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I started this book during a worldwide pandemic. I’d just gotten out of the hospital after Influenza A and pneumonia nearly killed me. I’d spent a week in the ICU and was kept sedated for three days while they debated on whether or not to intubate me. I recovered in time for the coronavirus to take over the world. I’m severely immunocompromised, as you probably realized from me almost dying from the flu, so this makes things difficult for me. I’ve had to adjust a lot of things in my life. I’m sure you’ve all had to adjust a lot of things in your lives as well. I’m lucky that my husband and kids can go to the store and stuff like that for me. I can still go to work as I have my own office and when clients come in, I can close my door. I can call and get information from clients or if I need to meet with them, I can do it via Zoom or WebEx. If it needs to be in person, I ask the attorney to meet with them. As I’m his only paralegal, he’s happy to take my meetings. Simply put, I have a strong support system. Not everybody does. 

The acknowledgements for this book go to everyone who’s doing their best to stay healthy and keep from spreading this horrible virus. There are some who don’t take it seriously. They think it’s not as bad as everyone makes it sound, it’s a hoax, or it won’t happen to them. I wish them the best of luck. My cousin and his wife contracted it, the gas station down the road from my house had to shut down and be sanitized because someone there had it. It’s real, it’s horrible and it’s here. So, those of you who are trying, I acknowledge you. It’s hard, and you feel alone. Remember... there are a lot of people right there with you, just six feet away. 
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Now that things are opening up and vaccines are being given, my husband and children are still accommodating me. I was diagnosed with PTSD after my ordeal and then COVID-19. They’ve been supportive and worked to help with my recovery. Sometimes you need someone to stand next to you and go at your pace. 

Sometimes you need something to work toward. I have gone to my daughter’s high school graduation ceremony. I made it in the stands until she walked the stage. I have also done an author signing event. I didn’t make it to the after party as I had gone way past my limit and was ready to run from the room way before it was over. I made it to the end though. There is always light at the end of the tunnel, and it was my family that is getting me there. 
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I hope you all enjoy this new series. I’m labeling it as paranormal suspense instead of romance because that’s what I’m focusing more on. Please remember, I’ve never been to Italy (it’s a dream of mine to go one day), and I’m working on what I found online. I don’t know Italian and have written this in the voice it would be here in the US. I also know the old-fashioned views about women are most likely (I have no idea) not practiced anywhere in Italy. This is a work of fiction, and I’ve changed what I needed to so it would fit in with the storyline and serve the purpose I needed. Please don’t take this as an accurate representation of Italy or the people who live there. This in no way represents anything to do with either. 

Norse Mythology has been interpreted by many people. I don’t, in any way, claim what I’ve written into this book contains any verified information. 

I’ve relied on two sources to help guide me so I can stay close to the myths. 

Norse-mythology.org

The Dictionary of Mythology, an A-Z of the Names, Legends and Heroes by     J.A. Coleman
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Prologue 
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Mira pokes her head out of her bedroom door and doesn’t see anyone around. The hallways are dark and quiet. She doesn’t think she’ll be able to hear anyone anyway with the sound of her pounding heart in her ears. She has never been this nervous. Her palms are sweating, her heart feels like it’s trying to pound its way out of her chest, and her legs feel like jelly, and it’s hard to get them to do what she wants. 

She stands there for a moment and doesn’t sense anyone or see any movement. She decides to take the chance. She grabs her bag and silently creeps to the front door, remembering to skip the squeaky board in the living room. She lets out a sigh of relief when she closes the door, believing she has made it. 

She barely stifles a scream when she hears a familiar voice whisper, “Mirabella, did you think it would be that easy?”

Her heart pounds again but this time, a boulder in her stomach joins it. She never thought her brother would stand in her way. “Max, what are you doing out here? You know I have to go. I can’t do what they want. I’m a person, not a pawn to fulfill some prophecy that was told a hundred years ago. How do they even know it was about me? They can’t force me into this, I won’t let them!”

Max runs his hands through his hair, frustrated. He doesn’t know what to do. He understands what she must be going through, but he’s tasked with making sure she doesn’t run away like she’s trying to do right now. If it were him, he would be doing the same thing. So, it comes down to if he’s willing to accept the punishment that will undoubtedly come with letting her go or not. 

He turns to Mira with a lump in his throat, his heart pounding in his chest as it breaks into a million pieces. Tears stream down his face, out of his chocolate-brown eyes. He looks directly into her golden-brown eyes as he says the one thing that’s the hardest thing for him to do. “I was told to keep you from running away. I had to decide if it was worth it to let you go. We’ve always been close. If I were you, I’d want you to look the other way. Always remember I love you, and I’ll miss you every day.”

Mira’s chin drops as she realizes he’s letting her go. She wraps her arms around her brother. She whispers in his ear. “You’re the only reason I’d ever stay. Thank you for giving me the gift of my own life. I hope you get the same one day. I love you more than anyone or anything in this world. I’ll miss you.” She turns from him and walks away without looking back. 

Max watches her go until he can’t see her long, dark-brown hair or slim frame anymore. Then he sits in the yard, buries his face in his hands, and sobs for his loss and the pain as his heart finishes breaking. He knows he’ll never see her again. He won’t even look for her; if he does and he finds her, he’ll be forced to bring her back. When he’s inevitably made to look for her, he’ll purposefully not do it correctly but only slightly so it looks like he’s still looking but can’t find her. He saved her at the expense of himself. The weight of the responsibility of the choice he made, her happiness over his, settles on his shoulders. He wants to be the reason for her happiness, but not like this. A rock settles in his stomach as he realizes while she’s out living her happy life, she has left him here to deal with the mess she’s leaving behind. As some of the anger seeps out, he looks down and sees her black cat looking up at him. He laughs bitterly. “Yeah, I know, Ebony. She walked away and left us both to clean up after her. Maybe someday she won’t be so selfish and will think of someone other than herself.” 

The cat continues to look at him and then meows and walks away. He laughs bitterly again. “Who am I kidding? Everything has always been about her since she was born. She expects life to be like that. I get to be a little resentful now that she left me in this situation though. She won’t be back, so it’s not like I’ll treat her any differently.”

He cleans up what he had been working on while he calms down. He needs to get to bed. He’s going to be woken early when it’s discovered Mira’s gone. 

***
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MIRA GETS TO THE BUS station right before her bus leaves. She has given herself some extra time but not a lot. She figures if she runs into anyone, she won’t get away. She shows her ticket and sits in the middle of the bus. It’s late, but she doesn’t want to take a chance of anyone recognizing her and forcing her back home. Her heart pounds as she anxiously looks around and studies every face with her heart in her throat. Her hands shake, and her foot nervously taps the floor until the bus finally pulls away about five minutes later. She’s safely tucked away in the large bus seat, and her nerves calm slightly.

She gets off the bus in front of the airport. It isn’t as busy as she thought it would be. She hopes to get lost in a sea of faces. That won’t be possible as there aren’t that many people who fly this late at night. She gets through security rather quickly as she doesn’t have much for them to check. She arrives at her gate as they board. Her heart has gone from her throat to her stomach. Her plan seems to be working. 

She boards her plane, and the flight attendant directs her to her seat. She stows her one small bag in the overhead bin and takes her seat. After she figures out the seatbelt and finally relaxes into the seat, it hits her. She has made it. Her excitement is almost overwhelming. The grin that takes over her face is breathtaking. Her heart goes back to where it belongs, although it still pounds in her chest. Her hands stop shaking and sweating, and she no longer nervously taps her foot. She finally feels free. 

Performing her pre-flight check, the flight attendant walking down the aisle sees her grin and smiles back at her. “Someone is excited for her trip.”

Mira enthusiastically nods. “This is the furthest I’ve ever been from home!”

The flight attendant chuckles. “I hope that excitement doesn’t keep you awake for the whole flight. You have over ten hours before we get there.”

Mira’s grin falters a little. “I knew it was a long flight, I didn’t realize how long. That’s all right. I’m sure after I adjust to the newness of all of this, I’ll be fine. My excitement will calm down after a bit.”

The flight attendant tries to hide her amusement. “Good luck. I’ll come back and check on you in a little bit to see if you need anything.”

Mira smiles. “Thank you, I appreciate that.”

Mira knows it’s her job to check on her, but that flight attendant seems to care. Over ten hours to get there, and that isn’t even the end of her journey. She feels a little overwhelmed by the daunting task she had set for herself. She has to do this right if she wants to get lost, so they never find her. It’s the only way to escape. She knows Max will do what he can, but her father will never give up. Her heart pounding is now for nervousness instead of excitement. She isn’t as nervous as before, but she isn’t free yet. It was a mistake to think that way already. 

She manages to get a little bit of sleep on the plane. She doesn’t leave any extra time to get sleep when the plane lands. She had expected to sleep on the plane—it was a long flight after all. She’ll have to push through and sleep when her journey is over. Her body is tired and sore, but her mind races. 

When she gets off the plane, she goes to a car rental depot in the airport. She rents a car under a fake name she had made, different from the one she bought the plane ticket and different from the one she bought the bus ticket. She’s hoping that she had enough to get her where she’s going, so she doesn’t have to use any of them twice. It’s so much harder to trace her if she isn’t using the same name. None of these IDs will hold up under scrutiny, but she doesn’t need them to. She only plans to use them each for one thing, then they’ll be destroyed. The only one she spent any time on is the one she’ll live under. She has kept that one as close as possible to her real identity. That’s the trick to living under a false name. She is surprised nobody has caught her doing her research on making false names. She had to make sure she did it right and not be found over some small detail she didn’t know about. 

She gets her car, puts an address in the navigation system, and starts her drive. At least now she knows she won’t be recognized or forced back home. Nobody knows her here. She’ll blend in with everyone else. Nobody will think it’s odd for her to be driving alone. Nobody will question her about where she’s going unless it’s small talk, and she has no obligation to answer. She does however have a long drive before her. She finds a radio station with music she can live with and lets the miles fly by. 

When she finally pulls up to her destination, the realtor is waiting for her. The short lady Mira has never met in person looks exactly like her picture on her website. Short, chubby, bubbly, and eternally smiling, it’s not a good look for her. 

Mira plasters a fake smile on her exhausted face as her body protests her movements as she gets out of the car. “Ms. Wilson, it’s so nice to finally meet you in person. I trust everything is in order, and there are no problems.”

Ms. Wilson smiles even bigger. “Everything went great. The closing was last week. You own this beautiful house free and clear. I put the deed and all the closing paperwork on the kitchen counter. I’ve been here on the dates and times you specified to let in the delivery men. All the furniture has been delivered and set up. Everything is ready to go.”

“That’s amazing news. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get the keys, take a long, hot shower, and sleep for about two days.”

Her smile falters. “Oh. Okay, here are the keys. I hope you enjoy your new home.” She turns to head back to her car.

Mira feels bad for dismissing the woman who has been instrumental in getting her new home and furnishing it. “Ms. Wilson, I’m sorry if I seem short today. I flew in from Italy to New York, then had to drive from New York to Ohio to get here. I’m exhausted.”

Ms. Wilson stops and turns to face Mira. Her defeated look changes to sympathy in an instant. “Don’t you worry about anything! You take your shower and get some sleep. I’ll drop off some groceries and breakfast in the morning. Then I can tell you where to find everything in town.”

Mira gives her a tired smile “Thank you so much. Also, thank you for everything you’ve already done. I appreciate it.”

Ms. Wilson waves her hand in Mira’s direction as she has already continued her journey to her car, making a mental note of what she’d need to pick up. 

Mira finally walks into her very own home. One that she has purchased, along with everything inside. She’s so proud of this. She has been putting money aside since she was a child. Max never could understand why she would put her money away. He would always spend his money. If he could see this, he would understand. She always knew it would come to this. Her parents had been talking about this prophecy since she was young. She has been working against them since she first heard them say the prophecy was about her. 

At one point, she had all the boys in the area believing she was crazy, so they wouldn’t come anywhere near her. Then her parents talked to the other parents and figured it out, and that was the end of that. It became a big joke, and all the boys thought it was great. She became popular, which was the opposite of what she wanted. She tried a couple of things but by that time, they knew what she was doing. Then puberty hit, and her natural beauty came with it. Nothing could keep the boys away after that. She was glad she had been saving her money at that point. She had a plan B, and nothing or no one could derail it. 

She slowly walks through the house. It’s exactly what she wanted. Everything is where she wants it. She’ll be excited tomorrow when she has the energy for that. Right now, she needs a shower and bed. 
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Chapter 1
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(Twenty-Five Years Later)

Max has been dreading this for so many years. Il malvagio has finally become suspicious of Max. He doesn’t believe Max anymore when he says he can’t find Mira. Of course, Max doesn’t know any of this until it’s too late. A private investigator has been hired without Max knowing anything about it. Now Max finds himself in Ohio, watching a twenty-year-old girl who looks exactly like her mother, walking back to her dorm with a boulder in his gut and a bad feeling this won’t end well.

Max can no longer protect Mira. That thought is enough to take his breath away. All he ever wanted to do was protect Mira. Il malvagio knows where she lives. He doesn’t, however, know anything about the child. That’s something Max has found and taken extra care to make sure is never discovered. While Max is sure she doesn’t meet the criteria to fulfill the prophecy, he won’t let anyone put that poor girl through hell just to prove it. He feels guilty that he can’t protect Mira and her daughter. His stomach is in knots as he watches her, knowing he’s going to turn her world upside down. 

As he watches her, a boy her age jumps out at her, scaring her. Her reaction has the hair on the back of Max’s neck standing on edge. She has very refined reflexes, and the boy has his arm twisted behind his back almost faster than Max’s eye can track. 

Max tenses, the knot gets tighter in his stomach, his heart pounds like it’s trying to escape, and the boulder in his gut gets bigger and heavier. It can’t be. Not here. His heart pounds harder, and the blood races through his veins. He has to find Mira, and he has to find her now. 

Max is nervous about seeing Mira. It has been twenty-five years and as soon as she sees him, she’ll know something is wrong. He doesn’t want to upset her or create chaos of her happy life here. As he stands in the shadows across the street, watching her and her husband, he realizes he can’t go in when she’s with him. He can’t take it. He can tell they’re happy, and he can’t watch her be happy with someone and not know the truth. He’ll keep watch tonight and talk to her tomorrow when her husband leaves for work. 

The next morning, he waits for her husband to leave before he comes out of his hiding spot in the shadows. He doesn’t even bother knocking. He walks into her house through the door her husband had just left. As soon as he sees her, it’s like a hand releases from around his heart. He can’t even speak; he’s so grateful to see her again. Nothing could have prepared him for this moment. All the anger, resentment, loneliness, and bad feelings disappear. All that’s left is the love for Mira; he didn’t realize how much he missed her. It takes his breath away for a moment. 

She turns, expecting to find him looking for something he had forgotten. “Dante, did you...” Her voice trails off as she registers it isn’t her husband standing in her kitchen. Her eyes fill up with tears. She had missed him so much and thought she would never see him again. However, for him to be here now means there’s major trouble on its way. She’s at war with her emotions. She doesn’t know what to feel. It’s too much, and the blackness takes her. 

She comes to on her couch. She wonders if she saw Max or if it was a dream. Then she sees his face floating above her and feels the anger emanating off him. Before she has a chance to process what’s happening and feel anything, he chastises her, “Really, Mirabella? You’re now so weak, you faint at the sight of someone you haven’t seen in twenty-five years? We don’t have time for this. You need to pull yourself together.”

Max is relieved when she wakes up. He was worried about her fainting like that. Is something wrong with her? The knot he had in his stomach last night is back, only this time, it’s joined by a lump in his throat and his blood racing through his veins. She has to be all right.

Her anger at his tone and those being the first words he speaks to her after this many years takes over. “I’m so sorry, Maximo. I wasn’t ready to bow at your feet when you blessed me with your presence. I was thrown a little off guard when you just appeared in my kitchen with no warning. You at least knew you would see me. I had no idea until you were there.”

He sighs. “I’m sorry, Mira, I didn’t think about that. You’re right. I’m frustrated and worried. Il malvagio went behind my back and hired a private detective to find you. I didn’t know anything about it until they found you. I’d been leading them to the other side of the country since I found you fifteen years ago.”

Her heart drops to her feet. A boulder takes up residence in her stomach as her blood races through her veins, and it suddenly becomes hard to breathe. She manages to squeak out a question. “Lilly?”

He rubs his hands up and down her arms, trying to calm her. “Deep breaths. It won’t do any of us any good if you pass out again. Is that your child’s name?”

She forces herself to take deep breaths. He’s right, she can’t pass out again. She has to come up with a plan to get them out of here. She nods to answer his question. 

He continues to watch her to make sure she’s following his instructions on her breathing. “So, you have a daughter. I can’t wait to meet her. Il malvagio knows nothing about her. I made sure to bury that information so deep, he and his private detective will never find it. I do have a question for you though. I was watching her return to her dorm last night after her classes. She’s beautiful and looks just like her mother, by the way. Anyway, she had the reflexes of a wolf. Before you get upset, I see that look in your eyes, I was just observing. A boy jumped out to scare her. She had him pinned almost faster than my eye could track. How is that possible? The only way the prophecy could be fulfilled is if you—the, whatever of our Italian witch family were to marry and have a girl child with an Italian wolf. As you live in Ohio in the United States, I don’t think you’ll find an Italian wolf family here.”

They both jump when they hear a voice coming from the doorway. Dante leans against the doorjamb. “Because not all of the Italian wolf families stuck around when Emiliano demanded that all members of a certain age come to see if his daughter would accept them, some of the families still believe everybody should get to choose for themselves. Our whole pack moved here when Mira’s father got too insistent. I never told Mira because I didn’t know who she was until now. I had my suspicions when Lilly got older, and she would watch her more closely, especially at different times of the moon cycle or heightened emotional situations. But since I couldn’t be sure, I didn’t want to freak her out or scare her.”

Mira stares at Dante with her jaw on her chest. She can’t believe he kept this from her. She feels a twinge in her heart at the betrayal, but she also kept her witch background from him. So, does she have the right to be angry? She stammers, then finally gets the words out, “How did you even know he was here? Why didn’t you say something before now? How did you know he wasn’t here to hurt me? Why did you just stand there?”

Dante had been right. He had no idea she was THAT witch, though. His wolf has never fully trusted her. He doesn’t particularly like her. He has put up with her because he had no other choice. Wolves have a natural distrust and dislike of witches. It all makes sense now. He chuckles. “Mira, I could smell him when I walked outside. Did you not just hear me say I’m a wolf? He still smells like Italy; that means it has to do with something I need to know about. He waited for me to leave so it was something you weren’t telling me. I couldn’t be mad about it because I hadn’t told you about me. I can sense what emotions he’s feeling like any other animal. He’s mostly feeling fear and worry. Neither of those indicates he’s going to hurt you.”

Max is getting frustrated with this side conversation. He realizes it needs to happen, just not right now. He stands between Mira and Dante and puts his hands up, one facing each of them. “Okay, marital dispute later. Right now, we need to focus on how to handle the life-or-death situation that has me here instead of at home. As it turns out, Mira, running away didn’t do you any good. You still fulfilled the prophecy just on your own instead of with whomever il malvagio would have picked out. He may not know about it yet, but we all know how powerful that girl will be. He’ll find out and soon. When is her twenty-first birthday?”

Mira rolls her eyes. “Really, Max, you’re still calling him il malvagio? You won’t say his name or call him father?”

Max takes a deep breath. “Mira, that’s a long, drawn-out conversation that we don’t have time for. You’re stalling. Answer the question.”

Mira and Dante exchange a worried glance. Max narrows his eyes at Mira. “What‘s that look about? Don’t forget I know you better than anyone. Okay, Dante probably knows you just as well, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know that look means something.”

Mira, embarrassed it has gotten this far and wanting to continue to stall, picks her nails and take a big interest in how they’re doing as she mumbles something no one can hear.

Max has had enough of her stall tactics and wants to get all the facts. He’s getting more and more frustrated with her as she doesn’t seem to take this seriously at all. He grabs her chin, forces her head up until she looks him in the eye. “Mirabella, when is your daughter’s birthday?”

She lets out a wrangled cry as tears run down her face. “The day after tomorrow.” She sobs, knowing that isn’t enough time. She feels like a failure as a mother and a witch. Her heart has descended into her stomach to reside with the boulder that has taken up permanent residence. The lump in her throat seems to like it there too. 

Max releases his grip on her chin but other than that, he stands there frozen. He can’t believe how little time he has. He’s stunned that it has gotten this close, and nobody has found out yet. Nobody has felt her energy increasing. He feels inadequate to handle this situation. He’ll do anything for Mira and now her daughter, but he doesn’t think he’s enough for this. He has to think quickly to figure this one out.

All of a sudden, his blood is boiling, and he’s so angry at Mira. How dare she let it get this far and not do anything at all. 

Mira walks over to her husband for comfort and support. Max turns on one heel, his anger rising. “What were you thinking? Were you going to just let this happen and not do anything? Did you think that nobody would notice her witch and wolf sides combining? Do you even know what this means? Do you know what will happen? Well, let me inform you. Every witch in the world—yes, the world—will feel the power surge as the most powerful witch to ever be born comes into her power. Oh, and we can’t forget the wolves. They’ll feel the power surge as the new alpha over every wolf in the world—yes, again the world—has just stepped into place. So now, you’ll have every witch in the world wanting to work with her, and you’ll have every wolf in the world wanting to be with her. And you know how well the witches and wolves work together. This isn’t something you can let happen in this small town in Ohio, and it will just pass by unnoticed!”

As he talks, Mira’s anger rises to meet his until she’s standing and facing him. She isn’t about to let him lecture her on this. She had done that for too long when she was younger. “You think I don’t know all of this? You think I don’t know every single little detail about that stupid prophesy? Every second of every minute of my life in Italy was about that insane prophesy. I didn’t bring it with me when I left for good reason. I didn’t know that Dante was a wolf, or I’d have prepared for it. He didn’t know I was the witch the prophesy is about, or he would have told me to prepare. Now we know, and we can remedy that. It’s not ideal, but it’s what we’ve got. Deal with it and stop yelling at me!”

Max does his best to get his anger in check. It feels like his blood is on fire. He realizes he has no reason to be this angry. Mira is right, so why is he so angry with her? He rolls his eyes, puts his finger over his mouth, showing them not to speak, and looks around for a piece of paper and pen. He finds one on the kitchen counter. He writes down, “Il malvagio is listening and causing the anger,” and shows them. 

Dante furrows his brow, grabs the paper, and writes a simple, “How?”

Mira grabs the paper from him and writes two separate things. “Dante - Explain later. Max - Ready?”

Dante shrugs his shoulders. As long as she’ll explain, it doesn’t matter when. This isn’t the time to stop and explain witch happenings. Mira and Max clasp hands. Dante watches fascinated as their hands glow, becoming a brilliant purple energy ball that looks like it might have little electrical currents in it. It almost looks like lightning in there, Dante thinks, but he could be wrong as he isn’t in a good position to get a good look at it. Then the purple ball grows and engulfs Max. It then shrinks into a small circle on his right shoulder blade. Mira goes to that spot, closes her eyes and holds her hand about two inches away, with a look of concentration and determination on her face. About two minutes later, the purple ball flies out of Max and into her hand. The ball disappears and leaves behind a small tracker and listening device. 

Mira smirks, places the tracker/listening device in the blender, and pushes the button. While it’s destroyed in the blender, she laughs until tears run down her face. When there’s no chance it can be operational anymore, she looks around with a triumphant expression. “Can you imagine how that blender sounded to him when it turned on? I hope it caused hearing damage! I can’t believe he did that. Wait, yes, I can. Dante, do you still need that explanation?”

Dante laughs. “No, I think I got it. That was beautiful to watch. Why don’t you do magick around the house like that?”

She smirks again. “I never said I don’t. You and Lilly just never saw it. Remember when I said I have this good stain remover, and it’s like magick? Well, that’s because it is magick.” She laughs.

Max furrows his brow and his mouth pursed in worry. The knot in his stomach is joined by another, and his heart hasn’t made it back up from his feet yet. They won’t like this, but they need to know. “I’m glad you two are figuring all this out and finding a way to joke about it. We have a major problem though. That thing was a tracker too. That means he knows I was at Lilly’s school last night. If he doesn’t know yet, he soon will know you have a daughter at that college. Plus, we know he was listening, so he heard us talking about her. He was angry you didn’t prepare her. He knows where she is.”

Their faces transform from laughing and jovial to scared and panicked in a second as they both freeze in place, knowing the implications of that statement. Mira, thinking back to her childhood, knows what her father is capable of. Her blood freezes in her veins, so it seems impossible that her heart is pounding so hard, and the rock in her stomach isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

Dante looks at his wife and brother-in-law. If the two witches are this worried, then it’s serious. His heart is in his throat. He knows how to chase down the enemy and tear them apart, but this isn’t a face-to-face fight. He’s out of his element here. They don’t want him; they want Lilly and not to physically hurt her, just to control her. He doesn’t know which is worse. He’s restless and for a wolf, that isn’t a good thing. He paces as that trapped animal feeling gets worse. 
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Chapter 2
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Mira doesn’t know what to do; she’s frozen with her heart pounding out of her chest and ice water running through her veins. Her eyes land on her daughter’s graduation picture. There she stands with her mystifying grey eyes, golden-brown hair, and a huge grin on her face. She trusts her mother to keep her safe. She has lived her life in Ohio, not knowing anything about Italy or her family’s history there. This gives her the resolve she needs.

Mira turns to the men with her spine straight, her jaw jutted out in stubbornness, and her arms crossed over her chest in defiance. “He can’t have her. I left Italy to live my life the way I wanted. So, I could have children and not worry about this stupid prophecy. Well, that part didn’t work out, but that doesn’t mean he gets to swoop in, take her, and do what he wants. She’s my daughter, and I’ll guide her through this. Both of you get in the car. We’re going to that school and getting my daughter. We’ll protect her and help her through this.”

Max looks at her with his jaw on his chest and his brow furrowed. “Have you lost your mind? This isn’t like when you left. This isn’t some idea of the prophecy; this is the actual outcome of the prophecy. He’ll fight dirty to get her. You’ve never actually gone up against him like this. You ran away instead.”

She walks toward the door, grabbing her keys and purse. “This is my daughter; nothing is more important. Are you coming or not?”

Dante smiles. “Thank you! I was working out how I would get her by myself. I must say it’ll be much easier with your help.”

Max drops his head and shakes it. “Someone has to keep you from getting yourself killed.”

When they get to the school, Max smirks as he asks Dante, “How has she not killed your entire family yet? I can’t believe you let her drive anywhere.”

Dante puckers up his face and shakes his head as Mira stops dead in her tracks. Max has no idea what happened until Mira starts talking in her ‘I’m trying not to throat punch you’ voice. “We aren’t in Italy. We’re in the United States. I don’t need my husband’s permission to do anything. Dante doesn’t ALLOW me to do anything. I do what I want. If he doesn’t want me to do something, he’ll say he would like me not to, and we discuss it. I’m no longer controlled by the men who think they know what’s best for me.” She almost spits the word men like it tastes bad. Mira spins on her heel and keeps walking, too angry to look at him right now. She knows that’s how he was raised and what he knows, but she can’t help but bristle at the idea of it. 

Dante grabs Max’s arm when he follows her. “Give her some space. We’ll keep her in sight but stay back a little. You set her off with that comment. I know you don’t know any different, but to her, it’s not the same. If you look at it from her perspective, you’ll understand. She had to sneak off in the middle of the night because if anyone in town saw her driving by herself during the day, they would have called you or your dad. She was completely controlled, all because she’s a woman.”

Max’s eyes are as big as saucers. “I know. That’s why I made the joke. I think it’s great that she’s allowed to do whatever she wants. Whenever anyone would call me because she was doing something, I’d say okay and then go back to whatever I was doing. I’d never do anything about it. I never saw the point of controlling women. She always saw that I wasn’t like that, and it has been so many years. I thought the joke would be taken for what it was. I was wrong.”

Dante releases a full belly laugh. “You don’t know her anymore. She holds a grudge. I don’t think she’ll ever forget or forgive anything that was done to her in Italy. I never knew the details, but her reasons for not talking about her childhood were that she was mentally and emotionally abused, and she’ll never get over it. Mira has raised our daughter to be strong, confident, and not rely on anyone but herself. She wanted to make sure nobody would ever treat Lilly the way she was treated.”

While Dante and Max had been talking, they had slowed their speed more than they meant to and Mira had gotten quite a distance ahead of them and was already at Lilly’s dorm. Mira waits outside for them. Max walks over to her and wraps her in a hug. He can’t stand for her to be mad at him. They had been apart too long to spend this time together fighting. “I’m sorry. I meant it to be a joke. I didn’t realize you were still sensitive about it. I truly am sorry.”

She tenses in his arms. “You’re only apologizing because you think I’m sensitive about a system that’s completely outdated and treats women like slaves? Is that right?”

He sighs. At least he knows how to deal with this version of Mira, the teenage version. “Mira, I understand you hate the system; however, there’s nothing I can do to change the government, or the way life has been lived in Italy for centuries. I did make a joke in poor taste. I can apologize for that, however, which I’ve done. Please accept my apology. The last thing I want is to fight with you. It has been so long since I’ve seen you, I want to spend some time with you.”

She finally relents and returns the hug. “I know. I’m completely stressed, and I did what I always do, I took it out on always someone around me. I’m sorry too. I know you didn’t mean it like that.”

Max smirks at her. “That’s because you know how terrible of a driver you are.” He avoids her playful attempt to smack him. “Now, can I please meet your daughter?”

She takes a deep breath, holds it for a second, and lets it out. She feels defeated as she lets all the air out of her lungs. She wishes she could have held onto that feeling of determination she had at the house, but now, all she feels is hopelessness. It feels a lot like the night she fled from Italy.

She leads them up to Lilly’s room after she signs them in. They find Lilly at her desk, working on homework. Mira doesn’t want to disturb her and turn her world upside down, but she has no choice. She calls out Lilly’s name. 

Lilly turns around to find her parents and someone who seems familiar, but she doesn’t think she has ever met him before. “Mom, Dad, what are you doing here? I thought you weren’t coming until tomorrow.”

Mira takes a deep breath. She notices the furtive looks Lilly takes to check out Max. “We have a few things to discuss with you. The first being, meet your Uncle Max.”

Lilly’s jaw hits her chest, and her eyes are as big as saucers. She’s frozen in place for about a second before she launches into a million questions. “Wait, your brother? I thought you didn’t have any siblings. You said you didn’t have anything to do with your family. What’s going on?”

Max chuckles. “Lilly, you’re exactly like your mother. She always has to know everything right away as well. We’ll get to all of that. If you noticed, she said this was the first thing. Your mother and I were close as children and due to circumstances, we haven’t been able to see or speak to each other in twenty-five years. I was anxious to meet you, so that was the first thing on the agenda.”

Max is having a hard time talking to her. Her grey eyes swirl like clouds. Energy flows off her golden-brown hair in purple and light-blue streams, and her slim frame seems to almost float as she stands before them. Her body is preparing for the convergence. Max is already drawn to her as a witch. He’s also drawn to protect her as Mira’s daughter. 

Lilly watches him with narrowed eyes the entire time he’s talking. She now turns those eyes to her mother. “I knew it. We’re from Italy. I know that accent. You may have gotten yours to be less pronounced, but his is as strong as can be. I knew those bedtime stories you used to tell me were from Italy. Why would you lie to me about this?”

Mira closes her eyes and ignores the boulder in her gut. Her body is telling her not to tell the truth, but the time for hiding this is over. “Lilly, I was on the run from your grandfather. My maiden name is Mirabella Esposito, not Costa.”

Lilly has been pacing, but when Mira reveals her true last name, Lilly stops dead in her tracks and slowly turns to face her mother. “Are you telling me I’m the granddaughter of Emiliano Esposito?”

Mira nods. Lilly is horrified. Her blood feels like ice in her veins, so she’s not sure how her heart is pounding so hard in her chest. The snack she had eaten right before they arrived threatens to come back up. Everything seems surreal. “How? How could you keep this from me? You listened to me when I was doing my research. You heard me talking about all the terrible things he had done. You just sat there. You didn’t say a word.”

Tears stream down Mira’s face. She doesn’t know how to comfort her daughter in this moment. “I couldn’t. If you reached out to him, he could take you. Most of what you were talking about, I was there for. I already knew. There’s so much more we need to talk about that affect you directly.”

She shakes her head, and the tears that had started to flow fly in every direction. “No. I can’t believe anything you say. You’re only telling me now because he showed up. If he didn’t show up and force your hand, you wouldn’t have ever told me. What about you, Dad? What big, bad secret do you have? Might as well get them all out in the open now.”

Dante looks over to Mira, who nods. “I do have a secret I need to tell you, but your mom has one she needs to tell you first.”

She spins back to Mira. “Oh my God, Mom. Really? One isn’t enough? You had to hide more than that?”

Mira is freely crying now, but she isn’t letting the pain of her shattering heart or her daughter’s struggle stop her from giving her all the information she needs. 

“You, Max and I are from the strongest witch family in Italy. We’re part of the Stregheria. I know you’ve come across them in your research.”

Lilly keeps her face expressionless while she turns to her father with raised brows to let him know it’s his turn.

Dante takes a deep breath. “I’m going to tell you, but when I’m done, you have to let Max explain why this is all so important. Do you promise?”

She nods and looks at Max. He nods, indicating he’s all right with this plan. 

Dante takes another deep breath so he can get it out; he’s fighting his animal instinct to protect his child. “You and I are from a long line of the strongest Italian wolves.”

Still keeping her face expressionless, she turns to Max.

Max studies her face, looking for anything that will give away how she feels. She’s locked up tight. No expression, shoulders down, arms crossed loosely over her chest. She appears to be taking in the information. 

He gives up; this round goes to her. “A long time ago.”

She rolls her eyes. He laughs. “I know, but this was a long time ago, and nobody knows exactly when, a prophecy was made. It told of a witch in our line with golden eyes and dark hair would marry a wolf in the strongest line of Italian wolf. They would have a daughter who would be the most powerful witch ever born and the alpha of every wolf. This would happen when she comes into power on her twenty-first birthday. So, simply put, all of this falls on your shoulders the day after tomorrow. I can already see your body preparing. Your eyes are swirling like storm clouds. I can feel the energy and power emanating from you. You should have started preparing weeks ago, but your parents never told each other about their pasts, so they didn’t realize they had fulfilled the prophecy. We can help you through this, but we have to go somewhere else because your grandfather now knows where you are.”

She looks around at each of us. “Is everyone done? Everyone said everything they wanted? I got all the information you think I need?”

When they all nod, she turns and bolts out the door. Since it’s so close to the convergence, she uses wolf speed. They all stand there stunned for a second. Then Mira looks at Dante. “What are you doing just standing there? Go after her.” 

He grins. “I’ve wanted you to tell me to wolf out for years.”
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Chapter 3
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It doesn’t take Mira long to pack up some of Lilly’s stuff to take with them. She isn’t sure how long they’ll be gone, but she can always pick up more if they need to. Now, all they can do is wait for Dante to catch up to her and convince her to come back with them. 

Mira plops down on Lilly’s bed, feeling defeated. “I’m a horrible mom. I didn’t tell her about our family. I didn’t tell my husband about my past, so we could make the right decisions for our child. Now she’s running because I lied to her.”

Max sits next to her, unsure how she’ll take what he’s going to say, but she needs to hear it. “That isn’t the problem here. The problem is that you were overcompensating for your childhood, and you spoiled your daughter. As soon as she didn’t get what she wanted or things didn’t go her way, she threw a temper tantrum and took off.”

Mira bolts upright on the bed. Max prepares for her to tear into him. He’s surprised when she hugs him. “Max! You’re right. I’ve always spoiled her and given her what she wanted. I never gave in on this one thing. She would always throw her fit and see if that worked, and this was the only subject it didn’t work. I finally give her the answers she has always wanted. This will all work out. Thank you so much for putting it in perspective for me.”

Max laughs. “I was afraid you would be mad at me for saying you spoil your daughter.”

She releases a real belly laugh for the first time that day. “Oh, I know I spoil her, and I know I’m overcompensating for my childhood. I don’t care. She’s happy and healthy, and it doesn’t hurt anybody. She knows right from wrong, and she knows she won’t get that from anybody but me.”

The jovial mood disappears when Dante walks in bloody and limping. He turns to Max and growls, “You better have the family jet here.”

Max nods. “I don’t think it will seat your whole pack though. It only seats ten so with us three, that only leaves seven of your pack. The rest will have to fly commercial.”

“Tell them to gas up and be ready. We’ll be there soon.” He grabs Mira and tries to storm out of the room. 

Mira digs her heels in and ignores the warning looks she’s getting from both men. “I’m not moving from this spot until you tell me what happened and where my daughter is.”

Dante growls. Standing on her toes, Mira gets right up to him with pursed lips and her hands on her hips. “Don’t you growl at me, Dante Moretti. You don’t want to see me pissed off. Now, tell me what happened to our daughter.”

Max tries hard to stifle a laugh. He ends up hiding it behind a cough. Dante snaps his head over to glare at him. Max holds both his hands up in surrender. 

Dante then takes a deep breath so he can concentrate on talking in words instead of growls. “Two men in suits. Ambushed us. She was coming back with me. Calmed down. Didn’t know how to control her power. Knocked her out. We’re going to Italy. I kill your father.”

“I understand that’s all you can manage right now. I get the picture. You aren’t going to kill my father. Before you start growling again, it’s because I’m going to do it before you have a chance to. Nobody messes with my baby.”

Dante’s wolf forces him to take a step back and then another one. While Dante trusts Mira with anything, his wolf doesn’t, so whenever she’s around, he keeps an eye on everything. So, when all of a sudden Mira is surrounded by a mesmerizing, beautiful purple and light blue aura that has currents of electricity randomly shooting through it, his wolf is ready to jump forward and take over. Dante refuses to give in as this is one of the most beautiful things he has ever seen. He’s awestruck and doesn’t realize the danger of the situation. His wolf remains ready to force his way forward if it becomes necessary. 

Max has seen this before. It doesn’t make it any less beautiful. He has always loved seeing Mira with her energy flying free around her. Although, he prefers it when she has control of it. Times like this when she doesn’t, anything can happen.

Dante and Max take a step back and then another one. Mira looks at them, confused. “What’s wrong with you two?”

Max’s voice is shaky. “Mira, concentrate. Center yourself.” 

Mira centers like she always does. She seems to have a little trouble concentrating and panics. 

She turns to Max. He has always been able to help her with anything magickal. “Max, I can’t center. I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Max looks over at Dante who watches all of this, fascinated. “Shit, I know what’s happening. You use Lilly to center.”

“I use her birth as a focus point; that shouldn’t have anything to do with this.”

“It doesn’t work like that. I thought it did too, but I found out when you left, I was wrong. I had the same issue. You need to find an object, not a person, to center. That way, you don’t have to worry if they leave or die or anything like that.”

Dante steps toward her. Max shakes his head. “Dante, she can’t use you. If she uses a person, it has to be a witch, not a wolf. She was only able to use Lilly because she’s half witch. We need to find an object that she always has with her.”

Dante rolls his eyes and keeps walking toward her. He holds up her hand and points to her wedding ring.

She smiles and puts her hand on the side of his face. “That’s an amazing idea. I’d never take this off.”

She closes her eyes for a few moments, and her energy slowly calms and is contained, no longer flying around her wildly. 

She turns to Max. “I used the memory of him putting the ring on my finger, when I was watching it slide on. Will that work to make it the ring?”

Max smiles and nods, but the smile doesn’t quite make it to his eyes. How he wishes he could tell her the truth. That insane witch has made that impossible since she was young though. She’s happy here and has the life she wants. When this is all straightened out, he’ll be back in Italy to make a life for himself.

When they get to the car, Dante jumps in the driver’s seat, and Mira and Max exchange a worried glance. The ride is exactly what they expect. 

When they reach the house, in record time, Max turns to Mira. “Now I see why you drive.”

Mira tries to stifle a laugh, but a giggle still escapes. Dante growls in their general direction. 

Dante’s dad Luca glares at his son. “I’m sure he was probably right about your driving, so calling him a dick is uncalled for, even if he can’t understand it.”

Dante smirks and avoids the playful slap aimed at him from Max. This is the kind of thing that Mira’s heart has ached for over the years. This is only happening because her deranged father is trying to steal her daughter, which makes the whole thing feel dirty. 

Luca, with his ice-blue eyes so much like his son’s, engulfs Mira in a hug. She can’t help but notice how in shape he is. She knows it’s from being a wolf; they’re all in great shape. 

Mira walks into the house to pack a few things for her and Dante to take with them to Italy. Sandy walks down the stairs as Mira comes up them. 

Sandy has a look of determination in her grey eyes. Her blonde hair is pulled up into a bun. “I went ahead and packed you and Dante a few things. I didn’t think you’d want to be slowed down here by a menial task like packing.”

Mira stares at her for a moment. Finally, she decides her father has snatched her daughter, today can’t get any worse. “Sandy, I know that look. I’ve worn that look more times than I can count, especially when it comes to my father. What else is going on here?”

Sandy looks around. Her nervousness is evident. She’s fiddling with the handles of the bag she’s holding, with her heart pounding. She could spit nails, she’s so angry. She doesn’t want to tell Mira or Dante, but she will if pushed. 

“Can’t we just get Lilly back? That’s the important thing here. You came here so that man would have nothing to do with you or your child. Now, he has stolen her. We need to move fast, so we can get her prepared for what will happen tomorrow.”

Mira crosses her arms over her chest, leaning against the banister and studying her mother-in-law. “Allessandra, I need to have all the information before I confront my father. If I don’t, he’ll bring up something I know nothing about. I’ll lose my footing, and he’ll take advantage of that momentary weakness. That’s what he does. He takes advantage of weakness, whether it’s for a second or an hour. So, I need to know exactly what you’re so nervous about and what the whole story is.”

Sandy sighs and when she lets out the breath, she deflates in defeat. “Fine. I get that. Believe me, I do. Before your father met your mother, I used to date him. Then one day, he announced to me that he could never marry me because I’m not Stregheria. Since I’m a wolf, it would never be more than a fun fling. He would never be serious with anyone except a Stregheria. This was after two years. Now he has stolen my granddaughter. You better hope you get to him before I do. I’ll kill him.”

Mira smirks. “Like I told Dante, you aren’t going to kill my father. That’s for me to do. Nobody messes with my baby and gets away with it.”

Sandy laughs. “I knew I loved you for a reason.”

We get everything together and decide who is going on the jet and who is flying commercial. We then head over to the airport. It’s a long flight, so we all agree to eat, sleep, and rest up on the flight, so we’re ready to go when we land. 
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Chapter 4
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The wolves all fall asleep as soon as they’re done eating. Mira and Max chuckle at the ease of slipping into slumber for them. It isn’t as easy for the witches.

Mira takes advantage of it being just the two of them for the first time. “When Lilly was little, I wanted to remember everything about my childhood at one point. I wanted to make sure I didn’t repeat any of the mistakes that were made with me.”

Max’s heart pounds, and his hands sweat. She can’t find the truth. “Mira, you didn’t. Please, tell me you didn’t.”

Mira quietly laughs and turns her head, so she’s looking directly at Max. “You do know as soon as I left Italy, all of MY father’s memory blocks dissolved. I crossed a large body of water so they couldn’t hold up. I remember everything. Yes, I did a memory spell and went all the way back. I remember our whole past. I know how hard this is for you.”

Max feels his taped and stitched-up heart tugging and threatening to break again. He continues to stare at the ceiling. He can’t even look at her right now if he wants to keep it together. “Mira, leave it alone. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Mira sighs as she adjusts and looks out the window. “There were two of us involved. I think I know what I’m talking about. Like, if it hadn’t been for this stupid prophecy your parents wouldn’t have been killed, you and I would have gotten married, and I never would have left Italy. We would have our own family. Yeah, I did a scenario spell too. I wanted to know what my life would have looked like if this stupid prophecy never existed.”

As she’s talking about them having a family together, silent tears roll down Max’s face and collect in his ears. She’s describing his dream. Everything he desperately longs for. He knows he can’t get his parents back, and she’s married and has a child, making everything out of his reach. That doesn’t stop him from wanting it. He can’t let her know that though. “Mira, you need to get some sleep. You’re going to need your energy when we get there.”

From the time Max showed up in her kitchen, it’s like they were never apart. She can still read him like a book and sense his feelings. She hears the tears in his voice. She knows she’s right but also knows this isn’t the time or place to discuss it. She allows herself to drift off and get some sleep. 

Max is surprised she let it go so easily. She does have a lot on her mind, but that usually doesn’t matter to her. Then again, she probably doesn’t want to discuss it with her husband on the plane. As always, he can’t relax until he hears her breathing even out, and he knows she’s asleep. Then he finally lets himself drift off, hoping for no dreams. 

***
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WHEN THE WHEELS HIT the tarmac, and the plane gives a little shudder, it’s enough to wake even the wolves. Dante joins his wife. 

“I’m sorry I slept with the pack. I thought you would want some time with Max, and this was the best I could do.”

Mira smiles at him sleepily. “Thank you. It was nice to talk, just him and me. It was the first time we’ve been alone since he found me.”

He gives her a hug. “I hope this will all end today, and you two won’t have to be separated anymore.”

Mira furrows her brow and purses her lips looking at him very confused. “Dante, if I’m not mistaken, we live in Ohio, and he lives in Italy. That’s a pretty big separation.”

He laughs and walks away, looking at her over his shoulder with a smirk. “I’ll explain later.”

Mira turns to Max. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?”

Max watches Dante walk away with his eyes narrowed and his head cocked like he’s trying to figure something out. “No, but something is up with all the wolves.”

Mira snaps her head around and studies the wolves. He’s right. They’re purposely not looking in our direction, and they’re shuffling around like they’re nervous, or...

Mira runs to the cockpit, bursts in, and turns to the pilot. “You need to find somewhere to stop and let the passengers off NOW.”

Max had followed her, not knowing what’s going on. When he hears her talking to the pilot, he turns and looks at the pack. He turns to the pilot with his stomach in his feet and a boulder in his stomach. At least the pilot is a witch, so he’ll understand. “We have a wolf pack on board.”

The pilot nods, slows the plane right there, and pushes a button that opens the door. The wolves all jump out. He pushes the button again, and the door closes, and they continue their journey to the hangar with the plane. 

Mira turns to Max and smiles. “I thought we would have an issue for a minute there. It took a minute, then I realized they felt like caged animals.”

Max smiles. “That’s why we always have one of our coven pilot the jet. If we have a special need like that, they can roll with it, and there are no problems and no police. The wolves can run and get back in the right mindset. Then we can get back to what we’re here for.”

When they get to the hangar, Max and Mira deplane, and the wolves come back in one at a time. Dante is the first one back, and he walks over and wraps himself around Mira. Max and Mira are both surprised. Mira lets out a little squeak, “Dante, I can’t breathe.”

He chuckles. “Sorry, I had to keep my distance on the plane. Wolves have a natural distrust and dislike of witches. My wolf has always been watchful of you. So, when the trapped animal feeling started, none of us could even look at either of you without attacking, like you’re the ones trapping us.”

Mira and Max exchange a look. Dante narrows his eyes, and they dart back and forth between them. “What was that about?”

Mira opens her mouth to explain, but Max shakes his head. She feels a wave of relief when she realizes that Max’ll be the one to tell him. She narrowly misses that bullet and feels sorry for Max because Dante is seriously going to lose his temper on this one. 

Max takes a deep breath and ignores the lump in his throat and the heart-piercing glare he’s getting from Dante. “Because your wolf doesn’t trust Mira, we’ll have to split into two groups and come at him from different directions. You and Mira won’t be able to be in the same group. We can’t risk that your focus will be on Mira instead of what’s happening around you.”

Max and Mira flinch, preparing for his reaction. Dante takes a deep breath, preparing to let them know what he thinks of this arrangement. 

All of this stops when Luca stands in front of Dante, and pulls himself to his full height with a straight spine, shoulders back, and chin jutting out, looking like the proud alpha he is. He looks Dante in the eyes for less than a second before Dante drops his gaze in respect of his alpha. 

Luca sounds the part of alpha as much as he looks it. “You’ll follow the directions you’re given, and you’ll go with the team you’re told to go with. I was part of the planning on this. I’m the one who said you can’t be on the same team as your wife. This is what will happen, and we’re going to get your daughter back. Is that understood?”

Dante wants to say something because his entire body shudders. Luca raises a brow at him, challenging him. Either agree, leave, or fight for dominance. Dante finally submits. “It’s understood.”

Max turns to Mira and whispers, “So, what’s to stop him from coming to find you once the two teams meet up at the house?”

Mira looks around to make sure none of the wolves come over to them and whispers back, “He can’t. He can’t defy a direct order from his alpha. He agreed to it, so if he tries to go against it now, his body won’t cooperate. He physically won’t be able to do what he was told not to do.”

Mira jumps and lets out a little squeal when Dante speaks from behind her. “How do you know so much about wolves and how they work?”

Her heart pounding, she glares at him. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to put a spell on you that you’ll ring with bells whenever you approach me! To answer your question, my father was going to make me marry one, so he insisted that I learn all about them. I had to take wolf classes.”

He raises his brows. “Really, wolf classes? I’m sure you paid attention, and now you know everything there’s to know about wolves now, right?”

She furrows her brow and narrows her eyes, suspiciously. “I didn’t name them. I paid enough attention to pass the tests, but no, I don’t know all about wolves. I actually don’t know much about wolves at all. I do know quite a bit about one wolf, though. Like right now, he’s trying to piss me off because he thinks I’ll fight better that way.”

Dante takes a deep breath and when he lets it out, it’s like he’s letting everything out. He looks and feels defeated. He puts his hands on Mira’s cheeks, cradling her face and memorizing every detail. “I can’t lose you both. I can’t live without you, and nobody hurts our baby.”

Mira puts her hands on top of his and squeezes. “Remember one thing. Our daughter is spoiled, likes to throw temper tantrums when she doesn’t get her way, already hates her grandfather for her own reasons, loves us both, and is becoming the most powerful witch and wolf in the world. We raised her to take care of herself. She won’t like it when my father bad mouths me, and she has a temper. I hope she leaves something for me to do when we get there.”

“You didn’t see them. They didn’t even break a sweat when they took her and defeated me.”

“You only had your wolf. She thought Daddy would save her. Now, she has seen them beat up Daddy, kidnap her, and take her to someone who she hates, who is bad mouthing Mommy. She has her wolf, but she’s also a witch. She may not be trained, but it’s all instinctual.”

At these words, Dante drops his hands, and everyone stops and stares at each other. Max says what everyone’s thinking. “We need to get there before she hurts someone she doesn’t mean to.”
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Chapter 5
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Max, Mira, and half the pack approach the house from the front. Dante and the other half of the pack approach from the back. Everything seems quiet. Mira looks around, and everything looks exactly the same as it did when she fled. 

Max sees her looking around horrified. His heart drops to his stomach, and he feels his battered heart pulling at the tape and stitches again. “He refused to let anyone change anything. He wanted it to feel like home for you when he found you and brought you back.”

Mira looks like she’s trying not to vomit at the thought of living in that house again. “It never felt like home. I can imagine what kind of torture he’s putting my daughter through in there because I went through them myself. Why would I ever want to live in that house again?”

There it goes, one stitch pops loose. The hope of her moving back to Italy that Max has been desperately clinging to slips out of his reach. 

They haven’t seen or heard anything to indicate anyone was outside, and they are getting ready to move in closer to the house when they hear Lilly scream, “I said don’t talk about my mother!” and then a bright flash. 

Nobody could have stopped her, so Max follows Mira when she bolts into the house and runs directly for her old room. She should have known that’s where he would keep her daughter. 

Mira stops in the doorway, and Max runs into her. Dante runs into him. They all take in the scene before them and burst out in laughter. Mira motions for her daughter to move over on the bed so she can sit down. She’s laughing so hard she has tears running down her face. 

When they’re all able to catch their breath, Mira turns to Lilly and wraps her in the tightest hug she has ever given her daughter. “Thank you. I think we needed that laugh.”

Lilly tries to shrug under the weight of her mom’s hug. It’s tight and hard for her to breathe but after what happened, she knows better than to ask her to let go. It’s better to let her get it out of her system or Lilly would have a shadow for the next day or so. 

Her mom leans back, and her eyes and face are serious. Lilly is reeling from everything, and now her mom will switch moods every five seconds? 

Mira knows Lilly is dealing with a lot, but there isn’t much time. “Lilliana, did you do this on purpose, or did you just push energy at him and wait to see what happened?”

Max interrupts with tears in his eyes, brimming on his lids and threatening to fall. “Wait, her name is actually Lilliana? And you knew at the time you named her?”

Mira simply nods. Max leaves the room with tears now streaming down his face.

Both Dante and Lilly give her questioning looks. “It’s something from our past, but it’s not important right now. Lilly, I need to know the answer to my question.” 

Lilly gets agitated, her eyes start to swirl, and little sparks come off her. “First, they kidnap me, beat up my dad, fly me to Italy. They give me to that horrible man who has done nothing but say horrible things about my mom to make me believe that she doesn’t love me and is selfish. He said I need to listen to him and use this new power to help him make the world a better place. Even after I told him that I know all about him, and I’ve done my research, he wouldn’t give up. He said Mom spun it in a bad light, and it was all done for the greater good of the community. Then there was the one who got me. I have to listen to him and do what he says because I’m a woman in Italy and his granddaughter, so I don’t have a choice. Mom, did you grow up with this?”

Mira smiles sadly at her daughter. “Yes, honey, I did. I had to sneak out in the middle of the night when Max was supposed to be watching to make sure I didn’t run away. I used multiple fake IDs to get away from here.”

“I’m sorry I was so hard on you about this. Anyway, he wouldn’t stop. I warned him if he kept talking about my mother, he wouldn’t like what happened. He kept talking so I pushed the energy out thinking I could make him stop talking.”

“Well, a metal plate over his mouth will definitely keep him from talking. You could have made him sleep for a couple of hours. We need to work on controlling your power.”

“I have no idea what I’m doing. I was scared. I didn’t know when you would get here, and this worked until you did to figure all of this out.”

“I’m glad you knew I was coming to get you, but you can’t always rely on me to rescue you. You’re the most powerful witch ever to be born. You’re able to do more than me, and I might not be able to undo some of your spells. You’re a grown-up witch now. This isn’t like when you accidentally turned your Barbie’s hair purple.” 

Mira looks Lilly over. She’s fired up over the whole ordeal. Her eyes are still swirling, however that could be from her body preparing for the convergence tomorrow. She still has sparks flying off her. Mira suddenly knows the problem.

“Lilly, I brought you something. This ring was your great-grandmother’s. She gave it to me when I came into my power, and I’m giving it to you now. I want you to use this ring as your object to center. Never use a person, always an object that you’ll always have on you. What you’ll do is take the memory of me giving you this family heirloom as a token as you come into your power. Take a deep breath, pull the memory up, and bring your energy to your core where it can settle.”

Mira puts the ring on Lilly, who then promptly closes her eyes, calms her breathing, and the sparks stop flying off her. When she opens her eyes, she sees a proud smile on Mira’s face to greet her.

Mira wraps her in a hug. “That was great. Not many witches can center on their first try like that. I’m so proud of you.”

Mira jumps when she hears a familiar voice coming from the door. She turns to face her mother with mixed emotions. 

“I always wanted to train you myself and have that kind of relationship, but it wasn’t allowed. You had to be the best, you had to know it all, and you had to be more advanced than anyone if you could train the child of the prophecy. That’s what he always told me. I was happy you had your grandmother. She at least was able to show you what magick is about.”

Mira feels Lilly gathering energy. She doesn’t want Lilly involved in this fight. She isn’t sure what she feels about her mother. She has always been confused when it comes to her mother. She didn’t participate in anything her father was doing, but she didn’t stop any of it either. 

Her heart pounding and her eyes narrowed, Mira finally confronts one of her parents. “How could you let him treat me like that? I’m your daughter. You let him treat me worse than a dog. All I was to him was a way to get his hands on the child of the prophecy. You sat back and let it all happen. You could have taken me and ran. Your side of the family would have protected us. They never liked the way he treated me. They wanted you to live there with me. You wouldn’t leave him. You stayed and let him do whatever he wanted.”

Nobody says anything while Mira stares at her mother, waiting for an answer. Sera stares right back. Finally, she sighs, and Mira catches a glimpse of the defeated and battered woman she is. 

Sera knows she owes her daughter an explanation, however she can’t tell her the truth, and she doesn’t want to lie to her anymore. “Mira, there’s so much more that you don’t know. Please know, if I could have taken you to our family, I would have. It simply wasn’t an option. You heard bits and pieces and put your own version of the story together. Honey, it’s not the whole story.”

Her husband grunts from the floor. Her eyes dart to him. “You’re fine. It’ll do you some good to not talk for a while. I’m sure someone will remove it at some point.” Leo narrows his eyes at his wife, and you can tell he’s making revenge plans. 

Mira giggles, and she doesn’t even try to hide it. Her father then turns his gaze to her, full of disdain. Her giggle turns into a full laugh. 

Before anybody can say anything, a big box drops over him. Everyone in the room whips around to look at Lilly. She shrugs her shoulders. “I didn’t like the look he was giving my mom. He’ll show respect, or he’ll be removed from the situation.”

Everyone laughs, and Lilly looks around at them like they’ve all lost their minds. “I don’t know what you all find so funny. I may be this all-powerful being, but nobody messes with my mom.”

Sera composes herself first. “We find it funny because nobody has ever gotten the best of him before, and we’re enjoying this.” She turns to Mira with raised brows. Mira nods, giving her permission for her mother to introduce herself to her daughter. 

Sera turns back to Lilly. “I’m Serenella, but everyone calls me Sera. I’m your grandmother. It’s my mother who passed that ring on to your mother. It’s my side of the family that brings the prophecy and the most powerful family part. I don’t say this to brag or to get you to like me. I say it so you have all the information you need. I’m happy to meet you, and I hope the circumstances work out where I’ll get to know you. You’re my only grandchild. I didn’t even know you existed.”

Lilly stands and looks around the room. “Well, Sera, I feel the energy in here. It used to be my mom’s room. It’s so full of desperation and sadness, it couldn’t be anyone else’s. I don’t know the story or the history with you and Leo, I know some of the horrible things he has done. I found it when I was doing research on Italy. I don’t know why you stayed, and I don’t know what kept you from running with my mom, but you have a choice now. I was only staying here until they got here, so they would know where to find me. He thought he had me trapped, but not even close. You can stay with him, or you can come with us.”

Sera’s face is taken over with a huge grin. Her heart pounds in her chest, and her blood feels like it’s racing through her veins. She hopes this is happening and not another of her dreams of getting a second chance with her daughter, only to be snatched away by the alarm clock. 

“That isn’t even a choice. I’d do anything for a second chance with my daughter. Now that I know about you, it’s also a chance to get to know you. Of course, I’ll come with you. There’s nothing holding me here anymore.”

The box shakes, and they hear the mumbles coming from it. They abruptly stop when Lilly starts talking. 

“Are you sure you want to keep pushing me? I can always put your box in the middle of town square. When someone gets too curious and opens it, they’ll find you there with that plate over your mouth. I think that implicates you in witchcraft. Isn’t that still illegal here?”

Sera giggles. “Why, yes, it is. In fact, I think Leo was trying to implicate someone else a couple of months ago.”

Dante ushers everyone out of the house. Luca and Sandy rush to Lilly and wrap her in a tight hug. She accepts the affection with gratitude.

Max looks back at the house. “Do you think we should at least take the plate off his mouth? He’ll have to eat to live.”

Lilly sighs, disappointed. “Fine.” 

Everybody knows she removed it when they hear him bellowing from inside the house about how he’ll win in the end.

Lilly raises a brow at her mother with a smirk. Mira looks at her daughter sternly as she shakes her head. 
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Chapter 6
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They venture into the forest before Leo makes his way outside. The wolves want to burn some energy, and the witches want to connect to nature. 

Mira goes straight for her favorite spot before Max can stop her. When he catches up to her, she’s staring at the black scorch marks where there used to be a natural seat in the roots of a large tree. She used to sit here and write in her journal, write spells, read, or just sit and connect with the earth. She has never felt so betrayed. She feels like someone has violated her most holy of places. There isn’t even a word for how hurt she is by this.

She turns her big, tear-filled eyes to Max. All the pain and feelings of betrayal showing in the tears, trembling chin, dropped shoulders, and hunched-over frame like she has been punched in the gut. “How? How could you do this? Not just to me, but to the plants and the tree?”

Max is tempted to smooth things over, but he’s done pretending. She’ll get her daughter through this and then go back to Ohio and leave him here to deal with all of this again. “Do you want the truth, Mirabella? Are you sure? Better be sure you’re ready for it. You don’t handle the truth well. You only want to hear what you want to hear.”

Lilly isn’t far from them. “First warning, Max.”

Lilly and Max both say, “Stay out of this, Lilly.”

She holds both hands up in surrender and finds a tree root to sit on and enjoy the show. 

Mira doesn’t know what has set him off this time, but he has no right to be angry when he’s the one who destroyed a special place for her. “Whatever the hell you’re talking about, it has nothing to do with why you would destroy the one place in Italy that held special meaning for me.”

Sera sits next to Lilly, leans close, and quietly says, “I wish I’d thought to bring popcorn. Their fights are legendary, and they’ve been together the right amount of time for a fight.”

Lilly quietly giggles, not wanting to draw their attention. 

Max throws his arms in the air in frustration. It feels like no time has passed. She still only thinks about herself. “There it is. Now that Lilly is safe, we’re back to the world revolving around Mirabella. Nobody else matters, nobody else’s feelings need to be considered. That feeling of hurt and betrayal and a little bit of resentment that you’re feeling right now, that’s what I felt as I watched you walk out of my life forever. Knowing you were choosing anybody else over me. Then I had to live here with the constant reminders of you every day. So yes, one day it got to be too much, and I threw an energy ball at your favorite spot in the forest. The way I saw it, it’s not like you would ever use it again.”

About halfway through his tirade, Sera stands and freezes. She doesn’t know what to do. She had planned on removing the memory blocks but not until she had talked to Mira about them first. He blurted out something that could make her start picking at them.

Max sees the wide eyes and open mouth as Sera studies Mira and realizes what he has said. He waves a hand in Sera’s direction. “Don’t worry, the memory blocks dissolved as soon as she crossed the ocean. She has remembered everything for years.”

The feeling leaves Sera’s legs, and she drops back onto the root she had been sharing with Lilly. Her heart is in her throat, and she doesn’t know how to handle this new information.

Lilly rubs circles on her back. She can feel a gentle heat make its way through her body. She smiles. Lilly’ll be an extraordinary witch. She hasn’t even had any training yet, and her instincts are leading her to the right decision, and she doesn’t need spells. 

Mira watches until she knows that Lilly will take care of Sera. She then turns back to Max and lets her anger have its turn. “First, when I left, I didn’t remember. I thought you were my brother, and you were doing what every male in Italy would do. Then I was traveling, and I was exhausted. By the time I got to Ohio, I’d been awake for two days. I didn’t even realize I remembered everything for over a week. Then what was I supposed to do, call you and let everyone know where I was? Or better yet, send you a letter with my address on it? No, you know as well as I do, that I had to break all ties, or he would find me. I didn’t have a choice. You saw what he did the one time I dared to fall in love.”

Max flinches like she had punched him. There goes another stitch. He’s doubtful his heart will survive this. “No. You don’t get to use that. You moved on. You got married, had a child, lived your life. I fell in love, completely and all consuming. I can’t move on. I have to make sure you’re safe, happy, and have everything you need. I’ve tried to move on, it doesn’t work. None of them are you. I try not to compare them, but every time they do something, I think, ‘Mira would never do that.’”

Mira has tears in her eyes. “Believe it or not, I know the feeling.”

His head snaps up to look her in the eye. “What does that mean?”

Mira turns to her mother and daughter, her eyes now clear. Lilly is suspicious of the situation. “Let me get this straight. Leo was insistent on the whole prophecy thing, but you fell in love with Max, who isn’t your brother. He then did a memory thing on you to make you think he was your brother? He then had Max’s parents killed and moved him into the house to torture him for falling in love with you. Then when you moved and crossed the ocean, it dissolved the memory things, but you couldn’t let Max know or your father would find you. That about right?”

Mira sighs, defeated. She didn’t want her daughter to ever know about any of this. I guess it’s inevitable. “There were more memory blocks about other things that are no longer important, but simply put, yes.”

“Does Dad know? About you and Max, I mean. Does he think you’re brother and sister, or does he know the truth?”

“I don’t know what your dad knows. He has to know we aren’t brother and sister if he grew up here. We don’t have to figure all of this out right this minute. Right now, we have to focus on getting you through your convergence, then we can worry about what will happen.”

Lilly scowls and defiantly crosses her arms over her chest, preparing to throw a temper tantrum if it’s needed. “You’re stalling because you don’t want to tell me, or admit you did something wrong. You can’t stand there and say you and Dad might split up so you can be with this other man, but you’re going to wait until after this big event to talk about it.”

Mira pinches her nose between her eyes. It’s times like this she wishes she hadn’t spoiled her daughter quite so much. She takes a deep breath, raises her head, and with a new determination, does something she has never liked doing. She pulls out her ‘Mom is serious’ voice. “Lilliana, you’re no longer a toddler, and everything doesn’t happen on your schedule anymore. We have to prioritize and deal with the most pressing matter first. Stop acting like I’m doing something to intentionally hurt you. Get over yourself and let us do what we need to do in the order it needs to be done.”

Everyone freezes when they hear Mira use Lilly’s full name. They all stare at her with open mouths and wide eyes. Mira has never spoken to Lilly like that. It has made Dante, Luca, and Sandy’s wolves very restless and watchful. Not only making them feel more protective of Lilly but putting them on high alert as Mira’s actions signal that this situation is more dangerous than she has indicated. 

Lilly isn’t sure what’s happening but thinks it’s probably from the convergence being so close. Normally, when she pushes her mom too far, and she gets angry enough to use her full name, Lilly knows to back off and let it go. For some reason this time, it only makes her angry. She drops her arms to her sides, narrows her eyes, and leans in toward her mother. Before she has a chance to say anything though, she feels something beckoning to her. It’s a strong pull that she can’t resist. She looks over her shoulder, then back to her mom. Her anger is gone as quickly as it had appeared. She follows the pull. 

Mira watches as Lilly seems to be drawn to a certain spot. She falls behind as Lilly keeps a decent speed; she wants to take her time and take in the forest around her. It has been so long since she has been in this forest, it’s like coming home. She soaks up the familiar energy of the trees around her when Max comes up behind her, wraps his arms around her waist, and picks her up so her feet can’t touch the ground. He carries her a little out of the way so if anyone comes back looking for them, they won’t see them right away. 

Max puts her down by sliding her down the front of him. Mira smirks, a little proud she still has this effect on him. Her feet touch the ground, but he doesn’t release her right away. Max whispers in her ear, “Brother and sister? Do you think you can keep it like that? I might have a hard time convincing my body you’re supposed to be my sister. Is that how you want to play this?”

Max has no idea what he’s doing to Mira. Or maybe he does, and that’s why he’s doing it. Her heart is pounding, her blood rushing through her veins, breathing heavy. At least nobody can see how wet she is. She wants Max to take her right here on the forest floor. Her voice even sounds a little husky. “What choice do we have? You can’t just walk back into my life after twenty-five years and expect me to run back to you.”

One of his hands wanders and finds Mira’s breast as Max continues to whisper in her ear. “I know you love your husband, but you love me too. You can admit it. If you didn’t love me too, you wouldn’t still be here, letting me do this.” His other hand slips under Mira’s waistline and into her panties. As Max’s finger enters her, she pulls his hand out and steps away from him. 

Mira walks away a few feet and leans against a different tree with her hands on her knees, taking deep breaths to get her body under control. She wants to go right back over to Max, strip him down, and have some fun right here in the forest. There are a lot of reasons that can’t happen.

She has control over her body again, barely. Mira approaches Max but keeps her distance. She knows her control is tenuous. Max smirks at her, leaning back on the tree, showing her how much he wants her. Mira focuses her gaze on his eyes and refuses to look anywhere else. 

“I can’t do this. I’m married. I don’t cheat on my husband.”

Max walks up to her and grabs her chin. “I’ll never be the other man. You misunderstood what was happening here. You have a choice to make too, Mira. I’m asking you to choose me. I have a prior claim for you; he has a claim for you now. It’s up to you which one of us wins. I’ve loved you pretty much my whole life. I’ll do anything I need to for you to choose me.” 

Max guides her chin up as he claims her mouth with his. It’s a kiss like none other either of them has experienced. They lose themselves in it, and the world around them disappears. When they finally break apart, a strange blue light surrounds them. 

Mira looks at it, worried and wondering what it means, hoping she doesn’t have to tell Dante about this. 

Max looks at it, fascinated. “I can’t believe this. I don’t know how this is possible.”

Dante walks up with his head bowed. “Me either.”

Mira tries to step away from Max, but his grip on her waist tightens, and he won’t let her go. She sighs. Well, so much for not telling Dante. 

“Dante, I can explain.”

He turns to her with tears in his eyes. “It’s all right, Mira. I already know. I’ve known since he showed up. Remember we all grew up together. Just because you don’t remember me doesn’t mean I don’t remember you. Mira, you were a couple of years behind me. That’s why I don’t remember you. Max though, he was only a year behind me. I remember him, and he didn’t have a sister. He was an only child, and his parents were killed. He did have a girlfriend, though. Her parents didn’t approve. I remember the stories that they were a perfect match, and they were bound to get the aura. Then all of a sudden, he was gone.”

Mira furrows his brow. “What is this aura? I’ve never heard of it, and why is it surrounding us?”

Max looks at her, smiling with love pouring out of his eyes. Mira feels the excitement pouring off him. “The aura means we’re a perfect match, blessed by the Gods, destined to be together.”

Mira is even more confused now than before. “How is that possible if I was supposed to bring the prophecy child?”

Sera interrupts, “Because your father never told you the rest of the prophecy. He thought that every girl child you had with the wolf would be that powerful, so he had planned on making you have a lot of children. I tried to tell him it was a one-time deal, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”
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Chapter 7
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Lilly broke into the conversation. “Sorry to stop all this drama and believe me, we’ll all be discussing this, but we have something more important happening. It’s almost midnight, and I’m being drawn to a certain spot, so we need to get moving.”

Mira breaks free from Max who doesn’t even attempt to hold her there this time. He chuckles as he stays right beside her. “She’s just like her mother, has to make everything about her.”

Mira glared at him. “It’s her twenty-first birthday; she’s allowed to have the day be about her, always has been. I see no reason to change that now.”

Laughter comes from all sides, including what can only be wolves laughing in the forest. Mira glares at everyone. “Really, even the wolves in wolf form laugh? Yes, I know she’s spoiled, and every day is about her, but this birthday is special and could, you know, kill everyone, so we need to be on our toes.”

Sera loops her arm through her daughter’s. “I know you’re nervous about this. Don’t worry, I’ve been watching her. You’ve done an excellent job in raising her. She has excellent control already, and she hasn’t even been trained yet. Her instincts are guiding her well. Plus, you have Max and me with you to help if things get a little out of control. You know neither of us would harm Lilly in any way.”

Mira feels a little better at her mother’s words. She’d like to find the time to sit with her mom and hear more about what happened when she was little. She has one big worry, though. “Thank you, Mom; that helps. Is Dad going to show up?”

She takes a deep breath, and anger and determination cross her face in rapid succession. “Honey, I’d be surprised if he weren’t already there waiting for us. Don’t worry about him. He won’t come near my granddaughter. I made that mistake once with my daughter; it won’t happen again.”

Mira raises her brow and looks at Max. He nods sadly. She can tell there’s more to the story, but it will have to wait. This isn’t the time or place. She looks around for Dante. She knows he’s in wolf form but thought he would stay close. He’s probably too hurt for that. She knows he won’t let anything happen to Lilly no matter what’s happening with them, so her anxiety comes down a little. 

They get to the edge of a clearing, and Lilly stops walking. This is the place. Mira looks around, and panic takes over. She can’t breathe, and her blood races through her veins so fast, that’s all she hears. Her heart is pounding so hard, it feels like it’ll come out of her chest. Her body sweats, and her legs feel like they’ll give out. She turns to Max, but she can’t say anything. 

Dante runs out of the forest, still putting pants on. He looks at Max. “What happened?”

Max is lost. He has no idea what’s happening. “I don’t know. She turned to me like she was going to say something, then you ran toward us, putting on your pants.”

Dante looks back at Mira. “She’s having a panic attack. She hasn’t had one of these for years. Mira look at me. I need you to breathe before you pass out.”

Mira nods. She understands, but she can’t force her body to cooperate. 

Dante sees she can’t do it. “Shit, it’s not me anymore. Max, talk her down. She needs you to focus on.”

Max doesn’t hesitate as he steps in front of her. “Mira, breathe with me. Ready? In, out, pause, in, out. There you go, keep going, nice deep breaths. Now, when you calm down, we need to know what triggered this.”

Mira nods. She takes a couple of minutes to get her breathing under control. “I’ve dreamt of that clearing. I don’t remember the actual dream, just that I wake up terrified.”

Sera interrupts, “Are you sure it’s this clearing?”

Mira studies the clearing. “Yes, it’s this one. Why?”

Sera takes a deep breath and lets it out. “That means all will be revealed here. Nobody knows what that actually means. I guess we’re about to find out.”

Lilly walks out into the middle of the clearing. Leo comes from the other side. “It’s about time you arrived. It’s almost midnight. You didn’t leave me time to prepare you.”

Lilly has her nose curled and her arms crossed over her chest like she’s looking at the most disgusting thing she has ever seen. “What makes you think I want you here at all, let alone let you ‘prepare me,’ whatever that means.”

He scoffs. “I’m the most powerful witch around. It’s my duty to make sure you’re ready for this very important time in your life. I’m also your grandfather and would like to help you through this. This is also Italy, and you’re a woman unescorted by a man. That isn’t allowed.”

She sighs and inspects her nails as if she’s bored. “Okay, if you want to do this, we’ll do this. I have a few minutes. First, you aren’t the most powerful witch around. I showed you that at your house, and I didn’t even have to concentrate to do any of that. I was carrying on a conversation while I did it. As for my grandfather, his name is Luca, and he lives in Ohio with me and has been there for me my whole life. As for being a woman in Italy, does this count for enough men escorting me?”

When she says grandfather, Luca walks up in his wolf form and sits next to her. When she asks if this is enough men, every man they have with them, in wolf form or human, stands with her. 

Leo tries to figure out a way to spin this to his advantage. Before he gets his footing, Sandy walks out in human form. She has shifted back and thrown on a shift dress. His eyes narrow as he sees her walking toward them.

“Sandy, you couldn’t miss an opportunity to get back at me. This won’t do you any good.”

Sandy ignores him and walks up to Lilly, who lights up when she sees her. “Grandma, I didn’t know you were here too! Isn’t it so pretty here? I’m going to have to talk Mom into bringing me back here more often.”

Leo interrupts, “This is your grandmother? That isn’t possible.”

Lilly narrows her eyes at him. “Do you remember what happens when you annoy me too much with your ignorant babble? Of course, it’s possible. She’s a wolf in the pack of the strongest line of Italian Wolves, the Moretti Wolves. She has a son a little older than my mom. When you were being a big douche, they moved to Ohio. Do you need me to explain the rest to you?”

His face is red with anger by the time she finishes. “You insolent...”

That is all he is able to get out when Mira steps between them. “That’s more than enough. You won’t talk to my daughter like that. You were able to get away with treating me like an animal, but you’ll never treat my daughter like she’s anything less than the blessing she is.”

Mira feels her mother’s energy as she stands behind her. She also feels Max’s as he stands behind her, a little off to the other side of Mira. Dante comes in his wolf form and sits in front of her. 

Leo laughs. “You think they’ll protect you? Sera and Max, come over here and help me. We need to get this situation under control.” Nobody moves, they all stare at him. “I’ll remove the memory blocks, and then we’ll see how much your precious Mira thinks of you.”

Mira laughs. “Do you know nothing about magick? I crossed a large body of flowing water, the ocean. Those memory blocks dissolved twenty-five years ago. I’ve remembered everything for that long.”

His jaw drops, and he stares at her in disbelief. In one fell swoop, she takes away all his leverage. Those memory blocks are how he has been controlling everyone. He panics now that he doesn’t have that fall back. His eyes dart around the clearing to see what all he’s up against. He could still take Mira out and get control of Lilly. Mira is the key.

As his plan finalizes in his mind, the wolf in front of Mira growls. The fur on his neck stands on end, and he prepares to launch himself at Leo. Max tries to be subtle, but Leo had helped to train him, so he knows the boy’s tells. He’s gathering energy and preparing to launch an attack. At least he doesn’t have to worry about Sera or Mira; they’re just women and not capable of much.

That mistake will cost him. As everyone gets ready to launch their attacks, the sky lights up with two brilliant lights. Everyone shields their eyes to protect their eyesight. The wolves in wolf form hide their eyes under paws, whimpering. 

The two balls of light hit the earth softly. Everyone had been prepared for a hard landing, but if they hadn’t seen the lights, they wouldn’t have known anything came down. When the lights finally dim down, all eyes instantly snap to two figures standing, studying everyone.

They were apparently in the middle of a conversation when they landed and are now continuing it. The woman smiles triumphantly. “See, I told you the child would know where to go, and we wouldn’t have to search for them. I know what I’m doing. I’m the one who set this whole thing in motion in the first place.”

The man rolls his eyes at her. “I know, you’ve told me many times. However, a lot of the things you put into motion don’t turn out the way you expected them.”

She puts her hands on her hips, turns to him, and glares at him. “Twice! In millions of years, my stuff went a little off course twice, and nobody will let me forget it.”

She then turns back to face everyone frozen in place, watching them with open mouths and wide eyes.

She looks at them with a furrowed brow and then turns to the man. “What’s going on? Something doesn’t seem right here. I know it’s been awhile since I’ve been to Earth, but this isn’t right.”

He sighs. “We have to unfreeze them, remember? This is a protection so we can come and go, and nobody with remember.”

She giggles. “Oh yeah, those were fun days.” She waves her hand, and everyone is able to move again. 

She smiles at them again. “There, that’s better. Hi, I’m Freya, Goddess of Love and War, and that stick in the mud is Fenrir, God of the Wolf. We’re here to fix everything with the prophecy. I’m the one who made the prophecy. This is definitely what was destined to occur, but things have been left out, changed, and added since the original. We need to clarify what the prophecy was, and since it was so messed up by the time it came to you, we’ll give you a couple of options.”

Leo smiles and steps forward like he’s going to control the whole thing. Freya and Fenrir smile.

Freya grins right at him. “Oh, good. I was looking for you.” She waves her hand, and the metal plate is back on his mouth, and he’s bound sitting on a chair. All he can do is listen to everything. He has no say at all.

Everyone tries to stifle their laughter, but it’s no use. Freya expects this and waits for them to calm. “Okay, now that we have the reasonable and sane people, we can get started.”
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Chapter 8
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They’re all staring at Freya with wide eyes. Everyone looks at her chin out of respect. They don’t dare look her in the eye. Everyone except Lilly, that is. Lilly watches her carefully, studying her. She has her brow furrowed and her eyes glued to Freya. It doesn’t look like a muscle could twitch on Freya without Lilly noticing. 

Freya chuckles. “Oh, child, don’t worry. All your questions will be answered. You’ll have to wait until I take care of our little troublemaker over here.” She flings her hand in Leo’s direction.

Fenrir rolls his eyes. “Really, Freya? You’re going to do something about this now?”

She smirks at him. “No. Right now, I’m going to teach him a lesson.”

She looks over her shoulder at the group, smiles sweetly, and talks to Leo. “I may be the Goddess of Love, but don’t forget I’m also the Goddess of War.”

When she says Goddess of War, her demeanor changes. She goes from sweet and lovable to fierce and forbidding in an instant. She draws herself to her full height, which is substantial, and her voice booms through the clearing. Her hair is flying wildly around her head and the energy coming off her in every direction is just as fierce and wild as she looks. 

Everyone is fascinated with the bright blue and green energy surrounding her. It looks like a witch’s energy as it flies around her and gives the impression of static electricity, but with different colors. The bright blue haze with green electrical charges is more beautiful than anything any of them has seen before. 

She’s just getting started with Leo. “You’re the worst offender of messing with my prophecy. It was going along fine until you got your grubby, selfish hands on it. This won’t end well for you. So, you might want to sit there quietly and let me continue with what I want to get done. Stop annoying me before you make this situation even worse for yourself.”

Leo doesn’t care if she’s a Goddess; she’s still a woman, and she has no right to talk to him like that. He puffs out his chest, preparing to find a way to let her know he won’t take this kind of treatment from a woman.

Fenrir groans as he rolls his eyes and reluctantly walks over to them. “Really? Still with the whole she’s a woman thing? Have you not been paying attention? You’ve been bested by three women in the last twenty-four hours. Not to mention, she’s a Goddess, she can turn you into a pile of ashes with a snap of her fingers. Seriously, sit here, shut up, and let us get this done so we can go.”

Every wolf female stares at him with their eyes clouded over. Their mates all try to get them to snap out of it. Now, it’s Lilly’s turn to study him. None of their group has said a word; they’ve watched and taken everything in, trying to assess the situation. However, the situation keeps changing, so assessing it is impossible. 

Fenrir stomps over to Freya. “See, now I’ve had to talk in front of female wolves. I told you this was a bad idea.”

Freya laughs, back to her friendly, lovable side. “Oh Fenrir, loosen up! We don’t get to come down here very often anymore. Besides, they won’t be fixated on you for long. I’ll fix that.”

He scoffs. “You’ve said that before and only made it worse.”

Her voice and demeanor turn serious. “Really, that’s what all of this is about? I felt bad about that mess. When Lilly here comes into her power, that Alpha of all will transfer to her. They’ll no longer be like that to you.”

As she’s talking, Fenrir gets angry. By the time she’s done, he can only manage small phrases as he fights his wolf. “How... could you? She’s a... child! I’m a... God. I... can handle... it. She shouldn’t... have to!”

Freya’s having a hard time keeping up with the conversation because his eyes keep flashing. His wolf is so near the surface. 

Before anyone knows what’s happening, Lilly runs up to Fenrir, takes his face in her hands, and forces him to look her in the eye. 

As she approaches him, the group as a whole yells, “Lilly, no!” They all know how dangerous it is to approach someone when they’re struggling with their wolf; running up to them like that’s a suicide mission. 

Mira holds her breath as her heart stops. This can’t be how it ends. Then she notices that Fenrir’s claws are gone. Lilly’s calming his wolf. She watches fascinated. She has never seen anything like it before. 

Dante stands next to her on one side, and Max is on the other side. Dante watches Lilly with his eyes wide, shaking his head. “I always knew she was special, but I never imagined something like this. I also knew that fearless streak she gets from you, would get her into trouble. While it has worked out for her so far, that luck is bound to run out.”

Max rubs the back of his neck, debating with himself if he should bring it up. He decides if he’ll be part of this family, he’ll treat Lilly as his own daughter. “I don’t think it was luck as much as it was a certain Goddess maneuvering things and people around to get everyone where she wanted them to be.”

Mira shifts her gaze from her daughter to the Goddess. She locks her emotions away so she can look at the situation objectively, a trick she learned a long time ago. She sees the triumphant grin on Freya’s face, the guilt on Fenrir’s face as he uses Lilly to bring his wolf back under control, and Lilly always the first one to run in to help.

She doesn’t move and continues to stare in that general direction with her hip cocked out and her arms crossed loosely across her chest. It’s one of the hardest things she has ever done. Not reacting to what Max had brought to her attention goes against all her instincts to protect her daughter. 

“Dante, what are the chances that a fierce and loveable Goddess would say the one thing that would set off a distant and moody God’s wolf to the point he would need assistance to get control back? Or that she would do it in front of us where she knew Lilly would run in to help?”

Dante flinches like he has been punched and lifts his foot to get his daughter out of there. As soon as his foot is off the ground, Freya whips her head around to see what he’s doing. 

He has to do something, or she’ll know something’s up. He gives her a small smile and makes his way back to his parents like that has been his intention from the beginning. She’s satisfied with this and focuses on Fenrir and Lilly again. 

After what feels like forever to Mira, Lilly and Fenrir break apart. Lilly lets out a little squeak when he grabs her and wraps her in a hug. She isn’t sure what to do, so she hugs him back. He releases her and with sincerity, he thanks her. “You’re the only one who had a chance of calming him. Thank you. There are still stories around about the last time he took over when I was down here. I must warn you, though. Don’t go running up on someone struggling with their wolf; that’s a good way to get yourself killed.”

She smiles at him. “I don’t know how I know, but I know you’ll never hurt me. I’m too important to you. I know I’ve never met you, but I’m someone important to you.”

Freya jumps up and down, clapping her hands. “Yay! We’ve finally gotten to the time to reveal all parts of the prophecy. I’m so excited. I’ve wanted to come down here and straighten all this out so bad, but I wasn’t allowed to until now.”

Fenrir takes a deep breath and turns to Freya. His voice is a little shaky as if he’s a little scared of her answer or how she’ll react. “Freya, are you sure you want to do this? You know what this will do to them.”

Freya takes a deep breath and deflates as she lets it out. “Yes, I know what it will do to them. I also know it will make them all much happier after they adjust. This is what was destined to happen. That jackass messed it all up, and now we have to fix it. It’s actually going to work out better for some of them.”

Fenrir lowers his head like a defeated animal. The energy coming off him is so sad, everyone has to take a moment to separate it and push it back out. He finds a tree root to sit on and watches how it all plays out.

Freya spins around to face the group. “Okay, Emiliano took a lot out of the prophecy and added quite a bit too. He wanted something different from what the prophecy told. Of course, he didn’t know the most important part because it got lost in translation generations ago. That part being ‘a child of the line of love and war with golden eyes and dark hair shall have a child with one of the line of fur and skin and most powerful.’ So, what they didn’t get was a descendant of mine and a descendant of Fenrir’s would have a child together.”

She stops to let that sink in, so she can make sure everyone keeps up. When she’s sure they’re ready, she continues, “Lilly, that ring your mother gave you, I gave that to my daughter when she came into her power. That’s how that tradition started. Nobody can take it from you, not even me. Sera, the reason something always prevented you from taking Mira and running is because she needed to learn to be strong, so she could raise her daughter to handle the gift she would be handed. Mira, my dear sweet Mira. You’ve had the hardest time through all of this. I wish it could have been easier for you. Please know I wanted to come down here and take you far away so many times. I heard your prayers, and I answered them as soon as I could. There’s a reason nobody saw you when you fled. I made sure you got away.”

Tears stream down Mira’s face. Knowing the Goddess has been watching over her is enough for her. She hasn’t been alone all those years. Freya has heard her and has helped when she could. Mira feels the hurt, anger, and betrayal she has been carrying around with her all these years dissipate as she can finally let them go. She looks up to Freya with wide eyes, not sure if this is happening. Freya winks at her. 

Both Max and Dante look at her as she releases a sigh of relief for the first time in her life. She has never realized how tense and stressed she always was by holding onto her childhood. 

Freya turns to Fenrir. “This one is kind of tricky. You want to help?”

He laughs. “Nope. This is all yours, remember?”

She sighs. “Fine. Everybody knows a price has to be paid for everything, right? Well, this is no different. I can’t instill this much power in one child without taking some power out of each side.”
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Chapter 9
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The whole group silently looks around at each other. Dante is back at Mira’s side, and Max has moved as close as he can get to her. They’re waiting for the Goddess to explain her statement, but nobody dares ask. 

Freya turns back to Fenrir again. “They’re quiet tonight. Every time we’ve watched them, they never stop talking, and now they won’t say anything at all.”

Fenrir laughs. “Did you think we made ourselves look exactly like humans?”

She scowls at him. “Of course, we did. That was the point. We wanted them to feel comfortable around us.”

His laugh gets louder and lasts longer this time. “Freya, you’re a Goddess, and I’m a God. No matter what we do, we can’t hide that. There will always be a strong energy coming off us, and humans will always be able to look at us and know we’re more than them. They aren’t talking because they’re afraid to offend us. They’re trying to be respectful.”

Freya’s eyes are wide when she turns back to the group and looks at each of them. “I never thought of that. I thought if we were close enough to human form, you would be fine with us being here. Don’t worry, I have no plans to clean up everything and start over.”

She means this as a joke, but the whole group tenses. She turns back to Fenrir with her eyes filling with tears. 

Fenrir chuckles. “You aren’t good with the humans, are you?” He walks over and faces the group. “She was joking. She was trying to let you know we have no intention of killing all of you. This isn’t one of those things where once you’ve seen us, you have to die. We don’t care that you’ve seen us or if you tell people. Honestly, having more people believing in us these days would be great.”

They relax a little but not much. This situation seems to be getting more and more out of anyone’s comfort zone. 

Fenrir shrugs his shoulders as he looks at Freya. “I tried. I think that’s the best you’re going to get. You better move on.”

Freya sighs and walks closer with her head hung down in defeat. The group watches her suspiciously. They have no way to know if she’s actually upset by this turn of events or trying to make them feel better as that seems to be important to her for some reason.

She raises her head, and Mira is glad they don’t fall for the defeated look. Freya has a glint in her eye and now poses herself in front of them with one leg bent out at a 45-degree angle and her hands on her hips. 

When she talks, her voice is chipper like the last conversation never happened. “So, we’ve established that everything needs a price, including this angel child over here.”

Mira pulls Lilly closer to her. She knows Freya won’t hurt her as too much has happened to get Lilly here and to this point, but she also doesn’t want Freya using Lilly to get something else she wants. 

Freya smiles when she sees Mira holding onto Lilly tightly. “A lot of people have said the prophecy was a hoax because witches and wolves cannot conceive together. While that’s true, throw in a little God and Goddess DNA, and it makes it possible, but only once. We can’t have a species as powerful as a witch wolf running around. That would bring an end to way too many other species. That’s why Emiliano’s plan had no chance of working. You never had a chance of making an army of powerful beings.”

Mira can’t help herself. She’s so angry. She can’t stop the outburst. She looks at her father and lets the anger fly. “You selfish, cruel, demented, sick, twisted asshole! You were planning on pimping out your own daughter and using her for breeding purposes. It doesn’t get any lower than that! You’ve disgraced our family, and I’ll make sure everyone knows about it.”

Freya laughs. “You won’t have to worry about that, dear. You’ll see why in a few minutes. You see, you were destined to have a baby with this lovely and great man who has taken great care of you and our amazing Lilly. However, you were never destined to be a couple. You were both destined to have full lives with more children and with your own kind, not hiding away across the ocean. You were meant to become friends so you could both teach Lilly what she needed to know, but not like this.”

Mira puts her hand up with the palm facing Freya. Freya nods, understanding that Mira needs a minute with this one. 

Lilly turns on her heel, glaring at her parents. She has her arms crossed tightly across her chest. She doesn’t pay any attention to the look on her mom’s face or the fact that she’s starting to hyperventilate. 

Lilly is so angry over the whole situation, she deals with it in her usual way. “I can’t believe you two. You let me get kidnapped by that crazy man, who I refuse to acknowledge as my grandfather. Now this Goddess is here saying I’m one of her descendants, and we were never meant to be a family. This is insane. What are you doing, and why aren’t you listening to me?”

Mira has to sit on the ground. She has heard everything her daughter has said, but she can’t deal with her temper tantrum right now. She has to focus on Max who is trying to help her to breathe. Dante crouches down too in case he can do something to help. 

Mira can finally breathe regularly again, about the same time Lilly is done with her rant and asking why nobody is listening to her. Mira isn’t in the mood to deal with it, so she answers honestly, “Because not everything in this world is about you, Lilly. This one is about me, your dad, and Max. If you had been paying attention to anyone but yourself, you would have noticed they were trying to keep me from passing out over it, but it still had nothing to do with you.”

After the first sentence, Lilly tears up. By the second one, she’s crying. Her mom has gotten into a habit of talking to her like this. It’s like the mom who raised her has disappeared. Her chin is all wobbly and her voice is shaky as she tries to control her tears and attempts to respond. “Mom, why do you keep talking to me like this?”

Mira mentally smacks herself in the head. She doesn’t mean to even hint that there is more to the story with Max. Her daughter won’t leave it alone until she gets the answer now. Hopefully, with their current situation, she’ll agree to me explaining later. “We’ll talk about the Max thing later when all of this is done. I keep talking to you this way because it’s time for you to grow up. I can’t take care of everything for you anymore. This is something you have to do yourself. Once your witch and wolf converge, a temper tantrum could very well hurt a lot of innocent people. You have to think of other people, not just yourself.”

She wipes her eyes with tissues from her pocket, blows her nose, and straightens her back to stand tall and proud. “You’re right. I’m an adult now. I need to start acting like it.”

Freya claps her hands and jumps up and down. She looks over her shoulder at Fenrir with a grin taking over her face. “I knew they were the best choice. Look at her, not afraid of her daughter’s power and still teaching her lessons. Giving her advice and guiding her.”

Fenrir rolls his eyes at Freya as he stands and walks up to Lilly, who stares at him with wide eyes. The color has drained out of his face when he finally tells her why he has approached her. 

“I know what you’re doing. You react with anger to cover your fear. You’ve had a simple life with your parents being married and living in a small town. Everything you thought you knew about yourself, and your family, is being torn away, and your life is being turned upside down. Believe me when I tell you, it will all work out for the best. We’re simply putting everyone back on their destined paths. Your parents were never destined to be together long. It was supposed to be a rebellion thing, and then she would find someone who would accept her, her child, and her friendship with her child’s father. He would find the same with a female wolf. You would get all the training you would need from an early age. It didn’t work out that way, so we’re fixing it now. It’s not too late for everyone to be happy. Your parents are still young enough to have more children if they want. It will all work out for the best.”

Freya smacks him on the arm. “What are you doing? I was having fun watching them squirm. Plus, you’re giving away too much information. Remember, we haven’t gotten to that part yet.”

Fenrir whips his head around on Freya. His eyes are yellow and shaped like a wolf. He snarls at her. “My patience is running thin. Get this done, or I’ll do it for you. No more games, no more squirming. Tell them. Make the decision and get it done. NOW.”

Freya smirks at him as she crosses her arms loosely over her chest and cocks her hip out. “Well, well, well, Fenrir’s protective side has come out to play. That hasn’t happened in over a thousand years. Do you have a little crush, Fenrir?”

The glint in his eye from the glare he’s giving Freya gives one answer, and his voice gives another. “Of course not. You’re taking way too long to get this done, and these are my descendants you’re messing with.”

She giggles. “Oh, is that what we’re going with? Okay, I get it. You don’t want to talk about it. I’ll get moving and try to get it done. Although it might be a little harder than anticipated if your wolf is protecting her. He’ll want to protect her from every hurt, even emotional.”

He flinches minutely, but Freya watches for it. This is a side effect she hadn’t expected. She’ll have to tread carefully. Fenrir may not admit it, even to himself yet, but his wolf has claimed hers, and he won’t let anything happen to that girl. 

She takes a breath, now worried about this announcement. “As I said, this will require a price. What I didn’t say is that none of you’ll like the price, and not one of you’ll want to pay it. That’s why we’re here. We never expected the family to decide. The price is a witch from Lilly’s bloodline and a wolf from Lilly’s bloodline. Before you explode with your questions, it originally said her parents. I changed it.”
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Chapter 10
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Everybody stands still and silent for about thirty seconds, waiting for her to say more. They all think there’s no way that can be all. The two have to do something, right? The price can’t be they have to sacrifice them, could it?

When it becomes obvious she won’t add anything else, everyone talks at once, making it to where nobody can be heard or understood. 

Freya holds her hands up palms out with a small smile on her face. “I know this is a difficult decision. We’ll to let you speak to each other, gather your thoughts, and then Mira and Dante as Lilly’s parents will ask the questions, so we don’t have them coming from everywhere.”

Mira turns around almost crying when she sees the familiar dishwater blonde hurrying toward them. 

She intently watches Lilly. Max leans over and whispers, “Wow, look at those eyes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen more striking green eyes before.”

Mira chuckles. “That’s Dante’s sister Amara. She does have beautiful eyes. Don’t piss her off though. As beautiful as they are now, when they turn to ice, she can cut you deep with them.”

He leans back and looks at Mira with his eyes wide. Mira nods and turns to greet her sister-in-law.

When she reaches them, Amara gathers Lilly into a hug and doesn’t seem to want to let her go. When she finally does, she repeats the ritual with Mira first, then Dante. She then looks at Max and with an eye sweep toward Lilly, she hopes he understands that she can’t say what she wants to and hugs him just as long and hard as the rest of us. 

Dante isn’t in a laughing mood. “Are you done so we can talk about this? You know about a wolf and a witch dying.”

Mira waves in his direction. “Oh, don’t worry about the witch. We’ll give her my dad. There, one down. The problem is a wolf.”

Sera approaches and is surprised to hear Mira sacrifice her father so flippantly. “Mira, he’s your father.”

Mira whips around to face her mother, startled. “I know. Just because he did one good thing by bringing me into the world, that doesn’t mean he gets a pass on all the horrible stuff he has done. Honestly, do you have any objection to it being him? We’re all that’s left of his family that actually talks to him, so it’s up to us.”

She furrows her brow at her daughter and puts her hands on her hips as she leans in closer. “That isn’t the point. You didn’t even bother to discuss it with me or Lilly. You swatted him away like he was some annoying bug. He’s still a living, breathing human being. I know I taught you to appreciate living things more than that.”

Mira lets out a sigh and deflates a little. She feels beaten down and still has a long way to go. “Yes, Mom, you did. You also taught me that if there’s a plant that’s toxic to the others, it needs to be removed, but the health of the group is more important than the health of one toxic plant. That’s happening here. He’s toxic to anyone around him. I’m removing him so we can all grow.”

Sera lets a little smile break through her scowl. “Now, when you use my own teachings on me, you don’t leave me much to work with in an argument. I know you’re right, and I had every intention of sending your father. However, I’d intended to have a conversation with you and Lilly about it first.”

Mira raises her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I get the point. Right decision, wrong approach. I need to involve others in big decisions like that. I’m trying here, Mom. You have to remember I’ve been on my own in regard to magick for the last twenty-five years.”

Sera tears up as she thinks about all the years she has missed with her daughter and granddaughter. “I know, honey. We’ll work it out.”

Dante clears his throat to let Mira know the wolves have all gathered and are ready for the discussion. Mira looks to her mother for her support.

Mira is so glad her mom understands she needs help for this. She’s also thankful her mom is willing to give her that help. She doesn’t want to get involved with wolf business, but she doesn’t have a choice. 

When they reach the spot where the wolves have gathered, she doesn’t see Lilly. She looks to Dante, and he shrugs his shoulders. She holds up her pointer finger, indicating she’ll be back in a minute, and goes to find her daughter. This is the kind of thing she needs to be involved in. Mira won’t let her hide anymore. She needs to take responsibility. 

Mira finds her not far away, sitting on a tree root with her feet pulled up and her arms wrapped around her legs. Mira sits beside her. 

Without moving, Lilly begins. She has always been able to tell her mother anything and never judged her. “Most kids go out to bars and get drunk for their twenty-first birthday. I run around the woods and wait to see who I’m related will die because I was born. Can’t I keep my powers the way they are and keep the witch and wolf separate so nobody has to die? Who is there even to pick?”

Mira scoots over as close as she can get to her daughter and puts her arms around her, prompting Lilly to rest her head on Mira’s shoulder. Mira answers with the truth. “Most kids aren’t as special and remarkable as you. That’s one of the questions we can ask, but we have to be prepared in case the answer is no. You won’t sit here and wait to see which relative will die. On the witch side, there was no discussion, although your grandmother thought there should have been. It will be your grandfather. The wolves are all gathered and waiting for you and me, so we can start the discussion. You need to be there to help with this. It’s not time to break down yet. After we get through all of this and get home, you can break down. Until then, you have to be the brave super witch wolf I know you are.”

She nods, releases her legs, stretches, and stands. She gives Mira a hug and then follows her to the wolves, who are impatiently waiting for them. When they sit, and Mira hears grumbles of, “it’s about time” and “took long enough,” she puts the wolves in their place. 

“That’s enough of that. When you turned twenty-one, you were all immature pups. You went out to the bars and got drunk. You couldn’t go to work or classes or whatever you were supposed to do the next day. You didn’t have this huge responsibility dropped on your head, and you certainly didn’t have to be part of conversation to decide which person in your bloodline will die. This is hard on her, and I think she’s handling it wonderfully.”

Luca helps her words have more impact. As their alpha, he stands behind her as she speaks and adds the alpha discipline tone to her words. By the time she is done, they’re all whimpering. Mira looks over her shoulder when she’s done and smiles at Luca. 

“You didn’t have to do that but thank you. Sometimes people forget she’s still so young.”

Luca smirks back at her. “I’d already warned them if they didn’t stop their complaining about waiting, I would let them deal with you, and you’re so much worse than I. They brought it on themselves.”

Mira and Dante laugh. The rest of the wolves watch from under their hair as they all have their heads down in shame. It isn’t the pain of her words; they have actually heard her words and realize they expect a lot out of Lilly and should respect her need to stop and catch her breath every once in a while. 

The discussion gets underway, and it doesn’t take long to realize they won’t get anywhere like this. Everyone says it should be someone else. Dante pinches his nose between his eyes, then Fenrir suddenly sits next to Lilly.

They all jump as they’re out in front, facing the others. 

“A helpful tip, she’s only going to accept one of you. Kind of like the royal family. She may have changed it from being the parents but not far off. If you present anyone other than a close relative, she’ll find a reason to reject them. Lilly, to answer your question, no, you can’t keep your witch and wolf separate and have nobody die. I already tried to talk her into that.”

Then he’s gone as quickly as he had appeared. Mira looks over at Dante with wide eyes. “I don’t think he’s supposed to help us, but he chanced it anyway.”

Before anybody can say anything else, Luca faces the pack. “You can all go back in the woods now. We’ve decided it will be one of us.”

Luca seems surprised by the uproar after his announcement. Lilly walks up to him and whispers in his ear, “You told them their alpha or his family is in danger and to go back in the woods and not worry about it. Even I felt the protection urge at that.”

Luca sighs, and the toll of the last few days shows through in the dark circles under his eyes, the paleness of his skin, and the droopiness of his eyes. “Please don’t take this as a threat to me or my family. This is a family decision on who will be the one to protect and sacrifice for my granddaughter.”

That helps as the wolves are satisfied, and the protectiveness is quelled. They change to their wolves and head back into the trees. Some of them seem to prefer being in their wolf form. 

Luca comes back over and sits down as he lets out another sigh. As all the air is released, it seems like all his hope and ambition goes with it. He looks like a defeated old man sitting there now. “There’s no decision to be made. I’ll be the one who goes.”

Lilly instantly starts crying. “Grandpa, I don’t want you to die for me. I don’t want any of this to be happening.”

Dante can feel him. He takes a subtle peek over his shoulder, and there he is. Fenrir tries to hide, but he’s there, watching. He looks so sad, and he may even have tears in his eyes. 

Luca studies Lilly’s face as if he’s trying to memorize every detail. “Sweetheart, I’d do anything in the world for you, even die. I don’t mind. I’ve had a long and happy life. I got to be there for so many important parts of your life. I know you’re going to have so many more I’ll miss, but I’ll always be with you. I’m the one your wolf trusted first. She showed herself to me last year. She’s beautiful, and you’re going to be beautiful when you shift, just like you are now.”

Dante’s voice is shaky when he interrupts, “That’s enough, Dad. You can’t be the one, you’re alpha of the pack. You can’t leave the pack leaderless to help one wolf. You know it doesn’t work that way. It has to be me. Before anyone says anything, I’ve thought it through, and I know what I’m doing. I know what she has planned for Mira and me, and as for training Lilly as a wolf, Dad can do that. It’s better this way.”

Lilly’s chin wobbles, and silent tears stream down her face. She looks at her mom first, then her dad. She feels empty inside. First her grandpa now her dad. The two most important men in her life are volunteering to leave her forever. If her heart were still inside her body, it would be crumbling into a million pieces. “No more temper tantrums; it’s time for mature conversations. Daddy, you’re volunteering to leave me here to learn from Grandpa instead of teaching me yourself? I think I’ve pieced enough together to kind of know what’ll happen. So, you and Mom don’t stay together, that doesn’t mean you don’t still have a daughter who needs you. It also doesn’t mean you won’t find someone else who makes you happier than Mom did. You’ve been the beta of the pack for a long time and would have no issues stepping up as alpha, so you can’t use that as an excuse either.”

Lilly whips her head around when she hears her Aunt Amara break in, “I can solve the whole issue. I’ll go. The pack doesn’t lose their alpha, and Lilly doesn’t lose her father or grandfather. I’m nothing special. I’m single, I work a dead-end job that doesn’t pay enough, and I run on my own most of the time. Nobody will even miss me.”

Lilly throws her hands in the air and lets them drop to her sides with a slap. “Oh, yeah, nobody would miss you. Not your only niece, who only has one aunt. She definitely wouldn’t miss you. Grandma, don’t even think of saying anything.” Lilly points at Sandy. So far, everyone on that side of her family has volunteered to leave her. She couldn’t take it if her grandma did too.

Mira offers a small, sad smile and walks up to Lilly. She takes her in her arms and gives her a big hug. Then she holds her daughter out at arm’s length and looks her in the eye. “No matter what decision we make, you’re going to lose someone you love. I know it sucks, but that’s just the way it is. I’m sorry your dad’s family doesn’t have someone as hateful and nasty as mine we can give away. Not everything in life is that easy.”
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Chapter 11
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They all walk back over to Freya. Mira looks around for Fenrir but doesn’t see him. She spins around when she hears him talking behind her.

Silent tears stream down Lilly’s face as they walk back. She knows they had to decide, and this one makes the most sense, but that doesn’t mean she has to like it. When all of this is over, she’ll be able to grieve her loss, but right now, she doesn’t have time. Suddenly, Fenrir is beside her, whispering in her ear.

“I’m sorry you had to make such a difficult decision. When she sets her mind on something, there’s no changing it. She’s being especially stubborn about this one, so I think it has something to do with everyone’s destiny. I promise he won’t suffer, and there won’t be any games.”

He’s gone again. Lilly looks around but can’t see where he went. She shrugs her shoulders; she has more important things to worry about than where a God has disappeared to. Her grandfather catches up to her and takes her hand. She squeezes it, and her heart breaks. Apparently, it makes a reappearance in time for it to be shattered. 

Freya jumps up, a grin taking over her face when they approach. “I’m so excited you finally made your decision. That means we’re so close to being done, and Lilly can begin her convergence. Do you have any questions?”

Lilly knows Freya is looking at and asking her parents, but she asks her question anyway. “Why can’t I leave things the way they are so nobody has to die?”

Instead of getting angry, Freya smirks at her. “I knew you would be a lot like me. Always pushing boundaries, always wanting to know the answer, always pushing until you get what you want. It’s a gift. You can’t leave things the way they are because we can’t stop the wolf and the witch from converging. They’re both trying to take over your body and when they figure out the other is there, they’ll converge as part of a survival technique. They know if they don’t converge and fight for dominance, they and you will die. If they do converge, they can both survive as well as you. This is why wolves and witches can’t procreate together.”

Lilly loses her bluster. She is deflated, and the jutted-out chin drops to her chest. She has almost convinced herself that Freya is being stubborn, and she can leave things the way they are. Now she realizes she’ll have to go through with this. She turns to her grandfather and drops into his arms, sobbing. He comforts her and tries to calm her. 

Dante starts to walk over there, but Mira grabs his arm. “Leave them be. Let him do this one on his own. It’s the last time they’ll be together, so let them have this moment.” 

Dante drops his head, but not before Mira sees the tears have started a trail down his face too. He walks over to his mother and sister who are both silently crying as well. 

Freya has her brow furrowed as if confused. This fuels Mira’s anger at the situation. “Are you confused as to why she’s crying or mourning? She had no good choice here. No matter who we picked from her father’s family, she would lose someone she loves. You asked us to send someone we all love to die. Now you’re asking her to deal with that decision. She’s doing the best she can with sending her grandfather off to die.”

Freya turns her confused expression over to Leo. “Yet no one cries or mourns over her other grandfather who’s being sacrificed as well.”

Mira runs her hands through her hair, frustrated. “There’s a big difference between the two. My father is a horrible man, and he hadn’t met my daughter until he kidnapped her. My father-in-law is a wonderful, loving man and has been there for my daughter since the day she was born.”

Freya turns her attention to Lilly. “Lilliana, I’m so sorry for everything you’re going through. I wish it weren’t necessary. Now, that one is going to Hel, body and all, but for your loving grandfather, I’ll take him to Valhalla, but only his spirit, and leave the body so you can do your rituals.”

Lilly nods and manages a shaky, “Thank you.”

Freya looks around, and her eyes narrow suspiciously. “I’m going to give you a minute to say your goodbyes as I find Fenrir. I don’t know where he keeps disappearing to.”

They all surround Luca. Dante moves in and gives his father the longest hug Mira has ever seen them exchange. When they break apart, Luca looks Dante in the eye. “I love you, that’s the most important. After that, take care of the family, then take care of the pack. The pack will be restless for a little bit. That’s to be expected with an alpha change. Don’t go easy on them because you’re a new alpha, and you want them to get used to you. They’ll take advantage of that. Be open to finding the right mate. You deserve to be happy. You’re a wonderful son.”

Dante cries hard as his heart breaks into tiny pieces. His body is numb, and he can’t respond. Luca is determined not to let them see how much this hurts. His heart is crushed and ground into sand. There’s a stone in his gut, and his legs feel like jelly, but he hugs him again and whispers, “I know, son, I know. You don’t have to say it out loud.”

Mira is next. She walks up and feels how shaky Luca is, but she won’t call him out on it. Let him believe he’s being strong for his family if that’s what he wants. “Mira, how can I possibly say goodbye to you? You’ve been my daughter’s best friend, by son’s wife, my granddaughter’s mother, and my friend for so many years. I often wonder what our family ever did without you in it. I know you’ll take care of them all when I’m gone so I can rest easy. Don’t make me come back and whip everyone into shape.”

Tears flood down Mira’s face, however she still can answer him, “Luca, a girl can’t ask for a better father-in-law. Sometimes I thought you liked me better than Dante! You’ve always been so wonderful with Lilly, and she adores you. If this were for anything other than her, I’d fight tooth and nail against it. But, like usual, she needs something, and you’re right there, ready to give your all.” She has to stop there because she’s crying harder. Luca gives her another hug. 

Lilly doesn’t care what order they were planning to go in, she steps up as soon as her mom is done. 

Amara ‘coughs,’ “My turn” into her hand. 

Lilly throws, “Don’t care” over her shoulder. 

Amara’s mouth drops open, then she hits back with, “Brat.” 

Without missing a beat, Lilly responds with, “So?”

Amara is smart enough to know she has been beaten when she has no idea how to respond to that. 

Luca rolls out a real belly laugh. He leans around Lilly so he can see Amara. “See, you should come around more often and get to know your niece a little better. Nothing is boring when Lilly is there.”

Amara is still looking at the back of Lilly’s head with wide eyes and her mouth hanging open. Dante chuckles and pushes her chin up to close her mouth. “You’re going to catch flies leaving your mouth open like that.”

Amara puts her hands in her pockets and narrows her eyes as she studies Mira. “Dante, you were never any good at volleying back and forth like that. So, that means it had to be Mira who taught her how to be that good. I mean she’s the only one who has ever bested me, and it was the first time up against me, so it’s not like she learned my style.”

Dante chuckles again. “You have no idea what you’re getting into if you start it up with Mira. Trust me, don’t go there. You’ll leave crying.”

Luca’s goodbye with Lilly goes how he had expected it to. “Lilly, this is important, and I want you to always remember it. I love you so very much. You’re one of the most important people in my life. This isn’t your fault, and you aren’t sending me to my death. If I didn’t want to do this, I wouldn’t have volunteered. There were other options, so I didn’t have to. I wanted to do this for you, sweetheart. I’ll always be with you. The training you’ll get is the same training I gave your dad and aunt. The house out in the woods is the one that has been passed down through our family for generations, and I lived there until we moved to Ohio. You’re going to be back where you belong on Italian soil, drawing your power from where it began and where you belong. You’re going to be amazing and wonderful, and I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a leather necklace. Both Dante and Amara snap their heads up and look their way. Luca laughs. “You two can come over if you want, but you aren’t going to like what’s happening.”

Dante and Amara both walk over. Amara has a mix between a scowl and a pout on her face, and Dante has a look of pure proudness. Amara thought for sure she would be the one to get the necklace, being a rare female wolf. She has always held a little bit of resentment toward her niece, as she has made Amara’s status a little less special. That resentment has been growing through this whole trip. Lilly is taking a lot from Amara. The necklace being the latest item. She feels her heart freezing a little more toward Lilly. Soon, she won’t have any feelings for her niece at all, or she might even start to hate her. 

Dante always thought it would be him to get the necklace as he’s the oldest child, a male, and beta to the pack. He’s even more proud that his daughter gets it instead of him. He feels like his heart could break free from his chest so it would have more room. 

Luca waits for them to get there. He gives Amara a stern look. “Really, Amara? You’re going to pout because you didn’t get the necklace, and it’s going to Lilly instead?”

Amara wipes all emotion from her face. “I thought it had to go to someone in each generation. It hasn’t gone to someone in our generation yet.”

Luca sighs and rubs his forehead in frustration. “No, as I’ve explained to you on multiple occasions, the person in possession has to pass it on to someone in a younger generation prior to death. You can’t twist these things to fit your needs or wants.”

Amara shrugs her shoulders, her face still emotionless, not giving anything away. “I was just making sure.”

Luca gives her one more stern look and turns back to Lilly. He has a sense to hurry and finish what he needs to do; time is running out. “Lilly, this ball on the leather strap contains a bit of hair and one claw from the first wolf in our line. It is said that the person who has possession of this will have protection, love, and good fortune. As you heard, it has to be passed to someone in a younger generation prior to your death, but it also has to be passed on Italian soil. That’s why I haven’t passed it on yet. We had to come back to Italy for me to pass it on.”

Luca slips the necklace over her head. As soon as it’s on, and the little ball settles between her breasts, she feels it. She knows who the first wolf is. She feels the connection to Fenrir. It’s his hair and claw in the ball. She doesn’t say anything because she likes having this connection with him. 

He manages to lose Freya long enough to watch as Luca slips the necklace over her head. He feels the connection snap into place as soon as it settles. He knows she feels it too by the little smirk she lets slip through before she wipes her face clean. He’s thankful she isn’t saying anything. This can be something just between them. 
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Chapter 12
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Fenrir moves away from the group, so Freya doesn’t find him watching Lilly. She does find him sitting on a tree root, looking deep into the woods. 

She narrows her eyes at him. “I know you haven’t been sitting here the whole time I’ve been looking for you. I’ve been by this spot a few times.”

He glances over his shoulder at her. “You’re right. I’ve been avoiding you. I don’t like this or the way you did it. I’m waiting for it to be over so we can go home.”

Her voice comes out small as if he has chastised her. “Well, I need your help for this next part.”

He stands and whips around on her at the same time. “Really? You can’t handle one small group of humans on your own? You need me to help you torture them?”

She flinches, her eyes get wide and the color drains from her face. “I’m not torturing them! I’m fixing the screwups that man made because of my prophecy. It’s my responsibility to fix them.”

He grows angry over her excuses and justifications. He feels his blood warming up. He stalks toward her. “I can understand fixing the screwups but playing with them isn’t necessary. All you’re doing is causing more heartache and pain. You could have come down here and said this guy screwed everything up. This is what we’re doing. You know there were only two people you would accept as sacrifices. It wasn’t even a choice for them. You wanted to torture them by making them pick.”

She backs away from him as he stalks toward her. His eyes are all wolf now. 

Mira sees them coming and looks at Lilly to see what she’ll do. She isn’t surprised to see as soon as Fenrir gets in eyesight, her eyes turn wolf, and she heads directly for him. 

Dante, Luca, and Sandy all react to stop her. Mira puts her arm out to stop all of them. When they all snap their heads over to her, she shakes her head. They all know she would never put Lilly in danger, so they don’t go, but they’re tensed to spring forward if needed. 

Freya has led him back here on purpose. She knows Lilly will calm his wolf. She knows that’s where he has been all day. He’s been watching her. That’s why he’s getting so angry. He can’t take her being hurt like this. He wants to go home so he can get her out of his head. 

She suddenly hears growling behind her. She looks over her shoulder, and there stands Lilly with wolf eyes. This is a new obstacle she hasn’t taken into consideration. She now has a God in front of her with his wolf right below the surface, trying to come out, and a super witch wolf behind her with her wolf right below the surface, trying to come out. 

She then hears a very irritated voice beside her. Mira has her jaw clenched. “I should let them tear you to pieces after all the games you’ve played today. However, I’m not that person, and you were there for me when I needed you.” She looks at Lilly, and her demeanor changes. She smiles and looks relaxed. Mira has no idea how she’s pulling this off because her heart is about to pound out of her chest. Her blood is racing through her body, her legs feel like they’ll give out any moment, and she might pee her pants any second now. 

Lilly stops growling as she looks at her smiling mother. She tilts her head to the side as if confused. This is the first time her wolf has come out at all, so it’s very confused. 

Mira takes advantage of that. “Lilly, look, your wolf is right here. It’s Fenrir, he’ll help you.” She whimpers, and Fenrir snaps his head around to her. She looks at him confused, and he’s instantly in front of her. He cradles her face, and she leans into his touch. 

Mira hears Dante and Max from their spots at the same time. “Oh, hell no.”

Lilly and Fenrir instantly snap their heads in that direction and growl. Mira throws her hands in the air and lets them drop. Every time she makes progress, the men have to screw it up. 

She starts over. “Lilly, honey, look over here. It’s Mom, Lilly. I have something you need to know.”

She’s still Lilly even if she’s a wolf. She turns back to Mira.

Mira tries to calm her again. “Your dad and Max need time to adjust. You know how your dad is. He never approved of any of your boyfriends. It’s no different this time. Max will be the same way. He’ll treat you like you’re his daughter. You’ll have two dads. Everything will be all right. We’ll have to work out the details, but we can’t do that if you two don’t come out of wolf.”

She turns to Fenrir. Mira doesn’t consider that Lilly doesn’t know how to turn back. She probably doesn’t even know how she turned in the first place. At least this is a partial shift, so she still understands, and it’s easier to shift back. 

After a few minutes of Lilly and Fenrir staring into each other’s eyes, they’re both back to full human form. Fenrir looks at Mira, embarrassed. “I’m sorry. It seems Freya is good at pushing my buttons, and they’re a little touchy when Lilly is around.”

Lilly studies Mira with tear-filled eyes. “Mom.”

When he hears how shaky her voice is, Fenrir pulls her in tighter against him. Mira sees this but doesn’t say anything. She knows what’s happening, even if her daughter doesn’t, and her father won’t admit it. 

She waves her hand to invite them to join the others. Then she turns her back on the group, takes a deep breath, and lets it out with all the frustration and questions. That’s all going to have to wait for another time. They still have a lot to do here. 

Freya steps up next to her. “This is the part where you would send up a prayer to me if this were any other situation.”

Mira cuts her eyes over to her but doesn’t move otherwise. “Yes, it would. However, I’m starting to seriously wonder if that’s the right choice after today.” She spins on her heel and walks back to her family, leaving the Goddess standing there by herself with her mouth hanging open in shock.

As she approaches, Sera breaks away and meets her a distance away. “Honey, I know this has been your family for many years, and all of this is difficult for you. I want to check on you and see how you’re doing. How you’re holding up, that kind of thing. I know you’re doing everything you can to make it as easy and better for Lilly, but I want to make sure you’re still going to be all right when it’s all over.”

There’s just something about your mom asking you how you’re doing that releases the dam. Everything you’ve been holding back rushes forward, and you can’t stop it. Sera sees what’s about to happen and leads Mira further away into the woods. 

When they’re alone, she takes her daughter into her arms and lets her cry herself out. She has a feeling Mira is doing the ‘be strong for everyone else’ thing. She’s good at that one. The problem is she never goes back and deals with her own feelings. 

When her cries die down to sniffles, they break apart and find a tree root to sit on. Mira looks at her hands in her lap. “Thanks, Mom. I haven’t cried like that in a long time. I needed that. I’m the one who takes care of everyone and everything, not the one who needs a shoulder. It was nice to be able to feel the hurt of the day and let it go. It’ll help with what’s about to happen.”

Sera’s heart breaks for her daughter. What kind of man is Dante if he doesn’t allow his wife to grieve or feel her hurt? She’s resentful toward him. He helped her daughter stay away for so long, and he didn’t even treat her right. Sera gives Mira a stern look with her eyebrows in the middle of her forehead, her lips pursed, and her spine straight. “If I’d known you were being expected to perform like a robot, I’d have found you myself. We would have found another place to hide. I’m glad she isn’t leaving you with him. Now, what do you mean what’s about to happen?”

Mira’s heart drops to her feet, and her stomach clenches up tight. Her blood feels like it has stopped flowing through her veins. “Mom, don’t say anything about what we’re talking about. The wolves don’t understand how I feel. They do and feel things differently from the way we do. While I feel like I’m being treated like a robot, they feel like I’m being treated like a princess. Not only do we have to watch Luca die, but I also have to explain to Dante and Max that Lilly’s wolf has bonded with Fenrir’s, and there’s nothing they can do about it. They’ll be together no matter what anyone says about it.”

Sera smirks. “I’d never talk to anyone about what we talk about unless you give me express permission. I don’t see the problem with her and Fenrir. She’s the most powerful being down here. Why not date someone like a God? She’ll be with someone who can challenge her.”

Mira chuckles. “Maybe you should be the one to explain it. I’m trying to keep the peace until we get everything figured out, but you don’t care. You just say it.”

Sera puts her arm around Mira who rests her head on Sera’s shoulder. Sera thinks about how she wants to say this. She decides just saying it is best. “I had to be careful about what I said and did for most of my life. Your father was paranoid about anyone thinking we did anything that would cause disgrace. After you left, I was barely allowed to leave the house. It was a small price, and I was happy to pay it knowing you had escaped and would be able to live a happy, normal life. I never want to go back to that kind of life. I believe it’s better if everything is out in the open so it can be dealt with. There might be some hurt feelings but nothing like the mess we have now. So, it’s not that I don’t care; it’s more like ripping the band aid off.”

Mira stands. “Well, no time like the present to piss everyone off.”

Sera laughs. “I wouldn’t miss this.”

They walk over to where everyone is. Max and Dante glare at Fenrir, but he isn’t paying any attention to them. He’s too busy watching Lilly and every movement she makes. Lilly watches Amara as she tries to show off and gain the attention of Fenrir. Lilly is close to changing again as her jealousy increases. Luca tries to get Amara to sit down, and Sandy shakes her head in her hands, waiting for the disaster that’s about to happen. 

Mira walks right into the middle of it all. She gets a glare from Amara and relieved looks from Luca and Sandy. Lilly goes back to talking with Fenrir, and Max and Dante try to look around her to continue glaring at Fenrir. 

Mira takes a deep breath and begins, “First, Max and Dante, stop glaring at Fenrir. You’ll have to learn to accept him; we’ll be seeing a lot of him. His wolf and Lilly’s wolf have bonded.”

She stops because she knows what will happen. Dante jumps to his feet. “I’m her father and soon to be alpha, and I didn’t approve this! I say no.”

Max is right on his heels. “As her soon-to-be stepfather, I should have a say as well, and I say no.”

Mira has had enough of the men saying nothing. She whips around on both of them, unleashing some of her energy to show them how serious she is. “One day back in Italy and you two think because you’re men, you can dictate what my daughter will and won’t do. I have news for you. I’ll be the only one making those decisions. No man will have any say when it comes to Lilly.” 

Fenrir stands and puffs out his chest. “Except for me, of course.”

Lilly stands, Mira walks over, and Sera joins them. Mira looks him right in the eye. “As I said, NO. MAN. WILL. HAVE. ANY. SAY. WHEN. IT. COMES. TO. LILLY. I didn’t stutter, and now I’ve said it so any man can understand. I don’t care if you’re a witch, wolf, or God. If you have a penis, you have no business controlling the life of a woman.”

Freya hurriedly walks up to the group. “Mira, that was a great talk, and I completely agree. However, we have a different problem to deal with right now. Your dad is missing. I didn’t bind his legs because I thought he was too much of a chicken to actually run.”

Mira puts both hands out, palms up, toward Freya. “You didn’t realize he has a significant will to live. He thought he would live forever through the children he would force me to have. Of course, he ran when nobody was looking. I could have spelled him so he couldn’t move if I knew you didn’t bind his feet.”

“Come on, everybody. Let’s fix the Goddess’ screwupscrew-up.”
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Chapter 13
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As soon as everybody turns their backs, Fenrir takes Lilly, and they disappear. Mira has been expecting something like this to happen, so she has been keeping an eye on the couple. She acts like nothing happened and continues on to find her father. 

Mira turns to Dante. “I don’t know why she’s so worked up. The pack won’t let him get far.”

Freya spins around to face her, her eyes full of fire once again, giving away how much this means to her. “Because just a death isn’t what needs to happen. A death in a certain way, at a certain time, during a precise moment of the convergence, is what’s needed. So, if the wolves find him and kill him, we’ll need a different witch.”

Luca steps forward, his anger barely in check. He isn’t about to let someone treat Mira like that, Goddess or not. She has been doing everything she can to keep this whole thing from falling apart. He’s practically growling as his blood warms, a sign his wolf is getting fired up. “My wolves won’t kill him. They need specific instruction from me to kill anyone. I haven’t given that order. They may corner him and scare him, but they won’t kill him.”

Freya puts her hands on her hips and bobs her head side to side as she snaps her fiery gaze to Luca. “Like every wolf will follow that order. None of them would accidentally slip and end up killing him. Make it look like an accident.”

Luca and Dante laugh. “Do you know anything about wolves? No, none of them are capable of doing anything like that. They have an alpha order. They’re physically incapable of killing anyone or doing anything that will result in someone’s death.”

She drops her hands, and the fire leaves her eyes as all her anger and fight disappear. Now she feels like a child who’s in over her head. Honestly, she didn’t think she would have to deal with the wolf side of things because Fenrir would be here. Now he has gone rogue on her, and she has to figure it out as she goes. Everyone catches on that she has no idea what she’s doing, and this isn’t going well. The rock in her stomach does somersaults. She replies to Luca with a weak, “Oh.”

Mira pushes past all of them. She has had enough of this. She’s tired of everyone going off on their own. She wants this whole thing to be over. “Standing here discussing alpha orders and wolves isn’t finding that pain in the ass or getting this over so we can go home.” She turns and storms off further into the woods.

Max takes a deep breath and turns to Dante. “I see she hasn’t changed as much as she thinks she has. Better get going before...”

Before he can finish that sentence, Dante and Max are hit with a low voltage energy ball. 

Dante grimaces and rubs the spot on his chest where it landed before it dissolved. “Let me guess, you were about to say before she starts throwing energy balls.”

Max jogs toward Mira. “Yep, and if you don’t move, they get stronger. Are you still glad she told you about all the witch stuff? Now she can do all this stuff to you and not just me. She has a temper, and Lilly gets her tantrums from her mother.”

Dante grins. “I already knew that. It’s part of the fun. It makes for great sex.”

Max has mixed feelings on his comment. His jealousy forces its way up his throat, making it impossible for him to say anything. His heart is still trying to mend, and that doesn’t help. However, he knew she had moved on. They didn’t think they would ever see each other again. Dante rubs it in that he has been sleeping with her all these years. He can’t let it show it bothers him. Luckily, they have caught up with Mira, and he can’t respond, not that he wants to.

Dante winks at Max as he keeps jogging to get a little ahead of them. He has had to be around them both for far too long. He understands what Freya is saying, but that doesn’t make it easier to break up a twenty-three-year marriage. And they’re all supposed to do what Mira wants. Either go back to Ohio or move back to Italy all on what she decides is best for Lilly. Why is she the only one who gets to decide that? Shouldn’t both parents be involved in deciding what’s best for their daughter?

By the time he decides to stop jogging, he has no idea where he is. He hasn’t been paying attention to where he was going, and he hasn’t been looking for Leo. He has just been running off some of his frustration. 

It’s been so long since he has been in these woods. He looks around to see if he can find something familiar. He finds a small cabin off in the distance. He walks over to it and knows where he is. This is on Mira’s land. She used to come out here to get away from everyone and everything. He only knows because everyone told him to avoid the small cabin in the woods. If she was there, she would throw energy balls at anyone who got close.

There’s a familiar scent around the cabin. He can’t place it at first, then it hits him. Leo is inside the cabin. Someone has tried to mask his scent with theirs. His head reels with hurt and betrayal. He sits until his body accepts what his senses are telling him. His mind tries to reject the information, making him dizzy as his heart pounds and his lungs stop taking air. 

Amara comes out of the woods in human form and sits next to him. They sit there for a couple of minutes, neither saying anything. Neither of them wants to be the one to start the conversation that will change their relationship and lives forever. They know one of them has to though. 

Dante doesn’t look at her. He can’t. “How could you? You’re sabotaging my daughter’s convergence. If it doesn’t go as planned, her wolf and her witch will tear each other apart, and she won’t survive. Essentially, you’re trying to kill my daughter, your niece. What’s wrong with you?”

Amara keeps the resentment and anger inside. She knows if she can explain it to her brother in logical terms, he’ll understand and be on her side. She feels hopeful for the first time in years. “She has taken everything from me. I’m not the special female wolf anymore. She’s now this super wolf witch. She even gets to bond with Fenrir. Nobody can even get him to look their way because he’s all about her. Ever since she was born, everything has been about her, and everybody has forgotten about me. It should be me getting all that power, not her. I’ve paid my dues. She has never paid anything. She’s a spoiled, selfish little brat.”

Dante balls his fists in his lap, and every muscle in his body tenses. He wants to jump on her. He now has to be more diplomatic when dealing with wolves. His heart may be pounding, and his blood may be rushing through his veins, and his wolf stands at attention, ready for action at any moment, but he’s going to do this right. “Let me get this straight, Amara. You’re trying to kill another wolf because she’s getting more attention than you. She has a mate, and you don’t. Her mate hasn’t looked at the other females in the pack. Oh, and we can’t forget she was born female, making you feel less special.”

The more he talks, the more her chin juts out in defiance. By the time he’s finished, she has a stiff posture, her eyes look like emeralds, and her tone is icy. “When you put it like that, you make it sound ridiculous. I’m not a spoiled child who didn’t get her way.”

When Dante has heard enough, he interrupts her, “Amara, we’re going to talk to Father about this. He’s alpha until he passes, then it goes to me. I don’t think you’re going to win this one. I must admit you’re clever in the way you’re going about it, so you don’t trigger the alpha order. You aren’t hurting anyone by keeping him away from the ceremony. That’s not going to work. We’re going back now, and we’re taking him with us.”

She laughs. “I’d love to see you try.”

Next thing they know, everyone is back in the clearing. Even Freya is looking around, confused. She then notices that Fenrir and Lilly aren’t included. 

She yells into the woods, “You can’t do this on your own with her. We have to know when to do each part, and we can’t do that if she isn’t here.”

Freya paces, talking to herself. Mira shrugs her shoulders and decides to leave her to figure her stuff out for herself. 

Dante leads a wildly squirming and wiggling Amara up to their father. 

Luca furrows his brow as he watches them approach. “Dante, you better have a good reason to treat your sister like this.”

Dante turns his anger over to Amara. His heart is still pounding, and his blood is still racing through his veins. His wolf is getting a little more persistent. “Do you want to tell him or should I?”

Amara is full of righteous anger. She feels like they’re all against her. She doesn’t trust any of them. Dante was the only one she did, and he has proved that was a mistake. She glares at him as her fear of them capturing her rises. She tries bravado while she thinks of a way to escape. “Let go of me. I haven’t done anything wrong. You have no right to hold me here.”

Dante glares right back at her. “I have every right after what you did.” He then turns to his father and tells him what he has learned. Sandy and Luca both keep saying, “No.” They don’t want to believe their daughter is capable of something like this. 

Dante has anger covered. Sandy is taking care of guilt with all of her, “Where did I go wrong?” Mira watches all of this, and it’s exactly what she expects, and they’re playing right into her hands. Mira looks over at Max. He motions toward them. “Yeah, I see it. Go help.”

Dante is still so angry, he’s holding onto Amara’s arm tightly. When Mira approaches, Amara’s smirk gets bigger. Mira grins at her, and Amara’s smirk falls a little. She isn’t expecting that. Mira looks at Dante. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of her.” Amara’s smirk falls off her face at that. Amara has expected Mira to come over and smooth the situation over. As soon as Dante lets go, she can shift and run. Mira sees that won’t happen.

Mira turns to Luca. “She’s playing you. While all of you feel bad about everything,” Mira informs them, “she had a smirk on her face. She knows you won’t punish your own daughter as your last act as alpha, so she thinks she has an absolute out. Then if it drags out until Dante is alpha, he won’t want one of his first acts as alpha to be punishing his sister. She sees it as a foolproof plan. She thinks she can’t be touched.”

Amara glares at Mira. Her heart pounds. How does Mira know all of this? She didn’t tell anyone, so it’s not like she overheard it. If this doesn’t work, she’s screwed. Her body is suddenly covered in sweat, and her wolf is anxious as she gets nervous.

Mira turns to Amara. “You may think my daughter is a spoiled brat, but so are you. You only think about yourself and what you want and what you perceive people have taken from you. This whole thing is over your niece being born a girl and how that made you feel not as special.”

Freya runs up to them. “This is important, so you need to wrap it up. Fenrir hijacked the convergence and has it on his own timetable now, so I can’t hold off the convergence until what needs to be done is done.” 

Luca nods. “Amara, my daughter, I love you, and I meant every word I said to you earlier. I stand by those words now as your father. As your alpha, you’re exiled from the pack for harmful intent on another wolf of the pack. You can ask for readmittance to the pack after a time no less than five years.” A single tear makes a track down Luca’s face, showing how difficult it is for him to exile his own daughter from the pack. 

Amara drops to her knees, then all the way to the ground. Luca does the same thing. Amara’s drop is out of shock. Luca’s time has come, and he’s gone. 

Mira and Dante both position him and then look at each other. They’re worried about their daughter and what she’s going through. 

Mira wrings her hands. “At least if she has to go through something like this, she has a God with her. A God who won’t let anything happen to her.”

Max and Dante have come up beside her. Max turns toward her. “Are you sure he can control it all?”

Sera smacks him in the back of the head. “You don’t say that to a mother waiting for her child to go through something like this and she can’t be there.” 

Max turns to apologize, but Mira’s gone. 

Sera lets out a sigh of relief. “He brought her mother to her. She must have wanted her mom.”

Dante lets out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding. “I feel much better knowing Mira’s there. I know Fenrir won’t let anything happen to her, but I feel sorry for anyone who even thinks of messing with Lilly when Mira’s around.”

Freya walks up, looks around, and throws her hands up in the air. “Where’s Mira?”

Sera clears her throat. “Um, she disappeared. We think Fenrir took her because Lilly wanted her mom.”

Freya lets out a breath. “Oh, good. Mira needs to be there. This is hard on her, and she needs her mom’s strength and support. At least we know he’s listening to her and watching for what she needs. This might turn out the way it’s supposed to. It has gone perfectly so far.”

Everyone present scoffs at her. She ignores them and saunters off again. 
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Chapter 14
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One second, Mira’s standing in the clearing, wringing her hands, worried out of her mind. The next second, she’s standing in the little cabin. Her mind is having a hard time processing the sudden change. Her emotions are a mess at seeing this place again. She looks around lovingly. She has so many memories of this place. This is where she and Max met and fell in love. Where they would sneak off to be together. She had locked this cabin and all that came with it away a long time ago so the memories wouldn’t haunt her. Being here now, all those memories come flooding back. 

Before she can get lost in them, she hears a whimper from the corner. Her head snaps around to that direction. Her memories all but forgotten once again when she remembers why she’s here. 

She squints her eyes, trying to see better in the dim cabin. “Fenrir, if you’ve let anything happen to her, you’ll have to deal with me. You may be a God, but that won’t be enough to protect you.”

Mira walks over to the cabinet and pulls out the candles and matches that she always keeps in here. She ignites the candles she knows will light up the whole room, so she can see exactly what’s happening. As soon as she sees Lilly, she wishes she were still in the dark and hadn’t lit the room.

Lilly’s eyes are a dull grey, and she’s covered in sweat as she lies on the couch. Her hair is matted to her head, and her skin is flushed in places and so pale in others. Mira’s body numbs as she remembers what Max asked. Can Fenrir control all this? Mira had put her trust in him, and now Lilly doesn’t look like she’ll make it. She can’t move or speak. She doesn’t want to make the scene before her, with Lilly looking like she’s so close to death and Fenrir tending to her, wiping her brow, and whispering in her ear, to be real. If she moves or says anything, and this scene doesn’t change, it becomes real, and she desperately needs it not to be real.

Lilly’s eyes land on Mira, and a little spark comes to life. “Mommy, I need you. Please help me.”

Mira doesn’t even think about it. She rushes to her daughter’s side and takes her hand without thinking about her daughter being in the middle of her convergence. Taking her hand might not be such a good idea. It’s too late now. She looks over to Fenrir and notices Lilly has a death grip on his hand as well.

Fenrir shrugs his shoulders. “I could have warned you, but she needs help, and I’ll do anything to make sure she survives this.”

Mira narrows her eyes at him; that’s all she can manage at the moment with Lilly pulling so much from her. “Let’s get something straight right now. I don’t care if you’re a God. As it looks like you’re going to be around quite a bit as a part of our lives and family, you and I are on the same side when it comes to Lilly. We both want her to be happy and safe. We’re both willing to do anything in our power to accomplish that. I could have been more prepared for this and drawn in more energy for her to use if I’d known she would be drawing from me. You don’t know everything.”

Fenrir hangs his head in shame by the time Mira is done with him. He responds from under his hair. “I didn’t want to give you the option of declining. Her wolf and her witch are still fighting. It got worse when the sacrifices died, and they got more power. I don’t know how to get them to talk and agree to converge.”

Mira grins. “If that’s the problem, that has an easy fix.”

They get Lilly into a sitting position, and Mira sits on the table in front of her. Lilly is only semiconscious. Mira looks through her cross-body purse. She smirks when she finds what she’s looking for. She pulls out a small bottle of a clear liquid, pulls the stopper out, and puts it under Lilly’s nose. 

Lilly is instantly awake, pulling away from the bottle, rubbing her nose, and grimacing. “Really, Mom? Essence of Lilly, you had to pull that out?”

Fenrir raises his eyebrows in question. Mira laughs at her reaction but manages to answer him. “It’s from the flower lily. I made it for her once when she was little, and this is how she reacted; it hasn’t changed. If I need her to be awake, this is the best option. I threw a few bottles in my purse just in case.”

Lilly, embarrassed by her mom revealing this to Fenrir, and annoyed by her using that disgusting stuff to wake her up again, gets them back on point. “Mom, I feel like I’ve been in a boxing match that I lost, and you quite rudely woke me up. What do you need?”

Mira instantly stops laughing. She understands Lilly’s anger and frustration. “The boxing match analogy isn’t far off. Right now, your wolf and your witch are still fighting. When your grandfathers died, their power went to your wolf and your witch. That made it worse instead of better. Someone needs to make them sit and talk, so they can learn to behave. You and I are going into your subconscious and have a little talk with them before they kill you. It has to be both of us. The wolf will still see me as an alpha figure, and the witch will see me as a superior. You’re the embodiment of them. They have to know what they’re doing to you.”

Lilly has been intently listening to her mom. She’s furious by the time Mira is done. She actually sees a tint of red to everything. She thinks that must be the wolf. She doesn’t give anything away, though. “You know how to do the spell? This isn’t something you’re trying for the first time, is it?”

Mira gives her a small smile. “No, unfortunately, I’ve had to do it many times. My father used to do it on me so he could talk to my witch. When I got older, he made me do it so he could talk to her. He thought my witch couldn’t lie to him. Man was he wrong. That’s not the point, though. I’ve done it enough times to know exactly what I’m doing.”

Lilly feels bad for her mom; she had such a hard upbringing. There’s nothing Lilly can do about it though. Her mom may or may not be happy when they face her wolf and her witch. She has a few things she would like to say to them. If she’s going in there to face them, she’ll tell them exactly what she thinks about all this. 

Lilly takes a deep breath and nods. “Okay, let’s do this.”

Fenrir is instantly on his feet. “Wait just a moment.”

Lilly cuts his rant with a single look. She cuts her eyes to him, and he stops in his tracks and sits back down. She makes one simple statement that puts him in his place. “I don’t care who you are. I won’t be controlled or told what I will or won’t be doing.”

She grabs her mom’s hands and closes her eyes. Mira doesn’t have a chance to even start the spell before she finds herself standing next to Lilly in what has to be her subconscious. Everything about the area screams Lilly. 

Mira watches her carefully. Lilly jumps up and down, proud of herself. “Mom, look, it worked. I got us here on my first try. I didn’t even know the spell.”

Mira has a new rock in her stomach. Something doesn’t feel right about this. “I see that, honey. How did you do it without knowing the spell? It takes a lot to get into someone’s subconscious.”

She stops and looks at her mom suspiciously with narrowed eyes. Her fisted hands are placed on her hips, and her head is cocked to one side as she studies Mira. “I thought about where I wanted to be, and then we were here. Are you saying I cheated, or I had help? You can’t accept that I can be this good and do a spell correctly on the first try even if I’ve never heard the spell, just the intended outcome?”

Mira studies Lilly too. Something has changed about her. Mira can’t quite put her finger on what yet, but she will. “Lilly, you know that’s not what I’m saying. I’m trying to understand your power. I can’t train you if I don’t understand what you have going on.”

Lilly relaxes and smiles. “I didn’t think about that. I completely forgot I still have to go through training. Follow me, we need to go in this room. I have my wolf and my witch in here so they can’t leave. They can’t get to each other, not even with spells.”

They walk into a room that’s completely devoid of any personality. Mira wonders how that’s possible unless her mind and subconscious are growing due to the convergence. As she takes in the room, she laughs. Lilly puffs out her chest in pride as her mom laughs. 

Mira gets her laughter under control and is finally able to talk again. “That’s definitely creative.” She has each of them in a bubble. They can’t touch the ground or get to each other. It’s a safe way to keep them in one spot, so they don’t hurt themselves, each other, or Lilly.

Lilly puts her hands on her hips and glowers at each of them. Her power has grown enough that heat flows along her look, and they can feel it warming their blood as she keeps her eyes on them. 

She finally relents and tells them what is happening. “I’ll release your heads and your heads only.” She turns to the witch. “If one spell is released out of your mouth, you’ll wish you were never a witch. This is a mediation, got it?”

They nod in their bubbles. Lilly reconfigures the bubbles so now their heads stick out of them, and the bubbles start at their necks. Mira has a hard time controlling her laughter. 

Lilly again addresses them both. Her hands are still on her hips, but she leans forward to make sure they both get every word of what she’s saying. “You two are killing me. I mean literally killing me. Look at me! This is all from your fighting. I had to lose my grandfather because of this. He said he would always be with me. I didn’t understand what he meant until it was time for him to pass. Part of his soul went into you.” She points to her wolf. “That means I have to deal with part of my other grandfather being in you.” She gestures toward her witch. 

Mira gasps, her heart stops beating, her blood stops flowing, and she feels like she’ll throw up. That’s the change. She has part of Mira’s father in her, and his personality will sometimes show in some small way. This isn’t good.

Lilly continues as she isn’t paying any attention to Mira. “I’m not about to die after he made such a huge sacrifice for me. So, you two are going to talk this out and get it together, or the three of us will sit here and die.”

Mira sighs heavily. There it is, her grandfather’s reckless streak. Mira’s heart drops to her stomach to visit the stone that resides there. She feels like she has been punched in the gut. If she had known, she would have volunteered herself. Anything to keep her father away from her daughter. That has been the plan; now he’s inside her head.
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Chapter 15
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Mira huffs and walks over to where her wolf stubbornly looks away from everyone. Her witch is doing the same, and Lilly volleys her eyes back and forth between them, to see who gives in first. 

When Mira approaches, Lilly smiles. “I think we’re getting close. I feel it. One of them will give in soon.”

Mira raises her brows at her daughter and chuckles. “You have no idea how stubborn a witch or a wolf can be. I’ve had enough of this standoff.” 

Lilly holds her arm out in front of her. “If you have a better idea, by all means, have at it.” She has a smirk on her face, knowing her mom won’t have any better luck than she. 

Mira steps up to stand directly between the wolf and witch. She turns her head toward the wolf. “I created this wolf. I’m her alpha before all others. You’re bound to me and must obey.” Mira is surprised to hear an alpha’s boom come out of her but managed not to react. 

She turns her head toward the giggling witch. “I created this witch. I too am a witch, superior to you. She’s bound to me as are you. You must show respect and obey.”

The wolf bows his head in respect, and the witch is down on one knee with her head bowed. 

Mira talks to both of them at once, turning her head back and forth so they’ll understand this was for them both. “Your fighting is harmful to your human form. If you keep it up, you’ll kill the human form, in turn killing yourselves. You need to work together and converge. Become one wolf witch.”

They grumble. The wolf lets out a low growl, and the witch starts a spell. The room is suddenly silent. Mira’s golden eyes flash as she tries to control her anger. 

“I didn’t ask for opinions on the matter. Nor did I say it was up for discussion. I simply told you what will happen. You have no choice here. You had your chance to do things right, you blew it. Now it’s my turn to come in and fix it. You won’t kill my daughter because you’re too stubborn to let go of old customs.”

Mira turns to walk back to Lilly, so they can work out how this will happen. She takes a step back when she sees Lilly. Mira isn’t sure what this is about, but she intends to find out. Lilly crosses her arms tightly over her chest, with her hands fisted tightly and a scowl on her face.

Lilly watches as her mom handles the whole situation. A situation she was handling until her mom came swooping in and took care of everything for her, again. Same as always.

Mira walks up to her, knowing she has to be careful handling this. “How do you want to handle the next part? You can’t be in here when they converge. I shouldn’t be either.”

Lilly scoffs. “However, you want to do it, Mom. We always end up doing it your way anyway.”

Mira lets out a breath, relieved it’s something simple that has Lilly upset. “Is that what this is all about? Honey, your way would have worked eventually, but we’re on a time crunch here. We needed something that was quicker.”

Lilly keeps her face completely devoid of emotion, a trick she has perfected over the years. “I mean, it’s only my subconscious, my wolf, my witch, and my survival. I don’t know why I thought I should have anything to do with this.”

Mira’s stomach jumps up into her throat. This is more serious than she thought. She hates it when Lilly wipes all emotion from her face. She has no idea what her daughter is thinking or feeling when she does that. She only does it when she’s upset or angry about something. 

“Lilly, that isn’t what I was trying to do. You should have everything to do with this. It’s all about you. That’s why I didn’t say anything and let you do your thing until it became obvious it would take too long.”

Lilly drops her arms, still not giving anything away. She doesn’t want her mom to know how angry she is. “It doesn’t matter now anyway, it’s done. Let’s get this over with.”

Mira nods. She knows it won’t be over when her wolf and her witch converge. Lilly has been holding onto that anger for a while now. She doesn’t know what to do about it, though. Maybe Max or Dante will have some ideas.

Mira waits for Lilly to come up with a plan. She already knows what will work best, but she won’t say a word. This one will be all Lilly. 

Lilly has been pacing, trying to figure how they can leave and still make sure the witch and wolf converge. She finally figures it out and goes to her mom with a proud smile. 

“I’ve got it. You can give them both orders they have no choice but to obey. You give them the order to converge, I keep them in the bubbles until we’re safely back at the cabin, I release them, and then they’ll have no choice but to converge. What do you think?”

Mira hugs her daughter and smiles proudly. “I think it’s the exact plan I’d have used.”

Lilly jerks and steps back from her mom. “Are you serious? Are you saying that because of what happened earlier? Would you’ve said that no matter what plan I came up with?”

Mira smiles. “No, I’ve actually been practicing phrases like ‘That will probably work. We can try it’ or ‘If you think that will work, it’s worth a try.’ I had no idea you would come up with the plan I’d already worked out in my head.”

Lilly’s face lights up, and a grin takes over her face as pride floods her body. “And I thought of it all by myself. I didn’t have help from anyone.”

Mira smiles. “That’s right, you should be proud. You did well.”

They walk back over to the wolf and the witch. Mira gives her order neither the wolf nor the witch are happy about it, however they know they have no choice but to follow it. Lilly grabs Mira’s hand, and they’re back at the cabin.

They must have slumped over when they went into Lilly’s mind. Lilly is lying on the couch again, and Mira is comfortably positioned in a chair. 

Fenrir is behind the couch, pacing and mumbling to himself. “They should have been back by now. Should I go in and see if they need help? No, she expressly said not to be controlling. I’m a God, why am I behaving like this? I do what I want when I want. She makes me want to be a man. I’m lost here, I don’t know what to do.”

Mira ends his torture. “You don’t need to check on anyone; we’re fine. Lilly should be awake though.”

They both rush to Lilly, and her skin is deathly pale. Her breathing is shallow, and she won’t wake up, not even for essence of lily.

Fenrir looks at Mira, and his eyes flash. He’s struggling with his wolf. He needs answers. “What now? How do we get her back?”

Mira is frantic. Her heart is pounding, and her blood feels like ice. She’s so close to panic, but Lilly needs her. She continues to assess Lilly and doesn’t even look at Fenrir as she answers him. “She’s back. I didn’t realize how weak she was. It took a lot of energy for her to do what she was doing in there. She was draining herself. I don’t even know if she realized she was doing it. She’s still holding those damn bubbles. Lilly, if you can hear me, drop the bubbles. You don’t need them anymore.”

Lilly gasps. Fenrir growls at Mira, who lets out a sigh of relief. She still doesn’t take her eyes off Lilly as she addresses the most immediate danger. “Don’t you growl at me, Fido. This is my daughter here. She may be your mate, but my bond will always be strong. And I’ll always be there for her.”

Fenrir sits on the floor, so he can still be close to Lilly. “I apologize. My wolf thought you were doing something to harm her.”

“I know, that’s why I addressed your wolf. Notice he backed off after that? I’ve been around this kind of thing before. I know how to handle it. A wolf needs an explanation of what’s going on. Everyone thinks they’re mindless animals. That isn’t true. You can talk to them and explain, and they understand.”

He gives her a small smile as he studies her. “Obviously, being the God of Wolves, I know this, but how do you? This isn’t the position of very many humans.”

She chuckles. “My father tried to partner me up with a wolf, remember? I spent a lot of time with them. A lot of them don’t understand their wolves. Some are even afraid of them. It’s sad.”

He watches Lilly. However, his eyes have a faraway look in them as if he’s remembering a time far removed from this one. “Maybe it’s a good thing my wolf has claimed hers. It sounds like the wolves of this time could use a little reminder of what a gift it is to have a wolf.”

Lilly cuts their conversation short when she lets out a blood-piercing scream. Mira runs her hands over Lilly about an inch away from her body, looking for injuries. Fenrir puts his forehead against hers, trying to get her wolf to talk to him. 

Mira looks to Fenrir, hoping he found something. He shakes his head. The tears that had been threatening since she heard that terrible scream come out of her daughter, tip over the brim, and track down her cheeks. 

Fenrir shifts his weight from foot to foot. He’s uncomfortable in these situations. He never knows what to do. 

Mira can’t help the tears. She’s terrified she’ll lose her daughter. Her body is numb, not willing to accept the possibility. She refuses to leave her daughter’s side, but something doesn’t seem right.

“Fenrir, isn’t it odd for her to let out that kind of scream when I can’t find an injury?”

He stops pacing. His worried face goes cold and hard, and his eyes look like they can see right through Mira. She shrinks back from him. 

The next thing she hears is the chipper voice she has been trying to get out of her head. “It’s about time you came to your senses and let me help. This is my project after all.”

She gets quieter toward the end and tapers off. Mira thinks this was supposed to be a long speech, but she sees Fenrir’s face and decides to end it early. He’s in no mood for games or lectures or speeches. 

He looks Freya in the eye. “Whatever you did to stop the convergence, fix it. You’re killing her.”

Freya stomps her foot, and her War Goddess look is back. Fenrir isn’t impressed. He shifts into the most beautiful and extremely large, black wolf. He snarls and growls at her. Even as the War Goddess, she backs away from him. 

She switches back and holds her hands up n surrender. “Okay, okay, you win.”

Fenrir shifts back. Mira is amazed to see his clothes are still on when he shifts back. She knows that isn’t how it works for human wolves. The wolves around Italy have clothes stashed everywhere, so they’ll never be caught without them. 
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Fenrir still has the cold demeanor, and Mira thinks it best to sit quietly and take care of Lilly. Of course, Freya will never take the safe road. 

Freya walks over and takes a look at Lilly. “Wow, she doesn’t look good, does she? Do you think she’ll make it?”

She’s there asking her insensitive questions of Mira, and then she’s gone. Mira gets dizzy with all the God speed happening. When her brain catches up to what’s happening, she sees that Fenrir has grabbed Freya by the throat, pinned her to the wall above where her feet can touch.

Fenrir talks in a low tone, but there’s no mistaking the intent behind his words. “If she doesn’t make it, neither do you. You did this to her. You’re responsible for her death if that’s what it comes to.”

Mira is at war with her emotions. She wants to cheer that the person responsible will pay, however that person has always been there for her and has helped her when she needed it.

Freya crosses her arms and flops them down on her chest as she pouts when Fenrir puts her back on the floor. “I only wanted to be let back in on my project. You hijacked my prophesy and cut me out. What was I supposed to do?”

Fenrir has let his wolf come to surface enough to show Freya how serious he is. “Listen when I tell you no more games and to get everything over. You were so intent on having fun and making the best of our time down here, you didn’t see what you were doing to them. It’s over. Let the convergence happen and let’s get this over with.”

She drops her arms dramatically, acting as if he has asked her to chop off her hand. “Fine, I’ll remove the wall that’s keeping the wolf and the witch separated so they can’t converge.”

She waves her hand in Lilly’s direction. Lilly arches her back as far as it will go, and purple light shoots out of her in all directions. Everyone except for Mira runs to keep from getting hit by the witch light. Following right behind that is the moonlight shooting out of her in all directions. Fenrir joins Mira as this one won’t hurt him. 

Fenrir quickly runs back to his hiding place as the moonlight fades, and Mira grabs Lilly’s hand. This is the moment of truth. Everyone watches, ready to duck behind something if needed. The mixture of purple witch light and white moonlight doesn’t shoot out of her. It explodes out of her, engulfing the entire room in its warm glow. It stays longer than the other two, but it does dissipate. 

Lilly collapses back to the couch, sound asleep. Her breathing is normal, and the color comes back to her skin. This whole process has taken so much out of her, she needs to sleep to regain some of her energy.

Freya is still unsure of how Fenrir will react to anything, so she’s being careful. “I still have to work out the rest of the family.”

Mira stands and stretches. This day feels like it has lasted a week. She feels the exhaustion seeping in now that the danger’s gone. “Lilly is fine now. She has gone through the convergence and come out on the other side without a scratch. She’s sleeping to regain strength now. She’ll be fine, and Fenrir will be with her. We can get the rest taken care of.” 

Fenrir nods. “That sounds like the best plan. I’ll stay with her in this cabin tonight. I don’t want to disturb her. We’ll meet you at the house in the morning.”

Mira studies her daughter’s face one last time before she leaves. She wants to memorize it now. She has a feeling everything will change tomorrow, including her daughter.

Freya grabs her arm, and they’re back in the clearing. When Mira’s head stops spinning, she glares at the Goddess. “I get that’s a great time saver, but a little warning would be nice.”

Freya shrugs her shoulders. “You’re welcome. Wow, rude much?”

Max runs up to her, grabs her hands, and forces them together, dissolving the energy ball she forms. He looks over his shoulder to make sure nobody has noticed anything out of the ordinary. Dante laughs, so he knows what’s happening. Mira glares at him. 

Max pulls her closer, so her hands are trapped. “We don’t throw energy balls at the Goddess, no matter how much she pisses us off. Do I have to teach you this kind of thing? Don’t give me that look. I’ll always stop you from pissing off a God or Goddess.”

Still glowering at him, and very frustrated that he stopped her and trapped her hands, she responds. Not the way she wanted to, though. “What’s this we thing? You have a mouse in your pocket or something? You may not throw energy balls at Goddesses, but that has nothing to do with me. After tonight, I think I deserve one good hit.”

He chuckles. “As true as that may be, it doesn’t work that way. You throw that energy ball, and she retaliates with something stronger than we do, before you know it, we have a full-blown war with the Gods. Remember Lilly is bonded to one of them, so what happens to her? Do you think we can win a war with the Gods? Is all of that worth one moment of satisfaction?”

She smirks at him. “Maybe.” Pushing off him with her free hands, she forms an energy ball in an instant and hits Dante right in the middle of the chest. He’s actually pushed to the ground this time. He’s still chuckling when he stands. “Okay, I get it. Don’t laugh when you’re getting a talking to.” He holds his hands up in surrender as soon as the words leave his mouth, realizing what he has said.

Everyone laughs. Freya stands off to the side, watching them have fun for a minute. She hates to ruin it, but she needs to wrap this up. Fenrir was right; this whole thing was a mistake. It would have gone perfectly if Leo hadn’t twisted everything. She doesn’t want them to know how heavy her heart or her conscious is, so she plasters a smile on her face and heads out to the center of the clearing with her chipper voice. 

“So, now that Lilly has successfully made it through the convergence and is sleeping peacefully, we need to finish up the few loose ends to get everything back on track so everybody’s destiny is fulfilled.” 

Dante and Max both whip their heads around to look at Mira for confirmation. She nods to let them know Lilly is fine. They had both assumed since she was here that was the case, but it’s comforting to have confirmation. 

Now that he knows his daughter is safe and the convergence was successful, Dante has the urge to shift and run. He doesn’t need or want confirmation of what he has been watching since Max arrived at his house. She’s his wife, even if she hasn’t been acting like it since he waltzed back into their lives.

Sandy turns to her son with a tear-stained face and hard eyes. “Don’t you dare shift and run away from this. Your father sacrificed himself. You’ll be the alpha he knew you could be. I know it hurts, losing your father and your wife all in the same day. Your daughter is alive and well. She needs you. You’re alpha, and the pack needs you. I’m barely holding it together, and I need you. I lost my husband and my daughter today. Please don’t take my son away as well.”

Dante knows she’s right. He can’t run from this. He has responsibilities. He’ll have to deal with it and find a way to move on. Lilly will never forgive him if he runs. He pulls him mom into him and holds her tight for a moment while confirming he won’t leave her. “You will always have me to lean on Mom. I’m not going anywhere.” He feels the weight of his promise settle on his shoulders. 

Mira looks at Max with mixed emotions. She has never stopped loving him, but she has found room for Dante too. She loves them both. She doesn’t know how to feel about all of this. Ending a twenty-three-year marriage, going back to her first love, and trying to keep a friendship with Dante. That’s a tall order; is it even possible? The anxiety of this situation is giving her a headache.

Max watches, analyzing Dante and Mira. Neither of them looks to the other for answers. That’s all he needs to know. He knows Mira is nervous about this and doesn’t know how it will work. He also knows she has looked up to him at least three times while trying to figure it out. That means she trusts him to help her figure out tough decisions, not Dante.

Freya gives them a few minutes, then breaks in. She’s ready for all of this to be done. “I know most of you’ve already figured this out, but I’m going to spell it out for confirmation. Mira and Dante were meant to have a child together. It was supposed to be a fling, a one-night thing. They would remain friends and raise their daughter. As Mira was in love with Max who she’s destined to be with, he would accept her with her child and would be happy about the amicable relationship between her and Dante. There’s a wolf out there that Dante is destined to be with, who has been miserable for twenty-five years because she can’t find her mate. Dante, I know you think this isn’t fair. But listen to your wolf. He was never truly happy. He wanted a mate, not a marriage for humans. That’s another reason witches and wolves can’t procreate. The wolf isn’t happy without another wolf.”

Dante drops his eyes. He has already told Mira his wolf doesn’t fully trust her, but that doesn’t mean she understands that he isn’t happy. He also doesn’t like that Freya calls him out on this in front of everyone. The fact that his wolf isn’t happy with his marriage isn’t their business.

Mira isn’t surprised. She doesn’t show any emotion on her face and doesn’t react to this in any way until he drops his eyes. Then she addresses him directly. “Dante, It’s okay. I never took it personally. I thought things were going on at work or something. You never made me feel unwanted or not worthy. As soon as I found out you were a wolf, it all made sense.”

Relief floods his face. The knot in his stomach untangles itself, and he can breathe easier again. He was so afraid he had been treating her like she was less than him because she wasn’t a wolf. He doesn’t have to say anything as the relief on his face says it all. 

Freya feels a little weight lift off her as that worked out better than she had hoped. She had thought that would be a big fight between Max and Dante. “Now that we have that settled, we have to resolve the issue of where the families will be living.”

Dante and Max simultaneously take a large step back. Everyone else looks at them like they’ve lost their minds. After a moment, they realize they’re the only smart ones. 

Mira whips around, her energy flying free around her in a beautiful wild purple and light blue haze that pulses with her heartbeat, showing how angry she is. She has had enough of this Goddess telling her how things will go when it comes to her family.

Freya watches her interestingly. She’s curious what this little human thinks she can accomplish against a Goddess.

Mira is ready to put this Goddess in her place. “You’ve done all of this. You caused this whole mess. You caused my insane childhood. Yes, you helped me to escape, but I never would have had to if it weren’t for you, so you owed me that. Now, you come down here and almost kill my daughter to get your way, telling us how we’re going to do things, who we’re going to be with, and now you want to tell us where we’re going to live? I don’t think you understand that you’re messing with our lives. Our lives and our feelings matter a great deal to us. So, let’s see how you deal with someone messing with your life and plans.”

With a bright white light, the Goddess is gone. Everyone shields their eyes in time, so they aren’t blinded. When Mira’s energy is released, they back up like Dante and Max.

Max looks around the clearing and then turns to Mira. “Honey, where is Freya?”

Mira smiles. “Right here.” Mira holds up a large glass ball with a tiny, furious Goddess inside doing everything she can think of to get out. Mira moves the ball, and Freya is forced to sit on the chair or fall. Mira is still smiling as she talks to the glowering Goddess. “This looks like a safe place to keep you until the morning when we meet up with Fenrir. You can’t get into any trouble in there.”
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Everyone is speechless. Finally, Max recovers. He looks at her with a mixture of awe and confusion. His hands run through his hair, more from habit. “Mira, first, you can’t go around putting Goddesses in a ball. Second, why can’t she get out? And third, how did you have enough power to do this?”

Dante had backed away when he saw what Mira had done. He now thinks it’s probably a good thing they’ll only be friends. He doesn’t think he can trust her anymore. If she’s going to put a Goddess in a ball simply for messing with them all day, what would she do to him when he’s gone for days at a time due to alpha business that he can’t tell her about. She has changed since coming back here, and it hasn’t even been a day. How much more is she going to change? It takes a lot of power to do what she did. He stands back and watches her suspiciously. He can’t help but wonder if Lilly is safe with her? 

Mira laughs at them all. She doesn’t understand what the big deal is. Freya has been causing trouble and messing with everyone all day. Now, none of them have to worry about her until tomorrow. “Relax, everybody. There’s a part of the prophecy she didn’t tell you about. The mother of the child will also gain power when the convergence occurs, so she’s able to guide the child in her training. That’s why I had the power. Not to mention as one of Freya’s descendants, I can also draw power from her.”

She may believe that, but Dante has a gut feeling. Something isn’t right with this situation. Something more is involved with this. He’s certain the prophecy isn’t completed yet. His stomach knots up, and his body tenses. He has to calm his wolf and convince him there’s no immediate danger to anyone. 

They make their way back to the house Mira endured her childhood in. She doesn’t want to step one foot into there. They need somewhere to stay, and this is free, but is it worth the memories? She stands in front of the house, staring at it and contemplating that question. 

Max suddenly steps between her and the house facing her. “You can stare at the house all you want. You have to decide if you’re going to let the past go and the memories with it or hold onto all of it. That’s the only question here. He’s gone, so he can’t do anything to you or Lilly. It’s just a house; you can change the memories by making happy ones in there. It’s up to you.”

Max makes a lot of sense. It would be the worst thing her father could imagine. Her living in this house with Max, her mother, and her daughter. All the people he thought to be worthless, except for Lilly. All of us doing better without him here. She feels a grin take over her face as she makes her decision. It’ll feel so good to practice magick again with other witches and draw energy from Italian soil. She hopes Lilly doesn’t have a fit about moving here. Now she has to figure out a way to break it to Dante.

They all find somewhere to lie down and sleep for the night. The day has been hard on everyone.

The next morning, Mira feels more rested and refreshed than she ever has after a night’s sleep. It’s still early, but she knows Dante will be up. He’s always up early. She manages to get out of the bed without waking Max. She needs to talk to Dante by herself.

She makes herself a cup of coffee and wanders out into the yard. Just as she thought, Dante is out there doing some much-needed yard work. As she approaches, he stops and waits for her to get all the way over to him. 

His face is serious, with no sign of the caring, fun-loving, jovial man Mira had been married to for the past twenty-three years. She gets butterflies in her stomach, and she doesn’t know how to begin the conversation. 

As soon as she gets to him, he begins, “I understand this whole no man will control me or my daughter thing you have going on. You won’t, however, cut me out of making decisions on what’s best for our daughter. That will still require a discussion between the two of us. If you want Max to be involved, that’s fine, but I’ll be a part of the discussion. She’s my daughter too.”

Mira lets out a breath and smiles. “Thank you. I was coming out here to ask if you still wanted to be included or how you wanted to handle this. I didn’t know how to start the conversation. Of course, you’re still going to be involved. She isn’t only half witch, she’s also half wolf. We need your input. Speaking of which, I think it’s best if we keep her here in Italy. I’d like to move her here. What do you think?”

Dante smiles. “You were coming out to talk to me about moving here with her, weren’t you?”

Mira nods. “Did you think I’d take over and dictate everything with her? I know she has two parents who love her very much and want the best for her.”

Dante shrugs his shoulders. “Honestly, yeah, I thought you would dictate everything, especially here in Italy. Thank you for acknowledging me as important as you. As far as moving here, I already have the pack cleaning and preparing the family home in the woods. I was going to pitch the same thing. It will be so much easier to train her here in the woods. We have plenty of room, and we’re surrounded by other wolf and witch families. If they see anything, it’s not a big deal. Back in Ohio, I don’t know how we could train her at all.”

Mira smirks. “Plus being Stregheria, there’s no better feeling than pulling energy from Italian soil. Let me tell you, I got a rush yesterday when I did it for the first time in so many years.”

They both snap their heads around when they hear the voice they’ve been waiting for. Lilly is chipper walking up to them with Fenrir close behind her. “Now, this is a scene I could get used to. My parents standing in the yard, in Italy, talking and getting along, with no sideways looks or furtive glances.”

Mira’s smile falters then falls off her face. She sighs and bursts her daughter’s bubble. “Lilly, your father and I were talking about things that involve you. We’ve always been able to work together on what’s best for you as we both love you very much. That will never change.”

Lilly’s face falls. The smile turns to a frown, and her eyes turn hard, leaving no trace of the sparkle they held only a moment ago. “I know. I was hoping maybe there was a chance. I know you’ll both be happier this way, and I’m sure I’ll love Max once I get to know him. It’s hard for me. This is yet another big adjustment for me.”

Mira studies her daughter. Dante is getting ready to gather her in his arms when Mira calls out, “Bullshit!”

Dante looks at her like she has lost her mind. Lilly is in shock that she figured it out. 

Mira’s blood boils, she’s so angry. “Lilliana Moretti, if you ever try to manipulate a situation like that again, I’ll bind you so tight you won’t be able to move.”

Lilly laughs. “I’d love to see you try. Most powerful witch ever, remember.”

Mira narrows her eyes at her daughter, who’s acting on her grandfather’s feelings at the moment. 

Lilly lets out a little squeal as she lands on her side with her arms stuck at her sides and her legs stuck together. “Mom, you don’t want to start this with me. It won’t end well for you.”

Mira sits on a log and looks at her nails as she answers her daughter like she’s bored. “Lilly, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Mira locks her eyes on Fenrir who’s approaching with wolf eyes. “We’ve discussed this, Fido. She’s my daughter. I’m working on her training. She has her witch training as well as wolf training. If you can’t handle it, you need to leave.”

Fenrir gives a nod, and he’s gone. Lilly can’t believe he left her like this. He’s supposed to protect her, not leave her when she can’t move. If her mom wants a fight, then she’ll get a fight. She pushes her energy out to break the bindings. It doesn’t work, and they don’t even loosen. In fact, it feels like they tighten a little. She then tries to go after her mom. This time, she’s sure the bindings tighten.

She looks to her dad. “What the hell? How’s she holding these bindings so I can’t break them? Every time I try to break out of them, they tighten. I can’t even touch her.”

Dante shrugs his shoulders as he watches all this helplessly. “I’m sorry, honey; she’s the witch, not me. This is part of her witch training. I’m out of my element here.”

Max laughs from the doorway. “Lilly, what did you do to piss your mom off this early in the morning?”

Lilly glares at him the whole time he walks over to Mira. “Apparently, when I tried to play the sympathy card, Mom could tell it didn’t bother me, and I was seeing what I could get out of it.”

Max nods as he whistles. “Yep, that’s what I thought. I’m going to explain something to you to keep you from ending up like this more often. First, since both of your grandfathers’ power went into your wolf and witch, that means a part of them lives on within you. So, there’ll be times you’ll be tempted to do something out of character for you. If that happens, you need to stop and figure out if it’s you or one of them who wants you to do it. Like you trying to manipulate your parents to see what you can get sounds like something Leo would do, not you. Second, there’s so much more to the prophecy than what was talked about yesterday. Your mom gained power to train you, and your powers have no effect on her or her magick. So, whatever spell she uses on you, you can’t break, and you can’t retaliate.”

Lilly’s mouth hangs open by the time he’s done. She shifts her gaze to her mother. “I’m sorry. He’s right; it was Leo who wanted me to milk it. I didn’t realize it until Max said that, and he laughed. He was sick and twisted. He thinks all this is funny, and we all deserve it.”

Mira lets go of the spell holding her daughter. “That doesn’t surprise me. We do have something else to tell you if you’re back to yourself. That little demonstration was to show you that I won’t tolerate you acting like your grandfather.”

Lilly nods. “I get it, but next time, can we do something a little less dramatic? I think I’m going to have bruises and will be pulling gravel out of my hair for a week.”

Mira chuckles. “Yep, you’re back to yourself. We’re moving to Italy for your training. It’ll make your training so much easier and better for you. We have plenty of room and don’t have to hide as much. Italian soil is what our magick craves, and I want you to learn to control it before you attempt to do it anywhere else.”

Lilly’s face lights up as soon as Mira says they’re moving to Italy. She doesn’t interrupt and waits for her mom to finish. “I’m so excited. I was going to ask if we could move here now that Leo is gone, but I didn’t know how sensitive you are about the house.”

A grin takes over Mira’s face. “A renovation will begin later today.”

Sera runs out carrying the ball with Freya in it. Fenrir pops back in, and they all see that keeping Freya locked in the ball all night was a bad idea.
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The ball holding Freya has a red tint to it. Freya’s hair is tangled and frizzy, flying around her head. It looks like she has created some kind of storm inside the ball in her attempt to escape. She seems to be getting desperate.

Fenrir sees it and spins to face Mira. “Where did you get this? How did you get her in there?”

Mira doesn’t have a chance to answer because everyone freezes as they all hear an ominous laugh coming from all around them. 

Fenrir’s eyes narrow as he searches the outskirts of the property. Finally, he grunts. “Fine, I didn’t find you. Come out here before she starts a fire in there.”

Suddenly, another God stands in the yard. Kind of short, black hair and dark eyes that seem to swim. He’s still laughing when he appears, but at least it isn’t echoing around the yard anymore. 

As soon as he appears, Freya stops for a second and then throws fireballs at him from inside the ball. 

“That’s enough. I don’t want her to catch everything in there on fire, I’m letting her out.”

As Mira opens the ball, both Fenrir and the other God yell, “NO,” but they’re too late. 

As soon as she’s out, she spins to Mira. “I’ll deal with you in a minute. Loki, if you don’t stop trying to trap me in things like that, you’re going to regret it.”

Loki smirks at her. “What’s the problem with a little mischief now and again? Not to mention, I’m not the one who put you in the orb in the first place.”

Freya instantly changes into her Goddess of War role, compete with clothes and fire eyes. “It takes God power to put one of us in there and since you were the only one there, it had to be you.”

Instead of backing down from her Goddess of War persona, Loki laughs again. “You don’t know half as much as you think you do. I might have given her a push and the idea. Come to think of it, even the orb, but the power was all her. She has your blood running through her veins; she had to be given Goddess power to be able to train her daughter. Remember your prophesy about the mother gaining power? Where do you think that power would come from?”

Freya spins on her heel, and her fiery gaze lands on Mira, who doesn’t back down or cower. She stands tall and faces the Goddess. Freya studies Mira from head to foot and then back up again. Everything and everybody in the yard is still and silent as they all wait to see what she’ll do. 

Still in her Goddess of War persona, Freya circles Mira. When she gets to the front again, she looks Mira in the eye. “They haven’t given Goddess status to anyone for centuries. That wasn’t part of my prophecy. How did you become the Goddess of Lost Children and fool us all?”

Dante watches Mira suspiciously. If she’s now a Goddess, that would explain the power surge she seems to have. It also explains how she doesn’t seem to care what happens to anyone else as long as she gets what she wants. He’s becoming even more convinced he can’t trust her. The idea of leaving Lilly with her makes him shudder. He backs away from the group slowly, trying to take Lilly with him. 

Mira’s jaw drops, Loki laughs hysterically, and Fenrir groans. Nobody else dares to move or make a sound. As Freya turns to chastise Fenrir and Loki, she suddenly stops and stares at someone new standing at the edge of the yard. Mira has no idea who he is, but Max does and wishes he hadn’t come by today. 

As Freya walks toward him to check him out, Lilly stands in front of him so she can’t get to him. She narrows her eyes, puts her hands on her hips, stands tall, and looks the Goddess in the eye, not showing any fear. “I understand you’re pissed. I’d be too if I’d been locked in that thing all night. You won’t, however, take it out on this guy who just got here and has nothing to do with it. You don’t like that they made my mom a Goddess, take it up with the people who did it; it wasn’t any of us. Getting trapped in that ball was all Loki, he already told you that. You don’t get to come down here, bully people around, and do whatever you want because it didn’t go the way you wanted it to.”

Instantly, Freya is back in her Goddess of Love garb. She leans back on one foot with the other kicked out in front of her. With her arms crossed over her chest and eyebrows raised, she studies Lilly. “You seemed pretty quick to come to this guy’s rescue but didn’t say anything when it was Fenrir or your mom. Is there something we need to know?”

Lilly rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I arrived in Italy, was held prisoner by my demented grandfather, then was in the woods for the convergence, and have been dealing with the Gods and Goddesses, but sure I had plenty of time to go out and find a secret boyfriend.”

Dante, Mira, and Max all try to hide their laugh under coughs. Freya looks over her shoulder at them. “This is normal behavior for her?”

This time they don’t even try to hide their laughter as Lilly gets angry. Her energy pulses. “If you want to know something about me, you need to ask me.”

Freya brings her attention back to the girl in front of her. She doesn’t sense her energy increasing. She isn’t accustomed to facing a human as strong as Lilly. Instead, she drops her arms to the side where everyone can see she has her hands fisted so tight, she has drawn blood where her fingernails dig into her palms. 

“You’re just starting your training. You don’t know anything yet, except how to be a typical teenage girl. That isn’t helpful. I’ll ask who I need to get the information I need, and you won’t tell me any differently.”

Lilly feels her energy buzzing and pushing against the barrier she has placed so it won’t get out without her direction. Freya needs a lesson in manners. She needs to know she can’t come down here and treat people like this. Then Freya is gone.

Lilly turns with a smile on her face to greet the newcomer. “Hi, I’m Lilly. Sorry about all of that, we’re still trying to clean up from the convergence. What can we do for you?”

Everyone stares at Lilly with their mouths hanging open. Mira is the first to recover. “Lilly, I hate to interrupt. I’d love to meet our guest, but first, what did you do with Freya?”

She laughs. “Oh, she’s still here, kind of. She’s behind the curtain.”

Fenrir and Loki jump up from where they had sat to watch the show, talking fast and at the same time. Lilly holds her hand up to get them to quiet down. 

“Not the curtain for when you die. There are so many curtains, you wouldn’t believe it. This is the very first one. It’s barely removed from reality. She can still hear and see everything that’s happening in real time and follow us where we go, but we can’t hear or see her. I’m giving her a lesson in manners.”

Loki laughs so hard he has to sit back down, and Fenrir looks around like he still might be able to see her. 

Lilly sighs. “Really? You don’t think I didn’t consider that you’re all Gods? Even you can’t see her. Maybe if you were a little more loyal instead of leaving when things get tough, it would go a little easier.”

She turns and walks back to the newcomer. She gets there in time to hear Max explain to her mom who the boy is. 

Max sees her coming and waits for her before he starts. “His name is Alex. He lives down the road and comes here for help with his magick. He said I’m a much better teacher for the way he learns.”

Mira scrunches up her forehead in thought. “Who are his parents, and why do they have such a hard time training him? Can’t they adjust the way they do things, so it works better for their child?”

Max sighs. “Mira, do you remember Sophia and Anthony from school?” Mira nods. Max continues, “That’s who his parents are. His father is completely overbearing, and his mother is so timid, she would never stand up to him. She actually came by one day and offered to pay me to help her son and stressed how important it is that his father not find out about it.”

Mira nods, showing she understands the situation. “I can see how it came to this. Anthony would have told Alex do this and expect him to be able to do it. I’m surprised that Sophia stayed with him after school, though. She was always talking about getting away from him.”

Max looks off into the distance, clearly not wanting to fill her in on the details of that story. Mira continues to stay silent and stare at Max, indicating they aren’t moving on until he gives up the information he has.

Max sighs, defeated. He has butterflies going crazy, flying everywhere in his stomach; he has no idea how Mira or Lilly will react to this. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but there are a couple of conditions. First, this is in the past, and there’s nothing you can do about it, so you have to take it as information and not try to fix anything. Second, remember this is someone else’s family, and we won’t get any more involved than we already are. If you don’t agree to those, I’m not going to tell you.”

Mira and Lilly both stare him down with narrowed eyes and their arms across their chests. He didn’t think it was possible, but the butterflies double, joined by a rock in his stomach. He somehow manages to hold his ground against them.

Finally, Mira accepts that he isn’t backing down and even though her inner voice says not to, she agrees to his terms. 

Max sighs. He was hoping she wouldn’t. “Well, when we graduated, Anthony took overbearing to whole new level. Sophia tried to get away from him. She’s so timid that she would never say anything to anyone. Then their fathers met, and it was done; she was engaged to him. She tried everything she could do, but he wanted her, so that was it. He’s now overbearing and controlling of both her and Alex. Sophia is still timid, maybe even more so, and Alex is shy and has no confidence at all. His father always tells him he isn’t worth anything and can’t do anything right.”

Max grabs Mira’s arm just in time. She’s about to pop in and pay her old classmate a visit. She didn’t intend to take anyone with her, so when Max grabs her, it stops her from going. 

Max narrows his eyes at Mira. He knew she couldn’t stop herself. “I know this is hard for you, but we need to stay out of this, or we’ll make it worse for Alex and Sophia. If he finds out they’ve been talking about him behind his back, he’ll keep them at home all the time.”

Mira disappears and goes to her old classmate’s house. She doesn’t get close enough for him to see her though. She wants to observe how things go for a little bit. It’ll be nice to do something without Dante’s watchful gaze on her every move. He thinks she doesn’t notice, but there isn’t much she misses now. 
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Dante knows that Mira thinks this whole thing of her being made a Goddess is no big deal, but he doesn’t share that feeling. This new attitude of hers isn’t something he’s sure he wants Lilly around all the time. Lilly already has that fearless streak, and she thinks she’s the most powerful. Adding that attitude to it could get her hurt.

He doesn’t know where Mira disappeared to, but she didn’t look happy when she left, which most likely means she won’t be back soon. He can use that to get Lilly out of here and secured at the cabin. That way he can keep her away from Mira. 

Dante causally walks up to Lilly. “Hey, sweetheart, do you want to come out to the cabin? The pack has it all cleaned up and ready. You can see your room and get it all decorated and everything.”

Lilly’s face lights up. “Sure, can Alex come too?”

Max interrupts, “Sorry, Lilly, Alex is here to work on his magick. If he doesn’t do today’s lesson, he’ll have to pay for it at home when his father finds out he hasn’t learned anything.”

Both Lilly and Alex’s faces fall. Max and Dante both laugh, and Max consoles them. “It’s not like this is the only time you’ll see him. He comes by every day. You can help with that, or he can stay longer, and you two can talk. You’re neighbors; you’ll run into each other all the time.”

Lilly and Alex both mumble something that nobody can understand, and Lilly turns to follow her dad, and Alex turns to follow Max. 

Dante chuckles. “Stop looking over your shoulder before you trip over something. Let’s change and take a run before we go to the cabin.”

Lilly snaps her head around to stare at her dad with wide eyes and a pale face. She feels her heart race and the blood turn to ice in her veins, and it’s hard to breathe. 

Dante instantly stops walking and stares at his daughter. He never expected her to have this kind of reaction to the suggestion of changing. “Lilly, what is it? Why are you about to have a panic attack?”

Lilly takes a couple of deep breaths to calm herself, and the impending panic attack passes. She drops her chin to her chest, embarrassed and not willing to face her father, or her alpha. “When I’m in this form, I have the use of my magick, and I can bring my wolf up enough to use when needed. If I fully change, all I have is the wolf. I lose my magick in that form.”

Dante lets out a sigh of relief that it’s something that can be dealt with. “Lilly, look at me.” He puts his finger under her chin and forces her head up until she’s looking him in the eye. 

“Normally, I’d agree with you. However, this situation is different from any we’ve ever dealt with before. As your witch and wolf have converged into one, I wouldn’t be surprised if you have use of your magick while in wolf form. If you have use of the wolf in witch mode, then it makes sense you would have use of your witch while in wolf mode.”

Lilly lets out the breath she had been holding. She releases the fear and tension with that breath. She nods to show she understands. She squares her shoulders and concentrates. She then sees the world in a completely different way. She has only changed a couple of times, and those were for emergency situations. This time, she takes everything in. It’s like a completely different world. She feels a nip on her back leg, and then a big, black wolf races past her. Her dad wants to play. She swirls up the leaves on the ground in front of him. 

He chuckles to himself. She relies on her magick too much. He’s glad she has it in this form; however, she has to learn to act like a wolf while in wolf form. Ah, there’s the sound he wanted to hear. She chases him. He purposely slows to see what she would do. She pounces right when she should have. Too bad she’s so noisy about it.

When Lilly pounces, her dad simply runs back a few steps, which causes her to land hard on the ground. She turns to face him, and he laughs as much as a wolf can. He walks past her and pushes against her with his shoulder. She’ll definitely ask what she did wrong. She should have gotten him. 

Then she hears it. Someone is following them. They obviously don’t think she has any skills because they aren’t being careful. Her dad is too far ahead to get his attention and if she lets out a whine or a bark, she’ll alert them to where she is. She backs up and lies in some low hanging brush to try to conceal herself. It’s hard to conceal a white wolf in the woods. 

They get near, and she hears them sniffing out her scent. They’re after her, not her father or the pack. She can’t stay under the brush. They’ll sniff her out. She needs a plan. 

They’re coming up the path in front of her as that’s the way she took. She backs out of the brush slowly, not making a sound. Now she realizes what she did wrong when she tried to get her dad. She can’t make that mistake this time. She circles around behind them. She can see them, and she sees they aren’t part of her pack. 

She gets around in front of where they are but not quite to where they’re going and prepares. When they get there, she lets the first one go by and waits for the second one. He seems to be the one calling the shots. 

She pounces at the right moment and knocks the unsuspecting wolf on his side. Lilly lands on her feet and instantly turns and is on top of the husky silver wolf. There isn’t much of a fight, and she has her teeth on his jugular on both sides of his neck. 

Dante realizes that Lilly isn’t behind him and doubles back to figure out what had distracted her. He’ll need to talk to her about not following the wolf’s desires and learning what is desire and what is instinct. 

He gets back to the clearing where he left her, and she isn’t there. He thinks maybe she went the wrong way and goes further down the trail. He doesn’t make it far when he sees a brown wolf that isn’t part of his pack. 

He doesn’t know what this wolf is doing here, but it’s time for him to go. Dante sits tall and sends out his alpha energy. Instead of cowering like he should have, this wolf growls and shows his teeth. Dante doesn’t tolerate that kind of behavior. The fight is over before it even started. Dante lunges and tears the other wolf’s throat out before he knew what was happening. 

Dante is now worried about Lilly. He runs down the path. Again, he doesn’t make it far. He isn’t sure what to think of the scene before him. Lilly, in her wolf form, holds a silver wolf to the ground with her teeth locked in a death grip. All she would have to do is fling her head, and she can tear his throat out.

Dante walks around them so Lilly can see him. He then sits, trying to figure out what to do next. This is new territory. Neither of them can transform back as they don’t have clothes with them. It won’t do any good anyway; they can’t force the other wolf to change back. Lilly can’t keep her hold on him all the way back to the cabin. 

Lilly can tell her father has no idea what to do. She rolls her eyes. He does underestimate her. She transforms back at the same time she forces a change on the other wolf. Her dad looks at the ground, not realizing she keeps her clothes when she changes. 

Dante, as alpha, also keeps his clothes when he changes. He transforms back into human to try to navigate this shaky situation. 

As soon as the unknown wolf is human again, the guy tries to run. Lilly laughs as he falls on his face. “Did you think I’d force a change and then let you get away. You can’t move from this spot until I release you.”

Dante doesn’t even think about it. He snaps his head up to stare at his daughter. His father had been right, he isn’t gone. Dante had heard him come out of Lilly’s mouth. She’s acting exactly like Luca would in this situation. 

He doesn’t have time to think about what he should do as Lilly has spun around to him. “It took you long enough to realize I wasn’t with you. These two could have completed what it was they came here to do before you even noticed I was gone.”

Lilly doesn’t give him a chance to respond. She turns back to the man who is actively trying to take his shoes off to see if he can get out that way.

Lilly laughs. “That won’t work. Now, tell me, why were you following me? Are you here to kidnap me, kill me, what?”

He looks over to Dante as if Dante might help him. Lilly narrows her eyes and confronts her father again. “Do you know this guy? Why does he keep looking at you? Did you have something to do with this?”

Dante sighs. He knows this mood. It’s going to be a long day. “Lilly, why would I have anything to do with you getting hurt or kidnapped? Of course, I didn’t have anything to do with it. The guy looks familiar, but I don’t know who it is.”

Lilly isn’t sure her dad is telling the truth. A lot of things had to fall into place at just the right time for this to happen. Plus, there’s the way her dad feels about her mom now. 

She gives him one more chance before she starts in on the other guy again. “I know how you don’t trust Mom anymore, and you don’t want me around her. This would solve that issue. Then there’s the fact that you think I rely too much on my magick. Oh, and let’s not forget you can’t stand that I spend so much time with a God. So, every one of my decisions lately is wrong in your eyes. What better way to show me that than to get me alone, away from them?”

Dante lets out a breath and crumples with defeat. “Lilly, that was my plan, but it didn’t involve these two or abduction or anything like that. I was trying to get you to the cabin. I was going to keep you there away from all the witch and God and Goddess stuff. I could then train you as a wolf like you are.”

Lilly throws her arms up in the air and lets them drop dramatically. “Seriously? You know what Mom told me. She said to let her know when you and I worked out a schedule, so she could work our witch training around that. You, on the other hand, want to cut everybody except you out of my life. That’s obsessive and creepy and not healthy. I’ve broken up with boyfriends for less than that. I won’t take it from you either.”

Lilly turns back to the guy struggling to get free. “I have one question for you. Who sent you?”

He stares at her. She sighs. “You leave me no choice.” She waves her hand as he speaks, “Amara wanted us to catch you and bring you to her. We weren’t to hurt you in any way. Just capture.”

When he’s done, he puts both hands over his mouth, and his eyes are as big as saucers. 

Lilly sighs and deflates in defeat. “You had no choice. It was a spell that compelled you to tell the truth.” She releases him, and he instantly turns back into a wolf and runs into the woods. 

Lilly turns to her dad. “I don’t want to fight with you. I have enough going on. I need wolf training; however, if it’s going to be like this, I’ll find someone else in the pack to do it, or I’ll have Fenrir do it. I’d much rather this be something you and I share, but you have to let this go. Keeping me at the cabin is the same thing as serving me on a platter to Amara. She lived there most of her life.”

Dante nods. “I understand. I don’t trust your mother with her new attitude and power. However, I won’t bring that up with you, nor will I let it seep into your training.”

Lilly shrugs. “I’m sure that’s the best I’m going to get. I’m going home. I’m exhausted. I’ll come by to see the cabin tomorrow.”

Dante watches her until he can’t see her anymore. His mind is swirling. Plan A didn’t work, that doesn’t mean he can’t come up with a Plan B. He’ll get his daughter out of the middle of all that. She needs peace and calm, not all the chaos that’s going on at Mira’s house. Especially when that chaos isn’t likely to end. 
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Lilly walks until she knows her father can’t see her anymore, and he has started to make his way back to the cabin. She steps off the trail, makes her way a short distance into the woods, and sits on a fallen tree. This is the first moment she has had by herself to process some of what has happened to her life. She doesn’t want to disappoint either of her parents, so she wants to be great at being both a witch and a wolf. However, they haven’t given her a chance to mourn the loss of the life she had spent planning for herself. One’s not better than the other, but the one she’s giving up is important to her. 

She hears someone walking down the trail. At least she got fifteen minutes. She continues to stare off into the distance, knowing whoever it is will be sitting next to her as she’s the reason they’re out here. 

She jumps up off the tree, her head snaps around, her lungs refuse to work, and her blood freezes in her veins as she hears a voice so bone chilling, Lilly thinks she only came to this realm for this interaction. 

Lilly’s nerves aren’t put at ease as she looks at what she thinks is an old woman standing not far from the tree she had been sitting on. She’s hunched over, has an old cloak with a hood draped over her head, and a long tree branch she’s using as a staff. Lilly never actually sees her face, only the cloak and staff. 

Her voice sounds like rocks grinding together. “I give you the most coveted gift of your kind, and you mourn the loss of a magick-free life? Anything given can be taken away.”

The old woman disappears, leaving Lilly standing there, staring at the spot she had been standing with her jaw hanging open. She eventually looks around and asks to the forest around her, “What just happened? And who was that?”

Goosebumps cover her body when an answer comes on the breeze. “You were warned to be thankful before you lose everything by Themis.” 

Lilly quickly makes her way back to the house. Mira smiles when she sees her daughter and as she goes to ask how it went with Dante, she sees how pale Lilly is, and her eyes keep darting around the yard like she’s watching for something.

Mira furrows her brow as her heart beats faster. She doesn’t want to jump to conclusions, but she seems to come home upset every time she leaves with Dante. 

Lilly quickly walks straight to Mira and attaches herself to her mother like she used to when she was little and something scared her. Mira wraps her arms around her daughter and holds her close to help her to feel safe again. 

After a few minutes, Lilly still doesn’t loosen her grip, so Mira needs to find out what happened. Even though it feels like her heart is trying to win a race, she still has to ask, “Lilly, honey, what happened?”

Lilly takes a deep breath and tightens her grip. Mira shoots a look to Max over Lilly’s shoulder. Max rubs Lilly’s back. As soon as he touches her, she stiffens up. 

Max and Mira both furrow their brows at this. Max comforts her. “It’s okay, honey, it’s me.” She relaxes again after she knows who it is.

Mira has to get to the bottom of this; what she’s thinking will end with someone in a grave. “Lilly, you need to tell me what happened before I react to the signs I see here. I can completely overreact, and someone who didn’t do anything could seriously get hurt.”

Lilly takes another big breath and this time it’s followed by her explanation. “Some old woman named Themis appeared and told me I was being ungrateful because I was saying goodbye to the life I’d planned for myself. Anything she had given me could be taken back. She was so scary, and I think she meant what she said.”

At the mention of Themis, Mira tightens her hold on Lilly. By the time Lilly is done, she’s almost in a panic. She can’t let Lilly know how bad this is yet. She needs more information to know what’s happening. 

“Lilly, this is important. Was the old woman by herself or did she have her three sisters with her? I need you to close your eyes, think back to the encounter, and reach out into the trees. They don’t always come out to be seen when all of them come.”

Lilly picks her head up off Mira’s shoulder and examines her face to make sure this isn’t some kind of joke. When she gets to Mira’s eyes and sees the barely contained panic, she knows this is a big deal, but her mom doesn’t want to tell her. 

Lilly nods her head and rests it back on her mom’s shoulder. She closes her eyes and thinks back to the interaction with Themis in the woods. She was so focused on the hunched-over person in front of her, she didn’t notice anything else. 

Then she hears her mom, “There they are. Damn. I was hoping it was just the one.” 

Mira maneuvers around so she can get her hands on Lilly’s shoulders and push her out in front of her. She looks Lilly in the eye so she’ll know how serious this situation is. “This is bad, and we have to deal with it now. This isn’t something that can be fixed later. I’ve never taught you about the Fates, so you have no idea what you’re dealing with. Follow my lead, and we should be able to get out of this with minimum damage.”

Lilly stares at her mom with wide eyes, not moving or saying a word. It takes a moment for Mira to realize Lilly is actually looking over her shoulder. Mira glances over and sees what the problem is. “Lilly, come on. We can’t fix this if you’re going to freak out every time they show up.”

Lilly blinks, shakes her head to clear the fog, and then nods at Mira to show she’s ready now. 

Mira turns around with a big smile on her face. “Sorry about that, ladies. I hadn’t gotten to you in our teachings yet, so she was a little taken aback.”

Themis makes a noise Mira thinks is supposed to be a laugh. “Taken aback? She was being down right insulting. Sitting out in those woods, mourning the loss of a normal, boring life when I gave her the greatest gift ever. Any witch would have loved to have that be them, but no, Mira, yours is too good for that.”

Lilly takes a step closer to them and apologizes. Mira closes her eyes and catches herself right before she starts to pray. That would result in Gods and Goddesses showing up, and that would make matters worse. 

Atropos slowly backs up and away from the group, trying to make it look like she’s wandering around. Mira wants to keep an eye on her, but she’s too worried about Lilly offending the other three.

Lilly thinks her mom underestimates her all the time, and this is one of those times. She focuses more on Themis as she’s the one who was offended but includes the others as well; nobody wants to be left out. 

“Themis, I can see where you got the idea that I was mourning the loss of the life I once had. That isn’t what I was doing out there. I was processing and accepting the life I have now. I had to say goodbye to quite a bit from my old life to make room for it, but I gladly did it. As you saw, no temper tantrums or angry ranting, both of which I’m known for. Just reorganizing everything in my head. It was only me, now two others are up there too. We had to clean out and make room for everything and make everyone comfortable.”

Themis opens her mouth to respond but doesn’t get a chance. “Something isn’t right here.”

Clotho rolls her eyes. “Yes, Atropos, that’s why we came and now that it has been adequately explained, while you were being all creepy and studying them like science projects, it’s all better now.”

Before we know it, Atropos spins and faces her sisters, no longer a hunched-over old woman. Now she’s a beautiful, blonde-haired, tall, confident witch with power rolling off her in waves. 

Max feels the increase in power as does Freya, Fenrir, and Loki. When they arrive, they find Mira guiding Lilly away one step at a time while still watching to make sure they aren’t getting caught.

As soon as Loki sees it’s the Fates, he disappears. Freya and Fenrir chuckle. Mira raises an eyebrow at them. Freya gleefully announces, “Don’t ever have a one-night stand with a Fate; they tend to want payback. Loki has been avoiding them for centuries.” 

Mira shakes her head. At least this time, it’s a normal situation. He’s avoiding her and her sisters because he had a one-night stand, and she wanted more. 

They finally back up, step by step, to the house. When they make it inside, Mira lets out a big breath. She hadn’t realized she wasn’t taking full breaths through all that. 

Mira turns to Lilly who stares at the door with wide eyes, shaky hands, and it looks like a dry throat. “Hey, as long as you don’t mess with anyone’s fate, you’ll never have to deal with one of them in witch form. They bicker and fight like this all the time. They’ll fight out whatever the issue is, and then they’ll be on their way. We need to stay out of their way and let them fix their stuff.”

She shakes her head vehemently. “No, Mom, it’s not that. She said something isn’t right here. That’s me. I’m what’s not right. There’s a reason that witches and wolves can’t interbreed. Why was this allowed to happen? All it has done is drive wedges in every family involved. It drove your father insane. He kept you away from the one person you loved, made his wife resent him, ruined every relationship in his life, and guaranteed I’d never have a relationship with him. 

“Then there’s Aunt Amara. She was so jealous she tried to kill me. Dad doesn’t trust you and wants to keep me away from you, this house, and everything going on here.

“You’ve become a Goddess. What does that mean for me and Max? Are you going to leave us here to do Goddess stuff?

“It all comes down to me and the convergence. I’m what isn’t right.”

They all jump and spin around to face the entryway as they hear a voice from right inside the door. “No, Lilly, that isn’t the problem. But you’re right in that it is connected to the convergence.”
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Everybody is afraid to move. Atropos is back in her crone shell, but they can change so quickly. This is Atropos they’re dealing with. One snip with her shears, and it’s all over. 

Atropos sighs, “Just once, I’d like to have a conversation without something fearing that I’ll cut their life force. Apparently, that day isn’t today. Follow me.”

They step back out into the yard, and Mira feels her heart speed back up instantly, as well as her awareness widen as she becomes super vigilant of everything around her. She recognizes this feeling of not trusting what she sees and expecting something to happen, but it has never been this strong before. 

Themis paces and mumbles to herself. It sounds like it’s something along the lines of her never making mistakes, and there’s no way she missed this, and something had to intervene. 

Clotho stands with her arms crossed over her chest, her hip cocked out, glaring at Mira and Lilly. She watches every move they make. As they get closer, she spits out, “This isn’t possible. I don’t know who you tricked or what you did, but I’ll figure it out and put things right again.” 

Lachesis walks up to them with her face scrunched up. “Sorry, but you had to kind of expect that reaction from us.”

Mira’s so confused, and she has finally had it with their game. She throws her arms in the air and lets them drop dramatically. “What are you talking about? We have no idea what the problem is or why you’re so upset.”

All four of them spin and focus on her. Mira feels like a bug pinned down to a board for a scientist to study. She feels them in her head, looking around and holding her in place. She feels so violated, all she wants to do is take a shower. 

Lilly can tell how uncomfortable her mother is. She lets it go for as long as she can because her mom told her these were important beings, but she can only take so much. “We didn’t do anything wrong, so get out of her head before I make you.” 

Lilly realizes after she says it, that was the completely wrong thing to say. Mira has a look of horror on her face as her eyes fill with panic. That is the last straw. Lilly’s done holding back with these four. She’ll show them how to behave when they come to her house. She’ll no longer tolerate this bullying. 

Lilly looks to her mom, hoping she understands she’s sorry it has come to this, but they leave her no choice. The sisters look at each other as they try to get into Lilly’s head, and she doesn’t let them. Both her witch and wolf think this is a terrible idea but will back her up no matter what. 

Lilly looks at the sisters with an expression of sweet innocence. Mira has to swallow a laugh. Lilly has tried that look on her so many times. She does look like an angel when she does it. 

Lilly continues to poke at the sisters. “What’s the matter? I thought it was my turn for interrupting you with my mom. Well, come on, get it over with. I have training to get to.”

Atropos gets a sly grin on her face as she slides her shears out of the sleeve of her cloak. Mira gasps as she finds it difficult to breathe. Lilly simply laughs. “Remember this whole thing started because Mom and I no longer have anything for you to cut. That means you have no leverage and no way to control us. For the first time ever since the beginning of time, you have two witches who can do what they want and not only what you want them to do. I say it’s about time.”

Themis stops pacing and joins us. “That’s not even the worst part. Atropos, she’s got you, get over it. Mira, when I weaved your and your daughter’s fates, there were so many unknowns and unanswered questions. I’m afraid there was one detail that did slip past me.”

She turns to Lilly. “I’m so sorry, I thought I’d covered everything. There was so much, but I had charts and notebooks. I was positive I had it all covered. I don’t know how I missed this.”

Lachesis stares off into the distance as she interrupts, “It’s because the Gods and Goddesses got involved. Nothing good ever comes out of them being involved.”

That tells Mira which one Loki was messing around with. She’s glad he had the forethought to leave before she saw him. 

Themis rolls her eyes at her sister. “You’re the one who thought the God of Mischief would stick around. Anyway, Lilly, you have the opposite problem. You have a mate for your wolf and for your witch.”

She stops talking even though Mira can feel there’s more. Then she sees why. Fenrir appears with Freya trying to prevent him from doing anything. 

Lilly narrows her eyes at him, as her face turns bright red, and her heart races. “Don’t you dare come in here in the middle of our conversation and act like some caveman. When I asked for your help, when Mom was doing her training, you left me there. You didn’t explain why, you didn’t say bye, nothing. You just left. You don’t get to come in here now, interrupt, and throw your masculinity around.”

Max, Mira, and Sera have tears running down their faces because they’re laughing so hard. Fenrir snaps his head over to glare at them. That only makes them laugh harder. 

Lilly puts one hand on her hip, cocks one hip out, and pokes him in the chest with her other hand. “You did not glare at my mom! I don’t think so, buddy. It isn’t her fault you walked away. She told you what was happening and gave you the option to stay. It’s not her fault that you aren’t in enough control of your wolf to stay and be there with me as I do my witch training. This is all on you.”

He disappears, and Freya stands there with her mouth hanging open and wide eyes staring at Lilly. “Nobody talks to Gods and Goddesses that way. We’re to be worshiped and adored.”

Lilly looks over her shoulder at her as she walks back to Themis. “Maybe you should act like you deserve it; then we can talk about it again.”

Freya plops her butt on the ground as her legs give out underneath her. Then she realizes she plopped, and a look of horror crosses over her face. 

Mira and Max have given up on standing a while ago and have taken a seat on the ground as they enjoy the show. When Freya joins them, it renews their laughter. 

Freya slowly turns to look at Mira. “What just happened?”

Mira calms her laughter so she can explain things to Freya. “You got put in your place by a twenty-one-year-old. She isn’t scared of you, and she doesn’t respect you because you haven’t given her a reason to.”

Freya is still trying to recover. “But... but... but I gave her all that she has.”

Mira giggles. “No, you didn’t; they did.” She points at the Fates. “You made it a game and entertainment for you and your friends.”

Max has finally gotten over his fear of the Gods and Goddesses. “Do you even realize you’re messing with people’s lives? Look how horrible Mira’s childhood was. We were kept apart for most of our lives. How difficult will it be to set up a training schedule when Mira and Dante no longer trust each other? All this so you can keep your little game going.”

Mira jumps up and walks to join her daughter. “And most importantly, we have to make it right with the Fates.”

Mira walks up in the middle of a conversation, but they stop talking as she approaches. She raises her eyebrows at them. Lilly sighs. “It’s something private for me. I’m old enough to have that kind of thing now, Mom.”

Mira holds her hands up in surrender. “I never said you weren’t. I was curious why you stopped talking when I walked up. Telling me it was personal for you is sufficient.”

Lilly takes a deep breath, then slowly lets it out, releasing some of the stress of the last few days. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ve been stressed, and I keep taking it out on you. You don’t deserve that.”

Mira smiles at her daughter. “Honey, I know you’re stressed. You’re handling it a lot better than a lot of people would. I’m proud of you. Now what have we figured out over here?”

Themis is the one to sigh this time. “When I weave a person’s fate into the web of life as Clotho spins it, the person’s fate becomes set. It’s difficult to change and most of the time impossible. I think what happened with you two is I intertwined your fates like normal, and then the Gods and Goddesses came into the picture. I didn’t have a clear picture because I can’t see them. Anything that had to do with them, I didn’t see. That’s why what happened was so different from what Freya prophesied. It would have been great if it worked that way; that would have been amazing.”

Lilly stiffens. “Please tell me you won’t try again. This isn’t pleasant. It’s horrible to live like this. My life has been turned upside down. I have to listen to wolf and witch who have converged, constantly bicker and forget about depending on them in a fight. They’ll never agree on what I should do.”

Mira watches her daughter with a frown. Why hadn’t Lilly told her any of this? She’ll have to get to the bottom of this. 

Themis laughs. “Oh, no, this is a one-time deal. We can’t have more than one being as powerful as you are out there. You do know that you may be called upon to help us when needed, though, right?”

Lilly’s shoulders drop in defeat. “I was hoping that wasn’t the deal, but figured it was something like that. If you’re going to give me the power, I have to use it for something for you.”

Lachesis giggles. “You make us sound like comic book villains. Remember we determine the fate of all humans. Therefore, if we need you for something, that means someone has strayed away from where they’re meant to be.”

Lilly looks off into the distance while she throws that idea around in her head. She likes the way it sounds, but she’s quickly learning in this world, nothing is ever what it seems to be. 

As she studies the sisters, a large, black cat jumps into her arms, curls up, and purrs. 

The Fates all stumble back, tripping over their own feet. They act like they’re afraid of the large cat. Lilly turns to look at her mom with the sleeping cat in her arms. 

Mira tears up as she walks up to her daughter. “You got a pure black Maine Coon cat as your familiar. They choose you, not the other way around. She’s beautiful. What are you going to name her?”

Lilly sees the sadness in her mom’s eyes. “Did you ever have one?”

“Yeah, I had a black cat, not as big as this. A regular cat. Her name was Ebony.”

“Well, this one is Valentina. Feel free to snuggle her as much as you want.”

Max groans. “Great. Lilly, you have no idea what you unleased. She and Ebony were inseparable.”

Mira smiles through the teary eyes. “Don’t worry, Max. Lilly and Val will be inseparable too. I won’t have much time to snuggle with her. Plus, it’s not the same. She isn’t my Ebony.”

Mira feels something on her leg and looks down. The tears that have been threatening before spill over and track down her cheeks. “Max, it can’t be. It’s been so many years, there’s no way she’s still alive.”

Mira reaches down and picks up the black cat that’s weaving between her legs. She looks exactly like Ebony. Mira holds her close and listens to her purr as she relaxes into Mira and falls asleep. 

Max pets the young cat. “You’re right, it’s not Ebony. She died not long after you left. A familiar cannot survive long without contact with their witch. This is from her line though. Obviously, you already figured that out since she looks exactly like Ebony. Every litter has one that looks like her. I think that’s because `you’re still alive so when you came back, you would still have your familiar.”

Tears stream down her cheeks. She feels horrible for leaving Ebony behind, but she didn’t have a choice. There was no way she could have gotten away with her. As she pets this new cat, she feels that bond fall into place and knows she may not be Ebony, but Ebony sent her. 

“All right, little one, what should we name you? How about Jinx? I think that’s a good name for you.” She continues to purr, not putting up a protest. 

Max smiles. “Looks like she likes it. So, Jinx, we’ll have to go over ground rules.”

Mira laughs and walks away still holding the cat. Max sighs and shakes his head. This’ll be a long couple of weeks. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 22

[image: image]


Mira walks toward the Fates. She hasn’t realized they have retreated so far as they are naming the cats. She frowns and furrows her brow as the Fates continue to back up. Mira finally stops and watches them for a moment. She sees they’re watching Jinx with suspicious and fearful eyes.

Lilly walks up behind her, as confused as Mira. When Mira sees her, she chuckles and has to ask about Val before they talk about the situation. She has the cat draped over her shoulder. The top of her shoulder is behind her front legs, and that’s the dividing line for the front of her shoulder. 

When Lilly hears her mom chuckle, she smiles at her mom and pets Val. “She did this to herself. I guess she likes to lie over my shoulder. It works for me; she was getting heavy.”

Themis and her very shaky voice interrupt them, “You don’t have to resort to that. We have no intention of hurting you in any way. We aren’t erasing anyone from existence, so there’s no need for those things.”

When she speaks, Mira and Lilly snap their heads to Themis and watch her carefully. She seems genuinely scared of the cats. Mira remembers hearing something about a witch’s familiar being able to detect evil beings or demons or something. This interaction has just gotten a lot more interesting. 

Mira doesn’t want to take her eyes off the Fates, so she’s glad when she sees Max walking past her in her peripheral vision. He’s going out in a wide arch, so the Fates aren’t paying him any attention. Mira can’t tell what he has in his hand. 

Max stops creeping around the edge, stands up, and a chill runs through him when he hears Lilly’s statement.

Lilly feels her heart drop as her suspicion is confirmed. She had hoped she was wrong on this one. With her disappointment evident in her voice, she keeps her eyes on the Fates. “So, that’s what the red ring around each of you means. You’re demons.”

Mira doesn’t move. She’s too stunned to do anything. She stands there for a minute, processing this new information. Then the anger comes. She lashes out at the Fates. “You’ve been playing games with us all this time. You wanted Lilly for your own weapon to use against the forces of good. I don’t even have to ask her to know she’ll never do anything like that.”

Themis smirks. “Oh, but she has no choice. She accepted our gifts, so now she owes us a debt that must be repaid.”

Lilly releases a big, loud laugh. She hasn’t laughed like this enough in the last couple of days. “More like you forced your gifts on me. I didn’t have a choice. I was never given the option of turning them down. You want them back, take them. I won’t fight you. Try putting them in someone else who actually wants them.”

Themis purses her lips and narrows her eyes at the petulant child. How dare she turn them down. They make her all powerful. She feels her energy getting restless, wanting to lash out at the girl. 

Lilly laughs again, standing there defiantly with her eyebrows reaching to her hairline, her hip cocked out, and absolutely no expression on her face, watching Themis. That’s how she anticipates what’s about to happen. When she sees Themis’ red aura pulsing, she knows the demon’s out of patience. Before Themis can do anything drastic, Lilly knows there are people she can still erase from existence. A flash of brilliant blue and purple swirls together.

It takes Mira a second to bring her mind back to what’s happening. The colors of Lilly’s energy are so beautiful, she can’t help but linger on them. She shakes her head to clear it and brings her attention back to the issue at hand. When she focuses on what’s happening, she chokes on the laugh she tries to hold back. 

Lilly turns to make sure her mom isn’t choking, and Mira sees the weariness in her eyes. This day is taking a lot out of her. Maybe not physically but definitely emotionally. Mira has to wonder what else is going on that she doesn’t know about. That has to be a problem for later, though. Right now, they have to deal with the problem in front of them. 

Themis literally has smoke coming out of her ears and off her arms. The damn child has wrapped her in iron chains. She stands completely still. Anywhere the chains touch, they burn her skin. She knows better than to struggle; that’ll only result in more of her skin being exposed to the harmful metal. She has had this happen before, which is why she’s so angry. How has this inexperienced child gotten the drop on her? 

Everyone is silent, and nobody moves as they watch to see how the fight between Lilly and Themis will turn out. When Lilly wraps her in iron chains, she declares war whether she understands the severity of her actions or not. 

While everyone else watches Themis to see how she’ll retaliate, Mira watches Lilly. She seems to be having an argument with herself, although not aloud. Mira wonders if her wolf and witch come together as they are supposed to, or if they only do the minimum to get Lilly through. Lilly lets out a breath and pinches her nose between her eyes, a move she gets from her father. They both do it when they’re stressed. 

When Lilly looks up again, she sees Themis preparing to attempt something. She sighs. “Just stop. You can’t overpower me. You have no control over me. You wanted me to believe you gave me everything, and I owed you everything you desired. Your plan blew up in your face. The sooner you deal with it the better.”

There’s a collective sharp intake of breath from the rest of the Fates, and Themis’ face turns so red, it’s almost purple. She’s so angry, fire shoots out of her ears. She smirks. “You child. You think you can hold me and control me with a simple iron chain. Do you think you’re the first to rebel against me?” Suddenly, she’s no longer the frail old lady cowering under the chain, but a large dragon-like creature. She drops the chain from her talons, breathes a stream of fire into the sky, and turns back to Lilly with what’s supposed to be a smirk but is hard to make out on her demon form’s face.

Lilly laughs again. Everyone looks at her like she has lost her mind. There’s absolutely nothing funny about this situation. Lilly looks proud of herself when she sobers and looks Themis right in the eye. 

“You aren’t as tricky as you think, demon. You’re giving me everything I want. I name you demon Themis as you are in your natural form, I demand you return to the depths of your natural world, not to return for at least a hundred years.”

There’s another collective sharp intake of breath from the other Fates that’s almost drowned out by Themis’ roar. She tries to lunge for Lilly, but a flash of light blinds them all, and then all the demons are gone. 

Everyone turns to Lilly who simply shrugs her shoulders. “I needed to goad her to change forms; it’s the only way to banish a demon. The other demons ride her coattails so if she goes, so do they. She’s gone for a hundred years, so we won’t have to deal with her again.”

Mira notices that Lilly explains all of this like she’s teaching a class. She doesn’t have any feeling or emotion in her explanation. Something’s going on with her. 

Mira has felt the wolves in the tree line watching them but has ignored it and plans to talk to Dante about it later. She knows Dante is having a hard time with all of this and is trying to keep an eye on Lilly to make sure she’s safe, so it takes her completely by surprise when ten wolves burst out of the trees, all running full sprint for Lilly. Mira can stop them instantly. However, she wants to see how Lilly will react and handle the situation. It’s a situation with her father after all, and she doesn’t want to get in the middle of that. 

Lilly continues her conversation with Max like nothing is happening. Max watches them out of the corner of his eye. He doesn’t want to scare Lilly or make her think he doesn’t believe she can take care of herself, but he’s getting more and more concerned the closer they get. 

When the wolves are almost upon them, Max shifts his weight, preparing to launch himself forward and grabbing Lilly on his way. As he jumps out of the line they’re running, the wolves fall over, fast asleep. 

Max realizes every muscle in his body is tense, and he relaxes them as he watches the wolves to make sure this isn’t a trick. Lilly continues with her story as if none of this has happened. She never once acknowledges any of it. 

Finally, she throws her hands up in the air and lets them fall smacking her thighs dramatically. “Fine, Dad was going to try to force me to stay at the cabin this morning, and I told him that wouldn’t happen. I had a feeling that wasn’t the end of it, and he might try sending other wolves to get me. These wolves have been watching and waiting for an opportunity. There are so many because they figured they could distract you while one or two took off with me. They underestimated me, again.”

Mira walks up to her daughter and wraps her in a hug. “I’m sorry this is happening to you, honey. Your dad will adjust, and it will get better, you have to give him some time. This is a big change.”

Lilly hugs her mom back just as tight. “I know, Mom. Thanks.”

While she still has her held tightly in her arms, Mira asks the question that has been on the tip of her tongue all day. “Are you okay? It seems like something is bothering you.”

Lilly lets out a shaky breath. “It’s something I have to deal with on my own, Mom. I’ll figure something out.”

Lilly suddenly jerks back from her mother’s embrace, her face red, her lips pursed, and her brow furrowed with anger. “That’s it, I’m done. I can’t do this anymore.”

There’s a bright flash of brilliant blue and purple and when it clears, and everyone can see again, they find Lilly sitting on the ground with an empty stare. 
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Lilly stands with her arms crossed over her chest, her heart pounding, her pulse beating in her ears, glaring at the being that’s supposed to be the converged witch wolf. Since neither man is willing to share his heart and mind with the other, it ends up being a pair of legs with two torsos and heads. Lilly has gotten used to the sight, but not the constant bickering. They can’t even get away from each other. 

While she glares at them, they now bicker about why she’s there. 

Luca isn’t the same as he was when he was alive. “You idiot, I told you we needed to back off; we were pushing it too far. If you would have shut up, she would still be out there.”

Leo became even more arrogant; nobody thought that was possible, but it is. You’re the one who thinks we need to tell her every single move she makes. You know, she does have a brain that’s fully functional.”

All of them jump when they hear a familiar angry voice. Mira isn’t surprised but so angry by what she finds when she follows Lilly into her mind. “I knew it! You two are the most stubborn, selfish, destructive, arrogant, oblivious men I’ve ever seen.”

Both men talk at the same time but are silenced by the raised eyebrows and the glare they receive from Mira. Luca tries again. He knows how to deal with an angry Mira. “Honey, it’s not as bad as it looks.”

That pushes Mira over the edge. She stands up straight, narrows her eyes, and erases all other emotion off her face. Luca forces them to take a step back; Leo isn’t happy. He tries to say something, but Luca shakes his head no. He whispers to Leo. “This is dangerous. She has passed normal anger, and we’ve reached a level that things will break in buildings and stores across town.”

Leo shakes his head. “Got it. I remember that. I know what you mean. It gets a little scary when she gets like this.”

Mira starts talking in a low tone, sounding calm and controlled, and somehow eerie, like listening to her will cause something to happen. “You want scary, I’ll give you scary. You two are so selfish you didn’t converge and because of that, Lilly is the one suffering. All she hears is you two bickering all the time. Do you think it’s enjoyable for her to know that she has trapped both of her grandfathers in her head? Or that if something happens to her, she’ll also get them killed as well? Or how about when she asks for help, all she gets is you two arguing over what she should do instead of the help she would be getting if you had done what you were supposed to?”

Leo doesn’t care how angry she is. He won’t be accused of this kind of thing. “Mirabella, you have no right to accuse me of sabotaging my own granddaughter! I’m here to help her, and I give her the advice I think is best for the situation. If the furball’s advice isn’t the same, that isn’t my fault.”

Luca won’t let that slide by. “Now, wait a minute. Your advice isn’t always the best way to approach a situation.”

Mira sees the problem, and she’s done with it. So much for talking it out. She takes a deep breath and takes in her Goddess energy. When she opens her eyes, she knows it worked because they’re all staring at her. 

When she talks now, it has the reverence of her power. “The convergence wasn’t completed. As both of you are to blame with your pride, arrogance, and your own needs, you’ll no longer be in charge of the process. If you had taken your vows seriously, this would have been a much more pleasant process. When you’re forced to converge, it’s much more painful. Now, this situation must be remedied.”

Luca opens his mouth to protest, but the only sound that comes out is a groan as the process begins. Mira takes Lilly and buries her face in her chest. She may be an adult, but she doesn’t need to watch this. When it’s over, she lets go of Lilly. She walks over to where the being that was her two grandfathers had previously been. In its place is a witch with lavender fur for hair that covers his body, as far as she can tell, blue wolf eyes, and one hand has wolf claws instead of fingers. 

Lilly studies him for a moment, then her eyes fill with tears. She runs to him and buries her face in the long fur. Mira knows this is a private moment for her and leaves. 

Lilly cries into the witch wolf’s shoulder for a few minutes. “Goodbye, Grandpa. I’m going to miss you. I couldn’t take the bickering anymore, and I knew it was time, but I hated to see you go.”

The witch wolf guides her face up to look him in the eyes. “Your grandfather will never leave you. He’s always inside of me as they both are. They’re who I am. And I’ll always be in you.”

Lilly gives him a small sad smile. “I see your point. However, you’re taking it relatively, and I meant literally.”

He chuckles. “Ah, and I can see your point as well. I think it would be best if we simply moved on from this.”

Lilly grins. “That’s a wonderful idea, and I’m so happy to hear you suggest it. I can’t keep calling you the witch wolf or wolf witch, so we need to come up with a name for you.”

He laughs. It’s a loud boisterous sound full of life and energy. “I know you come by your arrogance honestly, but what makes you assume I don’t already have a name?”

Lilly feels out of place in her own head. She hadn’t thought it possible. But here she is, watching this being who has already made himself completely at home. He’s insulting her and laughing at her, and he hasn’t even been here for a day. She isn’t sure how to handle this.

Suddenly, they’re in a living room type room. She sees an oversize chair that looks like it would be perfect for her. She isn’t sure what’s happening, so she looks around suspiciously. 

Her chin is forced up again. “I apologize. I never meant to make you feel bad. I was having fun, and I thought you were too. My name is Luciano. My reason for existence is to assist you. I can be your best friend, confidant, who am I going to tell, sounding board, anything you need. I know things didn’t start out very well for you, and it will take some time for you to adjust and to fully trust me, but I’m willing to put the work in, and I think we’ll be great together.”

Lilly grins and throws her arms around him. He chuckles as he catches her and hugs her back. 

She steps back, still grinning. “Thank you. This is what I’d imagined it would be like, and then they didn’t completely converge, and I thought that was that. But right now, I have to go and deal with my mother. I told her I had to deal with it on my own. And then of course, there’s the issue with the wolves and my father.” She lets out a sigh. 

He raises a hand to stop her from leaving. “Before you go, can I give you some advice? Cut your mom some slack. She was worried about you, and she had an idea of what was going on. She knew you wouldn’t be able to force them on your own, and she was right. She didn’t want you to have to go through a lot of horrible incidents and have bad memories of your grandfathers and then have to call her in anyway. Your father is scared. All he knows of witches is how it was when he was little, and your grandfather was running things. He doesn’t know the good side. It’ll take some time to show him that your mom being a Goddess won’t be harmful to you.”

“I understand all of that. The biggest problem is they’re both so wrapped up in what they want, they aren’t stopping to think about me. That doesn’t work for me.” She lets out another heavy sigh and leaves Luciano to watch and see what the best solution is for Lilly. 

When she opens her eyes, she grimaces. Her mom and Max are talking quietly. Freya is nowhere to be seen, thankfully. Alex is next to her, playing a game on his phone, but his head snaps up, and he watches her carefully for when she comes back. What has made her grimace is Fenrir. He’s in his wolf form, and his snout is about two inches from her nose, and he’s breathing heavily into her face. She isn’t in the mood for this. 

“Ewww, your breath stinks. Why are you so close? Back up.” She puts her hands on his chest and shoves, but he doesn’t move. She raises her eyebrows, but he continues to stare at her in his wolf form. She smirks. “Challenge accepted. Ready, Luciano?” Her eyes flash and faster than anyone’s eyes can track Fenrir is on the other side of the yard. Lilly stands and stretches her sore muscles. 

Fenrir instantly transforms and storms over to her. His face is red, and he’s barely holding his wolf back. His blood is boiling as it rushes through his veins, fueling his pounding heart. He stops in his tracks five feet before he gets to her. It’s like there’s an invisible wall that won’t let him get any further. His anger’s almost too much for him to handle. 

Lilly looks at him, no emotion on her face. “If you think I’m going to let you anywhere near me with fisted hands, so angry your face is almost purple, you have another thing coming, buddy. I’m not one of those girls who is so enthralled that a God is giving her attention, she’ll let you do whatever you want. I do what I want when I want. You don’t like that, you know where the door is.”

He resembles a bull more than a wolf with how he huffs and puffs at her wall. She isn’t paying any more attention to him. She turns to Alex who stands, silently watching and learning. 

Alex waits for her to turn her attention to him before he says anything to her. He knows she’s fiercely independent and doesn’t like even the image of anyone doing something for her. Now that she has turned to him, it’s his chance. 

“Did you get everything taken care of? I’m sure you got it, but I hope it’s done, and you don’t have to spend any more time in there like that.”

She rewards him with a huge, heartwarming grin. “I did get it all taken care of. Thank you. It was bittersweet, but it’s better in the end.”

He nods and looks at the ground sadly. “I’m sure it was hard. I had a hard time saying goodbye to my grandfather when he died. I can’t imagine what you went through losing him on this realm and then having to force the rest of the convergence and losing him in your own private world as well. If you ever need someone to talk to about that, I’d be happy to listen.”

Her eyes fill up with tears. “You’re the first person in this realm to actually think of me and what I’m going through. Thank you, Alex. Everyone else is working for their own angle. It’s nice to know at least one person out here is watching out for me.”

She turns to talk to her mom. Alex whispers, “Always and forever.” He doesn’t think Lilly can hear it, but she does, and it leaves its mark on her heart. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 24

[image: image]


Lilly quickly takes in everything that’s happening around her as she approaches her mom. Freya tries and fails to calm Fenrir, Alex watches the scene with Fenrir closely. Lilly feels the wolves keeping watch out in the trees, and her mom and Max speak in low tones to try to prevent anyone from overhearing them. 

Lilly walks right up, not caring they’re trying to have a private conversation. Mira raises her eyebrows at her daughter. Lilly waves her hand at her mom dismissively. “If you can jump into my head uninvited, then I can interrupt your private conversation. We need to talk.”

Mira is shocked. She can’t believe her daughter is talking to her like this. All she can manage is a nod. She follows Lilly off to the edge of the yard away from the others. 

Before Lilly can say anything, they’re both distracted by yelling on the other side of the yard. Lilly lets out a heavy sigh and walks over to see what’s happening. 

When they approach the scene, Lilly’s anger increases. She finds Alex and Fenrir about five inches apart, and they’re the source of the yelling. She crosses her arms over her chest, kicks one hip out, wipes all emotion off her face, and waits to see what happens. 

Alex is being more aggressive than Lilly has ever seen. “At least I treat her the way she deserves to be treated. I don’t treat her like a dog that’s expected to follow all my commands.” Max smirks as his prodigy finally breaks free from his shell and shows everyone who he is. 

Fenrir responds with a growl. Alex laughs. “That’s what I thought. You can’t think of anything intelligent to say so you growl menacingly.” Alex shakes his hands next to his face as he rolls his eyes. “Oooh, I’m so scared of the mean, growling doggie.” 

Alex’s eyes glow purple as his magick is right under the surface, zinging through this body, looking for a crack in the tight hold Alex has on it. 

Fenrir’s eyes keep flashing back and forth between his wolf eyes and his normal eyes. He doesn’t have a strong grip on his wolf. 

Mira turns to her daughter. “Aren’t you going to do something about this before it escalates any further?”

Lilly’s simple answer carries a lot of meaning and shows how much this altercation doesn’t impress her. “No...pe.” 

Everybody else’s head snaps over to her at the sound of her P, as it echoes around them like bursting a bubble. Mira knows this situation is getting worse by the second, and she needs to do something. 

She looks around at the others as Lilly narrows her eyes at the two men arguing over who should be with her. Suddenly, both Alex and Fenrir float over to where the rest of the group stands. This startles them enough to get them to notice the scene around them. All the color drains from their faces as soon as their eyes land on Lilly.

Everyone watches Lilly cautiously. There’s a feeling in the air of danger. The hairs on the back of Mira’s neck stand up. Jinx winds her way through her feet, her heart pounds, and she feels completely unprepared for what’s to come. 

The wolves in the trees feel it too and come out in the open to check out what’s happening. Lilly’s head snaps that way. That’s the last straw, she can’t take any more. 

The temper tantrum that has been building, one she has been trying not to have, is unleashed. 

Still looking at the wolves, she tells them, “Tell my dad I don’t need babysitters. I can take care of myself and if I find one more wolf spying on me, I won’t be coming to that cabin at all, ever.” Then the wolves lift off the ground and zip off in the way of the cabin. 

Max, with this mouth hanging open, manages to try to ask a question, “Did you just throw them all the way to the cabin?” 

She narrows her eyes at him. “All I’ve seen out of you so far is you only have an interest in my mom, not me. You want to go along with everything my mom says because you’re afraid she’ll disappear again. You can have a seat over there until you’re ready to play with the big girls.” Max is lifted in the air and put down in a chair on the porch. 

Lilly turns to Freya, who has been trying to make herself look smaller and hasn’t moved a muscle. Freya mumbles under her breath, “Damn I was hoping she would forget about me.”

Lilly laughs, but it’s not her normal cheerful one. It sounds sinister, and it sends a chill down Mira’s spine. “Now Freya, how could I ever forget about you? You’re the one who set all of this in motion. You made demons, actual demons, plan out what would happen in my life. Oh and of course screw up everyone else’s life that would have anything to do with me. Then you had to come down here and enjoy the show as everything goes to shit.”

Freya looks scared, which surprises Mira. Of course, that could be because of the wind, rain, debris, and general chaos Lilly creates around her. “What are you going to do to me?”

Lilly smirks. “You’ll see.”

She turns to the two who are arguing over her. “Fenrir, you know I’m not going to do whatever you tell me. I’ve told you that a number of times.”

“Alex, I don’t know if you’re trying to manipulate me by acting one way with me and then another when I’m not around, but I don’t like to be manipulated.”

“Both of you stood over there and fought over who I should be with. Yet, neither one of you invited me to be part of the conversation, asked my opinion, or included me in any way. Hell, you didn’t even ask me if I wanted to be with either of you. That doesn’t work for me. I need someone who respects me and understands that I make my own decisions. That doesn’t sound like either of you, so I choose neither of you.”

Mira can see Dante just beyond the tree line. She subtly shakes her head to let him know not to let her know he’s here. He slips further into the trees so nobody can see him, and she lets out a sigh thankful he trusted her on this. 

Mira sees that she has gone through everybody, so she thinks she can bring this to an end now. “Lilly, are you done yet? This is getting a little tiresome.”

Lilly spins to face her mother. “A little tiresome? Are you serious? I live the first twenty-one years of my life being completely normal, not knowing there’s anything different about me, not getting the training I should have been getting, from either parent. Then, all in one day, I find out I’m a witch and a wolf, and I have to give up all of my dreams, any plans I had for my life have to go, and now I’m this super powerful, super important being in the paranormal world, I don’t get a choice. You don’t try to explain, or lead up to it, or give me time to adjust. No, you come in on the day before the convergence and say this is what’s happening, we gotta go. Oh, and I’m not supposed to be upset about it either. I’m supposed to be honored.”

Mira rolls her eyes and crosses her arms over her chest. “Really, Lilly? That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

Lilly’s eyes widen as she shakes her head in disbelief and transforms into a beautiful lavender wolf with static sparking in her glowing blue eyes. 

Mira shrugs her shoulders. “If you want to be a baby about it and throw a fit and run away, go right ahead. I’m done chasing after you. You’re an adult, and you need to learn how to deal with your problems in an adult manner.”

It’s weird to see a wolf smirk, but that’s what happens. Then she turns and is gone into the forest.

When she’s gone, Dante walks up to them, and everyone else is able to move from where she had placed them. 

Dante looks at Mira with raised brows. “I’m not going after her either. I’m sure she thinks I will. I already told my wolves to stay away from her after she sent the others flying home.”

Mira nods. “Thank you, I was going to ask you not to go after her. She has to grow up at some point. There’s no reason for the tornado or for what she said to everyone. I understand she’s hurting, but that doesn’t mean she can take it out on everyone around her.”

Dante lets out a heavy sigh. “It has always worked for her in the past. I agree we need to break this habit. It won’t be easy though. Was she lavender instead of white when she changed, or was it the light?”

Mira had been looking at the ground with her brow furrowed the whole time he had been talking. She was listening to him, but she was also thinking. Something didn’t feel right about this. 

She answers Dante without looking up or stopping her contemplation. “Yes, she was lavender. She also had a static-like energy sparking in her glowing eyes. I also noticed she asked, ‘Luciano’ if he was ready before she sent your wolves flying. She wouldn’t have come up with that name. Her wolf-witch already had a name. How’s that possible? He shouldn’t have even existed before that moment. Something is off, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

Dante looks around, then grabs Mira’s arm. “Where is Fenrir? Would he have done something to cause this so he could get her alone and make sure she chooses him?”

Mira snaps her head up as soon as Dante grabs her arm. She feels the panic and fear coming from him. After he asks about Fenrir, instead of scanning the yard for him, she closes her eyes. As a Goddess, she can feel where he is. 

Freya notices something is going on and comes over to find out. 

When her eyes snap open, they aren’t only glowing, but fire also burns bright in their depths. 

Freya has reached them, and Mira’s burning eyes are on her when they snap open. Mira only has to say one word for Freya to know this is one Goddess you don’t want to mess with. “Where?”

Freya swallows hard and grabs Mira and Dante’s hands, and they disappear from the yard. 
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As they reappear deep in the forest, Dante stumbles. This kind of thing doesn’t feel natural to him. However, Mira takes in the scene in front of her and notes Freya trying to leave as soon as she had dropped them off. Mira enchants the area as soon as they arrive so nobody can use magick of any kind to leave. Freya figures this out quickly and lets out a frustrated breath. 

Mira looks at Freya over her shoulder with raised brows as she walks toward Lilly, Fenrir, and the wolf/witch who’s supposed to be inside Lilly’s head. 

Freya lowers her head and follows Mira. To everyone else, it looks like she’s admitting defeat. Fenrir knows better. As the Goddess of War, she would never admit defeat. Their plan is going perfectly so far. There are a few times they have had to correct course, but they still end up right here as planned. 

Dante slips away unnoticed. For being such a large man, they tend to forget about him quite easily. He may not have magickal powers, but being a wolf is more powerful than they realize. Fenrir should know better than to dismiss him like that. 

Fenrir is so focused on Luciano to notice much of anything going on around him. He doesn’t even notice who all have joined the party, so when he finds himself unable to move or speak, it comes as a surprise. 

Freya has a smirk, knowing she’s the one who will win the girl’s favor now. She has been working on this plan for centuries, and she won’t let anyone get in her way now. She’s caught off guard and finds herself unable to move or speak. She then finds Luciano next to her, and she stares at Mira with narrowed eyes and a scowl.

Lilly watches all this with defeat in her eyes. Her shoulders are slumped forward, picking at her nails, and watching through a veil of her hair. Mira hasn’t seen this self-conscious version of her daughter in a long time. 

Mira’s blood boils. She’s having trouble stringing thoughts together as her anger tries to take over. How dare they do this to her Lilly. 

She spins on her heel so her words have the most effect. “Lilly. Lilly. Look at me, Lilliana. Look at your mother... right now.” 

That gets through to her, and her head snaps up, and her eyes lock onto Mira’s. “Mom, I didn’t mean it. I told him to go away and shut up. I meant to go to a back corner of my mind and leave me alone for now, but he jumped out of my head. I didn’t even know that was possible.” 

Mira sighs. “It’s not. He was pulled out by these two because they put the soul of a crime boss in your witch/wolf. That’s who they were planning on using to do their bidding.”

Lilly’s mouth hangs open. Her heart is pounding, and her face turns bright red. All the moisture in her mouth dries up. “Um... how... long... has he... um.... been in there? Since the beginning? Did I... um... tell him... all that... um... personal stuff? How did they get his soul to put in there?”

Mira’s heart breaks for her daughter, but she has to hide that and let her daughter learn her lesson about trusting people. “Fenrir’s sister is Hel who is in charge of one of the entrances to the underworld. He was able to get the soul from her. Your grandfathers are still in there. We just have to get Luciano out of there so they can emerge. Once we get him out, he’ll go back to where he belongs.”

They both jump and spin around to where Mira has left the others. They hear a loud growl and thump of a body hitting a tree. They see an angry Dante holding Fenrir to a tree by his throat.

Dante stays close enough to hear what’s happening. When he hears what they have done to his baby girl, his wolf wants to take over. He won’t let his wolf do this. This is for him to do. He runs in, grabs Fenrir with a war cry, and pins him to a tree. He’ll get the answers they need one way or another. 

Fenrir smirks at him. “Awww, poor little wolf is upset about how things are going. Are you forgetting something? I’m the alpha of all wolves; you literally cannot hurt me.” And then he laughs. 

Lilly narrows her eyes at him, pushes her hair behind her ears, straightens her spine, and cocks her hip out with her hand upon it. “Um, newsflash, you aren’t alpha of all anymore, I am. Remember, we’ve already covered this.”

He keeps laughing but manages to get out another revelation. “Not anymore. Your wolf/witch is what did that. He isn’t part of you anymore. He’s lying over there. You don’t have any power at all anymore.”

Mira smirks right back at him, and for the first time, he shows some fear. “Oh yeah, I knew I was forgetting something.” She snaps her fingers, and a Norn appears. 

Everybody freezes and stares at the newcomer. Mira chuckles. “What? You brought the demon version. I brought the version that actually controls our fates.”

Lilly snaps her head up to her mother, eyes narrowed, face red, hands fisted. “Mom, did you bring another one of those things here?”

Mira smiles at her daughter. “Lilly, calm down. This is a Norn. They’re the good guys. They work with the Gods and Goddesses to weave the fate of every being. Like everything else, there needs to be balance. If there’s a version for good, there has to be a version for bad. You met the bad version before. This is one of the good version. We only need one.”

Fenrir watches the Norn with wide eyes. Freya takes a step forward and opens her mouth to say something, but the Norn shoots her a warning look over her shoulder, and Freya quickly snaps her mouth shut and crosses her arms over her chest, frowns, and looks at the ground. She looks like she’s pouting. 

The Norn continues her path past Freya and stops in front of Luciano. He has his eyes closed tightly and refuses to open them. He knows if she looks him in the eye, he’s done for. If they take him back to the otherworld, he’ll never get a chance like this again. He’ll be stuck over there for eternity. 

The Norn hasn’t said a word and continues to stare at him. He feels his eyelids warm up. His heart races. She burns his eyelids off, so he doesn’t have the option of closing his eyes. There’s nothing left to do. He opens his eyes. Next thing he knows, he’s back in the otherworld where he started. He sighs and wanders off. 

The Norn disappears without even a look at anyone else. The creature also disappears. Lilly sighs, and a grin takes over her face. 

Lilly takes in the scene to see what needs to be taken care of. She takes a deep breath to steady her nerves, flattens her hands on her thighs so nobody will see her shaking hands, and uses her most authoritative voice, “Daddy, let Fenrir down. There’s no longer any immediate danger.”

Dante does as his daughter says and turns to see how she’ll handle the situation. He contains his wolf for now. As long as she handles this right, he’ll be able to keep that control. 

As she’s about to begin, there’s a loud rumbling, and the ground shakes under their feet. They all manage to keep their balance. When the rumbling stops, Freya, Fenrir, and Mira are all down on one knee with their heads bowed in front of a man with white, flowing hair, an eye patch, and a raven on each shoulder, emitting a glow. 

The large man looks at Dante and Lilly with a raised brow, and they quickly notice the others and kneel with bowed heads as well. He waits a moment in silence; then when he speaks, it sounds as if it's echoing off mountainsides. “You may all stand.”

Everyone stands, but nobody raises their eyes. Dante and Lilly have now realized they’re in the presence of someone powerful, and they should follow along with anything the others do. 

The man turns to Dante and Lilly who peek at him through their lashes. “I’m Odin. I’m sure you’ve heard of me. I have some business to discuss with my Gods and Goddesses. You’re welcome to stay if you choose.”

Dante and Lilly nod, afraid of offending the God.

Odin then turns to the others. 

Freya and Fenrir aren’t surprised when Loki appears. Mira doesn’t let her surprise show. She isn’t sure what’s happening, so she has wiped all emotion from her face. 

Odin looks at Mira first. “I want to welcome you to our ranks. It has been many centuries since a new God or Goddess has been added. I’ve been keeping tabs on you, as I knew this would happen. I believe you’ll do great things. We’ll talk again.”

He then turns to the other three. “As for the three of you, as there are humans here, I cannot go full God on you. Loki, the soul you and Hel snuck out of the otherworld has been returned with no recollection of what happened. He doesn’t remember any interactions with any Gods or Goddesses.” Loki is deflated, then disappears. 

“Freya and Fenrir, as you’re so interested in this little project of yours and went so far as to let humans suffer and bring demons in, you can stay until the completion. You won’t be allowed back in Asgard or any of the nine realms, except this one, until the completion of this project. I see you might have a few questions. Let me clarify. I do know that Lilly has a longer than normal life span. I also know nobody knows if she’s immortal. If she’s immortal, then this project will never end. Maybe you should have thought about that before you started playing with people’s lives. You put yourselves in the middle of this, now you’re going to stay there.”

Odin is gone as quickly as he appeared. Lilly turns to her mom. “At least he makes a quieter exit than entrance.”

Lilly, Mira, and Dante laugh until tears run down their faces. Freya and Fenrir look at them as if they’ve lost their minds. 
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When their little family calms down, Mira smiles at her daughter and ex-husband. “Lilly, you should transform, and you and your dad can get a nice run in back to the house. It’ll be a nice bonding moment for you, now that you’re whole. I can get myself back, and I can tell your dad doesn’t like the way I travel.”

Dante grins. “I’d love that. You’re right, that kind of travel doesn’t feel right to me at all. I admit it’s great in an emergency but would rather run otherwise.”

Lilly watches her parents interact with each other. She hopes they can keep this going. Right now, they’re being considerate of each other and wanting her to be with both of them. Only time will tell if this continues. 

Her parents look at her, and she realizes she was lost in her thoughts about their conversation and never answered. “That sounds great to me. A nice run for fun and not training sounds great. You two have had me training nonstop lately; a break to have a nice, fun, and relaxing run sounds like just the thing.”

Dante uses the toe of his shoe to dig at the ground and has suddenly found it fascinating. He keeps his eyes on whatever it is he’s digging at. 

Mira giggles, and Lilly throws her arms up in the air and lets them fall to her side as she lets out a frustrated breath.

“Seriously, Dad? After all of this, can’t we have one run without any lessons or training?”

He looks up at her, and his heart breaks for her. She shouldn’t have to ask that of him. What was he thinking? She deserves a little time off after the last few days.

“I’m sorry, baby. Of course, we can have a nice, relaxing, and fun run with no training and no lessons. Sometimes it’s hard to turn off the teacher mode and get back into the dad mode.”

The grin that overtakes her face is worth it. She transforms, and she’s still the beautiful lavender wolf with static-like energy sparking in her glowing blue eyes. Dante and Mira are mesmerized. Lilly cocks her head to the side, not knowing what’s going on.

Mira knows deep down this is exactly what she’s supposed to look like. It’s the combination of the wolf and the witch coming through. Her magick shows in her eyes and the lavender color of her fur. She’s also larger than the other wolves. Mira believes that’s because she’s alpha of all.

Dante transforms, puts his paw out in front of him, and bows his head. 

Lilly sits as the wolves from Dante’s pack come out of the trees and do the same. Lilly nods, stands, and lets out a howl, and the pack joins her. They’ve acknowledged her as their alpha, and she has accepted. 

Lilly takes off at a sprint into the woods, and the other wolves follow. 

Mira hears them playing and wrestling, welcoming their new alpha to the pack. Mira dries the tears that have been running down her face as she watches that beautiful moment. Her heart soars seeing her daughter being accepted by her father’s people. She hopes it’ll go as smoothly when she’s introduced into the witch community. Mira is worried because she doesn’t think it will. 

Lilly feels so free. It’ll take a while for it to feel like her pack. She feels like this is where she belongs. While she contemplates this, she’s hit on the side by another wolf, and they tumble, rolling over each other. She jumps up, preparing to defend herself when she realizes it’s a wolf from her pack, and she senses no danger. What the hell is going on? She looks around and then notices other wolves doing this sort of thing. Then it clicks—they’re playing. She can do that. She launches herself at the wolf that took her down. 

They’ve been playing for a while, and she can tell some of the older wolves are getting tired. She notices something deeper in the woods. She can’t quite tell what it is. She walks toward it, then her dad blocks her path and shakes his head. 

She cocks her head to the side, but all he does is shake his head again. She tries to see around him, but he keeps moving so she can’t see whatever it is that’s out there. 

She sees he won’t give in on this one. She huffs out a breath, jumps up, turning so she hits him in the face with her tail as she starts her run home.

Dante lets out a relieved breath. He was prepared to stay there as long as it took. He had hoped she would never notice what was out there. He needs to talk to Mira about this. He catches up to Lilly; hopefully he can get her to forget about it.

Lilly knows he’s trying to get her to forget about what she saw. Until she knows what’s out there, there’s no possible way for her to forget about it. 

They get back and find Mira and Max talking about the renovation. Mira smiles when they walk up. “Did you both have fun?” Mira tries to ignore the scowl on her daughter’s face until after she talks to Dante to find out what’s going on. 

“Sure, it’s great that Dad’s hiding something from me deep in the woods, and he thinks I’m shallow enough that if he shows me enough attention and runs with me, I’ll forget about it.”

Mira’s brow rises as her daughter rants. By the time she’s done, Mira’s brow is almost in her hairline. Her stomach has dropped when the stone fell into it, and her heart threatens to beat out of her chest. She somehow manages to keep an amused look on her face and her voice steady.

“Lilly, I think you might be blowing the situation out of proportion a little bit. Not all that land out there belongs to us. You could have been trying to go on someone else’s land, and your dad was stopping you. There are also people around here that don’t like the wolves and will shoot them on sight. I’m sure your dad was trying to protect you.”

Lilly’s face turns bright red, with her hands fisted at her side. Her eyes narrow, and it feels like lava is running through her veins. “You two haven’t agreed on anything since we got here. Now that I see something, that I don’t even know what I saw, you both try to keep me away from it. Now you expect me to believe it’s for my own protection? I’m not five years old, and I have a brain.” She storms off into the house, slamming the door. 

Dante has no color in his face, pinched with worry. He feels like ice is running through his veins, and his hands are in his pockets so nobody can see them shaking. “I thought we got past the door slamming phase.”

Mira lets out a humorless chuckle. “Dante, please tell me she didn’t find what I think she did.”

Now that Lilly is no longer there, he deflates, “Of course, she did. We should have seen this coming. With the way things have been going, this was bound to happen.”

Mira chews on her bottom lip, a sign that she’s thinking hard. “You’re right. Well, it’s done. Now we have to figure out what we’re going to do about it.”

Dante looks over at Max. “You might as well get over here and join in. You’ll be her stepfather, so you might as well weigh in on decisions when it comes to her now.”

Mira’s head snaps up so fast, her neck pops. “Really? You’re sure you don’t mind?”

Dante lets out a breath. “Mira, it’ll save time. I know how this will work. We’ll talk, you’ll say let me think about it. You’ll talk to Max, get his opinion, and then come back to me to finish our discussion. If he’s involved in it from the beginning, then we can get it done. Besides, when I find my mate, I hope you’re as accepting of her weighing in as I’m being of Max.” 

Mira smiles. “Deal.”

Now that they’ve both agreed, Max can’t wait to get involved. He has wanted to say something a few times but didn’t think it was his place. 

“Thank you, Dante. I know you’re her dad, and I’d never try to replace you in her life, but I’d like to find my own place in her heart. As far as this situation goes, I think we need to take her there and explain. If we don’t, she’ll sneak out there, and who knows what the consequences of that will be. She doesn’t know what’s out there, so she has no idea of what protections to take.” 

Dante nods while Max speaks. “I agree. Better sooner than later too. She’ll think we’re going to move it, so she won’t be able to find it again. I wouldn’t be surprised if she isn’t trying to sneak past us right now with an invisibility spell.”

He reaches his arm out and grabs ahold of Lilly’s invisible arm. Mira has never seen him so angry at their daughter before. 

His face is so red, it’s almost purple. His grip on her arm will leave a bruise. When she tries to wrench it free, he tightens his grip. His mind is throwing so much to say at him, he doesn’t know which one to say first. He finally gets his thoughts in order. 

“Lillianna, I suggest you show yourself right now. Staying invisible isn’t helping your case.”

She suddenly appears with Dante gripping her arm tightly, and her eyes narrowed at him. Her brow is furrowed, and her nose is scrunched up. She’s angry at being caught. “How did you know I was here? I didn’t make a sound.”

“I’m a wolf, and I know the smell of my daughter. The same daughter who told me not five minutes ago, she had a brain. Apparently, she doesn’t know how to use it, though. You may not like that I wouldn’t let you pursue what you wanted to, but did you ever think there’s a good reason for it? You don’t want to believe it’s for your safety, fine. It’s actually about the safety of everyone in this town.”

All the anger leaves her face in surprise. She glances at her mom, who nods. Lilly doesn’t know what to think or do now. She wasn’t expecting this. 

Dante points to a spot next to Max. Lilly lowers her head in defeat and stands in the spot her dad indicated, rubbing her arms where her father had been holding her. 

Max looks over to her, his face stern. “We’ll tell you what’s out there and take you out there, once. After that, you’re never to go near that place again.”
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Lilly doesn’t feel as confident as she was a few minutes ago. She figures it’s something like a place where the kids go to make out or something. With the way they’re talking, it isn’t anything like that. She’s getting a little nervous about them telling her; she feels the butterflies taking flight in her stomach. 

Max looks over to Mira so she can be the one to tell Lilly. Mira looks to Dante to verify this is what he wants. He nods.

Mira takes a deep breath, looks at her daughter, and tells her one of the secrets from her past. “Lilly, we told you about the prophecy and most of what led up to it. We left some of the details out because they weren’t relevant to you or your life. There are still things about me and my life here that you don’t know. Some you’ll never know. What you saw deep in the woods is a trap or a prison. When your grandfather was trying to find a wolf to fulfill the prophecy, a shapeshifting demon heard about it. It’s not like he was keeping it quiet. He put the word out among the supernatural community as far and wide as he could.”

Lilly holds her hand up. “Wait, your father was trying to pimp you out to whomever would take you as long as they were a wolf?”

Mira sighs. “Lilly, we need to stay on topic, or we’ll never reach the end. There are a million possible tangents we could take.”

Lilly nods and motions for Mira to continue. 

Mira runs through what she has already said to get back on track. “Okay, so we were always entertaining guests. One day, this guy showed up who said he was a wolf, and your father made them all prove it by transforming into a wolf, but something seemed off about him. Nobody had ever heard of him before. I tried to avoid him, but he seemed to always know where I’d be. It wasn’t until he posed as Max and tried to rape me that we figured it out. He was a shapeshifting demon. He could shapeshift into anyone or anything he wanted. He wanted to fulfill the prophecy. He thought if he were in the shape of wolf shifter, it would work. 

“It took all the parents and some of us kids to get him trapped in that shed deep in the woods. He’s powerful and can call to any magickal being if they’re close enough. He’ll trick you, make you think someone has trapped a small child in there, so you’ll let him out. Once out of the shack, he can shift again. He could shift into a small insect and get away. He would be free to wreak havoc on the town once again.”

Lilly listens to her mom all the way through. “I want to see for myself.”

Mira sighs. “I knew you would.” Mira grabs her hand, and they arrive at the shack.

Mira grimaces. She’s taken back to when this thing wore Max’s face and had her pinned down. With a menacing smile, he had tried to get her pants undone while holding her hands, and she tried to buck him off. Thankfully, the real Max came in and saved her. 

She can still feel his hands on her and wants to vomit. She hears his manic laugh from inside the shack. “Oh princess, you’ve finally come around. I’d know that smell anywhere. Seems like you’ve gained power since the last time we met.”

Lilly knows her mom is telling the truth. She wants to know what it feels like to be in the presence of a demon. She had messed it up with The Fates; she doesn’t want to make that mistake again. This way, she knows there’s a demon here, and she can focus on her internal warnings and make them stronger and sharper. 

Lilly hears what the demon says to her mom but has no intention of doing anything about it. Her mother runs from her problems. Now she has to face one of them. It’s up to her to deal with it; Lilly can’t do that for her, nor does she have a desire. She blocks all of that out and pays attention to what’s happening internally. 

She has taken to calling her witch-wolf Gramps. It seems fitting, and he doesn’t seem to mind. He isn’t lounging in front of a fire; instead, he’s standing alert, more wolf than witch, letting her know danger is near. Her blood’s heating up, preparing for transformation if needed. Her heart rate has increased to somewhere between a normal human and that of her wolf. Her nails have grown, not quite claws but longer than most humans would wear them. Her hearing and eyesight have switched over to wolf, and her breathing has calmed and is steady in her lungs, so she’s ready for anything that comes at her. 

She walks toward the shed to verify her theory. All these things intensify the closer she is to the demon. She’s so focused on everything internally, she has no idea what’s happening around her. Suddenly, she’s knocked on her butt. She shakes her head as if to clear the cobwebs and finds her angry mother standing over her with her fists pressed into her hips, with her lips pursed and her nose scrunched. Uh oh, that’s the seriously pissed look.

Mira can’t believe what she just watched. She finally manages words. “What the hell were you thinking? I told you how dangerous that thing is. You were going to walk up and touch the shed? If you had actually made contact with that shed, he could have escaped. Why do you think there’s a five-foot protective spell around it? I now have to replace it because you walked right through it.”

Lilly’s stomach drops. She deserves this from her mom. “I’m sorry, Mom. I am. I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. I was paying attention to my internal warning system for demons and figuring out how to improve it. I didn’t even feel your protective spell. Let me replace it; I’m the one who broke it.”

Mira lets out the breath and fear she had been holding. “Okay, that makes so much more sense. I thought you wanted to come out here to let that thing out. That was a good idea though. You knew there was a demon trapped, so what better way to figure out your internal warning to them. Yes, if you don’t mind, replace the protective spell.”

Lilly puts up the spell and turns to her mom. “I got what I needed. Are you ready to go?”

Mira smirks. “One more thing.”

They hear the demon from inside the shack. “I knew you would come back. That little game of hard to play wasn’t funny. HEY! Why and how are you over there now?” 

Lilly’s mouth hangs open. Mira uses her finger to close it. “You don’t want to swallow any of the bugs out here.”

“Mom, you didn’t.”

Mira chuckles. “You bet your ass I did. That thing tried to rape me. Now until the day I die, every time he gets close to me, I’ll reappear in another area of the shack. He’ll learn to either keep his distance, or he’ll chase me until he dies. It’s more than he deserves.”

They pop back into the yard at the house. Lilly says, “You’re not going to believe what Mom did to that demon!”

Both Max and Dante snap their heads around to look at Mira with wide eyes and mouths open. Max regains himself first. “You didn’t...”

Mira laughs. “Not that he didn’t deserve it but no, I didn’t. Lilly can explain it. I need a shower after being that close to him.”

As Mira walks to the house, she hears her daughter excitedly telling her father and stepfather what she had done to the demon. However, nobody knows what that visit has done to her.

When she gets inside, Mira sees a glow coming from the living room. She knows none of the lights create that glow, so she investigates. When Mira enters the living room, she finds Odin sitting on her couch, looking at a smartphone and attempting to figure out Facebook. If she weren’t so stunned to find him in her house, she would laugh. 

He looks up at her with an embarrassed smile. “I know I probably look quite strange. I figure if I have three or four Gods and Goddesses down here and of course our dear Lilliana, I want to be able to keep tabs on everyone. That isn’t as easy as everyone thinks, but don’t tell the others. Nice job with the demon, by the way. You know you now have the power to destroy him?”

She offers a small smile, not sure how this will be taken. “Yes, I know. I wanted him to know some of the torture I’ve felt over the years. Don’t worry, I’ll be paying the price for a while. I already feel the effects of being around him, and I feel the need to shower repeatedly every day coming on. I’m sure the nightmares will follow, like before. I was willing to risk it, and I’ll pay the price gladly.”

A grin takes over his face. “That’s the beauty of it. Sometimes knowing the price and doing it anyway because it’s worth it is all you have to pay. You knew you would suffer for what you did, but you did it anyway. It doesn’t always work like that.”

She feels her anxiety lift, and her mental stability returns to where it was before she went out there. She releases a sigh and plops down on the couch next to Odin. It takes her a minute to realize what she did. Her eyes pop open, and she looks at him from the corner of her eye. He goes back to his phone. 

She sits up and pulls her feet under her so she isn’t lost next to him. “Would you like me to help you with that.”

“Oh, that would be wonderful. I think the further technology goes on this world, the further us Gods and Goddesses get left in the past. Of course, now that we’ve finally had someone earn their way into our ranks again, maybe we’ll learn to update. I know Freya and Fenrir and of course, Loki will all start using this stuff if they’re stuck down here.”

Mira chuckles. “Well, I’ve made your profile. They’ll either think it’s a joke or you trying to make it look like a joke. I friend requested everyone you’ll need.”

He looks at everything. “This is great! They’ll think it’s one of the other Gods or Goddesses pretending to be me. Even if they ask me if I created a Facebook profile, I can say no because you did it. Now how does all this work?”

She gives him a tutorial of Facebook and Messenger and then downloads the Messenger app.

He’s amazed. “You mean I can click on this and type into this little box and send it to whomever I put in that little box, and it’ll go to them, and nobody else will see it or overhear me?”

Mira tries hard not to laugh. “Yes, like text.”

“What’s text?”

She can’t help but laugh. “I’m sorry, I know it’s not your fault that you don’t know about any of this.”

He waves his hand toward her. “Get your laughter out of the way so you can finish our lesson. I don’t blame you, I’d probably laugh in your situation as well.”

She pulls herself together, explains text, programs phone numbers in his phone, and explains how to get to them. 

He’s like a kid on Christmas morning. “So, I can now use this device to call someone, text someone, and use Facebook?”

It’s endearing to see the Allfather get this excited over something this simple. “Yes, that’s correct.”

Odin’s face turns serious. “Mira, we both know I could have tasked any number of people to do this for me. However, I couldn’t trust my message to you with anyone. You have a lot of surprises, unexpected events, and people that will be coming into your life for a while. Keep in mind that not everything is what it presents itself to be. I’m not saying don’t trust anything or anyone; I’m saying keep your eyes open. Oh, and I trust our little visit here will be kept between us.”

She smiles. “What visit? I came in to take a shower.”

He grins. “I better let you get to it then.”
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While she showers, Mira turns Odin’s words over in her mind. Why would he come down to tell her that? Is something big about to happen? He had specifically mentioned keeping an eye on the Gods and Goddesses prior to giving her that warning, so does that mean she needs to watch out for them? 

On autopilot, before she knows it, she’s standing in front of her suitcase, looking for something to wear. This finally breaks the cycle of questions in her mind. She needs to get things settled here. She has never liked living out of a suitcase. 

Max walks in and sees her still staring into her suitcase. At least this is something he can do something about. 

Mira giggles when the contents of her suitcase circle around her. She grabs the items she wants, and the rest put themselves away. Not back in the suitcase but in the closet and dresser. She has been refusing to use them, until now. 

As she gets dressed, Max takes the opportunity to talk to her. “I came up to check on you since it was taking you so long. How are you doing? Any of the feelings from last time we had to deal with that thing?”

She turns to him with a smile. “I appreciate that you’re worried about me, but I’m fine. If there was a problem, I promise I’d let you know. I wouldn’t be able to hide it anyway. Taking five showers a day is a little hard to hide.”

He reaches out, grabs her around the waist, and pulls her in for a kiss. He deepens the kiss, and then they hear someone clear their throat in the hallway. Max breaks the kiss and groans as he rests his head on Mira’s shoulder. Mira giggles and stands on her toes to see over his shoulder. 

Lilly has the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth, looking at the floor. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but before you get... um... too... um... involved with what you’re doing, Mom, do you have any more training for me today?”

Mira laughs, then gasps as Max slides his hands down the back of her pants and inside her panties. She knows where he plans to go next.

She keeps her breathing and voice normal with tremendous difficulty. “No, honey. I think the demon internal warning system was good training for today. Why don’t you see if your dad has any training for you. If not, then you get the rest of the day to explore the town. You know where the car keys are.”

She nods, closes their door, and hurries away. 

As soon as she’s sure Lilly is out of hearing range, she smacks Max on the chest. “Really? With my daughter standing right there?”

He smirks at her. “I had to make sure you couldn’t think of any training for her. You’ve been working her too hard, and you could both use the break. Besides, I miss you. There was no way I could turn around and talk to her, so I made the best of the situation.”

“Having a little problem, were you?” She giggles.

He pulls back from her looking hurt, but it doesn’t go all the way to his eyes, so she knows it was a ploy. “If you think it’s so little, feel free to go find bigger.” He holds his arm and hand out toward the door.

In one movement, she grabs the front of his shirt, pulls him toward her so their lips slam together, and leads them to the bed where they fall in a mass of intertwined limbs, with clothes flying everywhere. 

When they lie in bed after, she asks the question that has been bothering her. “Do you ever wonder what he looks like, how he turned out?”

He doesn’t pause. “Every day.”

That’s all she’ll allow herself. She gives a few minutes every day and then blocks it out again. She gets up and gets dressed again. “I wonder where Lilly got off to. I was thinking of going shopping this afternoon.”

Max gets up and gets dressed. “Well, let’s go find her.”

They walk out of the house to find an angry Lilly with a man Mira remembers from her youth but can’t remember his name. 

He has Lilly by the arm, and Lilly’s trying to break free. She smirks, and Mira slightly shakes her head. Lilly’s face falls. As he jerks her daughter again, Mira opens her mouth, but Max stops her. 

“Please let me handle this. We don’t need any extra attention around here right now.”

Mira raises a brow and gestures for him to go ahead. She’s right on his heels, indicating if this isn’t taken care of to her satisfaction, she’ll step in. 

When they reach the elderly man, he doesn’t give them a chance to say anything. “Max, I appreciate that you’re in charge now, and this young woman grew up in the United States. However, it’s your responsibility to explain to her how things are done. I saw her driving, actually driving a vehicle with no male escort in town. Can you imagine a woman driving by herself?”

Max has heard enough. “Yes, I can imagine it, and I think it’s great. I don’t have time to go to town every time either of these two decide they need something. They’re both capable of driving themselves. Don’t you think it’s time for us to catch up with the times? We’re the only town left holding on to this archaic tradition of a male escort.”

The old man looks at Max as if he had slapped him in the face. “You can’t talk to me like that, you ungrateful...”

Max doesn’t let him finish. “I most certainly can. As Leo is gone, this house, land, estate, and his seat on the counsel go to Mira’s husband. We’re to be married, therefore it all goes to me. I have the most votes, not that it matters. You’ve reached mandatory removal age, and your son is taking your seat as of this year. He hates that tradition and rule as much as I do. It’s time for you to accept that we’re not going to live in the past anymore. We’re going to catch up with the rest of world no matter how you feel about it.”

This time when Lilly smirks, her mom nods. Lilly lets a medium charge run through her body, and it zaps the man holding her arm. He lets out a yelp and lets go of her arm.

Lilly crosses her arms over her chest, raises her brows, and with all the attitude of a twenty-one-year-old girl, lets the guy have it. “As I’m new around here, I wanted to get the full story before I did anything. You sir are rude, inconsiderate of other people, and think you’re owed favors because you’re on the council. I hope your son doesn’t act that way, or I might have to expel your family from being on the council at all until you can behave like proper human beings.”

He laughs. “Like a woman will ever be allowed to be on the council. Keep dreaming, little girl.”

Mira and Max take a step back, and he looks at them confused. When he looks back at Lilly, he sees her wolf eyes. The glowing blue with static like energy sparking through them. 

He stumbles right into the place Mira and Max had been standing. They’ve learned to get out of the way. 

The old man bumbles his way through this. “You’re... you’re... you’re the... the prophecy came true. And I.... I... Oh no... I...”

Mira feels sorry for him by this point and gives Lilly the mom look.

Lilly rolls her eyes. “Oh stop, you didn’t hurt me, and you had no idea who I was. I was serious about kicking people off the council if they refuse to help bring this town up to the times. It’s insane the way you all live.”

He nods. He doesn’t trust himself to speak anymore. He doesn’t want to ruin this for his son. He knows his son would be perfect for this new council. His ideas are in line with this girl’s. He and his son couldn’t be more different, but he loves his son and would do anything for him.

She sighs. “Go home and try not to be such a male chauvinist. Women are able to do pretty much anything a man can do. And if you even say anything about peeing standing up, I’m gonna lose it!”

He doesn’t know how she knew he would say that, but he keeps it to himself, gets back in his truck, and heads home. He’ll have to warn his son about her.

As soon as he’s gone, all three of them laugh. Max is the first to recover. “He’s going to wonder for a week how you knew he would say pee standing up.”

Lilly raises a brow. “Because that’s the first thing every single guy says when I say women can do pretty much anything a guy can do. If you listen, I don’t say absolutely everything. I hate to burst your bubble, but some girls have mastered the art of peeing standing up.”

Max’s jaw drops, and he looks to Mira. “Is this true?”

Mira shrugs her shoulders. “Sorry, but yeah. She showed me the article about it.”

Max laughs. “They must have gotten tired of hearing it too. Why don’t you learn that, Lilly?”

She shakes her head vehemently. “No, thank you! I’d rather know it’s going in the toilet, not missing and not splashing out. I’m not ruining any shoes over this.”

Mira smiles. “And that’s my girl.”

Max shakes his head with a chuckle. 
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Freya is glad Mira and her family haven’t noticed their absence yet. It might take awhile for them to do so. There has been so much going on lately, they’re probably glad to have a day or two to regroup and catch their breath. They’ll need it; she won’t take being stuck here lightly. 

Fenrir is still looking for what they need, but he says they’re getting close. She has to keep a low profile, so Odin doesn’t find out what they’re doing. They’ve done so many worse things than this before, and he thought they were funny. What is it with this girl?

Fenrir walks in smiling. “Found him. I was looking for this amazing witch. I couldn’t have been more off track. He’s average looking. He gets bullied at work and takes it. He’s a sad, sorry, pitiful human. His magick has never been triggered so it’s still dormant.”

Freya scrunches her face in confusion. “If he’s bullied, how was his magick never triggered?”

Fenrir’s smile grows. “The bullying was never life threatening, and there are no other witches around here. Actually, there are no supernatural beings at all for at least a hundred miles; it’s a little weird.”

Freya’s eyes widen, and she panics. “Where exactly are we?”

Before Fenrir has a chance to answer, she hears it and knows the answer. She tries to leave, but it’s too late. 

Fenrir looks at her with wide eyes. “What has you this scared? Remember I’ve been tied up underground and don’t know a lot about this world.”

Freya looks around for something, anything that’ll help. “Yeah, I know. I wasn’t paying attention to where we are. I think the best thing to do is go out there and explain. Don’t try to fight. Go out and let him know I didn’t realize, and you didn’t know. Hopefully, he’ll tell us to get out of here.”

Fenrir watches her with interest as she takes anything they might need and finds a place to put it in a pocket or holster on her outfit.

When she’s done, she turns to him, and he can see the genuine fear in her eyes. She takes a deep breath. “Here we go, let’s hope this goes better than the last time I pissed him off.”

She steps out of the van with Fenrir on her heels. She plasters a smile on her face as lightning flashes through the stormy sky. She looks at Thor standing in front of her. His eyes are cold and hard, as he stands with his feet shoulder-width apart with Mjöllnir in his hand and his belt around his waist. He’s ready for battle. Seeing Freya and Fenrir there doesn’t change anything; it might actually make things worse. 

Freya knows this is a volatile situation, and she has to say the exact right thing at the exact right time to keep this from blowing up. “Thor, I know this area is protected and no others are to enter. I apologize for being here. We were making our way somewhere, and I didn’t realize we would be going through this area. Fenrir didn’t know anything about your area of protection. I only realized where we were a moment before you arrived when he said there were no supernatural beings within a hundred miles of us. We meant no harm to any in your protection. If you’ll allow it, we’ll leave now and get out of your area.”

Freya’s hopeful. Thor hasn’t moved at all, listening to her explanation. All her hope flies out the window when he spins Mjöllnir. She doesn’t dare take her eyes off Thor but wants to prepare Fenrir for what’s about to happen. So, she talks to him out of the side of her mouth. 

“Don’t fight it. Let it happen and let it take you. I promise it’ll be much better that way.”

That’s all she has time to say, and Fenrir has no time to ask what she’s talking about. Thor has gotten enough momentum, and he uses Mjöllnir to throw them out of his protection area. 

They land in a hotel pool. As they make their way out, Fenrir isn’t happy about the new situation they find themselves in. “What the hell? He can come in and throw us out like that?”

Freya glances at him. “I know this makes things a lot more difficult, but when it comes to that area, we have to tread carefully. This was Thor being nice by throwing us into a pool so we would have a soft landing. Do you see all that hard-packed dirt out there? He could have had us land out there.” 

Fenrir understands but isn’t ready to give up his anger yet. “Fine. But what’s the story with that protected area? I’ve never heard of any of the Gods or Goddesses protecting any part of this world. Now, all of a sudden, there’s this huge area that Thor won’t let any supernatural being into.”

Freya frowns. “We’ve all asked that same question. I don’t think Thor even knows what he’s protecting.”

Fenrir stares back into the area they had just been booted from. “Or who he’s protecting.” He looks over his shoulder at Freya.

Everything clicks into place in her head. “Son of a bitch. Odin has him protecting what we’re trying to find.”

Fenrir has gone back to staring at the area they needed access to. “We know he senses us when we go in as a God and Goddess, but will he sense me in my wolf form?”

Freya rolls her eyes. “Remember the whole no supernatural beings thing? I think your wolf counts as a supernatural being.”

He smirks. “Not if I go full wolf. I can surrender my subconscious to the wolf with instructions of what I want him to do, and he’ll do it and then bring me back up to the surface to switch back. I’ve had to do it to avoid detection before.”

She puts her hands up with little energy and plops down in a chair next to the pool. “You try whatever you want to. I’ll be right here waiting for you to come flying back. You do realize they’ll be on high alert and watching for us now, right?”

He shakes his head at her. “You realize that I won’t be strolling down main street saying, ‘Here I am, come get me.’”

Her skepticism shows on her face with a raised brow and a smirk. “Oh yeah, then what’s your plan?”

He grins. “I’m going to transform and go through the woods. If I come through like any other wild wolf would, it shouldn’t raise any flags.”

She smiles. “If you say so.”

He transforms and takes off. About ten minutes later, he lands in the pool again. 

He climbs out of the pool. “I don’t understand. That should have worked.”

Freya laughs as she explains why it didn’t. “It was never going to work, but you wouldn’t listen to me. Gods and Goddesses, animals, humans, demons, we all have different heart rates, blood types, thought patterns, mannerisms, none of which can be learned or mimicked. You’re always going to register as a God. Then we’ll bring someone else to go in for us.”

“Oh yeah? Who are you going to get?” 

Mira has been a pain in my ass.

Goddess.

Max a close second.

Witch

Lilly is driving me crazy. 

Witch wolf

Dante 

Wolf

Do we know anyone who can get in there? 

Nope. 

So, what do we do?

“I’m still working on that.”

Thor appears at their table. He has a wide grin on his face. Fenrir scowls at him, and Freya laughs. 

Thor looks at Fenrir. “Hey, thanks for the workout tonight. You were getting pretty creative out there. Sorry, you’ll always be detected.”

Fenrir continues to pout. “Yeah, I found that out.”

Freya laughs again. “Oh, come on, Fenrir, you knew what would happen each and every time you tried. After the first one, you have nobody but yourself to blame.”

Thor turns serious and looks at Freya. “What are trying to get to in there? I must know. If it’s something I can allow to be removed, I’ll get it for you, and you can be on your way.”

Freya shakes her head. “It’s not a what, it’s a who, and you’ll never let us take him out of there.”

Thor’s eyes show his sudden caution. “You want Lorenzo? Why? You know the risk of his magick being triggered. There’s a reason no supernatural being is allowed here.”

Freya leans forward in her chair. Finally! Someone is giving her details on this mysterious Lorenzo. “Thor, Lorenzo is the only secret that has ever been kept in Asgard. Only his name, and there’s a risk in his magick being triggered. Nobody knows any more than that.”

Thor takes in her posture and eagerness to learn more details on Lorenzo. This is why secrets cannot be kept in Asgard. Gods and Goddesses are tricky in getting information out of him. He hadn’t known his father had been keeping Lorenzo a secret. He wishes he hadn’t said anything about him. He doesn’t know what to do. Luckily, he doesn’t have to make that decision as Odin appears at the remaining seat at their table. 

Fenrir jumps in surprise. Thor smiles, thankful for the assistance, and Freya deflates, leaning back in her chair, knowing she won’t get any information now.
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Odin laughs. “Three different reactions to my appearance at this little gathering. Thor, I apologize. I should have informed you that I wasn’t telling any of the others about Lorenzo. Thank you for not giving out any more information once you realized that was the case. Fenrir, you definitely are determined and creative. Freya, I know you’re dying to know, but you’re the last person I’d tell about Lorenzo. How did you find out about him?”

Freya plays with something on the table, staring at her hands in defeat. She knows better than to go up against Odin. “I heard talk of a boy who could make all the difference in the situation I currently find myself in. When I pressed for details, all I got was to use my lapdog to sniff him out. I believe I may have been lured into a trap to have Thor come after us.”

Odin and Thor both laugh. Freya and Fenrir scowl. Odin calms himself. “I’m sorry, I believe you may be right about being set up. Admit it, if it were anyone else, you would find it funny too.”

She looks back down at her hands and whispers, “Maybe,” knowing she would have laughed hard at someone else in her situation. 

Thor narrows his eyes as he focuses on her hands. “What is that you’re playing with in your hands?”

Her face turns red with embarrassment, but she holds up what she has. “It’s my fingernail. I ran out of Iduna’s apples a few days ago.” She continues to keep her eyes on the table. 

Suddenly, Iduna places a bowl of apples in front of her and another in front of Fenrir. Freya snaps her head up to see the smiling Iduna. “I provide apples to the Gods and Goddesses. It doesn’t matter where they are. When you’re out, simply ask, and I’ll bring more.”

Freya jumps up and gives her a tight hug. The dread she had been feeling for the last few days falls away. Her resentment toward Odin lingers as she feels he had handed down a death sentence, banning her from Asgard. She hadn’t known she could get the apples outside of the city. Iduna hugs her back and laughs. Iduna disappears as soon as Freya releases her. Freya takes her seat and eats an apple. Her fingernail grows back, and the skin that had started to wrinkle and sag on her face tightens.

When she’s done, Odin continues, “I thought every God and Goddess knew they could ask Iduna for her apples from anywhere. Sometimes she doesn’t appear herself, just a bowl of apples. I’m glad that has been straightened out. Now that your health and youth are renewed, it’s time for you to leave this place and not give Lorenzo another thought.”

Odin and Thor disappear. Freya turns to look at Fenrir, and they suddenly find themselves back at Mira’s in their van. Freya lets out a frustrated huff. 

Fenrir isn’t as intent on bringing another male into this picture right now, so it isn’t that devastating to him. He holds the two bowls of apples up. “At least the apples traveled with us.”

Freya gives a small smile. “Yeah, at least one good thing came out of that mess.”

She climbs out of the van and sees the confrontation with the old man. That damn kid can talk her way out of anything and make it look like everybody else has done something wrong. She can’t be this little miss perfect she presents to the world. 

Fenrir stands in front of her, almost nose to nose. “I’m telling you right now, if you even think of doing anything at all to hurt Lilly, you have to go through me. She comes before you, every time.”

She doesn’t let it show, but it feels like he took a dagger, stabbed her in the heart, and twisted it for effect. They have been friends for centuries. Now he’ll throw her to the side for this girl? Why does everyone think this girl is so special? 

She hears Thor’s whisper even though he doesn’t appear, “Because she is. You have no idea what you’re messing with.”

The fire appears in Freya’s eyes as she tries to contain her anger and jealousy. “Oh, I know exactly what I’m messing with. These are my descendants. They came from me. I won’t be thrown to the side by my own blood.”

Thor whispers again, “It’s not just your bloodline.”

She turns to her left. “Enough with the creepy whisper. Show yourself and have a proper conversation with me. You obviously have something to tell me.”

He grins when he appears standing to her left. “I thought bodyless whisper was pretty cool.”

Freya rolls her eyes. “No, it’s creepy. Now what are you trying to tell me? I’m not in the mood for games.”

Thor raises his hands in surrender. “Wow, killer, calm down. I came to tell you it’s not only your descendants and your bloodline. Odin has contributed and so have I, so our bloodline is in there too.”

Freya’s legs give out, and he plops down on the ground. She stares at Mira. She should have seen it sooner. She doesn’t know how she missed it. 

Thor squats down next to her. Freya doesn’t want to say it aloud, but she needs confirmation. “Odin is Mira’s father.”

Thor says the one thing she hoped he wouldn’t. “And I’m Max’s father.”

Freya sits there stunned. “They’re both demigods. It takes their God or Goddess powers to be triggered for them to ascend. Mira already did when Lilly converged. Max hasn’t had to face anything like that, so he hasn’t triggered his yet. Neither of them knows anything about this. And with the God blood, it doesn’t matter that technically they’re related.”

Thor moves so he’s in front of Freya, looking her directly in the eyes. “Freya, this isn’t one of your games. Nobody can know about this. There are serious consequences for anyone who tells either of them anything about this.”

Freya blinks rapidly as if coming out of a trance. “Why in the world would I tell anyone about this? Odin already shows her favor and you, well... look at you. You never leave Asgard except to protect that area, and now you’re here. Everyone shows that girl favor. I used to be the favorite, then Mira and Lilly came along, and everyone forgets about Freya. I’m not about to make them more special!”

Thor stares at her throughout her little outburst with wide eyes and his jaw hanging open. “Are you seriously jealous? Are you that petty?”

Her head snaps up to meet his gaze. “You don’t understand what it’s like. You’ve always been one of the favorites, and you always will be. The rest of us have to compete to stay in that position.”

He shakes his head at her in disbelief and disappears. She looks around and finds herself alone. Grateful, she takes a few calming breaths and centers herself so she can put on her upbeat, happy façade again. She walks over to the others. 

When she approaches, Mira studies her with suspicious eyes. “Where have you been? We haven’t seen you in a while.” 

Freya fights to keep the sneer off her face. It’s none of Mira’s business what she has been doing. “Fenrir and I had to check something out, but it didn’t turn out the way we thought it would. Oh well.”

Mira is still suspicious, but there’s nothing she can do about it, so she lets it go. She’ll have to keep a closer eye on the Goddess. 

Lilly has her head cocked to the side, studying Freya. She tries to ignore it, but it’s very unnerving. “Lilly, is there a reason you’re staring at me? It makes me nervous.” 

She smirks. Knowing the Goddess is hiding something, Lilly tries to figure out the best way to get it out of her. “I’m not trying to make you nervous, but out of curiosity, why does it make you nervous?”

“You’re a powerful witch. You can do whatever you want to me. It looks like you’re staring at me trying to decide what to do to me.” Freya is falling apart. She’s getting paranoid. She looks around, and everyone’s watching her. She hears what she’s saying and knows she doesn’t sound like herself, but she can’t stop herself. She hates not having all the information and not knowing everything that’s happening. 

Lilly laughs. “I was actually thinking about how I could go about meeting other Gods and Goddesses.” She thinks that’s probably the best way to figure out what Freya’s working so hard to keep from them. 

Freya lets out a breath of relief. This is an easy one. “Well, most of them live in Asgard. However, they’re allowed to come and go at will, except for me, Fenrir, and Loki right now. I never stayed in Asgard anyway; I’m the ruler of Valhalla, which is technically in Asgard, but I’m sure Odin will let me check in from time to time. Anyway, my point is, the ones who would like to meet you and your mother will come down here to meet you. Keep in mind nobody does anything in a hurry up there. It may take years down here, but to them, it would only seem like a couple of hours.”

Lilly smiles. “Is that your way of saying if it takes them years to come see me, don’t hold it against them?”

“Exactly.”

Mira has a question of her own. “Does that mean I can go to Asgard?”

Freya freezes. She has never thought of that. How can she stop this? Mira can’t be allowed to go to the one escape she has. Her mind isn’t fast enough, and she closes her eyes as she hears a familiar voice. Her breathing becomes shallow, her heart races, and she breaks out in a full body sweat. She knows she’s about to have a panic attack, and she has no way to stop it. She has no control over this situation. 

She hates the disembodied voice thing as she told Thor earlier, but she hears it again, whispering in her ear; only it’s Odin this time. “You won’t make this about you. You’ll calm yourself and not bring attention to yourself.” Then he’s gone. She can’t feel his presence anymore. She knows there are always severe consequences to not following Odin’s orders, so she does everything she can to calm her visible discomfort so nobody can tell she’s panicking on the inside. 

Thor walks up and hears the topic of conversation and is happy to hear he doesn’t have to bring it up. He’s excited to meet his half-sister and spend some time with her. Now that she has triggered her Goddess powers, she’s allowed to go to Asgard, and his father has asked him to show her how. 

“Of course, it does.”

Everyone spins to watch the newcomer approach. 

“For anyone who hasn’t figured it out yet, or I haven’t met, I’m Thor. I’ve been tasked with showing Mira how to travel to and from Asgard. As a Goddess, she may get called upon for something in Asgard or may need to get there for something. Therefore, we want to make sure she knows how and the rules that go along with it.”

Lilly and Max have huge grins on their faces when Mira looks at them. She’s so nervous her hands shake. 

Lilly wraps herself around her mom. “Make sure you take excellent mental notes. I’m not allowed to go; you have to remember so you can tell me about it later.”

Max kisses her. “Have fun. Thor would never let anything happen to you.” 

She raises her brow at him. He laughs. “There’s the Mira I know and love. You’re a badass Goddess; you’ll be fine.”

She feels so much better about it. She turns to Thor with a smile on her face while butterflies have a competition in her stomach. 

Thor watches all of this with interest. He’ll have to discuss this with his father later. It seems that being raised in the human realm, not knowing anything about business and politics of the Gods and Goddesses has put Mira and her loved ones at an advantage. There’s no backstabbing, competing, or undermining. All he sees is loyalty, love, and supporting each other. When they’ve all triggered their God powers, they’ll be a force to be reckoned with. 
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Thor turns to Mira to explain what she needs to do and stops and stares at Alex, who had walked up sometime during all the comings and goings. 

Mira volleys her gaze back and forth between Alex and Thor. Alex fidgets as the God stares at him intensely. He doesn’t know why the God would be so interested in him, but Thor’s stare can’t mean anything good. He can’t stop playing with the hem of his shirt and looking off into the distance. There’s nothing that could force him to make eye contact with the God.

Suddenly, Loki appears in the middle of the group. He looks around with narrowed eyes, red face, and brow furrowed in anger, glaring at Mira. “How dare you summon me back here. Just because you’re a Goddess now, doesn’t mean you can require me to come at your beck and call. Now release me and let me get back to what I was doing,” he demands. 

Mira holds her hands up in surrender, shaking her head, and Loki’s eyes widen in surprise. Mira sees true fear flash across them when he hears Thor from behind him. “Loki, it was me that called you here. We need to talk.”

Loki swallows hard. It feels like he’s trying to swallow a boulder. His heart stops, and it’s hard to breathe. What’s Thor doing here? He never leaves Asgard anymore. This is the last place he needs Thor poking around. 

Loki turns so he can look at Thor while talking to him. He stops midturn when he sees Alex is also here. This has been his secret, and he has protected the boy, but those turquoise eyes are unmistakable. He isn’t surprised to see him here, but it’s unfortunate that it’s at the same time as Thor. Freya and Fenrir had been distracted by their own agendas, and they never pay attention to details. Odin and Thor aren’t like that. Thor probably noticed as soon as he saw Alex. 

Alex’s breath is stuck in his lungs, and he can’t move. As soon as Loki makes eye contact with him, it clicks. The reason he has always felt different and couldn’t connect with his dad. It all makes sense now. Then Loki moves on, and Alex doesn’t know what to do. 

Loki sighs and finishes his turn to face Thor. “No, Thor, we don’t need to talk. Unless of course, you and Odin would also like to talk.” He again protects the boy. He hopes Alex understands what he’s saying and keeps what he figured out to himself. Loki sees it in his eyes when the connection is made. If Alex tells people, he’ll be making a target out of himself. That’s the reason Loki keeps his distance and why he has kept him a secret all these years. 

The color leaves Thor’s face as Loki’s threat hits home. He has admitted that Alex is his son, however he won’t let it be known unless he and Odin let it be known about Mira and Max. 

Thor nods once. “Very well.”

Loki is gone as suddenly as he appeared. Everyone’s confused and look to each other for answers. It’s quickly determined that Thor is the only one who knows what just happened, and he’s determined to pretend that conversation didn’t happen. 

Alex keeps up the ruse for now. He’s left feeling abandoned, unloved, and unwanted. Nobody pays attention to him anymore. He slips quietly away to process and try to wrap his head around everything he has learned. His world has been pulled out from under his feet in that short conversation. It doesn’t even take the conversation. Alex knew as soon as he made eye contact with Loki. He isn’t sure where he’s going, but he can’t be here with all these people right now. 

Thor looks to Mira and begins with what he came here for. He pushes what he has learned to the back of his mind to be pondered later. He knows there’s deeper meaning, but now isn’t the time. 

He smiles at Mira and tries to put her at ease. He can feel the nervous energy coming off her in waves. “There’s no reason to be nervous. You don’t have to do anything. Heimdall is the guardian of the entrance to Asgard. He lives at the end of the Bifrost. He’s the only one who can grant or deny access. To enter, all you have to do is ask, and he does the rest.”

As Thor talks, Mira’s nerves don’t settle. The butterflies transform into a swarm of bees in her stomach. There’s a lump in her throat, and she isn’t even sure if she’ll be able to speak. Her hands are so sweaty, she thinks she’d drop anything she tried to hold onto right now. 

She tries to voice her concerns, but it comes out as a croak. Lilly tries to hide her giggle with a cough and earns herself a glare from her mother. Thor simply smiles and waits for her to calm herself enough to ask her question.

She clears her throat and tries again. This time it comes out as a whisper so soft nobody can hear her. “What if he doesn’t like me or let me in?”

Thor opens his mouth to ask her to repeat herself then closes it. Everyone else looks at them with brows raised, waiting for Mira to repeat her question. They don’t know it has already been answered. 

As soon as the words are out of her mouth, Mira hears an unfamiliar voice in her head. “That isn’t possible, my dear. You’re a Goddess, and you’re welcome here as much as the others.”

Thor watches her closely to see her reaction. Mira lets out the breath she had been holding and relaxes. 

Lilly stiffens. She doesn’t like this. One minute her mom is stiff and nervous and then all of a sudden, she relaxes and is calm. Something is going on here, and she’ll find out what it is. They won’t take advantage of her mom. 

Lilly instantly stops her glare, and her chin drops to her chest when her mom, who has her back to her daughter, scolds her, “Lilliana, you don’t know everything, nor are you all powerful. Before you get it in your head that you’re going to control everyone and everything around you, you might want to consider what’s best for them and not you.”

Lilly crosses her arms over her chest. Her surprise turns to anger. “But.”

Mira’s done with her daughter’s arrogance. “No. No reason you can come up with will justify controlling anyone. Everyone’s capable of making their own choices. You don’t like it when anyone makes any decisions for you. You won’t do it for anyone else. I’ll be back later.”

Mira and Thor disappear. 

Mira blinks and when her eyes open again, they dart around everywhere, trying to take in everything at once. She has never seen anything like it before. The entrance is so beautiful, and she has no idea how she’ll get anywhere because she’ll want to stop and stare all that time. 

Thor chuckles. “I’ve never seen anyone in such awe of an entrance before. It would seem you’ve never left your house before.”

She’s pulled from her trance-like state at his statement. She narrows her eyes at him and smacks him in the stomach with the back of her hand. Mira’s sure it hurt her hand more than him. She doesn’t think he actually felt it, but his eyes widen at her. She pretends not to see his reaction.

“SOME of us didn’t grow up in a palace. SOME of us had to work to pay bills. SOME of us didn’t have everything handed to us. We had to work for it and earn it.”

He holds his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, I get it. You seriously haven’t seen anything such as this before?”

She shakes her head more as she continues to wander around the entrance. 

Thor rubs the back of his neck, now not so sure about what he had planned next. The uncertainty looks wrong on him. 

Mira watches him from the corner of her eye, so he won’t notice. Finally, she has had enough. Without turning and looking at him, as if they were having a casual conversation, she tells him how she feels. 

“I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to come up here. Obviously, this is the entrance, and things will get more elaborate as we continue. If you give me special treatment or treat me any different from how you would any other Goddess, then I’ll be forced to practice my new Goddess powers on you.”

Thor drops the hand that had been on the back of his neck, straightens his spine, and lets out a deep laugh. “You’re right. You’re a Goddess, you can handle anything that’s thrown at you. The only thing I’m afraid of is an angry Goddess.”

She spins and looks at him, grinning. “Great. Can we leave the entrance now? Or is this all you were planning on showing me today? I’d hate to have to come back on my own, try to find my way around, get horribly lost, and end up walking into someone’s bedroom or something.”

He listens to her ramble on with a smirk. “I don’t even have to come up with any tricks to play on you. If I wait quietly, you ramble and give them to me. That’s useful information for me, not so much for your enemies.”

She smirked back at him. “How do you know I was telling you the truth?”

His face drops. He doesn’t know how to answer that. She very well could have been lying to throw him off her trail. “Well played.”

She winks at him. “I’m full of surprises.” She walks toward the door, leaving him to wonder what she means by that. 

He decides to leave it alone for now and follows her out the entrance and into the city. He tries to see it how he thinks she does. He can’t. He has always lived here, and he sees what he always has. 

He watches Mira as she takes the site in.

Thor doesn’t make a sound. She stands in the doorway, not moving and barely blinking, no emotion showing on her face. He waits until she has absorbed it all. 

When the process is done, she turns to him, and the tears stream down her face. He takes his sister in his arms and again doesn’t make a sound as he holds her and lets her cry until she has no more tears left.

When she’s down to sniffles, Thor explains, “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. If you’d known, you would have mental blocks to protect yourself. You have to be open to accept our history. It’s important that you know the history of the Gods and Goddesses.”

She steps back from him. Not far, but enough so they can look at each other as they talk. “I can see that, and I’m not upset about you not telling me. I’m curious as to why I didn’t get all of it.”

Uncertainty isn’t a natural look on Thor. Shifting his weight from foot to foot and chewing on his lower lip, trying to figure out how to explain it and not tell her is difficult. Thankfully, Odin rescues him by giving him the words to say, “There are things you cannot know yet as they involve you and your loved ones. If you know what’s to come or what led to something, it’ll change the course everything is on. It’s better to keep everything the way it is.”

Mira listens to him carefully. “Okay, since you’re being so careful to try to answer my question without giving anything away, I have another one for you. Freya and Fenrir’s blood was so diluted down by the time Dante and I were born, it wouldn’t have been strong enough for any of this to happen. Their blood isn’t the God blood making this possible, is it?”

Thor turns and looks out at the city. “I’m the best person to give you a tour of this city. I know all the best places to go and where to avoid. Let’s get started.”

Mira, knowing he has officially ended their prior conversation, takes his offered arm and lets him lead her into the city. 
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Lilly had seen Alex sneak off earlier. She had also seen that something happened when Loki appeared. Neither Loki nor Alex have acknowledged it, so Lilly knows it’s something they don’t want to be known to everyone. 

As soon as her mom and Thor disappear, she starts off in the direction she saw Alex go. Within seconds, Fenrir is at her side. She stops walking, turns to him, crosses her arms over her chest, and cocks her eyebrow at him, waiting for him to say whatever it is he wants. 

Fenrir has no idea what’s going on. It appears as though Lilly is going for a walk or transform and a run. He joins her, and she gives him this look like she’s waiting for something, but he waits her out. Eventually, she’ll tell him what she wants. 

As Lilly waits and Fenrir stands there staring at her, she realizes he doesn’t know what she’s doing. “You seriously don’t know what’s happening here?”

Fenrir looks around and doesn’t see anything unusual or out of place and shakes his head as he shrugs his shoulders. 

Lilly roughly drops her fisted hands to her sides, leans forward with her lips pursed, eyes narrowed, and nose scrunched up in anger. She’s so angry at him she lets her wolf eyes come out. “I’m going to do something. I didn’t invite you, and you didn’t ask if I minded if you join me. You walked up and decided you were coming with me. I gave you the chance to correct that mistake, and you didn’t even realize you were making it. As it turns out, I don’t require or want your company on my errand.”

Fenrir’s getting better at controlling his wolf the longer he’s around her. She’s so good at pushing his buttons and doing everything he doesn’t want her to do and everything that sets his wolf off. He doesn’t miss the warning sign of her wolf eyes. They still surprise him every time since she truly converged; that glowing blue with sparking static is hard to get used to in her eyes. She may be alpha of all, but he’s still an alpha, and he’ll react as such. 

He doesn’t back down from her as she thinks he will. He steps up to her and lets his wolf eyes come out as well. He matches her anger with his own, but he also adds his frustration about nothing going the way he wants it to. 

“I shouldn’t have to ask permission to join you. If you don’t want me to go with you, instead of this little game here, you should have said so. I can’t read your mind to know where you’re going or what you want. I’m not your little lap dog licking your feet and waiting for any scraps you decide to throw my way.”

The glow in her eyes gets brighter. “I never said that you were. I’m asking for common curtesy. Just a simple, you want company? It’s not about asking permission; it’s about respect and not treating me like I can’t go anywhere without you.”

He deflates. She’s right. He’s treating her like a possession he doesn’t want anyone else to get. He turns and walks away. He knows her well enough to know there’s only one thing she can get this defensive over. 

He says over his shoulder, knowing she’ll hear him, “Use your nose; it’ll lead you right to him.”

Lilly watches Fenrir deflate and walk away like a puppy that has been kicked. She tries to feel sorry for him, but she can’t. He has done it to himself. When she hears him give her advice, she raises her arms dramatically and lets them fall back to her sides, slapping her legs as she shakes her head. “Men act like I have no brains at all. How else did he think I’d planned on finding him?” She’s still mumbling to herself as she enters the woods Alex had slipped into. 

When she isn’t in wolf form, she still has her wolf’s sense of smell. It comes in handy for situations such as this. She can follow the path that Alex has taken, and it leads her directly to him. She is surprised at what she finds. 

Alex senses her coming. He wants to tell her, but he needs more time to get used to it first. He makes sure nothing will give him away before she gets there and then sits on a tree root to wait for her. 

When she breaks through the tree line and enters the clearing, she finds Alex looking off into the distance. She can sense the turmoil going on inside him. He’s wrestling with something big. She frowns. Nothing that happened back there has anything to do with him, what could he possibly be wrestling with?

Alex snaps his head around and looks her in the eye. “Don’t.”

Her eyes widen in surprise, and her heart speeds up. “Don’t what?”

He narrows his eyes as he stands to walk slowly toward her. “Don’t stand there, read me, and try to apply it to what you’ve seen in the last day or so. You know nothing about my life, my parents, what has brought me to this moment.”

He’s standing in front of her by the time he’s done, their faces only inches apart. She has been watching him as he makes his way toward her. He isn’t stalking her. He’s giving her a chance to move to not let him approach her.

He looks into her eyes and sees the static sparking without the wolf eyes, and that pushes him over the edge. His hand slips under her hair to the back of her neck, and he pulls her into him as his lips crash into hers. 

Lilly responds to the kiss. It feels right, like this is something she has been doing all her life. She surrenders to the kiss and lets it go where it’ll go. 

Alex feels her relax into him as she responds to his kiss. His free hand wraps around her waist, and he pulls her body up against his, so she’s as close to him as possible while they’re both still dressed. 

The hand on her back slips under her shirt; he needs to feel her skin on his. She lets out a moan as soon as their skin touches. He deepens the kiss, grabs her thighs, and lifts her up. She wraps her legs around him, locking her ankles. His mouth leaves hers and makes a trail down her neck. He’s ever so thankful for low-cut, loose shirts. 

He has one hand supporting her, but the other pops one of her breasts free from the constraints of her bra, and it’s immediately in his mouth. 

She lets out a mewling sound as she moves her pelvis around against him. She tortures him, almost to the point of no return. Without releasing her breast, he looks up at her face. She has her eyes closed, and her head is thrown back as she gets into a rhythm against him. 

That’s all he needs. He has her on the ground, her pants undone, and his fingers inside her before she knows what’s happening. She takes a sharp intake of breath at the sudden change, and then another moan escapes her. 

She reaches over to undo his pants and has them and her pants off in no time. She grabs him, takes the moisture from the tip, and uses it to prepare him to enter her. She then climbs on top of Alex and settles onto him, letting her body adjust to him. 

As soon as he’s inside her, he lets out a groan. It feels so much better to be in her than he could have ever imagined. She shifts her hips, and he can’t move. He adjusts to the sensation of her and sits up enough to get her shirt and bra off, so he can claim her breasts. She throws her head back and moans with every intake. 

Suddenly, the need to claim her comes over him, and he flips them over. She lies on the forest floor, her hair a mess of a fan around her sweaty face. Her mystifying grey eyes beg him for more as she smirks and moves her pelvis, keeping the friction going. 

He smirks back. “Don’t you worry, I still have plenty left in me. You had your turn; now it’s mine.” 

He puts her feet up on his shoulders and slams into her. Her eyes widen, and then a smile takes over her face. He takes that as a go ahead. He gets into a rhythm of slamming into her and feels her tightening up around him, preparing, and they explode at the same time. He keeps the motion going to draw out as much pleasure as he can for her. She stops him, telling him she’s done. 

He pulls out of her, crawls up beside her, and pulls her into his arms as she rests her head on his chest. 

He runs his fingers lightly up and down her arm. “Well, that isn’t something I’d planned to do today. I love when something unexpected happens.”

She takes a deep breath, preparing to tell him something.

He stops her with another intimate kiss. Pulling back, he looks in her eyes. “Don’t worry. I know you haven’t made a choice. I know this doesn’t mean you’re mine. This was something we both needed at the moment.”

He stands and gathers his clothes. He can’t look her in the eye anymore right now. That may be the way she wants it, but it definitely isn’t the way he does. He won’t pressure her into a decision. If it ends up not being him, at least he has this memory about how good they are together.

She stands, walks up behind him, and wraps her arms around him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what those demons did, but they messed this whole thing up. I wish I could be left alone to choose who I want to be with on my own without supernatural forces being involved.” 

Alex hasn’t moved since she pressed herself against his back, still naked. “I’ll tell you something nothing to do with the supernatural. If you keep pressing your naked body against me like that, we’ll be back on the forest floor for round two.”

He hears the smile in her voice. “Oh yeah?” Her hand slides down to find his already fully erect and ready to go cock. She grabs and strokes it. It’s his turn to let his head fall back and let out a moan. It feels amazing to have her hand on him like this. 
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Lilly and Alex finally make it back to the house. Fenrir has been pacing the yard, waiting for Lilly to return. As soon as they step into the yard, he can smell it on them. He lunges at Alex. Then he senses it and stops dead in his tracks. 

Fenrir needs to know exactly what’s going on here before he reacts. Seems Lilly is having an effect on him. Usually, he attacks then asks questions. However, there’s so much more going on here, and he doesn’t know if Lilly’s aware of that. 

Fenrir doesn’t even notice that Lilly has been trying to stop him from attacking Alex. Since he stops, she thinks she stopped him. 

Lilly’s tired of this. “Really, Fenrir? You’re a God; he isn’t.” 

Fenrir’s head snaps over to look at her. Then his gaze meets Alex’s, who simply shrugs.

Fenrir now knows what happened. He’s in a delicate position right now. What’s Lilly talking about now?

Lilly’s getting so frustrated. He isn’t even listening to her. “And I’m pregnant with the alien’s baby. I wonder if it’s a litter, or if it’s just one.”

Fenrir’s brow furrows in confusion. “What? Alien? What are you talking about?”

Lilly raises her brows. “Oh, so now you’ll grace me with your attention. Are you sure? You might have something else to think about that’s more important. You know, like the last ten minutes that I’ve been telling a story about an alien that abducted me and got me pregnant, and you didn’t hear a word.”

Fenrir lets a small growl escape. Big mistake. 

Lilly lets a much bigger growl escape and it has him cowering. He also has her wolf eyes out. “Don’t you ever try to intimidate me with your wolf. Don’t ever try to intimidate me at all. If you want to talk, fine. If you don’t, say something. Don’t ever do that to me again.”

Alex sits back, enjoying the show. He doesn’t even have to do anything to sabotage Fenrir’s relationship with Lilly. He does fine on his own. Alex has tried to tell him what he shouldn’t do, but Fenrir doesn’t listen to anybody. It’ll be his own fault when he loses. He knows what sent the wolf into a fit of rage and then stopped him in his tracks, but he won’t offer any explanations or help the wolf. 

Lilly is still speaking in her angry wolf voice, which is unfortunate for Fenrir and could be problematic for Alex because Fenrir is required to respond with the truth to her as his alpha. Alex knows Lilly will try to figure out why Fenrir is acting like this. He needs to divert this pending disaster. 

“Come on, Lilly. You know he hates to see us together, and I’m sure he probably wanted to come with you when you came looking for me, and you told him no. Then you come back with me.”

Thankfully, they’re saved when Mira and Thor return. Lilly’s excited to see her mother and hear all about her trip to Asgard.

As soon as they’re out of earshot, Fenrir turns on Alex. “You dirty little asshole.”

Alex laughs. “I wasn’t the only one there. In fact, she initiated the second time.”

Thor laughs as he grabs Fenrir’s arm to hold him in place. “As fun as it is to brag, maybe not so much in front of him. He’s your brother after all.”

Both Alex and Fenrir stare at Thor in disbelief. It clicks for each of them at the same time, and the same look of disgust crosses their faces. 

Thor lets out a hearty laugh at their reactions to finding out they’re brothers, both fathered by Loki. “It makes a lot more sense on why Lilly is fated to be with one of you, but it’s not clear which one. As nobody knew about you, Alex, it was probably said to be Loki’s son. Now that you’re both here, either one will satisfy the Norns.”

Alex has a grin on his face, and Fenrir paces again. Lilly and he have had a connection since the day they met. However, they fight all the time. His ideas and traditions are from long ago, and they anger her. He has a great chance of her choosing his brother. 

Suddenly, Loki appears. “I had to wait until I knew the humans would stay occupied for quite a while before I return. It’s crucial that nobody finds out about Alex.”

He turns to Alex. “I’m sorry I couldn’t intervene when your stepfather got that bad. The most I could do was lead you to Max. It would have been an honor to be part of your life, however for your own protection, I had to keep my distance to keep my secret. Your life would be in danger if anyone found out about you.”

Thor isn’t a fan of half stories, and he won’t let Loki get away with that little bit of information for his son. “Loki, at the very least, you owe him some guidance as he learns his new powers.”

Loki is getting more fidgety the longer he stays. He looks at Alex. “Follow your instincts. They’ll always lead you in the right direction, where you need to be. It might not be where you intended, but it’ll be where you NEED to be. It’s your most important power. I have to go. The spell cloaking my whereabouts is about to wear off.”

He disappears as quickly as he had appeared. 

Thor shrugs his shoulders as he turns to Alex. “I’m afraid that was actually good for him. He always talks in riddles. That one’s at least easy to decipher.”

Alex isn’t paying any attention to him. “Uh huh.” His mind is going over what Loki had told him. His instincts had led him to that clearing earlier today. He was walking, not having a destination in mind. Was everything that happened this afternoon with Lilly fated to happen?

Alex feels a pain on the top of his foot. He’s ejected out of his head and thinks back to the situation at hand. Fenrir has a grin on his face, and Thor shakes his head. 

Fenrir shrugs his shoulders. “What? You said we needed to get his attention. He isn’t in his head anymore, is he?”

Thor narrows his eyes at him. “No, but there were plenty of other ways you could have accomplished that.”

Fenrir opens his mouth to respond, but Alex beats him to it. “It’s okay. I think the other methods he would come up with would have been worse.”

Thor smiles. “You’re probably right.”

Fenrir turns to Thor. “Why are you here anyway?”

Thor shakes his head as if to clear it. “I almost forgot. I came to see you, Alex. I wanted to let you know the reason I’m not taking you up to Asgard is because Loki is being so adamant your life would be in danger if anyone knew about you. Taking you up there puts a big sign on you saying you’re a God. It wouldn’t take anyone long to figure out your parentage. I don’t want you to take it personally.”

Alex smiles. “I’ll admit I do feel a little deserted, but I understand. I also don’t understand why my life would be in danger. Nobody else’s life is in danger. I’m not his only child.” He looks at Fenrir out of the corner of his eye.

Fenrir growls. Alex puffs out his chest. “Try it, Fluffy.”

Thor and Fenrir laugh, not a regular laugh, but a full, deep-belly laugh that has tears streaming down their faces and gasping for air. They keep saying Fluffy as they laugh. 

When they calm themselves, Fenrir looks at him, and their dynamic has changed. They both feel it. “Don’t think this means I won’t still fight for her, brother.”

Alex smiles. “I’m looking forward to it.”

With a smile and a nod, Thor’s gone. 

Alex looks at the place Thor had stood seconds ago. “I’m still trying to get used to all of this appearing and disappearing stuff.”

Fenrir smiles. “Passive aggressive much?”

Alex smirks. “Did it work?”

Fenrir’s face turns serious, with no indication of a smile or anger. This is clearly something he wants Alex to know. “If I thought it wouldn’t put you in danger, I’d teach you right now, and then I’d take you to Asgard and give you the tour. I don’t like that you have to be hidden away any more than you do. However, I won’t be the one who exposes who you are. Our father normally brags about everything. So, if he’s hiding you, there’s a good reason.”

Alex nods. “Okay. Thank you for being honest with me. I don’t know why your demeanor with me has taken a one-eighty, but I’ll take it. I’m not big on confrontation, but I won’t back down from it either.”

Fenrir laughs. “Oh, you’re bigger on confrontation than you claim. My demeanor, as you call it, has changed because I found out you’re my brother. I cannot be at war with my own brother. We can fight, but at the end of the day, we’re brothers.”

“I’m willing to do anything when it comes to Lilly. That’s why I’ve been confrontational with you. You do treat her like crap. You don’t listen to her, and you don’t respect her. This isn’t the 1800s anymore. Are you sure your draw to her isn’t because she’s your alpha, and you’ve never had one before?”

Fenrir opens his mouth to respond, then closes it again. He stands there for a couple of moments, looking at Alex. He opens his mouth again and closes it again. 

Lilly has noticed that they still haven’t made it back to the house and is worried. She breaks through the tree line and into the clearing. 

Fenrir looks at her, then at Alex. He pulls Alex in for a hug and whispers in his ear, “You’re a genius.”

Lilly’s eyes are as wide as they can get, and her hand is over her mouth. She isn’t sure at first if Fenrir is actually hugging Alex, or if he’s using it as a ploy to rip his neck out. 

Fenrir reaches her, goes down on one knee, and bows his head. “I pledge my allegiance to you, my alpha. I’ve come to understand that’s my draw to you. I’m drawn to protect you as my alpha. I’d ask if I may go to the alpha of the local pack and find my place in their pack. I’m not doing well on my own. As you know, us wolves are pack animals.”

Lilly has the biggest smile on her face. She has known this for a while now, but Fenrir had to come to it on his own, or he never would have accepted it. “Fenrir, please stand.”

He stands and sees the smile on her face. “You knew.” 

“Yes. I had to let you find your own path, though. I did, however, give you some great tips on how to treat your mate when you find her. My father’s expecting you. Don’t forget I’ll be coming out there too. That’s also my pack.”

He smiles. “I know I look forward to running with you and hopefully introducing you to my mate soon.”

She gives him a tight hug. 

He transforms and is gone in the woods. They hear a howl and then an answering howl far in the distance. 

Lilly has tears in her eyes. 

Alex steps up to her and wraps her in his arms. “He isn’t gone. You’ll see him often.”

She nods. “Oh, I know. These aren’t sad tears. They’re happy ones. He’ll be so happy with the pack.”

Alex chuckles. “You always find a way to amaze me.”
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Chapter 34
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Freya has been watching all of this. She’d never go against Loki and let his secret out, but she’ll keep that in her back pocket for later use. She has lost Fenrir as her partner in crime. She has Thor and Odin actively working against her. 

Those are the things she knows. The things she guesses is her bloodline has been diluted down so that it has little to do with anything happening. There’s a mix of many God’s bloodlines involved in this situation. This area of Italy is known for the strong Stregheria Witches. It isn’t a coincidence the Gods are mixing their bloodlines with these witches. There’s also a reason Lorenzo is being kept out of everything and protected.

The conclusion she has come to is that Lorenzo is the answer to all this. The problem is Thor won’t let her get anywhere near that boy. She doesn’t even know what he looks like, how old he is, if he’s a witch, wolf, or demigod. 

She’ll have to make a move soon. The details about his location are getting fuzzier every day. She knows this is Odin’s doing. She’s slowing the process to give herself time, but she can only slow it not, stop it. 

She decides that while she can still find it, she’ll go and do some recon. Thor and Odin are so fixated on what’s going on with this group right now, she should be able to go unnoticed. She pops into a little diner in the small town. 

She doesn’t move. She expects someone to show up on the other side of the table. She’s surprised by who appears seconds after her. 

Loki looks around the diner. “What in the name of the nine realms are you doing here?”

She raises her brow. “The better question is why are you following me?”

He looks down at his hands and says quietly, “I need your help.”

She laughs. “My help? Really?”

He looks up and in her eyes. She can see the sorrow in his eyes. “Please, Freya. You’re the only one who can help me with this.”

Her curiosity is now piqued. “That’s interesting. I’m listening.”

He takes a deep breath and explains, “A long time ago, I angered the Elves. I know that doesn’t surprise you, but I end up angering everyone I come into contact with. Anyway, they promised if I ever had a child in the human realm, he wouldn’t be long for that world.”

Freya sighs. “Let me guess. You have a child in the human realm.”

She can see the pain as he reveals the next detail to her. “Not just any child. I’ve kept this secret for twenty-one years. Now other Gods are figuring it out, and it won’t be long until my secret is known and will get back to the Elves.”

She gasps. “Alex?”

He nods. “I couldn’t be there with him as he grew. I couldn’t be part of his life. I had to let him believe that sorry excuse of a human who treated him badly was his father. I couldn’t step in. I’ve paid my price; don’t make him pay it too.”

Freya studies Loki. He’s the God of Mischief after all. He seems to be genuine. She nods, and he lets out the breath he had been holding. 

She waits until he looks her in the eye again. “I’ll help you as long as you help me.”

His smile freezes on his face. “What do you need help with?” He needs to know what he’s getting himself into before he accepts that deal. Freya can come up with some crazy ideas.

She grins. “There’s a boy named Lorenzo that lives somewhere around here. I want to find him, watch him, see what’s so special about him, and then make a decision. I might be taking him back with me. Like I said, it depends on what we see.”

None of that sounds bad. He has never heard of this Lorenzo, so why not. He shrugs his shoulders. “Sure.”

A boulder drops and takes up residence in his stomach at the sinister smile that takes over Freya’s face. Loki’s sure he just made a dangerous deal.

Before he can think another thought about it, he finds himself at the Palace of the Elves. All of the color drains from his face. His legs threaten to give out, and his lungs won’t allow more than shallow breaths. 

He turns to face Freya. His voice barely comes out. “Are you out of your mind? They’ll tear me apart.”

She waves her hand at him dismissively as she starts up the stairs toward the entrance. “Oh, don’t be such a baby. How can you apologize if you don’t come here?”

Apologizing isn’t what he had in mind. He thought she understood he wanted her to tell them to stay away from Alex. The thought of Alex has him scrambling to catch up to her. If he has to apologize to keep him safe, he’ll apologize.

When they get to the top, Freya has her hand on the ornate handle and looks over her shoulder at Loki. “I had no intention of telling them Alex is off limits like you wanted. You got yourself into this mess, you can get yourself out. I’m here as mediator to make sure they do no harm until you’re done apologizing for whatever you did to anger them. If they threatened a child, it had to have been bad.”

Loki’s face turns bright red. It had been bad, and she’s right—he does need to apologize. 

They cross the threshold and instantly, every Elf in the realm transports to the Palace. They bow their heads to Freya who walks down the center aisle with her head held high and then hiss at Loki who skulks behind her. 

They get to the front, and Freya spins on her heel and addresses the hall, “I understand you have reason to be angry with Loki. I’ve brought him here today to apologize.” The room is instantly silent. 

That’s the last thing Loki expected. He’s used to being in the shadows causing mischief, not being the center of attention, asking for forgiveness. He had watched Alex grow from a distance. A picture of the first time his stepfather had raised his hand to him flashes through his mind, and he stands straight and tall.

“The first thing I want to say is I’m deeply sorry for what I did. I meant no harm, and I ensured the safety of the children the entire time. I now know the seriousness of my actions. What I thought was a fun game or joke was a serious safety hazard to your children if something went wrong.”

That’s where he stops; he isn’t offering any excuses, as there are none. He was wrong, and he’s sorry.

An elf stands. “Loki, God of Mischief, did you honestly believe we would kill your child on earth?”

He sighs. He had figured they knew about him. “No. I believed that you would take him and bring him here or place him somewhere I’d never find him. I know you’d never harm a child.”

The elf smiles. “As it turns out, we didn’t need to interfere at all. You fulfilled your punishment on your own. You had to watch your child grow from a distance. When he was in trouble, you weren’t able to step in. You had no influence on his life at all. Now you understand the feeling of having your child disappear from their bed.”

Freya jumps up. “Wait! What exactly did you do, Loki?”

Loki drops his head in shame. “The Pied Piper Prank. I lured the children out to a clearing, and they were all out there playing and having fun until their parents found them. They were never in any danger. I was right there, and I spelled the clearing so the children couldn’t wander off and no wildlife could get in.”

She narrows her eyes at him. “Are you trying to justify it?”

He vehemently shakes his head no. “Absolutely not! There’s no excuse or justification to what I did. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

The elf interrupts their argument, “Now that you’ve learned that you’re released from our punishment. You can now claim your child as your own.”

Loki lets out the breath he has been holding for twenty-one years, and his legs give out on him as he falls to the floor. “Thank you.”

The elf gives a single nod, and then all the elves are gone. 

Freya is still muttering about reckless and idiot but leaves him alone to collect himself. This is the first time since his son was born that he’s safe.

He composes himself, stands and turns to Freya. “Okay, let’s go check out this Lorenzo. I want to get back so I can talk to Alex. He needs to know about all of this now that I can tell him.”

Freya puts her hand on her hip, glares at him, and puts her hand out in front of her. “That would be great if we knew where exactly he lives, who he is, or why he’s being protected.”

Loki puts his hand up to stop her rant before it becomes a tirade. “Wait, did you say he’s being protected? By whom?”

She rolls her eyes at him. “The first time I got to that diner, Thor came down and told me to forget about Lorenzo and that area. Not that it matters who’s protecting him.”

Loki grins. “Oh, but it does. Thor asked me to cover him in that protection detail a couple of times when he was called away on something else. You aren’t looking for a child. I knew that name sounded familiar. Lorenzo’s around twenty-seven and lives a boring, normal life. The only thing interesting about him is his bearded dragon.”

Freya smiles. “Take me to him.”

Loki shrugs his shoulders, grabs her hands, and takes her to whom she has been looking for. 

He sits in his living room watching TV. They’re in the front yard looking in through a big picture window. He senses them out there and turns to look out the window. 

The next thing he knows there are two people standing in his living room looking at him.

He jumps up and backs up against the wall. “Who the hell are you and what do you want? I don’t have any money. Take whatever you want and leave.”

Loki laughs. Freya sighs. “Lorenzo, we aren’t here to rob you. We’re here to help you.”

He lets out a humorless laugh. “Nobody has ever helped me in my entire life, so you’ll have to excuse me if I don’t believe you.”

Freya raises a brow at that and pushes it to the back of her mind to be looked at later. She has more important business tonight. “Do you know you’re adopted.”

He has returned to the couch and his slouched position, barely paying them any attention. “Yep. They made sure I knew. Reminded me every chance they got too.”

Loki knows something’s off here. This kid has a minimal reaction to people appearing in his living room and then dismisses them. He can’t quite figure it out. 

Then he sees it. There are markings on the floor. Thor appears in this exact spot and checks in on him. There are runes etched into the floor, so they talk to Lorenzo’s subconscious, and he won’t remember them being here at all. If they move from this spot, they’ll turn this kid’s world upside down. 

Lorenzo sighs, turns his head so he’s looking at them, and shows how special of a child he is. “Look, I already deciphered the runes, I’ve modified them enough, so I know when Thor comes and what we talk about. He doesn’t know any of that. I was tired of losing time and feeling like something was going on, but not knowing what. So, you might as well tell me who you are and what you want.”

Loki and Freya both smile. Freya’s so excited, Loki puts a hand on her arm. He looks back at Lorenzo. “Do you mind if we come out of the circle? It’s a little crowded in here with two.”

“Sure, why not. Come on out.”

Loki walks around in front of Lorenzo and sits on the coffee table. “I’m Loki, and that’s Freya. We’re here to take you to your birth parents and the rest of your family.”

That gets his attention. He instantly sits up straight with wide eyes.

Lorenzo can’t believe what he’s hearing. He has never fit in anywhere. He was adopted, but his adoptive parents told him they had made a mistake in adopting him. He was too different. He was bullied in school, and his co-workers gave him a wide berth. His whole body comes to life, and it feels like an electric current running through him when Loki says he’s taking him to his birth family. Surely, he’ll fit in there. 

He jumps up. “Give me five minutes.” He takes the stairs two at a time. 

Freya and Loki look at each other in surprise. Freya chuckles. “Well, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be.”

He meant five minutes. Loki doesn’t think he has been gone even that long. He comes back with a backpack and a small duffel. 

Loki looks at the small number of belongings he’s taking. “Are you sure that’s all you want to take? I don’t know if you’ll be coming back here, ever.”

He nods. “I know. This is everything I need.”

Freya breezes up all smiles. “Shall we go?” She holds her arm out for Lorenzo and the next thing he knows, he’s standing in front of this beautiful old house with people in the yard talking, and he senses something in the woods. 

As soon as they pop in, everyone turns to see who it is. He smiles. “Hi, I’m Lorenzo, and this is Charlie.” He points to the bearded sitting on his shoulder.
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