm of doubt works its way into my mind. I look over at Josh and see him eye with me sympathy. I stumble back, shocked because he obviously knows what my father is talking about, and didn’t bother to tell me. For the moment, though, I push down the hurt I feel, and focus on my father’s next words.

      "The magic you have now is just from me, darling." The way he says ‘darling’ make me cringe for some reason. He seems twisted in the head, and the way he talks to me makes me think of the way a parent would speak to a young child. "You won't get the rest of your magic until your mother gifts it to you, which will be any day now. That’s why I’m here actually. It's time for us to leave."

      I can't help it, I laugh so hard that tears stream down my face. Liam and Benji both look at me with concerned eyes, while Jenkins and Josh seem to think I've gone crazy and have edged away from me.

      Finally I sober up enough for my laughter to subside, leaving small hiccups in their place. Staring daggers at him, I speak. "You must be fucking insane! I’m not going to believe your bullshit fancy ass lie, just so you can kidnap me!” I shake my head adamantly as I continue to glare at him. "I'm not going anywhere with you. And I’m definitely not going anywhere near my goddamn mother, who I only just escaped from! Nope, not doing it!"

      He grits his teeth and takes several deep breaths, as if trying to rein in his anger. Wow okay, maybe there are a few similarities between us. He regains his composure and meets my eyes with a steady gaze. "That woman, the one who raised you, was not your mother! Your mother is so much more than that pathetic piece of shit." He sighs, as if defeated and pulls a seat out at the table, sitting down and waiting for the rest of us to follow suit.

      I take a seat across from my father. Benji stays in his wolf form at my right side, while Liam sits down on my other side. Josh and Jenkins are somewhere behind us, choosing to remain standing. It gives me comfort to know they’re protecting our backs, and I’m thankful for their efforts.

      My father looks at me from across the table. His green eyes remind me so much of the ones I see in the mirror when my magic is in control that it’s startling.

      "The woman who raised you, the one you lived with all your life, is not your birth mother," he says sadly. I can hear the guilt in his voice, and he lowers his eyes to the table, no longer able to meet my gaze.

      "When your mother found out she was pregnant with you, we knew we had no choice but to give you up. We had to hide you with someone that we knew the Order would never suspect of harboring our child. That would be your adopted mother, Belinda."

      So, my mother isn't really my mother, but my real mother had to hide me with my adopted mother to keep the Order from finding out about me? Ugh, this is giving me a major headache. And if I have a biological mother out there, why is he insisting that we have to leave here to see her? Why did she not come with him?

      "Why did you need to hide me from the Order?" I ask, eager to make some sense of this mess.

      "It’s because of who you are, Jasmine. Tell me, what do you sense when your magic runs over me?"

      Curiously, I let my magic out, not in the way I would with a spell but to let myself feel out his aura. This is the only sure fire way to determine whether a human is actually a wolf or even a witch who is hiding their true nature from their own kind.

      As my magic hits his aura, I cringe, watching as it changes from blue to green, then purple, and from there to black. I let my magic die and meet his eyes with my own surprised ones. "Your aura, it’s changing. That's not possible," I insist, shaking my head in confusion.

      Your aura is a representation who you are; it should be one fixed color. Mine is green with tinges of blue around the edges, while Benji's is a pale orange and Liam's is a pale lavender. To have an aura that changes... "What are you?"

      My father grins at me and I see his canines lengthen to two sharp points. Liam gasps at my side and Benji's hackles rise, while I just stare at him open-mouthed, completely and utterly shocked.

      During all this, Josh and Jenkins have remained quiet, which leads me to believe they already knew about this key piece of information.

      "I was born a hybrid of two species, a werewolf and a witch, and was one of the first of my kind. When I was on my deathbed, a woman came to me and told me she was a part of the earth. She said wanted to give me a gift because she knew I would be important in the future to come. And so, she bestowed me with the same gift the vampires once possessed, that of everlasting life. That was a little over eight hundred years ago."
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      My father, who is a triple hybrid (or would that be tribrid?), is also over eight hundred years old? None of this is making any sense.

      Why would the earth gift him an extended life? It’s her job to keep everything in balance, and granting him the ability to live forever is not within keeping that balance.

      "What you're saying isn't possible," I breathe out into the stunned silence. Benji and Liam look confused by the news and even Jenkins seems to be a little surprised.

      My eyes, however, linger on Josh, who remains unfazed and I just know in my heart that he knew everything. "What else are you keeping from us?" I ask Josh as my anger thickens the air.

      I don't bother giving my father any attention, my glare fixed solely on Josh. He's supposed to be my friend and I thought I could trust him. Then he kissed me and practically admitted he was my mate, and now this? If he was able to keep this from me, then what else could he be hiding? How can I trust someone who would hide something this important from me?

      My father is the leader of the Soldiers, the group responsible for keeping the supernaturals in check, but is also one of the very things he's responsible for hunting... yeah, because that's not fucking confusing as hell.

      On top of that, I find out Josh has been hiding all this information Benji, Liam and I should have been aware! I can feel myself on the edge of snapping and giving in to the rage that threatens to take over. But if I do, I have no idea if I’ll ever come back from that.

      "Nothing, Jas.” He sighs heavily and frowns. "That was the last thing I was keeping from you, I swear. And it was only because I didn't want to upset you. You were already dealing with enough as it was."

      I laugh sarcastically. 'I was already dealing with enough' is not an excuse to keep more things from me. I mean it’s not like I expect him to reveal every damn secret he has, but when something pertains to me specifically, he has no right to keep it from me.

      I narrow my eyes and glare at him, letting him feel the brunt of my anger. "I know exactly what I'm dealing with, but you know what helps?" I ask sarcastically as he stands there looking clueless. "My mates and friends NOT lying to me! Every time one of you lies to me, all that tells me is you either don’t trust me, or you don’t think I’m strong enough to handle shit. Well I've got news for all you misogynistic assholes. I am stronger than all of you combined. You are nothing compared to me and if you don't stop treating me like fragile fucking china, I will leave you all to deal with the crap going down and go live my life on a beach somewhere!"

      My anger continues to rise and then I feel someone behind me. I get ready to let my magic free when I sense the soothing presence of Jenkins. But I don't want to relax right now.

      "Jasmine, you need to calm down. Your magic is riding you hard and making you angrier than normal."

      I turn to face him, feeling tears well up from how angry I am. "My magic isn't riding me. I called it." His eyes widen and I look at each of the men around me, wishing all this crap would just stop for just two fucking seconds. "News flash guys, I don't have to stay here. I chose to be here. I chose to accept you as mates, but I am sick to death of being treated like I'm some weak little girl. I just want a little respect and for you all to stop with the fucking lies!"

      Jenkins eyes me with pity and my anger sparks again. Now he pities me?!

      My chest heaves with my rage, and I know my magic won't stay contained much longer. I'm going to have to release it soon. Fuck!

      I stride across the porch, down the steps, and then start making my way across the ground, ignoring the gazes of other pack members as I go. My destination is the tree I destroyed not too long ago. I need to release the buildup of magic, or it will fucking kill me.

      Magic pulses under my skin and I barely make it to the tree. I drop to my knees a few feet from it, just as magic explodes out of me in a destructive wave. The earth rumbles and shakes beneath me, as if it feels my pain and gives me the strength to fight back against those who would dare hurt me.

      Power rocks me to my very core and in this moment, I feel more connected to the earth than I ever have been before. My eyes glaze over and I feel something rise up from deep within me, a secret part of myself that I haven't yet explored. I used to think it held just backup magic, the kind that would be triggered if I ever I depleted myself. But this is pure power, stronger than anything I’ve ever felt, and it takes over my whole body.

      Huh, this feels strange...

      "Jas, can we please talk?" Josh asks, obviously having followed me out here.

      I stand and turn around until I'm facing Josh. His eyes go wide with fear upon seeing the cruel smirk that rests on my lips. Something dark has awoken within me and he knows it. And now, he will know what pain truly feels like.

      Wait, pain? Why would I want to cause Josh pain? The questions echo in my mind until the overpowering rage pushes my doubts away.

      I look Josh up and down with a scrutinizing gaze. I feel the connection between us and know he's my mate, but the bond isn't there yet. He’s only our mate in name since a bond hasn’t developed, so it won’t matter if he’s gone. He is nothing to us.

      No... Not nothing. He's our friend, I think.

      "What do you want, lower being?"

      My voice is deeper and more menacing than before. It makes me wonder if I'm having some kind of out of body experience. No, I am still thinking the words, but its like two personalities are fighting for control within me.

      "Jas, is that you?"

      My eyes meet Josh's concerned ones and I cock my head, watching as the other men in my life fan out behind him. "What's the matter, Joshie boy? You don't like this side of me?"

      I pout and take a step towards him, enjoying the fear that runs through him. From the subtle shift of his feet, to the loud pounding of his heart that I can hear as clearly as if my ear was pressed to his chest. The salty scent of sweat soaks the air and I take a moment to marvel at my newly expanded senses.

      Why do I enjoy his fear? Why am I speaking like this?

      "Or is it that when faced with true power, you now realize your mistake? I could have helped you, but now, well now I get to decide if I should kill you and feast on your heart, or simply break your body into pieces."

      Josh’s gaze darts around, desperately looking for a place to disappear. Then another man crosses my vision and I grin in excitement. "Why hello, Father! Fancy seeing you here.”

      I frown, feeling confused. Why am I smiling at him? Why do I feel pleased to see him?

      "Jasmine, I know you're hurting and I bet you're really confused right now, but I need you to find the balance within you. You are stronger than this."

      I smirk and let my feelings project into his mind, enjoying the squint of unease in his eyes.

      "Ah, but dear Father, I don't want to stop this. I'm hurt. You hurt me; you all did," I accuse, directing my gaze out to each of the men present.

      "You left me when I needed you most," I tell Benji, watching as his gaze falls to the ground in shame. Then I turn to Liam. "You didn't believe me. I got tortured in that cell because of your friend. All I wanted was trust, but you gave me none."

      I don't linger on Liam, moving on to Josh. "Lies. Lie after lie, after lie. I already have that enough in my life, why would I want that from you, my friend? The mate bond hasn't even started to form between us, but you want to start our relationship off with lies? Nope."

      Our gaze settles on Jenkins and my head cocks in confusion. "I like you. You calm me down, but if you're anything like the other men I've met, then I would rather give up the chance to know you and save myself from the inevitable pain."

      He smiles in relief and stands tall, puffing out his chest proudly. "I won't lie to you. There are things we should talk about, but I will wait until you ask, so I know you’re ready to hear the answers. I too, believe lies are detrimental to any relationship. And for what it’s worth, I like you too.”

      I smile at him, sensing he’s being genuine about his feelings. Finally, I turn my gaze to the most horrible man of the bunch. "And you," I say, clicking my tongue in contemplation. "Where to start? I remember when you tried to take us, but now, I remember everything else too. Like the fact that you left us on that awful woman's doorstep."

      His eyes widen in shock, obviously surprised that I was able to access those memories since he was the one who blocked them in the first place.

      He watches in horror as I snap my fingers. I hear a loud pop: the sound of his knee being dislocated. He cries out as he falls to the ground, and I slowly stride towards him. "That happened on my eight birthday. I asked for a birthday cake so I could blow out the candles like the other kids did. Well, my 'mother’ called me ungrateful and flat out refused. Later that day, our neighbor, who also happened to be a fellow witch, heard me crying out in the backyard. She asked what was wrong and I confessed that I wasn't allowed any cake on my birthday. That night, a member of the Order paid us a visit to make sure I was being cared for properly. After he left, she punished me for speaking out of turn and bringing unwanted attention down on her," I say, grimacing at the reminder of that beating. My dislocated knee was really only part of it.

      "Then there's this," I go on, clicking my fingers again, enjoying the hiss of pain that crosses his lips as bruise after bruise forms all over his body. "I was fourteen and went to the mall with my friends down the street. When I got home, that woman beat me until I couldn't even move."

      Sudden movement behind me alerts me to the fact that Josh, Jenkins, and Neira are getting closer. I pause when I feel cool magic rush over me. I turn slowly, glaring at Neira who somehow seems to have gotten her magic back. A cruel smirk crosses my lips and I swear Neira wets herself. Well, good. Time that bitch understands just what I am.

      "Why hello, Neira. If you'll give me a minute, I'll deal with you too." I have no idea who lifted the spell and gave her back her magic, but they too will suffer my wrath.

      I turn my gaze on Josh and Jenkins, who are standing behind her, a little off to the side. "This is your only warning. If either of you use magic on me, I will kill you and not even shed a tear over it. My softer side will, I’m sure, but right now I'm pretty neutral about all of you."

      My father pants from his position at my feet, before glaring at Josh and Jenkins. "I demand that you two stand down immediately. I deserve everything Jasmine has to dish out. She won't be satisfied until I feel her pain. Just, stay back," my father warns, gasping through his current bout of pain.

      I smile down at him, glad he seems to be catching on. "Ah, Daddy Dearest, you are so right. You will feel my pain."

      "What are you?" Neira spits from behind me. I turn to her, laughing loud enough for the sound to echo off the trees. How stupid is she to have not figured it out yet? The clues have been there my entire life. Hell, she was the one who figured out my affinity for earth magic was more than that of a normal witch’s.

      "You still haven't figured it out? Oh well, wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise." I wink at her before turning back to my father. "Now where was I? Shall I let you feel what it's like to have your magic bound? Or let you feel the broken wrists, the strangulations. What do you want next, Father?"

      I don't give him a chance to respond, instead just letting it all go. The pain that sadistic bitch caused me by binding my magic, the beatings I endured for small things that any normal child would do, and the broken limbs from when she thought it was fun to push me down the stairs.

      I can hear gasps coming from Benji, Liam, Josh and Jenkins, as if they too can feel the pain I am pushing out, but I don’t know how to stop them from feeling it so they’re just going to have to deal with it.

      My father slowly lifts his head to meet my gaze, his eyes filled with pain and unshed tears. "I'm sorry, Jasmine. So fucking sorry," he whispers. At his words, my magic slows before stopping completely.

      "Sorry, what was that?" I cup a hand around my ear to signify I want him to repeat his words.

      He takes in a stuttered breath, and a tear falls down his cheek. When he speaks, his voice filled with anguish. "You have no idea the regret I have over leaving you there. I swear to the earth, if I had known sooner just what kind of person she was, I never would have brought you there. The only reason I left you there in the first place was because your mother demanded it. She said if you were to survive this world and fix the balance, that's where you needed to be."

      Really, Mother? Thanks for the harsh life lesson. Why didn't she just keep me? Now that I know who she is, though, it’s starting to make a little more sense.

      My father pauses, closing his eyes for a moment and grimacing with pain. When he opens them again, he meets my eyes with a stubborn gaze. "Why do you think I tried to take you when you were sixteen? Because I found out the shit that bitch was doing to you! I couldn't let you stay there in those conditions. I needed to get you out of there."

      I sigh, sensing he’s being truthful and let my magic heal him. Then I turn to face Neira, who is still pushing her magic at me, but to no avail. "I swear, it’s like you've got a fucking death wish. This is your last fucking chance! Piss off before I send your energy back to the earth and your body becomes nothing but a shell of what it used to be.” At my threat, I feel the pulse of energy from the earth as it rises within me.

      Her arrogant smirk makes me want to do it anyway just to get rid of her, but I'm a woman of my word.

      "You don't have the power," she scoffs, flicking her hair over her shoulder.

      My father gets to his feet shakily and I hold out a hand to steady him. "My daughter has more than enough power to do exactly as she says. Her mother is the earth itself."

      I grin broadly, enjoying the shocked expressions all around, especially Josh's. I bet he didn't see that coming. As a matter of fact, I bet none of them saw that one coming.
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      "Okay, Jasmine, it’s time to take control again,” my father says, having gotten to his feet.

      I bite my lip, trying not to laugh at everyone’s confused expressions. No one has any clue what's going on and I find myself very amused by that. Finally, I'm not the one in the dark.

      I close my eyes and let the softer part of myself come back to the surface, but this time, I no longer stay buried in the dark. No, the personality I used to refer to as my inner rage has broken free, finally becoming one with my soul.

      When I open my eyes, I feel weird. I remember everything that happened, but I feel... stronger. While I am still the same person I was before, now I have answers and access to power that had been previously hidden from me.

      "What exactly was that?" I ask, referring to the sudden rush of knowledge that returned to me. I’m not sure how it happened, but now I have access to the vivid memory of the day my father left me with the woman I've believed to be my mother all these years.

      I would have been three years old at the time, if that, but the image is still burned into my mind, along with the many emotions that came with it.

      My father places a hand on my shoulder, giving me a reassuring squeeze. "Come on, Jazzy bear. Let’s get ready to go see your mother. She can explain this a lot better than I can."

      I nod, feeling slightly dazed. It’s like all this information that was in my mind, locked away from reach, has suddenly been freed. The memories and emotions flash through my mind faster than I can track.

      Benji moves into my line of vision, looking down at me with a concerned gaze. "Jasmine, are you sure leaving right now is a good idea? You were just acting possessed!”

      I sigh, shaking my head sadly. "I wasn't possessed. Do you remember how I used to have spurts of rage as a teenager? Like the time I kicked you in the nuts?"

      He nods with a grimace. "Well, that came from the same part of me that you just saw. It was like an alternate personality that helped me cope with everything. She finally just had enough of me being weak and letting you all walk all over me. So, she took the reins." He stares at me, trying to process what I’m saying, but I continue. "The only difference is now she isn’t hidden away in the depths of my soul; she's a part of me."

      "So it was some kind of possession? Like another person inhabiting your body?" Liam chimes in hopefully.

      "No, that was definitely me. It’s just a part of my personality I suppressed to survive living with my mother. It’s hard to explain exactly, which is why I need to see my mother and get answers. I mean, seriously guys, my mother is the earth itself! She is probably the only person who knows what I'm truly capable of."

      Jenkins clears his throat. "While I agree that you should see your mother, I also think Benji’s right. Do you really think this is the right time to meet with her? You just had what would be termed as a mental breakdown in the human world. I’m just a little nervous about you traveling at such a sensitive time."

      I smile at him, glad he was honest and laid all his reservations out. Now to assure him his concerns aren’t valid.

      "What happened here was my rage monster becoming one with me." I look at Benji with a grin. "You know how we used to joke about me having those little blackouts where I wouldn't remember yelling at you or someone else? That was her. Or me, depending how you think of it. What if there are more parts of myself that I'm cut off from? Like my wolf? Don't you think I deserve the chance to find out?"

      Benji opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. "What about why she sent me to live with my mother? Why she didn't keep me? Don’t you think I deserve to get those answers?'

      "Of course I do," Benji agrees with a sigh. "But if you think I'm letting you out of my sight after what happened with the Order, then you've got another thing coming. Before you try to object, remember Josh is more than capable of staying back to look after the pack.” He grins wickedly, and Josh blanches.

      "No, I should come with you. Right, Ric?"

      My father, or Ric as Josh called him, smirks. "Technically, I only need one of you and Jenkins will do fine. Besides, Jenkins hasn't had the pleasure of truly meeting the earth yet. It’s probably about time, especially since he seems to have a special connection with Jasmine."

      I blush, ignoring Benji and Liam's curious looks, choosing to focus on Josh, who’s pouting in disappointment and looks like nothing more than a spoiled child in this moment. And as much as I hate to admit it, I'm glad he's staying behind. I don't think I could handle being around him at the moment. Between the kiss we shared earlier and the fact that I am still hurt he kept something so vital from me, it’s probably a good idea for him to stay home.

      With my mind made up, I meet Benji's stubborn stare. "Okay, you three can come with me, and hopefully we'll get some answers. But if any of you does even one tiny thing to piss me off, then I will magically transport your asses back here, got it?"

      Benji nods and I glance over his shoulder to see Liam doing the same. I should have known that if Benji wanted to go, he would too.

      "Great, then where and when are we going?" I turn to my father, who smiles at each of us before his gaze settles on Liam.

      "We're going to Maine. Our headquarters are underneath the pack lands. Your parents guarded the entrance for years before their death. Unfortunately, no one had the foresight to inform you of their role. Then again, none of us could have predicted what happened to them," he adds sadly.

      “What? My parents would have told me if they were protecting some underground headquarters for the Soldiers," he growls adamantly.

      "How do you think they really died? They weren't attacked by a goddamn bear! That was just a lie they concocted. After all, they couldn't exactly reveal the truth of what happened, especially in front of the whole pack, who gathered around them when they came back with their injuries. They were attacked by a group of vampires who were trying infiltrate our stronghold.

      “Your parents defended us, managing to kill all the vampires before I was able to get out and help them. But by then, it was too late to save either of them. They asked me to help them get back to you because they wanted one last chance to see you before they died. So, I dropped them off at the edge of the clearing near the pack house and went back to dispose of the bodies that were left behind. It was always my intention to tell you the truth, but unfortunately I never had the chance.”

      I really feel for Liam in this moment. I know how hard it is finding out something you believed for your entire life is nothing but a lie. He’s having to come to terms with the fact they kept this from him for all those years, while also probably reliving the night of their death.

      I move into his arms and hug him, offering him the only comfort I can in this moment. He needs time to process this new information, so it doesn't surprise me when he squeezes me and then backs away. He gives me a broken look before shifting into his wolf.

      His torn clothes drop to the ground and he takes off into the woods, his mournful howl filling the air. Benji bends to pick up his clothing, and then heads back to the pack house. My father, Jenkins, Josh and I follow after.

      Once inside, we stop in the living room. I turn to my father. "How long will we be gone? I need to know so I can pack accordingly," I explain when Benji raises an eyebrow in question.

      "Uh, that will all depend on you, Jasmine. It shouldn't take more than a day to get there. If you're up for it after the plane ride, we can go straight to your mother, or we could rest first if you’d rather. If we do, then we could go visit her first thing the next morning. If you choose to stay with us for a time so you can get to know your mother, then who really knows how long you’ll be gone? That’s all up to you. I would pack for a week just to be safe. If you end up staying longer, we can always buy more clothes."

      I nod, satisfied by his answer, and make my way to my room, with Benji following after me.

      As I step inside, he moves over to the cupboard just outside of my room. He pulls out a large suitcase and brings it inside, throwing it on the bed. He undoes the zip before moving to the dresser where Liam’s and my clothes are stored.

      We work together, packing up our clothes. When we’re finished with Liam’s stuff, Benji moves to the bottom drawer, the one I know I left empty. But when he opens it, I see a bunch of clothes crammed inside. He begins digging out clothes, which I realize are his, and throws them into the bag while I watch on, completely surprised.

      "Did you throw your stuff in my dresser?"

      He shrugs and looks over his shoulder at me. "So what if I did? You going to go all rage monster on me?” he taunts. I shake my head in disbelief.

      I worried that Benji and Liam would fear me after the display out there, but judging by the distinct bulge in his pants as I approach, my display of dominance and power did nothing but turn Benji on.

      Thank God for small mercies because I don't know how I would handle it if my mates were afraid of me.

      "Come on, let’s pack up the last of your stuff before Liam comes looking for us and finds us naked on the bed." He waggles his eyebrows playfully, but then grabs a few shirts of mine and continues packing. I do the same, not really caring about what clothes I bring. As long as I'm not running around the streets naked, then what does it matter? Then again, maybe I should bring something a little nicer for when I see my mother.

      Ugh, why does this have to be so hard? I've never even met her so there's no real reason for me to be this worried over what to wear.

      Benji notices my worry and stops what he’s doing. He zips up the now overflowing bag before approaching me. He takes the shirt that’s in my hands, putting it back in the dresser. "Hey, talk to me. What's going on in your head right now?"

      I frown, reflecting on my thoughts, trying to articulate my fears as best I can. "What if she doesn’t really want me? She made my father abandon me on the doorstep of a woman who wanted nothing but the power of the people around her. What if she did that because she knew I was never going to live up to her expectations?"

      He looks at me, his fierce blue eyes filled with love and pride. "You are an amazing person, Jazzy. Even though your parents left you with that monster, you still managed to become one of the strongest people I know. And if she doesn't see that, then you never have to see her again after this. You were right about one thing you said out there. You have the choice to walk away. It may kill you emotionally to do it, but if you don't want her in your life, then she doesn't have to be."

      I nod at his words, relaxing into his arms, but he grips my chin, forcing me to keep my gaze on his. "But if you ever walk away from me, Jazzy, I will chase you down. You are my mate. I've waited years to finally have you by my side, and I won't let you go without a fight."

      I moan softly as he grinds against me. The feel of his hard cock pressed against me makes need overwhelm me. I glance at the open doorway out of the corner of my eyes before murmuring, "How long do you think we have until we have to leave?"

      Benji grins, letting go of my chin before moving to the bedroom door and locking it. He turns back to me, his eyes filled with desire as they look me over. "Take off everything below the waist."

      I hurry to do as he says, enjoying the dominance that has seeped into his voice. Once I'm naked from the waist down, I look up at him, waiting for my next instructions.

      Without a word, he unbuttons his own jeans. He doesn't pull them down though, no he just frees his cock and I feel arousal pool between my legs. Something about a man fucking me with his pants on just flat out does it for me.

      "Turn around and place your palms on the top of the dresser. Then spread your legs for me."

      I respond eagerly, positioning myself as he demands. I groan in anticipation when his hands slide over my ass, pushing my back down a little so my ass sticks out more. He spanks me once and I moan. When he speaks, I can hear the grin in his voice. "That was for making me leave you behind that night. If you ever do something like that again," he leans forward so his cock is pressed at my slick entrance and whispers, "I will do worse than give you a spank and a hard fuck."

      My breath hitches as he enters me in a single thrust, his words making me wetter than I thought possible. The idea of him doing worse to me than just spanking me and fucking me turns me on all the more. I don't know whether he will make good on his threat but I’m excited to find out.

      Once he's fully sheathed inside me, he starts to move faster and faster, and I brace myself against dresser to keep standing. He leans closer and bites down where my shoulder meets my neck, causing me to cry out in ecstasy. The pain mingles with pleasure as he fucks me, and it doesn't take long for my orgasm to strike. I cry out and Benji speeds up his thrusts, fucking me harder as if he thinks this is the last time he'll touch me. The desperation and need make me pant until another orgasm builds behind my eyes and my legs start to shake.

      Benji's rhythm falters and he thrusts one last time. His orgasm triggers my own and we cry out together. He helps me remain standing on shaky legs, before pulling out of me. Then he lifts me in his arms and takes me into the bathroom to clean up.

      After we finish, we head back to the room where we find Liam waiting outside our bedroom door with heated eyes. As much as I want to, I know now is not the time for us to do anything more. Even as I get dressed, I can hear my father getting shitty out in the living room. His irritation becomes even more obvious when we return and see him pacing angrily.

      As if he senses my presence, he turns, looking directly at me. "It's about time! What was taking you so long?"

      I look at Benji with a playful smirk. "I was just getting reacquainted with my mate."

      My father’s eyes narrow, but he doesn't say anything about my obvious hint at having just been fucked thoroughly by Benji. Instead, he just runs a hand through his hair in frustration. "Well, if you're quite done, we're on a bit of a time constraint. My plane is scheduled to leave in two hours," he says with a pointed glare.

      "Okay, we're ready. Jeez," I murmur, following after him as he storms through the house. I wonder if that's what I looked like earlier? Benji and Liam grin at me, seeing the question on my face.

      Liam is the one to answer my unasked question. "Yes, you looked very much like that when you stormed through the house, Jasmine. I guess now it makes sense, seeing where that anger came from.” He chuckles and I playfully punch him in the arm.

      "Come on, let’s go and meet my mother and find out why she left me with a psychopath."
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      Nine hours later, which has so far included a four hour flight and a five hour drive, let's just say I'm getting really frustrated. Being stuck in a car with Jenkins, my father and my mates has been very suffocating. I could feel the tension radiating off Benji and Liam the moment we picked up the car from the airport parking lot. My father mentioned he had left it in long term parking in case he was gone longer than expected.

      We're finally getting close to Liam's pack, at least that's what he told me when I asked him two minutes ago.

      We're deep within a forest, and I can't help the nerves that flutter in my stomach at the thought of meeting his pack. Will they accept me as his mate? I didn’t get to spend much time with Benji's pack, apart from that first week where Josh introduced me to a few members, but they all seemed pretty accepting of me. Well, no one tried to punch me in the face for dating their Alpha, so I took that as a win.

      For the rest of the trip, my mind goes over why my mother, a woman who is the embodiment of the earth herself, the one all supernaturals desire to please, abandoned me? Why keep me for the first few years of my life only to have my father to drop me off on someone else’s doorstep? What could have been so horrible about me that she chose to get rid of me rather than keep me?

      There must be some reason she got rid of me. And why did my father come back for me? Is it something to do with what happened when I snapped, and that new side of me that surfaced? Is that what he wants, the power that comes from being my mother’s daughter? It felt like a possession, except I was aware of what I was doing and had control over my thoughts to an extent. But my emotions controlled my actions in that moment, not my thoughts.

      Instead of waiting for answers, I decide to grill my father in the hopes he may be able to fill in a few blanks. "You know, you never explained how you knew where I was. I mean, Josh has been part of Benji's pack for longer than I've been there. Hell, long before the Order even summoned me to visit the packs in search of a mate. So how on earth could you rely on Josh to be your eyes and ears regarding me when he had no idea what I looked like? How did you even know I’d even be there?”

      It’s been bothering me because Josh clearly knows my father, but there feels like there is a more significant connection than what I can see. From what Josh told me, he joined the pack years before I visited. That leads me to wonder how the hell he and my father knew each other? Josh strikes me as the type of person who is fiercely loyal, which leads me to believe he and my father must go way back.

      I lean forward in the back seat to hear better. Jenkins and Benji are on either side of me, while my father drives and Liam sits in the passenger seat.

      After a moment of silence, my father speaks, glancing at me in the rear-view mirror. "Well, Josh was sent to infiltrate Benji's pack after my attempt to take you was thwarted by Benji."

      "You mean your attempt to kidnap me," I remind him, an edge of anger in my voice. He just winks at me from the front. Arrogant ass.

      "After I failed, I had to come up with a Plan B, as it were. Something where I could keep an eye on you without you ever knowing it. Seeing as Benji was your mate, I knew you would go back to his pack with him. He would find a way to convince you, of that I was so fucking sure. But then Josh told me that dipshit back there didn't fight to keep you. Instead, he decided to give you 'time.’"

      My father rolls his eyes at Benji's growl, and I reach out, gripping Benji's hand to comfort him while my father keeps talking. "I waited a year, hoping you would come to your senses and move to your mate’s pack, but nope, not my stubborn ass daughter apparently. So I had to initiate Plan C."

      "How many god damn plans did you have?" I ask, appalled to hear the ways he's been trying to manipulate my life since the attempted kidnapping.

      He remains silent, and I can swear I see guilt in his eyes when he looks back at me this time. "I had a plan for every possible scenario, Jasmine. You not going to the pack, you moving, you killing someone, your magic exploding. I know it probably seems ridiculous to you, but your mother knew you were going to be powerful. It was only a matter of time before that power sought a release and I had to be ready."

      I stare at the back of his head and notice that his dark hair is filled with the beginnings of gray. I don't know quite what to say, but I decide to ask, "What was plan C?"

      He hesitates for a moment and my heart races as dread uncurls in my stomach. It's like I can sense that what he's going to reveal is going to be bad before he even says it. "I had one of my Soldiers infiltrate their way into your life. Every aspect. She became your best friend, and although you still tried to distance her in certain aspects of your life, she was able to relay enough information that I never had to bother you.

      “As far as we could tell, your magic from me was active but your mother’s magic was still passive, in some kind of slumber. That's why I never made another appearance in your life until now."

      A tear falls down my cheek. I don’t even need to ask who he had spying on me, because there was only one person who ever got close enough to relay such information. Harry.

      "Stop the car." My voice sounds calm, but I am anything but in this instant.

      My father doesn't mess around, slamming on the brakes in the middle of the dirt road. He turns in his seat to look at me, sympathy in his eyes. "I'm sorry, Jasmine. I know you're probably thinking she wasn't your friend, but I guarantee Harriet and Ivy truly do love you."

      I rip my seat belt off and lunge at him, swinging my fist with the intention of punching him in his stupid face. When I miss after several attempts, my arms not long enough to make an impact with him dodging my punches, I resort to using magic and push him out of the car. Then I scramble over Benji's lap to get out onto the road.

      I face my father, the pathetic excuse for a human being that he is, and my fury rages inside me. I raise my hands in fists, determined to beat the crap out of him as he looks at me with a blank look on his face, devoid of any emotion. Lightning strikes a few feet from him and he jumps, a flash of fear in his eyes.

      "You messed with my life. You dropped me off with that vile woman and left me there to rot. Years later, you terrified me into thinking someone was out to get me. And then, you planted someone in my life to spy on me. Someone I love more than anything in this world. Do you have any idea how much this fucking hurts?!"

      Thunder rages around me and the flashes of far off lighting fill the sky as rain beats down on us. I sense Benji, Liam and Jenkins before I see them, but I ignore them, my attention solely on the person in front of me.

      "I should kill you." Then I cock my head, considering exactly that. I don't have to meet my mother. I don't have to go through with any of this. I could just kill him now and then go on living my life.

      "Jazzy bear, I know this hurts, but if you keep up with your power like this, lightning is going to strike you where you stand,” my father says, trying to calm me. “You need to control your magic and stop this nonsense. You wanted answers, but if you're just going to keep acting like a spoiled brat when I give them to you, then you'll have to wait until you see your mother."

      I breathe harshly, anger overwhelming me, but I can't seem to snuff it out. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to count to ten, to take in deep breaths, all the things I would do if I was having a rage-induced episode while I was younger, but it's no use.

      Warm hands come up and cradle my cheeks. I open my eyes to meet violet ones staring at me with sympathy. "Jasmine, I know you're in pain, but we're here with you. Don't deal with this alone. Trust us to help you," Liam says and I see Benji just a step behind him, smiling sadly at me.

      "Now, Benji," I hear whispered from behind me, right before hands grip my shoulders. Before I can react, Benji clasps his hand to Liam's shoulder and the world around me explodes in a white light.
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      The jostling of the car wakes me and I groan, realizing my head was on someone's lap. "Ugh, what happened and why does my head hurt?" I ask when I sit up.

      I notice Liam’s now driving the car, with my father in the passenger seat. I frown, feeling like something significant happened, but I can’t quite remember what.

      Benji turns my head to meet his, analyzing my eyes for something and I realize my head was in his lap. Which means my feet had been in Jenkin’s.

      "What's the last thing you remember?" Benji asks me softly. I'm glad for his quiet tone, because my head feels like it's been split in half.

      I concentrate, trying to remember what happened. I think back to before I passed out and the last of my father's revelations hits me full force. Harry was a spy planted in my life. She didn't meet me by chance. No, my father made sure I would meet her and let her into my life. "I remember everything, up until I saw Liam's eyes. After that, it’s just white."

      Benji glances at Jenkins, who's on my other side. I turn to face him, and his expression is one of both nervousness and guilt. "What? What happened, Jenkins?"

      He fidgets with his hands as his brown eyes stare into mine. "Well, you were losing it and lightning was about to strike you, something I knew you wouldn't have survived without us. So... I bound Benji, Liam and I to your soul. The moment I did, the lightning hit."

      "Bound us, as in..."

      I look at Benji and then Liam, who's watching me carefully in the rear-view mirror as he drives. He gives one quick nod, acknowledging the conclusion I've come to.

      I lean back in the seat, my mind racing with so many different questions. How was he able to bind us? What does this mean for Josh? Will this have any effect on me and my ability to shift? What the fuck does all this mean?

      "Jazzy bear, there is something I haven't told you that might brighten your mood," my father says, turning around in his seat to look at me with eyes filled with mischief.

      "Yeah and what's that?" I ask weakly.

      "I killed Evan and disposed of his body before I came to get you. He will no longer be bothering you, that I can assure you. Unfortunately, your adoptive mother got away, but I will catch up to her soon, I promise you."

      I open and close my mouth, words failing me, then laughter bubbles out. "You killed Evan?"

      "Yep." He looks so proud of himself that I don't bother to reply. Instead I close my eyes, small chuckles escaping me as I imagine Evan's death. He really had no one but himself to blame for that, but I do wish my father had managed to catch up to bitch formally known as my mother. She's much more of a threat than Evan could ever be. She's a conniving snake and will do anything to get her hands on more power. Because of that, I suspect it's only a matter of time before she surfaces again.

      We drive for another ten minutes before I feel the gravel road under us start to smooth out. I open my eyes to see the trees thinning out and after a minute, we enter an open space that looks much the same as Benji’s pack lands, but astronomically bigger.

      How many people does Liam rule over? It looks like he has the space to house hundreds of people here without any fear of overcrowding. I assumed he had only around two hundred pack members, but there has to be almost twice that based on the number of cabins alone. Rows upon rows are placed next to each other, looking much more like a version of suburbia, not a hidden wolf pack in the middle of the Maine woods.

      Many people stop what they're doing when they see the car heading to the main house on the edge of the lake. People wave and Liam returns the greeting out the window. Even though I can't see his face, I can feel his joy at being back with his pack.

      We arrive at the massive pack house and I get my first up close look of the monstrosity before me. A three-story home sits overlooking a beautiful lake. It's the same color as the wood cabins, leading me to believe they used lumber from the trees here to build them, like they did in Benji’s pack.

      A bunch of pups are playing along the edge of the lake in their wolf forms. Their parents are sitting on plastic chairs, watching over them, although a few are splashing around with the pups. The sight brings a smile to my face.

      "Jasmine?" Liam calls and I jump, startled. I was so absorbed in watching the pack members at the lake, I didn't realize everyone had climbed out of the car. He smiles down at me and holds out a hand. "You ready to meet my pack?"

      I sigh nervously and return his smile, placing my hand in his. "Ready as I'll ever be."
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      Liam holds my hand firmly as we walk up the front steps, as if he thinks I'm about to make a run for it and to be honest, the thought did cross my mind.

      Benji, Jenkins and my father are still at the car, getting our bags, but they said they’d meet us inside. I hold my breath as Liam opens the front door, excited to see what the inside of this massive house looks like.

      Based on his shocked expression, I don't think Liam was expecting to be greeted by a half naked woman, bent over the couch. Her ass wiggles as she pretends to clean, wearing but a flimsy lingerie maid outfit that leaves little to the imagination.

      Her chocolate hair is tied up in a high ponytail, leaving her skin exposed from her neck all the way down to her waist. Her back is completely bare, except for the small knot holding the costume together.

      Liam is standing frozen and I turn to glare at him, wondering if he's going to deal with this floozy, but he looks at a complete loss for what to do. The girl either is completely shameless, or she hasn't realized yet that Liam brought someone inside with him.

      My father chooses that moment to step through the door, nudging his way past me to see what the hold up is. When he sees the girl and the provocative way she's positioned, he lets out a low whistle. Ew, that's just gross.

      At the sound, the girl stands up, flicking her hair and turning to face us. Her eyes widen slightly when she realizes that Liam is definitely not alone.

      "Who the hell are you?" she spits out, her glare directed at me. Then her gaze flicks to my father, followed by Benji and Jenkins as they too file in through the door, carrying our bags.

      At the sight of the woman before us, Benji drops the bags and turns to glare at Liam. "Seriously? You let her in here? Do you have a death wish?"

      Liam stammers out a response. "I, uh, I didn't. She's still banished. I don't know who the hell let her in here but it wasn't me. I swear, Benji, I have no fucking idea how she got in here without Mick seeing her."

      I tune out the sound of their argument, and focus instead on the smug smile on this woman's face. She is watching Benji and Liam argue with glee in her eyes and I don't like it one bit.

      I take a step into the room, smiling widely. "Oh wow, you must be the hooker Liam hired for us to have some fun with. Well, sorry to say but your services are no longer required. I kind of have a full plate as you can see, but if you leave your business card, I'll be sure to call you if we change our mind." I smile with fake sweetness, forcing myself to remain calm.

      "Hooker?!" She growls and takes a menacing step towards me. "Who the hell do you think you are?! Liam, Benji, tell this girl to piss off so we can have some fun together. Just like old times," she adds, her voice low and seductive, like she really expects them to kick me out in favor of her.

      "Alright, sweetheart, I'm getting angry now. And trust me, you do not want to see what happens when I get pissed off. As for who I am, well, I'm Benji and Liam's mate, so I'm going to give you exactly three seconds to get your skanky ass out of this house or I'm going to make you wish you’d never been born." My voice lowers with the threat of violence. It’s clear she gets the hint by way the woman quickly hurries to leave the house, but I see the longing glance she gives Benji and Liam and know it won't be the last time I see her trashy ass around my men.

      The moment the door slams behind her, I turn to Liam with naked hunger in my eyes. All I want right now is for him to fuck me, to claim me as his. I need him to drive the thoughts of him fucking her, or any other member of his pack, from my mind.

      "Take me to your room. Now," I growl out, my voice filled with desire.

      He nods enthusiastically, his eyes flaring brighter. Then he strides to me and picks me up by the ass so I can wrap my legs around his waist. I claim his lips with my own, groaning in eagerness at the feel of his hard cock straining through his jeans. I break the kiss as Liam takes us away from the others, calling over to Benji and Jenkins, "We'll be back soon."

      Benji’s lust-filled eyes follow us as Liam carries me away, kissing down my neck with the intensity a man dying of thirst getting his first taste of water. I wink at Benji and mouth the word 'soon.’ He grins broadly just before Liam carries me around a corner and up a set of stairs.

      I moan as Liam adjusts me so the hardness in his pants is rubbing right up against my pussy. "Liam, where the hell is your room?" I ask in irritation, needing to get my hands on his naked flesh.

      "Right here," he murmurs, removing one hand from my ass to open the door we've just arrived at. He carries me inside, using his free hand to swing the door closed. In two steps, he's lowering me down onto a mattress. He tries to take control of the kiss, but that's not what I want right now.

      I need the control. I use my magic to flip him onto his back beside me before straddling him with a cheeky grin. I lift my hand to waggle a finger in his face. "Uh, uh. Today, I'm in charge. You are going to do what I say, and if you don't, I will use my magic to hold you still while I finish myself."

      His eyes widen in shock but he nods slowly, swallowing audibly. I can tell this is a new experience for him. Giving up some of the control he maintains must be hard, especially for him as an Alpha, but I will reward him greatly for it.

      I lean forward, kissing him slowly, almost torturously and I can tell by his growl that he's already close to snapping. I pull back and slowly lift up my tee, before flinging it to the side, unsure where it lands. Next, I reach behind my back, unclipping my bra. I slowly lower the straps and watch the hunger in Liam's eyes build, but he doesn't touch me for fear of being restrained by my magic.

      My hands move to his, which are resting on my hips. I lift them slowly, letting him trail his fingers over my sensitive flesh before reaching my breasts. I guide his fingers, using them to tweak my hardened nipples in exactly the way I would if I were alone. When he seems to pick up on what I like, I let my own hands drop and he continues to play with my nipples. He pulls tight between his thumb and forefinger and I arch my back with a moan. Fuck!

      Like a mad woman, I descend on Liam, nipping his lip as I kiss him hungrily, completely forgetting about the control I wanted, just the need to be claimed by him riding me. He grins in triumph, sensing my desire, before flipping me onto my back and hurrying to rip my pants off.

      I watch as he hurries to strip off his jeans and boxers faster than a lightning strike. Then he climbs up my body and lines himself up at my entrance, but I put a hand on his chest to stop him. There is one thing I am not willing to let go of as far as my control of the situation goes, and that's the way I want him to fuck me.

      "Wait," I plead. He backs off enough to give me room to sit up and I move so I am on my hands and knees, with my ass facing him. I hear the rumble of a growl through the room, which just causes more moisture to pool between my legs. I look over my shoulder at him through my hair as it falls around my face. "I can't offer you a true mating as a wolf, but maybe this is enough?"

      My voice is filled with nerves and my heart hammers away in my chest. It's not like I haven't been fucked like this by them before, but acknowledging that if I could shift, I would be willing to be mounted and mated, I hope will be enough to satisfy his wolf.

      "Fuck, Jasmine. Are you sure? To be mounted like this while my wolf is riding the reins, it's going to be hard, fast and the bite is going to hurt. My canines will lengthen with him in charge. Are you really sure you want that?"

      I meet his gaze with one of determination. "Yes, I want to know what it will feel like to have your wolf take me. Obviously while in human form, but if this is as close as we ever get, I want it, Liam. Please." I look at him earnestly with tears glistening in my eyes. I want this more than words could ever say.

      He doesn't say anything for a moment, seeming deep in his thoughts. But then he smiles down at me with pure love in his eyes. "Okay Jasmine, but if we hurt you, use your magic to push us off you. I mean it!"

      He doesn't give me a chance to respond before he thrusts inside me. I cry out from the sudden intrusion, but don't get a chance to adjust because Liam is growling from behind me, driving into me in hurried movements. I groan, gripping onto the pillow in front of me. I pull it to my mouth so I can smother my scream as my orgasm crashes over me like a wave. It's like I'm drowning in pleasure, only coming back to the surface when I feel lips at my shoulder. Then a growling voice comes from Liam's throat. "Are you sure? We can't undo this once it’s been done."

      If I didn't know it was Liam behind me, I would freak the fuck out, because the voice sounds nothing like him right now. "Do it. Claim me as your mate for now and eternity."

      He doesn't hesitate, and the moment his teeth sink into me is one I will remember for the rest of my life. Not because of the blinding pain, but because of what happens next.

      My magic rises inside me and my body starts shaking under Liam's. In seconds, his body is gone from mine and I realize I've collapsed back onto the bed, but I can't seem to stop shaking.

      "What the fuck did you do?" My father’s voice screams, as if from a tunnel but I can't seem to focus on anything but the agony I feel. Pain is building inside me and I have no way to stop it. What is happening to me?

      "Jasmine?" Liam asks worriedly, his face appearing above me. His brows furrow as he looks down at me with fear in his eyes.

      "Benjamin, get Jasmine dressed. Liam, throw something on then carry her downstairs. I’ll get Jenkins and then we need to leave. We can't delay this any longer," my father commands and although I can’t see him, I can just imagine the anger in his eyes as he glares at my mates.

      Benji puts a button up shirt on me and then pulls on a pair of tight shorts without underwear, all the while demanding answers from my father. "What's wrong with Jasmine and why is it so urgent we leave? Whatever this is could pass in a matter of moments."

      I want to kiss him for stating the obvious, but my body is frozen in this shaking state. I can't even seem to lift my hands from my sides. I feel like a helpless ragdoll while Benji ensures all my clothes are in place. Then Liam appears before me and scoops me up into his arms with a look of such regret. I wish I could reassure him I'm fine, despite the fact I'm really not.

      "What the hell do you think is wrong? Jasmine is the daughter of the earth. Liam just claimed her the way a wolf would in a binding ceremony. With any other witch, that would have been fine, but Jasmine is so much more than a witch. I want you two idiots to look at her right now as if you were seeing her for the first time. Forget that she's a witch and tell me what her symptoms would make you think if you come across her without any knowledge of what she is."

      The room quietens and I sense their eyes on me, but Liam's gaze is the only thing I can see. As he stares at me, his eyes widen with horror and lifts his gaze to the right, where I assume my father is. "I would think she was a wolf going through her first shift."

      "Exactly. But she can't shift because that part of her that is wolf is locked away in a cage her mother put on her after her birth. If she tries to shift now, she will die and no magic, not even her mother’s, can bring her back."
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      Pain. I thought I knew what it was before, but the agony ripping through my body makes me wish for the pain my mother used to put me through, because at least that I know I could survive. But this? I'm not too sure.

      Liam runs through the forest, following after my father to the secret underground place my mother and the Soldiers live. He’s holding me tight to limit my jostling, and trying to keep my pain under control but even so, the agony is still unbearable.

      Finally we come to a stop, and my father starts barking out orders. "Shit, they found us. Protect Jasmine. If they get her, the world as we know it will end."

      The panic in my father’s voice has me trying to look for the approaching threat, but I barely move before intense pain shoots through me and I stop.

      "Fuck, is that what I think?" Benji growls from somewhere to my side, his voice filled with both awe and fear. Shit, what the hell is going on? Where are we and why will this pain not end?

      Liam places me down on the ground gently, his body vibrating with the need to shift and protect his mate.

      Jenkins suddenly appears above me, his eyes glossy with unshed tears. "I'm sorry, Jasmine, but this is the only way for you to see the truth."

      Before I have a chance to respond, my pain reaches an all time high and the breath is stolen from my lungs. Then I register a new, different kind of pain along my neck moments before darkness claims me.
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        * * *

      

      Daughter of the sun, moon and earth, open your eyes.

      I wake, the ethereal voice in my head making me jerk in surprise. I do as the voice says, opening my eyes slowly to take in my surroundings. I gasp at what I see, astonished at the immense beauty before me.

      The walls, ceiling and floor are made up of what looks like darkness, but as I stare longer, I begin to see the glittering of stars. They twinkle mischievously like sentient beings, but I turn back to what first drew my gaze when I opened my eyes. There hang the sun and the moon, side by side in the night sky. I attempt to take a step forward, only to realize I’m not actually touching the floor, I’m floating above it. Holy shit...

      I stare for a moment in shock, with no idea where the hell I am. As I continue to watch, the sun and moon start to shimmer and emit a soft glow. I watch in fascination as they shrink before my eyes until they’re nothing more than the size of a golf ball. Then with a loud pop, two people appear in the place of the glowing orbs, a man and a woman, with auras so bright it’s hard to stare without feeling like my eyes will be burned.

      The sun is a young man with golden sun-kissed skin, and hair that looks like spun gold. He takes slow measured steps towards me as if he’s worried about scaring me off. He smiles at me warmly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. Those golden eyes hold a myriad of emotions as he gets within a few feet of me. Hope and amazement are the two most prominent expressions in his gaze. As I watch, I find myself drawn to this man, wanting to be close to this person who was once the sun shining bright in the sky.

      Glancing between the man and the woman, I'm reminded of how opposite they are. I turn to look at the woman I know is the moon. Her skin is so pale it almost glows in the dark. Her blue eyes are darker than any I've ever seen, but still shine bright. The wisdom in her gaze shows her true age, despite her youthful outward appearance. Her dark hair runs down her back, thick and wavy. When she looks up at me, she smiles, which makes my heart skip a beat for some reason.

      The moon is taking slow steps towards me too, and is the first to reach me, her eyes filled with sympathy as she looks me over. "I'm sorry, my dear. Things had to happen this way so we could speak with you. I hope you don’t hold this against your new mate. He was just doing as I asked."

      I nod slowly, trying to process what she’s saying. Jenkins did this to me? Sent me here? But why?

      I glance between the sun and the moon, who stand side by side before me. I’m completely filled with awe from the power and strength radiating off them. "What exactly happened? The last thing I remember was this excruciating pain."

      The sun smiles sadly. "Yes, I am sorry for that. When you tried to complete your mating, I attempted to push your animal forth. Unfortunately, though, your mother bound your second nature, which is what caused this. I'm sorry for causing you pain. I didn't realize what lengths your mother had gone to."

      I consider his words for a moment. Both of them radiate such honesty and kindness, though, that I quickly realize he must be telling the truth. “That's okay. I realize that neither of you were the cause of my pain. But you said you wanted to talk to me, right? What is so important that you had to bring me here? Wherever here is? And are you really the sun and moon?" I ask in a rush, my questions spilling out before I even have a chance to think them through.

      The woman smiles fondly at me. "Yes, dear. We are what the humans call the sun and moon. My name is Selene and this is my husband, Helios. And this is our domain. As to why we had you brought here, well that's complicated. If you don't mind, my husband and I would like to tell you a story."

      Is she serious? They summoned me here just to tell me a story? But then again, do I really have much choice in the matter? I doubt there’s any way for me to leave this place without their permission.

      Helios smirks at me, apparently able to hear my thoughts, not that that should surprise me. He is the sun, after all. I’m sure his powers are near-limitless. "Nope, you're stuck here until we let you leave. We just thought you would be more willing to listen if we made it seem like you had a choice." His grin is so contagious, I can't help but chuckle.

      "Okay then, tell me a story," I say with a smile and a small shake of my head.

      Selene beams at me and I feel my inner power bask in her presence. "Very well, I will try to give you the quick version, but I've been told I have a tendency to ramble." She shoots a mock glare at Helios and I smile in amusement when he winks at her as if to say he won't take back those words.

      Helios claps his hands, and a plush chair suddenly appears behind me, floating like we are. "You can sit, Jasmine. This is probably going to take a while."

      I smile gratefully and take a seat. The chair rocks back and then forward, acting more like a swing. Eventually it comes to a stop, but I try not to move, not wanting to lose my seat by accident. Selene waves her hands around the room and the starry background changes to a desert scene. "This was what the earth looked like when we were born. Our creators made us just appear into existence without a plan. We could feel them on a spiritual level but we will never truly know why they put us on the earth. But this is the place where Helios and I started out our lives. We already knew there was something special about us, because the humans we came across all seemed to radiate towards us, wishing to please us any which way they could."

      I watch the scene plays out before us, versions of Helios and Selene wandering the earth, holding each other’s hands as adoring humans trail after them, holding out gifts for them.

      "Over the years, we wandered the earth, and we noticed that the sun, which provided daylight, and the moon, that would light even the darkest nights, were starting to dull. We watched helplessly as it happened, with no idea how to fix them. We each seemed to have abilities the humans didn’t, such as our way of healing humans and making the plants grow. However, we knew neither of those would help fix the sun or the moon high above in the night sky. And without life, the sun and moon would die, resulting in natural disasters all over the earth that would kill the humans.

      “We both had a vision, one in which our creators told us we could save the sun, the moon and the earth. We just had to accept the roles of the sun and the moon and infuse our healing energy into the earth."

      I nod slowly to indicate I’m following, although it’s a lot to take in.

      Helios chooses that moment to take over, continuing with their story. "We didn't know what kind of side effects there would be. We just trusted that the powers who told us to do this knew what the consequences would be. So we fed our energy to the earth first, and from that act, our daughter was born. However, when our energy was depleted, something terrible happened.

      “A band of humans attacked us, ones who didn’t trust us and wanted our power for themselves. Some humans tried to separate Selene and I, and it was like some survival instinct kicked in. I shifted into a massive golden wolf, and killed those trying to keep me from my beloved."

      He looks over at the moon, his eyes shining with a love so pure. I feel myself let out a sigh, their affection so strong in the room it feels like something tangible.

      Selene smiles warmly at him in response. "A similar thing happened to me. When the humans tried to pull us apart, an anger came down on me in a red haze. I was suddenly so hungry, ripping into humans all around me and draining them of all their blood.

      “But, unfortunately, the humans had weapons. We were overwhelmed, despite our abilities. That was when the energy of the earth acted. What you humans call an earthquake shook the ground beneath us. You could feel anger and pain echoing out of the earth herself. Her pain at our hurt brought humans loyal to us rushing to our aid, which gave us the opportunity we needed to get free.

      “Light flared around us, and Gaia appeared before us, our daughter the earth. The energy we had put into the earth had a human form. She began attacking the humans who tried to hurt us, using nothing but energy. But that pure energy changed the humans who were within its sights.

      "And that was how our kinds were created. Every human my husband bit turned and became a massive beast. Every person I drank from turned into a bloodthirsty monster. And the humans our daughter called were the ones who wielded magic and became responsible for hunting down the abominations my husband and I had created."

      I sit still, my gaze flicking between Helios and Selene as I try to comprehend what they’re saying. Because even though she didn't say it in as many words, my mind has made the connections. The vampires descended from the moon, the werewolves from the sun and the witches from the earth.

      Helios leans down in front of me as I take in deep breaths, trying to calm my racing heart. This changes everything. I grew up learning about the earth being the creator of all of our species. But why would she claim credit for the wolves and vampires if that weren't true?

      "Jasmine, I know this is hard to accept, but that’s only part of the story." Helios lifts my chin with gentle hands and I look up into his eyes. Selene moves to his side, crouching down to meet my gaze, or would that be floating down since there doesn't seem to be a floor?

      I focus on the background, watching as the image of Helios shifts into a wolf and Selene attacks those trying to hold her captive. Then a bright light fills the scene. I close my eyes to shield them from the onslaught of light, but open them a moment later when Selene whispers in my ear, "You must watch what happens next, Jasmine."

      Helios and Selene move to either side of my chair, and I find myself gripping their proffered hands for support, fairly sure what I'm going to see next won’t be good.

      Sure enough, a woman appears in the scene on an empty grass field. I recognize her from my vision of the earth when I was with Jenkins. Selene and Helios arrive shortly after and their expressions, which start out warm and welcoming, turn to ones of fear when the woman I now know to be my mother walks towards them menacingly. Her skin glows with the brightness of the sun, but her aura is dark, like the moon, only twisted somehow. As she walks closer, that darkness seems to corrupt her. She lifts her hands, a glow emanating from them before she shoots the energy at her parents. I watch as Helios and Selene are blasted back, crashing to the ground. They don't get to their feet, and I watch with a heavy heart as their bodies dissolve, their essence rising into the air.

      "We both knew that there was nothing we could do to stop her, so we did what we originally planned and let ourselves be absorbed into the sun and moon. We've been biding our time since then, hoping that someone out in the universe would hear our prayers. When we sensed your birth, we knew our prayers had been answered.

      "Your mother, our daughter, decided to remain corporeal after years of maintaining the earth and keeping the balance between the new races we had created. But then she grew too obsessed with the power the supernaturals had. She wanted them to grow stronger and offer her more than she was receiving at the time. Which was when the hybrid of the races were created. She figured out how to blend the gifts your grandfather and I were able to give the humans, only they were unstable with no humanity. Until she came across your father who was the first wolf and witch hybrid. His power was at least three times as strong as what the normal races were capable of and in that, she saw an opportunity. She had a child with him after making sure he had the power of all three races running deep within in his blood. But she could have never imagined what your birth would bring. You possess untold power, power that could bring down even your mother, which is why she fears you," Selene says, her voice filled with awe and wonder.

      "Me?" I ask, sure they must have me confused with someone else. No way could I have untold power. I know I’m a level one, but even so, I only barely survived my childhood. And only recently did I realize I wasn't wholly witch, but werewolf too. But what she’s saying? It’s completely absurd.

      Helios moves in front of me as if he senses my instinct to run from here, far from them and what they’re trying to tell me. His golden eyes stare down at me with sympathy. "I know this is not what you expected. but we can't wait any longer. Our daughter did the unthinkable and created what you call the Soldiers, hybrids of all three of our races, which angered our creators, whoever they may be. We can feel it floating in space, an anger so thick that it scares even us. If our creators come to earth, who knows what kind of terror they might bring with them? Still, we can feel the creators slowly killing her until she will cease to exist. None of her energy will remain. But if she dies before her energy is returned to the earth, all life on the earth will perish too.

      “When she realized she was dying, she knew she would have to absorb your power if she wanted the chance to live. She believes that your power will stop whatever it is that is killing her, but nothing will stop our creators.

      “And now, it’s not only our creators we have to worry about, it’s those Soldiers," he spits with a grimace. "They’re losing their grip on humanity and have started to crave power just as much as your mother. You have to help them, Jasmine. Only you are strong enough to do so."

      I shake my head in disbelief. "I can't. I'm no one. Hell, I still need help controlling my powers. How could you possibly imagine I'm the person for this?"

      Selene rests a hand on my shoulder reassuringly, her eyes filled with pride. "There was a very real reason why you couldn't control your magic. Your very natures were denied you. You couldn't reach a balance with your power until your body was fully awakened. Which is why we had your mate do what he did in order to bring you here. I gave him my power, so that when he bit you it awoke the vampire within. Now Helios can bring forth your other form, much the same way as I turned you, except he won’t have to bite you for that."

      Turned me? My mind works overtime, trying to figure out which mate she is referring to as having brought me here. That’s when the memory of Jenkins apologizing to me before I blacked out comes rushing back. As if thinking about it brings it to the forefront of my mind, I suddenly feel the same pain in my neck as I did before I passed out. I lift my hand to touch the skin there, feeling sticky wetness, pulling my hand away to reveal signs of drying blood.

      My heart races at the implications. I'm a witch, the daughter of the earth, the granddaughter of the sun and the moon. I contain untold power and my wolf was somehow locked away by my birth mother. And now on top of all of that, my grandmother turned me into a vampire. I take in a stuttered breath, feeling like I'm going to faint.

      "I didn't turn you, Jasmine, I just brought that side of you forth, just like Helios will do in a few seconds. If you think you are calm enough? I don't wish to rush you, but even now you're being carried to my daughter’s prison. We bound her powers five years ago, confining her to the one room until your magic, our magic, crosses the threshold. Once you do, she will be free to access her magic and will try to suck your power from your body. If you stay unconscious for too long, she’ll drain you dry. Then when you’re dead, she’ll move on to your mates, unable to stop herself from draining them to death in her hunger for more power."

      "Right," I whisper breathlessly, trying to come to terms with everything. My birth mother is obsessed with power and wants to kill me to obtain it. Oh wait, that's what my adoptive mother did too. Now that I think about it, if my birth mother wanted power all along, then why did she send me away as a child?

      Helios seems to hear my unasked question. "She got rid of you because you posed a risk to her, even as a child. We protected you the best we could while you were young, but when she sent you away, she cloaked you, hiding you even from us. We believed you to be dead until we felt the surge from Jenkins when he had to restore your magic after your adoptive mother had taken you. That's also when Gaia felt your power. Her curse ensured you would be hidden until the time your power was strong enough for her to use against you.”

      I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth slowly, trying to focus on keeping my breathing under control because all of this feels like too much.

      I lift my gaze to meet Helios’ golden one, and wonder what the hell they expect of me. "Even if you reveal my wolf, how the hell am I supposed to fix everything she's done? The Order is gone; Evan and Jessica are dead and who knows where Stephan is.

      “The Soldiers will follow my mother over me, regardless of whatever power I may hold. Because if she has done what you say by creating them, then I’m sure she would have built in fail safes for if something like this happened. At least I would if I were in her position. Then there’s my father. What do I do about him? It's not like I can get rid of him, especially since he leads the Soldiers and colludes with the humans. Please, tell me, what am I supposed to do here? No euphemisms or vague comments, just lay it all out there for me."

      Helios throws an inquiring glance to Selene. I see her give an almost imperceptible nod and then Helios holds out a hand for me to take. I slide my hand into his warily and let him lead me away from the conjured chair. We float upwards and the floor below becomes a screen, depicting what I quickly realize must be the future, or a potential one at any rate. I watch a version of myself, not much older than I am now, face my adoptive mother and real mother, power flowing off me in waves. In the scene, Helios has a hand on my right shoulder and Selene a hand on my left, but their shadows are only visible to me.

      "No matter what happens, Jasmine,” they say in unison, “we will always watch over you. Especially now that there is a little bundle within to strengthen and give you purpose. We will do everything in our power to protect you and the future. But there will come a time in the near future when you will have to face both of your mothers. When that time comes, you will know what to do. Let your power guide you, and trust it to protect both you and your child."

      Child? My gaze flicks down to my flat stomach and back up to Helios. Surely he can't mean…?

      "Yes, Jasmine, there is a child growing inside of you filled with the power of the sun, the moon and the earth. He will change the future and the way humans and supernaturals interact. He will have enemies, but for now, there’s no need to worry. He is protected by his own magic and can’t be harmed by anyone, no matter how hard they try.

      “Now, I'm really sorry for what’s about to happen, but there's no easy way to ease you into a shift." Without further warning, his hand strikes my chest just over my heart, a golden glow radiating out from his palm and entering my body.

      I start to shake uncontrollably and I wait for the same pain to overtake me as earlier, but there's nothing more than a strange feeling of eagerness. It's all over in a split second. I shake my head, trying to reorient myself, and that’s when I notice I'm standing on all fours. But even so, I tower over Helios' six foot frame.

      He grins up at me with awe-filled eyes. "You are a freaking monstrosity, Jasmine, but you’re so damned beautiful too."

      I cock my head, curious to see what I look like. The background below us changes to a mirror-like surface to show Helios and me standing across from each other. Helios is in his human form, but I’m a massive gold wolf, much like the one I saw Helios shift into. Unlike him, however, my limbs are black, starting at my paws and crawling up my legs before mingling into the gold body. My tail is similar, the tip an inky black, but the closer it gets to my spine, the black recedes.

      I wonder how to shift back? Moments after I think that to myself, I notice the reflection changing, my body shrinking in on itself until I'm standing next to Helios on two legs, human once more.

      Selene approaches me carefully, her eyes watching me carefully for any sign of fear but there is none. I feel completely different, somehow whole. Like I'm finally exactly who I was always meant to be.

      "It's time to wake up now, Jasmine. You will know what to do when you arise." Selene presses her lips to my forehead in a motherly gesture, but the touch burns me. Then I feel myself falling back into my body.
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      My head feels heavy when I awaken, but I remember everything. All that the sun and the moon, my grandparents, told me. I shoot upright, realizing I’m on a soft surface and no longer in the woods. That’s when Josh's voice startles me. "Jas, babe, take it slow. You're pretty weak."

      I look up at his worried eyes and frown in confusion. My eyes stray to the white walls and ceiling before going back to Josh. I was sure he wasn't here when I collapsed. So how the hell did he get here? Wherever here is. And where are Benji, Liam and Jenkins? I can sense two other auras in the room but they're not my mates. I jump, and my head turns in the direction of the two other people. My biological mother stands there with a displeased glower on her face and my father is beside her, but he looks relieved. He takes a step closer to me and I freeze. While Selene or Helios didn't say anything bad about my father, I don't know if I can trust him either, especially if he was planning to bring me to my mother, knowing she wanted to drain me of my power.

      "Don't," I warn him, before getting to my feet, surprised I can stand without assistance. I thought I would still feel weak, but surprisingly, I don't. I feel like a whole new person and judging by the look on my mother’s face, she too realizes I'm not the same person who came here seeking her help.

      Josh hovers anxiously beside me as the door on the other side of the room opens. I don't need to look to know it’s the rest of my mates.

      "Jazzy? You okay?"

      “I’m fine. There’s no need to worry,” I say without looking, my gaze remaining fixed on the problem at hand, my parents. I decide to deal with my father first, since I can feel my mother’s lack of power and know she's not a threat right this second.

      My father takes a step back as I move towards him. "Relax," I say with a smirk. "I just want answers. Are you willing to let me get them the way I see fit?" I don’t know how I know this, but I feel that just one sip of his blood will give me all the answers I need.

      He glances at my mother and I growl, surprising everyone in the room at the power that radiates from me. "Don’t look to her for help. You look at me and answer. She has no power here."

      "I don't quite understand what is going on, Jasmine, but you can ask me whatever you want, and I will answer. But please, tell me what's going on? Why are you looking at your mother like she's the enemy?"

      I cock my head at the confusion he feels, and the sincerity radiating off him. He honestly doesn't know what she's done, either that, or he's a very good actor.

      I move faster than a human, faster than a wolf even, appearing in front of him. Then I pull his forearm to my lips, sinking my newly descended fangs into his wrist. The moment the blood touches my tongue, his memories well up in my mind. I flick through them, surprised by the amount of love he has for both me and my mother. I look deep, but he doesn't seem to be involved in any of the shit she is, which leads me to wonder how she did all of it without help? She created a super race of Soldiers, for goodness sake! She had the power to do it, but she's been stuck down here since my grandparents bound her. So how did she do it?

      I retract my fangs, my tongue flicking over the wound in my father’s wrist, somehow knowing that the action will heal the bite marks. Sure enough, the bite heals and my father stares at me in shock. "How... how did you do that? Your vampire side should be locked away, just like your wolf."

      I laugh sinisterly into the room, my gaze going to my mother. "Let's just say I have some pretty powerful grandparents and they are definitely on Team Jasmine."

      My birth mother looks at me with emotionless eyes, not giving any reaction, so I turn my back on her, returning my focus to my father. "I know this will probably come as a bit of a shock, but my mother is not who she says she is. Yes, she was born to give the earth its essence, but now she is no better than my adoptive mother. A power hungry individual who wants everyone to bow down to her."

      At this, my mother finally speaks. "Lies. All I want is for the world to be at peace. My parents never wanted that, all they wanted was chaos."

      "Really? Because I saw what you did. I watched you create the witches, I saw the sun create the wolves and the moon the vampires. You tried to claim responsibility for such creations, though, because you wanted the humans to love you. Your parents, the ones who breathed life into the earth, gave up their lives on this planet to save this world and to avoid being killed by you."

      A few soft gasps can be heard in the room, but I don't stop. "Then when you found out I would possess more power than you, you cursed me so the other sides of my nature would never reveal themselves without you lifting the curse. You wanted me to be indebted to you so I would gift you my magic.

      “You see, it took me a while, but I think I've figured it all out. You knew exactly how my adopted mother was going to treat me, but you wanted me broken. So you left me with her, hoping she would weaken me, make me compliant. When that didn't happen, you used my father, convincing him to try and kidnap me. You were going to kill me if he succeeded, not that you told him that. But thankfully, my mate saved me from being taken. Then you manipulated my father into inserting someone into my life, someone who would keep an eye on me, and inform him if I ever showed signs of my other powers manifesting. When I didn't, you decided to leave me alone until you felt the same call your parents did. The call that let you know my magic was so much more than you ever could have expected."

      I pause to give her a chance to deny it, but she just stares at me, her eyes containing such fury. After a second, I turn my gaze back to my mates, then to my father. "She isn't what she says she is. She created the Soldiers, and I have reason to believe she has been using them all along to kill the rest of us, not to protect the humans as they claim to do. I wouldn’t put it past her to have made claims that some of the more powerful supernaturals were killing humans just so she could eliminate any threats to her power base. She wants us all weak," I spit out, looking at her with disgust.

      She grins maniacally, a small bubble of laughter escaping, which grows into full blown chuckles. She lifts a polished finger to wipe an imaginary tear from her cheek. "You may be right about many things, Jasmine, but I have news for you. No matter what you do, you won't beat me. Even with my parents’ blessing, I will kill you and your unborn child before you can even blink. I will rule this world, as is my right!" she booms into the room and I can feel the shock from my mates. Whether it's because of the revelation about me being pregnant, or them realizing I’m telling the truth about my mother being evil, I’m not sure.

      I put a hand on my hip casually, as if her words have little effect on me. "I'd like to see you try. After all, you wouldn't have gone to all the effort of hiding me away if you honestly thought you could defeat me. My magic is pure, untainted by your darkness."

      He eyes narrow a second before a wave of magic hits me. I brace myself, expecting pain, but it just floats by me, leaving me unaffected. I look down, feeling a weird sensation in my stomach. I’m surprised to see a golden glow around me, starting at my uterus. My baby protected me. Holy shit...

      My mother's gaze focuses on my stomach with a cruel smile. "I can wait nine months, Jasmine. Then I will kill you both and have all the power I need to make the humans tremble beneath me." I watch helplessly, finding myself frozen and unable to move after the threat against my child, as my mother disappears from the room.

      When she's gone, I sway, feeling faint all of a sudden. A pair of arms catch me before I hit the floor and I look up to see Benji frowning down at me, his eyes running over me in concern.

      "Need sleep," I murmur, right before my body succumbs to the dark for the second time.
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      A cool cloth on my forehead is the first sign I'm back in the land of the living. Passing out twice in such a short time span really can't be good for the baby.

      Shit, the baby...

      I focus my energy inward, thankful to feel it still sitting there, happily going about its business as if nothing horrible just happened. Then again, if I had a protective shield, I probably wouldn’t be worried either.

      My hand cradles my stomach unconsciously, amazed that I already feel such an overwhelming amount of love for something that isn’t even in this world yet.

      I was in denial after Helios and Selene told me about my son because I thought I was so goddamn careful with protection, but then I realized I forgot about my time in the coma. Even though I resumed taking my pills once I awoke, I should have known that too much time had passed from the last one for it to still be effective. There's nothing I can do about it now, though. Before I know it, there’s going to be a little baby for me to take care of. I am curious, though, why neither Benji or Liam said anything. Wolf senses are thought to be highly astute when it comes to sensing any changes in their mate. So one of them really should have known. Or hell, even Josh or Jenkins should have been able to pick up on it. That is, unless the baby’s shield somehow prevented him from being detected?

      I open my eyes, sensing the impatience of my mates. The first thing I see is that all four of them are here, gathered around whatever bed I'm laying in. Then I sense the unique aura of my father. He’s close by, waiting right outside of the room I’m in.

      I sit up slowly, groaning at the pain in my muscles. It feels like I’ve been lying motionless for some time, so the sudden movement makes my limbs revolt.

      Liam leans forward to help me, propping a few pillows behind me for support. The he moves his hand to hover over mine, the one cradling my stomach.

      “Is it true?" he asks quietly. His gaze is fixed on my stomach, a mix of hope and fear in his eyes.

      I lift my hand from my belly to cup his cheek tenderly. "Yes, it's true. I’m pregnant. Did you truly not notice?" I ask, looking around at all of my mates. One of them really should have picked up on it, and if they truly didn’t, I guess that means this pregnancy is different than that of a typical wolf.

      It would hurt me deeply if they knew what was going on and just chose not to tell me. It's something that would have been important for me to know as early as possible, because witches aren't supposed to use magic while pregnant. And while I'm technically not a witch, I still should have been told.

      But then again, I should have sensed his energy before now too. My little nugget kept himself hidden from me until it was time for his big reveal. I guess it’s more than likely he muted my scent so the others couldn't tell either. But why?

      Liam looks at me, his eyes filled with hurt. "I didn't know, I promise. I didn't even dream it was possible. Benji and I both smelled the birth control pills and assumed you had been taking them. We didn’t notice any kind of change in scent that would indicate you were pregnant."

      I look up at them with a wry smile. "I was taking them, I swear. But then I went into that coma. By the time I woke up, it had been too long between pills for them to still be effective. At least that’s my guess, but I’m not too sure to be honest. The energy of the baby is so new that I can’t be too far along. We'll have to wait a few weeks to know for sure exactly, but my best guess is probably four to six weeks. Right now, what I need to know is how you all feel about this news.

      “Josh, Jenkins, I know we haven't really begun to explore this bond between us, but I promise that having this baby doesn't change how I feel. If you still want to develop a relationship with me, slowly," I add, drawing out the word, "Then I don't see why we shouldn’t give it a chance."

      Josh grins at me, his eyes filled with mischief. “Well, I guess if we have to go slowly, then that’s exactly what we’ll do.” I roll my eyes and he sobers. “But seriously, I do understand the need to take things slow. I just ask that you tell me if I push you too far because I wouldn’t want to do so, even if unintentionally.”

      I nod, giving him a small smile before turning to look at Jenkins, who watches me with a patient smile. “I’m happy with whatever you want, Jasmine. I have all the time in the world to wait for you and for our relationship to progress. There’s no rush.”

      A relieved breath of air rushes out of me and my shoulders slump at the sudden release of tension. I was a little nervous about how they would react to my request, but hearing what they had to say makes me feel much better and makes things easier on me. “Thank you. It means a lot that you are both willing to let us take the time to develop these bonds.”

      I turn my gaze to Benji and Liam. "And as for you two, this baby is one of yours. I just can’t tell whose it is yet because the energy is similar to both of you."

      Liam growls at that, his eyes burning brighter. "No matter whose baby it is biologically, we will all cherish it like the miracle it is."

      At that, the others all nod in agreement. I can’t help the smile that grows as I say one word.

      "He."

      Liam frowns in confusion, but Benji seems to understand. He moves to sit on the end of the bed. "It's a boy?" Benji asks, his eyes filled with amazement.

      I nod with a small smile. "Yes, my grandparents made sure to tell me about my son and how he was going to change the future for all of us, supernaturals and humans alike.” I grin up at them, my heart soaring from the feeling of love I'm feeling through our new bond.

      Jenkins clears his throat, looking down at me with a worried expression. "Jasmine... I have to beg for your forgiveness. I was the one responsible for sending you to that other place. Helios and Selene came to me in my dreams, before I even met you. They told me that I would meet you and when the time was right, I would use the magic they channeled through me to send you there in order to find out the truth. I wouldn’t have kept it from you, but they said that was the only way. That I couldn’t tell you. Do you think you could ever forgive me?"

      The blind panic I see in his eyes really makes me feel for him. I can’t believe he thinks I would freeze him out for following orders from a higher power. Sure, I’m not exactly thrilled that he sent my spirit to that other plane without any warning, but then again, what could he have really done? And even if he had refused, I’m sure they would have found a way to get me there sooner or later anyway. Despite the less than ideal situation, I’m much happier knowing the truth, instead of blindly following my mother like I would have otherwise.

      "Jenkins, there is nothing to forgive. I would have done the same thing in your situation. Though maybe in the future, tell me first, okay? It was creepy as hell waking up like that, floating like there was no gravity." I shiver at the reminder. And although I recover quickly, I can tell the others noticed.

      "What was it like being faced with the sun and the moon?" Josh asks, his voice filled with curiosity.

      "It was… really strange. I was floating in this dark room with no idea where the hell I was or why I was there. When the sun and moon appeared, I was a little surprised. But I was completely flabbergasted when they turned human and introduced themselves as Helios and Selene. Then they proceeded to tell me about themselves, how Helios was responsible for the creation of the wolves and Selene the vampires. My mother, the earth, created the first witches."

      I tell my mates everything as they sit in silence. I let them know about my child, my power and everything else that Selene and Helios told me. Things I still found hard to believe, but somehow knew were true nonetheless.

      By the time I finish relaying everything to them, the guys are all looking at me with wide eyes. But before any of them can speak, my stomach growls loudly, echoing throughout the room. All four of them chuckle, while I just flame in embarrassment.

      "Hey, it's not funny. I'm eating for two now, remember?" I say, crossing my arms over my chest and glaring at them.

      Liam holds out a hand out for me, helping me to my feet. "Come on, Jasmine. Let’s go get you fed. I'm pretty sure there's a kitchen on this floor somewhere," he murmurs to himself as he leads me to the door, still holding onto my hand. I don't have to look behind me to know the others are following us, this bond inside me telling me exactly where they are.

      Liam opens the door and I look out into the hallway in surprise. I assumed we’d be back at Liam’s giant ass mansion, but we’re clearly somewhere else entirely. The gray walls and smooth metal doors, so different from the warm wood of Liam’s house, make that instantly obvious.

      The next thing I notice is my father, who’s leaning against the opposite wall, seemingly waiting for us. He opens his mouth to speak, but I hold out my hand, stopping him. "I'm famished, so if you have any questions, you can either follow us and ask them while Liam feeds me or you can stay here until we come back. It’s entirely up to you.”

      With that said, I push past him, not in the mood to deal with any other delays. I'm completely ravenous and no one wants to deal with a hangry Jasmine, especially not a pregnant one.

      We set off down the corridor, with Liam leading us, in search of the kitchen. As we walk down the bland looking, sterile hallway, I frown, unable to contain my curiosity any longer. "Where are we?" I ask of no one in particular.

      Surprisingly, my father is the one to answer. "You're deep within the Soldiers’ headquarters, the same place your mother was forced to remain until your powers freed her. Since she's no longer around, we figured it would be safer to remain down here, rather than topside. That being said, we do have the protection of close to six hundred wolves now that Benji’s pack and Liam’s are in one place. Apparently when Josh felt something happen to you, he freaked out and ordered that the entire pack come with him to rescue you.”

      I freeze in shock, turning first to look at my father, then at Josh, who refuses to meet my eyes. "You brought Benji's pack here? Because of me?"

      He shuffles his feet, his usual confidence seeming to have completely disappeared. What caused this change in him? Why is he acting so subdued? Does he think I will be upset by his actions? If anything, I'm in awe that he would do something so drastic for me.

      "I felt it when Jenkins pushed your soul from this world. My heart broke in that moment because I wasn't here to protect you. I knew then that I needed to be with you, so I gathered the pack and summoned a portal. I told them that they could either stay behind without my protection, or they could come with me."

      My mouth opens and closes, unsure what to say to that. So instead of grasping for words, I decide to let my actions speak for me. I let go of Liam's hand and stride right up to Josh. He finally lifts his eyes when he sees my feet in front of him, meeting my gaze. I throw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pressing my lips to his. He doesn't hesitate, gripping one hand in my hair and kissing me back just as desperately.

      We’ve both been denying this, which I curse myself for now. It just feels so right, being in his arms and kissing him like this. After a minute, Josh slows the kiss and I finally pull away. He presses his forehead to mine and we stay like that as I work to regain control of my breathing. Then, looking deep into his eyes, I tell him exactly how I feel in this moment. "You are an amazing person and I feel honored to have you as a mate. Thank you for thinking of me and going to such lengths to help me. I know I’m not easy to handle most of the time, so it means a lot that you did all that."

      I hear muffled chuckles from behind Josh and turn to glare at Benji and Jenkins, who quickly try to school their expressions, but with little success. I roll my eyes at them before focusing back on Josh.

      He caresses my cheek with his thumb slowly, as if committing my face to memory. "Even though you can have a bit of an attitude problem, I wouldn't change you for the world. That attitude is part of what makes you who you are, after all. If you were this soft girl who couldn't handle things on her own, then I don't think I would admire you as much as I do right now. You have faced so goddamn much and only became stronger for it. Not many others can say the same."

      I fight not to lower my gaze, feeling embarrassed but sensing there's more he wants to say.

      "I just hope that one day you will be as proud of me as I am of you." Then he presses his lips to mine one more time, gently as if he is savoring this moment. When he steps away, I sigh contentedly, feeling a little more at peace than I was before.

      I smile warmly at Josh before rejoining Liam at the front of the group. Then we all begin walking down the hall together in silence.

      After a couple of minutes, we finally reach a door, which is almost twice as large as the silver ones I’ve seen elsewhere in the building. Liam doesn’t knock or even hesitate. He just grabs the handle and opens the door, revealing the largest kitchen and dining area I have ever seen.

      Benji, Josh and Jenkins immediately move to the fridge, pulling out drinks and opening them. Meanwhile, my father goes over and plops down on a chair at the dining table, which spans the length of the room. It looks much more like a picnic table, but rather than having bench style seats, there are individual wooden chairs, which I imagine were hand carved. But the kitchen area is massive too, so I assume they just have a lot of people eating here at one time.

      Liam guides me over to the fridge, pushing the other guys out of the way as he does. He opens the door wide so I can see inside what turns out to be a fully stocked fridge.

      "What would you like, Jasmine? Name it and I'll cook it for you."

      I look through the contents of the top shelf, all various cuts of meats, until I come across something that looks appealing. I pull out a package filled with pork loin chops and my mouth starts to water, despite them still being raw.

      "I want pork," I tell him with a dreamy sigh. I can already imagine myself devouring three of the chops on my own.

      Liam chuckles and lets go of my hand so he can take the chops from me. Then he moves over to the indoor industrial sized grill, turning it on. He begins to prepare the cuts of meat while I linger by the open fridge, my stomach growling.

      I reach in and pull out a block of feta cheese, feeling a craving. But before I can even open it to cut off a few slices, Jenkins appears next to me and snatches the package from me. "No cheese for the pregnant woman."

      I pout at him, unsure why I can't have cheese. With a sigh, I turn back to the fridge in search of something else. To my delight, I spy some smoked salami and pull it out with an eager groan. I grab out a piece and am about to pop it into my mouth, but it disappears and the packet vanishes mere seconds later.

      I look up in confusion and see Josh, standing there chewing on my piece of salami with a satisfied smile on his face. "No processed meats."

      I growl under my breath, frustrated by their actions. Desperately, I try to think of something else to snack on while I wait, but nothing else is appealing to me. So with a disappointed sigh, I move over to the coffee press and turn it on, eager for a cup. But then Benji appears at my side, flicking the switch off with a satisfied smirk.

      I take in a deep breath, my anger spiking. First they take my food and now they're trying to take away my coffee? I may actually kill one of them if that's the case.

      I stare at Benji with narrowed eyes as I reach up and switch the coffee press on yet again. I watch as if in slow motion as Benji raises his hand again and turns it off.

      "Right then. I'm going to kick all of your asses, except for Liam, because he’s cooking for me. First you guys take my food, and now you think you can deny me coffee as well? Do you want me to murder each of you in a caffeine withdrawal induced rage?"

      Benji opens his mouth to respond, but doesn’t get the chance because another voice speaks up at that moment. "I'd be careful if I were you, guys. I've seen her in a caffeine withdrawal before and it is not a pretty sight."

      My heart pounds in my chest and my mouth goes dry. That voice. I’d know it anywhere. I turn slowly, hoping my ears are playing tricks on me because I don't know if I'm ready to deal with this if it’s who I think it is. But sure enough, there in the open doorway stands the woman I once thought of as my best friend. That was, until I found out she was only my friend because my father wanted her to get close to me.

      "It's good to see you again, Jasmine."

      "I don't know if I can say the same, Harry."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fourteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The silence stretches as I look at my former best friend, her frizzy brown hair looking wild and untamed. She stares at me from the doorway, her hazel eyes filled with worry. I notice her biting her lip, something she does when she's nervous.

      I quickly shut down all emotion, too overwhelmed by everything to process how I feel about her arrival right now. With a cold expression, I glance at my father. He looks torn between feeling guilty and hopeful by her arrival.

      I'm about to open my mouth and give them both a piece of my mind, but just then a little body pushes past Harry, rushing into the room. My heart skips a beat at the sight of the beautiful little girl that comes running towards me, her eyes lit up with joy.

      "Aunty Jaz," she shrieks as she collides with me. I drop to my knees, wrapping my arms around this precious girl.

      "My sweet Ivy. God, I missed you so much, sweetheart," I murmur into her hair. As I hold her, I can feel the gazes of my mates on me, but this moment right now is mine. This little girl has been part of my life since she was just a baby and I always thought of her as mine in a way. After all, I helped look after her whenever Harry had to work or was sick and we even had regular little girly dates to get our nails and hair done together.

      Spending time with her had been the highlight of my days. When I had to pack up and leave my life behind, I was heartbroken, uncertain when or if I would ever see her again. So to have her in my arms right now is a little overwhelming to say the least.

      After a minute, Ivy begins to squirm, so I let go of her. She doesn't move far, though, instead just starting up at me with a frown on her sweet little face. "Aunty Jaz, why are you crying?"

      I smile at her through my tears, lifting a hand to caress her soft cheek. "Ivy darling, these are happy tears, I promise. I missed you so much and am just overwhelmed with joy at seeing you again."

      Her frown immediately morphs into a smile so wide that I can't help but return it with one of my own. She wraps her little arms around my neck and hugs me tight. Then a soft gasp slips from her lips. "Aunty Jaz, you got all your magic!" she says with wonder, her voice echoing in the room.

      Even though it was relatively quiet while everyone was watching our interaction, now it’s so silent you could hear a pin drop.

      I pull her away and look into her hazel eyes, my brow furrowed with concern. "How did you know about my magic, Ivy?" I ask her gently, while sending a glare over her shoulder at Harry.

      Was she really so stupid to have told Ivy about supernaturals? Surely she wouldn't have, right? If the human government were to find out Ivy knows before being sworn in, who knows what might happen to this sweet little girl? And I know for a fact that she hasn’t yet been sworn in because the human government won’t allow such a thing until a child is at least thirteen years old. They have that restriction because they believe a child has to be of sound mind and old enough to understand what they are swearing to.

      She giggles and boops my nose. "Silly Aunty Jaz. I'm a witch too. I always knew you had magic. Selene told me I couldn’t tell you, though, not until you were ready. But now you know, so it’s okay," she says with that big smile on her face. I'm almost distracted enough by her innocence and sweet smile not to question her words.

      “What do you mean Selene told you, Ivy?” I keep my gaze focused on her, sure she can’t have meant my grandmother.

      She nods her head quickly, an eager smile on my face. “Yeah, she told me last year when I got my magic. She said one day we would all be family for reals.” Ivy reaches out places her hand on my abdomen. “He will be my best friend.”

      My mind races at that. I reach out with my magic, needing to feel her energy. My grandmother wouldn’t have spoken to Ivy if there wasn’t something more to her.

      As my magic brushes against her, I can’t help but gasp at what I find. Ivy feels like a combination of vampire, witch and wolf energy, which clearly marks her as a Soldier, but underneath it all, hidden in a place so deep within her it feels like an endless well, is a magic so potent it frightens me.

      I pull back with a jerk and glance up at Harry, a question burning in my eyes. The magic inside Ivy is at least twenty times stronger than what even I possess, but her magic isn’t light. It’s all dark.

      I give Ivy a quick kiss on the cheek. "Is there somewhere down here you can play, Ivy? I think your mom and I need to have a talk."

      Ivy glances back at her mother with a worried expression, obviously cluing in to the fact that something’s wrong. While I feel guilty for sending her away, I need to deal with everything first.

      But before Harry can dismiss Ivy to leave, Liam speaks up. "How about we all eat first? Then we can discuss the grown up stuff after?"

      I look at him, torn between my desire to eat and my need get answers from the woman I used to consider my best friend. Then my stomach decides for me, growling loudly in the quiet room.

      Liam looks at me with an amused smile. "Come on. Let’s feed you two before you get all hangry on us and decide to take a chunk out of whoever's closet."

      I frown at that, not liking how close to the truth he is. We still haven’t broached the subject of what me being part vampire and part wolf means, even though I know they're aware of the vampire side after seeing me bite my father’s wrist. I guess they might just be waiting for the right time to discuss it, but I really need to talk to someone about this. Do I need to drink blood now? Or can I still sustain myself with normal food? And what about my wolf side? Will I need to eat more to account for that?

      Resolving to get answers soon, I turn and take Ivy’s hand. I lead her over to the table, where we both sit down. Ivy smiles brightly, seeming happy for the chance to sit next to me.

      Liam comes over and places a plate in front of me, piled high with three pork chops, mashed potatoes and steamed greens. Then he places a smaller plate in front of Ivy.

      She thanks him quietly and he smiles warmly at her. He doesn't even know this little girl, but I can sense he would do anything to protect her, simply because of how much I love her. That leads me to think about the little being growing inside me. He’ll have strong fathers, who will protect him no matter what. That thought makes me smile and I start to think more about my little boy, and whether he will have Liam's violet eyes or Benji's blue ones?

      Liam continues serving, placing plates in front of everyone. Then he comes to sit on my other side, with a plate of his own. After he's seated, we all dig in, eating in comfortable silence.

      The moment Ivy is done eating, she climbs out of her chair. She goes over to give her mother a kiss before quickly leaving the room. I look at her abandoned plate, surprised to see she ate all of her food before I even got halfway. Actually, Ivy finished eating before anyone else. With a couple of wolves at the table, how is that even possible?

      Harry chuckles, obviously picking up on my confusion. "Ivy is going through a bit of a growth spurt, both physically and magically. She needs extra meals throughout the day to sustain her ever increasing metabolic rate."

      "What do you mean by ‘both magically and physically?’ She shouldn't have magic..." I glare at her accusingly. Soldiers don’t have strong magic, which means whatever her father was, he wasn’t a Soldier, a regular supernatural, or even a hybrid, but something more like my grandparents.

      "I can already see you are judging me, which is pretty frigging low of you, Jasmine. You of all people should know that you can't help who you love. And besides, if I hadn’t met Ivy's father, my daughter wouldn't be here right now,” she says, her voice filled with anger and hurt.

      I sigh sadly and set my knife and fork down, my appetite completely gone. "You're right, Harry. You can't help who you fall in love with and if you hadn't met that bastard, then Ivy wouldn't be here. While the world would be a much darker place without her in it, you have to understand that there could be terrible repercussions. Her very existence may upset the balance. Are you really prepared to deal with whatever consequences come with that?"

      Knowing that Harry is a Soldier leads me to believe she was at least schooled in the balance and how it worked. But if she wasn’t, then she might have no idea that the power raging in her daughter could cause her to go insane. I would hope that since my grandparents didn’t say anything about it, it means neither Ivy or my baby will affect the balance, but who really knows? When I see my grandparents again, I’ll need to ask them about this, to learn whether there will be any side effects or consequences of me, a hybrid of multiple species, and a werewolf creating a child together. It would be bad enough if I were just a witch, but the power from my maternal side makes everything so much more complicated. Just as it does for Ivy with her father possibly being the same type of being as my grandparents.

      Sure, hybrids have been born without any real consequences, Jenkins and Josh can attest to that. But who knows when another birth of a powerful being will tip that precarious balance?

      "I know what the risk is, Jasmine. I fear for her every day, but I just have to believe that there is someone out there watching over my sweet girl. I can’t bear the thought of her being hurt because of my being with her father."

      I shake my head adamantly. "I won't let anyone hurt her, Harry. Just know that if the day ever comes that she needs protection from her own magic, I will bind or remove it in a heartbeat, if only to save her from herself."

      Her eyes water at that and she nods. "I know you will. Just like I know that if something ever happens to me, you will take care of Ivy as if she were your own."

      "Of course I would," I tell her.

      “There’s one other thing I have to ask of you. If her father ever comes for her, I need you to kill him, do you understand? Do not let him get his hands on my baby girl. If he does, who knows what destruction he will bring with her at his side?”

      I begin laughing wildly. “You mean the guy I cursed for you when you first came to me with your baby girl in your arms and tears running down your face? Yeah, I don’t think I’ll have any problem taking him out. Plus, this guy hasn’t been able to get it up for the past five years and I don’t plan to hesitate and force myself to deal with a sexually frustrated god, thank you very much.”

      A short bark of laughter tumbles out of Harry before we both dissolve into fits of giggles. Once she’s able to breathe again, she grins at me from across the table. “To be honest I never thought that curse would even work. I just wanted the chance to make him suffer and figured it couldn’t hurt to try.”

      I shake my head in amusement, drying my tears of laughter. “I think if I was a regular witch, my curse would have probably been ineffectual. But if he is the same kind of being as my grandparents, the same as I am, then I have confidence that my curse worked. Which means Ivy’s father is going to be one pissed off dude when he finds out I was the one to curse his dick so it couldn’t get hard with anyone but you.”

      Her breathing stops at my words and a hand goes to her chest. She gets up quickly, her chair scraping back. When she meets my gaze, I see a wide-eyed panic in her eyes. “Sorry, Jasmine. I just... I need to be near Ivy right now. Come find me later so we can talk. I have so much to tell you and so much to apologize for. I love you, Jasmine. Never forget that, no matter what. You were my friend first and a job second.” With that, she turns and leaves the room in a rush, not giving me the chance to stop her.

      After the door closes softly behind her, I turn to my father with an angry glare. "Right, you need to start talking. I want you tell me exactly what Harry’s job was. Also, I want to know everything about my mother and what she’s done. Anything she did out in the human world that she shouldn't have. No matter how insignificant it may seem, I want to know it all."
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      My father sighs and rubs a hand over his face as if he would rather be anywhere but here right now.

      I continue to glare at him, refusing to let him distract me from this. I need to know everything my mother has done. Only then can I begin to fix what she has broken.

      I know she can’t keep going unchecked like she has, but without knowing the extent of what she’s done, it’s hard to know whether it would be better to send her magic back into the earth or just kill her outright. Or I could strip her of magic and make her live out the rest of her life on the earth as a human? That could be a suitable enough punishment for her crimes.

      My father gets up from the table and walks into the kitchen. I follow after him, taking a seat at the kitchen island while he starts pacing back and forth. As he does, his gaze keeps flicking up to me, seeming unsure of whether or not to say something. After a few minutes, my mates join us in the kitchen, sitting quietly at the island.

      Finally my father stops pacing, fixing his gaze on me. "There are some things I can tell you, but not everything. Not because I don’t want to, but because I’m bound by your mother's spells. She’s made it so the only way I can talk about certain things is if the people I’m discussing them with are already aware of the subject. The only way to break those spells is with her death.”

      My eyes widen at that revelation. I look to my mates, but they too look just as surprised as I am by this news.

      I turn back to my father and offer him an encouraging smile. “Just tell us what you can and I will try fill in the blanks whenever you glaze over certain parts.”

      “Alright then. I’ll just make us some tea while I gather my thoughts. There’s a lot you need to be aware of and I don’t know all of what I’m spelled from speaking about until I actually try to talk about it.”

      I nod as my father moves about the kitchen making us tea, not coffee. Ugh, I already miss coffee and I’ve only gone day one without it. How long before I strangle one of them for denying me my heavenly coffee? Considering tea has caffeine in it too, I don't see why I can't just have some damn coffee? Stupid controlling men.

      Part of me wishes this child were a girl, because I know any daughter of mine would give these men hell. But a son? Well, he'll probably end up siding with his father, or fathers as the case may be. I’m not sure what our relationship will look like exactly, but I know in my heart that each of my men will love this baby like their own.

      And if they don't? Well, then I’ll kick their asses to the curb.

      I've known about this little bun for just a little over twenty-four hours, and he’s already become my whole world. I would rather raise him alone than risk him being subjected to the same kind of loveless upbringing I was. I want him to know how much he means to me and if the men in my life don’t feel the same, then they don't deserve to be part of either of our lives. I know it’s going to be hard, but I don't want to be with someone who will just give up at the first hurdle.

      I reach down and rub a hand over my stomach, surprised to find another hand already there. When the hell did that happen? I didn’t even feel his touch. I guess that's how absorbed I was in my own world. Either that or the lack of coffee is already starting to affect me.

      I turn to glance beside me and see Benji's blue eyes looking at me intently, glassy with unshed tears. "We're not going anywhere, Jazzy," he murmurs, his voice thick with emotion.

      I smile softly and place my hand over his. It feels amazing to be able to relax around my mates, trusting them completely to protect me and now our child as well.

      My father interrupts my inner thoughts by placing a steaming cup of tea before me. I grimace at the sight of it, wishing it was coffee. I wonder if anyone would notice me using magic to turn it to coffee? A subtle cough to my left has me looking up to meet Jenkins’ gaze, who smirks knowingly at me. He shakes his head and looks pointedly down at the cup before me. I sigh in defeat, knowing it’s tea or no caffeine at all, so I move the tea closer and add a good dose of sugar and milk to it. Then I pick up the spoon sitting on my saucer and stir it all together.

      As my father prepares his tea, he begins speaking. "When I met your mother, I thought the sun and moon revolved around her. There was a brightness to her that lit up the world around her. But whenever she got emotional, darkness would seep in, shrouding her like a cloak and making it feel like you would never see the light again. She never told me about her parents, but knowing what I do now, their identity doesn’t surprise me given her behavior.

      "One thing I do remember clearly was your mother trying to take credit for the creation of all the supernatural races. She said she was the reason the supernaturals existed and that she would be the cause of their downfall. When I tried to get her to explain, she was vague, simply telling me I would find out soon enough."

      He pauses to take a sip of his tea, before setting the cup back down. When he resumes speaking, he avoids looking at me, his gaze remaining locked on the cup. "After a year of being in her service, she discovered that I wasn’t just one breed of supernatural, but two. Gaia thought it was fascinating that I could shift, but also had complete control over my magical abilities too, so she started testing me to see what I could do, and how much pain I could stand.

      “After a few years of the experimenting, she decided to create her own hybrid. One with the properties of all three species. By this time, your mother and I had grown very close, so when she created her first Soldiers, she put me in charge of them. The problem, though, was that they were wild and unpredictable, with barely an ounce of humanity in them.

      “One day, your mother assigned me to go on a mission with three of her strongest. But then, when they attacked their target, the bloodlust that controlled them became too much for them. That was how I died. The three who were responsible for my death brought me back to Gaia because they knew of our relationship. That was when she used her magic to bring me back.

      “I woke up with a hunger so fierce that I tried to attack her. She fed me from her own vein, trying to soothe my bloodlust. It worked, but during the feeding things got a little, uh, well, let’s just say you were conceived that night.” He grimaces, a stain of pink spreading across his cheeks.

      I chuckle at his aversion to saying the word. "Uh, I do know what sex is. You don't have to skate around the subject because you're worried about my sensibilities. After all, it took a lot of sex to conceive this little miracle inside me, or did you think it was somehow an immaculate conception? " I ask with a wry smile.

      "You are my daughter, and there are some things a father just doesn't need to know." He turns to glare at Benji and Liam, as if he knows one of them is to blame for my current 'situation.'

      I take a hesitant sip of my tea, waiting for more of his story.

      "Anyhow," he continues, returning his gaze to me. "When you were conceived, everything changed."

      I hold a hand up to stop him, something just occuring to me. I set my cup back down and ask him, "You were turned eight hundred years ago. But there’s no way I’m that old. How is that possible?"

      All of my men begin to glance back and forth between my father and me, the implications of my question making the room fill with tension. I can't be eight hundred, can I?

      My father fidgets where he stands, a nervous look on his face. "Well, technically, you're only twenty-four years old. But your mother carried you in her womb for well over seven hundred years."

      I give one slow blink, my brain trying to process that revelation, but it's just not possible.

      I go to voice my question, but Josh beats me to it. "What do you mean her mother carried her for seven hundred years. How the fuck is that even possible?"

      "Well, she used the magic of the earth to slow your development in the womb. She told me at the time it was because she loved the feeling of you moving within her, but now I know better. With you inside her, your power was hers to control. It was how she had the strength to create a whole new breed of Soldiers.

      “Now that I think about it, I have to wonder if the only reason I was so valuable to her was because I was able to help create you, Jasmine. Even before your birth, you were more powerful than she was. Yes, she was the daughter of the sun and the moon, but she had nowhere near your level of magic. Every time she tried to access any of the power she inherited from her parents, it was like it was somehow blocked from her.

      “On the other hand, your power is like the sun, moon and earth combined, yet so much stronger. I like to think that something about me being a Soldier and a hybrid gave you that extra spark to fight off her control. The only reason she actually birthed you was because your magic eventually overwhelmed hers, and you started to develop like a normal fetus."

      Benji clears his throat to get my father’s attention. "Okay, we get it. Jazzy is some kind of super being. Can we get back to the Soldiers, though?"

      My father looks at me with a raised brow, as if asking if I mind. I give him a small nod, confirming that I too want to learn more about the Soldiers.

      "The first Soldiers she created, before she had access to your magic, were a little unpredictable. She used them as assassins, to take out those she considered an enemy. And while the Soldiers were nearly unstoppable, they would also kill anyone else who got in their way on the mission. Whether they were witch, vampire, wolf or human. The first Soldiers didn't care about the value of life.”

      He takes in a shuddering breath, his face pale as he recounts what the first Soldiers were like. "They served your mother loyally for the first ten years, killing anyone who stood in her way. However, then your magic started to change her. You started having a positive effect on her, something she saw as a weakness. She tried to drown your power, but you were too strong. So she decided to do something different. She thought to use your power to create a more lethal version of the Soldiers. Ones who would follow orders, but still had their humanity intact. People she could use to infiltrate the places she would never be able to get access to otherwise.

      "Humans knew of our existence back then, but then your mother decided she didn't want them to have that knowledge. She started killing everyone who knew, leaving only those of the younger generations who hadn’t yet heard of us. Then the information was wiped from all recorded history, allowing us to fade into nothing but myth. To this day, I still have no idea why she wanted the humans in the dark, but she used those first Soldiers to kill any who knew of us. Then she sent the new Soldiers to destroy one of the supernatural races that denied to pledge their loyalty to her. The vampires."

      My eyes widen in surprise. I knew the vampires were wiped out, but I always thought it was the Order who was responsible for their extinction. Hearing this, I begin to wonder just how many of our legends are false, misinformation to cover up my mother’s actions.

      "What about the Order? Our history says they were created because of the vampires and the atrocities they did to the humans. Is any of that true?" Liam asks, his voice becoming a growl as his anger rises. Anger that is perfectly warranted, to be honest, and a feeling that I share with him. It’s fucked up learning that information we took for granted our whole lives was nothing more than a lie. All because of my mother.

      "Ah yes, the Order. They were created not out of a desire to protect the races, but as an entity that could negotiate with Gaia. After she wiped out the vampires because they refused to pledge their loyalty to her as their supposed creator, she became enraged and started attacking indiscriminately. So the rest of the supernaturals came together to devise a solution. I'm sorry to tell you this, but the Order isn't some all powerful group of people meant to protect you all. They were just supposed to be an organization of elected representatives of each supernaturals group.

      “When your mother first met with them, she demanded their allegiance. They refused, vowing that Helios and Selene would step in and stop her mad quest for power. They couldn’t have said anything worse to her, and so your mother acted. She killed a few of the people present. She gave them no choice but for them to swear their loyalty to her. And as punishment, or a gesture of good faith as she called it, they were to hand over the two vampires she had missed. Their time on earth was up, she had told them. The last vampires believed to be in existence were executed by her Soldiers right before my eyes. Recently, however, we've learned that some still exist and have been in hiding all these years, rebuilding their numbers in preparation. Then, when they’re ready, I know they’re planning to attack your mother.”

      Interesting. I wonder if it’s worth reaching out to them? Maybe we can form an alliance and work together to take my mother out of play? Something to think about, at least. The more allies we have, the better.

      Suddenly a thought crosses my mind. “What happened to the first Soldiers? The ones my mother created before I was conceived? Did she kill them after the new ones were made or did they just run off and go wild?” I ask curiously.

      "You see the first Soldiers had a lust for blood like a vampire, the vicious nature of a wolf and a witch’s ability to sense other supernaturals. The new Soldiers, though? The ones created with your magic, Jasmine? They still lust for blood, but they don't require it. They have the strength and enhanced senses of the wolves, and a small taste of magic. Nothing powerful enough to do much good, but enough for them to cast minor spells.

      “Something about your magic made them more stable, more empathetic than the original Soldiers. That sense of humanity gave them enough strength to go against your mother’s orders when she told them to kill the vampires. The first Soldiers didn't have that luxury, though. If your mother issued an order, then that was it. It had to be followed to the letter, no matter the consequences. I believe that might be part of what led to them being so violent. They were angry about their lack of freedom and rebelled in the only way they could."

      I'd be pissed too if I had no will of my own and no choice but to follow someone's cruel demands. I'd try everything I could to get free, even if it meant killing the one who made me.

      My father smiles, seeing everything click into place in my mind.

      "The Soldiers, her own creations, turned on her," I state, my heart aching for their loss, because I know my mother would have killed every last one of them for their betrayal.

      He nods sadly before continuing. "Yes, after years of being used over and over with no promise of increasing their power like she had with the new Soldiers, they finally turned on her.”

      I frown, sure I must have missed something. “But, how did they attack her if she had the ability to control them? I thought the whole reason she kept them around was because they were loyal, or at least as loyal as people with no will of their own could be.”

      My father beams proudly at me, his eyes sparkling in the light. “That was all you, Jasmine. When the Soldiers attacked, I think they expected a swift death. What they got instead was you, my beautiful girl. Your magic suffocated your mother’s when she tried to kill them and was able to sever the bond that controlled them.

      “They took their chance and made a run for it, escaping before your mother was able to force your magic back under control. I don’t know if what you did was permanent, but considering they haven't ever been called back to your mother’s side since, I would like to think she has no control over them anymore."

      He pauses, draining the last of his tea, which has cooled in the time he's been talking. "Your mother wasn't worried about them, claiming that if they ever came within reach, she would be able to control them again.

      “So life went on with her creating more Soldiers using your magic, until finally the time finally came for you to be born into this world. No matter how hard your mother tried to delay it, you were done waiting. You were ready for your entrance into this world. I helped deliver you myself. Never in my life have I seen a child with an aura as beautiful as yours.

      "Not much had changed, except that now we had this beautiful little girl in our lives, making everything brighter. But then, when you were only eleven months old, you somehow called a Soldier to your bedside in the middle of the night.

      “I remember waking up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night, an overwhelming sense of urgency to find you riding me. When I looked on your mother's side of the bed, she was already gone, so I rushed to your crib, fear tightening my body. When I got there, I wasn’t sure what I’d find. But your mother was just standing there, staring at the man who held you. I watched as you reached up, happily playing with his beard. You had a fascination with facial hair back then," he says wistfully, his eyes glazing over as the memory overtakes him.

      "I moved around your mother, trying to get to you, but you held me back with your magic. I could tell there was something off with the Soldier holding you, because he didn't feel like the first Soldiers, or the new ones. It was like he was both somehow. Your mother watched as this all happened, but continued to do nothing. It was like she was waiting for something, although at the time I wasn’t sure what.

      “As we stood there, you reached up and touched the Soldier’s face. Then your body began emitting a soft white glow. I watched on with awe as my daughter transformed a Soldier into vampire. You pushed the witch and wolf essence out of him and back into the earth. Your mother was eager to claim this essence, but she found she was unable to touch what you'd returned. The man smiled at you, a look of peace crossing his face. Then he placed you back in your crib, mumbling a few words that have stuck with me to this day. 'The mighty goddess will rise and destroy all who defy her.'"

      I suck in a breath, shocked by those words. Goddess? Me? That can't be right. Maybe I just made that vampire go insane, although how the hell I managed to turn a Soldier into a vampire in the first place is beyond me. And the fact I had that level of magic within me before I even turned one? No wonder my mother wanted to get rid of me. She was scared of just what I was capable of.

      "So what happened after? Did she freak out and bind my powers?" I ask, desperate for answers.

      "No, she didn't bind you, at least not right away. Things were mostly normal after that, except for the fact she tried harder than ever to figure out how your powers worked, and what exactly you were capable of. I tolerated her experiments longer than I should have, still thinking she only had your best interests at heart. But the last straw was when she tried to force you to shift just before your fourth birthday. I stepped in and told her that things couldn't continue on the way they were. She agreed, claiming she only did so because she wanted you to be strong. She said that she’d had a vision. That if you stayed with us, you would die before you could fully realize your powers. She told me not to worry though, because she knew of someone who would take care of you and protect you until you were old enough to return to us and help her with the Soldiers.

      "So we packed up your belongings and I dropped you off at Belinda's home. Then I went back to your mother, my heart heavy at leaving you with someone else. I only did what I did because I thought it was your only chance, but that still didn’t make me feel any better.

      “Without you, your mother and I started to become distant. Despite that, I still couldn't be away from her for long without my body going into convulsions, much the same way you did when you got here. I figured it was just because we had mated, and it was my body’s instinctive reaction to being seperated from her. Even so, I still couldn't stomach the thought of being around someone who gave up my daughter so easily. So, when she asked me to stay away from you, I lied and told her I would leave you be.

      “I would come see you as often as I could, but stuck to the shadows so no one knew I was there. I watched you grow into the beautiful young woman you are today. I stood back in the shadows, content to do nothing but watch because it was better than not knowing you at all.

      “But that all changed on your sixteenth birthday. I watched in horror at what Belinda did to you. And you just took her abuse. She beat you within an inch of your life and yet you did nothing to stop her."

      A low growl sounds from my left, and even without looking, I know it's Benji. He saw the bruises I had after that particular incident. The only reason he never asked me about it was because he knew I wouldn't rat my mother out. I never did, because if I said anything, the punishments would have been so much worse.

      My father keeps speaking, completely undeterred by Benji's growls. "I was so enraged by the pain you were being forced to suffer through but no matter how hard I tried to get into your house to stop her, it was as if something was keeping me out with magic. At first I thought it was you and that you didn't want to be saved, but then I realized it was a mix of Belinda's magic and your mother’s.

      “So I did the only thing I could think of. I bided my time for a moment when you were away from the house, somewhere where I could reach you and you would be susceptible to my magic. I thought I could lure you away from Belinda and raise you myself, with all the love and protection you deserved. I would teach you all about your heritage and the magic within you. However, instead I only made things worse. Your mother found out that I was watching over you and used that knowledge against me. I was forced to bring you here, that much is true. But, Jasmine, not once have I ever wished you harm. I only want you to be safe, and to be loved and cherished for the miracle you are. My daughter."

      Tears begin to fall down my father’s face and I can't help but feel sad for him. But there's just something off about his story to me. I noticed that while he did tell us some about the Soldiers, he switched the subject to me subtlety. Yes, he still told us more than any of us knew about them beforehand, including what I was able to do to that one, but it just seems like he’s still hiding something. Despite what he said about not being able to talk about certain things, I can’t help but feel he’s withholding some important information, something I need to know. And while I have no proof he’s holding something back, my instincts have never been wrong about this kind of thing before.

      After wiping away the tears, my father reaches into his jacket and pulls out a stack of envelopes. "I found these this morning when I was in your mother’s room. They're letters from Belinda to your mother. I thought you might like the chance to read them, so you can get a better sense of what they were keeping from you. But I just have to warn you, some of them are pretty detailed."

      I reach out and take them from him, feeling a little hesitant. "Thanks."

      Then he looks around at each of the guys, a gentle smile on his face. "Well, I'll leave you guys for now. I'm sure Jasmine would like to spend some time with you without me hovering. Please feel free to walk around and explore as you please. This wasn't just Gaia's home, but mine as well. Therefore, now it belongs to you too. And if you need anything, Josh knows which room is mine." With that, he turns and leaves the room in a few quick strides.

      I wait a moment or two before I turn to look at each of my mates in turn, needing to know I'm not imagining it. "Was it just me, or did he seem really eager to get out of here?"

      Benji frowns, looking at the door my father left through. "No, it wasn't just you. I thought he was acting a little off. Even during his explanation of your childhood, my wolf was anxious. It felt like he was lying without outright lying, if that makes sense? I know you want your father to be good, but please just be careful."

      "Josh, Jenkins? Do you agree with Benji?" I decide to ask them as well, since they've known him longest.

      Jenkins shrugs his shoulders. "Honestly, he's always seemed cagey to me. It could very well have just been because he was feeling awkward, though. He doesn't like not being in control and I'd imagine everything that’s happened in the past forty-eight hours has made that sense of control go right out the window.”

      Josh, however, doesn't look quite as understanding. "Yes, your father is pretty cagey, even at the best of times, but you and Benji are right to be put off by his behavior. I can feel something building in the air. I don't know what, only that something big is going to happen."

      I cock my head, feeling suddenly drawn to go to Josh. This sense that if I touch him, I'll get all the answers I seek. The feeling isn't coming from me, though, it’s coming from the new life within me.

      My eyes widen and I get up from my seat. Moving around Benji, I go to stand in front of Josh. "Sorry, I don't know what exactly is going on, but the baby is giving me this sense that I need to touch you."

      Energy crackles between us and a sense of urgency fills me. I look at Josh with panicked eyes, not quite sure how to control this excess energy.

      He visibly swallows, his eyes wide with worry and understanding. “I feel it too. Magic pulling me closer to you. It could be because I have the ability to view glimpses of the future. Maybe the baby wants me to see something.”

      I nod slowly, my whole body now buzzing with electricity, the need to touch him growing stronger with each passing second. I lift my hands slowly, unsure what will happen when I cup his cheeks. I just don’t want to do anything to hurt my mate, which is how I see him, even though we haven't bonded completely yet. My hands hover over his cheeks, almost touching him but not quite. I look deep into his eyes, filled with worry, but all that's reflected back in his gaze is complete and unwavering trust.

      I take a deep breath, and then gently cup his cheeks. After a few seconds pass and nothing happens, and I begin to think I must have misunderstood what my baby wanted. I go to pull my hands back, and that’s when a sudden blast of pain shoots through my head. Josh must be feeling it too, because his eyes have welled with tears. We cling to each other as we’re forced to ride out this storm of pain. The world disappears in a haze of bright white light as a series of images assaults me, making me scream helplessly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I can hear Jenkins, Benji and Liam trying to get close to Josh and I, but we're surrounded by an orb of light so pure and strong they can't reach us without it burning them.

      The images flit by too quickly to see much, but I get a general feeling from them and know now what I have to do. I have to save my pack.

      After a minute, the light begins to fade but I feed it some of my magic in order to keep the guys back a little longer. They won’t like what I’m about to do.

      I turn to Jenkins, knowing that Benji and Liam would argue with me after what happened the last time I did what I’m about to suggest. "The pack is in trouble. Bring the Soldiers up to the surface with you."

      I drop my hands from Josh’s face, but his eyes are still wide in panic, even when I clasp my hands with his. In a clap of thunder, we disappear from the underground facility and reappear up above in the middle of the pack clearing, which appears to be under attack.

      "Did you bring my crystals?" I ask Josh as we look around at the wolves, who are fighting off what looks like an army of witches. Josh and I use our magic to push back the witches. Anything to stop them from slinging fire at the wolves, who are trying desperately to fight them back.

      "No, I didn't think we'd need them. The only crystals I have are rose quartz, but you’d need clear for a protection spell.”

      Shit, he's right. But then again, even if I did have my crystals, I doubt I’d have enough time to perform the spell anyway. Looking back, I really wish I had done it when we first got here. Knowing my adoptive mother, it would have only been a matter of time before she struck again. And now because of my negligence, my pack is having to defend themselves against her manipulated witches.

      As if my thoughts summon her, the woman who raised me emerges from the throng of fighting wolves and witches, dragging a little girl by the hair. The child can’t be any older than six or seven, but the defiance in her eyes as my mother drags her along reminds me so much of myself. The difference being that I'm not that weak little girl anymore. I am the daughter of the sun, the moon, and the earth, and I am more powerful than she can even begin to imagine.

      "Enough!" I boom out into the night, wrapping my magic around me like a blanket. "You have caused enough pain to last many lifetimes, Mother, and it stops right fucking here!"

      My magic bursts out of me in an explosion of light, seeking out those who have been tainted by Belinda and severing those ties. Suddenly, they all drop to the ground unconscious, the connection to the one powering them broken.

      My father and the Soldiers appear from the woods. And at my back, I feel my mates behind me. I know it’s them without even looking, able to sense the bond between us in a way I haven’t before. It’s as if opening myself to the full extent of my magic has made our connection stronger, and I can actually feel the bonds tying us together.

      My gaze swings back to my mates, who are looking ready for a fight. Unfortunately for them, though, there’s nobody left to fight.

      "Guys, I need you to go take care of the pack. Tend to any who are injured, as well as the unconscious witches. Get the Soldiers to help you.”

      Then I shift my gaze to Belinda, who is only just now getting to her feet. She looks disoriented from me severing all of her ties, but is still holding the girl like a shield.

      “My mother is mine," I call out as I step away from Josh, who lets his hand drop reluctantly. But unlike before, even as I walk away from them, I still feel them within me, a permanent part of my soul.

      I take slow, deliberate steps towards my mother. "This is your one and only chance. Let go of the girl and allow me to strip you of your magic. If you do that, I’ll let you walk away from this and you can live the rest of your life as a human."

      She stares at me for a long moment with those cruel eyes of hers and an evil smirk on her lips. "Really? You think you are powerful enough to stop me, little witch? Well, I'd like to see you try."

      With that, she yanks the little girl’s hair, throwing her to the ground. I act quickly, before she gets her hands on the child again. Using my magic, I send the girl into the arms of Liam, who I can feel standing a few feet behind me. I feel him catch her and then shut myself off from his connection, focusing back on my mother with a wicked smirk of my own.

      She strikes out at me with her magic, but I just absorb it into my body. Then I redirect it, sending it into the earth through the soles of my feet, filtering out her taint as I do.

      That’s one positive of being barefoot, I guess. I have direct connection to the earth.

      I put a hand on my hip, acting casual. "Really, Mother? Did you think those tricks would still work on me? You forget, I know exactly who I am now. I'm no longer that little girl with no idea of the full extent of her powers. I'm not the helpless child who had her natures sealed from her. I am the daughter of the earth herself, the granddaughter of the sun and moon. Your magic is but a drop in the vast ocean that is my power."

      Her eyes get wider with every word I speak, but still she remains here. I had really hoped she would run, because while I am willing do whatever it takes to keep the earth safe, I don't take any pleasure in killing, especially when it could be avoided.

      I move closer, and once I get within a few feet of her, she finally seems to realize she doesn't stand a chance. "Please, spare me. I will hide away and you'll never see me again."

      "I know I'll never see you again, Mother, because I'm going to strip you of all your power. You won't ever be able to use magic again and you will live and die as a human."

      With that said, I take the few remaining steps to her, keeping my magic up because I don't trust her an inch. I wouldn’t put it past her trying for one last attempt to do whatever the hell she wants with me. What I don't expect, however, is for a female wolf to come up and stab me in the back.

      I feel the suddenly slice of pain and drop to my knees, unable to stay standing. Furious howls can be heard echoing through the clearing and as I listen, I can feel the wound start to burn.

      My mother looks down at me with a triumphant smile and the girl, who I recognize as the tramp who was in Liam's house when we first arrived, moves over to my mother’s side. She looks down at me, wearing a wicked grin on her face. "I don't think we've ever met officially. I'm Delilah. The woman who used to own two of your mates, heart and soul. Oh, and I'm your sister."

      My mind spins, both from the revelation and because the burning in my back continues to intensify. I gasp, clenching my teeth against the pain.

      "Don't worry, sis,” Delilah says with a wink. “The poison should work its way to your heart pretty quickly, then poof! No more you. Then I get all four of your mates for my own, and our mother, Gaia, will give me your power so I can rule the world by her side. At least I wouldn’t waste my magic like you have.”

      Like fucking hell! My stomach starts to burn with a different kind of pain. I feel the healing energy rushing through me from my womb and I just lie here, marveling at the feeling. In a matter of seconds, the wound in my back is completely healed and the poison is gone from my body.

      I climb to my feet and casually brush the dirt off my knees, reveling in the fear radiating off my adopted mother and the woman who is apparently my sister.

      I have to wonder if that’s why my dad seemed like he was lying. Did they decide to keep my sister over me because she's rotten to the core? Is that really what it takes to be loved by them? Fuck, it doesn't matter. I don't need them anyway. I have my own family, one of my choosing, and it definitely doesn’t include any of those assholes.

      "Now, that wasn't very nice, sister. How would you feel if I took that knife from you and sliced you open from throat to sternum? Do you think that would be fair retribution for the pain you just caused me?"

      Delilah looks at me with horror-filled eyes. "How the hell did you heal that? That is magic of the oldest kind, from before even the sun and the moon. You should have been dead in seconds."

      I tilt my head to the side, as if contemplating whether or not to justify her question with an answer. Screw it, I want the both of them to know that even if they somehow do manage to hurt me, it wouldn't matter anyway.

      "Well, dear sister. You see, while your knife contains old magic, it’s nothing compared to the new magic I have growing within me," I tell her, cradling my stomach where I can feel my little bundle resting, tired after using all that energy to heal me.

      It's so strange, like he can see and hear everything that is going on around him, despite the fact that he can’t be more than just a few weeks old. It’s fascinating, but something I want to ask Harry about because it certainly doesn't feel like a normal pregnancy. It’s possible she too had something strange happen while she was pregnant with Ivy, so it’s worth talking to her about it.

      But that’ll have to be a question for another time. Right now, I have something more pressing to deal with.

      I transport myself, reappearing behind my mother and sister before they can even blink and notice my disappearance. I blast them with a wave of magic, which sends them sprawling on the ground. Before they can pick themselves back up, I hurriedly bind them so they can’t move. That way, my mates can throw them in a cell or whatever else we decide to do with them.

      I approach my mother first, looking at her with nothing but disgust. Josh appears from nowhere, lifting my mother into a seated position so I don't have to bend down. He winks at me, holding her still for what I'm about to do.

      I stand directly in front of her, meeting her eyes as I speak. "You bring shame to witches everywhere. You are guilty of murder, abuse and who knows what else. I hereby decree on behalf of the creators themselves, that you will be stripped of the magic that makes you a witch and wiped of all your memories. If anyone present objects to this punishment, now is the time to speak."

      I pause, letting a couple of minutes pass by. Once I’m confident no one will speak up, I turn back to my adoptive mother with a grin. "Well, looks like it’s life as a human for you."

      I place my hands on her temples, my power flowing within me as it does my bidding. I drain the magic from her body, sending that energy down to the earth.

      Once every last drop of her power is gone, with no chance of it ever returning, I use my magic to rummage through her mind. I see the visions of my childhood through her eyes and begin to rage, fighting not to lose control. She took pleasure in every beating, in every time I flinched. I watch angrily at the memory of her trying to seduce Benji one night. He turned her down, though, telling her that he would only ever be with me, his mate. After that, I get to memories of my adoptive mother and my birth mother meeting for coffee. They mostly talk about me and discuss whether they think I will ever break free from the binding my birth mother placed over me. In a few of these memories, I see my sister there with them, plotting, and feel like I'm going to be sick. The only thing that makes these memories at all bearable are the flashes of regret I see in my sister’s eyes.

      Finally, all memories of me and anything to do with the supernatural world are wiped from her mind, leaving just an empty shell. Josh lets her go and I unwind my magic from around her, seeing no more reason to keep her still.

      "Jenkins? Can you transport her to a human hospital?"

      He comes up to us, looking down at my mother with disgust. "Are you sure? I know of an active volcano I could dump her in if you’d rather.” The tone of his voice sounds hopeful, and it makes me smile.

      "As tempting as that sounds, she's human now and has no idea what she's done. I’ll continue to keep an eye on her with my magic, though, and if she messes up in her human life, I promise I’ll be the first in line to hand her over to the human authorities so she can be locked away indefinitely. She only gets this one chance."

      He sighs dramatically, relenting. "Okay, then. But if we ever need to dispose of a body, just know that I am aware of several active volcanoes that would be more than capable of obliterating all evidence.” Then he winks, grasping my mother’s shoulder and disappearing in the blink of an eye.

      Meanwhile, Josh has hauled my sister to her feet. She’s fighting desperately to get free, but my magic only allows, her a little wiggle room. It’s very much like being tied down with magical ropes, so I know she’s not going anywhere.

      "Ah, sister. I don't even know how to deal with you. I would strip you of your magic, but you’re so far gone already, I don’t think there’s any saving you. Even my mother was human enough to feel fear. But can you? Or are you only capable of feeling cruelty and malice?”

      Her eyes soften but rather than defend her actions, she just sighs in defeat. "Please, wipe my memories and remove my magic. I never wanted any part of this stupid fucking war between you and mother, but I had no choice in the matter. You were the one born with the right kind of power, whereas I was born with hardly any at all. But I still had more than a regular witch, so Mother sought to use me against you. I had to pretend to be in love with your mates and fuck them both, just because she wanted to weaken you and make the pain worse when you found out. I hate you and our mother for the life I've lived."

      My eyes begin to water at the heartbreak I can hear in her voice and feel myself softening towards her. I let my magic free to run over her, and after a moment, I sense something good hidden in the dark of her soul. We aren’t born bad; certain choices change and guide us to get us to that point. And now I know my sister can’t be all bad, for which I’m beyond thankful.

      "Why didn't you ever approach me? Why didn't you come to me for help? I grew up feeling unloved, like it was just me against the world. But it could have been both of us. We could have fought our mother together. We still could."

      Delilah’s eyes widen, a glimmer of hope hidden in their depths. "You would allow me to fight by your side? Even after all I've done?"

      "You are my family by blood. I would love to try and form the bonds we should have developed as children, with no evil mother to interfere. Besides, I think it would be pretty cool for my son to have an aunt." I say, trying to cheer her up.

      "Jaz babe? You sure this is a good idea?"

      I look at Josh, letting him feel what I feel coming from her. Whatever this power is, I know I can trust my sister. Maybe not fully, not yet, but I can tell she wants to redeem herself.

      He sighs heavily and lets go of Delilah, leaving me to do what I want.

      I smile at him gratefully, but keep my eyes focused on my sister. "I'm going to bind your magic for now. But if you’re able to prove that you can be trusted, then I’ll give it back to you."

      She nods, her tears now falling freely. "Yes, bind my magic. Please just give me a chance."

      I step forward and put my hands on either side of her head, keeping her still as I do what needs to be done. I dig for the source of her magic and am surprised to feel only a drop of it, nothing compared to what I expected. She could be strong if she practiced her magic, but I can feel in her heart she doesn't really want power, only love.

      I bind her magic within her, concentrating with all my energy to ensure it won’t be permanent. There may come a time she needs it to defend herself and I don’t want to take that option away from her if it could mean the difference between life and death. No, I need to build a safeguard in her just in case there comes a time she truly needs it.

      I'm about to withdraw from her mind, but then I sense something that shouldn't be there. A dark sludge in her, not the kind that comes from being tainted by the moon, but the kind that comes from someone trying to control another.

      I grab a piece of the darkness with my magic and feel it squirm around like the sludge I had to remove from Liam. I drag it kicking and screaming out of my sister. I see her eyes go wide then she slumps over, fainting from whatever she just saw.

      I turn and see that the dark shadow has coalesced into the image of our birth mother. It's nothing but darkness, but I still feel the wrongness of it.

      My power begins to build within me like it has a mind of its own and is determined to protect me from the influence that is Gaia. My body starts to glow with a golden light seeking out the disgusting entity. The shadow tries to escape, but I grab hold of it with my magic, forcing it to stay still. Then I send out a blast of pure magic through it. The shadow form of my mother screams violently before disintegrating into nothing.

      I start to sway on my feet, feeling completely drained. Before I can stumble, a pair of arms reaches out to grab me. I look up and see Josh staring down at me with a look of such concern.

      I twist in his arms and pull him to me, pressing my lips to his, needing to feel close to one of my mates right now. Jenkins still hasn't returned and I can feel Benji and Liam still helping the injured.

      "Can you take me back to the pack house? I really want to eat and then sleep for the next day.”

      He gives a small nod before pressing his forehead to mine. "Anything for you, my mate."
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      After coming inside, Josh placed me down on the sofa, then went about getting me food. I must have been more tired than I realized, because I managed to drift off before he even finished.

      Some time later, I woke with a start to see him holding out a bowl of food, his other hand on my shoulder, apparently having jostled me awake.

      "Sorry, I didn't want to wake you but you really need to eat. I was also hoping to talk to you about something. Would you be okay with me finding you a doctor? Just to make sure you and the baby are fine and see how things are progressing. Liam has a few pack members who are training to be doctors, as does Benji, but I know some people prefer going the traditional human route so I figured I should ask. I can at least do some research, get you a few numbers.”

      As he rambles, I take the bowl from him, using the fork to dig in. I have no idea what it is, but I can tell there's obviously ground beef and a variety of vegetables. Not that my body really cares what the dish is. Food is food.

      He watches as I eat, and I don't stop, not even to answer him, intent on inhaling the food in my hands before anything else. When I finish, I set the bowl down on the table he's perched on and lean back with a sigh. "Thank you, that was pretty good."

      Josh smiles, seeming relieved that I enjoyed it, and moves to sit next to me on the sofa. Once settled, he pulls me closer so I can rest my head on his chest.

      "As for the doctor situation,” I finally speak up. “I think it would be best if I used a pack doctor, even if it’s one still in training. There’s still so much I don’t understand, but this baby is the key to all of our futures and I don't think I trust the humans with that knowledge. The moment my blood is tested, the human government will find out, and who knows how they will react to the knowledge that a hybrid child is being born?”

      I let out a breath, feeling a small amount of relief to talk about this with someone. “As it is, I still need to figure out exactly what role the Soldiers have played with the human government. Also, we need to know whether they know who the Soldiers have really been working for this whole time, or if they are completely clueless when it comes to my mother and her tactics, because the humans might be a bigger threat than we realize if they even suspect what is happening in our world."

      "Yeah, I've been wondering about that myself,” Josh says. “I’ve known the truth about the Soldiers for most of my life. My mother was a witch who had fallen for a wolf, but that didn’t matter. They loved each other despite their species.

      “Gaia found my mother just as she was about to give birth to me and offered her a place among her Soldiers. My mother agreed and began to train with them. And as a hybrid, even though I wasn’t a true Soldier, Gaia wanted me to be a part of that world too.

      “I trained hard, and began going on missions with my mother and her team. But one particular mission made me doubt the cause Gaia had been preaching: a peaceful existence for the supes.

      “My mother and her team were only supposed to take out a few vampires, but a passing human happened to see her do it. I had to watch as she killed that man, whose only crime was witnessing something he shouldn’t have. She did it so cold-heartedly, but then later that night, I heard her yelling at my father, telling him she wanted out. She told him she didn't want any part of it anymore, that she was sick of the senseless killing and violence.

      “The next night when she went on what was supposed to be a routine mission, she ended up getting killed. I always believed the vampires were the ones to do it, but now I think it was really Gaia. I don't know for sure how many others died in “accidents” or on missions after complaining or rebelling against the cause, but there were far too many for all of them to truly have been accidents.”

      "Yeah, some family I have, right? I have a mother who is power hungry and another who wants to destroy the world and make humans bow to her will. Then there’s the murderous sister, who seems to want to be good, but may end up breaking my heart in the end. Then there’s my father. Who even knows what his role is in all this? I thought he might have been innocent, but he knew all along who Delilah was to them. The fact that he knew and didn't tell me makes me wonder what else he might be hiding."

      Josh stays quiet, looking pensive, and I can tell he's thinking very much the same thing as I am. He wants to trust my father, especially after knowing him for so many years, but when that trust is broken, it is very hard to rebuild.

      A sudden wave of exhaustion hits me and a yawn breaks free. Josh sits up, pulling me into his arms, before standing. "Come on, Jas. You need to get some sleep in order to recover from all that magic use."

      I chuckle and settle my head against his heart, enjoying the steady ‘thump thump’ under my ear. "I don't think it’s the magic so much as the baby. He seems to be draining me of my energy faster than it can replenish. I just need a quick nap and then I should be good to go," I mumble through tired lips, closing my eyes. I have no idea which room he will take me to, but I’m not worried. I trust him with my life and know he wouldn’t bring me anywhere that wasn’t safe.

      When I feel Josh extract me from his arms and place me down on a soft mattress, I open my eyes, watching as he starts to back away from the bed.

      "Stay," I murmur, holding a hand out to drag him back, but I clearly misjudged how far away he was because I grab onto nothing but empty air.

      I frown, but not for long, because then Josh takes my hand and climbs into the bed beside me. Scooting over to give him more room, I turn to face him and stare into those brown eyes that grabbed me from the moment I got off the plane.

      I cup his cheek and he closes his eyes with a contented sigh. I lean in close, wanting to taste his lips on my own, and he groans eagerly, pressing closer. We kiss slowly, neither of us wanting to rush this. After a couple of minutes, we part and I snuggle into his embrace. "You are going to kill me, Jas."

      "No, I'm going to look after you, just like any mate would."

      He laughs softly and that's the last sound to register in my mind before the exhaustion becomes too much for me.
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      I roll over and my face smacks straight into a bare male chest. "Ugh, Josh. Your chest hurt my nose. I demand justice."

      He chuckles lightly and I lift my head to look up at him with a questioning glance. "How long did I sleep?"

      It feels like a got a couple good hours, which must have meant I really needed it. I love sleep in a big way and this pregnancy is going to be one hell of a good excuse to take daily naps.

      "You've been asleep for the past eighteen hours."

      I blink slowly, sure I must have heard him wrong. But then I sit up to look out the window, seeing that the sky has grown dark. I turn back to Josh with a frown. "Why didn't you wake me? I had things to do."

      "Oh I tried, Jas, believe me. I just stopped after you bit me."

      To prove his words, he pulls down his shirt to reveal a bite mark on his neck. It’s a perfect impression of my human teeth, but where my canines would be normally be are two puncture wounds deeper than the rest of the marks. I guess I do have fangs after all.

      I clasp a hand over my mouth, horrified by the sight. I can't believe I hurt him. "Josh, I don't know what to say. I'm so sorry."

      He shrugs his shoulders, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. "I'm not. Your vampire needed to feed and you were out for the count. I'm just happy you didn't starve yourself."

      "Still, it must have hurt. A lot." I frown.

      He grins at me, but I see the lust in his eyes. My heart begins to beat faster. He reaches out a hand and runs it along my jaw, then down my neck and to my chest, stopping just over my pounding heart. "It wasn't painful, Jas. If anything, it left me harder than a rock."

      With those words, he pounces, pushing me back on the bed. He hovers over me for a moment, gazing at me with intent, before claiming my lips hungrily.

      I groan into his mouth, my body lighting up with desire. How did I ever pretend that I didn’t want this man above me? Any other woman would have called me stupid for such a thing, and right now, I would agree with them.

      Josh pulls back panting, his eyes shining bright and his wolf riding close to the surface.  "Are you particularly fond of these clothes?" he asks, the words coming out on a growl.

      The moment I shake my head, I hear a loud tearing sound. I look down to see he’s ripped my shirt to shreds, the strength of the action turning me on even further. Within minutes, we’re both naked. I take my time to peruse his body, a heat building deep in my core as his gaze caresses me. I can’t hold back my groan of excitement. I want him, this mate of mine.

      I reach up and pull his head down to mine, putting everything I feel into our kiss. He kisses back just as earnestly his hands exploring my body as his lips explore mine. When they reach my breasts, he plays with my nipples, growling as they harden under his touch. He breaks our kiss, looking down at me with wicked intent before moving his mouth along my chest, peppering me with delicate kisses. His tongue traces lazy circles as he makes his way to his target, my very sensitive nipples. He cherishes them each in turn, first one nipple and then the other, before moving down my body with purpose.

      He pauses over my stomach, placing soft kisses along my abdomen before whispering, “If you are aware in there, it may be best for you to close your eyes about now.”

      I let out a startled laugh and he grins up at me for a moment. Then, all amusement aside, Josh moves further down until his mouth is above my pussy. I shiver with anticipation and spread my legs for him. With a sensual grin, Josh leans forward and begins to part my wet folds.

      He slides his tongue along my clit slowly, watching me with hungry eyes. I throw my head back with a moan, the gentleness of his touch undoing me. I need more, but he seems intent on taking things slow and it's fucking torture.

      He continues to stroke his tongue over my throbbing pussy for God only knows how long, until I just can’t take it anymore. I grab his hair in my hand, gripping tightly and pull his head up enough so I can growl down at him. “Either you make me come with your tongue, or hurry up and fuck me.”

      He chuckles softly, watching me carefully as he moves a hand, making his thumb circle my clit gently. “What’s wrong, Jas? Don’t like a little anticipation?”

      I groan in frustration. “Josh, I like anticipation as much as the next person, but I have waited so long to have you. To feel you inside me, to know it’s just you and me. Please, don’t keep me waiting,” I beg, my eyes watering with the overwhelming need I feel. I need him to touch me, to make me feel him, to claim me as his mate officially.

      “Okay, Jas. No more waiting,” he murmurs, before pressing a gentle kiss to my pussy. He keeps his thumb where it is, continuing to circle my clit as he begins thrusting his tongue inside me.

      God, yes…

      I pant as he fucks me with his tongue. Then, he moves his free hand to slide a finger inside me, the sensation completely overwhelming me.

      “Yes, Josh, don’t stop,” I moan, the pressure in my core building, my climax so close.

      He growls into my pussy and that's it, I’m gone. My eyes flutter, my orgasm riding me hard to the point I completely forget my surroundings, lost in sensation. When I finally regain awareness, Josh extracts his finger from me, delivering one last lick with his tongue before moving up the bed to hover over me.

      Then he lines himself up against my entrance, before entering me slowly with a soft groan. I echo the sound, the feel of his cock sending shivers of excitement racing through my body and lighting up my nerve endings.

      "God, Josh. Don't stop," I beg, clenching my inner walls around him, a not-so-subtle hint I want him to move. I want him to fuck me, not to take his time because he's worried about hurting me or the baby. I mean, seriously, being pregnant does not mean I can’t have sex.

      He senses my need, slowly thrusting and I raise my hips to make his pelvis grind against my clit with each thrust. I feel the fluttering within me, telling me my climax is close, but I just need something to tip me over the edge. Josh must see it in my eyes because he kisses me passionately, biting my bottom lip, then moves his hands between us to pinch my clit. As he does, he starts rocking his hips faster, sending me into that peaceful oblivion that is my orgasm. He thrusts once, twice, three more times before finding his own release with a grunt. Thankfully, he rolls to the side in time to stop from collapsing on me.

      He pulls me close and kisses me languidly, as if savoring me. "You taste absolutely amazing, Jas."

      I'm about to respond, but a sudden sharp knock at the door distracts me. "You two done in there? We have an appointment with the doctor at first light and we need to discuss some things beforehand." Liam's voice from the other side of the door sends a sliver of guilt worming its way into my heart.

      "We'll be down in a minute," Josh calls. Then he turns to me, his eyes filled with worry.

      A tear slips down my cheek, and he pulls me to his chest as I cry quietly. I'd like to blame it on the hormones, but that’s not it. What I’m feeling is fear about how Liam and Benji will react to what just happened and if they’ll treat me differently because of it. Will they reject me? Despite what they've said, it’s one thing to talk about me being with Josh or Jenkins in theory than it is to be faced with it in reality.

      "Hey, it's okay, Jas. I promise that Liam won't be upset. He and Benji are practically in love with you already. And they know what I am to you. Unless you're crying because you regret what happened between us?"

      I pull back, feeling like I've just been slapped. "No, I don't regret it. I just wish we could fast forward into the future, to a time where we’ve already resolved all our issues and can work together as a unit. I'm just worried about everyone's feelings and want to make sure no one feels left out, or like I prefer one of you over the others when the truth is, I care for you all equally.”

      "You don't think that all of us don't already think Benji is your favorite. After all, he got time with you before you ever came here and found the rest of us. I'm pretty sure we all know the pecking order goes Benji, Liam, me then Jenkins.”

      This only makes me cry harder, because that is exactly what I didn't want. I want them all to feel equal. "None of you is more important to me than the others, you are all equal in my eyes, Josh. And nothing will change that."

      "You don't think it will change with the baby? Once we figure out who the father is, there is certainly going to be a favorite then. One of us will get to raise that little child as his own and the others will have to just watch, only being allowed to help the bare minimum. The father won't have it any other way. We all want to share that responsibility, but as wolves, we’re driven by our instincts and the father isn't going to want any other wolves raising his young."

      I stiffen and sit up on the bed, angry he would think such a thing, let alone say it. "Well then, I will just have to use my magic to hide who the true father is." With that, I get up and move over to the dresser. I dig through it until I find a pair of sweats with a drawstring, that way I can tighten it so they don’t fall down. Then I move to the other drawer and pull out a shirt of Josh's, wondering how he packed so much when he came in such a hurry.

      I turn back to face him and see him eyeing me hopefully. "You would really not tell them who the father was?"

      "If knowing made you all think I had a favorite or made the biological father act like a controlling ass, then damn right I would. I want this mating to work, not for it crumble into hate and resentment because of a baby none of us expected. And to be perfectly honest, I'm angry that I have to be worrying about favoritism when there are so many other pressing matters to attend to. But I guess it can’t be helped. It seems like we need to have a little relationship meeting."
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      All four of my mates are sitting on the couch before me, their gazes following me as I pace back and forth. Every now and then, I stop to let a growl escape my lips, then run my hands through my hair, tugging hard enough to cause pain before letting go.

      Finally I turn to face my mates, leveling them a glare that has them all flinching. "Right. So Josh brought something up while we were in his room that really pissed me off." All of their gazes swing to Josh angrily, like this is his fault. "I decided we need to discuss it as a group, especially before this baby makes it into this world."

      I pause, giving them all a look of disappointment. "This having four mates thing is hard on me. I'm accepting it, because I know in my heart that without all four of you, I would be lost. It was already hard when it was just Liam and Benji, trying to keep the balance and avoid showing too much attention to one or the other. But now…? Do you have any idea how much it hurts me to learn that you all think I have a favorite between you? How it kills me to hear that you think when I have this baby, whoever the father is will get all my attention?"

      All of them look to the floor in shame, but I keep going, because I’m not done yet. "Each of you will be this baby’s father. And if you can't handle that, then now's the time for you to leave. I won't spend the rest of my life wondering if you even love this child just because you might not be biologically related. No, I won't put my child through that. So I need for you all to decide right here and now, do you want to stay, and love this child regardless of who the father may be, or do you want to leave?"

      I wait for their answers, tapping my foot on the floor angrily. We were supposed to be down here talking about other things before the doctor’s appointment, but I decided to deal with this situation first before things move any further. I've already developed bonds with each of them, but if they can't accept this baby as theirs, then I'd rather them leave my life now, rather than having them break my heart later. I am going to do everything in my power to give this baby the best life possible, which includes making sure the fathers who stick around will truly love him.

      Benji is the first to break the silence, gazing at me with a contrite expression. "Jazzy, I'm so sorry. You are absolutely right. It is completely disrespectful to say such things about you or the baby. We just figured once the baby was here, you would want to spend more time with the baby and his biological father, like a traditional family would.”

      "And what, would you have him call only one of you Dad? What happens when we all have another baby? Does that child then also only get to call his biological father Dad? Do they have to call the rest of you by your given names? Do you expect them to love you less just because you might not be biologically related?" At my heated questions, they all seem like they’re beginning to understand the depth of the situation, but none of them say anything.

      "What it comes down to is if you can't share our child like you share me, then I am going to leave once all this end of the world shit is over. I don’t want to leave you, but I will if I have to. I will raise this child on my own and give him every ounce of love he deserves before I will let him be made to feel like he is only allowed to love the person who provided the sperm."

      All of them are looking at me with wide eyes, seeming shocked that I would even consider leaving them, even though I'm certain I said very much the same thing after first finding out about the baby. Life and priorities change when a new life enters the equation. Hell, I would be running and hiding from my mother right now if I didn't know that she was biding her time until the birth before trying to take my child from me.

      "So are you all in?" I look at them each in turn, waiting for their responses.

      Benji gets to his feet and wraps me in his arms, sighing softly against my hair. “I’m sorry, Jazzy. You are right. That baby may be one of ours biologically, but he will have all our hearts regardless.” He presses a quick kiss to my head then hands me to Liam, who looks guilty as he takes me into his arms.

      “I don’t want to repeat what Benji said, but I want to assure you that we will do better. I’m sorry we made you worry about this, especially when you should be taking it easy. It’s not just you now, and we need to remember that.”

      I chuckle at that. “I don’t think I will be relaxing for a long time, Liam. We have to save the damn world, and then afterward, this baby is going to enter it and turn our lives upside down. I hope you’re prepared for that,” I tease, the mock horror in his expression making me laugh. Then he presses a quick kiss to my cheek and moves to join Benji, who is now standing off to my left.

      My gaze focuses on the two of my mates who have yet to speak, Josh and Jenkins. Josh’s gaze seems focused on his hands, picking at an invisible spot on his fingernail.

      Jenkins, however, rises from his seat and approaches me slowly, his eyes filled with sadness. “I’m the newest to this dynamic and I admit I am still finding my place here among your mates, but I should have known you wouldn’t want us to feel that way. The only thing I can say is that I promise to listen to my instincts, rather than my testosterone,” he murmurs with a sheepish grin.

      I debate my next move for a millisecond before I throw all of my doubts out the window. My mates need to get used to seeing me show each other affection in front of the others and I want Jenkins to know I’m not mad.

      My hand snaps out, fisting in his tee. I pull Jenkins closer until his body is pressed flush against mine. “You’re forgiven,” I murmur before rising up on my toes to kiss him.

      The kiss is soft, neither of us wanting to deepen it considering we have an audience. But I can feel Jenkins’ hands on my hips, gripping me firmly like it’s taking a lot of restraint for him to hold back.

      Finally he ends the kiss with a soft sigh. “I really want to finish that kiss, Jasmine, but now is not the time.” He hugs me quickly before moving to stand beside Benji and Liam.

      That leaves only Josh, who still won’t look up from his hands.

      I drop to my knees in front of him and reach out to tilt his head so he has no choice but to look at me. “Talk to me, Josh. Tell me what’s going on in your mind. Do you not want to be a part of this with us?”

      His eyes widen in horror and he pushes out of his seat, falling to his knees in front of me. “No, it’s not that. I screwed up. We should have sorted all this out without needing to involve you, but I let my insecurities get in the way. Especially after we shared such a special moment, I immediately went and screwed it up.”

      His gaze drops to the floor in shame and I can’t help but feel bad for him. “It doesn’t matter. Sure, maybe you could have worded things a little better, but these things are bound to happen. The important thing is we need to be honest with each other. There’s bound to be times where one of us has doubts or concerns, but we need to talk about them like a real family. Okay?”

      Josh lets out a relieved breath and lifts his eyes to meet mine. “Okay, Jas. I promise to be more open in the future and will avoid dragging the others into my worries, unless it concerns all of us.”

      I nod happily and sit back on my ass, caressing a hand over my stomach and sighing with relief. "Good, because I am absolutely terrified."

      The moment the words leave my lips, the three mates still standing all move to swarm me and Josh on the floor. The four of them all reach to touch me, trying to be comforting, but all it does is make me feel slightly claustrophobic.

      "Why? What is it? Is your mother going to attack sooner than we thought?" Liam asks, rising quickly, as if preparing to defend me from an incoming threat.

      "No, that’s not it at all. I am scared about raising this baby. I mean, of course I’m worried about the fact that my mother’s out there somewhere, just waiting for this baby to be born. But more than that, I worry about whether or not I can do this.” I gesture to my still flat stomach. “It’s a big ass responsibility to raise a child and I barely know the four of you. I know you’re my mates, and while that may be enough for you guys, I wasn't brought up in a wolf pack so I don’t know what to expect. I was raised by a witch who never gave me a good male role model, or an example of a healthy relationship that I could follow. I just don’t know how this whole thing works. Like do we skip past the dating part of the relationship just because I'm knocked up? Do we all have to share every moment of our time together to ensure there are no hurt feelings or feelings of favoritism?"

      The four of them look extremely surprised by my admission. Liam, Benji and Josh seem unsure of what to say. Jenkins, however, doesn’t seem to have that problem. He takes my hand, causing me to direct my gaze to him.

      "I don't know where on earth those thoughts came from, but I want you to expel them from your mind right now. I don’t know the extent of what you went through growing up, but I am confident you are going to be a wonderful mother. And I will always want to take you out on dates, both with just you and with our baby as well. As for whether we have dates together as a group, that is completely up to you. I'm sure you will want to still have alone time with each of us, and we know that’s important. But if you want to go to the movies, dinner, or hell, even for a walk in the park with all of us, then we will gladly drop everything for you."

      Benji starts nodding vehemently. "Exactly. We want you to be happy; you shouldn’t have to worry about all of these things. Give us a chance to work it out. No relationship is perfect. I am sure there will be many more moments like this, where we will all have to sit down and discuss things, but that's good. It is better for us to talk about these things and resolve them, rather than just letting them fester until one of us gets angry."

      "We may not have the most conventional relationship, and I'm sure at times it will be hard, but we will all be there for each other, which is one advantage to our situation. It won't just be you and one other person. If one of us is struggling, then we have four other people to rely on. Our baby will have five loving parents. And I think in the end, that’s what will set us apart from everyone else. We will be unbeatable because we are one unit, a team," Josh says softly, his eyes still filled with guilt as he meets my gaze. "I'm sorry I said those things, but I'm not sorry that we discussed all this."

      Liam chuckles, looking down at me from where he is standing. "I think it was needed. But if you’re okay now, we still need to talk about your sister and your father before we go to the doctor."

      I sink into my chair, wishing we didn't have to talk about either of them, but I get why the others are worried. Less than twelve hours ago, my sister tried to kill me. And on top of that, she admitted to sleeping with two of my mates.

      "Alright. Say your piece, but I’m telling you now, I am not sending my sister away without giving her a chance."

      Liam runs a hand down his face in frustration before blowing out an irritated puff of air like I am making his life miserable. "Jasmine, you can't let her stay here. What if she tries to hurt you or the baby?"

      "I took her magic away. She can't access it at all unless she's at risk of being hurt."

      Benji throws his hands up in the air, seeming just as frustrated as Liam. "Well, what if she doesn’t use magic? What if she decides to attack you with a knife instead? There’s nothing stopping her from using any kind of weapon to hurt you."

      "Well, seeing as I have four mates to protect me, I would think that would be next to impossible. Unless you're implying that you aren’t up to the challenge?" I goad, my voice teasing, which he picks up on judging by the twitch in his lips.

      "And what of your father?" Jenkins asks. "He could be hiding much more from you than your sister. What if he is really working with your mother towards her goal?"

      I sigh, feeling the heavy weight of responsibility on my shoulders. He’s right, of course, because if my father could hide something as significant as my own sister, then there could be deeper secrets hidden within the depths of his mind. Even so, I still think it’s best to give him the benefit of the doubt, because he truly did seem shocked by some of the things he found out. Yet he did know the truth about the Soldiers and didn’t tell me.

      Shit, I keep forgetting about talking to the humans. I need to set up some kind of meeting with the branch of the human government that deals with the Soldiers to try and make sure peace continues between our kinds. I don't want to fix the earth just for us all to have to go to war with the humans.

      Unfortunately, there are still so many uncertainties and a lot to figure out. So for now, I focus on the problem at hand and answer honestly. "Look, my father is an unknown. I want to trust him, but the fact of the matter is I don't. But that doesn’t mean that I'm not going to give him a chance to prove himself. That being said, his access to us will be limited until I can be assured he is not a threat to us and our child."

      "That's as good as we're going to get, isn't it?” Josh asks with a sly smile.

      "Yep!" I grin at him and cross my legs.

      He chuckles and holds out a hand to help me up, while the others move to give me room. "You ready for this appointment?"

      "You know, there is a chance we won't see anything on the ultrasound. By my calculations, I’m probably only just far enough along to get a positive urine test, so I doubt they will actually see anything."

      "This isn't just to have a look at the baby. This exam is important because we're all different species. You yourself are three species, Jas. We need to run some tests and make sure there aren't any nutrients that you or the baby are lacking. What if the baby is more vampire than wolf? If so, then it will need blood. On the other hand, if the wolf side is more dominant, then he will need to have more protein. If he’s mostly witch, he’ll will be fine on human foods. But if the baby appears to be equal parts of all three, then we need to develop a meal plan around that. As it is, we’ve already talked to a local blood blank to supply us with blood for you and mentioned to them there was a chance we would start needing more."

      Shit, I'm already a horrible mother. None of that even stuff even remotely occurred to me. I just assumed I would be fine to continue on going like what I had been. I hadn’t even thought about the need for blood, either for myself or the baby, but then again, I fed off Josh while I was sleeping so I guess that had been enough to tide me and the baby over for now. Even so, I really should have thought about all of this sooner because this is my baby we're talking about. I need to do everything right by this little life inside me. He is important, and not just to me. I can feel that already.

      "Right, let’s get to the doctor’s then. Or is he coming to us?" I ask, eager to find out how my little miracle is doing.

      Liam smirks down at me, before scooping me up into his arms. "No, he rarely leaves his home, but the small clinic is just beside his house so we're meeting him at first light."

      "Oh, fair enough. Is he a fair walk away?" I ask, assuming that's why Liam has picked me up.

      Benji comes to stand at his side, a massive grin in place as he meets my gaze. "Nope, the doctor is only three houses away."

      I frown in confusion. Then why is Liam carrying me?

      Benji watches me closely with a mischievous smile on his face, as if, waiting for me to figure it out. After a moment, it clicks. I look up at the man holding me. "Are you carrying me just because you wanted to touch me and so you wouldn’t have to share me?"

      Liam doesn't answer and I can't help the giggle that escapes. Stupid Alpha male. We just discussed this kind of thing and yet, the first chance he gets, he snatches me for himself. I contemplate whether I should make him put me down to avoid hurting the others’ feelings, but at the subtle shake of the head from Benji, I relax back in Liam's arms. I am going to trust my mates. Trust that they know what they can and can't take and that they’ll tell me if something is bothering them. Besides, I've missed Liam’s touch and it feels amazing to be in his arms. I let out a contented sigh as he begins to walk, still carrying me and with the rest of my mates right beside us. I try to focus on that, not wanting to let my anxiety about this check up plague me. Fat chance of that, though.
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      The pack doctor’s clinic is not at all what I was expecting. I half expected it to be some wood shack without any modern medical equipment, maybe with woodworking tools instead. But to my surprise, the clinic appears clean and well organized, with the finest medical equipment available.

      The doctor’s assistant ushered us in when we arrived, then offered Liam a quick bow of submission. She was a young girl who only stuck around long enough to lead us into the doctor's waiting room. She didn’t even introduce herself, just disappeared in the back to tell the doctor of our arrival.

      The doctor comes into waiting the room, smiling softly at me. I expected a cliché looking man with a beard who called himself ‘doctor’ but barely knew how to apply a band aid. But Dr. Jakobe was nothing of the sort. Liam told me that runs a human hospital in the nearest town when he's not working here. He maintains a one month on, one month off schedule. So one month he’ll work at the human hospital, and then the next, he’ll be here to help out the pack. It’s very lucky that we’re able to see him while he’s here since the other healers in the pack are still only in training.

      “Welcome to my clinic, Alpha,” he says in a deep voice, tilting his head to show his neck in submission. “If you and your mate would like to follow me, we’ll get you dressed in a gown and get this visit underway.” He offers us a kind smile and then leads us back to an exam room. None of my mates leave my side but Dr. Jakobe doesn’t question it, which I am thankful for. Who knows what a human doctor would have said if I insisted on having all four of my mates with me for this?

      Once inside, he instructs me to change into the gown on the bed. After I’m finished dressing, the doctor comes back into the room and looks at me where I’m perched on the edge of the bed. I’m incredibly nervous, mostly about the fact I’m wearing nothing underneath this gown. I know how this appointment will go having been to a gynaecologist many times before but my mates are not going to like what he’s going to do next. They were already asking a million and one questions while I was changing into the gown.

      They all look like scared little boys in the face of Dr. Jakobe. I guess that while Josh knew I needed an appointment, he was just as clueless as the others about what that would entail.

      Dr. Jakobe approaches slowly and his assistant enters the room, wheeling in a sonogram machine behind her. She walks past the doctor and places the machine next to the bed. Then she brings in a chair, wheeling it to sit in front of the machine.

      While this is going on, the doctor runs a hand through his shaggy brown hair and fixes his stern gaze on my mates. "Now, are you four going to behave? Because this is going to be a very personal examination and if you can't control your natures, then it would be best for the safety of your mate and child for you to leave now."

      Liam growls and takes a deep breath. "We’ll be fine and we will all be staying, no matter what."

      The doctor looks to me for confirmation, and I nod. Then he gestures for his assistant to move. He takes a seat in the chair as she leaves the room. Huh, I thought she would be needed for this. But then again, considering the alternative is being stuck in a room with four male wolves when a male doctor is about to get up close and personal with their mate, I can't really say I blame her for making a quick exit.

      "Right then. Do you know when your last cycle was, Jasmine?"

      I blush, but then count back in my head, unable to come up with an exact date. "Four, maybe five weeks ago."

      He nods and turns on the machine. His gaze goes between me and the machine as he begins asking questions. "And have you confirmed the pregnancy with a home test?"

      "Uh, no. I was kind of told by my grandparents, but I can feel him within me, growing."

      Dr. Jakobe freezes at that, looking at me with wide eyes. "You can feel it? The energy of the fetus?"

      "Ah, yeah. I'm a witch. Well, vampire and wolf too apparently. That's why we came here so soon. We needed to see if there would be any special requirements or things to take into consideration with the baby."

      He blinks slowly, trying to process all of what I just said. But he ends up staring at me a bit too long, which draws a growl from Benji this time. Dr. Jakobe’s gaze quickly snaps away from me and his neck flushes.

      "Sorry, I was just taken aback. You’re really a cross between all three?"

      I merely nod, not wanting to have to explain the full truth about what I am.

      "Well then, it’s a very good thing you came in so early. We'll still do the scan and if it’s too soon to see anything, then we can schedule another appointment before I leave to go back to the human hospital. Either way, we’ll still run a few tests to see what your blood count and mineral levels are. That should give us an idea of what you and the fetus will need in the coming months."

      I don't say anything but I see my mates all nodding, tension flowing out of them at the doctor’s words. I guess it wasn’t just me who was worried about what the baby would need.

      Dr. Jakobe starts getting ready, pulling the ultrasound wand down. Then he hands me a sheet to cover my legs with, despite the fact that the gown already reaches my ankles. My guess is it’s just an extra level of privacy he's offering to keep my mates from going off the deep end.

      "You know that since you're still pretty early along that this will have to be an internal scan?"

      "Yeah, I've been through this once before. It was just a false alarm, but I know what to expect."

      He nods, seeming a little relieved. "Good, well this will basically go the same way. I’ll put a condom on the probe, which I will then cover with lubrication. I’ll leave it up to you whether you would prefer to insert it yourself or if you would like me to do so."

      He speaks with such an air of professionalism that I begin to feel more at ease, at least until I hear my mates begin to splutter and growl with disbelief.

      Liam's voice comes through the loudest. "What the hell is this about a condom and inserting a probe into my mate?! There will be no inserting!" he roars, and while I know they're upset, I can’t help the giggle that escapes.

      Jenkins seems to be the only one unaffected by the doctor’s words, even going as far as to smile at the looks of murder Benji, Liam and Josh are throwing Dr. Jakobe

      I decide to intervene before one of them hurts the poor doctor. "Guys?" They all look at me, and I beckon for Jenkins to come closer. When he’s as close to me as he can get without pushing one of the others away, I latch onto his hand, thankful for the comfort his presence is bringing me. "If the rest of you guys can't behave as well as Jenkins is, then you will need to leave, even if I have to make you. You know I have enough magic to teleport you out of here. The question is, do you really want to miss the first chance to see your son?"

      That seems to snap them out of it, their angry growling going quiet. They come to stand beside the bed where I already have my knees bent, knowing the drill. The doctor is already prepared, having prepped the wand while my mates worked to get control of themselves.

      “Are you ready, Jasmine?” The doctor asks me, holding the wand just before the sheet, waiting patiently.

      I nod and move my hand under the sheet, ready to grab the wand. I know I have to be the one to insert it in my vagina, because I guarantee there will be a brawl if the doctor does it.

      Dr. Jakobe lifts the sheet just enough to move the stick to hover between my legs. I take it from him and guide it inside me, watching the black screen as my uterus comes into view. At least I think that's what it is. To be honest, I barely paid attention the last time I got one of these done.

      The doctor keeps his hand on the stick and slowly moves my knees apart so he can move the wand easier. His touch is strictly professional, but I don't miss the low growls from my mates. Dr. Jakobe, the champ that he is, keeps his eyes fixed on the screen, completely ignoring the guys. He presses a few buttons on the board to change the picture we’re all seeing. Then he focuses on one particular fuzzy patch, which I think is supposed to be the baby. Or where the baby is maybe? Damn, I really should have paid more attention last time.

      "Well, you're definitely pregnant,” Dr. Jakobe announces after a minute. “Give me a sec and we’ll see if we can hear..." His voice trails off as he clicks a button and a soft whooshing sound fills the room.

      My mates all look stunned, their eyes fixed on the screen in wonder. Dr. Jakobe smiles down at me. "You were right. I would put you at about four to five weeks along. As far as I can see, everything seems fine but I would still like to draw some blood."

      "Of course. We need to know what the baby needs and if there’s anything I should avoid. I just don't want to overload on anything unless I truly have to."

      "Well, we'll do the tests today and I should have the results within a few hours. In the meantime, the best advice I can give in regards to food is for you to listen to your cravings and instincts. Your body will naturally reject anything harmful for the baby, and if you begin to have doubts about particular foods, listen to that feeling. That’s probably your instincts telling you there is something wrong with it, or that it might be harmful to your fetus."

      The soft heartbeat of our baby is still echoing through the room and seems to have rendered all four of my mates speechless. I decide just to ignore them, hoping they will snap out of it sooner or later.

      "I'll go get my assistant and let you get cleaned up and dressed. Just open the door and come into the room next door when you're ready."

      I nod in understanding, but then hiss in pain when he pulls the probe from me unexpectedly. At once, all four of my men are growling and turn their angry eyes on Dr. Jakobe like he just punched me or something.

      "Fuck," he murmurs under his breath. Seeing a disaster in the making, I quickly wave my hands in front of me. Tendrils of blue magic appear, holding all four of my mates in place to stop them from leaping at the doctor.

      "It's safe for you to leave now, Dr. Jakobe. They can't move right now because of my magic," I reassure him.

      He nods nervously and quickly tidies up. Afterwards, he hurries to leave, but pauses at the doorway, glancing from me to my men like he's afraid to leave me alone with them. I nod at him reassuringly, knowing they won't hurt me. Dr. Jakobe, however, is skating on pretty thin ice.

      Once he's out of the room, I drop the magic and let out a growl of my own. "If the four of you can’t behave, then this will be the last ever appointment you attend. I will not have you making the doctor mess up something because he is too focused on the way you are reacting to concentrate on what is important, which is our child. Now if you don’t mind, I could use some help getting changed. I'm a little tender between the legs,” I say, sitting up and groaning softly.

      More growls immediately fill the room. "Oh, shut up!" I reprimand them.

      Honestly, it feels like being at a doctor’s appointment with a bunch of cavemen if you ask me. I know they’re protective, but I just don't want the doctor to miss something because he's worried about my mates attacking him.

      I hurriedly get dressed with the help of Liam and Jenkins. Then together, we all head into to the next room. The rest of the appointment seems to fly by, with the doctor drawing four vials of blood to test for everything under the sun, and me peeing in a cup to test for other infections and human STDs. Not that such a thing is even possible, but I let him do everything, wanting to be absolutely sure.

      When the appointment is over, Dr. Jakobe just looks relieved to get us out of his clinic. My guys were being pretty good for the rest of the appointment after I lost it with them for all of their stupid growling, but they still grew tense every time the doctor touched me. It makes me wonder whether hearing the baby made things all the more real for the four of them, making our connection stronger?

      I look back, offering the doctor a friendly smile. "Thank you again. I appreciate your patience, especially with these brutes being such a pain."

      Dr. Jakobe laughs softly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "It's okay, Jasmine. I am used to mates and their protective instincts. It was just a surprise to have four extremely powerful men in the same room, one of them being my own Alpha, not to mention your own power. I hope you don’t mind me saying, but being in your presence made me want to bow to you. Then, when I accidently hurt you, I felt the urge to cut my own hands off and was overwhelmed with guilt. Do you know why that might be?" he asks, sounding genuinely curious.

      "Honestly, I got some news about my birthright lately that might explain it. But don't worry, I don't intend to ever make anyone bow to me."

      He cocks his head, looking perplexed but drops the matter when he sees the guys herding me out the door. I shuffle forward and wave back to him. "Thank you again," I call over my shoulder as I'm forced outside by Liam’s looming form behind me.

      The moment I'm free from the doorway, I stomp away from the four of them and begin making my way back towards the pack house, content to let them suffer a little.

      About halfway between the clinic and the pack house, a prickling sensation races up my spine. I freeze and all four of my mates stop, sensing the change in me. They go on guard around me, searching for whatever threat I sense. I look around, suddenly noticing that none of the other wolves are out and about, which in itself is unusual. Most of them get up at the crack of dawn to start performing whatever tasks need to be done and there were plenty of people about on our way to the doctor’s cabin, as early as it was then.

      "What is it, Jasmine?" Jenkins asks, moving in front of me protectively. Liam comes to stand at my right, with Josh to my left and Benji behind me. They are making sure I’m covered from every angle because they can tell I sense something is off.

      "Something's wrong," I mumble, trying to figure out what it is I’m feeling. I open myself to my magic and the earth begins to rumble beneath my feet, the sky turning dark as I call the clouds to me. That, combined with the booming sound of thunder overhead serves as a warning to whatever threat is out there as to what they are messing with.

      "I don't know who you are, or what your purpose is here, but you picked the wrong pack to mess with," I call out to whatever is out there waiting. Lightning strikes the ground in front of us, my magic giving the unknown threat one final warning.

      I cock my head, a low whistle-like sound registering just before I feel a sharp pinch in my neck. "What the fuck?" I reach up and pull the offending object out, realizing it’s a dart of some kind. All of my mates growl angrily and start looking for the shooter. That’s when the vampire energy flares within in me, recognizing others with the same energy, seconds before they begin to swarm from the forest. But their energy is not the only kind I sense.

      "Watch out!" I scream at Josh, just as a vampire lunges for him with its fangs bared. Thankfully, my magic is quick to react and lighting shoots from my hands, throwing the vampire back.

      I drop to my knees, my head feeling fuzzy. Then I feel another sting, this time in my back. Time seems to slow as I watch my mates try their best to protect me, but it looks hopeless. There are hundreds of vampires. How the fuck are there so many of them? And what the hell have they drugged me with?

      I struggle to stand, swaying slightly as I fight against the drugs. I try desperately to call my magic. Only a small trickle comes up, but it’s not enough to do any harm. I watch on in horror as all of my mates are overwhelmed by vampires. No matter how much of a fight they put up, there are just too many for them.

      A short dark-haired man emerges from the crowd of vampires, holding a dart gun and wearing a cocky smirk. I can tell by the way the vampires back off, this is the one in charge of them.

      When he gets within a few feet of me, he fires a third dart. I lift my hand sluggishly to defend myself, but that only serves to make the dart hit my hand, instead of my body. The drugs are quick to take effect regardless and I begin to sway.

      Before I can fall, though, the stranger catches me. "Sorry, lovely, for all of this. It was just the only way to get close to you so we could talk."

      The small amount of magic I can still access searches out, trying to recognize what kind of supe he is. When the answer registers in my mind, I gasp in shock. The last thing I think before the drugs knock me out is, How the hell is a human leading an army of vampires?
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      I wake and before my eyes even open, I can sense that there are vampires and humans in the room, but no sign of my mates.

      Memories of what happened come rushing back and I leap up from the bed I’m lying on. I assume a defensive position, trying to prepare for whatever might happen next.

      The walls start to shake with my rage, proof that my system has purged whatever drugs they shot me full of, giving me back my full magic. I will make all of them pay for taking what's mine.

      I glare at the man hovering near the door, recognizing him as one who caught me when I fell. "Where are my mates?" I seethe, the walls begin to shake harder with my growing fury.

      He smirks with false bravado, trying to hide his fear but I see it anyway. "Your men are being restrained while we talk."

      I laugh loudly into the room and it echoes off the sterile white walls. They think they can use my mates as leverage to force me to talk? Wrong fucking move, assholes.

      After a moment, I stop laughing and level the man with a steady glare, a small smirk on my lips. "I don't know who you think you are, but the only thing that is going to happen is your death." I take a step forward menacingly, the level of fear in the room rising quickly. It brings me a small amount of joy to see them all afraid of me. Maybe this will be a lesson to them. "You came to my home, attacked me and my mates and then drugged me!” If anything happened to my baby because of their actions, I am going to do more than show them my power. They will all suffer at my hands.

      "We had no choice!" A vampire to the right of the human speaks up.

      My gaze snaps to him and I narrow my eyes. "Really? You had no choice? How about picking up a phone, or walking up to me and saying, ‘Hey, do you mind if we take just a minute of your time?' I guarantee if you had, I would have been more willing to talk than I am right now. The question is, do I have to kill you to get out of here or are you going to be smart and take me to my mates?"

      "Maybe we should just kill her?" I hear whispered from behind me.

      I spin, raising my hands as I do. Then, before anyone can move, I use my magic to grab everyone’s weapons, pulling them from their holsters. With a loud clatter, they all land at my feet in a pile. Some are dart guns while others are real firearms.

      I stare intently at the man who suggested they kill me as I use my magic to burn the weapons into a pile of twisted metal and plastic. I keep a shield around it as I do, just on the off chance one of the bullets goes off in the intense heat.

      In less than minute, their weapons are nothing but a puddle at my feet. I look up at them, smiling broadly. "Right, now that that's taken care of, anyone still wanting to kill me?"

      The human in charge looks at me in disbelief a minute longer before turning to the door, as if to leave. He turns the handle a few times, then pulls on it with all his strength. I smile in satisfaction when it doesn't budge. Did he really think I would let them leave without knowing where my mates were?

      He whips back around, leveling a glare on me. "You trapped us."

      I lift one shoulder, giving a small shrug. "You did it first."

      The vampire moves to stand in front of the human, trying to take my attention off his colleague. I begrudgingly meet his gaze. "Please, Gaia, we need you to stop this madness. You will destroy us all if you keep going the way you are."

      Gaia? He thinks I'm my mother? I guess we look similar, but I just never thought I'd be mistaken for her.

      I open my mouth to answer, but before I can say anything, the human pulls a gun from a hidden pocket and fires. I watch, helpless to stop the bullet that flies straight at my stomach. But before it can make contact, gold light explodes out of me, throwing the bullet and all of the people in the room back as my baby defends himself.

      I crack my neck and stalk over to the human. Using my magic to grasp him around the throat, I lift him up off the ground and against the wall, his lengths dangling in the air. "You just tried to kill my child. For that you will suffer."

      I'm feeling suddenly hungry from all the magic use and figure feeding on him would be both an adequate punishment and a good way to show them all what I'm capable of. I hold his body completely still with my magic so he can’t fight back. Then I pull his wrist to my mouth. Before I go further, I lock my gaze on the vampire a few feet away, who’s slowly getting to his feet. He has a questioning look on his face, unsure of what I’m doing. Then I strike, and gasps fill the room.

      I ignore them all as I feed, using my magic to keep me shielded from any potential attacks, just in case the humans or vampires decide to get brave while I feed from their leader. The feeding isn't intimate like I imagine it would be with my mates. No, this is meant to inflict pain.

      Once I’m full, I release the man’s wrist and step away, letting his body fall to the ground. He's pale as the moon herself as he looks up at me, wide eyed and uncomprehending. "What are you?"

      I smirk, bending down to stare directly into his eyes. "I am the daughter of the earth, granddaughter of the sun and moon. The person who could either save you all or reign destruction on the world. So know this. If you ever, and I mean fucking ever, touch me or mine again, you will be gone from this world before you can even blink."

      Then I straighten and turn to the vampire. "I am not my mother. My name is Jasmine. Gaia has lost the fucking plot but my mates and I are going to take care of her. I suggest if you still want to talk that you sort shit out with your men and then come meet me at my pack." With that, I turn and walk away, heading straight to the door. I open it to reveal a long dark corridor.

      "Where are you going?" the vampire calls out after me. Then when I don’t answer, he hurries after me as I start making my way down the corridor. He sticks close to me but I don't sense any threat from him.

      "I am going to find my mates." As I say that, I turn the corner and feel a pull in their direction. I follow that feeling, beginning to move faster out of a desire to see my mates.

      We walk in silence for a few minutes, the vampire still following. I come to a t-junction and turn right, trusting the connection I have with my mates. I walk past many rooms, all of which look like observation rooms. Each has a window made of thick glass so you can see into them and a metal door with a fingerprint scanner.

      I walk along the hall slowly, peering in each window until I come upon a room larger than the others. Inside are my mates, all of them looking worse for wear, sporting bruises and dried blood.

      Son of a motherfucking bitch. Rage pours through me, and with it comes the crackle of lightning, which strikes the building. The vampire beside me jumps away, his eyes filled with horror. I channel the lightning within me and use it to blast the wall apart because I don't know whose handprint I would need to open the door and I’m not willing to take the time to find out.

      The wall explodes inward, sending dust and pieces of the wall flying everywhere. My mates jump to their feet, but the moment the dust clears, they see it’s me. They all relax and rush over, swarming me. The vampire who followed me is just out of sight, and my guys have yet to notice his presence.

      "You, okay Jazzy? How about the baby?"

      I smile at Benji, who pulls me into a bone-crushing hug. "We're fine," I tell him.

      My words seem to reassure him and Benji hands me to Jenkins, who hugs me a little more delicately. He doesn't speak, but he doesn't have to. I can feel his worry as if it were my own. "Hey, I'm here. I'm safe," I soothe, before pulling back to give him a kiss. It starts out gentle, but as he relaxes it grows heated.

      After a long moment, Josh snatches me away from Jenkins, pulling me into his arms. He smiles down at me and I know he means for it to come across as playful, but I can see the concern in his eyes. "You are not allowed to faint ever again. Do you hear me?"

      "I didn't faint. They tranquilized me. I think they underestimated how fast the drugs would leave my system, though."

      "I hope you killed them all," he growls out angrily.

      "Nah, I didn't, but only because they thought I was my mother. That’s why they kidnapped us and did what they did. One of the vampires wanted to kill me, though, so naturally I took their weapons from them and destroyed them. Of course a human got cocky and had a hidden weapon. After he tried to shoot me, and the bullet went straight for the baby, well let’s just say I got a little ragey. They should consider themselves very lucky that this little guy in here has his own magic, because if he had been hurt, none of them would be alive right now.”

      Josh doesn't get a chance to respond because upon hearing that, Liam shifts, surprising all of us. The vampire, who until now had been staying quiet and out of view, moves just enough to catch Liam’s attention and that's all the encouragement his wolf needs.

      His wolf takes off down the hall, chasing after the vampire who followed me, with the intention of ripping the man apart.

      I have to stop him. I know they kidnapped us and tried to kill me, but only because they thought I was Gaia. We share a goal, though, and if we can find a way to work together, maybe we can stop my mother once and for all. But if Liam kills them, then we’ll be down possible allies, so I can’t let that happen.

      I race out of the room after Liam, but then suddenly freeze when something clicks in my mind. He must be the baby’s father. That’s why he's been so quick to anger when it comes to anything concerning me or the baby, and he is being more protective of us. How the hell didn't I pick up on this sooner? And if I’ve figured it out, then I’m sure the other three have too. But does Liam know? Or is he just as much of a slave to his instincts as I am when it comes to the baby?

      "Liam, help me," I call down the hallway before he has a chance to turn down the corner. I pretend to fall into a faint, my legs crumbling underneath me. With his protective instincts riding him as hard as they are, I know nothing will override them except for me getting hurt.

      I stay on the floor and keep my eyes closed, thankful when I hear him rushing back to me. He shifts back to human form and scoops me up carefully in his arms.

      I open my eyes and grin up at him, revealing that I’m perfectly fine. He stares down at me, gaping in disbelief. I think for a second he actually considered dropping me on my ass, but then decided against it, unsure if the fall would hurt me or not.

      "Sorry, but I needed my Alpha back. You were acting like a complete animal, all ‘must kill,’ so I tricked you. But I really do need you. I'm tired and I need my mate."

      He lets out a heavy sigh and holds me tighter, before kissing me softly. When we part, he looks at me with a worried smile. "You are never allowed to get taken again, understand? I think that took ten years off my life."

      "I won't. They took us by surprise, but it won't ever happen again." Then I look over my shoulder at the sound of my other three mates approaching. "Now how about we go back and check to make sure the pack is okay? I have no idea what happened to the wolves when we were taken, but I'm worried."

      They all nod in agreement, and Josh, Jenkins and Benji reach out to touch me so I can teleport us back to the pack. Lightning flashes and we reappear in the same spot we were attacked, which at first glance, appears to be packed with wolves. I have to admit, it’s pretty cool having magic that creates such a theatrical entrance.

      When I take in the scene before me, though, my anger begins to rise. Beside the pack house, my sister and father are each tied to a metal pole. I gasp when I see Liam’s Beta, Mick, pull back a fist, intending to punch my sister in the face. Before it can connect, I attack with a bolt of lightning, which sends him flying.

      I stride angrily forward and everyone parts to give me a wide berth. Liam is at my side, his gaze fixed on Mick, who looks pissed as he climbs to his feet.

      "What the hell was that for?" he demands angrily, getting up in my face.

      Wow, it’s like this guy has a death wish. You'd think after that small display of power he would realize he stood no chance against me, but he has an arrogance about him, something that I noticed when I first met him.

      Liam growls low in his throat, stepping right up into his Beta's face. "What the fuck were you doing? Do you know who that girl is to my mate?" he demands, pointing in my sister’s direction. Mick remains quiet dropping his head in shame, his Alpha’s words seeming to sink in. "She is my mate’s sister. And that man you have strung to the other pole is her father, who also happens to be the man in charge of the Soldiers! What the fuck are you playing at?!”

      "Well what the hell was I supposed to think? We saw what they did yesterday. And then all of a sudden we were attacked and you got taken. I was only doing my job as Beta."

      Liam growls even louder, getting angry on my behalf. I place a soothing hand on his arm. "He’s right, Liam. He was just trying to protect the pack with you gone, which was well within his rights." Then I turn to the Beta in question, narrowing my eyes. "That being said, no one touches my sister or father, except for me. If they are truly a threat, then it will be me that deals with them. Is that understood?"

      "Yes, Alpha," he says, bowing his head slightly to me.

      "Good. Now, I need you to get your best fighters ready. We're about to have some visitors," I explain, taking charge. Then I make my way over to my sister. While we’re not exactly close, having just met, I really feel for her. She was raised similarly to me, only she was used by our mother as a pawn. Gaia purposefully pitted her against me because of the power I was born with. I have no idea why Delilah doesn't have the same power I do, considering we've got the same parents, but I plan to ask Selene and Helios if I ever see them again.

      "Are you okay?" I ask Delilah, undoing her bindings and helping her stand. She has a large bruise on her face, which makes me frown. I cup her cheek, pushing healing energy towards her.

      She sighs gratefully, looking at me in awe like she's never been shown kindness before. The sight of it breaks my heart.

      "I will be okay,” she says quietly. “Thank you."

      I let go of her cheek and move over to my father. He looks a little worse for wear but gives no sign of pain as I untie and heal him. Once he is fully healed, he gets up and starts to walk away from me, but I stop him, grabbing his arm firmly. "We need to talk."

      He nods his head, shame taking over his features. Well, I’m guessing he knows exactly what we need to talk about.

      I drag him after me, but not before throwing a glance back at my mates, urging them with my eyes not to follow. I need to confront my father about this in private because I find it hard to believe that the vampires and humans had been working together without him knowing about it.

      I take him to the pack house, dragging him up on the porch behind me. Then I weave a silencing spell around us in order to keep our conversation private.

      I glare at my father. He bows his head, shoulders dropping in defeat. "I'm sorry."

      "What exactly are you sorry for?" I grind out.

      "I told them you were here. They wanted your mother and when I didn't tell them where she was straight away, they threatened the whole pack. I knew if they thought you were Gaia, that they’d take you instead. I knew you were strong enough to escape, so I wasn’t worried about that. I also thought there was a chance it might lead to some kind of alliance, or at least a tentative peace talks."

      I sigh in frustration and run a hand down my face, counting to ten. While his intentions were kind of good, that was absolutely the wrong way to go about it. He could have warned me at the very least.

      I fix him with a stern gaze, wanting to make sure he understands how serious I am. "Dad, I stood up for you in front of my mates just this morning and told them you deserved the benefit of the doubt. Do you have any idea how this makes me look?"

      I shake my head sadly and his eyes begin to glisten with tears. "I have to tell my mates about this. I won't keep the truth from them. We will discuss it further and make a decision from there, but I want you to understand that whether or not you’re allowed to stay here with us is completely up in the air right now. I can't have you here around me, my mates, my pack or my child if I even think for a second that you might turn your back on me or sell me out like that again."

      "I won't, Jazzy bear. You have to know that." His eyes plead with me to believe him.

      "I'm sorry, but I can't. If you would have just told us what the vampires and humans were planning, I would have understood and would have helped you willingly. But instead, you let them believe I was my mother, knowing they would attack us.

      “They shot me with darts filled with some kind of drug to knock me out. Do you have any idea what that might have done to the baby? Just because he is able to shield himself externally doesn't mean he can fight off everything that moves through my system internally."

      My father looks distraught by my words but doesn’t respond as I look out at my mates who are gathering the pack members in their wolf form. I smile proudly at the command the four of them hold over the pack. I had half-wondered whether Jenkins would be able to fit in with the rest of the pack, and I’m pleased to see that he has. It's like he's one of them.

      My dad moves forward to lean against the railing, looking out at the pack as they prepare for the vampires’ arrival. I may want them as allies, but we aren’t stupid enough to be unprepared in case they decide to offer violence rather than peace. "I know the decision won't be yours alone, but I just ask that you give me a second chance."

      "I can't, Dad. Don’t you get that? You already lied about Delilah. You should have told me about her, but you didn't. I needed honesty, but that seems to be something you’re incapable of. And if you can’t be truthful when it really matters, then how could we ever trust you?"

      "You're right. I can't go back in time and fix my mistakes. I wish I could, though. Then I could stop your mother from binding your wolf, and keep her from using Delilah against you, from playing with your mates and using her body to get what your mother wished. Gaia had it in her head that if you didn't have your mates by your side, you wouldn’t be as strong. Then again, she only thought you had two mates, making you much stronger than even she predicted.” He grins slyly at this and I return it with one of my own.

      "It wouldn't have mattered if I had only one mate or a hundred. They aren’t the reason for my power. Now, back to the subject at hand. Do you have any ideas what to do with the humans and vampires? I have this feeling they’ll still doubt my ability to defeat Gaia and return her energy back to the earth."

      My dad is quiet for a long time, looking out at all of the assembled pack members. After a few minutes of careful contemplation, he turns to me. "Show everyone your wolf. You’ve already shown them your witch and vampire sides, at least judging by the blood staining your lips," he says.

      I lick my lips at his words, still tasting the faint hint of blood. Shit, I went to my mates like this?

      "They haven't seen your wolf yet. And my guess is that based on your strength, your wolf is going to be a sight to behold, something that would frighten them and give them a glimpse of how strong you are."

      Huh, he actually has a good point there. When I shifted in the other realm, my wolf was bigger than even Helios’. Not that she really ever makes herself known. She’s just this silent presence in my mind, content to wait until she is needed. Maybe it’s time to let her free and show everyone the truth of my heritage.

      I throw myself at my dad, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. Then I dissolve my spell and take off at a jog.

      "Thanks, Dad!" I call back over my shoulder, giving him a small wave and hearing his chuckle in response. I go past my mates, heading straight for the doctor’s clinic. Thankfully, he's leaving the office as I reach the building. I quickly pull to a stop before I accidently bowl him over.

      "Doctor Jakobe, if I shift, will it hurt the baby?"
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      I'm bouncing on the balls of my feet, wearing a smirk as the army of vampires and humans emerges from the woods around us. The same human I drank from is there, his eyes darting around at the wolves who are gathered along the edges of the woods, ready to attack if needed. The vampire from before also steps forward and at his side is another vampire, one I feel a strong connection to. Huh, that’s strange and unexpected. I wonder what it means?

      My mates are all spread out behind me and my dad and Delilah are standing just to the right of Benji and Liam, while Mick, Liam’s Beta, is to the left of Josh and Jenkins.

      There are close to a hundred wolves, all in their wolf forms behind us, all of them understanding that no one is to attack unless one of the Alphas shifts. Other than me, that is.

      I told the guys that Dr. Jakobe said it was okay to shift this early in the pregnancy because unlike some of the human myths about werewolves, our wolf bodies are magic. Towards the end of pregnancy, it can become dangerous to shift, the doctor said, but for now it will be fine. Which is good; I only need to do this the one time and even then, I only plan to only shift if they truly need a demonstration.

      I step away from my mates and start walking towards the human I nearly drained earlier and his vampire friend, since the two of them seem to be in charge.

      When I'm standing directly in front of them, I thrust out my hand in greeting. "Welcome to the Maine Pack. My name is Jasmine and I speak for all gathered here, except for my mates. But since it was me you tried to kill, I will be the one to host today’s meeting."

      The human looks ready to throw up but still takes my hand, being incredibly delicate, as if worried one wrong move will make me attack. I hold back a smirk as he shakes my hand once and then quickly steps back. "I'm Thomas, ambassador for the human president. Any decisions, I make with his full support."

      I nod my understanding, then swing my gaze to the vampire, who takes my offered hand. "Sabel, Your Majesty. I would like to first and foremost offer my deepest apologies for the terrible case of mistaken identity. Our informant was misinformed."

      I let his hand go with a grin. "And by informant, I'm sure you mean my dad back there, standing next to my sister and mates?"

      His eyes widen at my words, as do Thomas'. They both turn to stare at my father, who remains emotionless, seeming unaffected by their gaze.

      Thomas finally speaks up, his voice grating on my nerves. "You do realize it was your mother we asked him for, right? And that he knew we very well might have killed her if she refused our requests?"

      "Oh believe me, I know. But I’m also aware that you threatened all of the Soldiers, as well as this pack if he didn't give up my mother’s location. And considering he had no clue where she’s been hiding, he gave you me instead. He trusts that I can protect myself.”

      They both turn back to me. I see a small amount of respect in Thomas’ eyes, but Sabel is looking at me with a calculating expression. Like I'm hiding some deep secret.

      I turn to the other vampire, the one I felt a connection to. He’s standing not far behind Sabel, and is eyeing me with an intense stare. I look him over, and a sense of familiarity takes over me.

      I take a step towards him, ignoring everyone else as the connection between us flares to life. My body starts to glow with a soft gold light and tears begin to well in his green eyes. He takes a step towards me, and all of my mates immediately begin to growl. I hold up a hand to shush them. If they know what’s good for them, they will trust me in this.

      I reach a hand out and cup the man’s cheek softly. The red beard under my hand tickles slightly but I continue to hold the man’s gaze. “I know you, don’t I?”

      He starts sobbing slightly, before catching himself, but his voice holds such pain when he speaks. “You saved me. I don’t know how you did it, or why. When I went to you all those years ago, I was planning to kill you, yet you saved me. You gave me back my humanity.” He drops to his knees and wraps his arms around my waist as he lets go of all his pain. “Thank you,” he sobs over and over while I just stand there, stroking his hair gently.

      I look up and see the surprise on all of the vampires’ faces, even Sabel, who looks unsure what to do now.

      When the man at my feet finally gathers his composure, he rises to his feet and gazes at me with such devotion in his eyes. “My name is Luther, Goddess, and if you will allow me, I will serve you for the rest of my life. I vow to protect you and those you love until my last days. I will do anything if you will let me stay by your side.”

      I know instinctively that I can trust this man with my life, but what would my mates think about having a vampire around all the time? “Luther, I would be honored to have your protection. We’ll need talk more about this later, though. For now, you can go stand by mates and my family if you’d like.”

      The happiness in his eyes is contagious and when he smiles at me, I give him one just as bright in return. He rushes over to join my mates, and I turn to watch him stand in line behind them. My mates watch him warily, but they don’t say a word. Once I’m sure Luther is okay, and no one from my side is going to attack, I turn back to Thomas and Sabel, and their gathered people.

      "Now, the reason I wanted you all to come here was because I wish to inform you of my plans and offer you a few options."

      Neither of them says anything. They just continue to watch me, looking as intrigued as the rest of the pack behind me, who are all silent.

      "My mother, Gaia, is out of control. Eight months from now, I will face my mother here, right where we're standing. She will bring all those loyal to her, while I will have all those who want freedom by my side. I will face her and try to send her energy back to the earth, wiping her of everything she is. She will no longer be a sentient being, just pure energy that will help keep the earth healthy."

      I pause to make sure they’re still listening before I begin listing the choices they have. "Now here are the options you have to choose from. One, you come back here in eight months time to help prepare for the inevitable fight. You’ll fight by our side, and then when my mother is gone from this earth, you’ll help us round up all the people affected by her magic to either return to them to normal or imprison them if they are just plain evil.

      “After that, life goes on, but with humans, vampires, wolves, witches and Soldiers all living in harmony. No bitterness, no fighting. Just all of us working together."

      I turn to face Thomas. "The Soldiers will no longer work for the humans once they are freed from my mother’s control. They will be given freedom to live their lives however they please. If they want to work for you, then that’s perfectly acceptable, but it will up to them to decide.

      "Or there’s option two, in which I fight my mother without your help, and afterward, you will be ostracized from the rest of us. The Soldiers still won't be working with the humans, and even if you need us, you will be all on your own. And I can pretty much guarantee there will come a time in the future when you will need me and the power I have, but if you refuse us now, then I will not help."

      “So we either help you and you’ll help us in turn, or we leave you to it and you won't ever help us? Those are really the only options you’re giving us?" Thomas asks, seeming appalled.

      I shrug my shoulders, not really caring how he feels about my choices. The humans have waited until now to intervene, as have the vampires. My mother has been targeting the witches and wolves, both by using my adoptive mother and my sister. Meanwhile, the vampires have remained hidden and practically untouched, as have the humans. The few deaths they’ve had are nothing compared to the casualties the witches and wolves have suffered in the past few years.

      "I am open to suggestions, of course, but those are the basic options as I see them."

      Sabel cocks his head, scrutinizing me with his gaze. "And you just expect us to believe you have the power to do what you say? Yes, you're powerful for a witch but that isn't enough to stop the earth herself."

      I beam at that and take a few steps back, leaving a big enough space between us. "I was so hoping you would ask."

      I close my eyes, my body vibrating as I call to that energy that has stayed curled up deep within my mind. She rises eagerly, the power and strength radiating off her almost the same as that I felt from Helios. In the blink of an eye, my wolf rises out of me, triggering the shift. I shake my head, wobbling slightly on unstable legs, unused to this new size. I’m big enough that I tower over the people around me.

      I look down at my mates, who smile up at me with awe-filled expressions. Then I turn to stare at Thomas and Sabel, both of whom look about ready to piss themselves. After a moment, I shift back to my human form. Liam hands me a sundress, which I take and quickly pull on.

      Once I’m dressed again, I turn to face the assembled humans, wolves and vampires, who all seem to have come closer to get a good glimpse of me. As I stand here looking out at them, I see the Soldiers that remained underground in the compound begin to slowly walk out from the trees, with Harry and Ivy leading them.

      My former best friend winks at me, and I hold back a grin. Then I raise my voice to ensure they can all hear me. "I am Jasmine. I'm not human, nor am I just a vampire, witch or wolf. I am all of that and more. My father too is a cross between all our kinds, while my mother is Gaia, the earth herself.

      “My grandparents are Helios, the sun." At my words, he appears in a translucent form on my right. Even so, I can still I feel his ghostly touch on my right shoulder. The people around me can see his ghostly appearance too and they all gasp in complete shock. "My grandmother is Selene, the moon." At my summons, she appears on my left, placing a hand on my other shoulder, reminding me of the vision I saw of them with my mother. Although that future had to have changed now that my adoptive mother is out of the picture.

      My power radiates off me, and I can tell all of them can feel it too. The power inside, just waiting to be released so it can return my mother’s energy to where it belongs and right all of her mistakes.

      Thomas and Sabel both take a step forth, dropping to their knees in supplication. "Goddess, we humbly pledge ourselves to your cause," Sabel says, his voice filled with amazement.

      "On behalf of the humans around the world, we will help you defeat this evil, Goddess." Thomas looks at me like I'm nothing but a weapon to him, but I guess in the eyes of the humans, that is exactly what I am.

      "Long live the goddess Jasmine!" I hear shouted from behind me and hold back a smirk at the sound of my sister’s voice. But then to my surprise, others begin to join in.

      I look at my grandparents, both of them smiling softly. Helios leans in to whisper, "You will face her, and you will win, Jasmine. But unfortunately, your fight won't be over then. No, your battle won't be over until the day your son faces our gods and wins."

      With that, he disappears, as does my grandmother. I can't help but curse at Helios’ words. I thought this would all finally be over after my mother was dealt with. I don't want my son facing anything like this, but if what Helios says is true, his challenge is going to be a lot harder than mine.
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        To be continued in “The Binding.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you to everyone who read the second instalment of the Saving the Supernaturals Trilogy. Now there are a few things you should know.

      

        

      
        Firstly, this series is under the pen name Jaimi Wilson but it is me, Tamara White, writing the stories.

      

        

      
        Secondly, as you have probably figured out there will be a spin off series to this story featuring Ivy and Jasmine’s son. It’s a little complicated and won’t be out for a while, but it is on the schedule for hopefully mid 2019.

      

        

      
        Thirdly, there is no release date for book three ‘The Binding’ at this stage. I have five stories to complete before I can start it but I will update everyone as soon as I can.

      

        

      
        And lastly, all Jaimi social media presence will be gone by the time you read this. If you wish to follow me, and keep track of releases, you are best to stalk my Tamara profile. It is very hard to maintain the two accounts and with the schedule I have, this will give me more time to write all the words.

      

        

      
        Again thank you all so much for reading. Hope you’re all excited to see the epic conclusion!
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