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Dedication 
 
     
 
    This book in this series is for all the people that grew up with hardships. I grew up, and still battle with dyslexia. I always loved writing and reading, but never dreamed I would ever be able to write my own books with as much trouble as I had in that area. Reading was a challenge as a child. I saw my letters backward and the words were always garbled. I stuttered when forced to read aloud. But I loved it. So, I spent every spare moment reading, mastering what was so difficult for me.  
 
    I still have some troubles; editing, for example, is difficult for me, I don’t always catch everything; so thank you for being patient with me.  I’m doing what I love most and it is an indescribable feeling. 
 
    So, my word to you is; never give up, never let anyone tell you that you can’t do it, always reach for the stars, for the unattainable. Try your hardest and surround yourself with the people that believe in you. You can do that one thing you always wanted to do, no matter what it is. Don’t let anyone tell you different. Be who you want to be, do what you want to do. Prove to the people who don’t believe in you, wrong. Prove to the people who are always rooting for you right. Most importantly; believe in yourself. If you do that… you can do anything. Don’t let that belief waver, always believe in yourself even when it seems impossible. When you’re ready to give up because it becomes too hard… reach deep and try even harder. You got this, whatever this may be… you can do it.  
 
    Thank you for being a part of my dreams… now make sure you shine bright on your own. 
 
      
 
     Thank you to my mother; who never complained about books lying everywhere or my reading in the car, planes, dinner table, outside, anywhere I could. Thank you for spending so much on books throughout the years, for encouraging me. Thank you for putting me in after school reading lessons after I came home crying from being made fun of in second grade. Thank you for the love of the very thing I hated at first. Thank you. 
 
    Thank you to my husband; who sat me in front of my first laptop years ago and encouraged me to write. You told me just to write what I wanted and if it never came into anything that was okay, at least I could say I did it and loved it. Thank you for putting up with me staying up endless nights or having to repeat what you said ten times because I was zoned. Thank you for being the person that said I could do it when I doubted myself, I needed that. Thank you for still doing all that.  
 
    Thank you to my mother-in-law; thank you for being the first person to read my book all the way through. Thank you for being so excited for me and for loving it enough to tell me to write another. It means a lot to have the support I do and you’re a big part of it. 
 
    And finally, thank you to my children; thank you for not complaining about the occasional microwave dinners. Thank you for being so excited, even though the youngest may not have really known what was going on. Thank you for being my children and giving me the inspiration to write for young adults and children. Thank you for reminding me when I have zoned out for too long. Thank you to my teenager for being so excited you ran and told all your friends. That meant a lot, to know I made you proud. Thank you to my middle son for being so excited and letting me hug you extra-long. Thank you to my baby for always making me laugh when I’m down with writer’s block. I love you boys, thank you for being my children.  
 
    Enough of the sappy, let’s get to the story… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Well, mom. I am doing better now.” I look down at the grave we had just placed flowers on, lilies were her favorite; hence my name.  
 
    “I still miss you every day, but I’m living my life now.” I let out a sigh. “I wish you would have told me all this. I think it would have made everything easier. Dad and I don’t talk anymore, and I don’t know what to do about it. I didn’t know you were buried here or I would have come to see you sooner. Zach said all of the pack members are buried here.” I looked over at my mate, who was sitting at the graves of his parents. “It was his idea to come today. I think you would have liked him. He’s really trying to help me through everything.” I ran my hand through the grass. “I don’t know what to say. I wish you were here, I miss our talks. There’s still so much I don’t know. I graduated yesterday. Dad was there but didn’t say anything to me, takes time I guess. But I’m on my own now… well not really, I have Zach and the pack. But I really don’t fit in yet. He just told me about all the other things that are out there. I mean vampires, mages, witches, faeries… this all just seems so unreal. Sometimes I think I’m going to just wake up and we’ll be back at home. But then I wouldn’t have Zach, and I really do love him.” I felt a tear fall and swiped it away before Zach came running over, he never likes to see me upset. “I made a friend. Her name is Abby and I think you would have loved her. I’m trying to talk Zach into letting me tell her what we are, but he’s stubborn.” I let a small laugh out. “I’ll keep working on him though. I guess I just wanted to tell you; you don’t have to worry about me anymore, I’m okay. I’m working through all the issues I have, but I think everyone has some issues of their own. I have a lot of people that care about me here, I am finally beginning to feel like this is my home. I just miss you, and I can only hope as you’re watching, that I’m making you proud.”  
 
    “You ready? Or do you still need some more time?” Zach asked gently from behind me. I didn’t even hear him walk up, darn wolf stealth.  
 
    “I’m ready. I’ll come back soon mom. Until next time, I miss and love you every day, always.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Lily 
 
     
 
    The coffee shop was small but quaint. I smiled as I watched Abby bounce in, grinning as always. I’m sure there was also a wolf or two in here somewhere, Zach never lets me go anywhere unprotected lately. Something big was happening but he wasn’t letting me in on it yet.  
 
    “Hey, Lily Bug!” Abby chirped as she sat across from me.  
 
    “Morning Abs.” Her spikey hair was dyed a hot pink at the spikey tips, a new color for her. I liked it, though it’s growing out and droops at the ends now. “Nice color.” 
 
    She laughed. “Something new and different. I’m eighteen now, so the foster parentals kicked me out.”  
 
    She acted fine with it, but I could see the tightening around her eyes. She was scared. And Zach was going to kill me. I couldn’t let her be scared alone. 
 
    “Hey listen…” I hesitated, but there was no way I could leave my best friend homeless. “There are some things we need to talk about.” I glanced around the room and caught Kyle’s eyes as he gave me a subtle shake of his head. He was a wolf in the pack, I had spoken to him a few times and he seemed nice enough. But he was loyal to Zach, he would tattle in a second. “You want to come stay with me for a while? I’ll talk to Zach, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” He would, but he would also get over it.  
 
    “Really?” Tears shimmered in her eyes and I was glad I had offered. I would take the heat from Zach and argue why I had to tell her about us, I needed her friendship. I wasn’t as submissive anymore, I’m getting better every day. But I still didn’t have many friends within the pack. I still wasn’t quite one of them, but I was getting there. 
 
    “There’s… there’s something I need to tell you to…” I watched as she fidgeted nervously.  
 
    What could Abby possibly have to tell me that she would be nervous about? She could never say anything that would make us not be friends. First things first, I had to ditch the guard so we could talk, before Zach came barreling in...  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    “Okay, thanks, Kyle.” I was going to strangle her. We had been arguing about this for months and she was still going to tell Abby about us. I understood why she wanted to, but she ditched her damn guard that is supposed to keep her safe. Stubborn girl. 
 
    James was laughing, making me want to hit him. “Hey, at least she’s not the scared little pup she was a few months back.”  
 
    He was right of course. She still panicked around fire, but she was getting better. And she could go toe to toe with me now. She was coming out her submissive nature, just as I knew she would. But in times like these I almost wished she would just obey me… almost.  
 
    “She ditched Kyle. I still haven’t told her about the connection between the mages and her mother’s death.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Thomas said he may have found a connection; a reason the Mages went after Lily’s mom, I’m waiting for him now.”  
 
    “You want me to track down the girls?” James asked. I knew he would protect her, he saw her as a little sister and loved her for it. I wanted to go out and find her myself, my wolf knew no one could protect her better than us. But I had to talk to Thomas. 
 
    I nodded once. “Take Kyle with you. Ask him how one human female and my mate managed to get past him. He said Lil asked Abby to stay here, I’m going to have her a room fixed up. It’s not ideal, but Lily will get her way anyways. Might as well go ahead and try to avoid any conflict with the pack.”  
 
    He let out a bark of laughter. “This is going to be fun.”  
 
    I shook my head as he headed out to hunt down my mate. She was a handful, but a blessing all the same. She was the heart this pack had needed for a long time, and they were warming up to her quicker than I thought they would. 
 
    There was a quick knock on the door before Thomas walked in. He met my eyes briefly before baring his throat. I nodded and he sat in the chair across from me. 
 
    “It took me awhile but I think I found the connection.” I nodded for him to continue. “I looked into her mother and couldn’t find any reason the mages would be after her. But then I started considering Jim.” He took a breath before looking back up at me and I knew it was going to be bad. “It seems he comes from a line of water mages. I don’t know if he knows or not, but it seems Jim is dormant. But sometimes it skips a generation. That could mean…” 
 
    “They were after Lily, not Bree.” I finished for him. This was bad, water mages were nearly wiped out by the fires. The waters were gentle by nature, healers in a sense. The complete opposite of the fires. They also had the ability to take the fire from the mages, snuffing out their flame. She was in more danger than I had originally thought.  
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “You’re a witch?” What does that mean? I was stunned, I had never expected Abby was anything other than human. She had taken my news in stride and then just blurted out that she was a witch. Zach had said witches could be good or bad, in fact the pack has worked with them in the past. I just knew Abby was a good one, she couldn’t be anything but. 
 
    “Well, I was always doing weird things I couldn’t explain. Then a guy found me a few years ago and explained that I was a witch. He told me of all the things out there and tried to train me.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” I asked, still in shock. I mean my best friend was a witch, small world. 
 
    “I don’t know. I got moved to another foster family shortly after that. I had a feeling about Zach and his pack, the way they acted. And when you moved to town and seemed just as unsure and scared as I was, I knew I had to know you. Please don’t hate me for not telling you sooner, you’re the first person I’ve ever told.”  
 
    “Of course, I don’t hate you!” I leaned in to give her a hug. She gripped me back just as tightly. “I had to keep secrets from you to.” I cut my eyes to movement I glimpsed to my left and laughed. “Speaking of…” 
 
    “You are going to give your mate a heart attack.” James told me jokingly. Kyle was walking behind him solemnly. He cut his eyes to Abby and I watched as his eyes widened. I had forgotten she had made the leaves float to show me what she was and James was now taking a defensive position. “Lily come here.” He nearly growled it out. 
 
    “No!” I yelled before jumping between Abby and Kyle, who had lunged at her, eyes glowing.  
 
    Hit slammed into me and was gone in the next moment. I took a moment to catch my breath and Abby was kneeling beside me talking in soothing tones.  
 
    “Have you lost your tiny little mind mind?!” James growled as he held my guard by the collar of his shirt. “You just attacked your alpha female.” He tossed him a few feet away and eyed Abby and I cautiously. 
 
    “I would never hurt her.” Abby stated defensively. “I’m a witch James. From what I understand they used to work with the packs.” 
 
    James slowly straightened. “Okay. Let’s say I trust you. Why reveal what you are now?”  
 
    “Because I have no one. I aged out of the system. I have nowhere to go and Lily offered me to stay with her, I couldn’t without letting her know what I was first. Come on wolf-boy, you can’t say I’m the most threatening person standing here, I would never hurt her.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long while before James finally sighed.  “We need to talk to Zach. He is the only one that can say if you can stay or not.” He cut his eyes to me and smiled lightly. “Though something tells me he will say yes.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Lily 
 
      
 
    Zach’s eyes were glowing as he growled words I couldn’t quite make out. He was pacing back and forth in the office. James stood on the right of the desk while Kyle stood at the door. Abby and I were sitting side by side on the couch. Finally, he stopped and stared between Abby and I before walking to stand before us.  
 
    He looked Abby in the eye and she flinched. I started to go to her defense, but he wordlessly stopped me with a hand up. “We once worked alongside witches, allied with them. A few mating bonds and even came from it. So, I am going to give you a chance, just one. Lily loves you and I will not rip you away from her without reason. But if I find out you have been deceitful or any harm comes to her or any of my pack I will not show mercy. Are we clear on this?” 
 
    Abby raised her chin. “We are clear. I would never hurt her or yours.”  
 
    He nodded once before looking over to me. I lowered my eyes at the severity in his gaze. “Leave us now please. James take Abby to her new room, Kyle wait outside. My mate and I need to have a talk.” Once I heard the door click shut I heard him take a deep breath. I felt his finger under my chin, tilting my head up to meet his eyes. “Il mio bel fiore I love you. And I love that you are getting stronger every day. But Kyle is there to guard you, let him. You put yourself in danger today and that is not okay. If anything happened to you, I would lose it.” I started to speak but he put a finger to my lips. “No. Let me finish. We are mated, the bond complete. If you were to die my wolf would take over completely, I’m too dominant for it not to. I would go feral. So please if you will not care to protect yourself, remember that you are also protecting me. Your soul and mine are intertwined, I cannot survive without you. Remember that the next time you evade your guard to runoff on foolish errands. I would have gone with you, you know that. Next time talk to me before running?”  
 
    I sighed, the feeling of guilt sinking in my gut. He was right, he was just trying to keep me safe. I should at least try and let him. “I’m sorry Zach, I didn’t mean to worry you. I just didn’t know if you would let me tell her, and I had to.” 
 
    “Il mio bel fiore, when was the last time I ever really told you no.” He let out a small laugh, making the tension leave my shoulders. “If you haven’t figured this out by now. I am completely, and forever at your whim.”  
 
    “So, she can stay? Really?” I clapped my hands, unable to hold in my excitement.  
 
    He smiled. “We have to make sure she’s not a threat, but yes she can stay.” He suddenly grew serious. “But there are some things I have to tell you. About the fire your mother died in, and about your dad.” 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    She was not taking this like I wanted her to. She was mostly mad I hadn’t told her sooner. Why couldn’t she understand I just wanted to protect her? Her mind couldn’t have handled this kind of news months ago.  
 
    She ran off as soon as I told her about her mother, and about her dad being from a line of water mages. I don’t think it even sank in that it means she has the gene to. I don’t know what that will mean for her, if it’ll will be dormant like her dad. Or if she will have some powers, I don’t know the effect it will have being she is half wolf. And an omega at that.  
 
    “I take it you told her?” James inquired as he walked in and sat across from me. I raise a brow in question. “She kicked me out of Abby’s new room and told me, and I quote; ‘You can go talk to Zach about how keeping secrets from me is a bad idea.’ Now, it didn’t sound like the sweet girl I knew, so I knew she must have found out about everything.” I put my hands over my face. God, this was a mess. “She said she’s not the same fragile girl anymore and doesn’t deserve to be treated like one. You’re in hot water my friend.” 
 
    “Thanks. I may have already known that.” I replied dryly. I know she’s stronger than even she knows, but how do you come out and say that her mother was murdered and her father also has supernatural blood running through his veins, no matter how dormant it may be? “She will calm down in time, then I will go talk to her. Let her have some time with Abby.” I looked up at him. “Did she say anything to you?” 
 
    “She’s a witch, raised in foster care. She doesn’t know a lot of magic yet… but she seems to me to have plenty of power. I believe her when she says she will never hurt Lily.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. It’ll be good for Lily to have her here. We’ll see how things go, then maybe conduct her into the pack, it’s been a long time since we had a pack witch. She may be of some help if things get messy with the Fires. I just need to figure out what they want with Lily, she’s not even a full mage, we don’t even know if she has any powers yet.”  
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Z, you know we will protect her. She’s pack, it’s not even a question.”  
 
    “I know, thank you James.” I sighed, ready for this day to be over with already. “Let’s go have a talk with Jimmy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Jimmy shouted. Yeah, so no. I guess he had no clue as to his heritage. “My parents were human, I remember. I think I would know if they were just up and using magic all the time.” 
 
    “But your grandmother was not. With Water Mages, generally the females get the genes. They’re more of a healer type. There are some males with active powers, but not many. Now the Fires on the other hand are mostly male, and I need to know what they want with Lily, she hasn’t showed any signs of active powers. She’s Omega, which is rare in its self, and also a type of healer; a wolf healer. Being Omega means she cares for her wolves and can calm them if need be. I don’t know if it’s because of her water heritage, but these Mages want her. I need to know why.” 
 
    “I’ll make some calls, but I don’t have much family left, some distant cousins or something.” Jimmy scratched his head thoughtfully, before giving me a rueful look. “How is she?” 
 
    “You can ask her yourself. She misses you, and now that you know you’re not all human either maybe you can put that damn ‘I hate supernatural’ crap behind you and talk to her.”  I may have growled that last part, but he had been hurting her, and I hated that. “Call me if you find anything out.” 
 
    With that James and I filed out the door and headed home. I had an angry mate to face, no use putting it off any longer. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “I just can’t believe he kept all this from me!” Ugh. I’m sure poor Abby was getting tired of hearing me rant, I know I was. I just hated that he still saw me as so weak, that I couldn’t handle information like this.  
 
    “Do you remember how you were when you first arrived?” Abby gave me a sad smile. “Cus I do. You were scared of your own shadow, a broken shell. I get why he didn’t tell you then. And I imagine it’s kind of hard to just come out and say, ‘by the way your mom was murdered by mages that throw around fire and your dad has magical blood in his veins to, oh and their after you.’ I mean that’s kind of a mouthful to tell someone that is just beginning to truly heal.”  
 
    Well, when she put it like that… “Fine. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it. What am I supposed to do with this information? Does that mean I can do magic to?” I don’t want anything more that makes me different from the pack I’m just starting to think of as family.  
 
    “I don’t know Lil. We will figure it out, I promise.” Abby grabbed my hand in hers. “I’m new to this to, we will figure it out together. And you know Zach would never let anything happen to you. If he did, I’ll put a curse on him or something, make his hair neon pink.”  
 
    I laugh. “Can you do that?” The image of my Alpha of a mate with bright pink hair made me laugh again. 
 
    “I have no idea, but it would be a sight to see.” She grinned. “Maybe I can even conjure a tutu on him or something.” 
 
    At this we were both laughing so hard we had tears streaming down our faces. “Thanks Abs I needed that.”  
 
    “Any time Lilybug.”  
 
    “Let’s go for a swim.” That always clears my mind, and I needed it cleared before I saw Zach again. 
 
    She laughed. “Well, at least now we know why you love the water so much.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as we got up and started gathering our swim stuff. Her room was near mine and Zach’s so we gathered hers then went to mine so I could get ready. I had moved into Zach room right after graduation, we were always together anyways. It just seemed to make since. 
 
      
 
    Sue was already in the water when we got there. She didn’t pick on me as much anymore, but that by no means meant she liked me. And I could never forget all the horrible things she had done to me.  
 
    “Just ignore her.” Abby whispered as she set our towels on a nearby chair.  
 
    Sue looked up at us. “Relax, I’ve learned my lesson. I’m not going to do anything, Zach will kick me out of the pack if I did.” She got out of the water and wrapped a towel around her waist. “That doesn’t mean I want to hang with either of you. Rumor has it, that Ms. Abby here is a witch.” She rolled her eyes. “Apparently we are letting every stray we come across in the pack now.” She shouldered past me, but not nearly as hard as she would of a few months ago. “Just remember if this pack goes down, it’s on your head.” With that she walked out, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “Well, isn’t she just full of the warm and fuzzies?” I laugh at Abby’s comment. “Come on, let’s swim Lil, that is what we’re here for.”  
 
    “You’re right.” She was, Sue was always going to be Sue, there would be no changing her. “Race you to the other side?”  
 
    She laughed loudly. “No way am I betting against you in the water! I’ve seen you swim, I would look like a gorilla to your mermaid.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
    “Whatever happened to Caleb?” Abby asked me as we were sitting alongside the pool. 
 
    “I don’t know. He just took off I guess. I hate that he left because of me, but he hated me from first sight.” I fiddled with the bow on my bottoms. “He disappeared shortly after Zach brought me in as his mate.”   
 
    “Not your fault, that kid was messed up. You can’t be friends with everyone, there’s always going to be some people who hate without reason. Hate can destroy the person you are from the inside out. My guess is he never really hated you, he detested himself. Isn’t that the root of people filled with that kind of meanness? You are surrounded by people that love you and would do anything to protect you, he doesn’t. He pushed everyone away that tried to get close to him. All we can do is fill our souls with love, and love those who love us. And hope that one day that it’ll make us more powerful than the souls that are filled with hatred. It’s the way of the world, I learned that a long time ago. My guess? It’s not any different with packs.” 
 
    “You’re right. I know you are, I just hate the idea of people leaving the pack because of me. Zach doesn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “No one left because of you.” I turned to see Zach standing in the doorway. I may not be happy with him, but my heart still sped at seeing him. “Caleb left because he’s angry, he has since his parents died, you were the easy target to take it out on. Don’t blame yourself for him leaving, I was the one that should have noticed how bad he had gotten sooner.” He watched me with trouble filled eyes. “Hey.”  
 
    “Hi.” I didn’t know what to say. I understood why he kept secrets, but that doesn’t mean I like it. I don’t see how a relationship can work if both parties aren’t completely honest with each other. 
 
    “And that is my cue.” Abby jumped up and started for the door. “You two work it out. I’ll just go find something to get into.”  
 
    We stood there, just staring at each other for a while, neither of us not knowing quite what to say to the other. 
 
    Finally, I made the first move. I hated this distance between us. “I understand why you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I just wanted to protect you.” He walked over and sat beside me, kicked off his shoes and dipping his feet in the water.  
 
    “I know. But you can’t protect me that way. You can’t keep me in the dark about things I need to know.” I grabbed his hand and held between both of mine. “I can handle more than I could when I first came here. Trust me to know what I can handle and what I can’t. Treat me like you would not just your mate, but your equal.”  
 
    “Deal. I’m sorry, Il mio bel fiore. I should have seen how strong you’ve become.” He gently cupped my cheek. “No more secrets. I promise, everything I know you’ll know. But his thing with the mages is going to get ugly. I still don’t know why they want you. Not to mention… we have to figure of if you have any active powers.” 
 
    “Is that even possible? With me being a wolf and all?” How much more supernatural can I get?  
 
    “That’s what we need to find out.” He hesitated before continuing on. “We also have to work on your fear of fire.” When I let out an involuntary shutter he placed his arm around my shoulders and hugged me close. “These are fire mages we are going to be dealing with, I can’t have you shutting down. The best way to keep you safe is for you to face your fear.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” I murmured, wondering how I was going to face it. As strong as I have gotten fire was still a major weakness.  
 
    “I’ll have Abby work with you on the magic, see if you have any. Maybe you can help each other. If this comes to a fight like I think it will, we are going to need everyone we can get.”   
 
    “What did dad say? Did he know about any of this?” It was hard to believe that my magic hating dad would know anything but you never know. Weirder things have happened.  
 
    “He didn’t know anything but he’s going to look into it. Apparently, you have some distant cousins or something.” 
 
    “Did he ask about me?” Foolish I know, I was asking for more heartbreak. I couldn’t help but hope that my dad would one day come around. 
 
    “He loves you Lil.” He let out a sigh. “You would think finding out he wasn’t completely human would make more open to you being a wolf.”   
 
    I felt an unwanted tear fall, I had promised I would shed no more for a man who couldn’t accept me for who I was. But I guess that was too much to ask for. I kept hoping, hoping and praying one day he would come and forgive everything I wasn’t responsible for. I couldn’t help who I was, all I could do is be the person I wanted to be. I wanted to be someone who forgave, loved, and hoped, I thought I was becoming that person. I just wanted him to see it.  
 
    “He’ll come around, believe this Lil. And when he does he going to love the person you are. He’d be an idiot not to.” He moved to stand and held a hand to assist me. “Maybe all this mess will rush him along. I know he’s worried about you, he’s just a coward. He’ll regret the time he missed with you. Believe me.” 
 
    “I just wish…” 
 
    “I know baby.” He wrapped the towel around me and held me close, lightly kissing my lips. “I hate to see you hurting. He’ll come around, just give him a little more time.”  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    I hated to see her hurting over something that could so easily be fixed. All Jimmy had to do was love her. I knew he did, but he needed to let her know he did. As I watch her sleep peacefully I almost wished I could keep her like this. This peaceful girl. In sleep, she loses the look of worry, fear, and hopelessness. She just looks peaceful. I wanted to feel that all the time, not just when she closes her eyes. She just loves so fiercely, when she doesn’t feel it back it hurts. She deserves the world, this beautiful girl who wants nothing but everyone around her happy. I know he’ll come around, I just hope when he does it’s not too late. 
 
    “Stop watching me sleep, it’s creepy.” Her voice is thick from sleep, making me smile.  
 
    “It’s not creepy, it’s romantic.” I reply, watching her stretch. We may share a room, but kissing is as far as we’ve went. She wanted to wait for marriage, and to be honest I did to. I wanted that for her, I never wanted her to give up anything to make someone else happy. But that didn’t stop my blood from warming as she stretched, showing a thin line of her stomach. 
 
    “Nope, it’s just creepy.” I laugh at her retort. I had caught her watching me sleep a time or two.   
 
    “Up and at ‘em.” I told her as I reached to throw on my shirt. “James, Abby, you, and I are training today. We have to find out if you have any magic in you, and see how much Abby knows about her own magic.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Let me jump on the shower first. I didn’t take one last night and I still smell like chlorine.” She jumped up and ran into the connecting bathroom. 
 
    My cell rang as she walked out. “Hello?”  
 
    “Alpha, we have a problem.” Thomas sounded rattled, he never sounded rattled.  
 
    “Hold on.” I told him as I moved outside the room, giving Lily a ‘one second’ signal. “Okay.”  
 
    “Jimmy’s place caught fire last night.”  
 
    My breath caught in my throat, if something happened to her dad it would kill her. “Is Jimmy…” 
 
    “I don’t know. We are going through the house now. I don’t see any sign of him.” 
 
    “Keep looking, I have to tell Lily.” God, I hope he wasn’t home. This was not a conversation I was looking forward to. I wish I could tell her he was okay, but I won’t until we know for sure. I pulled the phone back out and dialed James. “Training is canceled today. Jimmy’s house caught fire and we have no idea whether he was in it or not. I have to talk to Lily. I need you and Abby to go help Thomas, maybe there is something Abby can do to find out if he’s alive or not.”  
 
    “God.” His voice was tight with worry. “Okay, take care of your girl, I’ll call when I know something… or not. Maybe he wasn’t home, we’ll hope for the best until we know for sure.” 
 
    “Thanks James. I’ll be in touch.” Now I just had to tell my mate her dad was missing… 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    I think my brain checked out, I could hear Zach talking. All that kept running through my mind was that my father’s home was on fire, it was happening all over again. It was like I was cursed to lose those I loved to the flames of death. 
 
    Finally, I felt warm hands cupping my cheeks. “Come back to me Il mio bel fiore.” 
 
    “I’m here.” I croak in a voice that sounds nothing like mine. My eyes finally come into focus to see the glowing amber eyes of my mate. 
 
    “We don’t know anything yet. And that’s a good thing, there is no body, which means he may be fine. We just have to find him.” I nodded slowly. Yeah, okay. I need to remember that, he may very well be okay. “That’s it love, just breath. We will do everything we can to find him.”  
 
    “What if he’s…?” I started, but choked up thinking of the alternative. My dad had to be okay, he just had to be.  
 
    “Don’t think like that. We do will everything we can to find him. Let’s take it one step at a time. Thomas and James are still searching the house.” 
 
    “I want to see it.” I reply numbly. I had to see if this was all real, it felt like a dream. A very bad dream. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea Lil.” He was careful with his words, I knew he was afraid I would breakdown again.  
 
    I won’t, I was stronger now, but I had to see the house of my early childhood. “It wasn’t a question Zach.”  
 
    “Alright Il mio bel fiore. I don’t think this is a promising idea, but if this is what you think you need… okay.” 
 
    I knew I should say something. Thank you or something… I just couldn’t. I was numb, utterly feeling-less. Like my mind had prepared itself for the idea of what I could find when we got there. I just had to hold it together, I had to see for myself what these monsters did to a man that never wanted anything to do with the supernatural. A man that had never really hurt anyone, he was a doctor for goodness sakes! I knew one thing… I was finding out of I had magic in me, and if I did I was going to bring down the Mages that have worked so hard to bring my life crashing down around me. I wouldn’t let anyone else get hurt. I couldn’t keep losing people I love; one girl could only handle so much. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    As soon he she caught sight of what was left of the house she dropped. Just fell on her knees, looking at the building her mom and dad had her in. There were no tears, no shakes, nothing to indicate she would fall apart.               But I knew my Lily, she had shut everything off. A survival instinct to protect her still fragile mind. Abby was watching her with worried eyes. James and Thomas were still in what was left of the charred building, searching for any sign of Jimmy.  
 
    Suddenly she stood and walked towards the house. “Lily?” I called but got no response. I followed her closely, not willing to let her out of my sight just yet.  
 
    She stopped just inside the doorway, just breathing deep. “He’s alive.” Her voice was so soft I almost missed it. “His essence is not here, but it’s not gone.”  
 
    “Lil?” I stepped in front of her and after a minute she focused those green eyes on me. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “I don’t know… I just do.” She walked a little further in and spun in a slow circle. “It’s a deep feeling, in here.” She placed her hand over her chest, tears finally forming in her beautiful eyes. “He’s alive Zach, I know it. I just don’t know where he is.”  
 
    I gathered her in my arms and held her tight. I don’t know how she did that, but I trust her. If she says her dad is alive then we are going to do everything we can to bring him safely home to her. “Okay Il mio bel fiore. This must be part of your mage heritage, at least we know you have some kind of magic. We will find him, I promise.”  I know I shouldn’t make promises like that; but one way or another I was bringing him home. Lily doesn’t deserve to lose anyone else.  
 
    When I look around I see James standing near Abby, an arm thrown around her shoulders as she quietly cried for her friend. Thomas is standing slightly behind me with something in his hands that he holds out to my mate.  
 
    “I found this in your dad’s room. There’s no sign of a struggle, I don’t think he was even here when the fire started.”  
 
    Lily grabs ahold of the picture of her parents and herself as a baby and hugs it to her chest. “Thank you, Thomas.” She says with a watery smile. She then looks around the room at each of us. “I think it’s time to start training. Abby and I can help the pack with this fight.” Her gaze meets mine and holds it. “This is my fight, I don’t want to be left out of it.”  
 
    “Alright Lily.” I tell her gently. I hated the thought of her fighting these monsters, but I knew she was right; this was her fight to. She has lost just as much, if not more than the rest of the pack because of these monsters. She needed to be included in everything that has to do with the mages.  
 
    “I’m in!” Abby calls, making my girl smile slightly. “We’ll get ‘em Lil. We can help each other learn our magic, we got this. Let’s kick some fire-throwing-stupid-mage’s butts!”  
 
    Lily nodded and took one more look around the room. “Okay, let’s head back. There’s nothing here, we need to find out where the mages are and where they took my dad.”  
 
    Look at my mate taking charge, hard to imagine how far she had come to get this this point. She was an alpha alright and I don’t think the mages knew what they were creating.  
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “Concentrate.” Abby was trying to find the root of my magic, with no luck. When I walked into the house I could feel dad, but I have no idea how.  
 
    We have been out here every day for a week, with no luck. Abby’s was getting stronger, she could levitate things and do minor spells. I was a stick stuck in the mud, with no clue how to access my water magic. Being half wolf may have twisted it into something new. Zach said it may be anything, and have nothing to do with actual water. Problem is we have no idea what the magic of an omega and water mage can produce.  
 
    “I am. If I knew where to pull from, I could grasp it. I can feel something, I just don’t know what it is.” I tell her.  
 
    The boys have stopped sparring and were listening to us now.  
 
    “Maybe she needs to be under pressure.” James said, his head tilted to the side in a very wolf-like gesture.  
 
    “James…” Zach started but he had already grabbed Abby and had her pinned against the nearest tree. “She’s in trouble… how are you going to save her?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That might have worked, but I know you would never really hurt her, my wolf knows that.”  
 
    James sighed and released her. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem.” Abby replied. “It was a good idea. Lily’s omega instincts are to protect the ones she loves, we just need a better villain. No offence, you’re a very scary beta.”  
 
    Zach snapped his phone shut. I didn’t even know he had it out. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.” He tells me, dread pooling in my belly.  
 
    Just when I was about to tell him to stop whatever he was thinking Sue walks out, with five other wolves I recognize but rarely talk to. 
 
    “I think I may be the villain she needs.” Sue says with a sneer as the six of them surround Zach.  
 
    My heart races in my chest as I watch them circle around him, three shifted to wolf form. Zach is just standing there, eyes fixed on me. I watch with baited breath as the wolves converse on him, taking him to the ground. I could feel magic stirring, but hard as I try I can’t get it to do anything. This was a bad idea, he was going to get hurt. He was going to get injured because I couldn’t make this stupid magic work. He can’t take on six shifters. The small sound he made is what snapped me, like a rubber band breaking after being to stretched out. He made a grunt of pain as first blood was drawn.   
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed in a voice unlike my own. The wolves shifted back to human, seemingly against their wills. The others were on the ground in a submissive pose. I walked to Zach, following instincts I didn’t understand and placed my hand on his bleeding neck. My heart pounding so hard I felt as if it would burst from my chest any moment. Slowly the wound started to close and the bleeding stopped. I should be amazed, but I was still reeling from seeing Zach bleeding.  
 
    “She’s a healer!” I faintly heard Abby exclaim. “The omega part can control the wolves and the mage part can heal them. Maybe find supernaturals? If the thing back at her dad’s house means anything.” 
 
    “Don’t do that to me again.” I tell Zach, while meeting his eyes. “Don’t make me watch you being hurt and not know if I could do anything about it.”  
 
    “I’m sorry Il mio bel fiore, but it worked. You are amazing.” He gently kissed my frown. “I won’t do it again, it was just the only way I could think to trigger your magic. You would do anything to protect me, just as I would you. Its what mates do.”  
 
    A part of me wanted to stay mad, to scream and throw a fit that he would put me through something so terrifying after what I’ve been through lately. But I understood, he better not pull that crap again, but I understood why he did it. I have magic! Healing magic! I can make sure the people I love are okay in the battle to come. That is amazing! 
 
    “I know how to pull it out of me.” I say softly, feeling the magic flowing through me. It feels like gentle waves rolling through me, flowing through my blood. It’s not really a fighting magic, but I can help all the same… I can make sure not to lose anyone else I love to these mages. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    This next part was going to be the most difficult for her. I know she can fight with her wolf, she can access her healing magic, and turns out she can control the wolves through her omega powers. But in order for us to win this fight… she has to face her fear. I can’t take her into a battle with fire mages and have her panic at the sight of fire.  
 
    “Scintillam.” Abby whispered, bringing a small flame into piece of the wood she held.  
 
    Lily’s breathing immediately grew heavy, and sweat dotted her brow. She stayed standing which was an improvement from where she was a few hours ago, but the fear was still there… and still strong.  
 
    “Extinctus.” The flame went out and Abby eyed Lily with worry. It took everything in me not to rush over to my mate, but she had forbidden me from interfering. “Lil?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Her breath was coming out in puffs. She harshly wiped the sweat away and laughed bitterly. “How many times have we done this? And I still want to freak every time!”  
 
    “That’s enough for today.” I calmly stated, knowing she was going to argue. But she was pushing herself to hard.  
 
    “Zach! But I’m not nearly strong enough…” Called it.  
 
    “It is enough for today. We can do it again tomorrow, and the next day, however long we need to. But pushing yourself until you pass out is not the way to do this. It will take longer than one session. We are not fighting them today, give it a little time Il mio bel fiore.” I walk over and place a small kiss on her forehead. She was still sputtering out excuses why we shouldn’t stop yet. “I’m playing the Alpha card. It’s not a question… and I’m calling it a day.”  
 
    She hates when alpha her, and she proves this by letting out a low growl and spinning away, storming back towards the house.  
 
    “Well. That went well.” James laughed. Lily pissed was kind of cute, as much as she hated it. She was a tiny thing for a wolf, and so fierce in her anger.  
 
    “Had to do it. She wouldn’t have stopped otherwise.” I sigh, dragging a hand down my face. She was going to be a pistol when I returned to our room.  
 
    “She’s nearly there.” Abby added. “She barely flinched this last time. A few more sessions and I bet she can master her fear.” She laughed. “I understand why you pulled the ‘I am Alpha, my word rules’ card. But I am the best friend so I must be furious on her behalf. You suck Zach Carter for doing that to her. You should have just calmly explained why stopping at this point was a good idea, she’s not unreasonable.” With that she to spun and followed in Lily’s wake. James let out a bark of laughter. These females would be my undoing. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe he did that!” I was still fuming. Abby was being a best friend and calmly letting me rant. I wasn’t pushing myself too hard, I wasn’t. I knew my limits and I could have gone longer.  
 
    “I can. He’s alpha, and your mate. He wants to protect you.” She shrugged. “Be happy you have people that want to protect you, it could be worse.”  
 
    I was a terrible friend; how could I forget Abby didn’t have anyone? “Abby…” 
 
    She waved my start away. “No. I know I have people now, I have you. I just meant instead of being so mad as him, you should look at it from his point of view. He loves you, he wants to protect you. Even from yourself. Wouldn’t you do the same thing if the roles were reversed?”  
 
    I sat on my bed with a huff, she was right. “Okay, but there could have been a better way to handle that.”  
 
    “And I told him as much. Remember he’s been acting Alpha for a long time, it’s ingrained in him. As hard as you’re trying to change, remember he is to.”  
 
    “I guess I should apologize for running off.” I didn’t want to, I wanted to stay mad.  
 
    “I didn’t say that. Make him suffer a bit.” She said, making me laugh. “It does him so good to have someone that can challenge him. Want me to give him fleas or something?”  
 
    “As lovely as that sounds…” Zach laughed as he walked him, eyeing me; trying to gauge my mood. “How about I just talk this over with my mate?”  
 
    Abby looked at me and I gave her a nod, I could handle my own mate. She laughed and headed to the door. “Be nice to her Alpha flea-ball. Or you will become unexplainably itchy all of a sudden.”  
 
    “Thanks for the advice Sabrina the teenage witch.” I laughed at their bickering, making Zach’s eyes light up.  
 
    Then the door shut behind her and we were alone. I didn’t know what to say. I acted childish, I know I did. But I hated when he pulled the alpha card on me. We were supposed to be equals.  
 
    “You promised. You promised that you wouldn’t do that anymore.” I said quietly, anger still in my voice.  
 
    He stalked forward until he stood in front of me, pushing me back until I laid back on the bed. His arms held his weight as he stayed inches from my face. “You’re right, I did. But in times where you put yourself in danger I veto it.” When I tried to cut in he stopped me with a kiss, making me melt and lose all thoughts in my head, not fair. “You were. You were straining too hard, I felt it Il mio bel fiore. It wouldn’t have been long before you passed out. I will not let you harm yourself because you think you’re a weakness. I love you, and we are equals. But your safety will always come first, even if you stay mad at me. You asked me to stay out of the sessions, I did. But I will not stand by and let it go so far that you do more harm than good. I can’t. Don’t ask me to. You told me not to make you stand by and watch me get hurt, and not be able to help. Give me the same respect.”  
 
    He was right, I did the same thing I asked him not to do. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of it that way. I just… I have to get stronger. I need to get my dad back, who knows what they are doing to him.” 
 
    “I know. And we will get him back, trust me. Thomas is looking for where they could be holding him.” He cupped my cheeks tenderly. “Trust me baby, we will get your father back and the Fires will pay.”  
 
    “I trust you.” I murmured before he leaned down and kissed me again, more urgently.  I wrapped my arms around him, toying with the ends of his hair. And I let everything go, just for this moment… and lived in the now, with the Alpha I loved.  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    We had a bonfire tonight. It would be a test to see how far Lily has come. Most of the pack would be in attendance. To says she was nervous was an understatement. She has changed her outfit at least four times, and ended up with the first one back on.  
 
    “Lily honey, it’s dark. I will be right beside you the whole time, everything will be okay.” I called though the bathroom door.  
 
    Finally, it opened. Her cheeks were flushed but she looked determined. “I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    “You will do great Il mio bel fiore.” I said honestly, kissing her cheek. She gave me a small smile laced with fear, but barreled on into the hall. 
 
      
 
    The party was in full blow by the time we got outside. My wolves were around everywhere. I wasn’t taking any chances. We had wolves patrolling the area twenty-four seven lately. Some were here to have fun, but others were here to make sure everyone stayed safe. 
 
    “You ready? You got this Lily-bug! I know you do!” Abby bounced over and grabbed Lily in a hug, James at her side.  
 
    Those two had grown close lately, I needed to talk to him and make sure he knew what he was doing. I didn’t want either of them hurt if he found his mate.  
 
    “I’m ready, let’s just get this over with.” Lily breathed out the last statement and I doubt anyone but a wolf could have heard her. I could feel the anxiety rolling off her. 
 
    I slung my arm around her shoulders, protecting her as I could. “Right here. I’m not going anywhere tonight, lean on me Il mio bel fiore.”  
 
    “Thanks.” She whispered. 
 
    As we approached the large bonfire she stiffened slightly. Her eyes took on that glazed look I knew so well. I stepped in front of her and took her face in my hands. “Breathe. Just breathe Lil. It can’t hurt you, I’m here right beside you. Just breathe through the panic, let it flow through you and out. Focus on me, one step at a time.” I watched as she took slow even breaths till finally her eyes came back into focus and she gave me a small grateful smile.  
 
    Her eyes didn’t leave mine for a long while, she took the time she needed to find her focus and leave the panic behind. “I’m okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime sweetheart.” I tell her gently.  
 
    Her eyes slowly moved back to the fire with a barely-there flinch. I watch with bated breath as she moved closer to the flames, battling the demons I know were rattling in her head. I only wished I could battle those demons for her, but this was something only she could do. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    For the first time in a long time I felt okay. The fire was still nerve wracking but I didn’t feel the panic attacks coming on. I didn’t feel the need to curl in a ball and cry, I felt… tolerable with it. I don’t think I will ever be a fire-bug, but I think I will be alright. I owe it all to my friends and Zach. They have been through it all with me, making sure I made it out of these sessions without more scars. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” I whisper to Zach as talked with James. He shot me a look that I knew meant he didn’t want me to go off alone. “I’ll be fine. Kyle is off with his friends, let him have some fun tonight.”  
 
    “I’ll go with you.” Abby butted in with a wink at me.  
 
    “Be careful.” Zach replied to me with a quick kiss. 
 
    “Yes, we will be careful on our own land, where there are tons of wolves milling about.” I laughed. But if I was being honest, sometimes I loved his overprotectiveness. I giggled as he slapped me on the backside.  
 
    Abby took my hand and we began walking through the woods. I just needed some space, there was a lot of wolves around and it was a lot to take in while battling my fear of fire. 
 
    “You’re doing great Lil.” Abby told me. “And I won’t even bother telling you I told you so.”  
 
    I let out a laugh. “You kinda just did.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Well truth be told, I did. I just didn’t want to rub it in, I’m awesome like that.”  
 
    We laughed as we kept walking further into the woods. I loved this place, loved the nature of it. I could always find peace out here.  I could hear voices ahead, no telling who they belonged to. The shifters were everywhere tonight. 
 
    “He must have jacked up security.” A voice was saying. A voice that was eerily familiar. 
 
    “You said she would be here.” Another one growled out.  
 
    Abby grabbed my arm and we hid behind a nearby tree. I waited as she whispered a cloaking spell so softly I barely heard her with my wolf-hearing. 
 
    “She is. Theirs is no way he would let his precious mate off grounds after we nabbed her father, useless as he is.”  
 
    “We will have to come back another night. There’s too many of them around tonight.” I knew that voice… it had haunted my nightmares for a while now. Caleb was working with the mages. Well, at least we knew where he disappeared to.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean Caleb is working with the mages?!” I knew the kid was messed up, but come on! I didn’t think he was this stupid. All I could think was that the girls were so close to them, so much could have gone wrong so easily. I could have lost her.  
 
    I felt her hand on my cheek, blowing the clouds of doubt and rage from my mind in the way only she could do for me. “I’m okay. They didn’t even know we were there. I told you I would be careful and I was.” 
 
    I nodded before crushing her to my chest. The thought that I was so close to losing her was making my heart pound. “Okay. You’re right. But this needs to be dealt with and soon. I can’t have you a prisoner our own home.”  
 
    “They’re planning to kidnap her.” Abby chimed in. “That’s what they were saying, whatever they need her for… they need her alive. At least we know that much.”  
 
    “We need to have a meeting with the pack.” I said, looking at James, but still I held Lily in my arms. I wasn’t ready to let go of her just yet, I don’t think I would ever be ready for that.  
 
    “I’ll make the announcement.” I nodded to him and he headed out the door, Abby close behind. I called a thank you to her before she left, she turned and gave me a wink. Thank god for her quick thinking, cloaking them before they were found. 
 
    “That was too close Il mio bel fiore. I don’t want them that close to you again.” I tell her gently. The panic was slowly easing, but this feeling was still too new to me and I wasn’t sure how to handle the feelings.  
 
    “They are going to get closer Zach.” She said firmly, but gently. “This is my fight as much as it is yours. We just need to be prepared.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, knowing she was right but hating it all the same. “I’m sorry Lil but I’m not leaving your side until this mess is dealt with.” 
 
    I heard her soft laugh and I loosened my hold on her so I could look into those beautiful green eyes. “That doesn’t sound so bad to me.” She whispered. “You need to run.” She told me thoughtfully, and I knew my wolf was close and she could sense him. I nodded once and she smiled, taking me by the hand and leading me to the doors that led outside. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    One of my favorite things to do was to run with him. There was playfulness to his wolf no one but me ever got to see. I knew he needed this run but truthfully, so did I. I hadn’t told him how scared I was to be so near to the people that killed my mother and took my dad. I’m sure he felt it in me, but he had so much on his plate right now, trying to protect me and the pack. 
 
    I still wasn’t good at the hunting but I flanked him as he chased down our prey. My wolf loved her mate as much as I did, and it was always unbelievable feeling of contentment. My wolf thought of things in much simpler terms than my human side did. She knew our mate would protect us and wasn’t afraid. My human side knew it as well… but the fear was always there. For my dad, my friends, for Zach, for everyone I loved. It was nice to let her take charge for a while, so that’s what I did. Our wolves hunted, played, then relaxed at the creek before retiring for the night. 
 
     
 
    “You’re getting better at shifting on your own.” Zach said he we walked back into the lodge.  
 
    I shrugged. “It feels more natural than it first did.” 
 
    “That’s good. Come on, lets head to dinner.” I let him take my hand and lead me into the dining hall. How he could eat again after just hunting was beyond me. The males were always hungry it seemed. Before we went in he stopped me and gently pushed me against the wall, caging me in with his arms on either side of my head. “Thank you for always knowing how to calm me.”  
 
    I let breathy laugh out. His being so close always made my breathless, no matter how many times we’ve done this. “You’re welcome.”  
 
    “Soon Lil, soon I want to marry you.” My breath caught in my throat. We have talked about it of course, but we never said when. “When this mess is done with. I want to be able to call you my wife. I love you and am ready to start our life together.”  
 
    “Me to.” I whispered back to him. Boy, did I want that to. 
 
    “Okay.” He back off, making me miss his warmth. “I just had to make sure we’re on the same page.” 
 
    Didn’t he know already? How could he not know how much I loved him by now? “Zach Carter.” I said as he reached to take my hand again. He cocked a brow at my tone. “Don’t you know how much I love you? I want those same things. I want to marry you, I want to start our life together. Don’t doubt any of that, do you hear me?”  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” He smiled, melting my slight anger into a puddle. “I just had to make sure Lil. Everything with you and I happened so quickly, I wasn’t sure if you were ready for marriage or wanted to wait a few years.” 
 
    “I’m ready now.” I laughed out.  
 
    He laughed lightly before taking my face into his warm hands. “Soon Il mio bel fiore. When this is over. I know you want your dad to walk you down the aisle, and I want that for you. When we deal with the mages, after everything has settled; you will become mine the human way. I will marry you, then our lives will really begin.”  
 
      
 
    I went on to our table as Zach went and grabbed our food. I sat next to Abby, who sat across from James.  
 
    “You two feeling better?” Abby asked me.  
 
    “Yeah. We’re good.” I smiled, thinking about what we had talked about before we came in here. I couldn’t wait for it all to become a reality. 
 
    “I called a pack meeting for after dinner. As Alpha female, you’re required to be there.” James told me through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Gross.” I laughed, Abby threw her roll at him, smacking him in the face with it. “And that’s fine. I don’t mind being there, being it’s partly about me anyways.” He nodded, before chunking the roll back at Abby. I laughed as Abby came me a wide-eyed look seemingly to say, ‘can you believe this?!’  
 
    “Alright children.” Zach laughed as he sat next to James. “Let’s at least pretend to act like the leaders of this pack.”  
 
    “I’m not a leader.” Abby stuck her tongue out at him, making me giggle again as Zach set a plate in front of me. I eyed it, his obsession with me eating is ridiculous. 
 
    “Actually, being the pack witch is settled right between the pack second and third.” Zach stated as Abby’s eyes grew wide. “Which I will be announcing tonight. But I want to make sure this is what you want.” He leaned forward, towards Abby. “Do you want to be a member of this pack, to help protect all its members and help keep the peace between them?”  
 
    Abby nodded. “I’d be honored to be a part of something so… important.” She had tears shimmering in her eyes so I put my arm around her. “Sorry. I’ve just never had anything so permanent.”  
 
    “You’re family now.” Zach told her sincerely as James agreed. “It used to be a long-standing tradition to have a pack witch, but when the last battle went down we quit the tradition. I will be bringing it back. You also might find a mate, in the past a witch was almost always mated to a wolf, I just want to warn you. You might have a territorial, grumpy wolf of your very own soon enough.”  
 
    “I think I can handle that.” She hiccup-laughed. “Thank you for this Zach.”  
 
    He nodded once before gesturing for me to eat. I rolled my eyes but dig into the chicken anyways… turns out, I was hungry. I guess he was right when he said we burn through calories when shifting. 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    As I stood in front of my pack with Lily on one side of me and James, Abby, and Thomas on the other, I knew I had to protect this pack better than it was done during the last battle. I had to prove smarter than our elders. We couldn’t take another hit like that. We had to be cannier this time.  
 
    I watched as one of the youngest members ran to Lily and she hugged him before sending him back to his mother. She was a natural with the pups, they flocked to her. He was around two and the sight was a reminder that we were still rebuilding the pack, making it stronger. I would not let it go down again.  
 
    I waited until everyone had settled before speaking. “Brothers, sisters! I need your attention please. Trouble is among us once again. The mages are back, and now they want our Alpha Female Lily. I will not sit back and watch this pack once again be torn apart by those that mean us harm. I ask that we all come together once and for all and finish this fight that been going on for far too long.” I waited until some of the shocked murmurs quieted. “We are not alone in this any longer. I ask you to welcome Abby Greene to the pack, our newly appointed pack witch.” I turn to Abby and stand before her. “Abby Greene, do you promise to protect this pack and all of those who are in it? Do you swear to always do only what is for the good of the pack and to never bring harm here?”  
 
    “I do.” Her voice rang clear and sharp and I found myself proud of the bravery she was showing. It can be a challenging thing to stand in front of a group of shifters and not flinch.  
 
    “Then it is done. Abby will be lead in all things magic, she will guide our wolves and help in this upcoming battle. We will prevail.” I walked back and stood my place next to my mate. “I also have another announcement.” I took Lily’s hand in mine and notice she only held a slight tremble. “We have discovered that our Lily has some magic also. As it turns out she has mage blood from her father’s side, water magic. With her being an Omega, they morphed together and gave her a new power I have never seen. An incredible magic; she can heal.” I watched as my wolves processed this new information, watched as it clicked that the death rates would fall in her presence. I left out that she could force the shifting, for a group of control freaks that information would be hard to swallow.  “This fight is now in our favor, they may have more magic, but we have more heart. We will stand together as one during this fight and we will win. We have more to lose than they do. We are family, each and every one of us.”  
 
    I watched with pride as my pack cheered, the light of hope they so needed lit their eyes. Lily squeezed my hand and I looked to see the same hope in her. We can do this, we will do this.  
 
    “Training will begin tomorrow, we will break into small groups and we will become stronger than ever. All those of age wanting to fight will be able to. But for now, let us run! Let us be who we are and we will show them that our pack is not one to be trifled with!”  
 
    I waited until all my wolves shifted and then I turned to Abby. “You can come with us, no one would harm you. You’re pack now and even their wolves know that. Just stay near me, Lil, James, or Thomas.” She nodded and I shifted, shaking my fur with the tingling of the second change of the day.  
 
    Lily came to me and nuzzled me, her wolf almost purring with contentment. My wolf stood tall, ready to protect our pack and our mate. Fight. Win. Protect ours. We ran, keeping Lily close and keeping an eye on Abby, who seemed to be sticking close to James. We ran with the pack, my wolf feeling pride that most of them chose to stick close to Lily. My wolf and I sat back and watch as she played with the other wolves, making sure it didn’t get out of hand and ending up with her hurt. But they were gentle with her, and she with them. Like, they instinctively knew her healer personality was gentle natured.  
 
    This was good, this was how a pack was supposed to act. We were going to do this, we are going to win.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Lily 
 
      
 
    I wandered around group to group as they were being trained, I had mostly mastered my healing with the help of a few willing pack-mates. With the training, there was always someone needing to be healed. I liked watching the unique styles everyone trained with. Zach was stern but patient with his, James’ way was almost playful, Thomas was quiet; leading with a since of style, Sue was almost harsh and I had stepped in a few times. She did not like when I did that. I was worried she was making them ruthless, I didn’t want them to kill unless absolutely necessary. I understood why Zach put her in charge of a group, she was a skilled fighter, but she lacked the heart.  
 
    I watched as she put a younger member down, biting too hard. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen. I saw the light in her eyes; she liked being in charge too much.  
 
    “Enough. This is training, not a real challenge Sue.” I stepped in. The young wolf gave me a grateful smile.  
 
    “You want them trained? This is how I do it.” She sneered back at me after she shifted to human, fully nude.  
 
    “I want them able to defend themselves and this pack, not turned into killers.” I stayed calm, she didn’t scare me like she once did. Zach and James have been training me almost every day since I’d first turned. She stood tall, meeting my eyes, which I knew was a challenge. She knew it too. The young batch of shifter slowly backed away. “You don’t want to do this, we are on the same side.”  
 
    “I’ve wanted to do this since you first walked into my school.” She laughed. “I’m ready to show everyone that you cannot protect this pack, you were never the right choice for our Alpha’s mate.” 
 
    My blood boiled. She had always had a thing for him I knew, but he was mine. “Alright then. Let’s get this out of the way, but then you train my way. Stop the torture and train them to fight, you stop playing the dominance games with them.”  
 
    “Whatever.” She said before she shifted into her wolf. Her wolf knew better than her human, she averted my eyes but held her ground.  
 
    “Okay.” I sighed before shifting into my own. I hated these stupid dominance games, but Zach had explained that it has always been this way, their wolves had to know who was in charge and fit to lead.  
 
    I stood my ground as she circled me, keeping the teachings I was taught in my head. Never take your eyes off her, don’t let her intimidate you, always keep your cool. I saw the moment she was going to pounce, her back legs bending ever so slightly. I swiped at her with my paw, knocking her off kilter. She stumbled before righting herself, then it began. She got a bite on my back leg, but I shook her lose. She was good, but I had been trained by the best. We were both bloody by the time I had her pinned beneath me. I knew it would come to this someday, Zach had been telling me so, but it made me sad all the same. We couldn’t have these petty moments when we were supposed to be working together to bring down the mages. I held her throat for a minute longer before releasing her. I shifted back and the kid I defended handed me a sun-dress.  
 
    “I’m not weak like I was Sue. Enough is enough.” I waited for her to shift back and put the dress that was handed to her on. “This needs to stop if are to win this fight. You are either on my side, the side of our pack, or you stay out of the fight. I will ban you from this battle. I won’t have anyone I can’t trust at my back, or at the backs of people I love. Decide now.”  
 
    I felt Zach’s pride at the back of my mind and knew he was watching, as I’m sure was everyone else.  
 
    Sue took a shaky breath before speaking, tilting her head to the side in a show of submission. “I will follow you Alpha.”  
 
    “Thank you. Start the training again with the knowledge that they are not killers, they need to be able to defend this pack, not kill without reason. Teach them how to do that.”  
 
    She nodded and I walked off. I still wasn’t used to sticking up for myself, but I can’t deny it feels good…right. I was finally starting to feel like myself, the person I was before I lost my mother. Maybe a little stronger and sure of myself now.  
 
    I saw Connor and some of the old members talking to Zach and walked over to them.  
 
    “I want to help you defend this pack. I know we are no longer active members, but let us do what we should have done years ago, let us fight with you.” Connor was asking Zach to fight with us! That would give us more numbers.  
 
    Zach stood silently for a moment before holding a hand out to his uncle. “I would be honored to have you fight alongside our pack again.” Zach opened his arm and tucked me under it as I approached. “I’m so proud of you.” He whispered for my ears only. I may have smiled. “I’m taking Lily in for the day, I think she’s had enough. You can take over training my group if you’d like.” Connor nodded. “Marc, Sue may need some pointers on how to train the younger group.”  
 
    “Yes Alpha.” They both chimed, and Zach and I headed in. He was right, I have had enough for one day. I think I could sleep for a week straight.  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    “You did great out there.” I told her as she rung her hands nervously. 
 
    “I hated to do that. But she was being a bully to that kid.” She frowned.  
 
    I slid my hands down her arms to sooth her. “That kid’s name in Malcom, and I’m sure he is very thankful for your interference. He’s not a submissive, but he’s pretty low on the dominance scale. I’m sure she scared the crap out of him.”  
 
    “Yeah. I remember what that’s like.” She laughed. “To be honest she still scares the crap out of me, but at least now I know she can’t hurt me… not really. You and James trained me too well.”  
 
    I laugh. She still doesn’t know how brave it makes her to stand up to someone she’s scared of, to do it for someone she doesn’t even know. “Go shower, I know you’re exhausted.” 
 
    “Okay.” She headed into the connecting bathroom to shower while I went to check on the training one last time.  
 
    They’ll be calling it a night soon. I don’t want them to train so hard they let themselves become over-worked. 
 
    I was glad to see Lily stick up to Sue, she showed the whole pack the she had their best interest in mind. That to her, they came first.  They needed to know that, they needed to know that their Alpha Female was looking out for them. This will bring her closer to them, she will no longer be such an outsider.  
 
    They were still full force when I made it back outside. I was happy to see that Sue was taking a better approach to her group, Marc was standing by watching, speaking up where he needed to. James’s group was coming along nicely, he had some of the more dominant wolves. They needed someone more dominant than them in charge, which is why they went to either my group or James.  
 
    “Alright!” I called loudly enough for them all to hear me easily. “Let’s call it a night. I want you all to get some sleep, we will do this every evening for as long as it takes for everyone to be comfortable in their fighting skills. If anyone feels they need any extra attention let myself or James know and we will work something out. Good work today, you all showed great strength and determination.” I watched the proud smiles on their faces, they needed this. They needed to know they could be strong in their own rights.  
 
    “The pack is getting stronger.” Connor said as he walked up to me. “They are better in your hands than they ever were in mine.”  
 
    “Thank you. They work hard, they just needed a reason to fight. Lily gave them one, they are really starting to love her.” I told him honestly. Lily was what this pack needed to shake us back up.  
 
    “She’s a good girl. Sweet as all let’s out.” He replied lightly. “I’m glad you’re happy.” 
 
    “Thanks Connor, that means a lot.” And it did. Connor gave up a lot to raise me, and I could never repay him for it.  
 
    “You’re doing good my boy, keep up whatever it is you’re doing.” He clapped me on the back once. “Marc and I will be here tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Alright see you guys then.” I stood and watched as the last of the pack made their way back into the lodge. 
 
      
 
    It’s times like these, when the lodge was quiet with sleep that I like to walk around it. I loved the feeling that they were all safe and happy. It never lasts long, but in these few moments I can believe that all will turn out right in the end. That my pack and everyone in it will remain safe, this family we built, I won’t let another event tear it apart like in the past. I made my way back to our room to discover Lily had passed out cold. I chuckled quietly, she had curled into a ball completely cocooned in the blankets. My mate was a cover hog, small price to pay for getting to lie next to her every night. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow night our mission is just to find out were Jimmy is being held. No heroics, do you all understand? I won’t lose anyone tomorrow.” Zach was a sight to behold when he was in full Alpha mode. “Lily, myself, James, Abby, Sue, Kyle and Leo will go, collect the information and return. Thomas is to stay behind to lead the pack until our return. Continue your training, keep your eyes and ears open at all times.”  
 
    “Yes Alpha.” They collectively said at once.  
 
    Tomorrow night we were headed to scout out where my father was supposedly being kept. I was terrified someone was going to get hurt, but Zach has assured me the we were only scouting. We had to know where he was before we leaped in without thought. I understood it, but I knew it was going to suck to see my father and not bring him home the same night. I was glad we were bringing James, Kyle, and Abby, but Sue made me nervous. She has been better since our little face-off, but I still didn’t know that I trusted her yet. Leo was a pack member that Zach said showed potential. He was maybe around seventeen or eighteen and was pretty dominant according to Zach and James, and a heck of a fighter. He had apparently lost both his parents in the last battle when he was very young. The seven of us were meeting privately in a while to assess our mission and make sure we were going to be a good team, Zach wasn’t leaving anything to chance tomorrow night.  
 
    I realized the meeting had come to a close as my thoughts had been running. “We are leaving before most of you will wake. So, until we return you are all to be on best behaviors. Show me that this pack can function without me here to run everything. Treat Thomas as you would your Alpha in our absence. You are dismissed. Kyle, Sue, Leo, Thomas, James please stay after so we can discuss the trip.” I knew I had to stay also, it was left unspoken but he had explained that I was to attend every meeting as the Alpha’s mate.  
 
    He waited until the last of them filtered out before gesturing for us all to sit. As Alpha he mostly stayed standing in the presence of the pack, but we were mostly among friends.  
 
    “This may just be a scouting, but it will be dangerous all the same. If anyone wants to stay behind now is the time to tell me, there will be no hard feelings.” He looked around at everyone as they stayed silent. “Okay then. We will be scouting in teams; do not approach anyone you see. Lily, Kyle, and myself will be one team. Kyle your job is to stick close to Lily at all times, you’re still her guard. They want her and if they catch wind that she’s there we will be in for a hell of a fight. James and Abby will be the next team, you two will come from behind and check out the back. Sue and Leo will be our lookouts. You two are to stay near the entrance, let us know if anyone comes up from behind, we don’t want any surprises. Thomas…” 
 
    “I will lead in your stead Alpha. The pack will be safe, awaiting your return.”  
 
    “Thank you.” They clasped hands and shook, the gesturing seeming almost formal.  
 
    “Stay safe, all of you. They have shown they are not afraid to kill, let’s not give them anymore under their belts. Abby, can you do a spell to make detecting us harder?”  
 
    “Yes. I’ll have in ready by tomorrow night.” Her sarcastic personality gone, she was all business now.  
 
    Zach gave a quick nod. “No heroes tomorrow, we get in and we get out.” He said this last part with Alpha power in his voice and we all let out an involuntary shiver. “Go get some rest. I don’t expect trouble tomorrow, but we need to prepare for the worst all the same.”  
 
    They bared their necks before taking leave. When it was just Zach and I left in the room he turned and cupped my face in his hands. “That meant you to. I know you want your father back, and we will get him. But I will not lose you in the process. You stay in between Kyle and me, okay?”  
 
    “I understand. I won’t do anything stupid tomorrow.” I tell him honestly. I knew we were risking the people we were taking with us just by having them so close to the mages, I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize them any further.  
 
    “I know you won’t. But if you see your dad, it’s going to be hard for you to walk away and return another day. I want you to understand that.” God, was he right. That was going to be torture.  
 
    “I know. I’ll hold it together. I’ll follow your lead, I trust you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He whispered, kissing me gently. “If we see an opportunity to grab him without a fight we will. But we can’t go into this looking for a fight with only seven of us.”  
 
    I nodded as he let out a sigh of relief. I knew he was terrified of my being taken or hurt, I could feel it through the bond. The blinding, gut-wrenching fear. He was filled with it.  
 
    I meant what I said; I won’t do anything tomorrow, I won’t risk our family. But I was going to take the mages down, maybe not tomorrow… but soon. They had taken too much from me, too much from everyone in this pack. Our pack would win this fight once and for all, and we will finally be able to breathe.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    One person in each group was to stay wolf, just in case of trouble. I watched as our groups separated. James, in wolf form went with Abby towards the back of the building. We were leaving Leo as wolf with Sue near the entrance of the street. I kept Lily’s hand firmly in mine, she kept the other in Kyle’s fur as we snuck towards the front, crouching low as we grew nearer.  
 
    There weren’t as many mages milling around as I thought there should be for a group holding a hostage; they were sure of themselves. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one. I lifted the barbed wire, letting Lily and Kyle under before going under myself. I let Kyle lead, his nose was better than mine in this form. I stayed right behind them, making sure no one came up from behind. Lily was shaking like a leaf, her nerves getting the best of her.  
 
    I pulled her to a stop and placed my forehead on hers. Breathing her in, letting her breath me in; giving her some of the strength she needed to do this. After a moment she nodded, her eyes shining her gratitude. I kissed her once before motioning Kyle to continue on with Lily following.  
 
    Kyle stopped, his ears twitching back and forth. He heard something. I strained my still-better-than-human hearing, there was two men ahead. Patrols, probably. My phone buzzed with a text from Abby; At the back. No sign yet.  
 
    Lily read the text and frowned. I crept forward silently, Lily close behind and Kyle flanking her. We waited until the patrol were out of sight before nearing the windows. I slid one up, thanking god they were silent. Kyle jumped in first, followed by Lily, then myself.  
 
    The room was dark. Silent and dark. We sneaked around the empty room until we came across a hallway. Lily asked me which way with a look, I shrugged. She started to go left, I tugged on her arm, placing her behind me. I would go in first, if anyone saw her… I couldn’t even think of what could happen without feeling my wolf rage. We came across a room that had lit torches on every corner. Lily let out a shiver at the sight but didn’t break down. Her emotions were determined, she wasn’t going to panic. We stuck close to the walls as we moved on. I didn’t understand why the place was so empty. Where was everyone?  
 
    Lily tugged my hand, directing me to look right. There were cells, like actual prison cells. I nodded to let her know I saw them.  Kyle checked behind us every few moments, making sure we stayed clear. We slowly began checking the cells, the first few empty, no signs of being used recently. Then we heard a cough. 
 
    Lily bolted to the last cells. “Daddy!” I cursed before running after her. This was too easy, there had to be something else to this.  
 
    “Lily!” I whisper-shouted. She was on her knees when I made it to her. Her arms stretched through the bars as her father hugged her back the best he could. He was a little bloody but nothing life-threatening that I could see. She had tears running down her face, breaking my heart.  
 
    “Baby girl, what are you doing here?”! Jim exclaimed. “It’s a trap! They want to weaken you, take away some of the numbers protecting you. You need to go!”  
 
    “I can’t just leave you here!” She cried.  
 
    “They didn’t leave the keys baby. Go save your family, know I love you, always have and always will. I’m sorry I didn’t say that more.”  
 
    I shook the bars, they held firm. Crap. Lily was hysterical now. I heard shouts coming from behind us as Kyle leaped, pinning one down. It was the patrols from outside. Shots fired, I grabbed Lily and spun behind a nearby pillar. She kept screaming. I heard Kyle whine.  
 
    I grabbed her face in both hands. “Stay here!”  
 
    I shifted midleap, landing on the man who had just put a bullet in Kyle’s leg. Before I could think twice I bit down, he wouldn’t be shooting anyone ever again. I turned as I heard the sobs coming from my mate and my stomach dropped. She was holding Jim best as she could through the bars, blood coming from his chest. 
 
    “I can’t heal him! Why can’t I heal him?!” She yelled frantically.  
 
    I knelt beside her slowly. “He’s gone sweetheart. I’m so sorry.” My heart shattered at the sobs coming from her, shaking her small frame violently. “We have to get out of here Il mio bel fiore, we have to get back to the pack.” I was worried what was happening, Jim has said this was a trap. There were children at home, kids that couldn’t even shift yet.  
 
    She slowly nodded. She was numb, she had shut everything off. She walked over and healed Kyle before walking out the building, Kyle and I following close behind.  
 
    “What happened? We heard shots?” Abby asked as we approached the car. James was wearing a pair of pack sweat and I realized I had shifted and wasn’t wearing anything. I caught the pants he threw to me.  
 
    “He’s dead. They killed him.” Lily spoke, but the sound was nothing like the sweet, loving girl I knew. It was hard, barley any emotion behind it.  
 
    “He said it was a trap. We need to get to the Lodge now!” I looked around and noticed we were missing someone. “Where the hell is Sue?”  
 
    “She was gone when we got here. Leo was passed out and she was missing.” James face showed his suspicion. And I understood it, did she get captured or did she betray us?  
 
    “No time now. We have to get pack, we’ll sort this out later.” I demanded before placing Lily in the passenger side and buckling her in. I walked around and got in the driver’s seat while everyone else piled in. I hit the road as fast at this truck could take us. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    He was gone, he was really just gone. One moment I held him in my arms and the next they shot him. The man had never hurt a soul, he was a doctor! I had shut everything off, I knew Zach was worried but I couldn’t deal with my father’s death right now. Not when everyone we knew was in danger. Dad had said it was a trap, all those children… they couldn’t even shift to protect themselves. What kind of monsters would do this? What kind of people could take parents away from their children, attack a home full of kids, all this endless violence? Why? What did they want from me so badly?  
 
    I could hear them all talking in the back of my mind. Zach and Kyle explaining what had happened, the others shock and outrage. I could feel Zach’s concern for me, his love. I just couldn’t focus on anything right now; my mind was a mess. I can’t believe I lost him, it didn’t feel real yet. We were supposed to have time to make things right between us, now he was gone forever.  
 
    As we drove up the place was in chaos. Wolves were running around chasing men, fire was bursting everywhere. Everyone jumped out of the truck. “Kyle stay with her!” Zach yelled as he shifted, leaping on the nearest mage. People were screaming, wolves were howling, it was a war.  
 
    I could hear Abby as she chanted, putting out as many fires as she could while walking down the middle of the battlefield. James was beside her, taking down anyone that got too near. I looked around for who to help first, I wanted to help them all, but there was just too many injured.  
 
    Finally, I spotted a few familiar faces, children, huddled in the tree line. I rushed over with Kyle at my side.  
 
    “Lily!” Laney, a little girl around three years old called out. There were around five of them; Laney being one of the youngest in the pack, Ryan and Peter were brothers at nine and eight, Nora was a six-year-old full of spunk, and Seth a little two-year-old I had begun reading to almost nightly. Where were their parents? Seth had his thumb in his mouth but ran into my arms as soon as he saw me. 
 
    “We wanted to fight but we had to protect the babies.” Ryan explained while Peter nodded. The thought of these two kids fighting sent chills down my spine.  
 
    “I’m not a baby!” Nora exclaimed.  
 
    “You did good.” I tell the boys while looking around for a safe place to take them. “Zach is here, we will get this all taken care of.”  
 
    “They came out of nowhere! Mom told us to take the younger ones and hide. We didn’t want to leave them, but she made us promise!” Peter was holding Nora, but struggling. She was a hefty three-year-old.  
 
    “Okay. It’ll be okay.” I told them, though I was unsure myself. How was I going to keep these kids safe? They were the future of this pack and too innocent to be wrapped up in all this violence. “Come on guys, let’s try and get inside, find someplace safe until this is over. Then we will find your parents.”  
 
    I scooped up Seth while Kyle grabbed Nora.  
 
    “Stay close kids.” Kyle told them gently, shooting me a look to say that I do the same.   
 
    We stuck close to the trees, trying to stay unnoticed. As much as I wanted to help make sure everyone was okay, I needed to get these kids to safety first. Then I could heal all of our injured. I only hoped Zach and the others were okay. 
 
    We hadn’t made it far before the first mage stumbled upon us. He shot a fireball that missed us but hit a tree nearest to Ryan. I panicked, thinking about that fire hitting this innocent child. My magic shot out of me without even trying. I stuck my hand out on instinct and a thin stream of a line linked me to this man that meant these children harm. I pulled, there is no other way to describe it. I pulled with everything in me and the man grunted, falling to his knees I felt it pull from the center of my heart, burning like it was really at risk at bursting into flames. All this extra power was swirling inside me with no place to go. I screamed with the intensity of it, it felt as my inside were overflowing at the seams. I shot my hand to the left and all the trees exploded. We hit the ground, shielding the children the best we could. What was that?  
 
    The man was still moaning on the ground. “You took it! Just kill me already!” I had taken his powers and my body couldn’t hold it so I had let it out the only way I could, he wouldn’t be getting it back. I guess now I know why they want me, but why would they want me alive?  
 
    “Come on, just leave him. He’s no longer a threat.” I told Kyle. He shot me a questioning look but obeyed.  
 
    It felt like hours before we made it inside, but in reality, it was probably only a couple of minutes. We ushered all the kids into Zach and mine’s room. I knew it was probably one of the safest rooms in the building. Then we waited. I hated the waiting, the not knowing what was going on outside, but right now we had to keep the kids safe. Kyle was pacing back and forth with nerves, knowing his Alpha was outside and he couldn’t help.  
 
    Finally, things grew quiet. “Stay here, I’ll check it out.” Kyle told us as he inched open the door and slowly made his way out. I held a sleeping Seth in my lap, how he can sleep at a time like this was beyond me. Ryan and Peter were quietly playing with Nora and Laney, keeping them occupied. Kyle popped his head back in after a minute. “It’s over, the Mages retreated.”  
 
    We cautiously made our way back outside and the sight was devastating. There were bodies everywhere, ours and theirs.  
 
    “Nora!” Sheila, Nora’s mother, yelled as soon as she saw us. She scooped up her daughter and hugged her with a fierceness that tightened my chest. “Thank you for keeping her safe Alpha.”  
 
    Not long after Ryan and Peter’s parents came and repeated the same actions, hugging their children tightly, then Laney’s. Seth’s parents never showed. I kept him in my arms as we walked the land, looking for my Mate and his parents. Kyle stayed beside me, checking on the wounded as we passed. I healed who I could along the way, draining my energy to dangerous levels. 
 
    Finally, I saw him, he was talking to James, Thomas, and Abby. They were surveying the damage all around them.  
 
    “Zach!” I called. 
 
     He turned and bolted to me as soon as he heard my voice. He hugged me to him, Seth trapped between us. “Thank god you’re okay!”  
 
    “You to.” I replied in between the kisses he was frantically placing all over my face. “I can’t find Seth’s parents. Kyle and I found the children and got them to safety, then we found the parents once it was over. But I can’t find Seth’s anywhere.”  
 
    “We are still accounting for everyone. We are gathering our dead a doing a ceremony for them tonight. We will find his parents… but if they are among the deceased…” I knew what he was trying to say. After one horrible moment Seth could be an orphan, just like me.  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    His parents were found together. I told Lily to take comfort in that part at least, they would have wanted to leave this world together. She didn’t speak, just held the sleeping toddler tight. I knew she felt for him, she connected to him. I had a few pack members set up the room connected to ours for him. If any could understand and help the little guy overcome this, it would be her, and I didn’t think she would be willing to let anyone else have him anyways. He had no other family except this pack. His grandparents were killed in the last battle, and his parents were only children.   
 
    The little guy hadn’t said a word. Lily thought he was in shock, she knew the feeling all too well. He was too young to be able to go through something so horrific and be able to understand what was happening.  
 
    We lost nine in total. Nine members of my pack that will never be around again. Nine senseless deaths. We came across ten of theirs, I don’t understand how they could so carelessly throw away the lives of so many. This had to stop, I will not keep losing members of my pack… of my family. 
 
    After the service, I walked Lily and our new little room-mate back to our rooms. She was silent, lost in thought I suppose. I watched with soft eyes as she tucked the little guy in and kissed his forehead before cracking the door and sitting on our bed.  
 
    “He has no surviving family.” I start gently. “As the Alpha pair, it’s our job to determine the best family for him to go to.” She looked up through tears. “I think the best person to raise him is you.” She started to protest but I held up a hand. “You know what he will be going through, you know how best to help him. If anyone can take care of that little boy… it’s you.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to be a mother.” Her voice was soft, the silly girl. “I’m too young, he’s needs someone smarter… older.” 
 
    “You have had him in your arms since the fight. You haven’t let him go. You can do this, I know you can.” I sat beside her and put my arms around her as she leaned into my chest. “We always knew we would have pups, this is just a little sooner. You will make a great mom Lily. I know it and so does everyone else. He’s young, he will be okay. But only with the right person helping him grow up. That’s you. You have already proven that you can do this. You placed those children’s lives first today, you protected them and comforted them.” She would make a wonderful mom, I knew it… she just needed to know it to. “The pack loves having pups around they will all help raise him. He won’t have any shortage in love, that’s for sure.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
    He was right. There was always a slew of pack members ready to take care of him. He was always being played with, read to, fed, or anything he could want. There really wasn’t much for me to do… night time was hard. That was when he missed his parents the most, that was when I held him until he fell asleep. It was amazing to watch. When my mom died I didn’t have anyone, Seth has an entire pack helping him through this. Which was awesome because we continued everyone’s training a week later. Between training, Seth, and planning to take down the Mages… Zach and I were exhausted.  
 
    Leo had told us he was knocked out from behind, he had no idea how it happened or where Sue was, something else to worry about. I had told Zach about taking the fire’s power and we agreed it was a huge development. We could win this, but we had to be smart about it, we couldn’t — wouldn’t keep losing members of our pack family.  
 
    I took over teaching Sue’s group since she disappeared. They were all greatly improving, I had two of them sparring and you could see their wolves growing stronger. I corrected their kicks and punches, gave advice when they needed it, but they were doing it… they were becoming warriors. And I was finally becoming one of them, I no longer felt like the outsider looking in. They… they were family, every one of them. I still missed my parents, I think I always will, but I no longer felt alone in all this. I looked over to see Zach with his group, he was taking our loses harder than anyone. He felt that he had failed his pack in protecting them.  
 
    The plan was to be spilt into two groups, one guarding the pack and the other going to bring down the mages; once and for all. We were waiting until we were at our strongest though. Zach and I were leading the attack group and Thomas was leading the guard group, we weren’t losing anyone else if we could prevent it. The children and a few adults were being moved to a safer location for the battle. So tonight, we were having another bonfire, one where everyone can relax and have a little fun, they needed a lift in their spirits since we lost so many.  
 
    “Do you ever wonder what life would be like if we hadn’t met the wolves?” Abby asked as we were preparing food.  
 
    I laughed. “Well, I am one, so I imagine I would be scared and alone. I wouldn’t know what the heck was going on with me. You forget, the mages are after me. So, I guess I would probably be captured or dead by now.”  
 
    “Yeah, and I would be alone. Working in some dump or another. I just meant all this is crazy! A war between one supernatural group and another. What do they want with you?” Abby asked, though I don’t think she was really asking me, she knew I didn’t have a clue what they wanted.  
 
    “So, what’s with you and James?” I asked her, Zach and I were talking about them just last night. The two seemed to be growing closer.  
 
    “Nothing.” I shot her a look and she laughed. “I like him, he’s really sweet, but I’m not ready to be with anyone. I spent my whole life on my own, I don’t know that I could depend on someone else. And you know the wolves, they think they have to take care of what’s theirs.”  
 
    I gave her a shrug. “They’re protective. You just have to lay out some ground rules and be willing to compromise. But whatever you decide, you’re pack now. That means you’ll never be alone again, but I think you should give him a shot. Zach says a mating between witches and wolves had always been a thing in the past, maybe it’s time you two brought it back.”  
 
    “I didn’t say anything about mating! Jeeze Lil, mating is for life. I don’t know if I can sign up for that just yet.” We both laugh, but I worry about her. A girl like Abby shouldn’t be alone, she deserves someone that will be her partner. Someone that will stand by her side, always. I can’t imagine growing up with no family, no one to tell you that they love you. She deserves to be loved, everyone does.  
 
    “Okay well, any time you need to talk you know I’m here.” I tell her, she gives me a wink but doesn’t reply. But I secretly hope they give it a shot, I like them both, and they are both wonderful people who deserve happiness.  
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing and I was laughing at some of the younger wolves who were goofing off. This was what everyone needed, a chance to blow off some steam. Seth was with Abby, she was making leaves dance all around him, making him giggle up a storm. He still hasn’t spoken, but he laughs a little more every day. James was standing next to me, watching her. He was trying to be discreet about it, but was failing miserably. I moved to sit on the logs near the fire, it still made me nervous to be so close to it, but I was better at handling the fear. James moved to follow me and I sighed. Zach was being even more overprotective than normal lately. I have already been told to stay in the center of the party, not to wonder to the outskirts. Meanwhile, Zach was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “You can go talk to her. I’m sure all these shifters can keep me safe.” I tell him. “I mean, I am sitting in the center of the entire pack.”  
 
    “Alpha’s orders.” He replied to me with a wry smile. “I’m not to leave your side until he gets here.”  
 
    “Where’s Kyle?” Kyle was my normal guard, it’s weird he’s not here right now. He took his job very seriously.  
 
    “Training with your mate.” I rolled my eyes, of course. Zach was probably driving him into the ground. He was so busy making sure everyone was ready for the fight I hardly saw him anymore. I know he was working to keep everyone safe, but this was getting ridiculous.  
 
    “Then you will have to go with me, because I am about to drag my mate to this bonfire, he needs to be here to. He needs to relax and unwind for a while.”  
 
    He laughed and slung an arm around my shoulders. “Good luck with that Lilybug, but I will go with you.”  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    I know I was running Kyle too hard, but if he was to keep Lily safe I had to make sure he was fully prepared. He was too slow on his turns, and his kicks are pitiful. All I could see in my mind lately was her being taken away from me, I can’t-won’t let that happen. I still didn’t know why they wanted her, and that bugged me… a lot.  
 
    I ducked down as Kyle took a swing at my head. I sighed. “Don’t always go for the upper body, take any shot. You’re a shifter, they are not. Anywhere you hit is going to hurt, they don’t heal like we do, or have our strength. Stop thinking of them as the same as one of our kind. Hit hard and take any shot.” 
 
    “Alpha. We’ve been at this for hours, I’m growing tired.” He replied in puffs.  
 
    “Do you think the mages will wait until you’re rested and ready for them? No. If you want to remain Lily’s guard you have to be prepared.” I knocked his feet out from underneath him and he crashed to the ground. “They could show up at any time, it won’t matter if you’re ready for them. They won’t wait for you to get prepared, you must always be that way. No more excuses, you’re a guard - act like it.”  
 
    “And I think that’s enough for one night.” I knew she was there before she spoke, but I had to get my point across.  
 
    I turn and see her standing with both hands on her slender hips, James beside her with a ‘what was I supposed to do?’ expression. “Il mio bel fiore, why aren’t you out enjoying the party?”  
 
    “I missed my mate. James, Kyle, please leave us for a minute.” They looked at me and I gave them a nod to go ahead. She walked over and stood in front of me. “I miss you. Come to the party with me.” I started to protest but she placed a finger over my lips. “I know. I know all the excuses you are going to sprout off about keeping me safe. But I just lost my dad, we inherited a little boy, things are crazy right now. And I need you.” 
 
    It was then I realized how alone she must have been feeling. I’ve been putting all my energy into keeping her safe, and leaving her alone in the meanwhile. “I’m sorry Lil.” I pull her to my chest and felt her relief, making me feel like the worst mate ever. “I just can’t lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t. We have an entire pack in this together, but you have to lay off a little. You are running Kyle into the ground and he’s trying his best to prove himself to you.” She pulled my face inches in front of hers. “He is my guard, yes. But please don’t lose sight that you are my mate. He does his job, I am never alone. But lately I don’t feel like I have my mate with me, come back to me.”  
 
    “You’re right.” I sigh. She was, while I was busy making sure everyone did their jobs I failed in mine. I was her mate, I was to protect her in every way. Even to make sure she felt loved and wanted. “I’m sorry love.” I kissed her slowly, her melting in my arms. I will do better, I will learn to handle both Alpha duties and Mate ones.  
 
      
 
    I kept my promise, I let her drag me back to the party. I apologized to Kyle and gave him the night off, James to. I would watch over my mate tonight.  
 
    I laughed as I watched her dance to the music with little Seth in her arms. His thumb was in his mouth but he was grinning. I don’t know how things came to this. Not that long ago I had just run into this scared little wolf who knew nothing of this life. Now here she was fitting in better than any of us would have thought. The pack loved her, and she loved them.  
 
    “You seem a bit stressed Z.” James stood beside me, watching everyone have the fun they so desperately needed.  
 
    “I’m terrified of losing her James.” I ran a hand through my hair as I watched her laugh and dance. “I’m not used to the feeling. I always worried about the pack, but this is different… it consumes me.” There was nothing I could compare it to. “It’s all I can think about lately. I don’t know how not to obsess about it. I know it’s hurting her, I can feel it through the bond.” 
 
    James let out a long sigh, my normally funny natured friend suddenly serious. “I think it’ll just take time. You two are still newly mated. And I think that’s a part of being true-mates; she will always come first, just like you will always come first for her. Just take it as it goes brother, trust that your pack can help you keep her safe, keep us all safe.” He clapped his hands, putting a grin back on his face. “Now. Go enjoy this party! Go dance with your mate and new ward, show the pack that their alpha can have fun to, that everything will be okay in the long run.” 
 
    “Thanks James.” I should have known he would have something wise to say. For all his joking and fooling around, the man was smart. And he loved this pack, his family. If anyone knew how I felt it would be him. 
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “Can I have this dance?” I turn and smiled at my mate. Like I would ever refuse. 
 
    “And I will take the little man. I believe Abby wanted to show him a new magic trick.” James winked at me as he took little Seth from my arms. 
 
    Zach’s eyes were soft as he pulled me to his chest and we began swaying softly to the music. “I’m sorry for not being here lately.” He whispered. 
 
    “It’s okay, you’re here now.” I whispered back, glad to just be back in his arms again. 
 
    “I’ll do better. I’m here now, and I won’t forget my priorities again.” He spun me around, making me laugh. “I’m still learning how to manage everything and in the meantime, I seemed to have forgotten that I have a beautiful mate to help me.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I laugh. “I’m the Alpha female, let me help you. You’re not the only one struggling lately. In all this…” I waved my hand around, gesturing to the mass around us. “I have forgotten who I am lately. We will figure out all this together, neither of us is alone is this, we have great friends and family willing to take their fair share of this. And I have decided to get back to some of the things I love most and start swimming more. We can’t let this fight with the mages define us, we are who we determine we are. It’s up to us to keep sight of that.” 
 
    He laughed when he saw I had my boots on, I hadn’t worn them since I first showed up in this town, and I had always loved them. They reminded me where I came from, who I am without all this chaos.  
 
    “I always loved those damn boots.” He whispered, making me laugh once again. “And I love watching you swim, watching you when you’re in your element. We just never knew it was actually your element.” I laid my head on his chest, feeling his contentment in this moment. And I knew, I knew everything was going to be okay. I don’t know how I knew that, but I knew as long as we were together everything would turn out the way things were always supposed to. I wouldn’t let him lose sight of that either.  
 
      
 
    The night went perfect; we danced with everyone, relaxed with our friends, and spent the night knowing this is the way it should always be. Abby led Seth around the dance floor while James looked on; I don’t know what is going on with those two, but my bet is that end up as mates sooner rather than later. They were perfect for each other.  The way he watched her when she wasn’t looking was the same way I caught Zach looking at me.  
 
    We retired to our rooms late into the night, tucked Seth into his bed, and spent the rest of the night talking about the future we wanted with each other. Hopefully when this mess is over with we can be the pack Zach knows we can be. After talking for what seemed like hours we finally fell into a peaceful sleep.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should run as a pack tonight, it’s been too long since we last did that.” Zach was telling me as we got ready for another day.  
 
    “I think that sounds like an excellent idea Mate.” I laugh. Trying to put shorts on a two-year-old was proving to be a challenge.  
 
    He laughed before helping me wrangle the squirming child to get him dressed. “The kids are moving to the safe location tonight while we run, this is the last night before we take on the mages and I want to make sure the children are safe before everyone runs tonight. I’m sending Thomas and a few other strong wolves with them. I need to know if anything happens to me that they still have an Alpha.” He cut me a look and I knew what was coming. “I don’t suppose you would let me talk you into going with them?”  
 
    I laughed. “Not a chance wolf-man. You know this is my fight just as much as it is yours.” Seth jumped up and ran out of the room in search of breakfast, making us both laugh at his eagerness. I turn and looked at the man I loved without reason. His eyes burned. “I know you want me safe, but I want you safe to. We stick together, you and I.”  
 
    “I know. Just… just stay at my side at all times, tonight and tomorrow. It’s a full moon tomorrow so we will be at our strongest, just don’t take any chances.” He grabbed my face in his hands kissing me like there was no tomorrow. “You hold my heart Il mio bel fiore, remember that. If anything happens to you, I will be lost.”  
 
    “Same for you. Be careful, I can’t lose you either.” And I couldn’t, I didn’t know what I would do if I lost him, I couldn’t survive another death. I was ready for this to end and begin our lives together.  
 
    “If we end this thing tomorrow, we are getting married. Soon. So, pick a date love. I don’t want to wait much longer, it’s been too long as it is.” I laughed at the urgency in his voice. I was just as ready to be tied to him in every way as much as he was.  
 
      
 
    Everyone was somber at breakfast. Families were sitting together, saying their goodbyes, just in case. Seth was sitting with the other children, none of them knew exactly what was going on; thank god. Abby, James, Zach, and I were sitting at the head table. Abby was flexing her hands like she needed to release her magic, her and James kept quickly glancing at each other.  
 
    “Enough of this sad crap.” Abby finally busted out. “We are not dying today, I won’t allow it. I just finally found a place I feel like I belong, and I will not lose anyone now.”  
 
    “Well said Abby.” Zach laughed.  
 
    “We will kick butt. I will magic anyone who crosses us, and you wolves will rip them to shreds. I don’t know why everyone is so worried, we will wipe the floor with those mages.” Her short spikes were starting to grow out, leaving her looking softer somehow. But her eyes were fierce. “I cloaked the place we are hiding the kids, so no one will find them. Just make sure you tell Thomas to be careful on the way there, I can’t cloak the whole route.”  
 
    “Already done. Thomas is taking ten wolves to help protect the kids. They should be leaving shortly before the run tonight. He says he’s got this, that the kids will be safe with him. Everyone is ready, they are ready for this to be over with. No one wants a repeat of what our parents went through. We end this tomorrow night, once and for all. Then we can all start our lives, without the fear we’ve had since we were children ourselves.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, we run as a pack just as tomorrow we will win this war as a pack. Keep your spirits high and let your wolves guide you tonight and into tomorrow. Think smart and be careful, I won’t lose anyone over someone wanting to be a hero or any other misguided reasons. We will win this. We will be the pack we were always meant to be. We will be family.” I look over to my mate, who was hugging our two-year-old ward fiercely. “Those going into hiding tonight; be careful, protect our young. Treat Thomas as you would your Alpha until your return. And know just because you are not fighting does not mean you are not doing something remarkable. These pups are our future, without them this pack would die without growth. Take care of them and return to us safely. Say your goodbyes to your loved ones, let them know you will see them soon. And let’s run as a pack before tomorrow’s battle.”  
 
    I waited while the two groups converged to say their goodbyes, just in case anyone was not to return. Lily, James, Abby, Thomas, and I huddled in our small group.  
 
    “Take care of your young.” Thomas and I clasp arms and I pull him into a quick hug. “If James nor I don’t return you are to lead this pack, keep them safe.”  
 
    “All of you will return safe and victorious.” He replied without hesitation. He then walked off to talk to others he was close to.  
 
    “You be a good boy and listen to the grownups, okay?”  Abby was saying as she hugged Seth through Lily’s arms.  
 
    “Be strong pup and we will see you soon.” James told him gently. Everyone had grown to love the little pup, they have all chipped in to help take care of him. With so many of us losing our parents in the last battle, everyone wanted to show their support to him.  
 
    Seth nodded, hanging on to Lily’s neck. I took her into my arms and he turned his head towards me. “I will protect her little man. I need you to protect your pack-mates. Can you do that for me? Can you be my eyes and ears while you’re gone?” He nodded his little head quickly, popping his thumb in his mouth. “I knew you could. We will see you soon, I still have to train you to be the next Alpha one day.” He giggled a little at this, making Lily laugh. I kissed his head gently, before wiping the tears from my mate’s cheeks. “They have to get going Lil.”  
 
    “You be a good boy, okay?” She kissed his cheeks gently. “When you get home, I will show you how to make cookies.” She leaned down and whispered, making him giggle in delight. “Abby is awful at it, we need to show her how it’s done.”  
 
    “Hey now! I’ll have you know I am awesome at making cookies… as long as you like them hard as a rock, they make excellent weapons!” Abby chimed in, always her sarcastic self.  
 
    James threw an arm around her shoulders and for once she let him do it, she just leaned against his side, letting him comfort her. That alone told me how worried she was, Abby never accepted comfort from anyone but Lily.  
 
    One of the females named Leah, who was going with the pups came to get Seth. Lily and I hugged him one last time before handing him off for them to keep safe. She knelt down and gave all the rest of the children hugs and told them all to be good and listen to the adults.  
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know it was going to be this hard, letting Seth go. I didn’t know I would grow to love him so quickly. Or that it would be so difficult to watch all the children leave, this pack was my family now and I wanted us all together. But Zach was right, it was crucial we kept them safe, they were too young to be in the middle of all this.  
 
    I stood beside Zach as he said his speech before we all turned, letting our wolves run as a pack before we run into this battle tomorrow. I hope we all made it home, but it doesn’t always work out that way.  
 
    He must have said the magic words while I was lost in my own head because when I came back into focus everyone was shifting. I quickly followed, letting my wolf out like the others around me. The big black wolf that was Zach rubbed his muzzle against mine, I returned the gesture with all the affection I felt. Abby was standing tall, watching over the wolves she vowed to help protect.  
 
    We stuck together as a pack as we ran, making sure we kept Abby with us. We kept the pace slow, enjoying our time together. A small group broke off to hunt, and we enjoyed the feast. Although Abby munched on a snack she had brought for herself. It was funny how quickly she had fit in this pack, like she was always meant to be here. I laid down beside her and watched the wolves play together. We watched as Zach and James mock fought, the half-heart growls that were coming from them did not sound all that fierce.  
 
    Abby ran her hand through my fur, more for her comfort than mine I think. “You be careful tomorrow Lily-bean. We will don’t know why they want you, and I need you to come home with us. We still have to talk about what is, or isn’t, going on with me and the beta. And you’re like my sister now, I can’t lose you.” 
 
    I nudged her back with my nose, hoping she knew that was my wolf-way of telling her to be safe to. She was my best friend, I couldn’t lose her either.   
 
    We stayed wolves until dawn, just playing and enjoying our pack before the big battle. We would sleep today, before the full moon began. I was hoping and praying everyone made it out of this, but I think we all knew there are always causalities in war. But we would try our best to make sure that didn’t happen. 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    I spent most of the day watching her sleep, I knew I should be getting rest before tonight to. I just couldn’t seem to shut it off. My wolf needed the reassurance that she was safe and with us. He wouldn’t let us rest until the threat to her was gone. I never knew the power of true-mating until I had met her, now I know; I would do anything to keep her safe and happy. I would do anything to see her smile or hear her laugh. It’s like a powerful spell she has weaved through my soul, and I would move worlds to keep her with me, always. She has been through so much in her young life, more than any woman should bare. She deserves a moment of rest, a moment of pure happiness, a moment of knowing nothing would ever hurt her or those she loved. That was my mission; to make this world safe for this girl I loved. Come tonight it will all come to a head, I will make our enemies pay for the chaos they have caused. 
 
    As she started to stir I pulled her closer to me, smiling at the way it made her heart race. I loved the effect I had on her even in sleep, if only she knew the effect she also had on me. 
 
    “Il mio bel fiore, it’s time to get up.” I kissed her gently and laughed when she stretched like a cat, instead of the wolf she was. “I want you to remember to stay by me today, Kyle will be at your side, but I want you at mine.”  She nodded somberly. I tilted her head up so her eyes met mine. “We will win tonight. And then we have our whole lives to live, things won’t always be like this love, I promise you that.”  
 
      
 
    She was quiet getting ready, the entire Lodge was. All we could hope for was a better future for our pups than our parents passed down to us. Our elders started this war, but tonight… we will finish it. Most of the pack was already gathered in the diner, eating their fill before the change. Everyone needed to be at their top strength if we are all to make it of this. Lily never ate when stress hit her, I would have to make sure she got something down before we leave.  
 
    I walk over to where Abby and James are sitting with full plates in front of them. Abby was telling something to James and using her hands animatedly, making a smile appear on his face. There was definitely something between those two, and I would bet my last dollar that they were true-mates. They would handle it when they decided the time was right. All I could do right now is make sure they both made it home so they would have that time. They both deserve it, deserve each other, deserve to find love; the other half of their souls.  
 
      
 
    I sat beside them and soon after Lily walked in, looking somber. “Stop worrying Lil, everything will turn out as it should.” I pushed a plate of food in front of her and she gave me a rueful look. I know she hated when I told her to eat, but she needed her strength for tonight. And taking care of her was my pleasure, it was something I knew I could do, unlike bringing home every one of my wolves safely tonight. I was going to try my hardest though, to make sure we all made it back. As Alpha, that was my job. I just had to, there was no other choice in my head. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
    Everyone was silent as we made our way back to the Mage compound, the mood somber. It made the long drive seem even longer, stopping for bathroom breaks and food was the only time anyone spoke and it was to ask what the others needed. We had to take several SUVs since there was so many wolves with us this time. The guys traded off driving while the females made sure everyone had snacks or water. No one complained about the sexist part of the males driving, we were all too tense to care about something that didn’t really matter. 
 
    Finally, we pulled off into a stretch of woods near the compound. We hid the vehicles as well as we could and gathered together under a huge oak tree. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, making the full moon look even more ominous. The glow through the trees made our surroundings appear greenish, liking looking through tinted glass. Zach was walking around making sure to speak a few words to each of our wolves.    
 
    “Take care brother, make sure you come home with us.” I couldn’t help the lone tear as he spoke to his beta, his second, his best friend.  
 
    “You to, Z. Make sure you and Lily return home with the rest of us.” 
 
    “Both of you stop with the sappy. We are going to win this, then we are all going home.” Abby chimed in, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “You just focus on making sure my girl here comes home unharmed.” Zach rolled his eyes, not the least bit peeved about Abby bossing him around.  
 
    “Abby here. Always with the tact.” James laughed. “I’ll make sure the witch comes home, you two take care.”  
 
    Kyle walked up and stood beside me. “I will stay at her side.” He quietly tells Zach.  
 
    Zach gave a quick nod. “I will be with you both, but no matter what happens you stay with her, understand? Protecting her is your mission, while the rest of us work towards the goal of ridding us of these fire mages.”  
 
    “I understand and it is my honor to protect the Alpha female.” They clasped hands in a weird formal way.  
 
    I hated that he assigned me a protector, but I understood it. If he had someone with me at all times he wouldn’t be so distracted by my safety, he could focus more on his surroundings. All in all, it also helped keep him, and those around us safer. And I was willing to do anything to keep everyone safe. I hated that we were in this constant danger, I was ready to go home. I was ready to start our lives together. I wanted to hug Seth, swim in our pool, gossip with Abby, I was even ready to get back to the normal teasing James always gave. This had to end for us to get back to any of that, and that was what we were here to do tonight, one way or another this would end tonight. We will fight for the things we want, the lives we deserve, our way of life, and the happiness of our pack. 
 
      
 
    He turned to face the rest of his back, they turned to him, tilting their heads and baring their necks. “You will watch out for each other, protect each other. They are not wolves, they will not fight like one. Keep your eyes everywhere and do not let your guards down. Stay in groups. I do not want anyone on their own, you must have a partner at all times. Tonight, we end this. Tonight, we get back the lives as a pack we were always meant to have. Tonight, we finish what our parents started. Abby has cast a spell that allows our clothes to reappear after shifting back and forth, so do not hesitate to take any form necessary to complete your task.” 
 
    Abby laughed before mumbling to me. “I just hope I did it correctly and the males wont shift with a pretty little dress on.” 
 
     I smothered my laugh as Zach continued. “We have advantages our parents did not. We have a pack witch, we have a healthy pack dynamic, and we have been smarter than them. This is our time to show the supernatural world that this is not the pack to mess with. Tonight, we will show them how a pack is supposed to operate. We will prevail.” 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    I watched as my wolves cheered. I could feel the nerves of my mate, but she was confident we would win. I was going to make sure we did. I watched as most of the pack shifted, some staying in human form for the time being.  
 
    Connor walked to me and fixed me in a hug. “Your father would be proud of you. You are the Alpha he always wanted to be. Take care of yourself and your mate tonight, this pack needs you both.” 
 
    “Thank you, Connor. Make sure you take care of yourself to.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled as I pulled Lily to me and kissed her head gently, taking in her sent. “I had a feeling when you joined this pack there would be big changes.” Lily blushed under his eyes. “Who knew that this tiny, scared little wolf would help lead a battle to peace for this pack. You, my dear are the heart of this pack, you are the shake-up it needed all along. I’m proud my nephew fought to bring you to this point. Take care of each other.”  
 
    “Okay.” I spoke just loud enough for all my wolves to hear. “Break into your groups as we practiced. Stay with your group. Bring the injured back here, we leave no wolf behind.” 
 
    I watched as they moved into the smaller groups as we had been practicing. Abby and Lily embraced tightly before Abby followed James to the group they were heading. The tears in Lily’s eyes sent a spike of pain through me.  
 
    “They will be okay. With her power and James’ skill, they will not fail.” She nodded and wiped the lone tear that fell. “Stay with me, okay?”  
 
    “Always.” She whispered. We had decided she would stay human, that way she could take the fire and from the mages expel it as we go. Both Kyle and I would shift and protect her. 
 
    We were the last group to move out. Lily was walking in between Kyle and myself, the safest place for her to be. It wasn’t long before we came upon our first group of Mages. Lily shivered at the flames he held in his hand. But only for a moment she then steeled her shoulders and shoved her hand towards the leader of this group. Kyle and I didn’t stay to see what she did, we moved as a team. Taking down the one ones she didn’t have time to. I could hear the blasts as she let go of the power she took. We moved quickly, moving group to group until we could see the compound. Her face was wet from sweat, pulling the powers was taking a toll on her. I leaned into her side, lending as much strength as she would take.  
 
    She placed her hand on my head. “Almost there.” Her voice was weak.  
 
    We waited until several of the groups met up with us before entering. I was relieved to see both Abby and James among the uninjured, along with Connor and Marc.  
 
    “She can’t take much more.” Abby said as she reached our side. “Using too much magic so quickly will drain her. Mages use the elements around them, that’s why these mages have torches and fires everywhere. But hers is a combination of Omega wolf and water magic, she has limits.”  
 
    I shifted to human so I could speak. I turned to my worn-out mate. “From this point on only use magic when you must, let the wolves take down those we can.” 
 
    “But!” She tried to argue but I placed both my hands on her face, bringing her attention to me. 
 
    “No. I will not risk you. You have done enough. Promise me you will not use your magic unless you have to.” I waited for her to finally give a reluctant nod. “Thank you.” I turned to Abby and James, who was still in wolf form. “Take out who you can. If they are dormant and have no power let them live if you can, no sense in killing humans.” 
 
    I shifted back and we made our way inside cautiously.  Every wall was lined with flames, torches in every corner. The groups split back up, each group taking a different hall. As we made our way from room to room I was surprised by how many of them seemed to be dormants, majority of them in fact. We tried to just knock those ones out, I had promised my mate that we would leave as many of them alive as we could. I agreed with her, without powers they were no threat to mine. 
 
    “Why do they have so many of them fighting? What is the point?” She asked quietly. I had been wondering the same thing.  
 
    I shifted back to human as we came to a huge circular room lit along the walls. A feeling of unease settling in at the pit of my stomach. A slow clapping started from the darkness.  
 
    “Quite a show, I must say.” As he stepped into the light I knew what this was… a trap. “You wolves are a lot more resourceful than I thought possible for a bunch of animals.” I took a step forward, ready to rip this guy’s head off. He clucked his tongue. “Now, now Alpha. All we want is the girl. The rest of your pack is free to leave.” 
 
    “You are crazy if you think I’m handing over my mate to you.” I growled. I felt Lily place her hand on my arm, warning me.  
 
    I smelled them before I saw them, we were surrounded. I could hear the howls of my wolves from beyond these walls. I shifted, being able to protect her better in this form than my human one.  
 
    “They are all dormant.” Lily whispered. “I can’t pull any power from them.” She then shifted with us, baring her teeth at the man in front of us.  
 
    They came at us all at once. I let go of the thought of just knocking them out, they were after my mate, my wolf wanted blood. Kyle stayed at her side. The two of them tearing into anyone who got near. We were being overwhelmed. The last thing I saw was Lily clawing into one that had just stabbed Kyle before the lights went out.  
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    “Good. You’re finally awake.” I groaned as I opened my eyes and saw Sue chained to the wall across from me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked as I looked around the small room. There wasn’t much to the room, other than the chains hanging from the walls and the torches that lit the four corners.  
 
    “Same as you. I was captured during the last attack and I’ve been here ever since. I knew you guys probably thought I was a traitor and wouldn’t come for me. But as much as I don’t like you, I do care for our pack.”  
 
    I looked over at her then. She was a mess, she was dirty and bruised. Beings we heal fast I knew that meant she had been torture recently. “The others?” I ask with fear clogging my throat. 
 
    “Most made it out I think, they were pissed about that. I don’t know where Zach is though, they only brought you in.” She gave a small smile. “You don’t have to worry about Caleb though, I wasn’t so easy to capture, took him down with me, the traitor. He thought he take me, he should have known better than to betray our pack- the slime.” 
 
    “What do they want from us?”  
 
    “I don’t know. They have wolfbane everywhere, so we can’t shift. They don’t tell me anything, but from what I could gather I think it’s just you they want. The others were just leverage to use against you, for what I don’t know.” 
 
    They didn’t have me chained to the wall like they did Sue, just a single chain around my ankle that was fastened to the floor. So, I crawled over to her and placed my hands on her arm.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Just hold still for a minute.” I closed my eyes and felt the now-familiar pull. I watched her bruises disappear and smile at the breath she let out. “If we are going to get out of here and rescue my mate we need to work together.”  
 
    “Do you have a plan omega?” It was weird seeing her without her usual sneer, but I guess being locked in here has made her look at things differently.  
 
    “Not yet, but we need to be at our best. I don’t know what they want from me, but it can’t be good. And there’s no way I’m doing anything for these monsters; they killed both my parents. They killed Kyle.” I stifled a sob as I thought of my guard, who had given his life to protect me. “I will make them pay one way or another.” 
 
    Just then we both heard the footsteps. I rushed back to where I was and placed a finger over my lips, she nodded. The door slammed open to reveal the same man that had been in the round room we were taken down in.  
 
    “Hello little wolf.” He said as he shut the door behind him. “My name is Bran. We have a few things to discuss, and if you’re a good girl I’ll let you visit your mate.” He placed a chair backwards in front of me before sitting in it. “But if you’re a bad girl, I’m, going to have to take out my frustrations out on our good Alpha. Do we have an understanding?” I nodded. “Good girl. Now as you know our powers are waning. There are more and more dormants being born every year. This is not good for our clan. I know you can pull our power out of us and expel it out through force. I strongly believe that you can place that power into another, not just explode trees. Our elders have agreed to let you take their powers so our generation will have this power, we hope if all of our current generation has fire, our children born to us will to, and their children, and so on. You are going to help us.” 
 
    “What makes you think I would ever help you and your kind?” I sneer.  
 
    He let out a laugh that chilled me to the bones. He gestured towards Sue. “I know you can heal. And I will make you have to heal your mate over and over while you are forced to watch him be tortured. I know you don’t want that. I am sorry about your father, he wasn’t meant to die. He was just a means to bring you here, it didn’t go as planned.” 
 
    I wanted to end him just for the callous way he spoke of my dad. Was taking a life nothing to these monsters? But I stayed silent, I didn’t want him taking his anger out on Sue; who was to near to be safe from this dormant. I didn’t know what to do. How could I help him create more of the same monsters that took my dad from me, my mom? But just the thought of Zach being tortured was sending pings of pain through my soul.  
 
    “Where is he?” I growled out. “If you hurt him…” 
 
    “He is safe enough for now little wolf. Come, you can see for yourself.” He unchained me from the floor but held the chain in his hand like a leash as he led me out the door.  
 
    This place was like a maze, I don’t know how we would ever find out way out if we managed to escape. It didn’t seem to have any electricity, just the torches that lines every wall. We seemed to walk down floors and floors before he stopped at a metal door.  
 
    “We had to take precautions, your Alpha is a bit stronger than we would of thought. He kept breaking the doors.” He waved a hand at the metal one. “Thus, this to keep him in.” He opened the door and the sight I saw broke my heart. “I will give you five minutes, then you are going to keep up your end, or he will suffer for any disobedience you show.”  
 
    I took slow steps into the room, flinching as the door slammed shut behind me. I couldn’t stop the tears as I took in his still form. There wasn’t any part of him unbruised as I could see, his shoulder was dislocated, and it looked as if one leg was broken, there was also burns on every inch of him. He didn’t move as I placed both my hands on him, there was too much damage; I needed more contact. I stretch out beside him, my face wet with tears. I carefully put both my arms around him and let the healing flow out. It took a lot longer than any other healing I had done. I closed my eyes as exhaustion took over. 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    I could feel her, but couldn’t force my eyes to open. I could feel the despair and worry pouring out of her as she healed me. I didn’t want her wearing herself out like this, but I knew she would anyways. Just like I could never leave her hurt, she couldn’t leave me. I felt her power fade as she weakened.  
 
    Finally, my eyes opened to see my beautiful mate. She had dark circles under her closed eyes. The eyes I desperately needed to see. “Il mio bel fiore, open your eyes sweetheart.” Her eyes opened slowly, filling with tears as she saw me awake. “You wore yourself out baby.”  
 
    “I couldn’t just leave you to suffer.” She whispered. “Zach, they want me to…” 
 
    “I know. It’s okay, we will get out of this. Don’t worry about me, I’m stronger than I look. Just make sure to keep yourself safe.” I ran a finger down her face, smiling when she shivered.  
 
    “They killed Kyle.” I sucked in a tortured breath at the words. How many will we lose before this is over? “Sue is locked up with me, she didn’t betray us. We are going to get you out of here, somehow. We are going to make them pay for the lives we lost, that they took.”  
 
    I sat up, bringing her with me. “Don’t worry about me, if you find the chance… you run. You run and don’t look back; do you understand me?” I pushed all the Alpha power I could into my words. I needed her to get out if she had the chance. I couldn’t imagine the things they would make her do, I wouldn’t see her spirit broken. 
 
    “I won’t leave you here. And I am your equal, that power doesn’t work on me. I’m sorry and I love you, but I will not leave you here.” I wiped the tears away with my thumb. Stubborn girl, I should have known she would never leave me to save herself – no matter how much I wished she would. 
 
    “Times up.” Bran said from the door. I hated that guy, even with no active power the man was a menace.  
 
    “Be careful.” I whisper before kissing her, pushing all my love into that one act. 
 
    As he grabbed her arm and lead her out of the room my wolf howled. He didn’t understand how we could just let her walk out without a fight. But the man in me knew we had to bide our time, wait for the right moment to strike; then we would end them… all of them. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Lily 
 
      
 
    I’m losing track of time, I have no idea how long we’ve been here. I have no idea how many times I’ve been forced to extract a man’s fire, just to blow up the person I was trying to put it in; how many people I’ve killed, the lives I’ve taken. I’ve lost track how many times I’ve had to watch my mate be tortured, just to heal him again when I failed. I’m losing hope we will ever leave this hell.  
 
    Bran was in a real mood today. “I am getting tired of the failures little wolf. I am getting tired of you blowing up my men. So, we are going to try something new.” Dread set in as he brought in a child, no more than nine in. “We are going to see if you can be more exact if it’s the life of a child you would end. This is Sam, he is eight and a dormant. You will pull the power from his father and put it into this boy.” He walked over to me and I cringed as he placed a hand on my cheek. “But I will give you one last chance before we try this method. Pull the power from his mother and place it into Sue’s guard. If you succeed I will let young Sam here go and we won’t try it until he’s older. Up to you my dear.”  
 
    I looked over at the boy, I couldn’t kill him, he was just a child. I glanced as Zach who was chained to the nearby wall. They had started forcing him in our session after the first few failed attempts. They wouldn’t let me heal him until Bran had deemed I had tried hard enough. Zach gave me a small smile and mouthed, ‘it’s okay’ to me.  
 
    I faced the women with the fire in her, she looked so much like her young son. I slowly pulled, feeling the burn in me. When she fell to her knees with no power left in her I faced the guard. I tried to let it out slowly, I did. But it burst out of me like a broken dam, just like every other time. The guard ducked, barely missing the blast. Before I could catch my breath I was back handed, sliding across the floor from the impact. Zach let out a snarl.  
 
    “Stupid girl!” Bran shouted. “I am getting tired of these games. Take the damn power and put it into the boy, if you kill him it is on you.”  
 
    “Please don’t make me. I can’t kill a child.” I begged like the broken girl I was beginning to feel I was.  
 
    He laughed cruelly. “Then it looks like you better succeed this time. Put the fire in him or I will kill your mate.”  
 
    I looked over at Zach, my face wet with tears. I couldn’t let him die, but there was no way I could kill a child. He nodded once, I felt the love and understanding he poured through our bond.  
 
    I slowly faced the man who was looking at his young son with worry. “I won’t kill him.” I promised. The man gave me a grateful smile and turned to Bran. “I will not sacrifice my son for your cause.”  
 
    “You dare question me?” Bran challenged, taking a step towards the boy father.  
 
    “You have let enough of our people die. We let you lead because of who your father was before you. But you are lowering our numbers, not helping them. This wolf has more care for the children in our clan than you do. Enough.” Several elders stepped up to the father, backing him. “You are no longer our leader, you are relieved of your duties.”  
 
    I let out a shocked breath at the man’s words. He was putting a stop to all this! Bran had made one fatal mistake, he was willing to wager the life of a child. The rest of his clan wasn’t too keen on this idea.  
 
    “You will pay for this!” Bran shouted.  
 
    The father turned to me, ignoring the yells. “Thank you for being willing to lose everything for not killing my son. This clan owes you a dept. We will no longer hunt you or yours. You may take your mate and she-wolf and leave, we will not follow.”  
 
    I look over to see Zach being unchained and rushed to him just as he ran to me, scooping me up in a hug that was almost painful.  
 
    “Watch out!” Sue shouted before we heard the shot. Before I could blink she was in front of us, taking the bullet meant for us.  
 
    “NO!” I screamed. I pushed my healing into her as fast as I could, but it was no use. It had hit her heart, she was gone. She had sacrificed herself for us.  
 
    I look up at the snarl to see Zach shift and lunge at Bran, tearing his throat out in one move. I smoothed the hair out of her eyes. We might have started off as enemies, but being roommates for all this time as made us see we weren’t on opposite sides, we just chased after what we wanted differently. I had forgiven her when she asked, she had given her life for ours. She was pack, and now she was gone. 
 
    Zach growled as the father of the boy approached us. “Easy Alpha. We mean no harm. You may have one of our cars and go home. Bran is dead. One of ours for one of yours, we are even. Zach shifted before picking up Sue’s lifeless body and urging me out the door.  
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    The ride home was silent. I could feel the relief that was pouring out of my mate, but there was also something else, a darkness that she didn’t have before. My mate, an omega meant to heal - had killed people. Her soul was hurt, it wasn’t in an omega’s nature to hurt anyone. She would heal, but I don’t know if she would ever be the same. I held her hand in mine, not able to break contact with her since I only now got her back.  
 
    I gently kiss her palm, and she gave me a small, timid smile. “We will be okay now love.” She doesn’t reply but I could feel her doubt that she will ever be okay. But I knew she would, she would mend with the help of our pack in time.  
 
    After what seemed like days we finally pull into the lodge. It’s dark now so the place is quiet, but I could hear them milling around inside. I get out and hold a hand out for Lily to take. She grasps it tightly. As we walk in we find them all in the meeting room, plotting another hit on the compound to bring us home. 
 
    “We will bring them both home where they belong! Remember pack, family first!” James yells to the room of hungry shifters, Abby at his side looking grim. Suddenly she turns and spots us and without another thought she ran to us.  
 
    “Oh my god!” She screams pulling us both in for a hug. James turns and sees us, his mouth dropping open.  
 
    “We thought we’d save you the trouble brother.” I say as he walks to us.  
 
    “Thank god you’re both okay.” He breathes before wrapping his arms around Abby, Lily, and myself.  
 
    Before I knew it, we were surrounded by our pack, all welcoming us home. I could feel Lily getting overwhelmed and knew she needed rest.  
 
    “I know everyone is happy to see us, and I will give you all an update on what happened tomorrow. But for now, I am taking my mate to bed. Please understand we are glad to see you all safe and sound, but we are retiring for tonight.” 
 
    Lily tenses beside me. “Seth? The children?” She whispers to James.  
 
    “They are still at the safe house with Thomas, we didn’t want to bring the pups home until we knew it was safe.” He answered, knowing what she was really asking.  
 
    “Send for them tomorrow. This war is over, I will explain tomorrow.” James gave me a nod in understanding and Abby gave a worried look to Lily. 
 
    “Give them time.” James whispered to her and she smiled lightly.  
 
    “Get some rest Lily-bug.” She said as she kissed her on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re home.” 
 
    Without another word, I scooped up my mate and carried to our room. She was silent as she let me help her shower and dress for bed. Her silence worried me.  I laid beside her and pulled her into my arms.  
 
    “Talk to me Il mio bel fiore, let me know you are okay.” I whisper in her hair.  
 
    “What if I am a monster just like them?” Her voice quivered, making my soul hurt for her. 
 
    “You’re not.”  
 
    “I killed them Zach, a lot of them. I blew them up.” Her tears where silent, the worst kind.  
 
    I tightened my hold on her. “But that you feel like this, even after all they did to you shows your heart my love. You are not a monster, you were forced to do unthinkable things. Nothing that happened in that place was your fault.” I sighed. “In time, you will come to believe me, and you will heal love. But it will take time. Sleep love, for we are finally safe.” 
 
    She snuggled in closer and after a while I felt her drift off, each time she whimpered with nightmares of the things she was forced to do, I was there to slay her demons. I would always fight for her in any way I can.  
 
   
  
 



Lily 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed and while I don’t ever think I will be the person I was before all of this, before the time my life was filled with death and visions of violence- I have learned we must all move forward. I won’t let them win, even if that means trying to put this behind me and moving on.  
 
    The handed over my father’s body in a show of the peace the mage’s left desire. We buried him next to my mother; Zach had said he may not be wolf but in the end, he was pack. He had tried to warn us of the trap, was willing to be left behind to save us all. I will forever miss both of them, but it will be my mission to make sure no other pups lost anyone to a senseless war again.  
 
    “Lil? You okay?” Abby asked as she carefully place flowers in my hair. “Cold feet? If so let me know and I will spell them all frozen and we will get the hell out of here.”  
 
    I laughed, she loved them all as much as I did. But I did love her loyalty. “No. I’m ready to do this, have been for a long time. My mind was just wandering.” 
 
    “Just making sure.” She stepped back and looked over me. “You look beautiful. Zach is not going to be able to take his eyes of you.”  
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “Damn right it is!” She walked over to Seth and knelt in front of him. “Do you remember what to do little man?” At his not she smiled. “Good boy. Just walk straight to Zach and hand him the rings okay?”  
 
    There was a loud knock on the door before James popped his head in. “It’s time.” 
 
   
  
 



Zach 
 
      
 
    James stood beside me as the music started. I smiled watching the children walk the isle and little Seth hands me the rings. Abby seemingly floats, a proud smile on her face for her friend. But then I see her. The air seems to thicken as I watch my mate. Beautiful girl that she was, her hair was sprinkled with the flowers that inspired her name. Her dress stopped around mid-thigh, she had said she didn’t want to trip over a dress in front of the entire pack, she could have worn and paper bag and still been beautiful. But she was a vision. Her eyes filled with tears as she stopped in front of me and handed her flowers to Abby behind her.  
 
    Connor stood in front of us, smiling serenely. “We have gathered here today to witness the marriage of Zach Carter and Lily Hart. I have been told they have their own vows?”  
 
    I nod to let him know he was right before taking her hands in mine. “Il mio bel fiore, from the moment I first saw you I knew my life was about to change. I knew I had to have you in it, and you have changed my life indeed. I no longer feel the emptiness of being alone, for I have the other half of my soul with me. I promise to spend the rest of our lives reminding you, that you are never alone. I promise to protect you from anyone one that wished harm. I promise to believe in you, when your belief in yourself waivers. I promise to love you, through any hardships that may come our way. And I promise that you and I are ‘always and forever’.” I gently wipe the tear that hand slid down her cheek with my thumb.  
 
    She gave me a watery, but proud smile. “Zach Carter, when you found me I was lost, broken. Then, by some miracle you pieced my soul back together. Made me laugh when I felt like crying, stood beside me when I was alone, protected me when I was too scared to protect myself. I promise to always stand by your side. I promise to love you with the same fierceness that you love me with. I promise to help you when thing get too heavy on your mind. And I promise that you and I are ‘always and forever’.” I kiss her, smiling at her surprised laugh and the cheers from our pack.  
 
    “Well, I guess you jumped ahead.” Connor laughed. “But I will say it anyways. I now pronounce you husband and wife. Zach, you may kiss your bride… again.” So, I did. I will kiss this girl any chance I got, and that will be for the rest of our lives.  
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Forever Mine – Abby & James  
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
     
 
    My hair is finally growing back out. I don’t know what possessed me to cut it so short in the first place, but I’m happy to finally be able to pull in back into a tie now. Lily frowns as I set a few more jeans in my bag, you can never have enough jeans.  
 
    “Lil, stop. I have to do this.” I look over at her and try to give her a smile. Truth is, I’m gonna miss that girl something fierce. “I’ll be back, you know I will. You’re my family, I just need to find some answers for myself.”  
 
    She finally let out a sigh. She was a softy. “You know James is going with you.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. The wolf thought I was his mate, but there is no way I am dragging him into the mess that was me. “I don’t plan on telling him when I leave.”  
 
    Lily let out a bark of laughter. “Good luck with that! He’s a Beta, he knows exactly what is going on in this pack, it’s his job. I bet he’ll know when you're leaving before you walk out that door, he probably already knows.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “He’s a wolf, Lil. Not all-knowing.” 
 
    “He’ll be really mad you tried to leave without telling him.”  
 
    “He can get over it, he’s not my keeper.” I look over at her and know I’m going to miss this girl. This girl that gave me the family I’ve never had, even if it came with fleas. “You’ll be okay. You have Zach, and that beautiful little boy to take care of.” 
 
    “It's not the same and you know it.” She let out a Lily-like sigh, “But I understand. I will miss the heck out of you though.” 
 
    “Me too, girl. Me too.”  
 
    She jumps up suddenly and hugs me so tightly it becomes a struggle to breathe. I laugh and grip her back almost as tightly – shifters are seriously freakishly strong, even my favorite half-breed. “I’ll be back before you know it,” I whisper. She nods but stays silent.  
 
    “Stay safe.” She says simply before giving me one more squeeze and quietly leaving my room.  
 
    The sound of the door clicking behind her was so final, I was really doing this. I was going to leave the only family I’ve had to go find the one the never wanted me. No. I was doing this for a reason, I need to find out why I’m different from other witches, to know exactly what I am.  
 
    I gave the zipper a final yank shut and heaved the backpack on. Maybe I should have packed a little less. Oh well. A girl has to have her clothes.   
 
    Well, no time like the present.  
 
    I start towards the doors of the building, making sure you know who isn’t around to try and stop me from leaving, not that he could. Just that it would be a huge pain in my rear to have to stop just to argue with the growling mutt before ignoring him completely and going about my merry way. 
 
    Luckily, I make it out the doors with no sign of him… but that is where my luck ends.  
 
    Zach is leaning up against my new cute little bright yellow bug, looking all stern in the way he always looks around everyone except our Lilybug. Arms crossed, check. One brow raised, check. Unidentifiable smirk, check. Yep, he’s going to go Alpha on me. Just what I needed.  
 
    “When a member of my pack plans a trip it’s customary for the Alpha to be notified.” He watched me pop the trunk and throw my bag in. I know I’m stalling but I need to do this, and I want him to let me go. I need this pack to come home to when I find what I need. “You will be careful.” I look up at him in surprise. “You will call me if you need anything. And you will call Lil every once in a while, so she doesn’t worry.”  
 
    “Okay.” I grin. “I mean, yes. I will be careful, and I will call.” 
 
    “You will also take protection.” He held up and hand before I could throw up an argument. Sneaky wolf. “I will not compromise on this, Abby.” He raised that damn brow in question.  
 
    I sighed but nodded. Not like I didn’t expect something, Alphas protect their own, and as pack witch (and best friend to the Alpha Female), I fell under that decree.  
 
    I just hope he sent someone I could tolerate, who knew how long this trip was going to last?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I will devise a spell that makes his voice super high and girly.  
 
    Something that will turn his fur hot pink.  
 
    I will make it so that every time he growls it sounds like songbirds chirping.  
 
    I will turn him into a freaking unicorn! 
 
     I will curse him until the day he wishes he hadn’t paired me with freaking James!  
 
    Ugh, stupid meddling Alpha wolves. How am I going to survive an entire quest to find answers about my origins with a pushy, bossy, part-time wolfman? This is ridiculous. I am a witch. I can take care of myself, thank you very much!  
 
    Luckily, James hasn’t said anything yet. He just sits there, beside me, in my little car. There is nothing to do but listen to the silence in the air. The bated breath we are both holding – waiting to see who speaks first. His woodsy smell filling the small space, I hate the woods.  
 
    But, I’m also not used to sitting in such silence. I don’t know how he does it… he’s normally so loud, so full of witticisms. He’s been quieter since insisting that I was his mate. It unnerves me, makes me wonder what he’s planning. Because while the world thinks of him as a jokester, I know different. He’s smart, he’s always thinking, always planning, there’s a reason why he’s second in the Pack.  
 
    I don’t know how to convince him that I’m not the girl he needs, that his wolf needs. There’s something wrong with me, something not quite right. That my magic doesn’t work the way a witch’s magic is supposed to, there doesn’t seem to be a limit. And sometimes the darkness whispers to me, things I don’t want to hear. I don’t want to hurt anyone, not the pack, not Lily. Not him. But I can’t tell anyone until I find out what is going on with me, what makes me different. I am a threat to the pack like this… Zach would have to kick me out, and I have nowhere else to go. Lily is my family, I can’t lose her. So, I left to find out what’s happening to me before the darkness in me became known… he wasn’t supposed to follow me.  
 
    “This doesn’t have to be unpleasant, Abby.” His voice startles me out of my thoughts. “Just do whatever you need, you won’t even know I’m here.” I roll my eyes at that one. But, he went back to being silent.  
 
    I let out a deep sigh. “I’m not sure what I’m doing yet. I have a lead that there might be someone who has an idea of who I am out in the middle of nowhere. I guess I wouldn’t mind the company but, you have to promise not to tell anyone what happens on this trip until we return, or until I say it’s okay.”  
 
    He cut me a sharp look. “You want me to keep things from Zach?”  
 
    “There are some things I need to figure out for myself before I let the Alpha know,” I say as carefully as I can. But the gleam in his eyes lets me know he’s not fooled.  
 
    He nods once after a moment of thought. “As long as there is not any immediate danger to you or the pack I will stay silent on what happens until we return. I have to report in, but just to let him know we are safe. But… you are going to have to let me in, Love.  You are going to have to tell me what has you running so scared you won't even tell Lily.”  
 
    I know I will, I just don’t know how he will take it, He’s the protector of the pack. 
 
     “Soon, but not now,” I whisper, letting out a sigh at his reluctant nod. 
 
    “You will one day realize I am not here to judge you. You are my mate, Abby. That means I am on your side before any others. But you have to learn that on your own I guess.”  
 
    My heart pounds relentlessly at his words but I stay silent. He doesn’t even know what he’s saying, he couldn’t. He’s so good, so full of light – I won't taint that.  
 
    At my silence, he sighs and rubs a hand over his newly buzzed hair. The almost military look suits him, his dark brown eyes almost scary in their intensity. But I have to wonder where his joking nature went, and why it left in the first place.  
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The Road trip of a Lifetime Series 
 
      
 
     Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?!” A deep voice demanded, my dorm room door groaned from the harsh treatment. I turned around to see Gavin Grey behind me, looking very angry. He and my brother had been friends off and on for years, fighting then making up. They were like high school girls. 
 
     
 
    “Who?” I asked the stupid question, but I knew. Who else could he have meant but my idiot brother Ethan? What had he gotten himself into now? 
 
     
 
    “You know who, Emma. Don’t try and screw with me!” He slammed his fist on my door. I shoved him away, he will not try to intimidate me! “He and Carrie ran off together!”  
 
      
 
    I winced as he growled. Yea, that was bad even for Ethan. Carrie was Gavin’s off and on girlfriend for about two years. They had one of those sick relationships where they screw each other over all the time. I don’t know why, there is no way in hell I would do that to myself.  
 
     
 
    “I’ll call him.” I said calmly. He nodded and took two steps back, giving me my space.  
 
      
 
    I quickly pulled out my phone and called my brother, dreading what I would hear. There’s no telling what he would come up with. It rang several times before he finally picked up.  
 
     
 
    “Little sister!” He said cheerfully.  
 
     
 
    “Where are you Ethan?” I ask, eyeing a very pissed off Gavin— who was currently glaring daggers at my phone. Jeeze, chill out, my phone didn’t run off with your tramp of a girlfriend. 
 
     
 
    “Just went on a little road trip.” He laughed, I could hear Carrie in the background saying something to him. I’m sure it was something eye-roll worthy. 
 
     
 
    “Where? Ethan what are you doing? Have you lost your freaking mind? Gavin his going to kill you!” I hissed through the phone. It wasn’t likely Gavin would actually kill him, but he would beat him bloody, I’m sure. 
 
     
 
    Ethan just laughed again. “Just having some fun, Carrie needed a getaway and so did I, we are heading to Texas for a little fun. Be back soon! Love ya sis!” He hung up. The little brat really hung up on me! 
 
     
 
    “Ethan!” I shrieked to the phone. I glared down at the phone in my hand. I looked to Gavin. Man, I did not want to deal with Mr. Hothead. “They are heading to Texas.” I tell him, hoping my brother wasn’t heading there for the reason I was thinking. Forget Gavin, I’ll kill him myself. 
 
     
 
    He took a deep breath before speaking, seeming to calm himself. “Any idea where?”  
 
     
 
    I nodded. “Dad moved down there recently. Though I have no clue why he would want to see him.”  
 
    Gavin nodded. “I’m going after them, Ethan and I need to have a little chat about boundaries. And I need to tell Carrie once and for all I’m done with this shit.” He turned and headed down the hall before turning back to me. “Sorry about that Emma. I shouldn’t have yelled at you, but your brother drives me crazy.” I nod to him, I can understand that. He turned to stomp back down the hall. 
 
     
 
    “Wait!” I called after him. I really must be crazy. “Let me go with you.” Yep, certifiable. 
 
     
 
    He looked back at me perplexed. “Why?”  
 
     
 
    “He’s my brother, and he’s going to get himself into trouble. And I’m not going to let you kill him. He may be a stupid idiot, but he’s still my big brother.” I cross my arms and dared him to tell me no. Gavin may be a tough guy, but I’ve lived with Ethan most of my life. 
 
     
 
    He studied me for a moment, seeming to mull it over. “Fine, be ready in half an hour.” He says before heading back down the hall.  
 
      
 
    I rush in my room and start throwing whatever I could think of into my backpack. Thanking to the fates that summer vacation just started. 
 
      
 
     My roommate walked in as I was zipping it up. She looked down at my bag. “Where are you going Em?” She sat down on my bed beside my backpack. 
 
     
 
    “Ethan ran off with Gavin Grey’s girl, and he’s heading after him. I’m going to bring my brother back and hopefully prevent him from being killed by his best friend.” Not sure how I was doing that yet, but I would figure it out when I find him. 
 
     
 
    “You’re going to have to quit saving him one of these days.” She sighed, Ethan was well known for his antics. 
 
     
 
    “I know. But he has always been there for me, and he’s the only brother I have. I got to go.” I grabbed my bag and bolted out the door. I wouldn’t put it past Gavin to leave me behind. 
 
     
 
    “Be safe!” She calls after me. “And text me!”  
 
      
 
    I throw her a quick wave and head to the parking lot. Gavin is there waiting beside his truck. It was an old blue pickup that he’s had since high school, his pride and joy. Gavin and Ethan are both two years older than me, and we are all in the same college. Ethan looks a lot like me with strawberry hair and green eyes, but has a lot of height on my five-two frame. Gavin on the other hand, has very dark shaggy hair and almost black eyes, and is even taller than Ethan. 
 
      
 
    He throws my bag in the small space behind the bucket seats and climbs in the driver’s side. I climbed in the other side and wondered what I had gotten myself into. A long road trip like this with Gavin was sure to kill us both. We were in New York, so this was going to be a very long drive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The first few hours were quiet, with neither of us really speaking. Around three in the afternoon he asked if I was hungry. I was, so he pulled into a little road-side diner. 
 
     He was seated across from me, as I watched him look over the menu. I hadn’t spoken much to him since he and Ethan started college two years before me. He and I had never really talked too much before that either. I had always been just Ethan’s baby sister. I on the other hand, had always had a small, very small, crush on him. Really, it was a barely-there crush. He was always one of those, cool-bad-boy types that never lets anything get to him. He sure as hell didn’t look twice at Ethan’s bookworm sister. 
 
      
 
    He was dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt that showed off the tattoos on his arms, also displaying that he had gained a lot of muscle over last the few years. He looked up at me suddenly and I blushed, quickly looking down at my menu. Jeeze, I was such a spaz! I always blushed, always. And over every little thing to. My cheeks are like permanently flushed ninety percent of the time. 
 
     
 
    “You’ve grown up a lot.” I look up to see him smiling at me. “Your different, but the same. Always Ethan’s opposite.” 
 
     
 
    “We’re more alike than you’d think.” I tell him softly, thinking of the night Ethan had to save me. All because I had been an idiot, thinking I could handle things on my own. The reason I’ll always be there to save him.  
 
     
 
    He shook his head, making his hair fall into his eyes. “Your more put together than he is. Always have been.” 
 
     
 
    I laughed. “You don’t really know me Gavin, not at all.”  
 
     
 
    He looked confused for a minute then smirked. “Your right, but we have a long way to go. So why don’t we get to know each other for a bit, then at least we can get along on this trip.” 
 
     
 
    “Okay.” I tell him. “Twenty questions, you go first.” This should be interesting. 
 
     
 
    He nodded, then began thinking about the question. No telling what he would come up with. “Do you have a boyfriend?”  
 
     
 
    Yeah, right. “No. My turn.” Hmm, what to ask him. Okay I got it. “Why do you put up with my brother? You guys are always fighting about something, but have been friends for years.” It’s something I have always wondered.  
 
     
 
    He ran his hand through his hair, sighing. “Ethan’s an idiot, yes. But he’s a good guy, deep down. He’s always be there if I needed him. That’s why I just don’t get why he did this. This isn’t like him, even he has boundaries.” He frowned a moment, clearly in thought. Then after a minute he grinned at me. “Okay, my turn. Question two. Why do you keep saving him? I know you bailed him out of jail a few weeks back after he got drunk and hit that cop. Why keep coming to his rescue?”  
 
     
 
    “Ethan’s my brother.” I said simply. Let it drop Gavin, please let it drop. 
 
     
 
    “Nope. Try again. This time try the truth.” I always hated his no bullshit attitude. Gavin always gave it like it was, and expected the same in return from everyone else. 
 
     
 
    “I don’t like this game anymore.” I said. 
 
     
 
    “To bad. Rules are rules, answer the question Em.” Since when did he call me Em? 
 
     
 
    “Fine.” I huffed out. Jerk-face. “Why do you stay with Carrie even though she’s runs around on you all the time?”  
 
     
 
    “Nice try, but you have to answer mine first.” He growled, eyes darkening.  
 
     
 
    Fine, tough guy! “I owe Ethan, more than I can ever pay him back for. That’s all I’m saying right now Grey.” I said, angry now. Leave it to Gavin to make me talk, even when I really don’t want to. He doesn’t know when to quit. 
 
     
 
    He nodded once. “Good enough... for now.” He took a breath and let it out slowly. “We all have our Demons Sage.” He glanced at me after calling me by my last name. “I stay with Carrie because we fit. We’re both so damn messed up, neither of us can seem to love another person. She’s safe. She’ll never ask for marriage, or to move in, or expect me to be a better person, and I won’t expect it of her. I can get with other girls and it won’t bother her. Just like it never bothers me when she gets with another guy, what we have isn’t real. But Ethan was off limits, it doesn’t matter how messed up we are. I wouldn’t mess with her friends and she doesn’t mess with mine, that makes it too chaotic.” 
 
     
 
    “That’s kind of sad.” I reply softly. “Being with someone when no feelings are involved. Don’t you ever want to be in love Gavin?” I wanted one of those all-consuming loves one day. I won’t settle for less, I refuse to.  
 
     
 
    “No, love is messy and people always get hurt in the end. This way we both know what to expect from the other, absolutely nothing.” He shrugged indifferently.  
 
     
 
    “I’m willing to bet she has more feelings for you than she leads you to believe." No girl is that unfeeling. “There’s no way a girl would stay around that long if she didn’t." 
 
      
 
    He ignores my last comment and we sit the rest of the time in silence. Good, maybe I actually made him think. I almost snort, yeah right. 
 
      
 
    When we got back in the truck I tried calling my brother again with no luck. He was either avoiding me, or his phone had died. I was betting on the foremost.  
 
     
 
    “Alright third question.” Gavin said around seven that night, seeming to let our last topic slide. “First time you ever got drunk?”  
 
     
 
    I laughed. “Seventh grade, at a party you guys threw.” I had spent the night hovered over the toilet, it wasn’t enjoyable. 
 
     
 
    He laughed with me. “We were a bad influence on you.”  
 
     
 
    “My turn.” I sang. “First girl you slept with.” He grimaced and mumbled something I couldn’t hear.   
 
      
 
    “What was that?” I asked laughing. Was he shy? I could laugh at loud again at that thought. 
 
     
 
    “Laura Simons.” He grumbled a little louder. 
 
     
 
    I giggled and patted him on the shoulder playfully. “Laura?! Miss prom queen? How did that happen?” Laura and Gavin weren’t exactly in the same crowd. This was just too good.  
 
     
 
    He shrugged. “I was drunk, she was drunk, end of story. Not one of my better days.” He ran a hand through his hair and grinned at me. “Okay my turn, same question.”  
 
     
 
    “None.” I answered quietly.  
 
     
 
    “Huh?” He asked, brows coming together in confusion.  
 
     
 
    “No one! I have never slept with anyone!” I said. So, what? I never found anyone I wanted to be with. I had secretly always wanted to wait until I was truly in love. Fairy tale, sure. But until I believed otherwise, I was sticking to it. I wanted real love. Not that I would ever tell him that. 
 
     
 
    He looked at me funny before facing the road again. “I think it’s great that your waiting Em.” I snorted and looked out my window. Yeah right. “Seriously, I do. I wish I would have waited.”                
 
      
 
    “Really?” I asked, glancing over at him. He was smiling at me gently. He nodded.  
 
     
 
    “First crush?” He asked. Thankfully changing the subject, unfortunately not to anything better.  
 
     
 
    “No, no way. It’s my turn.” I said. 
 
     
 
    “But you couldn’t answer the last question.” 
 
     
 
    “I did answer, just because the answer was no one, it was still an answer.” I alleged. 
 
     
 
    “Fine.” He pouted. I laughed. I have never seen Gavin so laid back and easy to be around. I like this side of him.  
 
     
 
    I thought about my question. “Favorite food?”  
 
     
 
    “Easy.” He laughed. “Burgers. Now my turn, first crush?” Dang, he was persistent! 
 
     
 
    I crossed my arms and looked out the window. “Pass.”  
 
     
 
    “You can’t pass, that’s against the rules.” He said. “I won’t laugh just tell me.”  
 
     
 
    “You will laugh. It’s silly and a long time ago.” I say. No way am I telling him my crush. How humiliating would it be to have to tell him he was my first crush? Nope, nuh uh, no way. So not happening.  
 
     
 
    “If you tell me yours, I’ll answer that one for my next question. But you’ll have to tell me why, when the first moment was you crushed on them, and the reason. I will do the same.” He raised a brow in challenge. 
 
     
 
    I thought about it. What can it hurt? It was a long time ago and I was just a stupid kid right? Arg, how does he always change my mind about talking when I didn’t want to? He made me feel like he wouldn’t judge me for what I said.   
 
     
 
    “You!” I sprouted. He looked at me with a stunned expression. “You were my first crush, I was fourteen and you were sixteen.” I was rambling so fast I wasn’t sure he could keep up. “Some guy was giving me a hard time at the basketball court and you stood up for me. You probably don’t even remember it.” I played with my hands on my lap. I was crazy for telling him this! Absolutely crazy!  
 
     
 
    “Luke Summers. He was telling you all freshman were easy and you should just give it up now. I slammed his head into a locker.” Gavin says to me, shocking me completely. He remembered? My heart was pounding in my chest. His voice was low. “My first crush was when I was eighteen. I was with Ethan at his house playing some stupid video game. You were getting ready for your first date with that douche, Mark. You walked out in that little black skirt and red tank top on. I thought you were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, but you were also my best friend’s kid sister. I had liked you before that, but you were so untouchable, so pure. But that night I really knew, you were more than just Ethan’s kid sister. You were the kind of girl I wanted someday when I wasn’t so screwed up.” 
 
     
 
    I was his first crush? How is that even possible? He went out with tons of girls, all the time. He never showed any interest in me. This must be a joke. I looked at him with suspicion and he laughed. 
 
     
 
    “Truth.” He laughed, holding up a hand. “Promise, I don’t lie Em, you know that.” I did know that. That means he liked me! Sure, he might not now, but he did back then! I grinned at him and he smiled back.  
 
      
 
    He headed off the road, saying we needed to turn in for the night and get some rest. We checked into a motel and decided to just get one room to save on the little cash we had. It had two beds, so it wasn’t really a problem. He went to the vending machine and brought back handfuls of candy, chips, and pop. I laughed, what a dinner. I headed into the shower, to clear my head and relax. 
 
      
 
    Gavin had a crush on me! I mean I know it was a long time ago and he had probably had moved on, but still! Gavin Grey! I don’t know if I want to kill my brother now for running off and putting me through the worry, or hug him for running off and throwing me into this trip with Gavin alone.  
 
    When I came out of the shower Gavin was dressed in pajama pants, nothing else. It froze me for a second before I could go on acting like he didn’t faze me. I looked at my bed against the wall. Do not think about his chest, or the tattoos covering his chest, or the fact he looked really hot! Okay Emma, relax, breath. Two plus two is four. Four plus four is eight. Eight plus eight is sixteen. 
 
     
 
    “Ready for bed?” He asked. I nodded, sliding into bed and under the covers.  
 
    He did the same. I continued math in my head, even though I really hated math, I finally drifted off.  
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