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        When I unlock the shackles that hold back my fruitful awakening, I should be grateful.

        Little do I know, I've only endangered myself and my Forbidden Fruit.

      

      

      
        
        It's the eve of the biggest business deal NYC has ever witnessed, and I, Willow De Luca, am kicking foreign ass with my new Christian Dior heels. Aside from the minor details that have brought upon these circumstances, my awakened lifestyle as a wolf shifter has thrown me into a few new roles.

      

      

      
        
        CEO. Wolf Alpha. Princess. Royal Mate.

      

      

      
        
        I'm now free to walk boldly as a woman in a man's world, but I'm not giving up on my male persona just yet, for William De Luca has a new position in my company, and that involves sealing a contract Papa Dearest can't refuse.

      

      

      
        
        With enemies around the globe realizing my true identity and hidden past, I'm thrust into a world of power-hungry savages, but I'm not in the slightest bit worried for what's to come. We may become an endangered pack, but if I add Dimitris, Neo, Saint, Jayce, or Onyx into the equation, things will become delightfully bloody.

      

      

      
        
        Stakes are high - just the way I like them - but now that I’m a part of the Forbidden, it's time I show them how cynical of a De Luca I can become.
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        “ Destroy my reputation. Ruin my financial opportunities.

        But endanger my men, and you'll enjoy the sweet fury of my wrath.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: The Pink Moon Of Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      ~WILLOW~

      "Mates."

      Can words describe my emotions right now?

      Overflowing sensations rushed through my body. Thrumming power sealed my stated word as the backs of my palms cooled from the intense heat.

      My disbelief forced me to lower my eyes to them once more; the sight of thick circles that displayed a symbolic image in the middle resonated with purpose.

      The image on my left almost reminded me of a painting. The interior design of the mark projected a forest of color that emphasized the reds, pinks, greens, and blues. It was a forest in the grand peak of spring with flowers blossoming everywhere and the slight hint of the full moon in one corner, with the other circular force of an orange and golden glow representing the sun.

      What stood out was the large droplet in the middle of the spring oasis. The interior of the red-filled dot portrayed a wolf that howled upward. It immediately gave off Neo vibes, with the blood having some sort of representation of his abilities I'd yet to unravel.

      My gaze drifting to my right hand, I took in the second piece of artwork that was far darker in theme than the left. This one had a similar landscape but it was as if the image represented the hollows of winter: the distant trees were painted with white specks of snow, and the full moon hovered right in the middle of the sky that was decorated with stars.

      Snowflakes fell downward, while a mist of shadows hovered around what would have been a paradise to view in real life. In the middle was the very symbol of the necklace I wore at this moment: the onyx symbol of a wolf with fangs protruding downward to emphasize their sharp appearance.

      Only, in this vivid tattoo, the eyes on the wolf were a striking silver with black irises, and there was a hint of black mist in the silver parts that only maintained the theme of shadows portrayed in this symbolic imagery.

      There was no doubt in my mind that it was Onyx's mark, and the thought made me realize two important things.

      Rodriguez was definitely not Neo's last name...and Charm was definitely not Onyx’s.

      My mind was already a whirlwind of emotion with brief memories of my past. I couldn't dare venture into the unknowns of these bonds and juggle the solidification of this bond with our pack.

      I'm a wolf. No...I'm more than that. I'm...royalty.

      It all felt like too much, and yet I couldn't let it debilitate me. All eyes were on me after I'd committed something I shouldn't have. I'd taken it upon myself to end things - to die by my own hands instead of allowing fate to steal me from this world when the time was right.

      Mother Moon helped me see through the years of pain and neglect I'd buried within myself, and instead of punishment, she rewarded me with life.

      Rewarded me with this renewed purpose to live and achieve what I've earned for all my life.

      I may have been spared from punishment from our Creator, but I wasn't sure how things would go down between me and my Alpha, let alone how my packmates would react to my impulsive suicide.

      It felt a bit shameful the longer I thought about it, but my wolf wouldn't let my human tendencies get in the way at the moment. This was my shining moment to prove I wasn't a weak, female human.

      This is my time to rise up and prove that I’m what I've always wished to be: one of them.

      I rose at the thought, my shaking legs cooperating with my desire to stand once more. Regardless of my nakedness, I didn't allow a speck of shame to form upon my focused face.

      My eyes were still flickering between Neo and Onyx, but eventually, they remained on Onyx, knowing damn well he'd be the first to react amongst my frozen pack members.

      Our connection grew in that instant, and I endured the rise of emotions that was rather overwhelming. Unlike his expression, which went from shocked to a blank mystery, his internal emotions were a whirlwind mix of anger, happiness, lust, and immense relief.

      He was mad that I'd taken my own life, happy that I'd somehow survived it, desired to fuck me senseless, and relieved that his belief in Mother Moon was beyond accurate. After all the years of him promising that Mother Moon would know exactly what he wanted in his mate, he somehow was rewarded with exactly that.

      She rewarded him with me, after years of suffering, years of dedication to my safety while he surely worked on himself in those times of internal desolation. I couldn't decipher what type of wolf Onyx was, but it had to be related to the shadows, which explained so much when it came to his abilities.

      He was the first to move, and with a step, he became but a blur of black and appeared in front of me with a blink. That would have freaked everyone out if they weren't still processing the whole 'Willow De Luca is alive, a wolf shifter, and has not one but two mates' part of this confrontation, but now that he was in my personal space, I wanted to collapse in his arms and get lost in his mesmerizing scent that wrapped around me.

      His presence brought a level of safety that surpassed the usual feeling I felt with Onyx. I always felt safe from everyone else but him - obviously - but now, I knew within the depths of my soul that Onyx would never hurt me to the extent of suffering.

      He'd punish me the way he knew how, through vigorous sex that put me right in my place and rendered me helpless to his skillful cock, but nothing more. Even back when he was forced to do what he did under his wolf's control, it wasn't his intention to do such a thing, and I'd never use it against him.

      The thought made me frown as I realized something.

      "You still blame yourself for that?" My question was beyond random, and it took Onyx off guard as he regarded me with a questioning look until he suddenly clicked into what I was referring to. He couldn't hide the hint of pain that flickered through his expression fast enough, but it didn't matter; I saw it with my own eyes.

      It was the feeling of heavy regret he still carried over it that was all over me.

      "I never blamed you for that. Let go of it. It's the past, one that means nothing with the history we've built. Pain deserves to be temporary, not an ongoing cycle of regrets and worries."

      He said nothing, but the slight nod told me he understood what I was saying. I felt rather out of place for speaking as if I were some sort of Alpha at that moment, but it had to be said here and now, so we could finally move on from it.

      When the silence grew, it was his turn to take the lead, and he took a final step that forced me to look further up to meet his intense eyes. He was fighting the pulsating lust that was growing by the second as we fought against the great desire to say 'fuck it' and get lost in the joyous passion begging for our undivided attention after awakening our mate bond.

      As much as I wanted to do that, we had other things to worry about, and that meant confronting the elephant in the room.

      "You're in big fucking trouble, Sugar," he practically seethed, and his eyes pulsed with his wolf energy that only made a big, fat smile form on my lips.

      "I know, mate." My response was all that was needed to make this reality settle in. My poor, bulky fucker was struggling hard to not let tears fill his eyes as they grew glassy at my words, but he must not have been able to stand not having me in his arms because he embraced me a second later.

      "Now you're really an addiction I can't be cured from," he muttered into my flesh as he held me tightly.

      "As if you wanted a cure," I mumbled right back and giggled. "You'd lose your lucidity if I wasn't there to keep you sane."

      "If that ain't the truth," Viktor casually muttered.

      I pulled back purposely to give my bodyguard in question a look, and the sight of him made memories rush through my mind, which had me pouting. "Wow...okay. So, you're not just a hired assassin to watch over me."

      Onyx pulled back then as Viktor slowly nodded.

      "We have a lot to discuss, Willow."

      "Right," I replied. I didn't have to turn my head to feel Neo's presence now from behind me as a warm cloth of black that shifted to red suddenly rested upon my shoulders. Onyx let me go - a sign of approval - as I turned to give Neo my full attention.

      His eyes were open and burning with coursing energy as tiny red magic circles spun in place of his irises. It was hard to not get lost in their mesmerizing pull, but my focus remained on his expression, which didn't hide his multiple emotions now that he was in close vicinity.

      "Sweetness," he began as he reached out to touch my cheek. "You just had to be an odd one, now didn't you?"

      "If I wasn't, you wouldn't be interested in me, mate," I pointed out. "Who possibly wants a woman with one mate when she can be destined to have two?"

      He snickered and shook his head.

      "Something we can both agree upon." Very gently, he pulled me into his arms, and I gave into this moment to hug him like I knew everything about this man; his suffering within the world of darkness he viewed both in the depths of his sleep and in the peak hours of wakefulness.

      I wondered if this bond could aid in his vision somehow, but in this prime moment of embraced affection, it didn't matter. What did matter was the wholesome feeling of tranquility that was surging through our funnelled connection.

      Neo's emotions were a bit trickier to decipher because they moved with such fluidity that they really did mesh together like one flowing river. I could tell he was indeed shocked by the matter, but it was fair to say he was impressed with this new predicament.

      His calmness was something he normally carried, so it felt rather comforting to pick up, and though I felt he was holding back, bits of anger were there, too. He was mad that he almost lost his destined mate, and that I played the lead role in that.

      When we finished hugging, Onyx held me from behind, while my hands were still in Neo's. I looked to Neo first, hoping he'd sense my attention before lifting my head to look up at Onyx as he acknowledged I had something to say.

      "I apologize," I whispered out of weakness, but made sure it was firm enough of an apology that they acknowledged this was being taken seriously. "I...I was tired. Tired of this constant cycle of mental ridicule. Exhausted from always doubting my worth in a pack that deserved a woman who could be one of them. Neither of you nor the pack made me feel inadequate, and though the incident from earlier may have finalized things...I...I'd been planning to end my life for a while."

      I could feel their hurt, but I swallowed the lump in my throat and continued.

      "It was selfish of me, I understand that, but I knew there would be no way of proving my worth after the confrontation with Dubai's group. I felt...ashamed, and though I knew Alpha Dimitris wasn't in control of those spoken words, I couldn't stop their repetition, and it only aided in my internal demise."

      Lowering my head so I could look at my hands, which were being held tightly by Neo's, I shrugged. "It felt right when I did it...but I was reminded when I was sinking into those chilled waters what a fucking fool I was. All the years I’d worked upon myself to be better...do better and ignore the daily words of disgust for myself felt worthless in that moment. But what frightened me the most was accepting that I was losing everything I'd once wished for: being loved, being valued within a pack, my friends, and the family I created in this dark world. My actions would have made wounds that may have never healed, and for that, I'll receive whatever punishment you wish to give me."

      The heavy silence was expected, but I didn't expect Neo to lift my head up with his hand beneath my chin.

      "Your aura is more captivating when it's not shadowed by regret." His words made my eyes grow glassy, but I couldn't turn away as he inched in enough to brush his lips lightly against mine. The kiss was unexpected, and even at the light touch, the tingles it ignited were felt by both of us.

      Unlike my buzzing self, Neo somehow managed to keep focused.

      "Acknowledging what you did wrong means it won't happen again," he emphasized as if it were a hidden warning that I wouldn't dare try killing myself for what I guess was a third time. "However, you're not solely at fault. Circumstances encouraged it, and we should have fought to figure out what was troubling you before it led down this path."

      The movement of footsteps drew my attention to Dimitris as he approached the three of us. Neo and Onyx seemed to move to stand by my sides. Neo ended up switching places with Onyx to stand on my left side while Onyx now stood to my right.

      They didn't hesitate to hold my hands as if to take comfort in our newly formed connection while making a clear point to Dimitris that whatever he was plotting, they would endure it as well if it involved some sort of torture.

      Compared to his taunting smirk from earlier, he was looking at me with seriousness while his aura grew almost competitively. I would have tried to fight against his dancing aura with my own, but I was far too exhausted to bother and my wolf didn't give two shits.

      Was she observing Dimitris like a hawk? Yes. But his games of taunting me into accepting he was still Alpha of the Forbidden Pack weren't going to get a response from me. The bet about me taking over was more of a joke in my mind, but even with me winning the bet thanks to my awakened wolf, I had no desire to take the lead role.

      Not when I have so much of myself I need to unravel.

      I readied myself for his words, even fighting the tempting desire for my knees to buckle and the itching need to sleep, but he did something I never expected him to do.

      He got down on one knee.

      That had Neo and Onyx stiffening like statues, and I overheard Saint speaking to Jayce and Viktor. "Now I must be hallucinating. Y'all want to confirm what I'm seeing? Because in all my years, I've never seen our Alpha kneel to anyone."

      "You're seeing correctly," Jayce muttered with a hint of disbelief.

      "Well, if he's trying to propose, he better get the fuck up," Viktor grumbled with enough irritation it was hard not to laugh.

      Dimitris gave Viktor a glaring look, but he returned his attention to me as he placed his hand upon his chest and bowed his head.

      "I, Dimitris Moore, apologize for my earlier behavior," he declared. My jaw went slack as I stared down at him in disbelief. Lifting his head to see my obvious shock, he continued, "Neo's right. He's always been right, always spoken up on your behalf when you're not around. Time and time again, he told me to prove to you that we wished for your company. That no matter your shifter status, you belong to our pack. I failed at showing you that, and regardless of the power controlling me earlier, it's no excuse. My words, words from your Alpha, stabbed deeply enough and left enough wounds to make you think you weren't worthy of another night within this world of the living."

      He bowed his head once more. "That should have never occurred, and thus, the reason why I'm apologizing on behalf of the Forbidden Pack."

      I was absolutely speechless, and I sensed Neo's presence within my mind as he quietly spoke within our connected bond.

      "The Forbidden Pack has never apologized to anyone, Sweetness. Even when we were in the wrong. This is a big deal, and I know without a doubt that he meant every word of his apology."

      I didn't need Neo to explain that to me, but the added dialogue and viewpoint were important in helping me come to my decision. I’d known Dimitris long enough to acknowledge the pride he carried in being the leader of this phenomenal, lethal pack.

      He managed to bring them together, and the result created a pack of power, loyalty, and complete submission from anyone who dared to strike back. Him acknowledging his mistake and apologizing was enough to prove he meant it, and he wasn't doing this because of what I now was.

      No matter if I'd survived as a human, he would have apologized.

      "I forgive you," I quietly affirmed. "Now get off the grass. You're staining your pants and I ain't going to be the one being punished to do laundry and clean them for you."

      I sensed Neo's smile, while Onyx huffed, "As if we'd let him make you do laundry. Royalty doesn't do laundry."

      I gave him a side look, but Dimitris stood back up to face me, drawing my attention once more. "Are you okay?"

      "Been better," I admitted. "Could use a Snickers bar to get back to my usual self and go on a killing spree, but I'm sure the stores are closed."

      "Not the convenience stores," Saint pointed out. "Chocolate on the way home. Want alcohol, too?"

      The question made me smirk, and Neo replied, "That's a yes."

      "Got it," Saint declared with a wink. "So, can we all hug and get the hell out of here?"

      That seemed to relieve the intensity between all of us, and Jayce and Saint approached to get first dibs on hugging me. Obviously, Onyx and Neo had gotten their moments with me, but it didn't stop them from hugging me a second time, or from Onyx slipping in a brief kissing moment to further relax me.

      By the time I was finished hugging Dimitris and moving on to Viktor, I felt like I'd drop at any second. He clearly noticed because he announced, "What's the getaway plan? Because Willow needs to sit down."

      "If that's your way of getting out of a hug, you better shut the fuck up," I huffed at his clear attempt to avoid my hug. "You're getting this hug, even if my ass passes out after."

      "We're trying to avoid that, Sugar," Onyx pointed out, but I could tell he didn't like that I was nearly out of fuel. "You're going to need a shot."

      "You’re going to need to mind your own business," I countered.

      "She's snarky when she's on the verge of unconsciousness," Saint concluded.

      "Nah. She just doesn’t want to take that shot," Jayce acknowledged.

      "I don't...oh fuck it," I huffed and moved right in to hug Viktor, who stiffened at my hug. "Suck it up, Viktor. I'll order you to hug me back if I have to."

      Viktor grumbled something that sounded like “This is assault” or some shit, but he actually did hug me back - and caught me when my legs gave up on this 'let's be a strong badass' facade.

      "Shit," Viktor cursed. I felt Neo and Onyx at my sides in what surely was a nanosecond.

      "Wolf down," I practically slurred. "Ya...I'm dying."

      "You're not dying," Neo calmly stated.

      Onyx huffed and had me in his arms in seconds. "We need to go."

      Something told me he wasn't stating that because of my decline in health, but because something was approaching and it would brew into a dangerous gamble of life and death if we didn't hustle out of here.

      "Jayce." Dimitris was already in full Alpha mode.

      "Already called the team. Our rides should be here. Escalade and G-Wagon. Won't catch too much attention compared to our usual travel accommodations."

      "Where are we going?" Onyx asked. "We can't go to Willow's place right now, and I don't think it would be a good idea to go to the safe house either for obvious reasons."

      "Like the fact that it's burned to the ground," Neo casually noted.

      "Oops," I commented while I kept my eyes closed and head rested against Onyx's chest.

      "We'll deal with that later." Dimitris sighed. "We're heading to Neo's hotel."

      Hotel?

      I could feel Neo’s amusement trickle through me, but Viktor decided to ask the obvious.

      "His hotel?"

      "I own a hotel not too far from here," he declared. "It'll be safe for us to lay low for a few days until we know what's going on."

      "It doesn't guarantee that those after Willow aren't going to be snooping around or attempting to catch our trail," Viktor stressed.

      "I’m aware of that," Neo responded without a hint of worry.

      Jayce chuckled, which caught our attention.

      "When Neo says his hotel is safe, it means Neo owns the entire hotel, has connections with every single individual within the hotel, and owns the entire district around it."

      That surely silenced Viktor because he seemed to have nothing else to say while Onyx commented, "You know, for a blind, artistic fucker, you're seriously dangerous."

      "Good," Neo replied. "Makes life more eventful, don't you think?"

      "Remind me not to let my guard down around him again," Viktor muttered to Onyx.

      "Likewise," Onyx replied. "What’s the seating arrangement, because an Escalade won't fit all of us."

      "Willow, Neo, Onyx, Jayce, and Saint, head to the hotel. Stay there until I get back so we can discuss our game plan," he began. "Viktor, you'll be riding with me."

      "On what terms?" Viktor demanded. "I don't take commands from you, regardless of whether Willow's a part of your pack or not."

      That means he’s being a bitter bastard because I was in this predicament due to Dimitris's actions helping to egg me on.

      "Vik...tor." I didn't think I'd struggle to speak, but I did, and felt like fucking shit. If I lost consciousness, it wouldn't end well.

      "Viktor, she needs a shot. We can deal with this leadership shit later," Onyx emphasized. Viktor tsked, but it seemed like he was retrieving something before Onyx sighed in relief. "You have one."

      "Give it to her in the car," Viktor encouraged. "Also, if you're going to be a possessive asshole, don't punish her like I'm positive you want to."

      "I said nothing," Onyx pointed out.

      "You don't need to say a word for all of us to read you like an open book," Neo acknowledged.

      "Only because I allow it," Onyx brushed off.

      "Whatever helps you sleep at night," Neo concluded.

      Sleep? The fucker doesn't sleep when he wants to punish someone.

      My thought must have gone through to them because they were chuckling the next second, which left Saint a bit stumped.

      "So...did I miss the joke?"

      "Wilting Flower must have said something in their mate bond," Jayce acknowledged.

      "I forgot about that connection stuff. Damn. That's not fair," Saint complained.

      "We have a wolf connection, idiot," Jayce muttered. "Alright. Enough stalling. We have to go."

      "You sense them, too, huh?" Saint commented. "We’ve got time."

      "No, we don't," Onyx pointed out.

      "While you and Neo were playing heroes of the century, we secured the area with a few traps," Saint revealed. Suddenly, the ground shook as loud sounds that resembled fireworks went off. "Ah. There we go."

      Screams of agony cut through the air, and they sounded far closer than I would have predicted.

      "That's our cue to jet," Saint declared.

      Onyx secured me in his hold while Dimitris spoke. "Two hours. I'll need you for thirty minutes, and then we'll return to Neo's hotel to regroup. Then we'll know what our game plan will be."

      Dimitris was obviously directing the statement to Viktor.

      "Fine," he agreed, but he didn't sound pleased about it.

      "If you need backup, just let me know. You know how," Onyx stated, which had to be directed to Viktor.

      "You wouldn't abandon Willow now," Viktor acknowledged. From the swaying movement of my body, we were moving swiftly.

      "You're correct, but I also know you're important to her, so if I let you go get into stupid shit, she'll scold me the best way she knows how."

      "No access, huh," Viktor stated like it was an obvious fact.

      "That, and she'd probably never speak to me again. I can't afford that now. Would be a pain with a bond as strong as this."

      "Valid," Viktor replied. "Recap later?"

      "Yes. For now, just secure her valuables. And if you can get a hold of Aurelia, please do. I want to make sure Willow is actually okay inside and out."

      "Got it."

      My consciousness was beginning to fade now, and at some point, I felt us make it to the car. I wanted to sleep, I really did, but there was just something frightening that lingered at the thought.

      What if I lose control? This isn't the time for psycho Willow right now. What if we get attacked? I shouldn't rest. I need to be strong for what's to come...but I'm so tired. Fuck...

      I felt like I was stuck in a position I had no clue how to get out of, but was suddenly silenced by the touch of tender lips to my temple. Waves of tranquility washed over me as a soft, humming melody began to flow through my mind.

      The deep serenade was like being tucked into bed and having someone's hands running through your hair at a soothing pace that only encouraged sleep to come faster. My worries, fears, and anything else that tried to leave me anxious faded away, and I was left to slip into the positives of our situation.

      I’d somehow escaped death, met Mother Moon, and received proof of how much Onyx loved me. My wolf was awakened after another close call. Somehow I had two mates, was a royal princess, and was officially part of the Forbidden Pack as a wolf shifter.

      There was no conscious time left to wonder about what would happen after I woke up, but the Pink Moon had somehow delivered everything I needed to destroy the depths of doubt that fought to ruin me and replaced it with all I'd been asking for.

      My purpose, an identity, people who loved and cherished me, and ultimately...acceptance.

      That was more than enough to allow me to succumb to the darkness, as my last thought echoed within my mind.

      Thanks to the Pink Moon, I've awakened my destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Royally Bonded And Showtime

          

        

      

    

    
      ~NEO~

      "We need confirmation from Boss to let you in!"

      All eyes were on me, the attention making me smirk at the spike of their tense energies. Guess my hidden persona always gave those vibes, and it was why no lost sheep tried to venture into my vicinity of power.

      I reached over to slightly press the button that rolled down the tinted window to my left. I didn't need to move any further as the guards in black gasped and quickly stood at attention.

      "Prince Neo. W-W-We apologize! We were not aware of your arrival!"

      All eyes were back on me, and seeing as Dimitris wasn't in our car, I knew I'd get a bit of questioning about the rather "royal" title. It'd been a while since I last arrived, and my guards only felt more nervous at the idea of simply calling me Neo.

      Annoying.

      "I had unexpected business." I got straight to the point. "We'll be staying in the penthouse. I want security doubled. Dimitris will be here shortly with another ally. They're cleared by me. I want food prepared by the time we reach the hotel. And where's Zane?"

      "Zane is out on business, Prince, but I can contact him?"

      "Tell him I need him here in ten minutes."

      "Yes, sir!"

      "Ensure the suites are available for my guests. You know how each of them like their arrangements."

      "I'll handle that immediately."

      There was nothing else to be said, which left me to do the honors of lifting the tiny plastic button to roll the glass back up.

      "Open the gates!" the guard declared. I swore they were close to peeing their pants. It was amusing how my calm demeanor always left people trembling.

      Yet they said a blind man can't rule the world.

      Once the front window was shut, we moved right onto the main street that would lead to two more security points. I recalled the first time I'd brought the Forbidden to these parts. They’d thought I was ready to kill them and use their bodies for research purposes.

      As amusing as the taunting idea was, I'd actually gotten used to our unique differences, but I even had Dimitris trembling internally at the potential outcome.

      Not like he'd show the others just how fucking worried he was.

      I didn't think we'd ever come down this route, but it made sense. My district took up the east part of NYC, and no one fucking knew about it because it was under my real name.

      Nicodemus Ramiro.

      It always amused me when I heard the gossip about how my name left people begging for mercy, while the bold ones would do anything to hop on a plane to Mexico in hopes of never being found by me.

      Sad that they never reach boarding time.

      My birth had been celebrated like a king sitting upon the throne, and though the loss of my sight was of a noble nature, it didn't stop the wrath I could deliver in a world of bloodshed. Joining Dimitris's pack tamed that cynical beast within me, but it didn't mean it couldn't click into its role and remind those who'd forgotten how dangerous I could be in anyone's presence.

      Money talked, especially when you carried currencies few held in their possession thanks to generational wealth in this world of shifters. But royal titles? That got you into places you'd never think were possible.

      "So..." Saint began, and I tugged out of my thoughts to acknowledge his dancing energies of white that moved like a flickering flame in a fireplace. "Are we ignoring the fact Neo was just called a prince, or are we planning to have this conversation...like never."

      Jayce sighed. I could only imagine his eyes rolling while his blue energy flickered with gold. "Does it matter?"

      "No," Saint pointed out. "But last time we came here, which was a fucking long time ago, no one was calling him ‘Prince.’"

      "You'd never think this side of NYC had anything like this security gateway nonsense," Onyx casually muttered, as if the whole royalty topic was already boring him.

      "You're changing the topic on purpose." Saint sounded disappointed. Poor guy always loved a bit of gossip.

      "If I wanted to change the topic, I'd simply say so and you'd obey," Onyx pointed out. "You still owe me for sexualizing my Willow."

      "Are you still using that against me?" Saint whined. "I feel hurt that our current pack bond doesn't affirm the obvious fact that I ain't trying to sleep with Willow."

      "Not yet," Jayce commented. "You're merely waiting for the prime moment."

      "Which side are you on again?" Saint inquired.

      "The side that doesn't land my dead body anywhere on this dirt road," Jayce concluded, and I could visualize him crossing his arms. "Remember last time someone was too nosey about Neo's life?"

      "Oh." Saint paused, and the reminder encouraged the memory of the driver who kept asking question after question like we were some commoners that asked for a talkative chauffeur.

      Landed his body with his throat slit on the side of the road for my men to clean up after he bled out. A waste of valuable paint material, but well deserved.

      "Ain't the weather tonight grand?"

      "You're a disgrace," Onyx concluded, and Jayce chuckled.

      "How's Willow?"

      The question made my head shift to my right to acknowledge the woman sleeping against Onyx's bulky frame.

      Our mate.

      I hadn't registered it yet. Hadn’t accepted that of all the fucked-up individuals in this world, I was somehow chosen to be mated to this beautiful, destructive force that acknowledged my existence.

      No woman would dare approach a blind man. It was only when they heard the lovely words of 'billionaire, global sensational artist,’ that the girls came running from the shadowed hills to get into my bed.

      A prodigy like myself was only destined to be alone, and I’d accepted that the realms of love would be nothing but spikes of sexual desire, seconds of heightened lust, and a symphony of sorrow at the hands of loneliness.

      By accepting a future as desolate as that, it made everything else easier to tackle.

      Mother Moon decided to switch up the playing field.

      I was attempting to tame the growing desire building inside me, to ignore how mesmerizing Willow's aura was would be a sin. How enchanting it was to see her colors of raging pink mold perfectly with the two of us.

      Never had I witnessed anyone's aura blending as well as Willow's did with mine; the mix of bloody red caressed the flickering realms of baby pink that glowed with a neon flare. The pink color was her dominant aura trait and was far different from the spectacular flood of color I'd seen during our first confrontation when she stabbed me.

      The memory made my cock twitch.

      Another problematic issue in the realms of love, I could already feel the anticipation of having Willow beneath me. The enjoyment of scanning every inch of her body with my eyes, and the power that thrummed through me dangerously licking her up and enjoying the screams that begged for my mercy rode me hard.

      I'd have to tread carefully if I wanted to keep myself sane in Willow's presence, but if she already accepted this part of me, would she be fine with the other half?

      The psycho Neo who paints with the finest blood of living beings and bathes in blood to take this throne of bloodshed?

      Mother Moon wouldn't have bonded us otherwise, but it was a challenge that brought far too much excitement to my veins. Having something in your domain was one thing, but being branded with the symbol of your legacy?

      That level of ownership could drive a horny man to the grave.

      The last time I fucked and let go, the poor woman, a succubus, didn't last. Their kind was rather rare, and due to NYC being so filled with wolves and witches, they tried to blend into the category of overly sexualized models in the realms of human prostitution.

      It was a smart way of doing business, obviously, and though I wasn't into hiring prostitutes, I was becoming rather "antsy" as Dimitris loved to call it. He always knew when I was inching closer to needing those sexual desires attended to, whether it was because he was our Alpha or just because he’d studied me well enough to know my cock hadn't been sucked, fucked, or stroked in a good while.

      Or my killing tendencies shot up ten-fold.

      The longer I controlled my lust, the more dangerous I became, and I was already a threat to humanity to begin with. Didn't need to lose control over something as simple as sex. I could get that anywhere, and gender meant nothing to the likes of a blind man.

      However, there was something so uniquely different about Willow. Whether it was her confidence, the fascinating attractiveness her aura carried, or how delicately voluptuous her frame was, she tugged at my sexual strings, and this bond only confirmed what I already knew.

      I want to fuck Willow.

      Thankfully, I was far more patient and held some reasoning to my delay, but the stronger the strings of this bond grew, the harder it would be to continue to tame the beast of lust. For now, it would be impossible to get what I wanted, but a taste in a few hours would be delightful.

      The mere thought made me smile.

      "Why is Neo smiling like a sick bastard?" Onyx was the one to ask, and it actually further amused me.

      "See what you did, Saint? Neo's planning a murder," Jayce concluded with a grunt. "I'm not getting scolded by Dimitris over this."

      "I didn't even say anything!" Saint complained. "You were asking about Willow and Onyx said she was good and needs rest and a checkup. How the fuck is Neo planning world domination my problem?"

      "Easier to blame things on you," Jayce concluded.

      "Like always." I decided to join the conversation once more. "If you're still wondering about the prince thing, yes, I'm royalty."

      The silence was deafening, so I bared my teeth in a parody of a smile. "Your shock is rather entertaining. I should do this more often."

      "Does Dimitris know?" Surprisingly enough, Onyx was the one to ask it while the rest of my bros continued to remain speechless. I could tell from their auras that they were mentally debating how they missed such a key aspect of their best friend's life, but it wasn't as if I hadn't done everything in my power to hide it.

      "Dimitris is aware of my status," I confirmed. "However, not of who I am exactly."

      "Why does that sound like shit’s about to go down?" Saint pondered mostly to himself.

      "Shit will be going down," Onyx grumbled. "After we secure Willow, I think we should fuck shit up."

      "I have a plan," I noted, catching their attention once more.

      "Messy?" Jayce inquired, but I caught the hint of his excitement. He loved when I had plans because unlike Dimitris, I loved the idea of destroying all those who got in the way. I only thought about clean-up afterwards.

      Time was precious, and we didn't have enough to be wasting it, twiddling our thumbs and pulling connective strings to catch our prey. It was time to get my Sweetness some bitter revenge.

      "Nah," I replied, turning my attention to Willow as she seemed to mutter something. We paused to see if she'd say anything further, but she remained as still as she could be, since the car moved us slightly side to side as we drove upon the rough surface of the asphalt.

      "We need to confirm something first," I emphasized. "However, blood will be shed tonight. Only it'll be from useless pawns."

      "That can be arranged," Saint announced. "Any type of bloodshed would be a bonus after the chaotic craziness yesterday delivered and this morning has awakened."

      "We need to figure out how they found the safe house," Jayce added, and I knew he was pissed off now. "Had to be through our connection."

      "Don't bother," Onyx answered. "I know who did it."

      "Color me intrigued." My wolf decided to speak, and only further piqued my interest with this new information.

      "How do you know?" I asked.

      "Crazy bitch has been doing her own little investigation for other reasons."

      "Crazy bitch?" Saint inquired.

      "Aurelia," I answered, already picking up on the title Onyx used to describe Willow's powerful best friend, the witch hybrid. Her energy was probably the most unique I'd seen, outside of Willow's.

      It would be unnoticeable when she entered a room, but when she wanted to be known, the world would light up with neon greens and blues, the colors intertwining into an immaculate shade of yellow that blended it all together.

      "Meaning she was investigating us?" Jayce suggested.

      "In the beginning, yes. This investigation started when your pack entered with the other pack. However, when things got messy with Germany in particular, Aurelia wanted to find out more. It all leads back to your old base."

      "So, Garfield," Saint concluded.

      "That wasn't Garfield," Onyx announced. "The one in the video? That was his brother."

      "Hold the fuck up," Saint commented. "Garfield does not have a brother."

      "Certainly does," Onyx argued. "A twin, at that. Was going to bring it up after our run, but we all know how downhill that went."

      "Could explain why he was rather weak at security when he was one of our best back in Cali," I noted.

      "Which brings up a question," Onyx stated and I sensed he was looking directly at me. "How did you manage to own this much land in NYC under Roberto's watch? He may be a shithead in the realms of business, but he's a strong Alpha when he wishes to move his short ass."

      "I'll answer that when we get upstairs," I replied as the car came to a stop.

      It's showtime.

      The others knew that it was time to wear our masks of power and get to our final destination before casually speaking once more. My drivers were sworn to keep everything spoken within these walls private or they would be my next painting project, but they didn't know I'd gotten them spelled the last time I'd taken a short visit to NYC to ensure things were running smoothly.

      The doors were opened by the multiple men in black with red ties, all of whom bowed as we exited the vehicle and made our way onto the red carpet that ran up the many flights of stairs.

      The building blended perfectly with the rich, busy streets of East NYC - a long time coming in comparison to when I was but a child and decided I'd make this entire district a secret base. Back then, the surroundings weren’t close to developed, which left it looking rather bare in comparison to now.

      It was an impulsive buy, one I wasn’t originally keen on because of the lack of investment benefits. With hot spots soaring in California, NYC was like an empty shoebox to most investors.

      This building was trash before, but one thing that was unique was how the energy of the living flowed effortlessly through the walls. It was an illumination far different from any building in this district, and that was something I couldn't possibly ignore.

      With Roberto running it, no one saw any value, but my instincts knew better.; that leadership and control wouldn't last forever in these realms. As long as you had enough money and moved like a snake in a thick forest, no one would see you when you made your first strike.

      Our striking moment is approaching.

      Every step we took brought people to a stop, bowing at our arrival, something I'd made sure wouldn't happen last time I'd brought the Forbidden Pack to these parts. I did it on purpose, informing my resources that we had to lay low because of a few mega deals we had in Cali.

      None of them were supposed to know of this place, but by then, Dimitris had earned my trust enough to see a glimpse of my power.

      He knew I respected him or else I'd overthrow him and destroy everything he worked years to obtain from his previous world of poverty.

      I wasn't the type to be a leader, to motivate others to play to my tune and do what was obvious. The way I led was out of silence. My arrival should’ve already ignited my followers to discover everything I needed to know about any potential enemies on our dartboard, and that required discipline and consequences that only I could deliver.

      Consequences they all knew would be theirs if they dared to fuck up.

      By the time we reached the elevators, a woman was already waiting for us - her hands trembling while she carried a red folder that I was sure had everything we'd need for my brewing plans.

      Dimitris would be pleased.

      "Requested files, Prince," she announced and bowed her head further. "Zane has been contacted. He's in a tricky situation and can't promptly arrive. However, he's sent a woman."

      She rose up to see my obvious frown and she quickly added, "S-She states she's acquaintances with the individual needing care."

      That caught my interest, while my world of black and color briefly focused further right. I almost missed the flicker of golden teal, but I caught it fast enough.

      "Ms. Clementine," I announced. The shift in the others' energies behind me only confirmed they hadn't sensed Aurelia's energy at all.

      "You pick up fast," Onyx muttered, before adding, "Aurelia, come out already. We're wasting time."

      There was her unique giggle, and her energy flashed through the spot she'd been deliberately hiding in. She was such an intriguing individual, and her friendship was more intriguing seeing as they were rather opposite in nature.

      Yes, Willow held a psychotic side to her that was triggered when her body became an imbalanced concoction of power, but Aurelia? She was fucking crazy, and someone you'd want on your side of the playing field.

      If she'd been with Zane, that told me she’d already made connections with him.

      Or killed him. Would be a waste of talent if she had.

      "Should I even ask how you got here?" Onyx inquired as Aurelia now joined our group. I couldn't see her physical appearance at the moment, but I could assume she was dressed in elegant attire like she'd come from an extravagant ball with her hair having a slight levitating force to it.

      "Nope." Her voice was rather deadpan.

      That explains why her energy is rather murderous.

      "Shall we?" I questioned, my words encouraging everyone to get into the waiting elevator. I knew that the walls were gold with mirrors and red foil designs that gave off a shimmering glow.

      The elevator guard pressed the top button of the 70-floor building, and we rode out the speedy rise in silence. Once we arrived, the doors opened right into the penthouse suite where classical music hummed through the surround sound speakers, and the delicately rich platters of fruit, snacks, and steaming hot food were already prepared.

      We exited the elevator and I looked to the guard.

      "No disturbances, except for Dimitris and his companion."

      "They're downstairs, Prince," he revealed, which made me smirk.

      "Excellent. Bring them up."

      "Yes, Prince."

      Once the doors closed, Jayce decided to ask the prime question.

      "So what pissed you off?" The question was directed at Aurelia, and the way her energy spiked made the rest of them tense up. Even Onyx was on edge as he held Willow a little tighter.

      "Alright," Saint began with his hands up in defense. "If you're going to kill us, just know we didn't hurt Willow at all."

      "She knows that," I casually commented and took the risk of walking over to grab a glass of champagne. This conversation wasn't going to need me to be sober, and though I had to be careful about how much I drank, I wasn't going into this next set of madness without a spike of delicious alcohol.

      I took a long sip, before turning my head slightly in Aurelia's direction.

      "Who fucked with you and why did you prevent Zane from coming here?"

      "How do you know Zane?" she countered. "He only works with royalty and Coven leaders."

      My poor cheeks were enduring far too much smiling today, but the night, or should I say early hours of the morning, were granting me far too much amusement to not be in a good mood.

      I found my mate, returned to my base, and would shortly enjoy some bloodshed. This level of immense joy could be catastrophic if I allowed it.

      No one replied, and the silence only confirmed what she was asking. Instead, she turned her attention to Onyx. "Start talking. I already know about Willow's suicide attempt. A recap is only going to make me kill a few more people on the rather lengthy list."

      "Who did you kill?" Onyx questioned with a grim voice. I could feel his worry - not for those slain by Aurelia's wrath, but at the idea of what was going to commence afterward if he didn't speak properly.

      It amazed me how Willow and Aurelia could make this man question his ability to survive against them, but then again, the idea of facing either powerhouse of estrogen wouldn't be a fight without a few lost limbs.

      "Unimportant." Her aura grew further. "Now explain."

      "We were supposed to go on a run," Saint spoke up instead. "Jayce and Willow went for a run, only to be ambushed. When we arrived, Dimitris was controlled to blame Willow for Jayce getting hurt. It was a complete setup by Dubai's pack. They had a fae with them, which makes sense with how easily Dimitris was controlled. Things got bloody, but Willow snapped and took care of them. But that triggered her to go on a killing spree at the safe house that we had no clue was being raided. By the time we figured things out, we found suicide notes, and Onyx and Neo were able to locate her."

      "Where?" I felt like she already knew where we'd found Willow, but she wanted confirmation.

      "The cliff," I responded. "Where she died that first time by that prick."

      She didn't seem surprised that we knew the story, or maybe the burning rage that she was fighting to keep inside was overriding that emotion.

      "We saved her, Aurelia." Onyx's voice was surprisingly soft. "A third party assisted her, and she was brought to the Alpha Forest. Her wolf was awakened when we arrived."

      Aurelia remained quiet but I sensed her gaze went from Onyx to me, and then back to Willow. "She's mated to both of you?"

      "That obvious?" Onyx inquired.

      "No," she replied. "Your auras blend perfectly," she huffed.

      "You don't sound pleased at all," Jayce acknowledged.

      "I'm not," she admitted and her eyes landed on me. "You're the one I'm worried about."

      "As you should be," I replied just as the elevator dinged and opened. I didn't need to turn my head to sense Dimitris and Viktor's arrival, but I did feel their shift in energy as they walked into the rather tense atmosphere.

      "Aurelia?" Viktor questioned. "Why do you look like you're going to murder someone?"

      "We were mid-conversation," she huffed. "Aside from the fact I almost lost my best friend due to her killing herself."

      Dimitris's energy seemed to dim a bit, and I knew he was still beating himself up about that.

      "She already apologized for it, Aurelia," Onyx whispered.

      "It shouldn't have happened," she snapped.

      "Something really pissed her off on this fine morning," my wolf acknowledged.

      "If you're going to continue arguing, can we at least attend to Willow?" I decided to be the brave soul to bring us back on track. I couldn’t care less about whatever look Aurelia was giving me, nor did the fact that her aura  was going to consume the room at any moment entice me.

      Instead, I took three steps forward and stood before her.

      No one else moved - or breathed, for that matter - as I got to the point.

      "I'm not your enemy. Nor am I Willow's enemy. I have her best interests at heart, and if you don't believe me, feel free to ask Onyx, who can feel my intentions through this new bond."

      "You've been keeping the fact that you're fucking royalty of the most villainous pack in America, if not the damn world, secret, and I'm supposed to be perfectly fine with you being mated with my best friend?"

      Was I worried? Nope.

      "What?" Viktor decided to ask the prime question, but Onyx sighed.

      "Aurelia, stop."

      "Who would have thought the prince of this grand legacy would be the billionaire blind artist who goes by the name Neo Rodriguez."

      "Aurelia." Dimitris was the one to speak up in warning, but Aurelia was going to say what she had to say.

      I wanted her to.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you, Prince Nicodemus Ramiro."

      Pin-drop silence swept through the room, but suddenly something clicked in me, and there was nothing to stop it as I allowed that cynical part to come out and play.

      I opened my eyes then and there, and the world of black and coursing energy flashed with color as my magic swirled into the depths of my irises. I was sure those red magic circles spun with trembling force, at least enough to send all my peers but Onyx and Aurelia to the ground on one knee.

      "Fuck. Aurelia," Dimitris hissed. "Back down now. I can't control Neo."

      I could now see the witch's beauty as she stood there combating my intense dominance. She was lucky that I acknowledged her close connection with my mate, or she'd be dead before she even finished speaking my name.

      She held a bit of worthiness to her elemental power, and adding the name of a Clementine to the equation left her on a bridge of power I was far too lazy to cross. She knew of me because her family had no choice but to be on good terms with mine.

      Or I'd easily squish their Coven empire like ants gathering around a sandpit.

      "Oh no, let her do what she wishes," I said in complete delight, my voice dangerously deep while my eyes took in the tall woman. To say she was fierce in this state of defense would be an insult. She was beyond such a word. She wore a black dress that hugged her upper half while the bottom half showed the front side of her legs that held some magically engraved tattoos, while the back was layered with black lace.

      She had to have come from a Coven meeting, but with the knowledge she carried, it finally dawned on me why she was so upset.

      "Ah," I hummed. "You've risen to your position on the Coven."

      Her eyes narrowed, while a chuckle escaped my throat. The temperature seemed to drop in the room, but it did nothing to lower the burning heat in me while my desire to see red across her flesh grew stronger.

      "I could kill you," she warned.

      "You're not wrong," I assured her, but I took a step forward, lifting my head in a smug, belittling manner. "And yet you wouldn't dare try to kill me."

      She swallowed the lump in her throat, and I was sure she was fighting harder not to drop to her knees at my slight display of power.

      Generations of power that I had no choice but to accept as the only true son of the Ramiro family.

      I indeed had a brother out there in the world, but this world of shifters and power wouldn't cross his path. His world held enough instability. He wouldn't survive the dangers this one held.

      "Neo," Onyx warned, and I think he was trying to stall me.

      "Nico," I corrected. "The untamed, misanthropic side of Neo that carries a name and reputation that you hear in wolf folk tales. Or horror myths."

      "You’ll kill Willow," she snarled. "I can't allow that."

      "If I wished to kill my Sweetness, I would have done so the night she stabbed me in the gut, witch misfit," I spoke with authority, and my words made her grit her teeth. "Instead of attempting to put the blame on me for your missed insight on the matter regarding Willow's intense desire to kill herself, I suggest you back down, or I'll blow your brains out and cook them for dinner."

      "Neo." Dimitris was trying to reign in my craziness, but he must have forgotten the last time I'd come out to play.

      No one fucking controls me.

      "You wouldn't go against the Clementines," she tossed out.

      "Again, you're correct," I replied and lifted my hand so I could look at my palm before turning it back to see the newly branded mark that helped to tame my sanity. "But do I really need such an alliance if the newly sworn leader is already trying to destroy a connection that's older than your great-great-grandmother?"

      The news was unexpected to her, and I decided to allow more energy out. It was a fraction of what I contained, but it forced her to take a step back. Immediately, she was on her knees, fighting the gravitational force.

      Onyx cursed, and I took a side glance to see he was forced to his knees as well - Willow still in his arms. She was asleep, which impressed me, leaving me to wonder if any of this intense force was bothering her in the slightest.

      She deserved to be resting peacefully on sheets of satin, in a bed that would steal away the nightmares that surely tried to encourage her internal suffering, but I guessed this had to be addressed now that Aurelia was a newly sworn Coven Head.

      That would work in our favor if I kept her alive.

      "Be very careful, child," I warned. "I play to the rules of this world because I enjoy the peacefulness I gain with my profession and get enough out of my hobby to tame this part of me. When I'm balanced, so are my organizations and the wolves under my complete authority. You may carry generational magic, but I carry generational bloodshed. The blood of all those who have fallen beneath my paws and the ultimate power I've inherited runs through me. I do not need the Clementines. You all need me. If you can't agree to cooperate without spilling all our secrets, then I'll happily finish you off here and now."

      I couldn’t care less about the rules of secrecy regarding this matter, and though I trusted everyone in the room, including Onyx and Viktor, I wasn't in the mood right now.

      To be honest, I was just hungry and wanted a good fucking with my mate, but I guess I'll stick with appeasing my appetite with food and alcohol.

      She couldn't say a word, but my view was suddenly blocked as everyone fucking froze - including me. All I could do was arch a questioning eyebrow at my mate, who now stood between Aurelia and I. Willow’s eyes gave me the impression she was half-awake, and yet they were voided of emotion but palpitating with energy that was rather lethal in nature.

      She's so fucking beautiful.

      She wore the clothes Onyx donned on her once we’d reached the car: fitted t-shirt and black tights that made her fit physique stand out marvellously.

      "Neo, do not hurt her." It was Onyx's stern voice that cut right through our wolf bond, but he couldn't tell me what to do. I purposely took a slight step to be right against Willow while my hand was around her neck a nanosecond later.

      The action had everyone holding their breath, and yet Willow remained completely unphased while her eyes merely lifted to acknowledge our height difference. The way I wanted to smash her against the wall and fuck her mercilessly was beginning to make me see red, but I could feel the sane part of me again - the "Neo" part of me - that was warning me to not do something utterly stupid.

      My rather tight grip loosened just slightly, though my Sweetness wasn't struggling in the slightest to breathe as she stared at me. Poor Willow looked like she was far too tired to deal with my bullshit, but here she was, defending her best friend even though she had no clue what she was getting into.

      She couldn't understand how very wrong it was to stand between me and my current prey.

      "Do you want me to stop?" I inquired.

      She stared at me for a hard minute, as if she were slowly processing my words. I wondered in the meantime if this was that psychotic version of her like in the forest but in a calmer state of mind. It would be intriguing to look into, but for now, I just wanted to see how she'd react to me.

      She nodded at first and then added, "Yes."

      "Do you know who I am?" I inquired for added pleasure. She studied me.

      "No."

      "Do I frighten you?"

      "No." Her immediate response made my smile deepen as I inched closer to her. "Your friend doesn't want me to be with you."

      The way she pouted was a sight far more priceless than a man could ask for.

      "You won't hurt me."

      "How are you so sure, Sweetness?" I inquired and purposely tightened my grip around her neck, my lips were now inches from her. "I could kill you."

      Her eyes seemed to flicker then, and with a few blinks, Willow was actually awake. What an intriguing situation for her to wake to, but my question still remained, and I expected her to answer it.

      "Neo wouldn't hurt me," she began, lines of exhaustion already beginning to inch into her expression. She was fighting against it as she continued, "Neither would you, though I expect a personal introduction. And the next time you have your hand around my throat, it better be in bed while you're fucking me senseless and not for taunting pleasure."

      Yes. I fucking love this woman.

      "Nicodemus Ramiro," I introduced. "That's my real name. I'm the royal prince of a very endangered group of wolves that hide in the shadows and oversee the way things work in the realms of wolf shifters."

      She seemed to handle the introduction well. "Willow De Luca," she introduced. "You knew that though."

      "Indeed, I did," I replied. Her gaze drifted to my wrist, which prompted the low chuckle that vibrated against my throat before my lips sealed hers for a solid five seconds.

      I expected her to not dare to kiss me back, but boy, she blew that assumption out of the ballpark by kissing me back and even tugging on my bottom lip when I tried to pull away.

      I need to kill those fuckers faster tonight if I want a bit of her later today.

      "Let go." She was asking nicely. The way I smirked made her add, "Please?"

      "Seeing as we can't fuck in these circumstances, I guess I'll do as you ask." Letting go, I admired her as she observed me.

      "You know, for a murderous legend, you're not that dangerous."

      Was she actually serious?

      I could feel everyone else's shock, but I couldn't stop myself from laughing - the sound melting away my control on everyone as they gasped at the release of tension.

      "Only you would think so, Sweetness," I voiced. "I'm done. Any longer and I'd have to spill some blood on these floors. Would be a shame since they're imported from Italy."

      She looked down to admire them for a moment.

      "Classy. Definitely imported," she agreed. "Are you giving me a goodbye kiss or that ain't your thing?"

      Mother Moon, you gave me a pure gem of charming grace.

      I moved in a swift blur, my lips claiming and devouring hers in mere seconds, but I reeled back my immense desire to do more for my own sake.

      I'd have my share of fun later.

      "Try not to awaken me again, Sweetness," I warned cautiously. "I don't like leaving without anything."

      "I never said you should leave without anything," she muttered back. I felt like she was testing me, a challenge I'd gladly accept as I took the chance to bite her bottom lip enough that it began to bleed. She didn't even flinch at the pain I’d surely induced, and she watched me as my tongue ran along her bottom lip before I sucked every drop of blood.

      She couldn't hide the twinkle of lust that hooded her eyes, and now I really wondered what she hid beneath her powerful surface.

      Was she so similar to me that pain and blood excited her?

      "Good girl." My husky voice surely sent shivers through her, and I decided to leave with that. That switch flicked back in place, and without missing a beat, my sanity was back.

      "You're absolutely insane."

      "Now, now," she began. "You can't compliment me one second and insult me the next. That's not...nice."

      My instincts were on point as I hooked my arm around her in time to catch her.

      "Willow?"

      "Sleeping," she muttered, and I could tell she was actually slipping out of consciousness. "Don't...hurt my...bestie...or...whatever." She clearly gave up as she fell right back to sleep - leaving us in a lingering silence that was followed with Saint whispering, "So...I feel like we need a therapy session of some sort."

      Jayce groaned. "The last time we tried that, I punched the psychologist. Let's not do that again."

      I decided to get things back on track because we'd spent too much unnecessary time, though that was my fault. Picking Willow up, I headed to the master bedroom before anyone could say a word.

      It could have not been to Willow's usual color scheme, but the bed was similar in size and location in the room, which would give her some comfort as she recovered. After lowering her into the soft sheets, I turned to see Dimitris, who was the only brave one to try to determine if I was safe to be around.

      My vision was beginning to fade now, the effects of my heightened magic twinkling away, which was a good thing because we could have a proper conversation from this point onward.

      "You good?"

      "I'm always good," I countered. "However, if I'm provoked, all bets are off. You know that as well as I do."

      "Aurelia didn't."

      "And she faced the consequences of not knowing." If he was trying to make me morally feel like I committed a crime, he’d forgotten just how dangerous I was. "She needs to look at Willow. Her energies are over the place."

      Dimitris decided to drop the topic as we both made our way back to the entranceway where Onyx and Viktor were speaking to Aurelia about something while Jayce and Saint were observing. The conversation stopped at our return, but I didn't care.

      "You can continue," I voiced. "Don't mind me."

      See? This was why I could never be an Alpha. I just love starting shit when I'm still hyped up with dreadful, addictive power.

      "Willow needs to be looked at," Dimitris dismissed my remark with the priority at hand. "I know you guys gave her a shot in the car, but her energies are off, based on Neo's assessment."

      "I'll look at her," Aurelia declared, and her heels faded into the room while the rather loud slam of the door made it known she was still mad.

      That left the six of us, and I decided to get myself some food. Walking over to the table, I began to nibble on some fruit while deciding what food I was going to devour next.

      "I'm exhausted and we haven't done shit." Saint sighed dramatically. "And I'm damn lost."

      "Lost is better than being dead," Jayce offered. "I'm hungry."

      "You can all help yourselves," I voiced.

      "That depends," Onyx noted. "Is Nico going to come back out?"

      "Not now," I answered earnestly. "We have shit to do. Don't you agree?"

      "I do, but something tells me you know something we all don't," he voiced. "Aside from the whole being the endangered Alpha Heir of the most lethal pack in generations."

      "What are the chances of Roberto being dead by the strike of dawn?"

      That shut everyone up as Viktor's eyes widened.

      "You're not suggesting-"

      "I wasn't suggesting," I corrected. "Take five minutes to read a hint of what's in that red folder and you'll have enough information to confirm the best plot our hidden enemy has was to bet on William committing suicide, killing Roberto that same night, and stealing the deal that will most likely be moved to tomorrow after the news of William's suicide is purposely splattered all over the news outlets."

      Again, my comrades were speechless.

      "You're being extra generous this fine morning." My wolf was extra happy after Nico's brief confrontation. Or maybe he was giddy with Willow's sexy display of defiance.

      We'd never experienced that before, and if I spent time thinking about it, I'd just be distracted and horny again.

      "Guess I'll eat faster."

      "How much time do we have, Neo?" Dimitris demanded, and I knew his brain was already ticking - attempting to devise a plan and gather exactly what was needed to be put into place for us to be victorious.

      "Hmm. It's almost three now, so two and a half hours. Three if we're lucky, but I think Mother Moon has given us enough luck with Willow's revival to spare Roberto. He's only alive for whatever purpose he still carries upon this earth."

      "Jayce." Dimitris was already in Alpha mode. "Get transportation, hack the news outlets, and confirm whether William's suicide is going to be the headline for the morning."

      He looked at Saint. "How fast can you secure Wall Street?"

      "Say less." Saint winked, already pulling out his phone. "Your wish is my command."

      Dimitris looked at me, my plate of food, and back at me. "Just eat."

      "Thanks," I replied and stuffed a piece of watermelon into my mouth. I'd be useless if I didn't fuel up for what was to come.

      "Viktor," Dimitris went right along to the bodyguard. "You have to come with us."

      He wasn't going to deny the obvious, but I could tell he didn't look too pleased about not leaving on his own.

      "You can't handle this solo. We have no clue if Dubai is totally out of the race."

      "Fine," he replied.

      That left Onyx.

      "Stay here and watch Willow?" he offered with a smirk.

      "Yes," he replied.

      "But if we need backup, I'll inform you."

      "Say the word, I'll be there."

      "What about Aurelia?" Saint inquired.

      "She'll stay here," Dimitris replied. "Willow may be watched, but I'm sure Aurelia has to make her some sort of medicine. If what Neo explained is on point, Willow needs to be in top shape by the morning."

      "Let's get cracking then," Saint declared, his fingers already tapping the keys. I liked how Jayce still remembered where the hidden computers were, because he was already typing away.

      Finishing my watermelon, I filled my plate, got another glass of champagne, and walked over to the island. Getting comfortable, I began to eat while I formulated a solid plan that I'd share with Dimitris after I was finished.

      Time for a real showdown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Saving Grace Of Turmoil

          

        

      

    

    
      ~VIKTOR~

      "Viktor."

      I paused in exiting the room at Onyx's call, turning my gaze enough to see him leaning against the wall next to the bed that cushioned Willow. I was trying to avoid looking at her sleeping figure, not because I held hate, but because the rise of guilt that fought to consume me was a mere distraction in dire times like these.

      A blood bath is approaching. I can't be distracted.

      "If you're going to remind me to call you for backup, it's not necessary," I voiced.

      Onyx chuckled. "If you think I'm going to sit here and watch Willow all night, you're sadly mistaken."

      I gave him a look before sighing. "I can see why she loves and absolutely hates you."

      "She can hate me all she wants. She loves when I fuck her my way."

      "Your way is going to make her grumpy in the morning. I doubt we need that."

      "As long as she can walk, it doesn't matter whether she wants to stab me or not."

      "Stabbing is an understatement," I huffed. Surely, we both knew she'd be willing to pull the trigger on Onyx if he pushed enough.

      As if it would be worth it. He'd survive a few bullets if it was from Willow, just to piss her off.

      "What do you need?" I inquired.

      "Your opinion."

      That wasn't what I expected from him in a time like this, but it was enough to pique my interest as I turned around to give him my full attention. I had about five minutes to be downstairs to meet the others, so I could spare a few to listen to what bothered him.

      "What's troubling you? If it's about Neo or Nico, that will take a few hours to discuss."

      "I already had a hunch who Neo was."

      Oh?

      That was actually unexpected because no way in hell did I catch that vibe of royalty he’d produced minutes earlier. The power that forced shifters to bow to their knees and acknowledge a shifter of royal blood and the hierarchy they unlocked by displaying their potential was intense.

      "How so?"

      "I’ve sensed it for a while. That royal aura comes out from time to time. I doubt the others noticed, but I did, especially when we were racing to save Willow," he admitted.

      My face must have shown a glimpse of my hidden pain because he whispered, "You should take the same advice she gave to me."

      "Your advice is for something you had no control over," I quietly countered while my eyes were locked on his. "I, on the other hand, had the skills to pick up suicidal tendencies and I didn't catch on."

      "None of us did," Onyx whispered, his eyes drifting to Willow. I could only follow his lead, and there she was, sleeping comfortably on her side with the light blanket covering her up. The soft silk material only outlined her figure perfectly, and it was hard for me to ignore what her femininity did to me.

      No distractions.

      I had to keep myself focused if I wanted to trigger the assassin in me, and after the close call we’d experienced, I couldn't allow any more slip-ups.

      Especially when it came to Roberto.

      I may not work for him anymore after Willow's resignation, but his death would have some benefit to our enemies and we had enough on our plate.

      No need to add more misery to our current sorrows.

      "What are your concerns in regard to Neo?"

      "It's not necessarily concerning." Onyx went along with me changing the subject. "It's the mate bond that is bothering me."

      My eyes lowered to Willow's hand that gripped a bit of her pillow. The branding in colored ink displayed a frosted oasis hidden by the shadows. I already had my guesses about what that mark meant, but the specific detailing would need more research to confirm what I was sure he was assuming.

      Royal mates.

      "You're of royal blood," I got to the point. "As to what exact pack, I'm unsure...though, it finally all makes sense with how strong your abilities have been since your childhood. Not everyone can appear out of nowhere and control the very shadows."

      "Do you think my royalty is related to Nico's?"

      That was a good question that left me as curious as he surely was.

      "You sense similarities?"

      "Yes and no," Onyx replied. "I sense similar power structures, and his magic obviously has a dark essence, but there are definitely differences. I don't have a duality in my personality and I'm certainly not that bloodthirsty."

      "I thought he'd kill Willow," I admitted. That information held vulnerability to it, but that was something I was perfectly fine with sharing with Onyx. He wouldn't consider me weak in the slightest, just as I'd never judge him for being open with his concerns.

      "Truthfully, he had no intention to," Onyx revealed. "He enjoys the gamble of others' reactions, but her defiance and acceptance of that side of him were uncalled for. He didn't calculate her waking up."

      "I was a bit impressed by that," I acknowledged. "She was dead asleep seconds before."

      "Willow could be an assassin if she wished to be."

      "And take my job? I'd be heartbroken."

      "Bullshit," Onyx commented with a smug grin. "You'd go on vacation. But without Willow, you'd be an anxious mess and probably watch her for shits and giggles."

      "It annoys me when you're right," I huffed and turned around. "I'll look into the symbol for you. It'll take time because it looks like a generational mark, and from the looks of it, royal shifter packs enjoy hiding their heritage."

      That part was definitely clear seeing as my memory of being assigned to Willow as her Royal Protector had been wiped out and replaced with me being hired by Roberto.

      It wasn't necessarily a lie, but there's a big difference between Royal Protector and bodyguard. Big fucking difference.

      "I'd appreciate the assistance," he admitted. "Get going. We’ll be in contact by the morning if things are going south."

      "Agreed," I replied and reached for the doorknob.

      "Thanks, Viktor."

      I turned my head slightly just to nod in response, and with that, I was closing the door behind me and heading to the elevator.

      The ride down was my moment to bury everything into that safety chest within myself, the spot where I kept my most valuable memories, thoughts, and individuals. It was the place that no matter what torturous actions were plagued upon me in the event I was captured, those key items would be taken right to my grave.

      All the information, secrets, info only I carried was at my disposal, ready to be used to threaten those who dared to try and get an upper hand against me.

      I carried knowledge Russia would pay me billions if not trillions for, and could probably start World War III if it got into the proper hands. But seeing as I had a few individuals I still cared about in this lifetime, that was reserved for an apocalypse.

      When there were twenty floors to go, I secured the one who made the most valuable impact in my life.

      My cage-fighting royal princess by the name of Willow.

      This process was always the same. I relived the memories of many instances that brought a smile to my face as I watched her grow through the years. This time around, memories I'd forgotten came flashing by: scenes of Willow laughing and running through large halls with her little arms spread out while her long white strands flew in the wind.

      What a difference from the memories of her voided eyes, her appearance replicating a male in hopes of Roberto's approval. The years of hidden rebellion, while she worked through the torture and agony a life raised by Roberto delivered was inspiring.

      If she were raised properly, in a royal Pack House that acknowledged her title, birthright, and bright future, would Willow be as much of a threat as she was to the world?

      William wouldn't even exist in such a world.

      His smug smile flashed within my mind, those taunting eyes staring at me with amusement before he'd get back to work on the list of duties at his desk.

      It was amazing how one individual could be damn right charming as a male and dead fucking gorgeous as a woman. No matter the gender, the effect on my heart was still the same.

      Ba-dump. Ba-dump. Ba-dump.

      I worked on burying the remaining memories faster, and by the time I reached the ground floor, the deed was done. Everything was locked, protected, shielded from this depressive world of darkness, and wouldn't be opened until this mission was done.

      My heart calmed just as the doors opened and my face was expressionless as I got into work mode and headed straight for the rotating doors. There was no need for me to go through the back or any other entrance.

      We were still in a controlled space that benefited us, but we wouldn't be for long.

      The black Cadillac Escalade was already waiting for me. One of the suited men reached out to open the door for my entrance. I moved in a fluid motion and was situated in my seat as the door closed.

      No words were spoken, but my eyes already darted to confirm who was in the vehicle.

      Dimitris was in the passenger seat, his eyes glued to his phone while his fingers darted rapidly across the screen keyboard. I was sure he was finalizing our plans and making sure backup was in place.

      Next up in the two middles seats were Jayce and Saint. The two were focused. Jayce's fingers flew across the mini laptop in his lap that continued to display multiple pop-up windows with various codes while Saint looked to be browsing various articles.

      Even at my distance, I could see the large headlines in thick capital letters.

      WILLIAM DE LUCA, DEAD AT 25.

      I had no emotional response to the headline, but I was sure if I wasn't in assassin mode, I'd be furious. From Saint's rigid posture, he wasn't pleased by the quick execution of the enemy's plan.

      Neo was dead on with his assumption, and the thought made me side glance to the left to acknowledge the man in question. His eyes were closed, and I wondered if he was actually napping.

      From the chaotic force of authoritative dominance he displayed earlier, I was sure he needed a power nap. The display of his switch was something I hadn't seen since the days of fighting and endless loss of innocence in the realms of war.

      We referred to it as "Sin Switching," a disorder created to protect the mind after an intensely traumatic event or series of torturous events that left permanent damage to the brain. “Sin” because the action done to the victim was unholy. The person was pushed past their mental capacity, triggering an entity of themselves that 'protected' the individual from the catastrophic occurrence.

      It was a condition with no cure and almost all individuals with this disorder died from losing their sanity and killing themselves. The few that did survive were powerful and were Alphas that used their trauma to further empower them.

      Neo had to be in his mid-twenties, which left the curious mind to wonder what fucked-up shit he’d endured to create a being like Nico.

      Or maybe Neo was the switch personality created to protect Nico.

      Regardless, he'd be ready for whatever was approaching.

      No words were spoken until we were approaching Wall Street.

      "Everything is set," Dimitris declared. "Viktor, need a summary of the plan?"

      "Nope," I coldly replied. "You need me to call Roberto to trigger the spies that tapped his line. Everything will go to hell when we arrive, correct?"

      "Essentially," Dimitris replied. "Only the building is completely secure, and any explosives were already removed."

      They're smart.

      "Firestarters in the stairwell?" I tossed out.

      "Removed and stairwells are secured," Saint casually answered.

      "Electrocuting disks on the elevators? Cameras hacked, and tracking explosives in the trunks of parked cars in the basement?"

      "Assessed, removed, and cameras are already in our favor. All two-hundred and eighty-four of them, with an additional five set up in Roberto's office," Jayce announced. "Did all that shit after the chandelier incident, but already had the basement and offices scouted out and secured."

      "Destroying the top floor then," I concluded.

      "Already set up cleaners, painters, and contractors that can get the place back to its luxurious architectural status by the morning," Dimitris declared.

      "What are we going to do once Roberto is secure?" I had to ask because I needed to know what my role was once I got him to the safe house nearby. Once Roberto was there, I wouldn't need to babysit him, which meant I had plenty of time to do more important shit for what was to come.

      "William is going to need a new suit," Dimitris casually muttered as he shut his phone off, pressed a button, rolled the window down, and tossed it like it wasn't worth two thousand dollars. The sound of it exploding reached my ears before the window shut. "Different brand from Louis Vuitton."

      "Versace? Burberry? Dolce & Gabbana? Valentino?" I offered.

      "Dolce & Gabbana literally launched a new line today," Saint spoke up. "Fits William's type of style."

      "That," Dimitris concluded. "Willow's going to need a dress. Something grand, that complements her fierceness and shows her wolf tattoo. It has to command all eyes on her."

      "Why does this sound like some grand reveal?" I muttered mostly to myself and followed with, "Fendi released an exclusive collection. A particular dress would fit Willow perfectly. Christian Louboutin shoes because they're still on trend. She needs a purse?"

      "Not necessary. She won't be carrying a thing."

      "I'm assuming I'll be there," I concluded.

      "Choose a car and it'll be at your deposal."

      "The pink Royce." It was Willow's favorite in her collection.

      "No PTSD?" Jayce brought up. We hadn't really addressed that from the car incident.

      "She hasn't shown any signs," I pointed out and tried not to acknowledge the flicker of discomfort my statement tried to make me feel. My body wanted me to acknowledge that I'd fucked up, but this wasn't the time or place. "Her Royce is her favorite of her collection. It's also well known by everyone that it's William's favorite car. They see a pink Royce, it's definitely William."

      "Royce will be available," Jayce assured me. "Pink Lambo as backup if she has a bad reaction to the sight of it."

      That was reasonable enough.

      "I'll get those ready then," I declared, then confirmed that Willow's male and female attire would be at her disposal by the morning. "Anything else?"

      "Offer Roberto the opportunity to come to tomorrow's plans."

      Now that piqued all of our interests.

      "Why?" It was Neo who asked the question, and I noticed Dimitris's pink eyes look into the rear-view mirror to acknowledge Neo all the way in the back.

      "Tonight, he'll be put in a situation that will determine whether he's an ally or an enemy. If he wants to join what I'm brewing, he'll show up tomorrow and play his role. If not, he can enjoy the fall of his legacy as the Forbidden steal every strand of power he carries. With or without Willow's blessings."

      "You're tired of his games." Neo said it like fact.

      "I'm tired of him paying for more time in this game called Life," Dimitris whispered. "But if he's hiding something we're unaware of, it's about time we unraveled that present of vital information and see if he's worth the expense of this operation."

      That was good enough for me, as it was for the rest of us in the car.

      We were only a block away from our destination, and it was time to get into our roles.

      "Ready to show them why we're Forbidden Fruit?" The way Dimitris stated the question emphasized the shift in his tone as a darker, more sinister voice leaked off his controlled voice.

      "This is going to be fun," Saint hummed.

      "Let loose," Jayce encouraged with a slight smile.

      "It's all fun and games until a bullet plunges into one's brains," Neo practically hummed. "Save some. I can probably sneak in a painting afterward."

      Saint laughed. "Want me around?"

      "Sometimes I wonder whether you enjoy Neo's painting sessions more than he does," Jayce noted, not sounding the least bit disgusted.

      "When I can't party on the dancefloor after a good raid, hearing a bit of agonizing torture is the next best thing to heavy metal funk," Saint replied. "But to answer, no one gets as much joy as Neo."

      "Accurate," Neo replied. "Showtime."

      I was positive that was my cue to make the call, and I had a cold smirk on my lips. It was time to reap the thrilling rewards of being an assassin.

      Time to be Roberto's saving grace.
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      ~DIMITRIS~

      "Doesn't this feel like old times," Saint casually stated after the elevator doors closed.

      "You make it seem like we haven't done shit in years," Jayce muttered, cracking his knuckles.

      "I'm still sleepy," Neo complained.

      "Says the one who got ticked off," I commented.

      "Worth it," Neo stated. I couldn't help glancing over my shoulder to acknowledge my blindfolded comrade with that sly grin on his lips. "Always good to have a little reminder now and again to keep everyone in check, don't you think?"

      "No," the three of us replied, and I finished with, "Not when it comes to you."

      He chuckled. "Don't worry. Nico loves you three enough to not spread your organs across the walls of this elevator."

      The grim thought made me shake my head.

      "Give us a few years before the next reminder."

      "Won't guarantee that, but sure," Neo casually agreed. "I smell gas."

      That got our attention, and the four of us were already moving swiftly to get out the concealed masks in our possession. Slipping them on took seconds, and with a click of a button, they would inflate with sealing properties and a canister of pure air from the Alps.

      High-class mask shit.

      I worked on rolling up the sleeves of my black dress shirt, knowing things were going to get ugly in a matter of seconds. The elevator was already beginning to slow down as it approached the top floor.

      "Show no mercy," I emphasized. "They wished for one of our own's death. It's time we return the favor."

      That got them riled up internally, and I could feel their brewing anger as mine was at the brink of catapulting merciless conviction. This "third party" of enemies wished for our Willow to disappear. It was time for them to feel what it was like to be dead.

      In this approaching moment, there was no need for my calm, calculated observations. We were here to kill on instinct and interfere with their obvious plans to finish the job.

      This is our dirty laundry. About time we got to washing shit up.

      The arrival ding was our cue, and the moment the doors opened, black smoke rushed into the metal box. We were moving - my body jolting forward as I already held my handguns in my grasp and was pulling the triggers.

      "THEY'RE HER-GAH!" I didn't let the man finish, bullets already filling him up. As if his attempt to hide behind a standing sculpture was going to stop me from seeing him, even with the dense black smoke.

      It was like driving through a foggy night, but like Neo, none of us truly needed our sight to find our prey. Neo had taught us how to pick up on energies, and though I may not have been the best at it compared to him, who could see the world in neon glowing lights, it was enough to pick up the perfect silhouette of every enemy in this hall.

      Fill them with bullets and watch their bodies drop as lifeless carcasses the next moment.

      Screams of agony, gunshots, and unnatural cracks of limbs only told me Neo was letting us have some fun. I was sure he was tired after his moment of dominance he’d displayed earlier. I hoped we wouldn't see it for a while.

      I'd "met" Nico on two occasions, and those were scary enough for me to make a mental note to not fuck up in his presence. Neo may be a calm individual on the outside, but the Forbidden knew better.

      He was a ticking time bomb and all you needed to do was look at him the wrong way to make him explode.

      As his allies, it saved us in the heat of battle, but if directed at us, we'd be dead. It was as simple as that. It was exactly why today was a very fucking close call, and I'd have to speak with Jayce and Saint about it.

      I could already tell the news of him being royalty was more surprising than Neo's true identity. We all guessed Neo's name wasn't completely legit, but if you didn't know the name Nicodemus Ramiro, you were the biggest fool in the realms of wolf shifters.

      People were frightened of Roberto, but the mere mention of Nico's name would send them to an early grave before they could be killed by his own hands. He was a prodigy of bloodshed, a wolf shifter who’d bathed in the blood of his enemies as a mere baby and been given generational wealth, strength, and status that even held its weight in places like Dubai, Russia, and Switzerland.

      While I knew about Neo, I considered him a wild card, one I wouldn't have any control over if he did "lose it." But I had no intention of using him for selfish reasons other Alphas or individuals of leadership would.

      We gathered together with a common goal: domination.

      I spun around in time to shoot down two men that tried to get the upper hand on me. I was sure they were attempting to escape whatever hiding space they thought was beneficial in this prime moment.

      Sensing the movement to my left, I ducked in time to avoid the swift kick directed at my head. My fist was already hitting the first mark. The masked man grunted at the punch before my gun took its place and I pulled the trigger.

      His grunt was silenced by my spinning kick that sent him flying into the wall, and I was already moving forward to the office that was being riddled with bullets.

      Getting inside was easy. Making sure I didn't get shot in the process was a pain in the ass. I wanted to make sure I looked sharp for later in the day, and I'd rather not deal with a few bullet holes. Healing them wouldn't be a problem, but no shifter could get away without phantom pain.

      That was just a fucking cunt of a bitch to deal with.

      There were still too many bullets coming from the corners of the room, and I was ready to end this game of stray bullets.

      "Elda Le Va Ru."

      I caught onto the spell and immediately ducked and placed my hands on my ears - dimming the sudden sound that replicated a hymn of praise in a church. The bullets lessened until they stopped, replaced by silence.

      My eyes immediately darted around the hole-ridden room, from the desk to the sculptures that had been practically destroyed in the crossfire. That wasn't what I was looking for, but my eyes finally locked onto the slight pop in the bookshelf. Viktor's eyes locked onto mine as I quickly nodded my head for him to venture out with our possession.

      Roberto.

      Viktor kicked the secret door open, and he and Roberto ran out to observe the lull of movement from our enemies.

      "Cover your ears," Viktor ordered Roberto, and though I could see the flicker of defiance in his eyes, he did what was asked of him. The look reminded me a bit of Willow and her inability to follow orders that weren't her own, but I dismissed the thought just as fast.

      Not time to lust over her.

      The two of them were at my side in seconds, and I pointed to the stair exit.

      "It's secure. Jayce has the getaway car ready. Meet at the coordinates you'll receive shortly."

      "Still ten more," Viktor warned.

      I’d already acknowledged the very quiet footsteps coming from the roof. "Neo will handle it," I assured him.

      He bobbed his head and, deciding there was nothing left to address, he tugged on Roberto's arm in haste to rush out the door and head to the stairwell. This wasn't the place for me to emphasize the debt Roberto owed us for interfering, and thus, the reason why he'd be escorted to the safety vehicle where I'd be able to lay out my rules before releasing him back into the wild like a stray wolf.

      For someone who was supposedly the strongest Alpha on the block, he was rather weak and cowardly in nature.

      Saint's singing voice came to a stop, and I felt his presence next to me as he had his hands in his pockets.

      "The roof," I noted.

      "I know," he replied. "I suggest we stand right at the doorway."

      Right

      I took three steps back, as did Saint. The two of us stood on each side of the broken doorframe just as the roof literally caved in - revealing ten men darting down with zip lines that gave them the perfectly smooth transition to fall to the ground while shooting all over the place.

      I didn't even move or flinch as bullets riddled the office. Saint and I were not even close to being in the crossfire aimed for everywhere within the room. To say these guys were amateurs would be more of a compliment than I could verbally give.

      We're seriously dealing with complete idiots.

      "The door!" their commanding leader declared, and all eyes were on us as we casually stood there. Saint still had his hands in his pockets and I'd already slipped my guns back in their holsters and had my arms crossed while I leaned against the remaining cement of the wall.

      We must have looked bored enough to actually make them stall as if we weren't even enemies.

      "W-Why the fuck are you stalling?!" the commander screamed.

      "W-W-Well, they're just standing there!" a brave shooter stated the obvious.

      "Are you fucking stupid?! KILL THEM!" The man decided to take his own assault rifle and do the deed himself, his eyes locking onto my calm ones as he readied to pull the trigger.

      The clicking sound echoed around the silent room, leaving the commander to gawk in surprise while his eyes doubled in size. He lowered his gaze to his gun and tried again, and again. Surely the third time had to be the charm at this point.

      Or not.

      "What the flying fuck?! SHOOT!"

      The others acted on nervous impulse, beginning to pull their triggers, only for the guns to stall, just like their commander’s. I was actually impressed as I glanced at Saint, who smirked with pride.

      "Sometimes I wonder if Jayce is a mechanical magician," he stated with a gleeful grin. "He would be perfect for the army."

      "I agree," I calmly replied. "Neo? Want to wrap this up?"

      The man in question came out of the shadows of the hallway, walking right into the room, which made all the soldiers look at him in shock.

      "Sure," he replied and yawned. "I'm bored."

      Never good for Neo to be bored.

      "DIE!" the commander declared, supported by the battle cries of his followers as they dropped their guns and pulled out various backups like knives, daggers, and tasers.

      It was all useless, but amusing to watch.

      Neo didn't make it a step before they began dropping like flies - their eyes rolling back as they gasped and fought against the invisible chokehold that worked far faster than a physical hold. Blood already bled out of their eyes and noses, a few of them still attempting to fight against it as their bodies vibrated.

      A few were pissing blood the next second, with two shitting themselves and whatever organs could protrude from their assholes.

      The commander seemed to be the last one standing, witnessing everything with eyes of pure fear. Neo hadn't even broken a sweat, and by the time he stood before the commander, he was already on his knees, begging for mercy.

      "Please....please, I beg of you. I-I-I know who's behind this!"

      "We know already," Saint casually said with a sigh. "Don't waste our time."

      "No! You don't know the real evil here."

      "And who do you think is the real enemy here? Dubai? Germany? Russia? Soon you'll bring Canada into this."

      "No, no!" The man shook his head, and I sighed.

      "Neo, finish it."

      I was already turning around when he screamed, "The Coven is involved!"

      That made me pause, and it delayed Neo from killing him.

      "What was that?" Saint requested. "Did you just say the witches are involved?"

      "There's a witch! A very old witch. Jealous. She's fucking insane. She has eyes on a princess, one of power blessed by the Pink Moon!"

      That got my attention. I went from turning around to in this man's face. He shrieked at my swiftness but didn't dare move as I crouched down nice and slow, and spun my handgun in my grasp.

      "You're speaking a language I'm intrigued by,” I whispered venomously. "Continue."

      "The witch was supposed to be of royal blood, a sister or something, but was forsaken by Mother Moon. She became a bitter woman, one who plots to kill the offspring born with forbidden magic," he explained. "The target is an heir! A female of immense power. This child isn't normal. She was born to bring uprising and a revolution that will claim the land of ancestral wealth! We're not talking billions or trillions. We're talking money that can rule the world and open the gates to universes never explored!"

      This man would have sounded crazy to anyone else, but I knew from the feelings I was getting from Neo and Saint that they were deciphering his words just like I was.

      "What benefit do they get from locating and killing this person?" Neo spoke.

      "T-They say she's of royal heritage! A combination of two powerful Alphas. But that's not what makes her a threat to the Coven. It's the magic. Something to do with the magic that could ruin the balance in the realms of the supernatural! She has the power to control them! Power to destroy them. If she wishes for them to be extinct, it will happen! This evil woman wants that power in her possession. If she can't have it, she'll destroy it entirely and manipulate everyone to think she's a savior!"

      "Who is this woman?" I got to the obvious question.

      "I don't know! I swear on my pack's grave! She hides behind us weaklings, and can't ascend into power. She's unable to produce an heir, thus another was raised and took the throne. A misfit, they say. One who carries just as much power as the woman they wish to kill. Similar and yet different. She wishes for them to be enemies."

      "Aurelia." Onyx's voice slipped into our wolf bond, and I wondered if he'd been observing the shenanigans through Neo's viewpoint due to their newly formed bond with Willow. "Ask what the final result will be if this woman succeeds."

      "If this vile woman succeeds, what will it cost?" I tossed out.

      "World domination? No....universal. This is a world of magic! Of opportunities. Wolves hate to acknowledge that our world isn't as it seems, but you have to see through the delusion. Our saving grace is the woman born of royal blood. A girl with royal bonds to a King of Blood and King of Shadows. Their unity will bring catastrophe to all those who disobey, but with death comes rebirth. Get rid of the weeds, and flowers will bloom!"

      "How are you able to predict this?" Neo snarled.

      "I-I-I was used by a fae. They tried to overtake my mind but it failed. The prophetic memories remained."

      "Then why are you after Roberto?" Saint questioned.

      "He...he made a deal with the devil woman. A deal to give up a child in his possession. Everything was set, but instead, he sent the child away to be tortured and stated she'd perished. He raised a son instead, angering the woman. She assumes he's hiding her away and using his son as a decoy. I was given direct orders to kill him and return with his head. There are talks of the chosen woman being in Russia and returning recently. Then, there’s one of the blazing flames. They're after her!"

      "The one who saved Willow twice," Neo concluded.

      "He's sharing too much," Onyx spoke. "Get out of there."

      I tsked at the comment and reached out to rip open his shirt, revealing the bomb in its final five seconds.

      "The Vile Queen will prevail," the commander declared as his eyes became emotionless balls of black while his lips smirked in pride. Saint had already grabbed me out of the way while Neo sighed in pure annoyance.

      None of us were able to move fast enough as the blurred movement of a massive creature crashed into the man and sent him flying right through the glass windows. His final scream was cut off by the explosive device.

      His remains fell with the rest of the debris, but I didn't feel satisfied after being so close to messing up.

      My eyes moved to the massive wolf of shadows, which began to decrease as the spiraling energy danced around him until it licked his flesh and extinguished like flames - revealing Onyx.

      "You know, I hate being interrupted when I'm about to have a good fucking," he pointed out.

      Neither I nor Saint spoke while Neo huffed, "You had your fun at least five times now. Don't go complaining about doing shit."

      "Admit it. You're jealous," Onyx said with a smug grin as he turned around to face us.

      "You're making it harder for me to have fun later," Neo muttered. "I also didn't get any models for my session."

      Onyx casually walked over to Neo, tapping his shoulder when he reached him. "I decided to be nice and gathered a few reinforcements that went to the wrong building. Go wild."

      "You just want more sex time," Neo pointed out the obvious.

      "I need at least three more rounds with Sugar. Then she's yours."

      "She'll be a he by then," Neo acknowledged.

      "That ain't stopping you." Onyx smirked but decided to acknowledge the room before his eyes landed on Saint and me. "So we're dealing with a vile bitch who’s ancient as shit, and it looks like Willow and Aurelia are approaching targets."

      "That's what you summed up, huh?" Saint concluded. "We need info on that blazing wolf."

      "We need info on a whole bunch of shit, but we have to get moving if we want our plans to commence," I urged. My brain was already putting the pieces together, but if I wanted to make sure we were on point with this theory of the Coven becoming a threat to our kind, we'd have to work faster.

      "The Coven won't betray us," Neo noted.

      "Unless they push the right buttons," Onyx countered. "And wouldn't that make sense as to why suddenly Aurelia's been promoted to the Coven Council when they've been delaying it because of her hybrid blood?"

      "They wanted her to trigger me," Neo concluded. It made perfect sense.

      "Do you think they know that it happened?" Saint inquired.

      "No," Neo responded with a slight shake of his head. "If that truly happened, Aurelia would be dead."

      "He's right about that," Onyx acknowledged.

      "We're playing in the big leagues," I grumbled. "More of a nuisance."

      "And yet you feel far too happy," Onyx pointed out, and I allowed myself to grin at the comment.

      "I love when those in power underestimate us." It was the best weapon we had, and though we could have slipped up tonight - though I trusted Neo could have killed him and destroyed that bomb in a second - we got more than enough information to know what our next move would be.

      "Saint, get Jayce up to date on what occurred. Start scouting a second office near here. If you can get the building across, that's fine with me. I don't care about the price."

      "Oh, we’re moving?" Saint sounded intrigued.

      Neo chuckled, which caught our attention, and I knew he already picked up on what I wished to accomplish.

      "You could just ask me to buy out New York," he encouraged.

      "I would, but I don't want to tip anyone off on this. Plus, you'd be stealing from William."

      "Hmm?" Onyx was the one to question my statement. "Why is that?"

      "Didn't notice, did you?" I questioned and got their attention. "Someone changed the beneficiary of Roberto's empire."

      Onyx arched an eyebrow my way, and I nodded. "William went under Roberto's nose and changed everything into his official name, William De Luca, instead of Willow. Documents were finalized at the stroke of midnight, which means that if Roberto had died tonight, everything would be in “his” name, and when I say everything, that includes the Pack House and all the assets Roberto has acquired in the realms of wolf shifters.”

      The three of them were gawking and I sensed Jayce listening in as he commented, "Are you fucking serious? Our Wilting Flower did that? To her male persona?"

      "Our Wilting Flower is a con artist worthy of a trophy and a group fucking."

      That seemed to ignite smiles across our lips. Onyx sighed dramatically. "Save the group talk for after I deal with my hard on."

      Alright, now we were laughing.

      "In all my years, I never thought we'd ever find a female like Willow," Saint concluded.

      "Well, we found her," Neo whispered. "Now we have to make sure no one else can have her."

      Onyx chuckled menacingly. "As if anyone else can have our Sugar."

      "Our?" I pointed out the obvious.

      "Call her Sugar and I'll slice your cock off for breakfast," Onyx threatened, which had us laughing again.

      "So, what do we do when Plan B kicks in?" Jayce tossed out through the bond. "Roberto is secure, and I'm actually on the way. Viktor is doing early morning shopping."

      "Finalize everything: the fans, the press, and ensure the deal is ready to be signed," I emphasized what had to be done the moment we left this room. "After that, we prepare Willow for this world of chaotic mayhem."

      Or better yet, we prepare the world for Willow De Luca.
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      ~ONYX~

      "Like to explain why our Sugar put everything in her male name?"

      I didn't skip a beat as I walked out of the shadows and headed up the grand stairs of Neo's secure paradise. As annoying as it was to take this longer route to Willow's bed, I didn't have the time or patience to tip the security and trigger a lockdown.

      "You don't get it?" I inquired quietly into the rather chill air. It would definitely warm up by late morning, but that early morning chill always made me excited to rest after a long night.

      Not like I'll be doing much resting tonight in particular.

      "Was I born to understand business shit?" he tossed back.

      "Kind of, in the realms of Alpha rulership, but I'm in a good mood this morning."

      "You’re always in a good mood when your cock is about to fuck Willow senseless."

      I mentally chuckled as I got the look down from security and was gestured inside. I remained quiet until the ride in the elevator, deciding to explain to my wolf why Willow changing her name to William was a big fucking deal.

      Remember when Roberto threatened to change Willow's birth certificate to be William De Luca when he was having his 'I want a son' crisis before that dick of a murderer showed up and pushed Willow off the cliff?

      "Yes." He didn't seem pleased at the memory, but neither did I. We both despised it and ignored the hints of trauma returning to that spot was trying to inflict upon us.

      Do you recall him actually going through with it and it almost fucking him over when Willow needed medical attention because her female government identification hadn't arrived?

      "Mhmm," my wolf agreed. "He changed it back though."

      He didn't.

      That surprised my wolf, and then he felt my giddiness.

      "So, this Alpha fucker is actually smart."

      I didn't fight my smile as I mentally nodded to him.

      Willow's official birth certificate states she's a he, but Roberto and his dumb memory problems forgot that and put Willow's name as the beneficiary.

      "Fuck. So if Willow..." He trailed off because he didn't want to jinx anything. "They were going to set Willow up either way. If things went south, there would be no heir, and with her survival and Roberto's downfall, all of his assets wouldn't go to her because she can't prove she's Willow De Luca on her birth certificate."

      Bingo.

      "What in the Sherlock Holmes is this fuckery?" My poor wolf was going to have a migraine at the idea by the time we reached the penthouse. "Hold up. You're onto something. Or at least Dimitris is."

      In two hours, the news will break that William is dead. Then the news of a break-in at Roberto's office will spread like wildfire as it'll be confirmed minutes later he was killed during the confrontation. The deal will be immediately moved to this morning out of haste because the royal in charge of the deal will believe Roberto is trying to screw this all up and quicken the signing of the favorable deal. They'll meet in front of a crowd of shocked fans and news outlets to confirm that Roberto had a daughter, and that's when the doppelganger comes into play with their potential five investors.

      "Take Willow's identity, seal the deal, claim all of the assets in New York and the Pack House...complete domination of NYC."

      Got to hand it to them. That was pretty smart.

      "Too bad our Sugar is smarter."

      The elevator came to a stop, and I walked out after the doors opened up. I remained in place after two steps, even after the doors closed. My desire to finish explaining was currently more important than getting lost in my lustful desires.

      Willow changed everything to her male name, which not only secures everything but is perfect for the brewing performance Dimitris is plotting with the help of Viktor and the rest of the pack.

      "So what is your role?"

      Love her up and remind her she's ours?

      My wolf sighed in my head. "Addicted fucker."

      You enjoy every inch of her just as much as I do. Don't act like this new bond isn't riding up your ass.

      "If I had my way, she wouldn't leave this place for months."

      The idea of her being sandwiched between us and Neo is rather tempting.

      "You weren't in the slightest bit worried he was going to kill her?"

      I won't lie that I questioned it, but I felt as though he wouldn't.

      "Even though he's more insane than us?"

      Yup.

      "You think Viktor will find anything?"

      Viktor would be the best bet. I'm not comfortable with asking Jayce yet. He's good with computers and research, but we're digging in territory that's probably far more secretive than the shit the Vatican hides beneath the doors of the church. Think about our situation. We're now finding out Willow's royalty, and there's a good fucking chance Roberto knows.

      "What if Roberto didn't change Willow's birth certificate on purpose?"

      Continue.

      "Think about what that commander waste-of-space was spitting about. They've been looking for Willow, or at least the princess with power beyond belief. Everyone knew Roberto desperately wished for a son and slept with everyone under the sun, or that’s what people perceived he was doing. What if he did all that on purpose? Acted as if he wanted a son so badly that he even made us believe in his ultimate desire. Made Willow yearn to be a male so that she’d learn how to magically switch to be one just to go with his fable."

      Okay...but wouldn't this vile bitch know that?

      "Maybe not. Willow and William may have pink hair, but they're extremely different, don't you think? William's taller, has exquisite taste in his attire and fashion sense, and projects a cocky empowerment that replicates Roberto's attitude. Willow, on the other hand, is obviously shorter, is more into gothic attire, couldn’t care less about the latest fashion brands, and could probably wear rags and not give a shit about anyone's opinion. On the outside, we're looking at a woman who could be dirt poor compared to a man who's filthy rich with his father's legacy. As an outsider looking for royalty, who do you believe would fit royal heritage?"

      William.

      "What if Roberto wanted Willow to play this double life? What if he wished for her to have some sort of outlet and build a reputation on her own to make these individuals dismiss her entirely?"

      Why would they dismiss her?

      "A decoy."

      I actually took a moment to think about it.

      You think because of how controlling Roberto is on the regular, that he wouldn't let a "female" version of the very princess he's trying to hide do something risky like cage fighting and all the other shit Willow did?

      "Or endure the torture we somehow survived," my wolf acknowledged. "Can royalty endure half the shit we did?"

      Not even close.

      "Exactly," he concluded. "They believe she's a decoy for the true princess that's hiding. Since they continue to believe Willow's name is on the birth certificate, that only proves that they're desperate to take her position for their grand scheme."

      Guess we'll see who is going to be the actor playing Willow De Luca.

      "And slap them with a few fraud lawsuits."

      The aroma of something sweet began to tickle my nose, and I decided it was time to focus on reality instead of our rather detailed hypothesis.

      Walking rather loudly on purpose, I noticed Aurelia was already at work. The island that was once littered with food was now filled with various bowls, products, vials, and dried-up creatures only a witch would carry around.

      A massive bowl was on the stove and she was whisking a pink mixture that easily resembled whipped butter or some sort of lotion.

      I could tell she noticed me by the slight lift of her gaze, those vibrant eyes of hers glowing an intense gold that told me she was deep into her magic usage.

      I also noticed by how fast she dismissed me that she was still in a cranky mood.

      "Alright," I began, now standing next to her as I leaned against the island counter. She paused in her whisking to give me a deadly look, but it wasn't going to push me away at all.

      If I could stick around Willow long enough for her to love me through her intense hate, I could survive Aurelia's wrath long enough to prove our friendship wasn't made of sticks.

      "I can safely assume there's something deeper troubling you."

      She said nothing as she lowered the bowl to the island and gave me her full attention. I was expecting her to say something, but I could see the conflict in her eyes - an internal struggle I hadn't witnessed in a good fucking while.

      She lowered her head as if noticing how easy it was for me to read her, but I wasn't going to let her be some submissive bitch. I lifted her chin back up, the action surprising her as those spheres of gold began to seep back to a calmer shade of amber.

      "Rejected once because I wasn't in your life. Rejected twice because I wasn't strong enough to shield you from pain. I won't allow a third time." I ensured my words were laced with my wolf's authoritative warning, and I knew from the look in Aurelia's eyes that she knew to whom I was referring to.

      "He's not the reason for my displeasure," Aurelia finally responded after a moment of staring. "Not the root of it."

      "Then?"

      "I was forced to take a seat upon the Coven Council," she revealed. That made me arch an eyebrow at her because no one was forced into anything unless the position was open due to the death of a member.

      "You're not saying-"

      "Someone wants me to be a part of the Council now," she emphasized. "Someone that doesn't want me helping Willow anymore."

      "Ah. Things are starting to piece themselves together," my wolf commented, but he was just as displeased as I felt.

      "Helping as in anything to do with her physical, emotional, and mental health?”

      "As in they don't want me near her...or any of you," she confirmed.

      "Ah." I bobbed my head. "Regular old people shit, right?"

      "Onyx, I can't-"

      "Disobey?" I took a step forward so I towered over her. I could already see the defiance from my move, but it made my grin spread maliciously as I decided to remind her of what a badass she was.

      "When you were ten, they told you not to play with us, and what did you do? Played with us. When you were twelve, they said we were nothing but bad influences, but did it stop you from meeting up with us? Not even close. When things went south with your mate, they told you not to dare come to us because we'd mock you like any other pair of wolf shifters. Instead, you came, and we comforted you, and were ready to kill the one who dared to make you shed a single tear. When you fell for Willow, they told you not to date her, and though you hate admitting it, you loved every fucking minute spent in Willow's company and only let go because you wanted me to have the chance to have her."

      She swallowed the lump in her throat as I fought my own emotions as I looked at her.

      "Every order you defied was to empower you and was in our favor. It didn't matter if they would punish you senseless or make you feel worthless. Your whole Coven could abandon you, but you know who would never?" I tapped on my chest three times, and lightly tapped on her nose three times. "Your true pack. Your pack of fucked-up misfits that you vowed to expand from the three of us to a lot of powerful wolf shifters who didn't fit right into the equation. You vowed that you'd use your witch gifts for good and the development of medicines that your Coven would charge an arm and a leg for, just to save their own."

      I took a step back then, but my statement was clear.

      "I don't know what information was passed down to you, Aurelia, nor do I give a fuck. I'm sure it's ancient witch drama shit that they now want to bring you into because it's convenient, not because they deem you worthy of it." My words struck the chord I wanted, and the lights began to flicker. "You can decide what you want, Aurelia, but if you think for a fucking second I'm going to let this shit of a Coven waltz into your life and fuck up what you cherish the most, then I think we have to join forces and remind them how powerful this alliance can be."

      With a smirk, I tried to walk past her, but her hand caught my wrist.

      "I had to do something," she whispered. "To...let go...in order to save them," she whispered. I knew what she was trying to say and didn't need her to go any further.

      "Something may be broken, but that doesn't mean it can't be fixed."

      My eyes side glanced over to meet hers as a single tear ran down her cheek.

      "We'll fix it, Aurelia. All you have to do is ask."

      She blinked back more tears before she slightly nodded. "I need help...please."

      I smiled then as my entire stance softened up.

      Turning my body, I pulled her into a hug and she hugged me back as sobs racked through her. I let her shed every tear, knowing damn well she needed this.

      Needed some sort of comfort until she was back on her feet and fighting for what she allowed to slip from her grasp.

      When she stopped crying, I waited for her to compose herself.

      "Have they left the city yet?"

      "No," she finally answered. "They're awaiting the deal."

      "Perfect." That's all I needed to know. "I want you back to your perky self by the morning."

      "Perky," she barked out the word like it was the worst insult I'd given her. "Crazy. Not perky. Fuck being happy."

      "You never say that when you get a girl's night with Willow," I prompted.

      "I miss those..." she whispered.

      I took a moment to think about it. "Give us a few days. I'll get you an opportunity."

      "Now you're just doing too much," she huffed, but I sensed the hidden elation in her words.

      "That's what best friends do, right?" I offered. "Or whatever bullshit they say in the movies."

      "Stop wasting time and get to fucking," she shooed me away. "Willow's gonna change to her male form soon and I already know you're going to need some stupid number of rounds to finally appease that sex drive."

      "You know, she doesn't complain," I reminded.

      Aurelia finally smirked and gave me a look. "Not to your face. She also tells me how much you love to call me Crazy Bitch."

      "See. I can't trust either of you," I dramatically stated with a shake of my head. "One day you're both going to say fuck it, kill me, and be together forever."

      "It's always good to have a backup," she stated with a wink.

      I smiled back and began walking away. "If that lotion is for Willow, I'll pay you double to make a whole skin line."

      "Triple and you have a deal."

      "Fine."

      She giggled and that genuinely made me smile as I reached the bedroom door.

      "Onyx."

      I expected her to stop, so I did exactly that but spoke before she could. "Friends always have each other's backs. I vowed to be there when we were kids. It's not going to change now that we’re adults."

      Glancing slightly over my shoulder, I saw her appreciative expression and whispered, "You'll get your pack back. All we need is to make our grand statement."

      Looking away, I decided to add a final note. "He never stopped loving you." A moment of silence went by before I finished. "Your words will do nothing to stop him from claiming what he wholeheartedly waited for all this while. That's a fact."

      I slid the door open and walked into the room, then closed it quietly and locked it in place.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep inhale and let the tension all out.

      "You're a good friend, Onyx."

      My wolf's acknowledgment made me smile as my eyes drifted to my sleeping Sugar.

      That's thanks to the girl who taught me how to be a good friend. A girl named Willow.
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      Beads of water continued to run down my muscled body, taking away any dirt, specks of dust, or lingering droplets of dried blood.

      The blood of any who defied us.

      I hadn't enjoyed a long shower like this in a good while, and yet it felt like a must for what was approaching - the clock ticking, second by second, in anticipation of a grand jubilee of uprising. I could sense the others in the pack, all of them attending to what needed to be done.

      When this was all over, we'd be drained after being awake for more the thirty hours, but it would all be worth it when we obtained what we've been striving for.

      I knew wasting time in the shower was stealing time away from fucking Willow, but I wanted to give her a bit more time to rest. When she slept all curled up in the sheets with her arms hugging her pillow, it was an internal struggle to slip her out of her serene slumber to dive into the world of pleasure.

      My cock would surely claim revenge on me if it could, but with this mate bond, I could sense just how drained Willow was.

      I can feel everything.

      Her strengths, weaknesses, happiness, and sadness, I could pick up on her frustration, her exhaustion, and the immense regret she still carried within her heart after what she'd committed. She knew it was wrong, to be a fallen soldier to the enemy of mental health.

      She wasn't wrong for falling. She was wrong for thinking not one single person would dive forward to catch her when her knees buckled and her shoulders couldn't carry the weight of this world any longer.

      She was wrong in thinking I wouldn't be there to catch her.

      Before, I would have been angry. I would have tortured her and marked every inch of her body with wounds until she acknowledged who she belonged to - that I never gave her permission to die without me - but I knew better.

      I got a glimpse of the way her mind processed things. The way it spiraled in worry while she silently stood there with a powerful front that masked everything she felt. No matter if she was in physical pain or emotionally hurting, she'd stand her ground so no one could take advantage of her.

      She'd been doing that since the day she'd died in the frigid waters, but the ultimate rejection from the pack she’d finally begun to feel safe within had tipped the brink of sanity and left her in a hopeless bubble she didn't expect to be trapped in.

      A trap that she somehow survived.

      I was giving her a few more minutes to be lost in her dreams. To allow her body to rest in comfort, knowing she was safe lying in those sheets and that no one would rip that serenity from her.

      Not even me...for once.

      Closing my eyes, I tilted my head upward, the beads of steaming warmth drenching my face as they ran through my drenched hair and down my chiseled body.

      There was so much to think about and no time to bother - enough worries to fill a well, but any more and it would overflow.

      My frustrations brewed from the endless reminders of how fucked up this world was. That no matter where you ran to or how long you ran for, your past - whether remembered or forgotten - would find you at the brink of tranquility, and you'd either survive the burdens of garbage it delivered or suffer the ultimate price of being too weak to endure it all.

      I wouldn't dare succumb to such scrutiny, but the thought tempted me.

      Maybe that was why my stalker tendencies helped ease the chaos within my mind. My obsession with Willow silenced the murmurs that sought my attention - the calls that begged for me to seek the roots of my frustration.

      I'm not ready for any of that.

      No matter how I was brought into and discarded from this world, I knew how serious it was to be a royal wolf. To carry royal blood and all the qualities that came with such a responsibility.

      I didn't have the capacity to deal with my baggage, nor did I have the temperament. My mind was focused on Willow's salvation, because as of now, she was a danger to herself and I wouldn't allow her the privilege to spiral down that cyclone once again.

      The gentle rawness of a kiss pressed against the middle of my back, sending shivers of heat and lust through me in seconds while that addictive aroma of cherry blossoms with hints of lavender tickled my nostrils.

      There went the worries, frustrations, and hidden fears - tucked away into their rightful chest to be buried until the next moment of undistracted tranquility.

      Now it was time to enjoy some Sugar.

      "You're supposed to be sleeping."

      My voice was far too tender in comparison to what I had in store for her - what I could already envision I'd be doing to her body while tugging at the pleasurable strings in her mind.

      "I was."

      Another shiver went down my spine, and I enjoyed the very movement of her lips against my flesh that grew hotter by the second.

      "Then I woke up."

      "And decided to intrude on my shower?"

      She actually giggled, and the purring vibrations that followed after another tender kiss made me lose the patience to keep toying with her.

      I turned very slowly, shielding her from the stream of hot water. It wasn’t like she wasn't already drenched from head to toe, but it allowed me to watch as the remaining beads rolled down her face and fell from the ends of her long, straight strands. I watched the fascinating movement of those droplets running down her naked body.

      She already held far too many hickeys across her skin to count, but I was already deciphering where the next set of pleasurable punishments would be placed - every spot with a different level of biting force.

      "I wasn't intruding," she dared to say as those lustful eyes of scorching blue bored into mine. "I was invited."

      "Oh really?" I couldn't help but be drawn in as she slowly bit her lip while she leaned right into my gravitational pull.

      "Mhmm."

      "What makes you think I invited you, Sugar?" If she didn't speak fast enough, I wouldn't give her another chance to defend herself until she was lost within the spiraling whirlwind of ecstasy against this steamy glass wall.

      "You only leave the door unlocked for me."

      Those smooth, wet lips teased my bottom one, brushing ever so slightly while the palpitating sensual force between us could make my ears ring.

      We shared a look of pure vulnerability, and it made me smile because my whole world was standing right here.

      Naked, baring my brand upon her flesh, and chosen by Mother Moon herself.

      "Ain't that the truth, Sweet Willow," I rumbled against her lips. I knew I wouldn't be able to tame myself any longer.

      I need you.

      Neither of us could say anymore - our bodies closing the distance as her mouth took the lead by slamming against mine. My groan was loud, a sigh of relief that echoed against the glass walls that were covered with steam.

      I allowed her this moment to be in full control, for her tongue to slip into the safety of my mouth and explore my walls and entwine with my tongue. But it only took a minute to awaken the hungry beast within me, and I pressed her against the wall and kissed her mercilessly.

      She melted into my touch, moaned with every kiss, and allowed herself to succumb to every touch that brought her closer to her approaching orgasm. I wanted her to cum just by touch. To be so turned on with every kiss, lick, and bite against her flesh that she'd have no choice but to submit to the rush of euphoria that would consume her at any second.

      "Moan my name, Sugar," I quietly ordered, leaving out any source of my authoritative manner to let her body cum when it was ready to.

      She didn't delay. I felt the rush of her climax crash through our connection, and my name slipped out of her mouth like a harmonic hymn.

      "Onyx!"

      Fuck. How beautiful it was to admire her as she came undone beneath my frame - her head falling back against the glass. The first release of our sexual rollercoaster ride was always the purest, and that was what I needed to encourage the next wave of activities that would leave her trembling.

      Leave her begging me to go on and on, until her very words held no sense to their meanings and her body quivered with glorious aftershocks.

      I urgently wanted to have my way with her, but this time around, I was going to take things slower. My mate had gone through an ordeal many didn't survive from, and I wanted to tend to those wounds she desperately tried to hide.

      My lips began to suck on the side of her neck, moving along her body that was recovering from her orgasmic high. I was impressed that she was still standing, since I felt her urge to let her shaky legs collapse - knowing I'd catch her no matter what.

      She remained standing, even as I got to my knees and left kisses down her thighs. Adjusting her stance was easy, and when I looked up at her, she lifted her head from the glass to return my gaze - as if sensing that I had to take this appreciative moment to confirm the power I had over her.

      After years of fucking, hours of lusting over one another with our bodies, this was the first time I bowed down to her. The first time for her to witness that I had a tender side to myself and only she would behold it at its full capacity.

      I had to remind her what she would have missed if she left me - what would have died if she died.

      There were no more delays, my head slipping between her legs and I enjoyed a deep inhale.

      "The pooling nectar between your legs is my kryptonite, Willow."

      Her reply couldn't be anything else but a choked moan as I went right into sucking her glistening pussy. She was so fucking wet, so sensitive from a mere suck, that it made me smile against her pussy folds before I dove into her like she was the greatest meal the world could ever serve me.

      Mother Moon knew I needed a woman who could survive my wrath.

      I played with her clit with my tongue, flicking at it and sucking it mercilessly until she was shaking while moaning my name. All I needed to do was slide my tongue right to make her cum, and her scream bounced against the walls as she braced herself for the pleasurable waves of her release.

      It was my turn to lick up all her cum, knowing just how sensitive she was in this heightened moment, and her groan only told me that the next build of ecstatic combustion was beginning to rise. Her whole body was arched so beautifully, as if the tiled wall was her bed that she was desperate to cling to.

      My tongue could do the taunting, but my eyes took her all in - her perky breasts and how hard those sensitive buds were, her abs which tempted me to give in to my desire to fuck her so hard that my cock would reach her very womb.

      Orgasm after orgasm followed for my Sweet Sugar until she was breathless with her fingers lost in my strands and my head still between her legs sucking her dry. She'd cum so much her juices were running down her inner legs, but I'd never let something so sacred go to waste. I had to enjoy every bit of her taste, especially when it was created because of my hard work.

      I sensed my Sugar wouldn't last much longer standing, but I had to enjoy one last display from beneath her. I made sure our eyes met once again, and I could imagine she was witnessing the blazing force of lust and hints of pride within my eyes.

      This was the woman that I'd loved for so many years. The sole individual I'd allowed to leave my lips when I begged Mother Moon for a mate who would understand all of me. She was created to be mine, and though I may have to get used to sharing her with more than one individual, it was clear as day that I'd always have first place in Willow's heart.

      I stroked her with my tongue, nice and slowly, knowing that was all I would need to make her cum. She shook at my taunting slowness, but as her breathing spiked and her body grew rigid, I knew only seconds would pass until she'd be enjoying another explosive euphoria.

      She came right then and there, her scream silently lost in her throat as her whole body shook. I moved fast enough to be up and catching her before her knees could buckle. I held her through her high, unable to not leave a few more kisses against her flesh as she shuddered against me.

      "Onyx," she finally breathed my name, and there was a unique tenderness to her voice that made me smile.

      "Tonight, I wanted to show you how much control you have over me, Willow," I rasped into her ear. "How you set me on fire with desire. How your burning desire to conquer another day is what pushes me to remain in this world."

      My arms hooked around her as I leaned back enough to look into her eyes. They were glassy as she understood every bit of my statement, and I leaned down until our foreheads pressed together - our unified sign of acceptance.

      "I want you to remember that I'll only bow down to you. That you're my only queen in this damn universe, and you're the only one who can tame me." My wolf approached then, as my power struggled to not come out and display just how powerful we were to our mate. "We'll only ever submit to you." My voice was deeper now as my wolf contributed to the intense admission. "And that's something no one else will ever be able to do. Absolutely no one."

      The black shadows of my energy licked off my flesh as it moved to caress her bare frame.

      She opened her eyes to meet mine, and I knew she understood.

      "I won't forget that ever again," she whispered with trembling lips. I felt her swirling emotions, and I let them have their moment as I pulled her into a tight hug and moved enough for the stream of water to drench both of us once more.

      I wished for the warm water to ease her pain. To let it bleed away and flow into the drain where it belonged. There was no need for her to carry it any longer, nor her sense of guilt. We could no longer change what had occurred, but we could change the future, and that started now.

      We soon kissed as if to seal the unconscious deal and after some more minutes of gentle kissing, my patience had run out.

      "Bed," I practically growled against her swollen lips, and she smiled while her eyes held a hint of rejuvenation in their twinkling glow.

      I shut off the water and we kissed, letting the beads of water fall from our bodies. After a half-assed job of patting ourselves dry, we were already in bed kissing and clinging to one another.

      I knew Willow enjoyed touching me, and the intimacy it brought when her hands glided along my muscled chest and biceps. The moment of tenderness was over, and I had the urge to keep to my promise of punishing her. It wouldn't be as rough as I would have normally planned, but enough to remind her to think of me when she decided to do things that were borderline insane.

      "On your stomach," I growled into her ear, and I knew it sent excitement through her because I could feel it through our connection. Being bonded was going to be an intriguing experience because I knew she could feel me too.

      Sense my immense passion and lust for her, and the little things like my own insecurities, such as the idea of losing her.

      She turned, and I reached for her hands with ease, crossing and tying them with a black ribbon.

      "Should I ask where you got that?" she inquired. It made me smile as a deep chuckle escaped me.

      "No." My response should have been more dominant in nature, but I found her question a little too amusing because of the hint of disappointment in her tone. "If it wasn't for this odd headboard, you'd be tied to it.

      "That doesn't sound too bad," she mumbled, and I knew she was going to continue, but I cut her off by slapping her right ass cheek. She moaned instead, and the way her body arched with her on her knees while those crossed arms rested before her made my cock harden with twitching desire.

      "You're not going to be able to walk by the end of this," I warned. I wouldn't go too hard with what we had planned in a few hours, but just enough for her to remember who fucked her to that very state.

      "Good," she practically purred. "I wouldn't want it any other way."

      This woman...

      I gathered her hair, tugged her head right back, and smothered my lips against hers in three seconds. She moaned into my mouth while her ass practically sat on my cock as we both seemed to be sitting on our knees while I enjoyed devouring her mouth.

      She was a breathless mess afterward, but I pushed her back down and already had my cock at the entrance of her spasming pussy. She was more than ready to take every inch of me, so there was no more need for foreplay.

      I'd been patient. Now it was time to claim my mate.

      The thought made me pause then, and for some odd reason, I leaned down, lifted her joined arms, and stared at the back of her hand that displayed the symbol that represented whatever my heritage was.

      "Onyx?" Willow sounded a bit confused, especially since I wasn't the type to get distracted when I got rough. Ignoring her, I leaned down further until my lips pressed firmly against the mark. Willow moaned then, and I could only wonder how she was feeling as I felt the funnel of our connection suddenly grow to an intensity that almost made me feel raw.

      Like an open book for my destined mate to see, read, and enjoy.

      The touch also ignited a stronger, more possessive force within me that needed relief in the form of sexual jubilee. I let go of her hand and glided my cock into her the next second. The two of us stilled because the intensity of our lust was mind-blowing.

      Whatever I'd just unlocked or activated made all the sensations richer, stronger. I knew our bodies were about to endure something fucking magical.

      "You ready, Sugar?" I inquired with smug confidence that would probably piss her off if we weren't so fucking hypersensitive at this moment.

      "Talk less and fuck me, dammit," she insisted. I wasn't even mad because she was hungry for my cock. Her pussy was pulsing around me, and it really reminded me that we hadn't fucked for a bit.

      Time to change that.

      I inched slowly out until just my tip remained inside her, leaving her to whimper in impatience, while I took in how her arousal coated my entire length.

      "Are you going to be good, Willow?" I was being a real dick now, but my wolf was riding up my ass. There was something about having her submit to me that turned all my gears of hunger on high and encouraged me to fuck her senseless.

      I was expecting her to be defiant, but she groaned out her reply. "Yes." When I slid myself in just slightly, she moaned and added, "I'll be a good mate."

      The reminder made me smile as I gave her what she wanted by sinking deeply into her the next second. The move sent her right into an orgasm, and she moaned into the pillow while her crossed arms remained in front of her.

      I couldn't help leaning over and laying a kiss on her shoulder as if to comfort her, the touch of affection seemingly contributing to a spike of vigor.

      “For now, Willow, you're all mine." I meant it because, in this room, I could grasp our thrumming energies, their forces entwining together in glee. There was no other desire to delay as I began to move - thrusting in and out of her with relentless force.

      She moaned like a choir master, only my name was the chorus and the verses only begged for more of me. I gripped her firmly as I fucked her hard and fast, my hand occasionally slapping her ass to remind her who was in power in this pursuit of gratification.

      When she came, it didn't slow me down as I continued to ram into her - my release still far away. I was purposely holding it back, attempting to give my queen as many orgasms as I could before I allowed my own to consume me.

      It was a challenge, one I'd do again and again just for her. By the time my climax began to tease my senses, we were coated with beads of sweat and panting like animals in heat.

      "Wait for me to cum, Sugar," I warned her, knowing from the fluttering of her pussy walls she was a few thrusts away from another orgasm. She could barely talk, but her muffled response held a bit of defiance in it that ticked me off.

      My wolf rammed into me, taking over so fast I almost missed it. Pulling out, I flipped Willow onto her back and rammed back into her in seconds - my hand around her throat as I leaned right down to smash my possessive lips against hers.

      She endured the heated kiss as my cock filled her up, and I tightened my grip around her neck to prove a point. "Don't try and defy me now, Willow." My voice was the deepest I'd ever heard it, and a part of me felt this wasn't just my wolf in control.

      This was a spark of the hidden power I kept at bay, and if I didn't reel it back this instant, it would consume me.

      Her weak eyes were barely open but they locked onto my blazing ones and I wondered if they still had their silver rings or if they were nothing but black voids. She didn't seem frightened by my threat. She held a hint of confusion as if she were determining whether this was a sex dream or my wolf being a possessive jerk.

      "You'll cum with me," I repeated. She nodded because my hand was still gripping her tight enough to stop her from panting. I loosened my grip and then devoured her mouth once more as my hips went right back to thrusting forward and back.

      My building orgasm hadn't tempered from the sudden pause. It only escalated at the thought Willow was holding off her explosive release for me. I could feel the tension, the way her walls spasmed in impatience. I enjoyed the way she was clinging to every strand of bodily control to stop her from cumming.

      I only needed a few more deep thrusts, leaving me to change my angle just slightly to hit that spot I knew would make her come undone. She fought against my devious plan, but her moans were whimpering screams, begging for me to cum.

      My Sweet Willow had been punished enough, and she was going to reap the reward.

      "Cum, Willow!" I ordered and with one final thrust, we howled in ecstasy that thrummed through us. This amount of pleasure was something I'd never experienced, and it rendered me lost in its spinning force of elation that struck every nerve and left me frozen.

      I could only focus on breathing as it felt like my senses were overflowing with bliss. It took a few minutes for me to think straight, and I took my time pulling out of Willow. For the first time in a long time, I was done for.

      There was no need for more rounds because I was wholeheartedly satisfied, and the sight of Willow completely wasted beneath me was enough to make that foreign energy return to slumber.

      I reached out to untie her wrists, and I knew she was long gone in the realms of sleep. The poor girl was going to try to obliterate me when she woke up, but I hoped I wouldn't be here to feel her wrath.

      Normally, I would have gotten right into cleaning up, but my very limbs needed a moment to relax. I collapsed next to Willow and pulled her right into my arms. She didn't stir in the slightest, which only confirmed that she wouldn't be awake until much later.

      "You're lucky my room is soundproof."

      Neo's voice trickled through my mind, the communication just between us. The smile on my face was a cocky one, but I wouldn't deny that I was grateful for that minor detail.

      As if knowing Aurelia was hearing us fuck would make me feel uncomfortable.

      "I know it wouldn't," he casually noted. "Though I'm sure the whole building would hear you if it wasn't."

      Valid point.

      "She's going to hate you."

      Probably. Are you mad that I fucked her in your bed?

      "No." His answer was genuine. "As long as she's satisfied, I couldn’t care less where you fuck."

      That's not the reason why we're talking then.

      "No." His silence only confirmed he sensed what I sensed.

      If you're going to ask, I'm not sure myself. That hasn't happened before.

      "Ever?"

      Ever.

      Never had I potentially lost control of myself like that, and from my wolf's silence, he was trying to figure out what had come over us, how our power had become a controlling force.

      "Most likely a royal trait."

      One I know nothing about.

      He was quiet, which told me he was considering if I was being legit.

      "We won't dive into it now." His statement interested me. "Not because it's not important, but because I feel our enemy wants you to start searching."

      I told Viktor to look into it.

      "That's fine. They won't expect him to, and if they did, they would think he's searching for more information on the mysterious heir and not Willow the decoy."

      What if that happens again?

      I noticed the flicker of intrigued anticipation from his end, leaving him to state the obvious, "Let it come out to play. I think we both know Willow can stand anything when it comes to us."

      Anything by my definition is far different from yours.

      "True," he replied. "But my confidence hasn't wavered." I felt like he was fading away then, but he got the last say. "I'll be there by dawn. Better enjoy your power nap."

      He was gone, and I actually chuckled at his boldness.

      "Fucker is cockier than me," I grumbled, but further relaxed as I enjoyed Willow's scent. After kissing her temple and then her lips, I allowed my eyes to close.

      The taste of my mate is sweet like sugar.
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      ~WILLIAM~

      "It's crooked."

      "In what way?"

      "Can't you see it's off by a slight centimeter?"

      "Your perfectionist nature is worse than my desire to redo this painting."

      "You're not redoing anything, but I swear you're going to have paintings of Willow with everyone at some point."

      "As long as I'm next, I don't care."

      "You'd destroy her."

      "Maybe." There was a pause. "But I could bring her back to life."

      "I'd murder you if you dare try that nonsense."

      "Hmmm."

      "Neo," the feminine voice growled in warning.

      "Fine. Only because you should be using that magic to finish whatever is overflowing on the stove.

      "Overflo-oh fucking shit!" The shriek was loud enough to force me to open my eyes, my vision washed over by the bright rays of the sun.

      It had to be well into the morning, and I knew from the pounding ache in my head that I needed my pills for the sake of my own sanity. Moving only made me groan, my body sore as ever after that explosive night.

      Or morning. Whatever.

      I didn't feel close to refreshed. How could I after what I could only assume was three to four hours of sleep? After what surely could have been thirty hours of wakefulness, I wanted to sleep for a few months, if not a year.

      So much happened that a mere recap wouldn't help me absorb it all. All I could acknowledge in my exhausted state was the fact I was alive, had mind-blowing sex with a break in between, and then explosive sex, and that I was officially a wolf shifter.

      It was a bit intriguing because I didn't feel any different, but I decided to take this brief moment to try to locate my wolf in my subconsciousness, my attention searching within the depths of my mind.

      It didn't take long until her eyes opened to reveal pink jewels with hints of purple and white. The longer I focused, the easier it was to pick up on the fragments of blue and gold. Her eyes were mesmerizing to look at, leaving me wishing that my eyes were the same dazzling mixture of unique coloring.

      She blinked a few times, and I debated on whether to speak to her. It would be the first time ever speaking to her - the first experience that some took for granted at the age of sixteen.

      Even in my male state, I wished to say something that expressed how grateful I was for her awakening. To finally be a part of our community and to prove that her arrival was about to change my life forever.

      It was a great debate that left me stumped because what could possibly convey how extraordinary she was? What could express how proud I was of her perseverance to remain within me for who knew how long since her creation.

      It felt like she'd been here with me the entire time, been hidden within the shadows of myself, trying to reach me, but knowing that the time wasn't right. Had she witnessed all the wrongs done to me, and been left feeling helpless because there was nothing she could do?

      The paralyzing thought made me feel almost unworthy of her grace. I felt like I should have worked harder to try to find a way to unlock her majestic essence.

      She took a step out of the shadows, her white fur that held tinsel strands of pink, purple, gold, and blue shimmering in the glint of illumination. Those fascinating eyes held immense wisdom, but I didn't expect her melodic voice of calm.

      "You are the only one worthy of my resurrection."

      Res...Resurrection?

      It was a peculiar word to use when she hadn't lived before, but then again, I wasn't sure. Maybe it had to do with the Pink Moon, but until I got the chance to learn more about my heritage, I would be a blind wolf.

      I can't find the words to express...my happiness.

      "Unnecessary. I feel your gratitude, relief, excitement, and hopefulness for what is to come. I also feel your uncertainty about what our future holds and your fear of diving into this realm of shifters that has fought hard to silence us." Her words were wise but held a comforting power that further calmed me. "With time, the truth will be revealed. Until then, take on the next set of challenges a day at a time and know I am here with you when my aid is needed."

      That will be something I'll have to get used to.

      For so long I'd relied on myself to face any storm that came my way. Knowing I had a second line of defense within myself was far too good to be true, and yet here I was.

      "There will be plenty of time to get used to my company," she replied. "I suggest you awaken. Your company worries about you."

      Right. I need to take my meds as well. You'll be here then?

      "Right here. Watching. Do not fear. I will intrude only if necessary to prove our fortitude."

      Thank you.

      I must have fallen back asleep since it felt like I was trying to wake up once again.

      "William."

      It took me a moment to recognize Neo's voice, but when my brain acknowledged it, my eyes opened and stared into his hollow ones. I remained still for a hot minute, observing the depths of those hollow orbs of thrumming power.

      I bet many who got the opportunity to see Neo without his blindfold and eyes wide open surely shivered in fear, for their appearance meant death was knocking on your door.

      Except for me.

      "It's too fucking early," I grumbled and turned right over - flinching in the process. "Fucking Onyx. I'll murder him. No. I'll torture him, cut his dick off, and then murder him."

      "Are you going to cook it, too?" Neo casually asked.

      The question was tempting, but I sat up and shivered.

      "No. That's just fucking cruel," I barked in annoyance. The thought was literally disgusting to me, and my poor cock practically shriveled in hopes of not being seen by anyone who dared try to cut it off.

      "Yet the female you did that to Garfield's brother."

      I should have cringed at the memory, but it made me smile widely while I slowly looked over my shoulder to see Neo relaxing against the window. It was something I expected more from Onyx, but the sight was rather immaculate in presentation. The sun's rays embraced his body and made it look as if he were descending from the gates of heaven.

      "As Willow, I have no worries regarding the male anatomy," I noted and groaned at the pain in my head. "What time is it?"

      "Ten," Neo replied. "Aurelia went to get your new meds. She explained that you need a stronger dose for a couple of weeks."

      "Stupid," I grumbled at the idea, but I guess I should have been grateful. Deciding to get my ass up, I made it to the edge of the bed and two steps before Neo was in front of me, ensuring I didn't face-plant on the floor.

      "Easy, William," Neo warned. His concern only frustrated me as I fought against my weak limbs and moved out of his hold to go to the washroom.

      Alright, I was being a jackass this morning, but either this blasting headache was going to knock me right out or the blood rushing to my length that pressed against my black boxers was going to explode.

      That mere touch from Neo set off this spike of desire to fuck the shit out of him. As a female, it was something I could easily control - or get a moment to kiss his delicate lips and calm myself down - but as a male, my whole thought process was different.

      It was animalistic, hungry, and couldn’t care less about this damn headache if it meant I'd pin Neo down and fuck him in the ass.

      I'm so fucked up right now.

      Thankfully I reached the washroom and took advantage of this moment to piss. Finishing up, I washed my hands before looking in the mirror to see how rough I looked. The pain was obvious in my expression, and though I tried to carry a “don't mess with me” look when I wasn't at work or trying to please the press, I looked a bit too dangerous for the outside world.

      I noticed I was a bit taller, which was surprising because I'd done nothing to my magic levels to change my male appearance. My physique hadn't changed much, my muscles and abs were all intact, but the slight height difference would make me a tad taller than Onyx and Dimitris, but the same height as Saint and Neo. Jayce was still the tallest of us all.

      Shaking my head and regretting it because of the immediate banging, I turned the faucet on and splashed my face with cold water. I did it a few times, needing to get out of this state and get on with whatever bullshit we had to deal with.

      I guess if I took into consideration the fact that I’d confronted Dubai’s mob of fuckers like a boss, killed Garfield’s brother and set the safe house on fire, been killed myself, visited Mother Moon and was brought back thanks to Onyx and Neo, was brought to the Alpha Forest by my younger sister, confronted Garfield and almost died, awakened my first shift, confronted Neo’s…whatever, and managed to be fucked senseless by Onyx not once but twice, not to mention the fact that Jayce almost died yesterday, I could humbly conclude the world was lucky they were going to see my face today, because I was spent.

      I felt Neo behind me, so when I noticed the face towel was gone from the golden ring it had been on mere seconds ago, I knew he was the ultimate culprit of such trickery.

      Turning around, I leaned against the sink counter to support myself, while ignoring the unbalanced feeling I felt. My eyes were locked on Neo's eyelids, and I knew he was analyzing my energy.

      "Is your head hurting that badly?" His voice was far too tender. I'd been treating him like shit since the moment I woke up and he was being nice to me.

      "It's a pain in my arse, but you're clearly competition for that position," I barked and offered my hand. "Towel."

      "Why?" he tossed back and my frown deepened as his lips curled slightly.

      "Don't test me today, Neo."

      "I'm not testing you," he tossed back.

      "You're not helping me either," I acknowledged.

      "You're only being an ass because you're frustrated."

      "Frustrated is an understatement."

      "I wasn't referring to your mood, William."

      I knew exactly what he was referring to, but I was already leaving the washroom and heading back to the bed. He was following me, which I suspected he would, but I didn't think he'd actually try to stop me until his hand grabbed my wrist.

      "William."

      "Why don't we change the subject to Nico?" I announced. The tension spiked up in the room, but it didn't frighten me in the slightest as I turned right around to see his open eyes once more. "I want to see him for a sec."

      "I don't think you're in the proper mindset to see him." Neo was still calm, but a glimpse of his energy told me he didn't like the plan.

      "Let him out to play, Neo, or I'll call him myself," I threatened. Neo observed me carefully and took a step forward so we were inches apart.

      Now I really couldn't think with how close he was, and it just went to hell as I growled and claimed his lips with a possessive kiss. He’d expected this - he had to with how he delved right into the fervent movement. I gripped his black shirt and forced him to remain as close to me as he could.

      The kiss was nothing like when I was female. There was no mercy. Only rough kisses, sloppy sucks, and groans from both of us. My cock was hard and begging to get out, but I couldn't let it side-track me now.

      As if I hadn't just gone off course.

      Neo suddenly had me down against the bed, his hand along my throat while I gasped at the pain - and pleasure - it ignited. He took every advantage of this new predicament as his tongue darted into my mouth and took complete control.

      His dominance outraged me, but this was Neo's time to shine in strength because he pinned me down with ease while he continued to keep me in a throat hold. His other hand was doing me a favor - slipping beneath the waistband of my boxers and retrieving my hard cock before I could defiantly tell him to fuck off.

      The way he gripped my cock had me moaning into his mouth, the tight hold only sending trickles of pleasure as it grew even harder. I was sure I'd pop a blood vessel down there, my thick length all veiny while precum already glazed the tip of it, but Neo was already on the move - his hand gliding up and down my length at a diligent rate.

      "You called?" Neo's voice was deeper now, and it forced me to open my eyes to see the magnificent smirk that probably belonged to the devil rather than to his handsome yet delicate face.

      "Nico," I practically panted, amazed that he was projecting such smug calmness while his hand was working overtime to make me cum.

      "I should punish you for thinking you can call me out of the blue," he voiced in warning, and yet he only moved his hand in haste. It left me biting my lip to tame my grunts, but my efforts were hopeless as he paused just to kiss me so passionately I almost passed out from the lack of oxygen.

      He was playing with fire by pushing me with this nagging headache, but I was playing with ice, and the combination resulted in this chaotic confrontation of lustful banter.

      "Should I continue?" he stated suddenly when I was inching closer to my release. He stopped abruptly, smiling at the way my eyes narrowed while my cheeks were surely flushed. He knew he was in control, and though I wanted him to get the fuck off me and do shit myself, I knew it would be impossible to get out of his hold.

      Neo...maybe...but Nico? Fucking hell to the no.

      "Continue," I whispered with my husky voice, the vulnerability in it more than enough to satisfy him as he somehow went back to the swift speed he'd left off at.

      It didn't take long. With a few added bites from his teeth to my collarbone and shoulders, I was cursing his name.

      "Fuck! Neo!" He let go of me right at my release, but I didn't expect his hot mouth to take in my cock and consume every shot that escaped. "Fucking shit..." I drawled out, my head falling back while the world felt like it was spinning.

      I didn't regret this in the slightest, but if I didn't pop some pills or stab myself with an injection, I'd be fucked.

      Everyone would be fucked.

      Lips crashed against mine, and we both groaned at the slightly salty taste of my release that lingered in his mouth. His kisses slowly shifted to a more tender pace, while he managed to slip my cock back into my boxers.

      Breaking the kiss, I opened my eyes to confirm Neo was back, and though his eyes were open, he looked as if he were analyzing me carefully.

      "What?" I huffed while trying to catch my breath.

      "You should be scared of me," Neo whispered, and something about it triggered me as my vision seemed to blackout for a split second. I now had a shocked Neo beneath me on the bed - both hands around his neck while I leaned right in to answer his statement.

      "Why?" My voice was almost unrecognizable as a guy, and I had to fight the urge to laugh. "Because you bite?" I kissed him firmly on his lips and tugged on his bottom lip with enough force to break his flesh and trigger a spot of blood. I sucked it in one movement, sensing how my move, which was rather fucked up, was turning Neo on from the emotional whirlwind happening between us.

      "I can always bite back," I whispered with a threatening grin.

      Neo didn't seem too disturbed by the bite, but he muttered, "Aurelia."

      A light tap to my head suddenly snapped me out of whatever momentary madness I was in, and Aurelia sighed. "I leave to make sure your month’s worth of medicine didn't become the new floor decor of Neo's kitchen, and you're acting like a fool and about to assault the poor man."

      I gave her a side look while my lips pouted.

      "If I wasn't happy to see you, I'd be appalled by your intrusion," I truthfully stated.

      "At least I know you love me enough to return to your sane senses," she huffed and offered me four pills and a glass of water. I arched my eyebrow at the double dose, and she added, "You're going to need a double dose for today. It doesn't have any side effects, I promise."

      "You’re lucky I trust you with my life or else I'd have several questions," I complained, but I was really fucking grateful because who knew what could have just happened.

      As a girl, I knew Neo and Aurelia could handle me, and Onyx was always the last resort, but I'd never lost myself as a male.

      Tossing the pills into my mouth, I downed the water in a few gulps, and suddenly felt so dizzy, Neo had no choice but to catch me.

      "Fuck. William?" Neo asked. I just groaned right back because it felt like I was on a spinning rollercoaster. "I thought you said there were no side effects?"

      "Give it a minute," Aurelia assured him. She didn't sound too worried but if this rollercoaster ride in my brain didn't end, I'd be vomiting everywhere.

      "There are no side effects," she stressed. "But it takes a minute to kick in, and by kick in, I mean he probably feels like he's on a rollercoaster."

      Neo sighed, and it felt like I was being lifted up and laid back down onto the bed.

      "His trust in you is amazing."

      "I earned that trust," Aurelia stated with pride. "Though I didn't take into consideration a double dose would mean double the rollercoaster effect. That was my bad."

      "Right," Neo replied. "Can you watch him? Dimitris is bugging me and I can’t ignore him."

      "Like you have been for the last fifteen minutes?" Aurelia revealed.

      There was a brief silence.

      "Dimitris called me to ask what you were doing,” she elaborated.

      "And you said?"

      "Fucking William."

      "You're not one to be truthful."

      "You're not a girl who needs me to lie for her."

      "If I was a girl we wouldn't get along."

      "If you were a girl, trust me when I say I wouldn’t give two shits about your bond and date Willow all over again just to piss you off."

      "Still hate me, huh?" Neo sounded amused, but I suddenly felt his lips on mine.

      "William."

      I'd completely forgotten we could communicate mentally.

      Fucking spinning shit. I hate this stuff.

      "I'm going to assume that means you're well."

      I'll be good in a bit...maybe. I trust that Aurelia won't accidentally kill me.

      "Something we can both agree upon. I'll be in the living room. Dimitris needs me to do something."

      Are you okay? Fuck...I didn't mean to do that.

      "It was hot."

      Don't lie to me, Lethal Fucker.

      "Is that my new nickname?"

      For now, unless my female side can think of something far more creative. That shit works better with a brain full of estrogen and not testosterone.

      He chuckled in my mind.

      "Right."

      You're an artist. You were born to be creative.

      "My creativity wasn't a born trait, William. It's a coping mechanism."

      That had me stalling whatever comeback I’d had a second ago. I didn't feel as emotionally triggered by his statement, but it was enough to silence me.

      "I'm fine, William. Your display of insanity was rather hot. Do that again when we're alone in bed. I'd like to see who's a better match against Nico."

      Nope. You'd kill me.

      "Not sure about that seeing as you could have killed me, and we both know that."

      I purposely ignored him, and I felt his presence drift away.

      "I'll be back. Stick around with Aurelia."

      The sound of the door closing told me he was gone, and I worked on opening my eyes as the spinning finally came to a stop. It took an extra minute, but I felt back to normal and even rejuvenated.

      "Damn. What voodoo did you put in that stuff?" I asked in shock as I sat right up. Aurelia was giving me her beaming smile of pride while she stood to the right of the bed near the massive floor-to-ceiling windows.

      "I know. I'm a witch genius. Shower me with praise," she hummed in delight. "So are you going to fuck Neo now or can I give you a quick physical so I can ensure the new skincare line your Stalker Lover bought will benefit you?"

      "We weren't going to fuck," I huffed and ruffled my hair as I swung my legs over the edge and began to stretch out the multiple knots in my muscles.

      Aurelia arched an eyebrow my way as she crossed her arms over her chest and lowered her gaze to my groin. I followed to see it was hard and practically protruding out of the black fabric that was doing nothing to hide the obvious.

      How the fuck am I hard when he jerked me right off?

      "The male anatomy is fucked up," I huffed.

      Aurelia laughed. "Now you realize that?"

      I got up to let her do the quick physical. I didn't care about her patting me down and taking her measurements. It was something she did on the regular because she was a perfectionist in creating anything I'd ingest or put upon my body.

      "Wait. What did Bulky Mass of a Fucker do?"

      "He's paying for you to be the first to get my skincare line," she replied and returned to her current humming tune.

      "When did you have a skincare line?"

      "Since you almost fell to your doom, but I hadn't finished infusing it with magic."

      "What does it do?"

      "Make your skin marvelous while keeping your magic levels at a balanced rate. Apply it after showering every day and you'll feel a lot better in the next couple of days. You'll need it now that your wolf is awakened and all."

      "Right," I replied. "She's...beautiful."

      Aurelia paused as she was measuring my chest to look up at me.

      "You got taller."

      "I noticed," I replied back as I looked down at her. We shared a look, and she further smiled. "Let's get that sample and try it-"

      I stopped her before she could move away, my hand wrapping around her wrist, which forced her to look back at me in question.

      "What?"

      "You can be mad, you know?"

      She stared at me with that innocent face of confusion, but my eyes softened as I held her wrist, noticing the slight tremble in her hand.

      "Aurelia," my voice was soft and husky, "I see right through you."

      "See what?" She laughed it off. "There's nothing to be mad about."

      "You know no matter who I'm mated to now, there's always a part of me that still loves you," I quietly voiced. "A part of me reads you like a book, just like Onyx does to me for shits and giggles."

      She remained still, still trying to keep her facade, but I let go of her as I gave her all my attention. "I still know when you're hurting, Aurelia. I specifically know when I've done something to break your heart. So...let it ou-"

      I didn't finish as the slap to my cheek made my head go to the right side. I smirked as I caught onto her deep inhale, while my cheek stung from the force of her slap. I could sense Neo’s and even Onyx's curiosity, but I mentally urged them with my feelings to not interfere.

      "Did I even once come up in your mind?" she whispered, and I already knew I'd get a second slap on the other cheek, sending my head back to the left. "That...losing you would fuck me right up? That losing my best friend who's been with me through thick and thin would trigger a bunch of madness that disabled me from being right there for you?!"

      She tried to slap me a third time, but I stopped her - her wrist in my grasp as her wild golden eyes brewed with anger. My eyes merely softened at the sight, while I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      Out of everyone - the Forbidden Pack, Onyx, Viktor, and even Papa Dearest - I knew within my soul that my suicide would ruin Aurelia. The consequences with the others were dangerous if not lethal, but Aurelia?

      Her magic would seek vengeance for me until the world fell in flames.

      When we said Ride-or -ie, it was rather literal. If one of our roads ended, the other would ride down to steal us from death or take as many fuckers as possible with us to the grave.

      She knew if death stole her from me, there would be no second thought. I'd turn this world upside down and meet her in the fields of Mother Moon's sanctuary.

      I knew this...and yet I took that step off the cliff.

      Moving her hand, I pressed my lips to the palm of it and allowed my eyes to close as tears ran down them. I didn't deserve to cry, and yet I couldn't stop myself. It hurt to see Aurelia in pain, and what hurt more was the fact that I was the culprit of that agony.

      "Forgive me, Aurelia." It was all I could pleadingly ask of her. To accept my blind-sightedness at that moment and forgive me for the coward I'd been.

      The pain was too much for me. The rejection, the heartache, the intense desire for purpose, and knowing I'd never obtained that ultimate dream was debilitating. My world was dark, and no amount of light could pierce through my demise.

      It took Mother Moon talking sense to me for that new vision to awaken and reveal that there was a way out right there and then, yet I couldn't wait another hour. I couldn't wait for another second in that pit of endless agony.

      My eyes opened slowly to see the tears spill down her face, and even through the anger, the pain, and her burning desire to reject my plea, I knew right there in the core of those irises that she would forgive me.

      I knew the day Aurelia and I met that we'd be in each other's lives for a long-ass time, but when we dated for a year, I knew this world would be dull without her joy. Romantically or not, there was no doubt in my mind that she'd be by my side, no matter if her Coven tried to shun her away from me, or Roberto fought to keep me away from her.

      We were magnets, destined to connect, and though our romance fell through, it was on agreeable terms. No matter rain or shine, we'd be besties.

      There were ups and downs, periods of quietness and weeks of banter and fun, nights of amazing pleasure, and moments of endless sorrow. The rollercoaster ride with Aurelia was one I'd ride again and again, and even now that I'd awakened my wolf and was on a new path Mother Moon set out for me, I needed her support.

      Not just for her wondrous medicines and herbs, financial backup, and powerful position, but because she was my best friend and with her as my backbone, I could walk confidently out of this penthouse and prove to the world who William De Luca was.

      Claim my legacy in front of the world.

      "Dummy," she whispered and hit my chest with her clenched fist. "Dummy. Dummy. Dummy!" She kept hitting me with her fists, but we both knew it wasn't even close to hard enough to hurt me. Her tears continued to spill down her face as she kept insulting me, her lips trembling as she lifted her head to look up at me.

      "You know you're stuck with me," she seethed. "Damn asshole!"

      "So you forgive me?" I offered with a slight smile that was nowhere near joyous. It was a sad smile, one that made my heart clench and triggered more tears while Aurelia began to sob.

      "Obviously, stupid," she cried. "I forgive you."

      I took that moment to hug her, and she cried into my hold. I didn't fight my own muffled sobs. The last time I cried as a male was when I'd triggered this magical shift for the first time as a child. It was the moment when I realized I could gain my father's love, even if it wasn't a permanent change.

      The moment triggered tears, and I vowed I wouldn't cry again in this form of power, but this was the only exception because I needed to let go of these feelings. Let the guilt flow outward, just like I had with the Forbidden Pack.

      There was still one more person I needed to confront, and I would before my grand debut from the "dead", but until then, I'd embrace these emotions and let them all out, for Aurelia deserved to know how regretful I was.

      She had to be reminded that she was still and always would be important to me.

      When we both calmed down, she turned away to compose herself.

      "You need to eat. If you want to shower, best do it now. Your set of clothes is in the closet but call me when you're done because it's going to be tricky." She headed to the door. "And before you freak out, yes, I paid for that."

      I had no clue what she meant, but she was gone with the slide of the door. I knew she needed a moment to get back to her joyful, slightly crazy self, so I wasn't worried she'd change her mind.

      My eyes drifted around the room until they literally froze on the magnificent artwork I was shocked had been placed there this entire time. She had to have used some magic to hide its magnificent display. The conversation from earlier when I was barely awake suddenly made perfect sense as I took it all in.

      I expected it to be a picture of me and one of the guys due to the last painting being of Dimitris and me, but no. This masterpiece wasn't just me.

      It was three of us: Onyx, Neo, and me as Willow.

      There I stood in between them like in the forest after our mate bond had activated - Neo standing in front of me with my hand in his grasp and his lips tenderly pressed against my branded hand, while Onyx stood behind me, my other hand in his grasp, while his lips tenderly brushed my temple.

      The three of us were in attire that screamed royalty. I was impressed by the crowns that sat upon our heads; each one was different and unique, as if to accent the idea that we were from different kingdoms.

      My dress was pink, as was my hair, and shifted to various colors of gold and blue. The material was sheer in nature, with sleeves that were so thin they showed my peachy flesh and the fine design of my wolf tattoo.

      My hair was in a crown braid, and my eyes were as vivid as ever. They somehow captured pure happiness, as if this were an alternate universe where the world wasn't so dark and cruel.

      Neo looked superb, his eyes of red giving me a glimpse of how they must have once looked: rubies that looked at me with immense appreciation. A slight smile was on his lips, and he wore a suit of royalty, one of red with black accents that decorated the attire and made the gold trimming pop out further.

      Onyx carried his possessive dominance even in the hand-painted image, that confident smile of his, even as he placed a kiss on my cheek, was exactly what he'd do in real life, while his eyes sparkled with deadly mischief.

      He wore a similar suit to Neo, only the color combination was black and silver with white trimming. His crown of metallic silver made the onyx jewels embedded in the center and around the crown decoratively stand out even more and was completely different from Neo's gold crown with red rubies.

      I took a better glance at my crown, one of black with various colored jewels. The variation in shades reminded me of the moment in the ring weeks ago, when my vision had been damaged. I would never forget the sight of my men standing in the silent crowd after a glorious victory.

      This entire painting left me wondering what mindset Neo was in to create such a piece of work. The theme was so random and yet fit perfectly in a world I knew nothing about.

      There was so much to unravel, and no time in our current cycle of circumstances to dive into what I felt was vital to grasp in this new world I'd stumbled right into. My preparation for this world was tossed out when I didn't shift like so many my age, but I guess there was no point in worrying about the past.

      All those who dismissed me will one day witness me with a fearless smile upon my face.

      The knock on the door tugged me out of my thoughts, and there was Neo, leaning against the door frame.

      "Are you going to shower or do you need company?"

      His direct question actually caught me off guard, enough for me to feel the heat rush to my cheeks. It only pissed me off. He smirked at my reaction but remained in his place while his eyes drifted to the painting I'd just acknowledged.

      "Like it?" he quietly asked. "It's one of the very few pieces where I let my imagination do its own thing. That's one of the first images I wanted to paint when I met you. Only felt natural to let Onyx join the scene because I'm sure he'd stalk himself into the scenario in real life."

      That comment made me smirk, but I moved from where I stood to walk right over to him. He still remained in place, completely calm, even as I reached where he stood.

      Acting on instinct, I leaned in and very softly pressed my lips against his, and for a second, I wished the world would stop and leave us in this picture-perfect moment.

      "Thank you." My raw voice was filled with emotions I'd normally never leak out of my muscular persona.

      Neo smiled in return as he slowly nodded. "You're welcome, William."

      The fact that he treated me with so much respect in this male persona made me smile. He always treated me right, no matter if I was a male or female. He carried hope in me, held acceptance of what I could become, and saw my potential even when I lost sight of it.

      "Breaking news! Multiple reports indicate that William De Luca, twenty-five, has died. Investigations are happening at multiple sites, many sources indicating that he died by suicide."

      The female news reporter broke through our moment, and we both gravitated to the living room where Aurelia had her hands on her hips, glaring at the large television screen that finished descending from the ceiling.

      "Guess you were right," Aurelia announced. "At least they used a good photo of William. I hate when you die and they pick the ugliest photo of a collection of them so people have sympathy for you. As if death is entertainment."

      "Apparently the uglier the photo, the more views," I dryly acknowledged. "And I hated that suit."

      "Green just doesn't suit you," Neo calmly voiced.

      Aurelia sighed and muted the news to glance my way.

      "Operation Kill Me Not is in full effect," she declared with pride. Neo and I just stared at her, waiting for some sort of elaboration. She groaned and rolled her eyes.

      "Do I have to explain? I assumed you guys would have at least asked what this mission may entail?"

      "The way you said it made me assume you were going to elaborate," I voiced, and Neo nodded.

      "Tone means everything when you're a male."

      "I'm ashamed of you," Aurelia huffed in my direction but got to it. "Viktor's going to be here in thirty minutes, which means you better shower now!"

      She pointed to me for added emphasis, and I sighed.

      "Cool. Shower. Going."

      Neo was clearly going to follow but Aurelia shook the remote from side to side as if it were a wand. "Oh no you don't," she began. "Neo stays here."

      "Why?" he asked, but I already could tell he was beyond amused.

      "If you go, neither of you are coming out. I'm not getting in the way of you two and your new bond honeymoon lust fest, alright?"

      "Honeymoon Lust Fest?" I questioned with a wide grin. "That's a smart title."

      "You should use that as an excuse to get you a week off after this," Neo suggested.

      "Not a bad idea. We could go safe house shopping so we have options."

      "Don't like it here?" Neo inquired.

      "Oh, I love it here," I earnestly replied. "That's the problem. Get too comfortable and I'll be hiding my secret weapons all over the place. Then you'll never get rid of me."

      "As if I want to," Neo replied.

      "Not even noon and you two are flirting like lost lovers."

      We looked to the left to see Onyx entering the room from the elevator - his hands holding two sets of hangers with protective plastic that secured whatever lavish attire was enclosed.

      "Onyx?" I questioned and gave him a glare. "Go away."

      "That's not how you should greet me, Sugar," he said with a beaming grin that could taunt me in my dreams.

      "Why are you here, Onyx?" Aurelia ignored our banter to ask the prime question.

      "Outfit change," he replied.

      "The outfits Dimitris chose were perfect," Neo pointed out.

      "You're not wrong," Onyx replied. "However, this is a special delivery."

      "From who?" I asked.

      "Ruby Phoenix."

      That made my eyes widen as he pulled out a card. I walked over to him, getting right in his space as I tried to take the card, but he lifted it right up and looked at me with a mischievous smirk for three solid seconds.

      Then he frowned.

      "Did you get taller?" he inquired. If eye rolls could be rated by how dramatic the roll of one's eyeball could be, I'd get a ten out of ten for extra effort.

      Bonus points for pulling it off as William.

      Instead of answering, I kissed him firmly, took the card from his grasp without struggle, and turned right around to leave him hanging.

      "I'm off to shower," I announced, and before Onyx could say anything, I added, "I'm still mad at you, Bulky Mass of a Fucker."

      With that, I closed the door, silencing whatever conversation they were going to have as my eyes quickly scanned the note.

      
        
        News is spreading, and what a worthy entrance from the land of the dead it will be with this special attire. It’s made for only royals with cloth tailored by the finest magicians. It's time to get a glimpse of what awaits you, dear sis.

        Pull off a show, for they're watching. We're all watching, including Mom.

        Good luck.

      

      

      
        
        - Ruby E. Phoenix.

      

      

      "Mom," I whispered, and I could only imagine what she possibly looked like. Walking towards the washroom, I tossed the note on the bed and took a moment to pause before the standing mirror in the corner of the room.

      Ignoring the triggering force my full reflection had, I walked up to the fragile glass, until I could place my hand upon its cool surface.

      With a deep breath, I looked into my eyes and let a devilish grin form on my rough lips.

      "An entrance worthy enough for all my enemies to witness." I chuckled at my words, watching the darkened glint in my eyes that reflected my intentions.

      "If it's a show they want, I'll give them an Oscar-worthy performance."

      My smile faded, and for a second, there was the flicker of insanity that threatened to escape its hidden prison. It vanished the next second as my reflection returned to normal.

      My wolf was intrigued by what I was doing, but she didn't comment. All she did was stare, which only made me more pleased.

      It's time to be seen. No more hiding games.
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      ~WILLOW~

      "So this was originally a good idea because?"

      "Because there were no secret agents snooping around ten minutes ago," Viktor casually stated, though I was pretty sure from his threatening gaze he wasn't too pleased about this turn of events.

      We had forty minutes to get down to Wall Street. My Forbidden Pack had already set everything up behind the scenes while preparing for the apparent deal that suddenly got moved to an hour from now.

      No way did I think our "enemy" would go to such great lengths to ensure my suicide was known to the world in a matter of hours, claim Roberto's death after a robbery attempt gone wrong, and make the world spiral into chaotic panic about where the billions of dollars worth of assets were about to go to now that Roberto De Luca's only heir was dead.

      Multiple reports were now revealing that Roberto had a daughter named Willow. Many stated the very name a few times in conferences and meetings but dismissed it and further questions regarding this woman's heritage.

      Essentially, everything was a damn mess, just the way I was sure Garfield wanted it to be. He had to be one of the many culprits in this crazy power gamble, but regardless of how many enemies we had, it was about time the Forbidden made a grand stand against all those who wished for our downfall.

      I hadn't gotten the time to officially be accepted as a pack member now that I was a wolf shifter, but I wondered if it even mattered. I'd signed the contract with my blood, so maybe it didn't matter that I carried a wolf within me.

      What I was excited for was the chance to actually run in wolf form. The thought alone built a giddy excitement that made me feel like a child being told to go to the candy store.

      Once this deal was secure, I'd be one step closer to having the time of day to figure out everything else about myself.

      Attend to learning more about my royal heritage, getting closer to my apparent royal mates, learning all about what these bonds do, and having some time with the Forbidden.

      Obviously, I'd have to balance this with settling into my potential new role once this deal went through, and I needed to speak with Roberto about what the flying fuck he was going to do to me now that he may potentially have found out I unconsciously changed everything to my male name and essentially fucked him up because I was possessed with the dying need to leave this world with a bang.

      The whole thought process regarding that move was completely dismissed until Neo decided to remind me over our quick breakfast with Aurelia and Onyx. I sat there like a dumb fool with my mug close to my lips and stared at them with a baffled expression because I couldn't recall my signature move.

      No one else had the power or authority in our company to change all Roberto's will documents but myself, but at what point in time did I get the opportunity and approval to do it? The whole topic only made Aurelia confirm I needed a more detailed scan of my brain activity because her meds could most certainly control my psychological outbreaks, but if I was subconsciously doing things I couldn't recall, that wasn't a good sign at all.

      Though I gotta pat my smart, possessive, alter ego psychopath on the back because she was the reason we stood a chance at this deal and could get some leads on who exactly was messing with us.

      We’d decided to head back to my condo, but boy did that bring its set of problems.

      These secret agents that decided to do an investigation of my condo were getting in our way, but Onyx was at my place and one look of his pissed-off face only confirmed these “agents” weren't getting a step into my territory.

      I didn't expect him to come by the moment security called Viktor to state a group of agents from the CIA was here to investigate my penthouse. None of them knew that investigators were only approved by Viktor and seeing as Roberto was "dead" Viktor was the only one who still had say.

      The decline didn't stop them from trying, and Onyx went to save the day while we were using the secret elevator to try to get to the private basement.

      The elevator we were currently standing in as we waited for Jayce to clear us.

      Onyx informed the others about what was happening, and Jayce hopped right onto the security cameras to see what we were dealing with. Nothing was going to fuck us, so he was now our eyes, and apparently Neo was going to "pass by" to ensure the garage was safe.

      We already had a secure route and with a pinch of magic from Aurelia, we'd have a decoy appearance until we reached our destination.

      I was currently in my female form because Aurelia said I'd need all the magic for our grand plan, and thus, with this waiting game of foolishness, it was best to revert back to my female self until I was in the car and ready for our operation.

      With the new set of chosen attire, I was currently wearing a simple black tube top and black shorts. Probably odd in wintertime, but I'd be changing back in a few minutes and the goal was for no one to see us.

      My hair was down, and I was using magic to cover the number of love marks Onyx and even Neo had left on my flesh. My eyes lowered to my hands, noticing that my magic was doing a fine job covering my new mate brands.

      I disliked having to shield them, but no way would I let the public catch eyes on them. Humans and other shifter types may not know what these markings were, but those who clearly worked overtime to feign my death were on the hunt to ensure I was dead to the world.

      Giving them information that I barely knew about with the showing of these mate markings would give them more ammunition to aim and fire in my direction.

      Glancing over to my left, I took in Viktor's figure. He wore a fitted suit of black with a silver tie. His hair was gelled back, and today he wore black spectacles and black gloves, giving him a very sophisticated butler look.

      The glasses were some special high-tech pair that connected with his earpiece and kept him in contact with Jayce if something suddenly came up while we were on the way. Adding the cool features that included a GPS projection, it looked like it would be a good accessory to have when he was driving me around.

      "Jayce says we should be good in five minutes or less," Viktor announced.

      "So we just gotta chill for now," I concluded and leaned against the rail and sighed. "I can't believe you're still functioning. Did you even sleep?"

      "No," he replied. I was sure his eyes were on me, but I let mine close as I took a minute to just breathe. The double dose Aurelia gave me and the good breakfast courtesy of Onyx helped me feel way better in comparison to when I woke up, but I'd be lying if I didn't admit how anxious I still was.

      If we were on the move to our destination, my adrenaline would be pumping through my veins and further hyping me up for this ultimate confrontation. But being stuck in this elevator was doing the opposite.

      Anxiety, unnecessary thoughts, wishing I could have killed Garfield like I had his apparent brother.

      I hated the fact that we didn't know who exactly our enemy was. Thus far, the three packs I'd been sold to had proven to be pains in our asses these past couple of months, but we put them in their places.

      However, Garfield was on the enemy list, and we had no clue who was working alongside him. I wasn't forgetting about Elizabitch either. Either she was playing hide and seek or waiting for the next opportunity to pull another card against me.

      There was no need to be frightened of her. I'd survived the car trap and proved I wasn't so easy to kill. She'd have to think of something better to try and leave me trembling, but I still wouldn't bow down to her malicious games.

      Her enviousness would be her downfall.

       When a hand pressed lightly on my forehead, I couldn't help but open my eyes slowly to see Viktor facing me. His closeness was one thing, but his expression was hard to read. It was as if he were attempting to decide something, or maybe he was dealing with a mental conflict I couldn't figure out.

      "Viktor," I whispered.

      "You have to make sure you sleep when all of this is over."

      "Why do I have a feeling you're trying to hint that I look horrendous?"

      He actually smirked - just slightly enough to make his silver eyes  twinkle while they remained locked on mine.

      "Even on the verge of death you somehow manage to be as attractive as ever."

      "Now you're just sucking up." I quietly laughed.

      "It'll get me a bonus," he replied with an added wink.

      "Trust me, I'll triple your salary after this deal," I tossed out the idea again. "I think guarding me is going to be more of a pain of the ass." I noticed his smile fell, and there was that same conflicting dance of energy in those metallic orbs. "Viktor?"

      "Why do you make me want to screw up this bodyguard role for my own sanity?" The question was spoken so quietly, if I wasn't mere centimeters away, I most certainly would have missed it.

      "Or your cock's?" I tossed back with a smug smile, and he rolled his eyes at my statement.

      "My cock is perfectly intact, Willow."

      I was going to be bold - real fucking bold. I moved right against him. My hands rested on his shoulders, and I continued to stare up into his eyes. He wasn't rigid, but he remained absolutely still as if he were assessing just how far I'd take this test of mine.

      I was sure he knew I could feel his hardness, just like how I could feel the beat of his heart as it picked up the pace. I couldn't calm my own heart rate as my eyes lowered to his slightly parted lips. I had to stand my ground because I couldn't fuck this up.

      Fuck us up...

      If I caved and destroyed our work relationship thanks to this 'crush' that kept growing into an inconvenient emotional rollercoaster of lust, what would happen?

      What could happen?

      "Willow." Viktor's voice was tender but held a strand of warning. Probably because I'd involuntarily moved on my own, and my lips were mere centimeters from his now.

      Oh fuck...I'm so fucking this up.

      The elevator suddenly jolted, making me screech as I crashed right into Viktor. His arm was already hooked around me protectively as he looked over his shoulder to see the emergency stop button was reset.

      "Tsk. Someone restarted the elevators."

      "Great," I huffed as we began to go down. But then I noticed the sudden slowness which made my eyes widen. "Shit! The elevator is going to stop!"

      Viktor bit his lip, and I decided I was about to improvise like I was in a club trying to save Aurelia from getting us into mega shit.

      The elevator came to a stop on floor fifty-five. I noticed Viktor was ready to pull out his gun from his holster, but I swiftly hooked my arms around his neck - triggering him to look down at me just as the doors began to open.

      Then I pulled him down for a smothering kiss.

      My poor bodyguard didn't stand a damn chance against these lips. His body was now as rigid as a rock, as two individuals looked questioningly our way. I broke the kiss briefly and leaned over to blink my eyes innocently.

      "Are you coming in or what?" My pitch was surely an octave higher, while I blinked my eyes that I knew were a vivid pink with my magic. Pure white strands fell to the sides, their long, glimmering shine catching the men in black's attention for a brief moment.

      "No?" I pressed and pouted. "You're interrupting."

      The two men gave each other a look. One of them was still pressing the button to keep the doors open. "Why are you using these elevators?" the one who was giving off a tough exterior barked out.

      I rolled my eyes and only hugged Viktor even tighter against me.

      "What do you think a guy on his break’s gotta do to get a brief fucking from his visiting girlfriend?" I tossed back. "Use the elevator no one is using. Besides, last time I checked, the other elevators were being investigated, and if you think I'm going to climb sixty-nine flight of steps to be fucked in the stairwell, it ain't happening."

      The two of them blushed while I gave a taunting smirk. "Get it? Sixty-nine?" I laughed and let out a long sigh. "Now, are you guys coming in to join or can you let your fellow agent get a moment of pleasure?"

      Another exchange of looks and the guy holding the button let go.

      "Sorry, dude. We'll see you downstairs."

      "Thanks," Viktor replied. His back was still turned to them but his voice held a Russian accent. That only pleased the other two as the other nodded to his companion and mouthed “Alright. He's one of us. Let them go."

      "Bye, sexy men," I hummed as I winked. "Maybe next time we'll enjoy a foursome."

      That left the two of them blushing hot red as the doors finally came to a close. We began moving again, and I sighed. "Jeez. I have to go out of my way to make my hair like this for a bunch of nosey-"

      The elevator jolted to a stop once again, and I thought it jammed until I noticed the silver walls of magic wrapped around the elevator surface.

      "Viktor?" I finally faced him, only for him to press me right against the mirrored surface, my wrists in his grasp as his body firmly pressed against mine. "Oh?"

      I looked into his eyes, and holy fucks of Mother Moon, I wanted to get lost in them, just like I wished to give him another kiss. It was like he was struggling to remain in control, something Viktor never struggled with, but whatever my kiss had done left him debating his whole life circumstances.

      He needed a moment, and I gave it to him - not like I had much of a choice - but the slight glow in his eyes told me his wolf was either in control or trying to take control.

      Viktor wasn't having any of that, apparently.

      Viktor's wolf was the definition of overprotective Onyx times ten, a jackass in the training ring, cocky to Dimitris’s level, and a dangerous entity to anyone who dared try and hurt me. He could have been triggered by the scent of those men, who I could safely assume were Russian from the hint of their accents.

      What are Russian wolves doing in my condo complex?

      "Are you okay?"

      I was surprised by Dimitris's voice in my head, forgetting that I was obviously a part of the pack and with him being my Alpha, he could sense when my emotions were rather crazy in nature.

      I'm fine. Uh...we had a brief situation here but took care of it. Viktor's just reeling in his wolf.

      "He shifted?”

      No. Wouldn't you know that?

      "Viktor isn't a part of our pack bond, Willow," Dimitris reminded me, which was something rather obvious, and yet I'd clearly forgotten.

      Right. My brain is still sluggish in catching up with everything.

      He didn't say anything, but I could feel his heightened concern.

      "Get moving. Jayce told me the basement is clear. He's trying to get in touch with Viktor but it looks like there's electric interference."

      Russian wolves are here.

      That clearly didn't sit well with Dimitris - like at all.

      "How many?"

      Not sure. Two tried to enter the elevator, but after a decoy move, they decided against it. The elevator is only stuck cause of Viktor's magic. I think he's waiting for approval before letting it move.

      "You can go. Neo's down there and will secure the area if anything comes up. Jayce ensured your Royce is good to go."

      Yes! My pink one?!

      "Your excitement only annoys me."

      Ya, ya. I'll get out of your head, or, well...you need to get out of mine. I didn't invite you in here, anyway.

      "I'm your Alpha, Willow. I don't need permission."

      I actually laughed in my head because it was funny - the mental glee awakening my wolf briefly as she opened one eye to acknowledge me.

      Remember, Dimitris. I let you in my head out of respect for being the Alpha of our Forbidden Pack, but if I wanted you out, I would not hesitate.

      My wolf opened her other eye then, and from the slight glimmer, I knew she had just done something. Dimitris's presence faded entirely from my mind.

      Oh shit. You did not?!

      I could feel my wolf's amusement as she closed her eyes once more.

      The phone rang then, cutting me out of my thoughts as well as pulling Viktor out of whatever mental fight he was dealing with. His eyes stopped glowing, and I expected him to move away, but he merely blinked his eyes three times.

      "What?" he huffed in pure annoyance, and I picked up Dimitris's voice on the other end.

      "Tell Willow if she does that again, I'll pin her to the closest wall and teach her who's Alpha of this pack."

      I snickered as Viktor's eyes slowly locked onto me.

      "You're too late with the whole pinning to the wall," I hummed back, knowing my voice would carry to the earpiece. "Better luck next time!"

      "You're so-"

      Viktor blinked once and the line cut off. Now I was gawking like a fool as my lips made an 'oh shit' shape. "You didn't just hang up on him."

      "I did," he replied, and I was left frozen as his lips suddenly pressed softly against my forehead. The beating rush of my blood thrummed in my ears, while I felt the tingles of desire run through me at the simplistic kiss that seemed to mean so much more.

      “I only take orders from you, Willow.”

      He moved away with a blink, his back now facing me as the silver walls faded - triggering the movement of the elevator once more.

      "Jayce said we're clear. Let's not take too long," he announced. "Change your hair and eyes back," he reminded and whispered, "Your eyes look better blue."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat while fighting to calm my racing heart and sweaty palms, and do whatever he'd just instructed while attempting to bring back my focus on what we were about to do and not on jumping my bodyguard.

      Viktor is going to be the death of me.

      "You could just bring him into this growing harem." I had to cover my mouth to not squeak at Neo's tranquil voice.

      Neo?! You can't just slide into my mind DMs like that!

      "Why, Sweetness?" This fucker sounded far too happy to catch me all lust-crazed. "Wish I was there to help you in the communication department."

      No! I can communicate just fine! Ugh, Neo! I need to concentrate.

      "Don't let me distract you then," he replied. "Dimitris is going to kick your ass when he sees you."

      That made me eyeroll as I worked on fixing my demeanor and appearance.

      Let's hope I'm William at that moment. I'm sure he'll rethink his decision.

      "As he should," Neo suggested. "I wouldn't let him torture my mate."

      Because you want to do the torturing.

      "I enjoy how easy it is for you to understand me." His statement was genuine, as were the feelings thrumming through our connected bond.

      Is it nice?

      "Very," he whispered. "Get into your role, Sweetness. We'll be watching."

      His statement meant The Forbidden Pack would be watching my performance, and it was like this was some sort of initiation to being fully accepted into their reign of terror. The way it made me smile put me back into the mood of vengeance, and my appearance returned to how it was as I prepared for the switch into William the moment we entered the car.

      The elevator came to a slow stop, reaching the garage level. I knew the doors would open at any second, but there was one thing I had to do, or else I'd never get into my role. The elevator doors remained closed, far longer than they should.

      "Willow," Viktor whispered. "Why are you holding back the doors?"

      I didn't answer but moved until my arms slipped around his waist as I pressed my forehead against his back. He remained relaxed as if expecting my movement this time around, and we stood there in silence.

      I'd reserved this perfect set of words that would express what I was sure the both of us were avoiding. I’d thought of it in the shower and was ready to confront this underlying issue, but now that we were in the prime moment, I couldn't grasp a hold of those expressive words.

      "Sorry." It was the only word I could get out, and from the way he sighed, he knew it wasn't due to me holding the doors from opening.

      "I can't ask you to guarantee that you'll never pull that again," he began with a tender voice. "But...I ask that the next time life feels like its crumbling all around you, you let me do my job, Willow."

      He turned in my hold until his arms hooked around me in a tight hug.

      "That you'll let me be by your side to protect you. Even if you need protection from yourself."

      I nodded into his chest, and I felt the single droplet of water hit my left shoulder. It was the only one, but it was enough to confirm I'd hurt even Viktor with my actions.

      "I'll always come to your aid when you need me the most, Willow. Don't forget that."

      "I'll remember from now on," I whispered, recalling these words from long ago – when I broke down to cry at being able to change into a male for the first time.

      We shared our moment, and after a minute, we were ready to face the music.

      "The moment you get in the car, switch to William," he reminded. "I won't be taking the highway this time, and if you feel uncomfortable at all, let me know. We have the Lambo on standby if we need to switch."

      "Okay," I responded and let go of my magic that held the door closed.

      We took a deep breath as if preparing for the ultimate fight.

      "I forgive you, Willow," Viktor quietly stated, and began walking to the parked car, as if knowing I'd be frozen in my place at his words.

      With another deep inhale, I let go of any remaining worries.

      All those in my life that I deeply cherished forgave my foolish mistake. Maybe to some, it was a laughable desire to need forgiveness from those you purposely hurt with your own actions, but to me, it was what I needed to truly let go and forgive myself for my blind-sightedness.

      Death had delivered rebirth, and with this new opportunity of life, I wouldn't let anyone fuck it up.

      Destroy my reputation. Ruin my financial opportunities. But endanger my men, and you'll enjoy the sweet fury of my wrath.
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      ~WILLIAM~

      "We're fifteen minutes to noon, and this morning has been a devasting one for the world of finance and fame! Investigations are still underway to confirm the deaths of Roberto De Luca and his only son, William De Luca. A robbery attempt was made in the wee hours of the morning today here on Wall Street, and though there is no damage to the property, it was confirmed that Roberto De Luca perished in the crossfire. A few arrests have been made and those who attempted to steal have been shot down. This incident happened mere hours after William's attempted suicide, which was successful. Multiple suicide notes were found in his penthouse, though divers are working overtime to retrieve his body that is said to have dropped into one of the private property lagoons. These circumstances are unraveling while a huge business deal in the financial world will commence after noon right in front of the grand office structure that was, many say, Roberto's legacy. We have multiple sources stating that a woman by the name of Willow De Luca has come forward not only to place an offer for this mega-deal but to proclaim her right to Roberto De Luca's empire as a hidden daughter! This news is as shocking as ever, leaving the property filled with mourning fans, intrigued paparazzi, and news outlets hopeful of finding out the ultimate truth. We will shortly be live on the scene and will broadcast the entire footage here on NYC News 94."

      I turned the channel off, having heard more than enough as Viktor turned onto the private street that would get us right before the stairs of the office. He at least took into consideration the gridlock traffic going on with the official news of my apparent suicide and Papa Dearest's death.

      The ride had already taken twenty minutes, giving me the chance to get a glimpse of what was being said from multiple outlets and resources.

      Some people were already coming out with news articles and even joining the morning news to talk shit about Roberto. Some were saying what a douche he was, that the control freak deserved to die with his legacy he was so desperate to savor.

      Those poor individuals were bold fuckers, thinking they would be going home after their interviews. I knew why Onyx was currently "busy" – he was doing the ultimate deed of creating the perfect freak accidents to get rid of those imposters and disloyal bastards.

      Obviously, Roberto was in hiding, but I didn't see the need of keeping such individuals alive a day longer. If their loyalty could bend at the first person to announce Roberto's death, then they weren't worthy of living after borrowing so much from Roberto or having the audacity to live in the Pack House under his care.

      Some of the wolf shifters who were showing their true colors were probably the stupidest of them all. Viktor was already telling me a bit of what was going on in the Pack House, how some were celebrating the news as if they felt their Alpha's death.

      Despite Roberto giving off a weak front, he was a strong as fuck Alpha with a cynical wolf. If he'd truly died, it wouldn't matter what rank you were in the Pack House. You would have felt the tear of that bond as he faded into the realms of the dead.

      It was all marvelous to watch.

      It was the perfect way to reveal who was on his side and who was merely in the pack out of personal benefit. Being in the De Luca pack only confirmed a sense of safety because no one wanted to fuck with Roberto.

      Those who tried didn't even make it into Roberto's clutches - probably the better conclusion because if they had, the torture would haunt them into the afterlife.

      I took a deep inhale, letting it out as I closed my eyes briefly to get into character. I wasn't nervous. I was thrumming with enough excitement to leave me wondering whether Neo and Onyx's crazy traits were already rubbing off on me.

      This felt like such a waste of time, even with the immense importance my role was about to play in a few short minutes. I couldn’t care less about this deal, but I knew it would give me the financial milestone, security rank, and exposure I needed to make a statement to the world.

      To remind all these fuckers who the hell we are.

      If this was a Forbidden Pack issue, I would let them handle it, but this swift turn of events was a test to try to belittle my name. Obviously, with what I knew now, I wasn't a De Luca, but did it mean I'd shed off all I'd worked hard towards just to claim the royal name of Phoenix?

      How irresponsible.

      My family, whoever that consisted of aside from what I could assume was my mother and Ruby, were watching - judging every move I'd take in the spotlight with the world watching. Would I lose my sanity? Dismiss the evil done to me and forgive? What would I do with this empire that the world would now know was all in my name?

      What was leaving a bit of giddiness in me was the fact someone had already claimed my name and was sputtering nonsense that they were Willow De Luca. My poor cage fighting mates were going to get a kick out of this, and though my "hidden" identity was about to be revealed, it wouldn't fuck up my cage fighting career.

      They were sworn to keep it secret, so though they may all know who I now was during the day, it wouldn't hinder me from getting a good fight in the ring at night.

      The thought made me smile.

      "Are you ready?" Viktor asked as he flashed his card at the security gate to let us in. I could see the shock in the guard's eyes as he rushed to let us through, and it only made my grin widen further as I lowered my head to ensure my attire was on point.

      The suit of pink cashmere with glimmering hues of gold. A suit literally fit for royalty.

      I was debating why Ruby decided I should specifically wear this, but maybe it held a subliminal message that only the royal pack would know about.

      I have to find more about who I am. Viktor mentioned remembering the truth.

      "Yes," I finally replied, lifting my gaze to meet his in the rear-view mirror. He was analyzing me carefully, already memorizing this route of the drive.

      "Something is still bothering you," he whispered.

      "I remember you said something about remembering who you were in my life. A Royal Protector or something." My memories were pretty much all over the place. I may just need a long nap to get everything sorted, but until then, I'd blame my failing memory for my current lack of perfection.

      "Yes," he replied as he clicked a button on the dashboard that would shift the car's color back to its original pink. "Don't know if you'll need this information, but your real name is Princess Willow Alundra Phoenix of Pink Moon Pack. Your mother is Queen Elphaba Alundra Phoenix.”

      "And my sister is Ruby Phoenix," I stated as fact.

      "Yes," he replied. "I'm still working on sorting these memories out. We'll talk about it once you're well-rested and all of this is behind us. Deal?"

      "Deal," I concluded. "Got far too much on my plate to worry about anything else, honestly."

      "After this, you'll get a moment to breathe."

      "And eat chocolate."

      "Sure," Viktor seemed slightly amused by that as he focused on the road. "The curtain is about to open. Put on a show, William."

      "Trust me, I most certainly will," I declared with a sly grin that surely made my eyes darken. "Time to show what a De Luca I really am."

      The stakes are high — just the way I like them — but as a part of the Forbidden, it's time to show the world exactly how much of a De Luca I really am.
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      The magnitude of gasps that rendered the world silent only prompted the smile that graced my lips as Viktor gestured for me to get out of the car. Stepping into the cool winter air, I inhaled deeply while securing my suit coat.

      I'd never seen this place as packed as it was in this fine moment - reporters, fans, strangers who probably knew me by name but had to be a part of this unfolding story that was about to be abolished.

      Like the Red Sea, my steps ignited the parting of the crowd, giving me the opportunity to head up the stairs - step by step. I knew Viktor was to my right side, my protector in case anyone decided to change these new circumstances with the pull of a trigger. But from my senses, I knew we had multiple hidden agents in the crowd - not to mention the aerial agents with their pistols - ready to take down anyone who dared to become a hindrance.

      The shock in everyone's faces was priceless - as if they were witnessing a ghost coming back to commit a final deed against those who had placed them in their death bed.

      Only my circumstance was different. I'd placed myself in that bed of irony, but Mother Moon decided I was worthy to be her servant of justice. To prove my purpose wasn't solely to die but to rise from the ashes of my mistakes and let the world see me for who I was.

      I sensed someone to my right, and I was impressed to confirm it was Onyx in a perfect black suit that matched Viktor’s. He even had a silver tie, the pop of metallic only making me wish to see his marvelous onyx eyes and rings of metal.

      He was purposely wearing exquisite sunglasses, even though it wasn't close to sunny outside, but I was sure he did it on purpose or else our mate bond would do ridiculous things to my male counterpart and with how fitted this suit was, I didn't need the trouble.

      The silence was still ongoing, even as I reached the top step. My eyes landed on the group of five individuals to my right.

      The woman right in the middle caught my attention - her attire barely covering her properties and her dreadful dyed hair of barbie pink only clued me in on who this imposter must be acting as.

      Her eyes were wide, completely filled with shock, just like her comrades, who wore suits that surely could have been from the local Walmart for all we knew. No one in this group looked like they held a billion dollars in their savings account, let alone billions in their checking.

      The presenter who stood in the middle with a cameraman and female reporter appeared pleased with my arrival as he stood at 6'7" in a cream suit with hints of pink and gold. The outlook only told me what I needed to know as I walked to the very spot that was opposite the leading woman in question.

      Viktor and Onyx moved to stand on the side, just along the rotating glass doors, waiting for my orders while ensuring my safety. I, on the other hand, took a good moment to look this familiar woman up and down.

      "Now, Elizabitch," I began with a deep rumble that surely gave her and these fake bastards a clue of my hidden rage. "What possibly possessed you into thinking you could impersonate me?"

      "T-This is impossible!" she snapped. "Y-You're dead! It's been all over the news outlets since six in the morning!" She was speaking loudly on purpose, grabbing everyone's attention once more as she stood a little taller amongst her grey-suited men.

      It must have looked rather desperate in comparison to my side, since I stood by myself against her chosen disciples.

      She tapped her chest and pointed at me. "My name is Willow De Luca! The daughter of my dead father, Roberto De Luca! Arrest this imposter who dares to try and act like my brother!"

      I side glanced in the direction of the standing officers. Everyone's attention followed the five officers, who only grew tense at the added attention.

      When none of them moved, Elizabitch only stomped her foot in impatience.

      "This instant!"

      The police officer in the middle took a step forward, but his eyes were on me as he boldly asked, "Are you really William De Luca?"

      The way I smirked got the camera shutters going wild while my fans gasped at my look of pure excitement.

      "Do you believe anyone else can replicate my style, class, and persona?" I tossed back. He was quivering as he quickly shook his head.

      "N-No, sir! We're...just shocked because it was confirmed that you...you..."

      "Killed myself?" I inquired and it silenced the world once more. I bobbed my head in understanding and let out a sigh. "Before I get into that, I should at least invite up my fellow members of this approaching deal."

      That got everyone's attention before I continued, "Will you please make way for my men?"

      The sea of people parted once more, and just like that, squeals of glee, shock, and delight coursed around us as all the cameras moved on the approaching group of men heading up the tower of stairs.

      The reporter decided this was the prime moment to catch it all, and she went right into it.

      "You're seeing it here first on Channel 94! Not only has William De Luca resurfaced from the dead, but four of the richest, most powerful men that recently moved to NYC have arrived on site!! First up, in the baby pink suit, is Dimitris Moore! A billionaire in many aspects of business, he's also known for his amazing fashion sense and model capabilities. Next is Neo Rodriguez in the red suit!! He also goes by Neo Rose during his many global art expeditions! He's an amazing artist that has a ten-year waitlist for some of his unique skills in the realms of painting! He's obviously another billionaire in the making! Saint Alexander in the pure white suit is a mystery to say the least! It's known that he contributes much of his wealth to donations and orphanages under the Vatican! Some literally wish for him to be a known saint for his generosity and compassion, while others hope he joins the model realms because of his striking looks! He surely is blessed with wealth to be contributing billions of dollars on a weekly basis. Finally, Jayce Allister in the gold suit! He's the sole individual who owns almost every car dealership in America! And that doesn't even take into account the car dealerships he owns in Dubai, Switzerland, and Japan! He's a powerful investor and we can definitely see him being in the billionaire club!"

      My fan squad was going wild at this sudden news, and I could only assume it was because they were on my side. They had to be thrilled about my survival, but I wondered how they'd act when I revealed the truth.

      My men lined up behind me. Saint was on the far left, followed by Neo, Dimitris, and Jayce on the far right of me. They stood at attention, and I could imagine the smug grins of triumph they were displaying on their fine lips while the opposing group of men literally quivered in their spots.

      They knew who these four men were, not in the realms of humans and their rank foolishness, but in the realms of the shifter world, where we ruled.

      They knew their life spans were ticking away, for they wouldn't get away with this stupid stunt. No one gets away from the Forbidden without an underlying purpose.

      I could see the way Elizabitch was trembling, but her eyes were also on my Dimitris and it was beginning to tick me off. I purposely took a step to the right, blocking her view of Dimitris while I remained completely pleased with the turn of these events.

      "I guess I should answer that prime question now," I began, drawing the attention back to me. Turning so I now faced the massive crowd, I waited for the lull of silence before I decided to state the utmost truth.

      "To answer what is being spread through the news outlets this morning, the news of my suicide is indeed true." My fans gasped, while reporters remained still at the truth.

      Closing my eyes for a brief moment, I took a deep inhale and let it out.

      "As many of you know, my father, Roberto De Luca, always wanted a son. It was his utmost dream because, in our heritage, a son is born to take over one's empire, while a daughter's role is to marry into another family of great status. The ultrasound proved that I was indeed a boy, and though Roberto kept such information as private as possible, a few individuals decided to spread it to the wrong crowd."

      I paused as the story unfolded in my mind, my magic trickling into my words as I allowed myself to play this lead role in the sad story regarding my birth.

      "Some of you know that in this world there are more than just humans. There are creatures of the night. Some you are well aware of, like the witches. Some are good, others are evil. My story entails both."

      I loved the silence that continued as many phones of my fans continued to record my tale.

      "Well, an evil one decided I deserved to perish, and it was discovered close to my birth that I would most likely die because of a curse placed upon me. My father was given two options: allow me to be born and watch me die, or have another good witch cast a counter spell that would balance the evil done to me with good."

      I paused and looked around, drawing the story out further to create the perfect level of suspense.

      "The curse was made so that instead of being born a boy, I'd be born a female. Obviously, my already developed organs and body parts wouldn't allow such a malfunction, even in the realms of magic, so thus, if no one interfered, I'd die. However, the good witch made it so that during the day, I'd be a male, and during the night, I'd be a female. It was something that had never been done before, but my father had the money to proceed, and thus, I was born."

      The fascinated looks on my fan's faces only encouraged me to carry forth with my plot.

      "As I've grown older, I've been able to counter this automatic switch and can switch from a male to a female on my mental cue. However, I decided that the least I can do as Roberto's son is live up to my role and uphold his legacy. Since my original birth gender was male, my name, William De Luca, is on my official birth certificate."

      That had a few individuals gasping, and a brave reporter spoke up. "We were informed that the birth certificate had the name Willow De Luca!"

      "Yes! That's what we were informed this morning!"

      "The woman standing there claimed to be Willow De Luca!"

      "Isn't she the one many believe cross-dresses to look like a female version of you?"

      I raised my hand to silence them, a smile on my face as I slowly looked over to Elizabitch, who shook like crazy.

      "He's sputtering lies!" she declared and pointed at me. "The birth certificate clearly states Willow De Luca!"

      I dramatically sighed and turned my attention back to the crowd, who immediately quieted at my attention.

      "It seems we have an imposter in our midst," I began and smiled. "This is actually a perfect opportunity. My purpose of being here today after I've clearly resigned from my father's company was for the deal exchange that should be happening any minute now."

      "Y-You're not saying you're applying?!" a reporter gasped in shock. "I heard a woman needs to be amongst the chosen five individuals!"

      "You're correct," I agreed and worked on taking my suit jacket off. Viktor was already at my side with his arm outstretched for the expensive attire. "Shall I introduce you all to the real Willow De Luca?"

      "YES!" My fans went wild as I snapped my fingers, and gusts of wind flew through the crowd, lifting strands of hair and clothing. The intense gusts wrapped around me - giving me the brief cover I needed to switch.

      The gust of wind left as fast as it came, and multiple gasps and shutters of cameras went off at the new, dazzling sight of me - Willow De Luca.

      My long hair was up in a ponytail, the long strands dancing around as threads of wind still hung around me. It aided in the grand sparkle of my pink and gold dress that hugged every bit of my body, every rhinestone surely made of real diamonds that alternated from gold to pink. The shimmering corset of rhinestones then flowed into a transparent pink material that reminded me of a ballerina - the skirt lathered with golden sparkles and hints of turquoise blue that matched my eyes.

      With custom Christian Louboutin’s of baby pink with gold shimmer and strings of rhinestones that replaced the sleeve portion of the dress to connect to the thick pink with gold rhinestone bracelets on my wrists, I looked like royalty, even with the absence of a crown.

      My smile was priceless as I prepared to speak and once again, conjured absolute silence.

      "This is me. Willow De Luca. Many of you over the years speculated that I carried some relation to Roberto and William. Obviously, I did, because I am the female version of my male counterpart," I explained. "I'm sure many of you, especially my fans, are wondering why I wasn't truthful about this. Why did I feel the urge to keep this a secret for twenty-five years?"

      I took a deep breath but kept my smile as I let the air out of my nostrils.

      "Back when I was a child, I knew nothing about the dangers this world carried or the enemies my father had because of his hard work and determination to be the only one at the top. This resulted in a man approaching me when he came to visit my father and spitting out nothing but insults. These harsh words were centered on one thing: the fact that I was a female," I revealed. "See, it was already night, so like any other day, I had switched from William to Willow, and was doing what my father asked of me when we welcomed guests into our beloved home. My father wasn't aware of this man's background and how women were deemed as worthless as animals, and the ultimate result...was me feeling like I didn't deserve to exist."

      A few of my fans were already fighting tears, while others covered their mouths to muffle their vocal shock.

      "So...I took a walk during the wintertime and decided I had to be such an abomination that I didn't deserve to live. However, at the sight of the cliff, I didn't have the guts to take the final step. Sadly, I didn't have to. This man took it upon himself to follow me and finish the deed."

      No one said a word as I merely shrugged at the matter.

      "The drop was enough to cause severe brain damage, and if it wasn't for the few individuals in my life back then and the added financial aid of my father, I would have perished. The recovery was long, and it required many areas of aid that included magic that helped ensure my body wouldn't stop being able to switch genders. That magic is why I can now easily switch to Willow in front of all of you. But that incident held more consequences than I acknowledged."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat while fighting the feelings that threatened to spill.

      "Since then, I’ve had this nagging urge that tells me I don't belong in this world. This tiny voice that says no matter how hard I work, or where I reach in this world of rank, money, and power, no one will ever accept me for who I am. Not the public. Not my loyal fans. Not my business partners. And certainly not anyone who ends up loving me and finding out the harsh truth of the matter. I allowed that man's words from way back then to continue to toy with my mental state, and convince me that because I'm not fully a male twenty-four-seven, that I don't deserve to live anymore. Whenever I feel that way, I write my suicide note and think that I'll finally end myself. However, each time I’ve tried, something gets in the way. My friends would come over, my father would call for me, or I’d have appointments or other things to deal with. I decided that maybe I could conquer this feeling by working and being active. I did various sports, kept my mind busy with learning about stocks and anything that could benefit the success of my father's company and overall business investments. I decided that my purpose would be to aid my father in obtaining his goals and trying to find happiness by being this 'thing'."

      I gestured to myself and couldn't help but smile, though I was sure my expression was full of sadness. "As I grew in popularity, I realized that my hatred for Willow was beginning to seep into my hate for William. I was disgusted with myself because I had to live a double life and couldn't let all those who cheered me on every morning know who I truly am. I couldn't walk in public during the night with confidence and show that this was who I really am. As a public influencer, I want to be a role model to many who may be facing similar circumstances; people who don't feel comfortable in their bodies or may have been born one gender and wish to be another. With the status and power I carry in my grasp, I could be the perfect role model to prove that you could be someone, even if you aren't the same as everyone else. My predicament wasn't my own fault, but I was able to overcome those obstacles and become this person standing before you all. I desperately wished to come out and tell you all...but with the recent targeted attacks, I began to spiral into a dark place...and...well..." I trailed off and smiled. "I decided no amount of actions would allow me to be accepted into society."

      Some people were holding back their tears, while others were already allowing the teardrops to run down their cheeks.

      "Yesterday, I returned to that place where I was pushed off many years ago. Only this time, I was alone, in this very form, ready to perish by my own hands. I felt unworthy. Like each breath I was taking was an inconvenience to another. My decision had nothing to do with the weight this position delivers or the fact that I was resigning from my father's company to pursue an opportunity I could claim as my own. I don't want you all to think I didn't feel your immense love. That I didn't respect the effort many of you made to make sure I'm seen in the world, even if at times it may come out as negative. I was surrounded by love; do not ever think I wasn't. Those close to me, regardless if they were in my life for many, many years, or just a few short months, proved to me that I'm worthy of love. However, I didn't feel worthy of life...and I couldn't go one more day living a double life as William De Luca during the day and Willow De Luca during the night," I explained. "So...I finally had the courage to take that step and with it...I plunged into the waters that were going to be my ultimate resting place."

      Lowering my head, I allowed my tears to fall before I returned to looking at the crowd that was barely hanging on to their own sobs of sorrow.

      "Those individuals that showed me immense love...they're the ones who somehow managed to find me in time. I was rushed to a private hospital where my wounds were tended, and though I'm going against doctor's orders by being here, I figured it was of the utmost importance for me to be as truthful as I can and tell the world of what I've been enduring all this while before the news and those who wish nothing but the De Luca's downfall spin a narrative that's nothing but lies."

      I gestured over to Elizabitch and shrugged. "As you can see, those who wish nothing but evil for myself and my family have already taken the opportunity to come and steal my identity in front of thousands. If I hadn't taken this chance to speak the truth, you all would have believed that Willow was on the birth certificate and watched a stranger who knows nothing of my father's hard work steal and spread the wealth of his struggle to the very individuals who've wished for nothing but our demise."

      "That's...that's...she's just lying! She can't prove it! She doesn't have proof, and her father is dead! You're not falling for her bullshit, are you?!" Elizabitch snapped.

      The crowd clearly was, or at least the police officers were, because they were already rushing over to the group and putting them in handcuffs. A second group of officers came out of the back of the crowd to assist.

      "You don't have evidence!" Elizabitch screamed, but a reporter quickly spoke.

      "Does this mean your father is well aware of your duality in gender, Willow?"

      "Yes," I replied. "He was well aware. It only made sense to have my male counterpart as the dominant name on the birth certificate because all government corporations close by four. If I ever needed anything, it would obviously be with my male persona, so there was no need to add my female name. He was also worried about his enemies, so he does have a fake certificate in his desk drawer that has Willow De Luca on it. It was created so that if any of his rival competitors tried to rob or overtake his empire, they would be fooled into believing that his only son is actually a female and try to get an imposter to come forward and take the inherited assets."

      "No way!" Elizabitch screeched in shock as she was now held by two officers.

      "I'm sure you're all aware, but if not, that's the very reason that as of midnight, all assets were moved to my official name, William De Luca. Roberto was alerted of my suicide, and though I’ll recover, he feared foul play was involved and approved of the move of all of his assets to be in my name. It was the reason why he was still in the office in the wee hours of this morning. And whoever this group is working for, they decided to take advantage and break in."

      "Are you saying, Willow, that this group is the one that killed your father?!"

      "Well, isn’t it rather obvious?" I inquired back. "Who else would know that my father keeps a fake certificate in his desk, or know of my suicide attempt and assume the worse? In fact, how would they be able to get all the right news reporters here, change the previously selected tabloids for today and get them updated to cover my suicide that wasn't even reported to the authorities, or have knowledge of my father's apparent death?"

      "Apparent?" another reporter questioned my statement.

      "Well, I say apparent, because if a true body was discovered, would this place be open for a business deal?" My statement left them questioning everything spread through the news this morning, but I noticed the crowd beginning to spread out, revealing the individual standing at the bottom step with Viktor at their side.

      My eyes widened as the shock of the sight made me realize Onyx was now standing at my side with my suit coat, while the new arrival, who began to walk up the stairs with Viktor at their left side, was truly Roberto De Luca.

      Papa Dearest.

      Nothing else moved - or breathed, for that matter. The world was watching and listening to every step my father took up the stairs until he stood before me.

      I wasn't expecting him to be here, and the sight of him made a lump form in my throat as his eyes locked onto mine. I braced for some sort of disappointment, for him to portray his disgust as he'd done plenty of times in the past, but instead I saw immense honor while a slight smile formed on his lips as he looked me up and down.

      He reached out to gently place a hand on my left cheek, and I fought the urge to flinch at the move, while my heart was clearly trying to give me a heart attack from this man who surely couldn't be my father.

      Papa Dearest only showed affection when I was on the verge of death. I was here, alive and somewhat well, in front of the public eye that was all watching this transpire.

      Every move he made now would cling to his reputation for the rest of his existence, and yet here he was, showing a glimpse of affection.

      "I'm proud of you, Willow," he whispered, but I was sure many heard his words. As much as I'd like to conclude that I was definitely hallucinating, I couldn't deny that I caught onto his statement loud and clear.

      He turned around to face the crowd then, his stance purposely blocking me as he stood a bit taller and projected a calm demeanor that would convenience anyone that he was trying to be an amazing father and protect me.

      Maybe he was trying to protect me from what I couldn't see in this grand moment.

      He didn't wait for the stunned individuals to encourage him to speak the truth.

      "It was prematurely announced that I had suffered multiple gunshot wounds due to the crossfire that took place around three in the morning here at my enterprise. Yes, I was indeed in the middle of the crossfire, but thanks to my security and the resources Mr. Moore offered last minute due to the potential concern for my safety, I was transferred over to a safe house until it was deemed safe to return," he elaborated. "It also came to my attention that fraudulent activity was happening on these very steps that I built for my legacy, resulting in my only child revealing something that we've kept private out of respect."

      He paused on purpose, as if to make the crowd feel a sense of guilt that it had come to this point of forcing me to reveal the truth due to another's selfishness.

      "I'll be the first to say yes, William is indeed Willow, the woman who I stand protectively for. My son during the day...and daughter during the night, has lived a double life for the sake of making me proud," he revealed. "I'll also be the first to say that I didn't originally support my child and this transition. Though it wasn't a circumstance they deserved, I originally disliked the idea that my William was only a male for half the day. My judgment caused me to act out poorly as a father, and though you are witnessing Willow De Luca for the first time in the official public light, let me tell you that she's grown to be a powerful woman in the background."

      What...is he doing?

      "I'm well aware that in the event of my death, all my assets would be changed over to William De Luca, and as of midnight, it was confirmed that he would carry my legacy. However, I've updated that agreement as of noon, which was a minute ago."

      I had to fight the urge to let my jaw drop as I sensed the pack's shock. Even Viktor seemed a bit taken aback by Roberto's words, and we all waited in anticipation for what he was going to say.

      "When I was born, I was taught that women are weak. That they couldn't carry themselves in this harsh world, and passing responsibilities down to them would be a waste of one's struggles," he disclosed. "That mindset was changed by raising my child. During the days, I got to see a hard-working boy, who grew up to be a man worthy of taking over my empire and all the success he built on his own. However, what always left me speechless was witnessing the hard work that Willow would put in at night. During the time when many slept and recovered from the day, Willow would continue to learn, train, and widen her accomplishments and knowledge. She'd work towards a level of endurance where nothing could bring her down, and till this day, the only thing that could end her...was herself."

      A tear spilled down my face, and Onyx's hand swiped it away before he reached for my hand and held it gently. No one would see thanks to Roberto and Viktor standing before us, and it was the support I needed to keep it together, because Roberto's words were something I'd been waiting to hear my entire life.

      "With that being said, I approved of William's resignation because I wanted the world to see my child. To see both sides of my child, who I'm immensely proud of. To acknowledge that William and Willow are the same," he emphasized. "Now that it has been officially announced by Willow herself, I can officially announce that I, Roberto De Luca, am stepping down from my position as CEO, and have appointed my child, who in this moment in time is Willow De Luca, as the official CEO of my enterprise and my empire."

      I was speechless, like everyone else, but he had more to say.

      "Due to this being a big transition in power, I will still be in a vice president position to aid my child through this big shift. I also ask that those who support William De Luca support Willow De Luca, for they are the same individual and carry the same passion, drive, and determination to implement a fresh coat of change in the realms of finance, fashion, and mental health awareness." He looked through the crowd as he continued. "I made a mistake by not verbally declaring how amazed I am by Willow's perseverance to aid me in my work, even though it was taking a toll on her desire to live amongst the shadows. I want to change that, and that is what prompts this rather drastic decision. Please know that those in collaboration with our businesses are aware of the coming change and humbly support this transition. I ask the public to do the same, so that my child realizes that gender does not determine your worth in this world. It's your actions, perseverance, and ability to tackle life’s challenges that allows your light to shine and change the lives of many, whether it's by the kindness you show, the determination you project to inspire others, or the reputation you allow to be seen while modeling success."

      No one could say anything as he half bowed before the crowd.

      "I am no way near perfect, but I can stand here and vouch for my child. I thank you regardless of your decision."

      My tears fell before I could try to stop them, but what really hit my emotional strings was the onslaught of applause that broke out through the crowd.

      "We support you, Willow!"

      "William or Willow! We have your back!"

      "Please live and prosper!"

      "We support you!"

      Multiple cries of support broke through the immense claps of approval, and I was left to absorb it all with my senses as I scanned the crowd. Not one person was against it in this sea of individuals, leaving me wondering if this would have been my reality if I came out with this tale years earlier.

      No. It's because they watched me do everything I could to be the best son, only to find out that I was hiding a part of myself out of shame.

      This tale may be a mixed-up lie, but the feelings ignited at the idea that I could potentially walk out as Willow in broad daylight brought me so much relief. It was like a new door of opportunity had truly opened, and if Mother Moon hadn't allowed a second chance, I never would have seen this transpire before my eyes.

      Roberto rose up and moved aside while Onyx moved to put my suit coat upon my shoulders. He did it just so he could gently squeeze my shoulders in support, and his husky whisper reached my ears.

      "No longer will you feel the need to hide in the shadows, Sugar."

      His words made me smile as he moved away in time for Roberto to turn his attention to me. The crowd further squealed as I blinked back my tears.

      "We have business to attend to. If anyone wishes to remain, I will gladly answer any other questions. If you are fans of Willow's, please come back tomorrow, for she and her business members will be dealing with a few meetings and will be leaving late," Roberto concluded.

      It was our cue to get inside - Viktor and Onyx already at my sides. Roberto turned his attention to me for a brief moment, and all I could do was speak with my eyes.

      Thank you.

      He seemed to understand as he slightly nodded and moved away to block the view as we swiftly turned away. The cheers continued to echo as we headed to the doors, and I caught a glimpse of the officers dragging Elizabitch and her group of fakes away.

      Her glaring eyes met mine that now glimmered with wicked glee, and I knew this was a situation she wouldn't easily get out of with the public scrutiny that would come slapping her in the face the moment it hit the news.

      In a matter of minutes - if not seconds - the news of William De Luca's survival and reveal would be spread across NYC, and no longer would I hide the truth of my female side. I'd be able to walk with pride as Willow De Luca, and once this deal was set in stone, I'd officially be taking on a new role.

      Ceo. Wolf Alpha. Princess. Royal Mate.

      Somehow all these roles were awaiting me, and as of now, I'd claimed three of them. I'd have to prove myself to affirm their statuses, but in the realms of humans and business, I'd succeeded in claiming what was rightfully mine.

      Only time will tell when it's my turn to claim my birthright as a Wolf Alpha.
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      ~DIMITRIS~

      Can I get an update?

      I spoke through the pack's connection, my focus solely on business as I waited for the elevator. After the eight-hour meeting with some of the most highly ranked and richest individuals in America, we managed to seal the ultimate deal for our new corporation.

      None of us expected the meeting to be eight hours long, and we also didn't expect the amount of lowball offers we'd be given upfront. We may have proven our potential with William's grand reveal as Willow, but it surely wasn't enough for them to give us a good enough offer.

      They knew we each were worth more than a billion dollars in assets, investments, and various properties. Adding Willow's inheritance to the table, we'd be inching closer to five-hundred billion in rank.

      Yet they wanted to offer us a ten billion start. Fucking cheapskates.

      It was an offer I knew would be deemed high in the realms of our shifter world, but the Forbidden didn't go with the average highs of the world. We deserved double if not triple our worth, and that should have been well recognized before the start of the meeting.

      Seven and a half hours of negotiations, and we still hadn't met a level of satisfaction. Obviously, if this was a circumstance where we could use other methods of "negotiation" it wouldn't have lasted this long. With Neo in the equation, that would be all we needed to get what we desired without circling around the obvious.

      I didn't think we'd reach a final agreement until Willow had enough of the back and forth bullshit and went straight for the ultimate kill, the memory flashing before my eyes.

      

      "Is that your final offer?"

      We all looked at Willow, who looked so done with this meeting that her resting bitch face was on blast. She looked unbothered, unmotivated, and was probably hungry and tired after not having a few hours of sleep.

      "This is the best option for all of us, Miss De Luca," the nuisance of a blond male declared. He seemed to be the leader of this agreement, though it was made clear at the beginning of the meeting that the tall man in the gold-and-pink suit was the leader in charge.

      He'd kept quiet since elaborating on the rules when it came to our negotiations, the emphasis on acting like civil beings. I bet he knew how frustrating this tense environment was becoming after hours of doing this back and forth dance, but now all bets were off as Willow uncrossed her legs and rose right up.

      "You're truly undervaluing our assets," she declared with a dull voice.

      All eyes were on her, and something told me there was more to her sudden desire to participate as her blue eyes seemed to darken just slightly.

      "Miss De Luca, we can gladly do another recap of all we're offering if you missed-"

      "One trillion in advance,” she cut him right off with a deal that left us speechless as she clearly caught everyone's attention.

      "W-W-What?" the man stuttered and Willow crossed her arms over her chest as her eyes narrowed on the man. I caught onto the way Neo was smirking, and I could only imagine what he was seeing in his world of energies.

      "One trillion dollars in advance,” she emphasized again. "Or we walk."

      "Y-You wouldn't walk after-"

      "Almost eight hours of us going back and forth about what privileges we'd be given if we take this once-in-a-lifetime offer that will change our lives?"

      The woman to his left sighed dramatically as if she were exhausted by Willow's defiance.

      "Don't you think you're being rather ungrateful? Your whole group is young. And let's all try to remember we're not just average humans sitting in a meeting room trying to make an easy deal that leaves us all happy," she suggested.

      "If we were playing by those rules, this discussion would be over," Willow countered, and the woman laughed and twirled her finger, lifting her glass of water with nothing but her spike of magic. Within seconds, the glass was shattered and pieces of glass were seconds from piercing each of our foreheads - including Viktor and Onyx, who stood behind Willow's seat.

      None of us moved while the woman smirked and her eyes darkened in glee.

      "See? If we were playing by those rules, you all would be dead."

      "Enough, Victoria," the tall man commanded, looking peeved by the use of magic. "Displaying your capabilities is rather unnecessary."

      "Unnecessary," she began, "but worthy to prove the fact that we're wasting valuable time with a bunch of youngsters because they have a few billion in the bank."

      She recalled the shards of glass and just like that, the glass cup was back to its wholeness and lowering to the table.

      None of us said a word, and I was fighting the biggest urge to say fuck it and leave this room, but suddenly it felt like the entire room was shaking ever so slightly.

      "Victoria," the tall man hissed.

      "That isn't me, Albert," she snapped back.

      "Of course not," Willow declared, and we all looked at her as her eyes began to shift in color. Her statement only triggered the windows to shatter - glass darting to the four opposing leaders while avoiding Albert, who continued to remain seated in his spot right in the middle.

      "W-What is the meaning of-" Victoria tried to speak, but the massive shards of glass only inched closer to her flesh - particularly her neck - leaving her frozen in her tense state.

      We had no choice but to look at Willow, all of us disguising the immense shock as Willow slowly returned to her seat and crossed one leg over the other while her eyes were a deadly purple.

      This was the first sight we’d had of her using such intense magic, and I could only hope something hadn't mentally snapped in her mind or we'd be in serious trouble.

      "Did I tell you to speak?" Willow questioned with an innocent pout in Victoria's direction. I could see her gulping while her supportive male comrade was seething with anger. I took a quick look at the remaining three individuals - the two who had glass close to their faces looking unbothered, though one appeared slightly amused by the change of predicament.

      Albert had a questioning expression on his face, but seeing as he'd yet to interfere, he wasn't against this sudden change in plans.

      "If we're just little kids in the shifter realms, why does every shifter in NYC know of the Forbidden Pack? Or, if we're going to dive into the deeper realms of reputation, I'm sure you can easily ask any wolf shifter who the De Lucas are. You know what, why not even dive into the realms of magic, seeing as you enjoy showing off? I'm sure you know of Aurelia Clementine. She's a very dear friend of mine and we have fifteen years worth of friendship to back me up, but I guess having those minor connections shouldn't possibly increase our worth, right?"

      She suddenly uncrossed her legs and rose up. She flicked her hands to the sides, and with a blink, the shards of glass had returned to their rightful place within the massive floor-to-ceiling windows, but the draft of chilled air still lingered in the room, just like the intensity that was pulsing between the two groups.

      "Let me make one thing clear before we finalize this playful game of worthiness." Her voice was seductively lethal - the melodic depth of captivating scrutiny making my cock twitch with excitement as I watched her like a mesmerizing scene in a movie. "The only person who should be threatening these men is me. Otherwise, feel free to accept the consequences of your actions."

      Albert was clearly fighting a smile, while the blue-haired male to the far right lightly chuckled.

      "Tell us your offer, Miss De Luca," he encouraged.

      “A trillion dollars in advance. We'll be able to earn that back in three months," she began, and I couldn't help arching an eyebrow at her confidence because no way did I have a plan that would secure a trillion dollars in three months. "We will be respected during any professional gatherings from this day forward. If anyone tries to do otherwise, ensure they are aware that I don't take bullshit, and neither does my pack."

      She purposely looked over to Victoria as a grin formed on her delicate lips.

      "We're sure there'll be some rebellion as the word of this approval begins to spread through the various areas of supernatural existence, but be warned that we'll happily play nice if the opposing group desires to also play nice. If they don't, then all bets are off in the realms of life and death," she elaborated. "Finally, all we ask is your loyalty. We have our own resources, system, financial investments, and plenty of ideas to put into place here in NYC, especially with my recent promotion and role in the De Luca Empire. I hope with our collaboration, we can begin to lift up our kind and other supernatural communities, including witches, as well as continue to tame any villainous activity in the shadows."

      Victoria tsked. "You want to act like a hero now?”

      Willow actually laughed, and boy, was the sound hauntingly beautiful as it sent chills through us.

      "Hero?" Willow stated the word like it was a delicate statement. "There are no heroes in this world of power. There's only bloodshed, money, and opportunity. We're not here to make happy endings, Victoria. We're here to ensure we, as a whole, remain in these seats of power and not in the hands of a hidden enemy we know nothing about."

      Her words seemed to strike a chord of wisdom, for the four of them were silent while Albert smiled deeply as he bobbed his head in approval.

      "Wise words," he began and opened his eyes to look around at each of us before his calm green eyes locked onto Willow. "I'd like to hear your verdicts on her proposal."

      "No," the guy to the far left who had been supporting Victoria huffed.

      "They don't deserve such an amount," Victoria added. "It's a no."

      The man to the far right shrugged. "I don't care. That amount is nothing to us. Let them have it."

      We looked to the man sitting next to Albert's left side.

      "Despite her slight arrogance, she has a powerful demeanor people will listen to. Their offer isn't bad and doesn't go against us. I couldn’t care less, but for the sake of getting the fuck out of here, sure."

      That left Albert, who tapped his index finger against his lip. "Looks like we're at a tie."

      Willow smiled and nodded her head before fixing the jacket that sat upon her shoulder.

      "Then I guess it was nice doing business," she declared. "Let's go."

      The four of us stood up in unison, the movement surely looking as if it were calculated. The four members stared at us with intensity as Willow took the lead to the door. Viktor was already there - ready to open it for her.

      "Deal."

      Willow came to a stop three steps before the door with us in tow. The seven of us turned around to see the shock of Victoria and the male to the left while the two men on the right seemed pleased with Albert's decision.

      Willow moved between us to stand up front as she looked at Albert, who gave her his attention as he elaborated on his statement.

      "You have yourself a deal. One trillion dollars in advance, respect amongst the community, and loyalty. If anyone, including the members here, defies the last two requests, feel free to lay down your consequences. You have my permission."

      I didn't have to be facing Willow to sense the immense delight his words brought. The feeling was unified as I felt the others' internal pride for what Willow just accomplished in a matter of minutes versus the intense hours we’d wasted simply by playing by the "rules".

      "Excellent," Willow declared. "Shall we get to signing the contracts?"

      "Certainly," Albert agreed.

      

      With contracts signed, we were officially in the best position we could be. By tomorrow, the news would spread of this new deal, and with the added bonus of Willow's grand reveal and uprising, our hidden enemies would have to second guess their decision to put up a fight with us.

      "Sorry for taking so long." Jayce was the first to answer. "I was finalizing the new security team. Saint is probably busy with Neo."

      "Cleaning up," Saint replied. "Neo decided he wanted to do a few extra pieces."

      Meaning he's in a really good fucking mood.

      "Essentially." Saint laughed, the joyous sound having a melodic tone to it.

      Is it just me, or has your magic been oozing into your voice more?

      "To be fair, the happier I am, the stronger my magic is," Saint noted. "But to answer your question, yup. Don't know why, but my magic has been increasing lately, especially when I'm around Wilting Flower."

      She's not even an Alpha of the pack and y'all are enjoying the benefits.

      Onyx's low chuckle flooded our heads.

      "Now you understand why she's such an addiction?"

      "The way she handled that was something Dimitris would have done if we weren't being 'respectful' to those fuckers," Jayce pointed out. "That Victoria woman is bad news."

      You know something.

      I knew when Jayce hinted about something, it meant he'd done his research and had more than enough dirt to warn us about what could potentially arise.

      "She's in a high position in the Coven. It's why she's cocky. The guy next to her is what I'd rank a puppy in the shadows. Since he has a solid foundation in the realms of finance, he's the backbone and normally gets her what she wants."

      Except for today.

      "Exactly." Jayce sounded far too amused.

      "You're suggesting we're going to have to keep an eye on her?" Onyx concluded. "That can be arranged."

      Don't you have enough on your plate?

      "I love to have a full serving of bullshit to deal with. If I don't, I'm only going to be bored, and that's just going to tire my Sugar out."

      "Speaking of Wilting Flower, where is she? She should have joined the conversation by now," Saint pointed out.

      "She's in her office," Jayce noted. "That's what shows on my screen."

      "She's been there for a while," Saint acknowledged.

      I'm on my way to check on her.

      They weren't expressing it in their tones of voice, but I could tell they had a hint of anxiety about the idea of Willow being all alone.

      "Where'd Viktor go?" Onyx inquired. "He was going to remain on watch."

      Roberto called for him. I approved him to check what's going on, but that was a while ago.

      The elevator finally arrived, and I swiftly entered and pressed the top floor button with impatience.

      "Jayce, you sure your camera is up to the current second?" Saint inquired, not hesitating to allow his worry to leak through his voice.

      "It's up to date," Jayce noted. "Hold up."

      "Well, that ain't a good sign," my wolf decided to mutter. My building irritation - and hidden worry - was rising and all that did was make my wolf anxious.

      Aside from our abandonment issues, the idea of someone in my pack getting hurt due to my blind-sighted negligence always tugged on a nerve that left me on a mission to ensure I didn't fuck up.

      After being controlled by that fae, I was still trying to get over the hurt it caused to Willow and the pack. None of them were showing it upfront, but I knew better – I sensed their hints of insecurity.

      It proved that Willow somehow managed to seep through our protective walls and create a mark on each of us. An X on the spot that was growing in value, begging for us to acknowledge just how much power she now carried without even trying.

      "The surveillance is minutes off," Jayce announced.

      And how did that happen?

      If this elevator didn't move any faster, I'd surely pop a vessel or two at the sudden spike of anxiety I was fighting to hide. None of us were in the mood or mindset to deal with more bullshit after the last forty-plus hours we'd experienced with little to no sleep.

      "It has to be internal, but it had to be five minutes ago from the time stamp glitch," Jayce stressed.

      "Who can get to Willow first?" Saint questioned.

      "I could, but I'm not in the right position to do so," Onyx admitted.

      I'm in the elevator. I should be there in a minute.

      "Do we even have a minute?" Jayce grumbled in pure annoyance. I could already feel him beginning to mentally blame himself for this mess up - not a good sign.

      "What's the problem?" Neo's calm voice filtered through the bond.

      If we tell you, I'm not sure the world will survive.

      "Security cam to Willow's office is fucked. Dimitris is gonna be there in less than a minute." Onyx decided to be the bearer of bad news.

      There was a moment of silence - the tension within our pack bond spiking as we anticipated the worst.

      "She's sleeping."

      We waited for Neo to continue as if expecting him to elaborate what he meant by Willow being asleep. When he didn't - and wasn't about to destroy the world as we know it - I decided to risk asking for an explanation.

      Sleep as in not kidnapped, drugged, or knocked unconscious, sleeping?

      Neo chuckled at my obvious concern.

      "She's safely sleeping in her office, and from the feel of it, she's William at the moment," Neo revealed. "Gonna calm your nervous paws?"

      "Why does your revelation only make me want to punch you?" Onyx inquired mostly to himself.

      "You hate when someone else knows what your woman is doing before you?" Neo tossed back, and I swore he was probably smiling from ear to ear. "Seeing as we're mates though, you don't mind."

      "I should mind," Onyx grumbled. "Stop fucking smiling."

      "You should, Neo. You're making this guy think you're about to revive him for the twenty-fourth time," Saint suggested.

      The elevator finally came to a stop, but my heart was already beginning to ease its rather rapid pace. Yet another organ that decided to prove how important Willow was becoming to the pack - becoming important to...me.

      I thought you guys said you were cleaning up?

      "Oh, we are," Saint assured us. "But this guy has some info on Garfield."

      The elevator doors opened, and I was walking a little too fast to the second to last office on this floor. The security guards were standing at attention, guns in hand, which only further eased my mind. Until we were up to date on what was happening behind the scenes, we had to be on our guard.

      "Anything valuable now?" Jayce inquired.

      "Not yet," Saint replied. "A night here will surely do the trick, but we do know he ain't too pleased that Willow's alive and being praised globally for her promotion and courage for revealing the truth of the dual gender identity."

      "Hmm?" Jayce pitched in. "Problem."

      "What?" Onyx inquired.

      "Snipers. They're not anywhere close, but I'm picking up a weapon outside the property."

      Observe for now. I'm already at Willow's office. Onyx, tell Viktor to hurry back. He knows this property inside out. It'll be easier to secure Willow to a safe location if something else transpires.

      "Cool," Onyx replied. "These guys are sure getting cocky bold."

      "More like cocky desperate," Jayce snapped. I was sure he was just as pissed as we all were with the idea that Willow was already getting targeted and it hadn't been twenty-four hours of her sitting on her new throne of power.

      "Guess we're slacking on proving how dangerous we are," Neo hummed. "Why don't we change that, shall we?"

      The way he spoke made me stop in my tracks as a deep frown formed on my lips.

      Nico.

      "Uh oh," Saint whispered into the bond. "Can you like...not add me to the kill list? I'm tired and I wouldn't have enough magic to heal myself if you tried to kill me."

      "I'd never kill you at your weakest," Nico declared with pride. "That would be cowardly."

      Your words aren't making him feel any safer, Nico.

      Without an actual visual of his expression, I was walking on very dangerous waters. For him to come out without any warning was a bad sign.

      "I have other things to attend to. Go check on William."

      His connection was cut off then, and I sensed the others’ confusion.

      "Um...what just fucking happened?" Saint questioned. “Is Nico coming out more often or is something wrong?"

      "Could be the mate bond," Onyx offered. "I'm only now sensing it, but William's in danger."

      That was enough to get me moving, ignoring everything as I reached the guarded doors. With a head nod from the guards, one of them reached out to open the door just slightly. My body easily slid through the space and I scanned the room for immediate threats.

      My eyes landed on William a second later, my heart beginning to calm from its skipping sprint as I took a moment to acknowledge his sleeping figure.

      He was sitting back in his desk chair, eyes closed while his arms remained relaxed on his armrests. The sight only tugged at me - my body moving on its own until I stood next to his chair. He didn't even stir at my quiet arrival, those slow inhales and exhales only confirming he was deep asleep.

      My gaze moved to the desk to see the pile of paperwork already stacked up on his desk as if he still worked in his position under Roberto. What always fascinated me was the way his gentle aura would dance even in the realms of rest, the vivid colors of pink, purple, blue, and gold now vivid in comparison to before, when the colors resembled a prism rainbow.

      I was sure Neo was loving seeing this combination of power on a regular basis with his blindsight, but what I wondered about was how powerful Willow’s wolf potentially was. I'd gotten a glimpse of her beauty in the Alpha Forest - a taste of her delicate power that she somehow controlled at the peak of her awakening.

      Though I could clearly see her wolf's energy in her aura, I knew it was a mere pinch of Willow's potential.

      Our Wilting Flower can be stronger than any Alpha we've come across.

      I wouldn't deny the obvious. Willow was definitely stronger than me. I wasn't going to bullshit around that. But she'd need guidance and the encouragement to step into her power and not be blinded by the obstacles that would come our way.

      If we were already being targeted, it only confirmed that someone knew of Willow's royal heritage. Otherwise, it would make no sense to risk being caught when so many eyes were on her after the false alarm with the announcement of her death.

      I noticed the sudden pout on William’s lips as he squeezed his face and muttered something that I couldn't decipher. He turned his head just slightly, his body relaxing once more though he still looked conflicted from the lines of expression as his brows furrowed together.

      Taking a step closer, I watched with my eyes while I sought for his specific funnel that connected him to the bond - the faint flickers of fear and uncertainty dancing with a spike of doom.

      "Nightmare," my wolf pointed out, and I agreed that it may have been exactly that.

      With a frown of my own, I reached out to lightly trace his rough lips with my thumb. They were dry; parched from the lack of water intake due to that ridiculous waste of time.

      I bit my lip without realizing it, the pinch of my teeth against my bottom lip only encouraging me to do what was unfolding in my mind - my body once again acting before I could process it, leaving my lips lightly covering William's.

      The thought of him waking up and getting upset about the invasion of his body ignited a dangerous desire that made me want to test the very theory out. It was far too tempting, and my wolf wasn't trying to interfere with my complex emotional issues when it came to love.

      Been there, and fuck that.

      The reminder only made my blood grow cold in anger, but it wasn't enough to stop me from enjoying this brief moment of tranquility as I deepened the kiss. If I kept going, I'd surely wake William, but to my sudden surprise, his lips kissed me back.

      I opened my eyes just enough to see his slightly opened ones - their ocean blue surface filled with a haze that confirmed just how drained he was. They briefly flickered of purple and pink, but they soon closed once more.

      I broke the kiss to see what he'd say, but he’d fallen right back asleep.

      "You're that tired," I huffed but my lips curled up in approval while I moved my hands to brush a few of his pink strands from his face.

      After the madness, he deserved to sleep for days if not weeks. Obviously, we wouldn't be given that luxury, but if someone was trying to further fuck things up, we weren't going to deal with that tonight.

      If so, major shit would go down.

      Returning my attention to the desk, I noticed a neon orange piece of paper that stuck out from the obvious stack of approval letters and documents that were printed on white paper.

      The immediate sight had me tugging the sheet out from the pile and reading it with haste.

      
        
        "You think you've won, little princess? You should learn something in your next life.

        Change offices when it's been infiltrated more than once."

      

      

      That had me moving to the window, my eyes immediately darting all over to try to see anything from below. The current weather of gloomy clouds wasn't helping at all, but I couldn't pick up anyone from the ground below.

      There was no way I'd be able to with the darkness, twinkling lights from cars and establishments below, and the immense height we were at, but those all felt like excuses to my mind that was desperate to find the culprit of this bullshit.

      "In the air," my wolf stated with urgency, and by the time my eyes noticed the helicopter that was hidden perfectly within the passing clouds until that exact moment, a man in black combat attire already had his sniper rifle ready.

      The dotted circle on my chest.

      "Shit! Dimitris!" Jayce must have caught the view of the inevitable, but there was nothing I could do to try to avoid this.

      Or so I thought.

      My body was spun around – and I crashed into a firm chest as the rich aroma of cherry blossoms and lavender assaulted my sense of smell.

      The pull of the trigger was followed with the gunshot that shattered glass. The doors of the office darted open as the guards came in with their guns in position to shoot down the intruder.

      They had no clue how far out our attackers were, and yet the sudden boom of an explosion only confirmed that our enemy would be no more of a disturbance.

      "You're a good kisser," William quietly muttered. "Though I'm still curious about whether you're a top or bottom."

      That seemed to snap me out of my daze as I pushed back from William to acknowledge he was perfectly okay. The smug grin on his face fell to a pout as he let out a dramatic sigh.

      "Garfield is really going overboard here," he declared.

      "What are you-" I stopped because I immediately knew what he was referring to as the two guards now had their guns pointed at William's back, their eyes full of murderous intent.

      Fuck!

      "Go ahead. Pull the trigger," William encouraged before a yawn escaped him. "I dare you."

      William! Are you fucking stupid?!

      His tired eyes danced with delight at my mental scrutiny, but we continued to stand there, frozen in place, expecting something to happen.

      William's smile grew to a wide grin that showed his white teeth, and he turned around as if he knew without a doubt nothing would pierce through his flesh. I was left in a baffled state, as were the guards pointing their weapons in our direction, leaving William no choice but to sigh dramatically.

      "You two thought none of us noticed you weren't in the new roster of guards?" William stated with immense joy, and I could only imagine how deadly his eyes appeared at this moment.

      The two men were shaking in their spots, and it only took a few seconds for me to catch onto the beginning droplets of blood that were rolling out of their ears, followed by their nostrils, eyes, and slightly opened mouths.

      By the time they lost the ability to hold the very guns in their grasps, blood was leaving their bodies like grand rivers.

      Neo came into view as he walked out from the hall into the room. He passed by the guards like they were mere statues. The movement triggered the release of whatever had frozen them in place as they gurgled upon the very blood that pooled in their mouths and dropped to their knees, the very glint of life in their eyes beginning to fade away.

      By the time Neo was in front of the desk, the two were face-planting onto the floor, their inhales coming to an abrupt stop, along with their beating hearts.

      "You're not the type to give me colorful roses." The feminine voice only confirmed William had switched back to Willow, and my head turned over to confirm Willow now stood there with her arms crossed over her chest and her questioning, half-opened eyes were giving Neo a judgemental look. "Weren't you painting ten minutes ago?"

      "I was," he said with a sly smile. "And the flowers are from Dimitris. He left them downstairs."

      "I'm not going to ask how you managed to come from your place of serenity all the way down here, pick up flowers from the front desk, make those douches choke on their own blood, and executed blowing up that helicopter," she summarized.

      "The helicopter wasn't me," he assured her. "That was Onyx."

      Willow further frowned as her eyebrow arched.

      "I'm not even going to ask," she concluded, her eyes coming to a close as if she couldn't keep them open any longer. My wolf briefly nudged forward, enough to get me to Willow in a mere step as my arm hooked around her to stop her from falling back.

      "Crap. Willow?"

      "She's okay," Neo replied as he laid the flowers on the desk’s surface. "She's asleep."

      "Your level of calm is beginning to get on my nerves," I pointed out, my wolf riding up my ass to express our heightened impatience.

      I disliked the fact that everyone seemed to be on the ball except for me. As their Alpha, I shouldn't be struggling like this. One mistake and those I swore to protect would be laid to rest due to my blind-sightedness.

      Without delay, I scooped Willow up in my grasp, hoping we could get out of here before this office became a shooter zone. I could already hear the sirens from below and the approach of many people.

      The shattered glass wouldn't have made enough sound to catch many people's attention, but that helicopter was unexpected and would surely need an investigation done seeing as it was only eight-thirty in the evening.

      “Cut yourself some slack," Neo noted as he reached into the front pocket of his black dress shirt to retrieve the red blindfold that would soon wrap around his eyes. "You don't like to admit it, but you're still adjusting to Willow's awakening and her connection to the pack, aren't you?"

      He hit the nail on the head, leaving me further annoyed. I hadn't dealt with the adjusting effects of having a wolf join the pack bond in a long while. Many Alphas made it seem like it was an easy thing to endure, but that was amongst the realms of shifters who held very little power.

      The Forbidden Pack only accepted those who carried lethal benefits to our little pack. When Onyx had joined by signing on the dotted line, it didn't take me as long to adjust to his connection because he knew what Alphas went through by accepting someone close to their strength - if not stronger.

      He briefly submitted under my power so the adjustments would be easier, and I had to applaud him for his consideration because I was able to recover without it disturbing my work and role in this pack.

      Willow, on the other hand, is completely different.

      She surely had no clue about the need for an Alpha to adjust to her power, and I'd been avoiding bringing it up. She'd just dealt with a shit ton of bullshit, survived her awakening after barely escaping the claws of death from her suicide, had an eight-hour meeting after telling the world of her gender fluidity, and now this bullshit.

      She didn't need me to tell her to tone her power down so I could think straight.

       "It shouldn't be a valid enough excuse for me to fuck up."

      "True," Neo replied. "But that's why you have us to keep your secret safe," Neo continued as he picked the bouquet of roses and took an inhale. "You should get her pink and purple ones like before. She liked that."

      "I'm sure she'd hate you spilling her secrets like that," I voiced.

      "Nah." Neo shrugged. "Maybe she's tired of you showing affection through exquisite roses and wants to suck your hard dick."

      I didn't have a comeback for that and he knew it as he turned around with the bouquet in his hand. "And when I say wants to suck your hard dick, I mean William, not Willow."

      My cock twitched at the correction, the mere thought exciting me and triggering my anger.

      Barely interact with William and yet I can't fucking think straight. Fuck. It's just this dumb connection.

      "Sure. Blame the connection," my wolf suggested.

      "Where are you going?" I asked as Neo began to head to the door. He stopped just short of the pool of blood soaking into the carpet, glancing over his shoulder to acknowledge me.

      "Viktor should be here in about a minute. I'm gonna go back to do an extra painting to waste time. We're going on a run tonight, right?"

      Fuck. I even forgot about that.

      The Pink Moon energy was still as vibrant as ever with the added effects of the full moon, so it only made logical sense to go for a proper run after the madness we'd endured as a pack.

      I'd originally planned for tonight to be one spent officially accepting Willow into the pack, but that got all fucked up thanks to this never-ending deal and the obvious turn of events that forced us to have this meeting in the first place.

      "I want Willow to be with us," I admitted.

      "She'll be awake by then," Neo stated like it was a fact. "We all know she doesn't stay unconscious for long. Unless Onyx fucks the shit out of her, that is." He turned away. "We'll handle the rest of this. Just let Viktor take you back to the penthouse. We'll meet you there after we have everything in order."

      Without waiting for my reply, he walked out of the room and straight into a portal of dark red. "Was he always able to do that?" my wolf inquired.

      No.

      "I think once our run is over today, you're gonna have to do a re-examination of everyone. I don't know about you, but everyone's abilities seem to have heightened, and I'm not going to believe it's the boost of the Pink Moon."

      It has to do with Willow.

      Lowering my eyes, I took in her peaceful expression as her head rested against my chest.

      Racing footsteps came to a stop, and I lifted my gaze to see Viktor was back. He looked at the two dead guards before peering past my shoulder to the shattered windows.

      His expression alone told me he was so fucking done with today.

      "We're going back to the penthouse to prepare for a run," I voiced. "Want to come or do you have plans?"

      He actually took a moment to think about it.

      "I have something to attend to, but I'll be there shortly after," Viktor concluded.

      "Does this have to do with your memories?" I inquired. It was obviously harder to read Viktor because he was an Omega and had no connection to our pack, but I had a feeling his plans had to do with the discovery that Willow was royalty and his memories had been wiped for many years.

      "Sort of," he replied, his eyes landing on Willow. "I think we're dealing with a huge problem."

      That's not good.

      "What?"

      "Roberto was taken to the hospital," he revealed.

      My eyes widened at the news that was completely unexpected.

      "Why? He was perfectly healthy when he left."

      "I'm unsure." Viktor looked peeved. "They're saying it’s heart problems, but Roberto's healthy. My worry is that he was having chest pains after he said he remembered something vitally important."

      "Not a good sign at all," my wolf whispered.

      "Why do I feel you're implying..." I trailed off when his knowledgeable silver eyes locked on my pink ones as he gave me a slight nod.

      "There's a big fucking chance Roberto's been used this entire time and he just remembered his previous role."

      I bit my lip as I tried to think this one through. How could someone have enough power to control someone for years? It had to be more than fifteen years, if not more.

      "Where is he?"

      "He was speaking with Albert as they finalized paperwork. I was summoned as a witness."

      "Don't witnesses need magic?" I inquired.

      Viktor smirked just slightly. "Warlock, remember?"

      "Right," I grumbled and mentally cursed at my sluggish memory.

      "Don't worry about it. I know of the burdens Alpha wolves carry with a newly awakened wolf, though I suggest you tell Willow sooner rather than later. She's rather defiant in nature, if you haven't figured that out yet," he suggested. "Roberto's in the care of Albert, and from my brief memories of the past, he's definitely royalty. I'm unsure what exact role he played, but he's an acquaintance. I don't fully trust him, but they most likely have the best tools and equipment to ensure Roberto's stabilization."

      I nodded because he had a point. It would be too risky to take Roberto anywhere else with the news of his empire going to Willow. Someone would simply get rid of him because he was worth nothing, while I was sure many of his enemies were waiting in the background for a weak point.

      "They have security?"

      "More than enough. Once I drop you and Willow off, I'll go and check on Roberto."

      "I suggest you take one of the guys with you. The news of Roberto being hospitalized may bother Willow. I don't need her worrying about you, too."

      "She wouldn't worry about me," Viktor huffed but watched me walk past him as I held our sleeping princess tightly.

      "You may not be a part of the pack officially, but let's not play the game of blinded fool," I whispered and looked slightly over my shoulder to meet his stare. "I don't need to be mated to her to know she'd be willing love you if you weren't so frightened of losing her."

      He didn't say anything, and I gave a slight shrug and looked away.

      "The only time I loved someone was when their crush on me had already died and was buried in a pit of hate. You know what it resulted in?" I offered with distaste. "Heartache, misery, and an ex who is now doing everything in their power to fuck up the potential chance of another taking their place."

      "She's worthy of someone better," Viktor muttered, and it made me laugh because it was far too funny.

      "Better? If that were so, we'd never have crossed paths, nor would she have somehow entangle herself with any of us, let alone Onyx," I replied. "I'm not going to lecture you like I know your story, but let me remind you that all of us...every single member of the Forbidden Pack…carry skeletons in our closets. We all have enemies and pasts very few individuals would be able to survive. I don't need to know your background to look right in your eyes and know that your loyalty has come with the price of forsaking those you surely carried an alliance with. Whatever those broken ties were, they may remain in the past, but you always have to be prepared for the chance of them coming back out to play."

      Rotating my body enough to look at him, I gave him a stare of seriousness.

      "Don't wait until blood is shed for you to express yourself. We already learned what happens when we do," I whispered. "Regret is a heavy bitch to carry."

      I had no more words to share as I began to walk in the opposite direction of the hall, knowing we'd use the secret exit we'd installed for emergencies. I knew he'd follow me after he had a moment to process my words, but I should be taking my own advice.

      There was no need to deny my emotions. I may not have intense feelings for Willow, but her male counterpart...William was making me question my own sanity, and that was never a good sign.

      If she becomes an addiction...it's going to be a habit I'll never be able to break.
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      ~WILLOW~

      
        
        "You won't win this time around, Willow."

      

      

      I was sinking deeper and deeper, the chill of the water seeping into my very bones. Pain coursed through me as my body was frozen like ice. I couldn't get air into my desperate lungs, and my consciousness was slipping away.

      All I could do was look up to the surface that was getting further away - my strands floating upward as my right arm was stuck outstretched in a desperate plea to be saved.

      I don't want to die.

      How different it felt to be sinking to a doomed ending I didn't ask for. The fear it invoked and the regret this predicament offered did nothing to comfort my slipping soul. Nothing could save me. No one tried to protect me.

      I was a loser at my own game of survival.

      
        
        "Willow."

      

      

      A voice called to me then. It was one I recognized, but the feelings were a mix of annoyance and wonder. The conscious debate only left me wondering if this voice could stop my approaching end - if they could be the saving grace I needed to come out of this and prevail.

      
        
        "Sweet Willow. Come back to me."

      

      

      I wanted to tell him I couldn't move. That no matter how hard I tried, I seemed to be stuck in this never-ending realm of sinking. There was nothing I could do to communicate my irony, but somehow he understood.

      
        
        "Just breathe, Willow."

      

      

      My confusion was obvious, for I was underwater. One inhale would lead to my demise, and yet he wanted me to do exactly that.

      
        
        "Trust me, Willow. Breathe."

      

      

      Regardless of my mixed emotions about this man, his quiet plea held a level of safety that gave me a spark of hope - that if I fell back, he'd be there to catch me when I least expected it. My mind, body, and soul told me that no matter the difference, this man meant well for me.

      I just had to trust him.

      Taking one more glance at the glimmering surface far above, I allowed myself to breathe.

      

      My eyes opened suddenly, my inhales coming out in short huffs while my eyes scanned my dark surroundings to conclude I was in a car.

      I didn't think as my hand summoned a dagger, its sharp tip pressed lightly against the throat of the individual sitting next to me.

      "That shouldn't be how you thank your Alpha, Willow."

      My half-opened eyes locked on to pink orbs of emotionless beauty; the passing flickers of the street lights made them dance with hints of orange.

      It took me a very long minute to realize I'd somehow managed to move and place myself right on his lap while my conjured blade remained against his flesh. If I pressed even slightly, it would cut through, but in comparison to Neo or even Onyx, it felt almost wrong to try and cut Dimitris's smooth skin.

      He can't be a fashion sensation with a cut on his neck, now can he?

      "I'm not even going to ask about what you're thinking about," he casually muttered while his eyes never left mine. "Are you going to let me go?"

      "What if I like it here?" I dared to inquire with a devilish smirk.

      He didn't seem bothered by my taunting, his expression beyond the word boredom.

      "Sitting on my lap with a dagger to my throat isn't going to get you the reaction you get from your mates, Sweet Willow," he stated and had the nerve to smile with a sarcastic grin that made his eyes glimmer in pure mockery.

      I pouted my lips while debating whether I should just finish the deed of killing him out of spite, but to my internal surprise, my wolf opened her eyes just slightly.

      Those orbs of color were filled with immense mischief.

      She triggered an idea that unfolded as my actions were well into motion, leaving me to grin maliciously while my lips were inches from Dimitris’s, as I switched to William. His eyes widened with shock as he took in our closeness.

      My chuckle was deep and expressed my triumph while I took in the shade of crimson that began to spread along Dimitris's cheeks.

      "Let's try that again," I rasped with dominance as my lips brushed his with each spoken word. "What if I like it here, Dimitris?"

      He didn't say a word, but I watched his Adam's apple move up and down slowly, the movement only emphasizing the power of lust I held in my grasp as William versus Willow.

      After gaining my new position, I expected this persona would fade away with my ultimate desire to prove to Papa Dearest that I deserved to be seen. Instead, in the back seat of this car, I couldn't be happier to have this opportunity.

      To be able to drive Dimitris mad with my masculinity and overflowing confidence.

      I could hear the way his heart beat with haste and see the threatening drops of sweat beginning to form on his forehead. What was beginning to grow more and more obvious was his hardness that only pressed against mine, and compared to being nervous with a jumble of emotions with Neo and Onyx, I was the Dom in this brewing relationship with Dimitris, and I'd force him to submit to me.

      Whether he liked it or not.

      I removed the blade from his flesh, but only replaced it with my hand that gripped firmly. He tensed up just slightly, his eyes boring into mine while he tried to determine what my next move would be, but I had no plans for my actions. I was running on this instinct to be in control of my apparent Alpha, and unless I got what I wanted, he wasn't going to get out of my grasp so easily.

      "William," he said in warning, and yet it so smoothly rolled off his tongue with a hint of breathlessness that it triggered tingles of lust to prickle along my flesh while my hunger to devour his lips only grew to a level that pushed me to act before I dared to think of anything close to logical.

      My lips consumed his, and if his muffled moan didn't empower me enough, it was the way one arm hooked around my waist, while his other hand moved to run through my short locks and keep my head still so I couldn't break the intense connection.

      I don't know what made kissing a guy as a male so different - or better yet, exhilarating - in comparison to as a female, but it was something rather addicting if you got lost in how commanding you felt when you took the lead.

      The lingering idea that I had the ability to make someone like Dimitris moan and breathe heavily with a mere kiss sent a wild thrill to keep pushing - to entice him until he exploded.

      I could only assume that whoever was driving had the tinted glass divider up, or the poor individual would get to listen to our sloppy kisses as our tongues darted into each other's mouths to explore the hollow walls and enjoy the vivid taste.

      Dimitris tasted like he had a hint of whisky, but you wouldn't know that he took a quick swig of alcohol with his exquisite scent of rich cologne. I was sure he was exhausted, and here I was - deciding tonight would be the battle of dominant masculinity for the sake of my damn sanity.

      I didn't break the kiss until we were panting heavily and the world felt like it was spinning. As much as I wanted to remain in this form, I knew if I did, it would end with far fewer clothes and a potential fine for fucking in the car.

      As if a tiny fine would be the main debate in this illogical mental dispute.

      Deciding to be risky, I leaned right in to kiss the side of his neck, my lips moving with passion against his hot flesh as I enjoyed his hitched breaths before a soft groan escaped his throat as I sank my teeth in enough to make a mark.

      After kissing the sensitive spot lightly and sealing it with a slow lick, I pulled away and allowed my taunting eyes to take in Dimitris's flustered expression.

      "We should do this again," I offered. "I like this hidden conflict of power."

      Dimitris didn't seem pleased in the slightest, but he couldn't comment as I was back to my female self. Dimitris's eyes lowered to my chest - his questioning eyebrow raise only telling me what I figured had happened.

      "You mind reaching for my spare bra that's tucked in the side over there?" I inquired. He did exactly that, though his eyes never left my chest until after he handed me the packet that carried a spare bra and matching panties.

      "You don't even like boobs," I emphasized.

      He actually frowned at my statement. "It's not like I don't like them. They're still interesting to watch."

      "But you like cock."

      He took another moment to answer. "Essentially."

      I shook my head while I worked on getting my bra on. "I swear, if that happens again, I feel like I wouldn't be satisfied until I fucked you or some crazy shit."

      "Your honesty is interesting," he admitted, and suddenly reached out to press a hand to my forehead.

      "What are you doing?" I asked. "I don't have a fever."

      "I can feel that," he noted. "You've been switching too much. From Willow to William, back and forth all day, or at least outside of that eight-hour gap as Willow, which isn't your usual pattern."

      "If you're concerned about me, I'll be okay," I assured him as my bra was finally fixed. "Sorry for uh..." I paused and looked at our position. "Actually, I'm not apologizing for essentially jumping you. That's my right."

      "Your right?"

      "You're my Alpha, right? If I have needs, you're supposed to fulfill them."

      His look was enough to make me snicker because he looked so disturbed by my statement.

      "Oh c'mon! Just because I'm a girl doesn't mean the idea of showing a little love and endurance is going to kill you."

      "Just because I'm your Alpha, that doesn't mean I will attend to your sexual spikes of overpowering torture," he got to the point.

      "So that's what happened?" I offered and yawned. "Fuck. Was I having a nightmare or something? It felt like I couldn't breathe when I woke up."

      "You need to stay on one topic." Dimitris sighed. "Yes, you had a nightmare, and that was why I woke you up. That's when you proceeded to try to kill me."

      "You and I both know if I wanted to kill you, we wouldn't be talking," I stated the obvious. "I wanted to cut your pretty throat, but that would ruin your perfect fashion appearance for the world to fawn over, and I couldn't possibly be that cruel."

      His judgemental stare made me smile in pride.

      "So, what's this about me overpowering?"

      Dimitris sighed. "Are you going to get off my lap?"

      "Does it bother you?"

      "No."

      "Then?"

      "I’d rather be sitting comfortably when your bodyguard is done with his video call while we're stuck in stupid traffic then deal with him being a jealous fool for the remainder of the ride."

      "Jealous, you say?" I smiled at the idea. "I think not. Viktor doesn't see me that way."

      "Right," Dimitris muttered. "Off."

      He literally pushed me off.

      "Ah!" He caught me at the last second, my body only inches from the floor of the thankfully spacious ride. "Why did you catch me?"

      "If I bruised you up now, I'd hear an earful from your stalker and admirer."

      "Onyx and Neo?" I translated. "They wouldn't speak much."

      "That's the problem," Dimitris concluded as he helped me sit back in my seat next to him. "Earful would be a single word from both of them before I'd somehow find myself alive and six feet under within a wooden coffin."

      "They wouldn't," I safely stated, but slowly side-glanced over to Dimitris, who was actually serious. "Don't tell me that's happened before. I know Onyx is on the crazy jealous side, but he's not that bad."

      "Neo would gladly do it."

      Guess that confirms it's happened before.

      "I guess it would be a pain getting you out of that grave," I concluded and finally got back into my seat. Reaching for a spare V-neck tee, I slid it on and easily gathered my long locks to tie up in a ponytail.

      When I finished, I realized Dimitris was eyeing me the entire time, but his eyes were hard to read. "What?"

      "I question if you have bewitching powers," he muttered.

      "I mean, I could," I offered. "But I don't have the energy to leave every man and woman in a trance over my body. Surely there are succubi in this world that can do that naturally."

      "There are," he admitted. "Though they're rare and expensive."

      "Why do I feel like you've met and paid for one's services?"

      "I have," he admitted with a shrug. "How else would I get that bitch of a psycho out of my life?"

      "Are you referring to Elizabitch?"

      His eyes locked onto mine once more as I was sure he was questioning the nickname.

      "Yes."

      "Can I ask something?"

      "Might as well," he replied. "Not like we're moving much."

      He did have a point. I hadn't been focusing on my surroundings at all - which was pretty unlike me, but maybe I felt really safe in his company - but it looked like Viktor was taking an alternate route rather than the highway. But that only invited double the commute thanks to the night rush from those dropping off club-goers.

      "Elizabitch was once a man, wasn't she?”

      Dimitris's eyes darkened just a smidge - enough for me to notice as he briefly looked away. "Yes." He didn't seem very comfortable, but he took a deep inhale and let it out slowly. "Elliott…had a crush on me for a really long time, back in a time when I wasn't the Moore people bowed down to or knew the moment I entered the room."

      I could see the flood of rage in his eyes while he tried to hide the hurt this memory delivered. "He knew me when I was a nobody...when I was beginning to take the steps towards my revenge."

      Closing his eyes, he continued.

      "Back then, the world was far colder. No one cared about acts of kindness when you were poor. At one point in my life, our family was wealthy. It wasn't close to the wealth I carry now, but it was enough to have a roof over our heads and eat warm meals."

      He opened his eyes then, their hazed intensity focused forward while they glimmered with intense pink - his wolf inching closer into control.

      "Then a deal went wrong. A fuck up. Our father...the cocky fucker, he thought he was invincible. That nothing could take him down. What a fucking fool."

      "He perished?"

      "Kidnapped, tortured, and murdered when he was all drained out. He trusted far too easily. Assumed no one would be wishing for his downfall. He was so fucking wrong, and that left us with nothing. Our mother disappeared. Probably went on the run with a different alias and whatever money she saved in Switzerland. Regardless, we had no one. No family friends or anyone who'd be willing to take us in. We were too dangerous to take into the foster system, so the government ignored us. We went from rich children to homeless, and it was fucking hard."

      "We?" My voice was barely audible.

      "Me and my little brother, Mihkel. It was just the two of us for years," Dimitris whispered. "We sat in the corners of the streets, in the dark alleyways at night, begged for food during the day, and did anything to get by. We got to see how cruel and dark this world is first hand, but it brought us closer together."

      "Is he back in Cali?" I quietly asked.

      "He's dead." His stoic eyes locked on my widened ones. The heartache that bled into his statement inched into my heart. "All he wanted was to be happy. He didn't care about riches or getting payback on those who ruined our family. Our parents were nowhere near perfect, but they gave us a part of our childhood we knew was a privilege most couldn't afford to experience. My father may have had it coming for him, but his death...that was something no one deserved. Mihkel couldn't walk on the same path as me. He was beginning to see a bit of our father in my eyes, and could see how controlling I was becoming. The Alpha in me was growing faster than my own sanity, and I guess...he was afraid of watching me spiral down the same path. Frightened to see me die the same way and leave him behind."

      He sighed and closed his eyes, struggling to continue as he swallowed the lump in his throat. "So he came to the conclusion that death was the only option."

      I couldn't speak as the car slowly began to move once more, the passing lights dancing on his face.

      "Mihkel's suicide made me realize that if I was going to rise up in the position of Alpha, I wouldn't be able to handle a bigger pack. It would drive me mad to lose someone so close. By then, the Forbidden Pack was slowly forming, and after we retrieved Jayce, I knew I had enough allies on my side," he revealed. "From that moment on, we worked hard. We trained twelve hours a day, working on our individual crafts and ensuring our weaknesses were minimal. We vanished from the Cali streets into the wilderness so we could become stronger, and when the opportunity came, we rose out of the depths of the forest into a society that had forgotten about our existence. And it was the most empowering moment of my life."

      Opening his eyes, he slowly looked at me, those orbs of pink softening as they met mine. He reached out to brush away the single tear I hadn't realized was running down my cheek, and for that single stretch in time, it felt like the world was just between us as his hand remained pressed against my flesh.

      "I vowed that no one else would join our pack. That I wouldn't expand myself for anyone else. Mikhel's death killed a part of me that carried a pool of emotion, so when Elliott entered my life, I couldn't let him be a distraction. He kept loving me, that tiny crush growing more and more, but my heart merely grew colder and colder. By the time I was ready to acknowledge his feelings, he'd decided to change himself into Elizabeth and by that point, I was nothing but a hindrance. My feelings for him back then were tiny, but I figured being with him would be easier than being with someone who knew nothing of the crimes I committed. However, with the tables turned and with the switch of his gender, I was just turned off."

      Lowering his hand from my cheek, he continued.

      "It made me realize that I was gay, but the option of dating a female didn't bother me. However, it was the idea of needing to open myself up to another that turned me off. Letting someone into my life full of secrets and intense desire for control wasn’t going to happen. Elizabeth was so different from when she was Elliott. The trust faded, and it was obvious her emotions turned into a fit of obsessive jealousy towards anyone who dared look my way. I figured it would never be a problem because who would possibly love me?" The spark of sadness in his last statement tugged at my heartstrings. "Besides, the only person who did cherish my existence decided it wasn't enough to save him from himself, right?"

      "Dimitris," I whispered.

      I wanted to say something comforting, to give some sort of emotionally wise statement that would ease his pain, but I carried a hint of guilt of my own, for my conscious actions surely triggered memories I was sure he didn't want to relive.

      "When her rejection of any chance of us being together was put out there, I didn't give her the reaction she expected. Maybe she thought I'd fight for her, but I didn't have time for that bullshit. I was focused on building an empire and couldn't let anyone fuck it up. Each member of my pack was dedicating themselves to me, providing a level of loyalty no one else could. I couldn't be wasting my time with love, and deep down, she knew it. She began to become more of a hindrance, so I hired a succubus to keep her occupied. Obviously, since she was once a male, I couldn't go with an incubus. It kept her distracted. Long enough for us to come down to NYC with the intention of expanding. I assumed she wouldn't be any more of a hindrance, but I guess her desperation to be mine morphed into her attempting to hurt me."

      "But she hasn't made a move against you," I voiced the obvious.

      "Sure, she hasn't done anything directly to me," Dimitris agreed. "But she doesn't need to target me specifically to hurt me, Willow."

      We shared a look that made his words finally click.

      "I'm not a weakness to you," I voiced. "I'm just the new pack member that brought a bunch of bullshit with her."

      He smirked, and suddenly he was inches from my face. His cologne danced around me while his eyes further softened and projected waves of lust.

      "In this form, you're not. But then again, that Alpha energy of yours may kick me in the ass one day."

      "My Alpha energy-"

      He surprisingly kissed me, the pressure of those soft lips enough to make me want to press back. We fought each other until my arms were hooked around his neck and he grabbed me from my seat and moved me back on his lap.

      The move made me lightly shift against his groin, and if it wasn't for his hands gripping my hips to make me stop, I would have gone on and on until he groaned through his release. He broke the kiss on purpose, his forehead pressing against mine, and the action eased the competitive energy that coursed through me moments ago.

      "That," he whispered, completely breathless. "That energy that makes you want to fight me. That pulsing force that wishes for control. It's less when you’re a female, but fuck. When you're William, I can was barely think straight when you act upon it. I can feel your power, Willow. Sense what you're capable of."

      I pulled back slightly to look into his expression, and for a moment, he let me see the hurt and fear in his eyes.

      "You're afraid I'll take over," I whispered in shock.

      "I'm afraid you'll take over, lose yourself to that very power, and leave me to watch this empire I've worked for years upon crumble." He didn't hold back in his honesty, and I appreciated it. I needed to hear the truth, and by him being honest, I could figure out where I stood in all of this.

      "You realize the whole me being Alpha when I become a wolf was a joke, right?"

      "I'm aware, Sweet Willow,” his voice was the softest I’d ever heard it, and this time when he kissed me, it was tender, compassionate, and loving.

      I wanted to quicken the pace, but I fought against it. Instead, I allowed myself to get lost in those emotions. Get lost in the way his hands loosened their hold while one hand moved to grip the back of my head

      He tilted my head back just slightly, enough to dive right into my mouth. My moan vibrated against his mouth’s walls, while my fingers couldn't fight the urge to feel his silky strands. This kiss was just as different as Neo's and Onyx's. It held a level of control that didn't entice me or make me feel as though I wasn't getting enough passion.

      A balanced connection of power.

      When he released me, I was left staring up into his eyes that were flickering between pink and gold - the presence of his wolf going in and out with the dancing colors of his gorgeous spheres.

      "When you let go, do you see the difference in the power?" he offered.

      "Yes," I replied. "It's combined...yet tamed. Different from when it's like I need to compete against you."

      He slowly nodded but remained close.

      "I need you to understand that though we started off as enemies, that status no longer stands. Tonight, we'll be going for a run. An official pack run where you will be sworn in again."

      "Why again?" I questioned.

      He allowed himself to smile slightly, while his eyes flooded with pride.

      "I've never had an official Beta in the pack," he revealed. "I think it's time for one."

      My eyes widened as my jaw went slack.

      "But...but...what about Neo? Isn't he the Beta?"

      Dimitris shook his head. "Neo doesn't like anything that deals with leadership unless it's in his realm of expertise. Saint is too chill to be a Beta, and Jayce likes being in the background unless we're interrogating our prey. A Beta is someone who will take the Alpha spot in case I'm away and shit goes down. It has to be someone the others will listen to, and with Onyx on the team, and the possibility of your bodyguard-"

      "Viktor," I corrected.

      "Whatever," he huffed, which made me smile. "It just makes logical sense. You're not a submissive wolf, and I know for a fact you have the potential to be stronger than all of us."

      "But I probably need loads of training," I suggested.

      He bobbed his head. "If you were in your pack officially as a wolf, you would have been trained properly to one day rise to the Alpha position. Seeing as you weren't, it's our turn to give you a crash course."

      "I can be a girl as your Beta, right?" I inquired. "Or do I have to remain as William in those circumstances?"

      "You can be whatever gender you're comfortable with in any moment, Willow," he declared. "I already understand your day and night circumstance, and it'll probably take a while for you to adjust to switching whenever you like. That's not a problem, nor will it ever be one."

      'There has to be some sort of consequence with accepting this," I muttered. "You're being too nice."

      His eyes rolled, but he only relaxed back to look at me.

      "Don't get used to it," he grumbled. "Just tonight while the Pink Moon energy is still up and about." I could see right through him, and though his acceptance actually gave me a sense of validation, I didn't fight the urge to hug him.

      "What are you doing?" he inquired.

      "Hugging you," I grumbled. "Dimitris?"

      "What?"

      "Sorry for bringing up old wounds."

      He didn't say anything, but his hand moved to rest against my back as he whispered, "Never do I want to lose someone I love to that again. I don't give a fuck if it feels like the world is caving in. If it gets too hard to handle...too heavy to carry...or too hard to breathe, you rely on your Alpha to solve it for you. Rely on me to lift those burdens and give you the oxygen you need to thrive."

      I nodded into his shoulder as he stroked my back.

      "You're our Forbidden Fruit, Willow. No one will get a taste of your sweetness except us.”

      "What if they try?" I questioned.

      "Simple," he replied, and I was positive that sinister grin of absolute control was gracing his lips. "They die."

      His vindication made me smile because the idea of being officially part of their pack as a wolf shifter brought more joy than I'd experienced in a long time.

      It was amazing how death can suddenly open the doors to so much light.
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      "I'll go ahead," Dimitris announced as we got out of the car, leaving me with Viktor as we watched him walk to a guard post to the far left.

      "Do you see any point in driving back?" I tossed the question to Viktor as he reached my left side. "We couldn't even go to the penthouse with that amount of traffic. By the time you even attempt to get to wherever you have to go, it'll be well past midnight."

      "You have a point," he admitted. "I won't make it to the hospital before visiting hours are finished."

      "Hospital?" I inquired, confused as to why he was going there. "You're not unwell, are you?" I moved all the way onto my tiptoes to press my hand on his forehead. "You never get sick."

      His smile was priceless as his eyes softened.

      "I'm not sick, Willow," he assured me, his hand laying upon mine. It remained there for a few extra seconds before he wrapped his fingers around my hand and lowered it. "Roberto's in the hospital."

      "Huh?" My expression surely expressed my shock. "Papa Dearest is as healthy as a damn horse. What the hell happened that could land him in the hospital? He hates being cared for by anyone."

      "I know," he replied. "He's having heart issues. They're still conducting a few more tests to determine what triggered the sudden drop in health."

      "If that ain't fishy," I grumbled but looked away to think for a moment.

      In all honesty, if Roberto died today, I wouldn't feel as emotionally heartbroken as a child losing their parent would be. It was a bit cold-hearted to admit, but I wasn't going to lie to myself.

      Papa Dearest was the reason for my fucked-up problems, but then again, it was thanks to his cruel upbringing that I wasn't some pushover. I certainly was alive thanks to my desire to be better, stronger, wiser, and prove my worth as a human.

      Though I was now a wolf, that desire to be on top didn't diminish in the slightest. It was stronger and wouldn't be shattered by Roberto's death, but with how things had been going the last forty-eight hours, I could only assume this had potentially been coordinated.

      Viktor gently squeezed my hand, alerting me that he was obviously still standing there, and bringing me back into the present.

      "You okay?"

      "I'm not necessarily worried," I stated defensively. "But I'm not as pleased with this news as I always imagined I would be."

      "It's because of what we've recently found out, correct?" Viktor offered.

      I sighed with a bob of my head. "He knew I was royalty...was well aware of the life I could have had, and yet he treated me like a worthless piece of shit. I feel like I should only be angrier and disgusted that his blood runs through my veins, but I'm unsure why I'm not reacting the way I should."

      "You're still processing the fact that you're a wolf," Viktor reasoned. "Give yourself a few days. It's been a rough forty-eight hours."

      "It has," I whispered and couldn't help resting my head against his chest.

      "Are you alright?" He sounded worried, but I just needed a moment.

      "I'm fine. Just need a moment to let this info settle," I assured him. "If you're not driving back, can you run with us?"

      "Is that what you want?"

      "Would it be selfish of me to say it is?"

      "No."

      "Then, I'd like for you to join us, please." I added the last word because I really did want him to join. Knowing Viktor, he'd either watch in the shadows in an effort to protect me or try to keep himself busy.

      A good chunk of his life had been protecting me, and I felt like he needed some sort of balance so his life didn't revolve around taking orders, protecting me, and completing errands.

      "It's just a pack run," Viktor voiced. "There are no underlying dangers."

      "I'm not worried about my safety, Viktor," I stated. "I just want you to have a break. When was the last time you ran with a pack of wolves?"

      "I haven't done so since Russia," he admitted, which was a bit surprising to me because I expected him to brush it off with a funny comment. "During my time with other warlock hybrids."

      "Wait, really?" I asked, immediately intrigued by his openness. "Are you gonna get in trouble for sharing with me?"

      I knew Russia didn't play around with their information sharing. Many shifters and humans alike would be sworn to keep all information private, and the more they attempted to share, the closer they got to death.

      "I'm allowed to share with those who I trust with my life," he revealed. "Those rules don't apply."

      "That's not what they say in the movies," I voiced.

      "The movies are full of bullshit. Besides, they don't have a hold on me in that department."

      "Because?" I knew if they didn't, that meant he was sneaky and had done something he shouldn't have. "All shifters and humans alike have to obey the rules when it comes to info sharing."

      "You don't when you have powerful enough magic to secretly void the spell placed on you, which gives you the ability to share whatever you were previously requested to keep at bay," he explained in a calm rush.

      I stared back at him. "You're dangerous."

      "Indeed." He winked.

      "Dimitris wants to make me Beta," I dropped the news, which made his slight smirk fall.

      "Of Forbidden Pack?"

      "Yes," I replied. "Obviously, I'm new to this world and the rules of how to rise up within a pack, but he wants me to take the role after I'm initiated into the pack tonight."

      Viktor needed a minute to think about it. "Is that what you want?"

      "Would it be immature to say I'm not sure?" I admitted. "I mean, it's an honor for me to even get offered such a position in a pack as powerfully diverse as the Forbidden Pack, and being recognized as Beta potential only confirms I can one day be an Alpha, but..."

      "What are you afraid of?" Viktor quietly questioned.

      Lifting my gaze to his, I replied, "Not having anyone on my side of the court in my wolf form?" I offered. It felt foolish honestly, but that was my main concern with the approaching run: being rejected by my own after working so hard to obtain this new rank of power and acceptance.

      "It's stupid to think about it for too long, but I'm just...scared that I'll shift and maybe they won't want me anymore." My voice was tiny now as I swallowed the lump in my throat. The idea didn't cross my mind until now, and it frightened me down to my core.

      Despite the madness these last two days had delivered, nothing had tried to break me away from my pack. Yes, there were obstacles, break-ins, and multiple plots to bring us down as a whole, but those were all things we'd gotten used to dealing with.

      You can't get used to the idea that your own team members might abandon you.

      I hated this brewing feeling of vulnerability, and what hurt more was that it would take longer to get rid of its presence inside me. But I didn't want to wait until I was in the prime moment to feel the claws of anxiety and uncertainty.

      That would only send me down a spiraling hole, and you didn't need to be a genius to know how dangerous that was when you were in wolf form. You had to be in control, or you'd become a feral beast with no control over what actions you committed next.

      "I'll stay."

      His statement shocked me, as did his gentle touch on my cheek, his whole thumb very lightly trailing along my bottom lip.

      "They won't reject you," he elaborated. "I'm sure they're intrigued and pleased that you're officially joining their pack." He moved his hand to place both his hands on my shoulders, and it was as if we were standing in the ring of the gym, his mentor demeanor seeping through his stance as he looked down at me.

      "Frightening incidents sometimes leave scars and wounds upon our flesh. Not all of them are physical. They're emotional and mental bruises, scars, and openings that take time to heal. They won't close up just because you need to move forward, but it also doesn't mean your fears and anxieties stemming from these experiences should prevent you from living life," he explained. "When a wolf pack accepts you, they know your potential before you do, especially your Alpha."

      "Roberto didn't accept me," I huffed to try and lighten up the heaviness of this conversation, while my eyes briefly looked away to ensure we were still alone. I felt a bit uncomfortable with the idea of admitting my concerns for tonight, and I didn't want Dimitris overhearing and canceling it because of my fear.

      "Roberto didn't accept you because he knew you'd surpass him."

      That caught my attention as I returned my attention to him.

      "Surpass him?"

      "With what we know now, Roberto knew you needed the Pink Moon to awaken. He knew you weren't a late bloomer but that you were destined to unlock your wolf under the rays of the Pink Moon. If you were accepted into the pack, the moment you rose into your power, you'd potentially risk his Alpha position in the pack."

      That was new to me, and my expression probably made him think I needed more elaboration.

      "Dimitris most likely wants you to be Beta so he can give you a position that allows your wolf to project some level of authority. Not too much that it will coax through the bond and influence the other wolves in the pack, but enough that they'll know that you should be respected like an Alpha," he elaborated. "Now, if something similar occurred with Roberto as the Alpha, it would have resulted in you taking over completely. Roberto is strong, and he can handle his own as the strongest Alpha in NYC as of now, but if you were placed in the same ring as him, he'd forfeit. There's no difference when it comes to his leadership role. If you decided to claim it, the title would be yours. Due to this, Roberto ensured you felt like you weren't capable of rising up to the level of an Alpha in his pack, so when the time of your awakening occurred, it wouldn’t trigger him stepping down."

      "He was fine with stepping down with his company," I acknowledged.

      "Money holds its value in the human realms. Your power in the world of shifters is all about title, rank, and capabilities. It's what makes you a major threat in this field."

      "Because I have multiple abilities, like magic?" I inquired.

      "Magic that allows you to conjure weapons, summon elements on a larger scale, gives you the ability to change genders which can benefit you in multiple areas of strength and skill, and you have enough magic to be on the Coven's watch list. I think that's rather threatening, don't you think?" he offered.

      I punched his gut, which he didn't expect - leaving him groaning and hugging his stomach, while I crossed my arms over my chest while acting like he insulted me.

      "I see your point," I concluded.

      "And yet you punched me," he hissed.

      "Sometimes I have to remind you that I'm threatening," I hummed. "In a cute way."

      He sighed. "Satisfied?"

      "Very," I replied, and gave him a quick hug. "Thank you, Viktor. I appreciate you a lot more than you realize."

      He didn't say anything but gently hugged me back.

      Pulling away, I smiled only to sense something fast coming from our left.

      Viktor was there protectively in a blink, but he didn't have a chance at even conjuring a barrier before he was tossed to the side like he was absolutely nothing. Instead of getting into a defensive position, I stood there and watched Viktor somehow manage to land safely in one of the trees.

      Turning my gaze slowly back to the culprit, I was greeted with a lick from my waist upward - the action leaving me drenched in three seconds.

      I blankly stared at the massive wolf as he happily panted in my face.

      "Neo," I growled, which only made him happily yelp and crash into me. "OOMPH!"

      I was down for the count as he relaxed on top of me, his large tail shaking rapidly while he snuggled against my entire body.

      "Neo! You're too heavy!" I huffed and worked on pushing him off me. As I sat up, he was already walking around me in circles, until he sat down and placed his head on my lap. All I could do was pout in annoyance while I stared at his happy face. "Hello to you, too," I concluded and began to stroke his head.

      It took me a moment to realize the remaining Forbidden Pack members were off to the side and staring at me with shocked expressions while Viktor was slowly making his way out of the forest and back to where the others stood.

      "You see, when she originally said Neo's wolf didn't destroy her on sight, I didn't believe her," Saint admitted. "Now it's happening before my eyes and I still can't believe her."

      "Woof!" Neo got up and began to stretch. I took the opportunity to get back up, dusting off my bare legs. I'd been so comfortable in the spare bra, panties and V-neck. I guess it didn't matter, seeing as we were about to go for a run and would need to be naked either way.

      Oh goodness. I get the delightful sight of seeing all of them naked. This is going to be dangerous.

      Neo began to walk around me once more, his furry body rubbing over me again and again as if he were purposely marking me with his scent.

      "Neo," I began as I crossed my arms beneath my breasts to give him a long stare. "What are you doing?"

      He huffed and sat down once more, his body literally curled around me as he stared at his fellow packmates - and growled.

      "Great," Jayce sighed. "We ain't running now."

      "What did he do?" I inquired.

      "Marked his territory," Dimitris answered, not looking amused in the slightest. "The thought of you seeing the rest of us naked made him jealous."

      "Oh...fuck. You heard that?" I huffed. "That's invading my privacy."

      "Privacy my foot," Dimitris barked back and pointed in Onyx's direction. "Yet you have a stalker as a mate."

      "When it's her mate, it's not stalking," Onyx proudly stated with a wink my way. "It's watching."

      "Watching my foot," I huffed and crouched down to pet Neo's soft fur. He enjoyed the extra loving before I commented, "Neo? I wanna run. Can't we go as a pack? It's the first time ever, remember? Plus, Viktor's coming."

      "Huh?" Saint gasped and looked over to my bodyguard. "You're actually coming?"

      "Wow. What bargain did she offer you?" Jayce inquired.

      "Bargain? You should be asking if she's giving him a triple bonus," Onyx suggested.

      "Triple would be too low for him," Dimitris brushed off the mere idea. "Maybe she agreed to go on a date with him."

      "Date?" Saint and Jayce questioned.

      "OWOOO!" Neo howled. He suddenly was up, probably on the verge of tackling Viktor with how deeply he was growling.

      "Oh shit," the other four cursed while Viktor looked absolutely exhausted at the idea of having to fight Neo. I moved to stand in Neo's way, and with another crossing of my arms, I began to stomp my foot while giving him a dangerous glare.

      "Enough!" I snapped.

      Everyone else froze in shock at my command while Neo paused in his growling fest to look at me. "You can be jealous of anyone else except for anyone in the pack, with the addition of Viktor! They're not stealing me from you."

      He blinked and tried to growl again, but I arched an eyebrow at him.

      "Nicodemus." I used his first name with fierceness, and it was enough to make him stop before he became a whimpering wolf as he went down on all fours. I let him whimper for a solid minute with his pleading eyes before I caved.

      "Dammit. You're so damn cute when you're sad," I huffed but went on my knees to try and get my arms around his massive neck. "Alright. I forgive you, but don't be so possessive. Your pack ain't stealing me away. I'm your mate, remember?"

      "Woof!" he replied happily and began to lick me.

      "UGH! Neo! You're literally going to ruin my clothes, like you did last time! You still owe me a bra."

      He was ignoring me as usual, and I gave up and let him do whatever as I rose up and turned around to see the pale, shocked faces of my men.

      Oh fuck.

      "Why do you guys look like you'll literally die any seco-NEO! Don't go licking my butt!" My whole body was stiff from the move while my pussy was aching and hot in a mere second of the move that had only stimulated every pleasurable nerve ending in my body.

      Before I could turn to face him again, bones cracked into place and he was embracing me from behind - his naked body pressing against my backside while he managed to wrap an arm around my front side so he could lift my head further up.

      Not a single word escaped me as he kissed me at the end of that smooth shifting transition.

      "Good evening, Sweetness," he greeted when he finally released my lips. I was rendered speechless as I just stared at him like a descending god ready to take me to the realms of heaven.

      "I need to step up my game." Onyx was the first to speak.

      "I haven't even reached first base at this point," Saint sighed.

      "You have a good point there," Jayce noted. "I'm at least at first base."

      "Second base," Dimitris muttered.

      "You're not at fucking second base," Saint practically laughed. "Can you even make a romantic move? Don't try to bring up your flower addiction."

      "I don't have an addiction," Dimitris huffed and looked at Saint, who gasped in exaggeration.

      "The full moon is right there. Mother Moon knows when you're lying," Saint emphasized.

      "He has a point," Jayce casually noted. "And you do have an addiction of giving Willow flowers."

      "And what do you two do?" he questioned.

      "See, I'm the standby," Saint offered. "I'm there to ensure our Wilting Flower has some sort of fun in her life. Sadly, I haven't had the opportunity to prove my worthy services," Saint reasoned.

      "I'm backup, so my role is to keep chilling in the shadows until summoned," Jayce said, not even seeming to mind. "Being a shadow has its benefits when you need to tame a storm." His eyes purposely landed on me, and I knew he was referring to being the 'calm Willow down' person during that intense battle in the ring weeks ago.

      "You guys are pretty relaxing to be around," I acknowledged.

      This was the first time all seven of us were together in a rather "relaxed" setting, versus previous times when we were together based on some sort of contract agreement or for the sake of business.

      "Get used to it, Wilting Flower," Saint offered with a comforting smile. "We're scary on the outside, but we're pretty fun to be around when we're not dealing with business."

      "Is it okay for us to be doing this?" I inquired. "I mean, after everything, there's probably lots of stuff you all have to do, right? We don't have to run on my behalf."

      We had to have a list of shit to deal with once we got a moment to sit down and review everything that'd happened thus far. I wouldn't deny I'd feel guilty knowing I was delaying the execution of our enemies over something as simple as a run.

      The Pink Moon was still out, the burning energy thrumming through the sky and cool air, but was a few hours worth the sacrifice?

      "I blocked this time off already," Dimitris caught our attention as he responded. "I have agents tracking down Garfield and anyone else following his lead, investigators are drilling Elliott for information with 'lighter' tactics, and we have stepped in place for our revenge," he revealed. "This entire place is sealed off with magic thanks to your best friend."

      Aurelia blocked this entire forest for us? For...me?

      "As your Alpha, it's not only my duty to make sure you're respected and given time for yourself, it's also my duty to acknowledge when the pack needs a run," Dimitris emphasized. "Though you've been a part of the Forbidden since the day you agreed with your bloody fingerprint, I've decided that tonight, with the blessings of the full moon that's still oozing with Pink Moon energy, we will initiate you into the pack."

      The others seemed pleased by this. With a quick kiss to my cheek, Neo moved away from me to join the others - his fingers snapping and igniting a fresh set of clothes that covered his perfectly sculpted body.

      Standing next to Neo, our Alpha continued with his statement.

      "Before we head to it, I've decided that Willow is worthy of the Beta title in the group."

      That got the others' attention as they all looked at Dimitris as if this were truly the first time they'd heard him state it.

      "What?" they gasped.

      Viktor was smirking like he was enjoying the pure shock on these grown men's faces, his hands in his pockets as he walked over to stand on my right side. I looked at him with appreciative eyes, before returning my gaze to Dimitris.

      "Normal policies would have her fight each of you until she reached me, but due to the recent circumstances and all of us being rather exhausted, I'm only asking two of you to step forward to test Willow." He slowly looked over to Neo and Onyx, who were standing to Dimitris's left. "You two can't participate."

      "Well fuck, wasn't that easy," Saint barked while Jayce was smirking at the bold move Dimitris just pulled.

      "I should have seen that coming," Onyx muttered.

      "I'm not even mad," Neo stated. "I want to see our Sweetness in action."

      "We'll put on a nice, light show for ya," Saint assured him. "I'll gladly go first."

      "Guess I'm second," Jayce concluded.

      "Perfect," Dimitris declared. "Let's head to the clearing. Don't want you guys fucking up the black Royce."

      They lead the way, leaving me a moment with Viktor as we stayed in place.

      "Nervous?" Viktor inquired. "Or excited?"

      "I'm not sure," I admitted. I noticed my wolf as she opened her eyes to acknowledge me. "I think I'm both, but I'm a tad worried."

      "Why?" he inquired.

      "I haven't used my wolf in battle," I voiced. "Aren't any of them afraid I'll lose control or something?"

      "Your wolf is different from what I'm assuming you're comparing to when you trigger that 'other' side of yours," he elaborated, knowing well that was exactly what I was referring to. "Your wolf is a part of you that carries a higher level of animalistic intellect. Think of it as an extension of your power and control. Though your wolf will sometimes bring out behavior that replicates how a wolf would fight or play in the wild, when you're focused on something that holds immense value, like a fight or protecting a loved one, your senses, reflexes, and abilities heighten."

      He began to walk forward then, and I followed suit so we wouldn't fall too far behind.

      "My memories of your mom are still fuzzy, but I'm positive she's an Alpha like Roberto, which means you have a big advantage in this. Think of this as another fight in the ring, only you get to pull all the stunts. Don't have mercy on them unless Dimitris calls for you to stop."

      Viktor was getting into his coaching mode, and it was really beginning to pump me up for this apparent fight.

      "What if they stop breathing?" I offered. The look he gave me had giggles escaping my throat. "Alright, alright. No killing my packmates. Got it."

      "You can save the killing for all the enemies that were trying to catch a plane to Mexico," he encouraged.

      "Seriously?"

      "Seven brave souls," he revealed.

      "Are they dead?"

      "Nah," Viktor noted. "Somehow they're in Neo's possession. Whatever that means."

      "Ah," I replied. "So they're dead."

      It was Viktor's turn to give me a look, but we were well into the forest and walking into a massive clearing. You wouldn't have noticed it with how thick the forest was.

      "Wow." I looked around. "Who would have thought this was here."

      "I've been around most of New York and never came across this place," Viktor noted.

      "It's a Forbidden secret," Saint revealed as he worked on lifting his white shirt off. I don't know what else he said because I was being a distracted, hormonal girl enjoying the grand view.

      "Sugar," Onyx sighed. "If you're going to check your enemy out, at least try doing it without looking like some groupie fan of some famous rock band."

      "A groupie what?" I questioned, and that just confirmed I didn't hear half of what he said before the word groupie. Neo was grinning, Dimitris was shaking his head, and Jayce was simply admiring me.

      "I'm unsure whether Willow stands a chance at the moment," Jayce commented.

      "You'd be a fool to think Wilting Flower is going to allow us an easy victory," Saint commented as he elbowed Jayce lightly before jumping in place and rolling his shoulders. "Man. The last time we did this, we got beat up by Neo."

      "Let's not remember that horror story," Jayce suggested. "I still have a scar after that fuckery."

      The remainder of us looked at Neo, and there he was, innocently standing there with his eyes closed. "Are you ready, Willow?" Neo inquired, completely ignoring our stares.

      "You're just excited to see her aura," Onyx suggested.

      "You're not wrong," Neo replied. "It's rather spectacular right now. Sweetness is excited."

      My cheeks actually began to turn red at his statement, before I looked at my attire.

      "I can't fight in this," I voiced and proceeded to take the shirt off. "This bra ain't going to hold shit in combat."

      The group was far too busy checking me out. Suddenly, Saint pointed at my legs. "Hey, Willow. When did you get another tattoo?"

      "Huh?" I looked down to my thigh to see a massive triangle symbol. I blinked a few times to see if it would go away, but the solid, thick-lined triangle was very apparent. "Uh...that wasn't there before."

      Viktor knelt down on one knee to get a better look at it, while Saint walked over from where he'd been hopping to join in the brief assessment.

      "You think it's a side effect from the double dose you took this morning?" Neo offered.

      "I doubt it," I admitted. "It shouldn't make random tattoos show up on my skin."

      "Maybe a magic imbalance?" Saint offered. "It feels magic originated.”

      Viktor didn't comment on it, but he reached out to trace his finger along the shape - the action sending tingles through me. He did it two more times before he commented, "Doesn't seem harmful. It's probably because of Willow switching back and forth. Her magic is most likely reacting to that."

      "So it ain't permanent," I concluded. "I already have a hard time hiding the bruises from those needles."

      "You have a cream for that, remember," Onyx offered.

      "You're right, but I don't have cream that hides tattoos," I voiced. "I already have to do enough to hide these during the day so I don't get jumped."

      Onyx and Neo looked disappointed at my statement, leaving me to sigh. "I'm not hiding my mate marks on purpose! Stop being emotional fuckers."

      Now they were smiling.

      "Can we get this over with?" Dimitris announced. "We’ve only got a few short hours of moon left."

      "Right," I replied. "Are you giving me a sports bra?"

      His blank stare told me no, but the snap of Neo's fingers replaced my black lace bra with what I was positive was my spare sports bra that I kept in my private locker room for cage fights.

      "I'm not even going to ask how you did that," I concluded and was rewarded with a pleased smirk from my mate. "Thank you," I expressed my gratitude.

      With a quick scan from Viktor and Saint, I was ready to go.

      Everyone else moved off to the edge of the clearing, giving us plenty of space for what was to come. Saint was still stretching his arms while I was loosening up my muscles. I'd already removed my shoes, and so did Saint.

      He still had that playful glint in his eyes, but I wasn't going to be fooled by his expression when his aura was oozing with dangerous power. He was actually going to take this seriously, so I wasn't going to insult him by acting like this was no big deal.

      Maybe to some packs, a Beta wasn't anything special, but to my understanding, they were the second-in-command in a pack, especially when their Alpha wasn't physically present. If I wanted such a position, I had to prove that I earned the right to carry a title as high as Beta.

      I knew none of my men were sexist in comparison to other packs, where women were deemed submissive by default. No way would those women get the opportunity to be a Beta, and if they were, it was only because of their sheer power and the approval of their Alpha.

      Regardless of what other packs did, here was my chance to solidify my position in the pack. It would also give me the chance to see Saint and Jayce in action, which felt more like a privilege in a situation that wouldn't lead to my death.

      "Rules are simple." Dimitris got straight to the point. "Don't kill each other. Feel free to do whatever as long as it won't lead to a fatality. And Saint, no constant healing."

      "You just said I'm free to do whatever," Saint pointed out.

      "Minus that," Dimitris grumbled. "We don't have hours to waste here."

      "Hmph. Fine," he replied. "Healing every five minutes. Just to be nice."

      "Make it two," I tossed back, already slipping into my fighter mode. "I don't need your pity points."

      "You know it's hot when you speak all confident like that?" Saint suggested.

      "Can I kill him?" Onyx whispered to Neo, but the rest of us answered with, "No."

      "So dumb," Onyx concluded.

      Our attention returned to Dimitris, and he waited for all eyes to be on him before continuing.

      "If I say stop, it's over. And no forbidden magic. It's unnecessary and I don't want to personally deal with accidentally summoning the devil and getting the Coven's assistance to take his ass back to hell."

      What did he say?

      My gaze slowly returned to Saint, who had a shy grin on his face.

      "First of all, that was a fucking accident," he began. "Second, Lucifer had it fucking coming."

      "You summoned the devil because he had a vendetta against you?" I questioned and boy, was I fucking impressed.

      "I love how the news of summoning the devil is making Sweetness question whether to jump in between Saint's sheets now or later," Neo noted.

      "I'm not even going to comment," Viktor dryly noted.

      "No one asked you!" I huffed as I looked over my shoulder to see his obvious judgemental expression. You couldn't simply ignore the idea of a man summoning the devil because he had shit to deal with face-to-face instead of waiting for the afterlife.

      So fucking hot.

      "If I knew doing that would be attractive, I would have struck a deal with him to come back on the regular."

      "And trigger the apocalypse, why don't you?" Jayce suggested.

      "Are you two ready?"

      "Yes," I replied.

      "More than ready," Saint declared.

      Dimitris nodded once and lifted his hand up. "Ready. Set. Fight."

       I stood perfectly still as my senses heightened immediately - the rich scent of the forest, the slightly chilled breeze of winter, and then a spark of magic thrumming through the crisp atmosphere.

      Saint was all smiles as he remained in place as well, the two of us analyzing one another - anticipating who would move first.

      My current problem was I didn't know the extent of Saint's powers. His energy was high up on what I'd call "holy" energy, magic that stemmed from the realms of light, but carried just as much lethality as any other elemental force.

      I wasn't necessarily afraid of it, because I'd learned well into my teens with Aurelia as my best friend how to combat such magic, but the healing would be a big problem. Wolf shifters already healed fast. Adding how frequently he used his magic in that department only emphasized that he was a master at it.

      Two minutes before he heals fully. I have to be fast, but if I let up even slightly, I'm bound to start over again.

      My wolf opened her eyes once again, listening to my internal thought.

      "Test his potential," she suggested. That would be smart, and it was exactly why I made the first move - running straight towards him.

      He seemed surprised by my direct move, but his eyes of white with multiple hues of gold began to dance with gold and green. I pushed off the ground to conduct a high kick, only for him to move his hands upward as gusts of pure white rushed to his aid and lifted me up like my body weighed nothing.

      I was shot upward into the air, but I wasn't taken aback in the slightest. I rotated my body so my legs were upward while my gaze was still on my enemy. My hands gripped the set of guns I conjured in a blink of a movement, and I was shooting downward a second later. Saint dodged my bullet spree as my body began to drop towards the ground.

      Spears of gold shot out of the ground like standing icicles. Their sharp points would easily pierce through my body from the height and speed I was falling at.

      With the slap of my guns they dispersed, but their energy only took a different shape. A shield was now in my grasp as I faced it towards the holy needles and changed my position so my feet and hands were pressed onto the shield’s surface like a snowboard ready to plummet through the intense hills.

      The shattering sound made me smirk as my body weight and solid shield destroyed the trap, but I was already pushing off my protective creation, flipping backward and landing on the ground in time to see the white vines that shot out of the ground and wrapped around the shield to try and squeeze it into oblivion.

      My landing was perfect, but I was already moving, avoiding the multiple blades being shot my way. I dodged and danced, spinning around and around before darting from side to side to avoid the flow of glowing white daggers that were being aimed at me all around.

      Saint was definitely on the move, using his speed to his advantage while I wasn't even tapping into that aspect - not yet, anyway.

      I needed one more minute to observe what he was going to do, leaving me no choice but to spin around and take his attack head-on as he crashed into me. I went flying back, and though I was able to flip myself so I landed on all fours, that landing was messy and left me scaping my knees.

      Pain shot through me, but it was a mere scratch in comparison to what I'd dealt with. It wasn’t like I had time to deal with it, because Saint was suddenly in front of me with daggers in his grasp. I had the advantage now as I locked onto his wrists before they could go into an assaulting pattern, my scraped knee shooting out into his gut.

      He gasped, but I showed no mercy as he was now up and being thrown right into the ground before I spun and lifted my leg to slam into his stomach. He rolled over at the last second - my attack crashing into the ground.

      Just like I wanted.

      The ground broke from my impact, but it created a quake that triggered jets of water from the ground. Saint cursed as he rolled at what could have been the speed of light to avoid the domino effect of bursting water that was chasing him down.

      Furthering my distance, I took a moment to breathe until I knew two minutes were up.

      "He's not good at close-range assaults. He thrives on magic at a distance. His conjuring of light weapons is faster than his elemental control. However, you can combat his blades, mimic their appearance, and turn them against him. Take his assault for a minute. Don't heal up. He'll cave."

      My wolf’s observation skills were amazing, but I was even more curious about her last statements.

      "You want me to get injured?"

      "A little pain is nothing to you." She had a point. "A healer’s gut instinct is to heal those they care about. Use it to your advantage."

      Why do I have a feeling you want him to be scared shitless because Neo and Onyx are watching?

      It was a really smart move.

      "Mates don't like seeing their partner being brutally hurt. We're playing the smart game of who is going to crack first."

      Alright. I love you.

      I could sense her amusement, but our eyes were back on Saint as he finally recovered from the shooting water madness, already on to his next move. My eyes widened as he had already finished his spell work. A wall of golden blades now blocked my sight of him, leaving me to frown as I purposely put my hands on my hips.

      "Really?" I huffed. "That's just cruel."

      Saint paused in his execution to chuckle, his body barely visible behind the glowing blades that could have given the impression of being arrows.

      "Wilting Flower, did you really think I wasn't going to weed you out because of your beauty?"

      "Well, ya?" I tossed back. "And you really have to change that whole Wilting part because I've already Blossomed into something far better and you just don't want to accept it."

      "You're not wrong," he admitted. "But if I keep saying Wilting, I can ignore the idea of you beating me. Plus, whenever I get you in my bed, you'll be a Wilting Beauty after I fuck you senseless."

      "Aww," I replied. "That's kind of romantic."

      "Seriously?" Viktor was the one to comment while Jayce shook his head.

      "Only Willow would think that's romantic."

      "It's kind of hot when you think about it," Onyx noted.

      "He does have a point with the wilting reference," Neo added.

      "Whose side are you two on?" Jayce questioned. "You two are jealous assholes when it comes to Willow."

      "Yes," they replied.

      Dimitris sighed. "As long as Willow gets the pleasurable end of the stick, I think they brush that part aside for later acknowledgement."

      "Right," Jayce replied.

      I turned back to the battle as Saint decided to trigger the rush of blades that were heading towards me. My eyes darted around, trying to catch onto the magic flow as if this were some game of connecting the colored dots.

      My body was ahead of me as my magic filtered down to my hands, creating swords of charged magic in time for me to begin slashing at the blades to divert them from stabbing any major organs.

      The first wave of daggers triggered an onslaught of waves, leaving me no choice but to deflect as many as I could while attempting to multitask and observe the flowing connection of his magic.

      Very few knew about this technique - that finding the weak connecting patterns in one's moves could trigger the spell's downfall if you struck the right chord. The only problem was it was a pain in the ass to decipher because every wave carried a different weakness.

      I gritted my teeth as blades began to slash through my flesh. My arms were still working overtime to deflect the ones that would do a bad number on my body, but my eyes were focused as they darted all over the place - my vision growing darker as I focused harder and harder.

      The cuts on my flesh only grew, and I could feel the tension from my right.

      "If he pierces a vital organ, I'm killing him," Onyx concluded.

      "You’ll need a helping hand with that," Neo grumbled, “I’ll humbly sign up."

      "If you think I'm going to slow down because you two are being antsy fuckers, it's not happening!" Saint snapped, but I could tell he was thinning out.

      "A little more," my wolf encouraged, and suddenly I could see what she meant this entire time. The plan was fucking marvelous, and yet it was brilliant enough to distract me, a blade slicing past my left cheek.

      I hissed at the sharp pain and purposely used one hand to spin my sword in front of me to deflect the next wave of blades as I corrected my mindset.

      "Saint," Dimitris actually huffed. "Watch it."

      "Now y'all are just talking with your dicks," Saint breathed. "This is a fight! If she gets hurt, suck it up!"

      "And if you find yourself in the field with Mother Moon, suck it up," Onyx countered back.

      "C'mon guys. Let's not distract him," Jayce suggested.

      "He shouldn't be distracted," Viktor lightly noted. "He's the one in battle. Not us."

      "Can ya'll shut it?" Saint snapped back, taking a moment's break as the waves of swords stopped.

      "Two minutes starts now," my wolf declared. "Fight with your instincts, not your mind."

      She had a point. I was thinking far too much while in the heat of the battle, and I shouldn’t dare use such tactics. In this world, you had to expect the unexpected, which meant following all your instincts.

      My swords burst into pink glitter, the action drawing Saint's attention as he cursed and began to create the next wave of swords. That was exactly what I wanted him to do as I tugged at the ribbon that held my hair and quickly covered my eyes.

      I was sure that intrigued everyone watching, but I wasn't focused on that as I quickly tied it in place and allowed the darkness to settle before the world lit up in energy - the wall of swords already complete and heading straight for me.

      The tension around us spiked as I felt Onyx's concern while Neo was damn right intrigued by what the fuck I was planning, but I shut their emotions out along with the rest of the world, and suddenly, I was spinning swiftly enough to conjure a spike of gusts that repelled the blades that fell to the ground and faded into magic.

      I was sure he expected me to continue to spin, but I stopped abruptly as he finished making the next wall of blades. Only this time, he froze as he noticed the floating droplets of red that remained in their levitating spots.

      The red beads of my very blood.

      He cursed while I began to smile, his swords shooting out at double the speed, but it was already too late as my plan was already in motion - the beads of blood beginning to take shape until they were blades and shooting outward towards Saint.

      I didn't avoid his wave of blades, my concentration solely on hitting my mark. He noticed and at the very last second, hissed and lifted his hand up like he was trying to catch a baseball. The movement forced the blades that were a second from piercing me to rise up.

      My smile was priceless as I let my facade come to life - and just like that, I was behind Saint with a gun pressed to his head while the blades of blood stopped centimeters from every part of his body.

      "STOP!" Dimitris called it, but our attention was on my doppelganger as it began to melt away into a pool of blood.

      "How the flying fuck?" Saint breathed, and I let the bloody blades fall before reaching out to lift the blindfold off to give me back my vision.

      It always took me a second to adjust from the shift of seeing the world in black with glowing everything to the real world where the thrumming energy of your environment was well guarded.

      "You haven't even had a solid date with me and you have more compassion than ever," I breathed as I finally let my adrenaline levels drop. My knees buckled while my gun faded away, leaving Saint no choice but to spin and catch me.

      Clearly, he was just as tired because he fell right back onto his ass.

      "Fucking hell, I need a minute," he groaned. "Can someone explain what happened?"

      "She pulled a Neo," Viktor announced, and he was at our sides along with everyone else. "Willow, you alive over there?"

      "Totally," I replied though the world was spinning. "Just gonna quietly die."

      "So dramatic." Onyx sighed.

      "Fuck you," I huffed back at him. "Hey, Saint. Where are your constant healing powers? I could use some of that shit."

      Saint groaned in response, leaving Jayce to shake his head. "You love to talk shit until you’re struggling to heal yourself."

      "So...should Sugar heal herself or…” Onyx suggested.

      "That's him asking if we gotta get Willow's ass to the healing doctor," Neo translated.

      "I'm fine. Just need a minute," I assured them. I really could heal myself if I gathered enough magic to do so, but I couldn't deny how this almost dead position in Saint's arms was extremely comfortable.

      "Why does she look so comfortable?" Jayce questioned.

      "That's because she is," Dimitris concluded. "Saint."

      "Ya, ya. I'm sucking up my broken pride," he announced and I felt his hands move after he further lowered me into his lap. "Close your eyes, Wilting Flower."

      "Blooming Flower," I corrected with a mutter, but I followed his instruction as I let my eyes close. Warmth rushed through me in seconds, my body rejuvenating far faster than I could get my body to heal. Within ten seconds, I felt even better than before and was sitting up and opening my eyes while Saint pulled back his healing hands.

      "Damn. I'm impressed. I should let you heal me rather than deal with snail-pace human healing."

      "I think you forgot you're a wolf now, Willow," Saint reminded.

      "Right," I replied. "So I won."

      We looked at Dimitris as he nodded his head. "That round goes to Willow."

      "Want to explain what the hell you did?" Saint inquired as he patted my back. "Your magic is dangerous."

      "You think so?" I pondered. "I don't think it's all that."

      Viktor reached down to help me up, while Jayce gave Saint a hand. We were standing and looking at Dimitris when he decided to explain what I’d done.

      "You fucked up the moment you began to send multiple waves of swords in her direction," he began, his gaze specifically on Saint as if he were a lecturer and wanted Saint to understand exactly where he went wrong in this scenario. "No matter how strong or weak a spell is, there are connections, or what some may call wavelengths, in the energy. Even though you did a good job at alternating the flow of energy with each wave, you were still creating a mass of alternating waves."

      Dimitris looked at me, and I guess he wanted me to share the pattern.

      "You used three different patterns, which is normal with anyone who uses magic that's based on light, specifically," I revealed, noticing the glint of approval in Viktor's eyes. Aurelia had been the first to teach me about patterns, but my curious teenage mind wasn't satisfied and would nag Viktor all the time until I understood how it all worked.

      Most wolf shifters didn't care about magic, but if you wanted the advantage in the realms of supernaturals and magic users, you went ahead and studied all aspects.

      "You're correct," Saint admitted. "But how was that used against me?"

      "You didn't notice I was letting your blades cut me on purpose," I voiced. "Every cut of your blade extracted blood so that I could get weaker faster. All that did was give my blood, which is already magically infused and charged by my own adrenaline, the opportunity to flow through your patterned connections and right to the source, which is you. So, you would have noticed that you began to grow weaker in the remaining minute you had left before you were given the chance to heal. That was because I was using my charged-up blood to create a copy of myself behind you. Obviously, you wouldn't notice because you were so focused on me. Little did you know I was using your energy to speed up the process of making a decoy before you while teleporting myself at the right moment so no one noticed. Magic travels fasts, so I had to use a mega spike of it, which was mostly the energy I was taking from you."

      "Wow." Saint just stared at me in pure bewilderment. "Who taught you that?"

      I pointed to Viktor. "He's the culprit."

      They all looked at Viktor, and Neo commented, "I can see why Russian assassins are dangerous. You guys learn about everything."

      "If you don't, you'll end up dead," Viktor concluded. "Are we moving on to the second fight?"

      "I'm ready," I admitted. "Saint's healing juju helped a lot."

      "I'm glad," Saint replied and reached out to actually hug me. "Seriously, Willow. If you train up your magic a little higher, you could do some serious damage to multiple enemies."

      "It's been a while since I've used my magic for combat," I admitted. "I mean in an elemental aspect. I can conjure up weapons and use my magic to maintain my male form, but I haven't further explored since the Coven dismissed me as a potential witch or whatever."

      "What's someone's trash is someone else's treasure," Saint hummed. "They don't want your power, the Forbidden will gladly enjoy the benefits." He then kissed my cheek. "I owe you a date."

      "And how did that transpire?" I inquired.

      "Can't be showing compassion to a woman I've yet to take out on a date," he reasoned.

      "You just want to aid your broken pride," I concluded.

      "Yup," he replied with a smirk.

      "Thanks for not going easy on me, though I felt like you could have done better."

      "If I was allowed to heal, I would have."

      "You were allowed to heal," I reminded. "Just because Dimitris said no constant healing, that didn't mean you had to follow my two-minute restriction."

      Saint was going to say something back, but he paused as if just realizing that I was a hundred percent right.

      "This is why Saint would be the first to die in a horror movie," Jayce concluded. "Let's get this over with, Willow. We’ve got a run to enjoy."

      I nodded and with a quick pat-down from my possessive stalker, Onyx, I returned to my previous spot. Taking a moment to analyze our surroundings once more, I looked at Jayce as he began to stretch.

      This would be my first time seeing him fight, and the sudden thought left me feeling extremely excited. There was a different type of thrill you got when you were fighting a fellow fighter, but it was the mystery behind Jayce's fighting techniques that sparked a renewed desire to show my physical strength.

      I knew how powerful I was magically, and many individuals did because of my aura, but my physical strength was always ignored because I was a girl. Most didn't know about my champion title or the cage fights I did on the daily - or recently, weekly - basis, and that was their loss.

      Jayce finished stretching and I completed my quick stretches. We moved in a bit closer - each step beginning to prove the shift in Jayce's mindset as his face became void of expression while his eyes were obviously observing every single move I made.

      "Same rules apply," Dimitris announced, though there was a pause as if he was communicating mentally. My eyes were still focused on Jayce, and if it wasn't because of how intensely focused I was, I surely would have missed the slight twitch in his eye.

      That told me he was annoyed by something, and I could assume Dimitris was mentally talking to him through the pack bond.

      "I'm giving three minutes to take your opponent out," Dimitris announced, which was a bit shocking with the sudden time limit. "Ready. Set. Start."

      There wasn't even a delay as he started the fight, which left Jayce and I slowly looking back at one another.

      "I feel as though you did something to piss him off," I admitted as we both got in a defensive position and began to circle around what I was imagining was a mini cage of grass.

      "I did," Jayce admitted, and it felt like we were in our own bubble, everyone else around us fading away as we were drawn to the intensity of this fight. "Thus the time limit."

      He moved first, almost in a blur, as he was before me in a heartbeat. I immediately dodged his punch by flipping back three times, the third spin only halfway as I felt he'd be right there to intercept my landing.

      I smirked as I landed right on his broad shoulders, my legs wrapping around his neck in hopes of cutting off his airflow long enough to bring him down. He’d obviously predicted the move, because he lunged downward to try and crush me against the soil surface, but I immediately loosened and used the move to push off him like I was playing leapfrog.

      He didn't hit the ground like I expected; his palms landed on the ground to aid him with his own flip. By the time I landed and rotated swiftly to face him, he was landing on his feet and in a defensive position as if he were trying to predict my next move.

      We were circling again as Dimitris stated, "Two minutes."

      I had to think of something fast, but my wolf suddenly inched slightly forward - the move tugging my attention to her as the light within my subconscious flickered upon her white fur of tinsel colors.

      "Something's off," she declared, and I took her words seriously as I immediately glanced around to make sure we were still safe and no one was lingering around in hopes of invading this initiation.

      When I was positive our environment was safe, I looked into Jayce's eyes and noticed it.

      Fear?

      He was putting up the perfect hard front, but those eyes of blue were beginning to fail at hiding the truth, and from the beginning lines of gold that began to ease through the ocean surface, his wolf was either trying to calm him down or escalate his emotions.

      "Create mist," my wolf encouraged. It was an odd request, but it didn't take my brain long to figure out what her true intentions were. Deciding to make the next move, I rushed forward as if I were going to tackle him head-on, but two steps before reaching him, I forced my body to stop, sliding as if the ground were but an ice rink and I wore skates that skidded against the ice to stop me in place. The move shot out soil and the lingering puddles of water from my fight with Saint.

      Jayce immediately jumped back to avoid the wave of soil and water, but my intention wasn't to actually hit him. I took a deep breath and let it out harshly, the flow of air magnifying in power until a stream of hot water crashed into the soil and water that was about to make its descent to the ground.

      The impact wouldn't normally make mist, but the point of it was to give me the distraction needed to magically create the cloudy force. The impact triggered a combustive explosion that sent an aftershock of grey smoke that went beyond our imagined ring.

      "Oh shit," Saint whispered. "I can't see shit."

      "Me neither," Onyx huffed.

      "Sucks to be you," Neo stated in clear amusement, and I was sure he would see what I was planning on doing, but I didn't care. This position wasn't worth triggering Jayce, and I certainly wasn't going to allow him to break down in front of his pack that he trusted.

      Using my magic some more, I clapped my hands once - creating a soundwave that shot outward like another aftershock of wind. The point was to nullify the sound so no one would hear our conversation, let alone our footsteps.

      "Willow," Jayce growled. "What the fuck are you doing?"

      I knew he couldn't see me, but I was sure he sensed my approach as I walked over to him. He froze when I stood right in front of him, his eyes now registering my arrival, but they flooded with confusion as he realized my calm stance.

      "Sorry," I apologized. He looked at me as if I'd lost my mind or something, but very slowly, I reached out to gently place my hand on his cheek. "I triggered something, didn't I?"

      He just stared at me with wide eyes, taking in my compassionate orbs of blue as we stood in the middle of the mist.

      "One minute!" Dimitris announced.

      "Can they even hear us?" Saint questioned.

      "Who knows," Dimitris replied.

      I zoned out their conversation once more, noticing how Jayce swallowed down whatever lump was in his throat.

      "Willow."

      "You won't lose control and hurt me," my voice was soft-spoken, but I was sure he heard every word. "No one is here to manipulate you."

      "I know," he admitted, but his voice trembled. "But..."

      "No." I shook my head and took one step closer, my hands moving to press against his cheeks. "You would never hurt me."

      His eyes were locked onto mine, while the magnetic pull between us grew more intense. I didn't fight against the growing need to place my lips on his, and there we were, sharing a tender but solid kiss when we should have been battling it out.

      There was something so uniquely different about Jayce that I'd yet to figure out. He carried so much anger, and yet it felt like it was all a front to protect his heart from agony. To shield him from the pain he'd endured in the past and anything that threatened to shatter his heart in the present.

      It was as if the very fear that coursed through his veins was what triggered his persona of rage and concealed hate, just so the world would only see that and not the real him.

      Not the man who was able to cut through the heightened void of rage that had consumed me back in the locker room.

      He was stoic at first with the kiss, but as seconds began to pass, his lips pressed firmly back while his arms slowly moved to pull me against him. I could feel his energy begin to calm, and the tension that fought to consume him eased.

      I didn't want the kiss to end, and maybe he didn't either, but we forced our lips to part and took a moment to stare into each other's eyes. The fear was gone now, and it seemed to satisfy my wolf because she backed into the shadows once more.

      "Are you okay?" I asked.

      "Yes," he replied. "You didn't...have to do that, Willow."

      "It's fine if your Alpha sees your struggles, but I don't think the entire pack has to," I confessed. "But I still have to kick your ass."

      He arched an eyebrow as I winked, gave him a peck on the lips, and took a step back.

      And proceeded to strike him with a solid kick that sent him flying into the forest.

      The action sliced through the sound barrier, cleared the mist, and shocked everyone else as Jayce crashed into a column of trees. My leg was still up as I waited to see if he'd get up or send something my way, but Dimitris called it.

      "FIGHT OVER!" he announced.

      "Oh shit," Saint commented while his eyes kept darting from me to where Jayce crashed. "That's so hot. Can we do a replay?"

      I looked over at him with a smug smile before lowering my leg and clapping my hands like I was dusting them off.

      "I win," I declared. "Can we go run now?"

      The others looked excited at my statement while Dimitris nodded slightly.

      "Congrats, Willow. You're officially Beta of the Forbidden Pack. We'll talk about your role in detail later," Dimitris stated. He wasn't showing it, but I could see the pride in his eyes, but more importantly, the acknowledgment of what I'd done.

      "Thank you for that." His tender voice filtered through my mind, and for a brief moment, he allowed me to feel just how grateful he was for my actions, for protecting the confidence of one of our own by shielding the world from seeing their personal struggle.

      You're welcome, Alpha.

      "Better go make sure Jayce is alive," Saint announced as he began to walk over to retrieve Jayce.

      Viktor walked over to me, his eyes assessing my body as if to make sure I wasn't roughed up too much. "You've been slacking on your form," he noted.

      I gave him a look. "I'm just a tad rusty, alright," I whined. "Cut me some slack."

      "Only if you agree to get back in the training ring in two weeks," he suggested.

      "You just want the opportunity to kick my ass," I complained.

      "Essentially," he replied but reached out to lay his hand on my shoulder and squeeze gently. "You did good."

      "Really?"

      "Really," he replied with an approving grin. "Glad I got to see it."

      "Maybe that will encourage you to join? Hmm?" I playfully elbowed him.

      He rolled his eyes. "No."

      "Boo." I pouted my lips on purpose. "I'll find a way to convince you. I vow it upon the Pink Moon," I declared.

      "That means you're fucked," Onyx concluded, already joining us. He had me in a hug in a second. "You're so hot when you're fighting."

      "Go away, flirt," I huffed. "You're just excited to see me naked now."

      "That is hundred percent accurate," he muttered against my flesh as he kissed my neck. "Though I’d rather have you pinned on the bed and be fucking you from behind, but I guess a build of tension makes things better between the sheets."

      "Addicted mate of mine," I complained but felt beyond relaxed that proving myself had gone well. I was pretty sure Jayce was okay, but I was also glad I had the ability to do what I did for his sake. I remembered the various breakdowns I'd endured through the years, and Onyx and Aurelia were there to make sure they were the only ones to witness my crumbling moments of weakness.

      I was sure Jayce was close enough to Neo, Saint, and Dimitris, but with Viktor here and the added fact that I wasn't years as close as the others, I’d rather do everything in my power to prevent what was triggered by Jayce fighting me.

      I wonder if that's why he gave up fighting? Does he get triggered with all fights or just ones with female opponents? It would be rare to fight a woman in the ring though...

      "Your man is good to go," Saint announced, and we looked to see Jayce was back and was barely scratched from the impact. I actually frowned at the sight, and Onyx began to chuckle while Neo shook his head.

      "Why do you look so disappointed that I'm able to walk," Jayce concluded with a judgemental stare.

      "I didn't work up all that strength for you to look like some winner on that classic show Survivor," I huffed. "I demand a rematch!"

      "That's just your pride talking," Viktor concluded. "If we don't get going, I'm leaving."

      I gasped in horror. "You can't abandon me!"

      "You know I can," he assured me with a wink. "My wolf is getting impatient."

      "Trust me," Saint sighed, "my wolf got so excited fighting Willow that he's now running in my head."

      "I think we'll have to give Willow some space. It's her first official shift," Jayce recommended.

      "First official shift? I've shifted already," I voiced.

      "You've shifted already, yes, but that was an awakening shift. It's far different. Think of that as something forced by Mother Moon, while your first official shift is triggered on your own accord," Neo elaborated to help me better understand. "It's best you do your official shift with your Alpha present. Depending on your wolf, you may lose consciousness for a bit, and your Alpha has to ensure you don't go on a wild killing spree."

      "As in not go and kill all your enemies," Onyx emphasized.

      "Lucky for me, that list isn't that long. I could get it all done before the sunrise," I offered.

      "She'd make sure to cut off their precious parts while she's at it," Saint muttered and shivered. "I'm running away before she adds me to that list."

      "You're not an enemy, stupid," Jayce reminded.

      "You don't need to be one for her to change her mind," Saint tossed back.

      "We'll head out first, Beta De Luca" Jayce announced.

      "Oh, no. Please don't go with that formal shit," I brushed off. "I already deal with the whole, 'Yes, sir' and 'Right away, sir' on a daily basis. Don't need no Beta title attached to my name."

      They smirked at my statement before Dimitris encouraged them to go ahead.

      "Thanks for staying, Viktor," I whispered when he was about to follow Onyx.

      "I’ve always got you," he muttered quietly.

      "I know," I replied and lightly squeezed his hand.

      "You're nervous?"

      "A little," I admitted.

      "Just let your wolf take the lead. It'll be worth it, I promise." He lifted my hand to press a light kiss to the back of it, shocking me into stillness before he let go and followed Onyx, who was already across the clearing with Jayce ad Saint.

      "Smooth."

      I flinched at the closeness of Neo's voice, shocked he was still here.

      "Neo," I acknowledged. "Didn't you just leave a few seconds ago?"

      "Yes," he replied. "Then I came back." His calm confidence always intrigued me. He leaned in to press a soft kiss to my left temple. I blinked in confusion and looked to his closed eyelids while a slight smirk formed on those delicate lips.

      "Find me," he whispered, and with that, he was walking towards the others - leaving me stumped with Dimitris.

      "I never would have taken him for a flirt," Dimitris muttered mostly to himself when the rest of our pack was out of sight. "Mate bonds sure change people."

      "I don't think it changed him much," I suggested.

      "It didn't change who Neo is," Dimitris admitted. "All it did was open doors for him that we've never witnessed until recently."

      He turned his attention to me. "Strip. No more delaying the inevitable."

      "How painful is it going to be?" I asked while stripping out of my clothes. Dimitris was watching me closely, his eyes trailing down my body as I stepped out of panties. Tugging my hair out of its ponytail once more, he waited until I was completely done to answer.

      "A little worse than last time. You'll get used to it," he assured me as he began to loosen his tie. Once the silk fabric was loose and out of its knot, he began to work on unbuttoning his dress shirt. I wondered if he was doing it slowly on purpose, but regardless, I was watching every movement, from the way he slid his shirt off his body to the calculated movement of his hands that unbuckled his Louis Vuitton belt. When he was finished, standing in the nude, I had to bite my bottom lip to tame any potential comments that threatened to slip out.

      Just like that marvelous painting hanging in my suite, Dimitris was drawn perfectly. Every chiseled line of muscle, each tattoo stroke upon his flesh, his creamy porcelain skin was perfection, and Mother Moon indeed gave him the length that was perfect to meet any woman's satisfaction.

      If I wasn't focused on getting on with this shifting process, I would have wanted to do other things, but I had to also mentally remind myself that Dimitris was into men, which meant I didn't stand a chance.

      But William does. Would he be on top...probably, but the idea of him being a power bottom. Yum. I really shouldn't be thinking about this right now.

      "I agree," Dimitris muttered as if to embarrass me. "Are you finished?"

      I shouldn't have reacted impulsively, but the Pink Moon was surely empowering me to be as defiant as possible today because I was in front of him with one large step, my lips crushing his.

      Those pink jewels widened to acknowledge I'd switched in less than a blink of an eye, and his shock only heightened my arousal in the brief moment while I made sure my teeth lightly tugged on his bottom lip as I pulled back.

      Another blink and I was back to Willow - my wide grin showing just how badass I felt as I replied, "Ya. I'm done."

      There was a howl in the background, catching our attention as we peered forward.

      "Are they okay?" I asked, feeling a bit protective.

      "That was Neo being impatient. He's anxious to see your wolf form," Dimitris replied. "Seriously, though. Are you ready?"

      I should have answered right away, but there were those jitters of nervousness.

      "Fuck," I cursed. "I'm still so nervous."

      Dimitris peered at me. I couldn't help but give him a conflicted look.

      "I...just..." I struggled to find the words, and he reached out to gently hold my cheek.

      "You've earned this moment, Willow," he said firmly as his eyes locked on mine. "Years of torture, years of solitude, multiple moments where the world mocked you for being different, and finally, after twenty-five years of wondering where you belong, you've found your purpose. Where you belong and deserve to be. Stop letting your thoughts hinder you from freedom. Let go, Sweet Willow, and I swear I'll be right here to guide you."

      He meant every word, and I couldn't deny how his support lifted me up as all my past insecurities and trauma faded away.

      He was right. I'd earned this. I’d survived all the turmoil from the world, and at my very hands, to make it to this point in time. Here I was, with a pack that actually accepted me. A pack of Forbidden individuals who many were frightened of.

      These powerful men from various backgrounds of trauma and darkness were together and here in this grand forest to welcome me into this world I'd craved so desperately to be a part of.

      This is my moment to obtain freedom. My chance to show Mother Moon that she made no mistake in giving me this second chance at life.

      "Okay," I quietly stated.

      He let go of me and gave an encouraging nod, stepping back to give me space. I took a few deep inhales, and closed my eyes.

      I allowed the darkness to surround me while my breathing continued to be slow and steady until I stood in the middle of the darkness and could open my eyes within my subconscious.

      Those large eyes of wisdom opened slowly, acknowledging my standing figure before my wolf walked out of the shadows so I could see her wonderful beauty. Mother Moon had surely blessed me with a wolf as phenomenal as her.

      She was wolf of power, grace, and wisdom that continued to reflect in her eyes that danced with pink and gold. Those tinsel strands began to glow brilliantly while her pure white fur looked like snow in the rays of light that shone upon us.

      She stepped forward until she was hovering way above me, and it amazed me how she looked so big here while I was but a small fragment of her world. For how long had she remained in this desolate darkness?

      Days, months, years?

      It made my heart ache just thinking about it as tears of joy sprouted in the ducts of my eyes.

      "Thank you," I whispered to her. "For choosing me. For...sticking around. For enduring everything just to give me this sacred moment. For helping me find a pack that acknowledges our strength and worthiness. I'm sure it's been a lonely road of solitude, but no more. You are me, just like I am you. My body is yours."

      Her large head lowered until she was lightly pressing her forehead against my body. I smiled and wrapped my arms around her and took the moment to appreciate her entirety.

      The coursing energy around her, the softness of her fur, and the love she already carried for me, all wrapped around me in a comforting embrace, and that was when I felt the shift.

      Let's be free.

      The loud cracking of bones echoed around me, and though the pain made me want to scream, I fought against it as I only centered on the end result of this transformation.

      One moment I was standing there in the darkness, and the next, I was on all fours with my eyes opening wide to take in the spectacular world that consumed me. Nothing had changed in my surroundings, and yet everything felt like it had morphed into another dimension of absolute perfection.

      My vision was heightened to see the pure hues of every shade of color, from the intense variation of the dark leaves to the miraculous-looking sky that was decorated with twinkling stars, the grass of various shades of green, and the drenched soil of brown and black.

      The colors reminded me of watching television in 4k HD, but that was merely one aspect of this new horizon.

      My sense of smell had heightened profoundly, and to smell the rawness this forest carried was beyond exciting. The smell of the trees, hidden flowers, soil, and scents of various creatures that have come and passed through these lands was extraordinary.

      I immediately caught onto Dimitris's cologne, the aroma entwined with his wolf scent that was coming from my right. As much as I wanted to acknowledge him, he became a figment of my worries as I took a step forward.

      It was weird how my thought process connected with my brain. It felt like a part of me was in control, while the other was in the passenger seat and watching everything occur before me like a television screen was before my eyes.

      All of it was overwhelming and trippy, and yet the exhilaration it delivered was indescribable.

      To think that I'd lived upon this world that I could only vouch was darker than the villains in television shows and movies, and yet it looked like a fairytale in the eyes of a wolf. I had no idea that these lands could be this outstanding.

      It all reminded me of my meeting with Mother Moon in the field of flowers. I'd get emotional if I thought about it too long, but the part of me in the driver's spot - my wolf - was tired of standing still. We had to move, to explore, to discover what we'd missed for all these years.

      I took a few more steps, the sound of me panting only making me even more excited before I dashed forward and began to run. I was impressed at the stillness of the world around me, but the movement was absolutely phenomenal.

      The speed of my legs, the thrill of running at a blurring pace, and the constant hits and shifts in the environment and aromas all around were beyond pleasant. It felt like I was on a rollercoaster that was racing through various stimulations all in one ride, and it merely made me want to do this forever as I picked up the pace.

      My speed was fast, faster than I could mentally grasp, as the world was literally a blur of neon bright colors, but I didn't care.

      I was free. I was alive. I was present.

      The acknowledgment made me realize that soon, the world would see me. See my majestic wolf that was now free to claim her rights. No one could talk quietly anymore. No longer would I put my head down or wish to be invisible.

      I'm right here! A wolf of power! A wolf of royalty! A Forbidden Fruit!

      I came to a sudden stop and lifted my head up high to let out a raging howl. The sound was loud, echoing all around the forest as it pierced through the sky for the world to hear. No more silence. No more mercy. They would hear me loud and clear.

      All those who belittled me, the wolves in the Pack House and walking on the streets who mocked me, all of them would hear and see the power I possessed, the force blessed by the Pink Moon, and the inherited powers and knowledge they would beg to have a taste of.

      The thought left me gleefully howling before I pounced around in what looked to be a meadow of flowers. They were pink, the color so outstanding to my eyes that I couldn't help but be possessed by their intense delicacy. I ended up sitting for a moment on all fours, my eyes focused on the flowers before me as I sniffed a few times to take in the floral aroma.

      The crack of a branch caught my attention, and I looked in that direction to meet a pair of pink eyes with hues of purple and gold. I remained still, assessing the wolf whose name I’d somewhat forgotten. The name was on the tip of my tongue, but not enough for me to pinpoint it.

      He wasn't bothering me, which was fine, as I took in his black fur. He was slightly bigger in size, but I felt like my body wasn't just the average size of a typical wolf in the wild. I was slender in frame but taller in height, enough to carry the name of a wolf shifter rather than a common wolf in these parts.

      Standing up, I stretched and wondered what to do next. That was when I caught onto a specific scent. It was weird at first, but then it began to grow stronger the more I concentrated on it. There was a hint of metallic compared to the overwhelming scent of Irish soap. It reminded me of the scent of someone who washed their hands a lot because they used their hands far too often, but then I moved past those initial scents and caught the true scent hidden beneath it all.

      My whole body sat up like I'd been frightened by something, but I wasn't frightened in the slightest. I was thrilled. The scent was weak at first, but it felt like the aroma doubled - almost as though another with a similar scent joined the first.

      The second scent's uniqueness revolved around rich colognes that weren't as bold as the wolf watching me. It was to a lesser degree like the aroma was only applied once in a while and reserved for someone important.

      It didn't matter anymore because I knew who those scents belonged to, and my new duty was to find them.

      MATES!

      I was running before I registered it, my world a blur once more while I panted happily as I got closer and closer. It took me a second to realize a cliff was coming up. The jump to the other side was rather strenuous for a jump, but I wasn't slowing down.

      Speed! Speed! MATES!

      Something tried to call to me, but I bluntly ignored it because nothing was going to distract me from my goal. Absolutely nothing.

      When I pushed off the ground, my eyes were focused on the prize - the other side. I glided through the air like I weighed nothing in this world, but when I began to fall, the will to reach the end only spiked further.

      The controlling force in the driver’s seat howled lightly, and energy rushed to my four paws until I crashed upon a massive platform of white. When I pushed off of it, another platform appeared for my landing. This time around, its glowing surface was neon pink.

      I pushed off, summoned a platform of glowing energy, and with one final push to reach the other side, I landed. That was when a large white wolf with black ends came out of the woods to greet me.

      There was no delay as I somehow knew exactly which mate this was compared to the wolf whose name was on the tip of my tongue. This one was the one to ask to be found.

      And I found him.

      I ran straight to him, not a single strand of fear within me as I launched myself at him. The two of us crashed and rolled along the ground playfully - happy yelps and playful banter escaping our lips as we rolled and frolicked.

      I ended up running around him in circles, to the point that he just sat back to watch my hyper self. I howled while running, so happy to be with my mate, only to notice another wolf literally come out of thin air that was cloaked in black shadows.

      Pausing in my running spree, I immediately changed courses and tackled the poor wolf of black with silver highlights. He went down for the count. He was at least double my size and yet he went down almost on purpose as I happily licked his face and began running around him.

      He was far calmer than my first mate as he admired my happy, hyper self and reached over to lick my face when I came to a stop. We pressed our foreheads together at that moment, and the way my heart swarmed with love from the gesture that meant so much to me could make me whimper in sadness.

      I felt my other mate come from behind to comfort me, licking the side of my face as I pulled back to acknowledge both of them. With a nudge from their snouts, I backed up playfully and lay on all fours while my tail wagged swiftly.

      There was far too much energy in me to just stay still for too long, and though it felt like they were trying to say something to me, I brushed it off and ran away.

      "Woof!" my white wolf called out to me, but I was gone, searching for what I smelled was other wolves. It only took me a minute to enter a different clearing, and there were three wolves waiting near a set of rocks and a grand waterfall.

      My arrival made their gazes turn my way, and I came to a stop to look at them. The silver wolf was immediately familiar to me, and that was the one I decided to tackle first. Clearly, he wasn't expecting it at all - my launch sending us flying off the rocky edge and into the waters.

      The lake was calm, so it was easy to swim and get back to the rocky surface. The poor silver wolf was glaring at me while I shook off my drenched fur and abandoned him to run elsewhere.

      I paused just to acknowledge the other two. The first one with blue eyes held a mixed coat of white and black, while the other next to him held an orange coat with gold. They admired me for what surely was five seconds before I was running away on another adventure.

      I ran as long as my legs would carry me until a voice spoke in my mind.

      "Willow."

      I slowly came to a stop, wondering where the voice came from. Shaking off my fur once more, I realized I was at another cliff, the height not only giving me a mesmerizing view of the lands below, but it allowed me to see the large full moon that remained high in the sky.

      I was lost in its wonderful beauty, its wholeness so pure while it emitted power that helped energize me further. I don't know why the sight tugged on every string of emotion, but it was enough to flick a switch in my mind - triggering my shift back.

      On my knees, I gasped and fought to catch my breath. The pain that throbbed through my body almost made me vomit. I shook violently as I just focused on breathing, but after a minute I worked on calming down.

      With enough strength, I lifted my head to see the moon once more, and the intense feelings of gratitude were even stronger than before. I'd run for the first time, shifted under her saving grace. This opportunity was all thanks to her and the faith she carried in me, and no amount of words or emotion could prove how grateful I was for her mercy.

      Tears swarmed my eyes as my lips trembled. I fought the first sob that threatened to escape as I sat back on my knees, naked and trembling because I couldn't fight my tears any longer.

      A coat was laid upon my shoulders, and I looked up to see Dimitris. He looked tired, but his compassion and calmness were as vivid as ever as he peered down at me.

      There was no hint of judgment as he knelt down and gave me a tender smile.

      "You did well, Willow."

      My wolf's presence was still vibrant, and his praise only made more tears spark to existence because all my life, that was what I wanted from my Alpha.

      
        
        To be acknowledged.

        To be praised.

        To be fucking seen.

      

      

      I'd finally gotten that. Finally achieved a goal I'd assumed would never happen. The best part of it all was the ultimate freedom it brought, the joyous escape from this world of pain, irony, and bloodshed. It opened the door to a world of peace, tranquility, and hope, and that was what I'd always wished for.

      An escape from the harsh world of disappointment to a world of acceptance.

      When the sobs escaped my trembling lips, he didn't look angry or disgusted. He moved to face me and pulled me into his arms, his hand stroking my back while the other held my head.

      I felt the presence of the other wolves, each of them coming around until we were surrounded by the five of them, and it only made me cry even harder.

      They were shielding me so only they would see me in this state of fragility. Only they would witness this broken Willow, the one who couldn't stop the waves of sadness and happiness that consumed her.

      I was sad that I'd lost out on so much yet happy to be given a damn chance.

      All the emotions just needed to be freed like I now was, so I let them all out in sobbing cries while my pack embraced me. I knew from this moment onward, I would fight for these men.

      These men that all played a role in this moment of evolution.

      The only ones to believe in my potential deserved to be protected by the power I carried, and I knew without a doubt in my mind that I'd never allow anyone to get away with hurting them.

      From today onward, these men were officially my pack.

      Willow's Forbidden Pack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Living In The Past And Blossoming Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      ~JAYCE~

      My fists continued to assault the black leather punching bag, their swiftness only growing faster and faster, like the puffs of air heaving out of me. Beads of sweat ran down my face, my chest drenched as I continued to push myself harder.

      I need to get through this. To destroy this fucking barrier holding me back.

      Motivation rushed through me as I narrowed my eyes that were intense with my energy. My fists moved faster, punched harder, ready to finish the final circuit after fifteen solid minutes.

      Thirty more seconds...

      The thought triggered exactly what it always did, the world slowing down as I watched my surroundings shift.

      

      And there I was, in the middle of the ring.

      The world was silent while my fists that were pulverizing my opponent finally came to a stop. The cheers I'd once heard had faded away, just like the excitement victory always delivered when it was a few punches away.

      It was stolen from me - replaced with nothing but intense dread.

      My clenched fists shook with intensity as I looked to their shining surface and noticed the intense orange glow that wrapped around my fingers like flames. The pulsating force was nothing compared to the red liquid that soaked my large hands. From my fingertips to my wrists, they were cloaked in nothing but blood.

      Not my blood.

      I hesitated to look down at my victim because of the heavy, unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach. My eyes didn't need to register to feel the thrumming agony coursing through me. The pain that was once absent was now familiar as it rushed through the funnel of the connection I shared with one person.

      My mate...

      Fear rattled through me as my hands slowly lowered to reveal the individual who lay upon the floor of the ring. A pool of dark rich blood continued to ooze out of the multiple openings, some bursting open from the repetitive punches I delivered to vital organs, while the others were from the burns I'd imparted with how fierce my energy was.

      The person was unrecognizable. Their face, body, entire being was smashed in, burned, or flattened entirely.

      I could feel the build-up of bile that began to rise in my throat as my sinking dread expanded. The realization of what I'd done began to sink in, but I tried to pretend it wasn't true. That this individual wasn't who I thought they were.

      My wolf knew better.

      He howled within my head, the sound crippling me and triggering my knees to buckle. I fell into the pool of thick red, tears overflowing while my heart hammered against my chest. I could feel the connection begin to slip away.

      Feel the one person I loved begin to drift to a place far, far away.

       I had to do something. I couldn't stay still and watch this end like this, but how? How could I possibly stop the inevitable that was caused by no other but me?

      I did this.

      No one could interfere. The shock was just too much. They were frozen at this horrific sight and probably didn't want to move to ensure they weren't next.

      My lips trembled as I fought to get words out. I needed help. Someone had to help me save her, but the words wouldn't come out.

      That connection I'd gotten so used to, the place within myself that brought me so much comfort and helped me feel invincible on the battlefield was closing, and it was the most painful thing I'd ever endured.

      I had to say something...to apologize. To beg for forgiveness for what I'd done, but my body wasn't capable of thinking anymore. The shock was just too much.

      
        
        "It's okay."

      

      

      The weak set of words echoed through my consciousness, and the room was dark once more as her tender words continued.

      
        
        "It wasn't you, mate. Don't beat yourself up for this. I don't feel the pain anymore. I don't hold it against you. You know I love you, always and forever, right?"

      

      

      Her words made a muffled sob leave me as I closed my eyes to block the sight. I didn't want to remember her that way. She was the one woman who understood me in this desolate world of chaos.

      She'd cut through the anger, ignored the dangers, and managed to love me enough to take me as her husband. Tonight was going to be the final fight. The last battle to get enough money to settle down and start a family.

      To have a baby together...raise children together...spend the rest of our lives together. I took that all away. Cloaked these hands with the blood of my mate...my love who's fading away.

      
        
        "I have to go now, Jayce. Mother Moon is taking me home."

      

      

      No. She couldn't abandon me. I wouldn't be able to move on without her. No one would love me like her. No one would understand me like she did. She'd helped me get out into the world and find an outlet to release my anger.

      How could that very outlet steal her from me?

      Couldn't I beg Mother Moon not to take her? Was there no way out of this turmoil?

      Don't go...

      The pain I’d thought was the sharpest I could feel suddenly spiked further. It felt like that funnel was being broken. My teeth sank into my bottom lip as I hugged myself to try and cushion how intense the feeling was - as if my very heart were shattering into pieces.

      I wanted to scream and beg for it to stop, but I was silenced by the consuming sensation until it felt like a void. Instead of being connected to another, I was alone again. Like I'd always been until I met her.

      
        
        "There. Now I won't hold you back."

      

      

      Her voice seemed eons away, but I couldn't understand what she meant. I struggled to grasp what she was trying to conclude.

      
        
        "You're free to love another, Jayce. I broke it...the bond.... That's why you feel hollow inside...but Mother Moon said you'll heal. She promised me you'll be happy again. That's a relief. You deserve to be happy. You know that, right?"

      

      

      I couldn't believe her words and for a brief moment, there she was - standing there with a bigger, glowing being who had their hands upon her shoulders. I could barely see either of their faces, and it weirded me out further because my eyes were still closed, but as I looked at the glowing woman, I noticed that the love I carried for her began to fade along with her spirit.

      She smiled when my expression projected my fear. I'd been in love with her, that feeling so intense and pure, and now...it was nothing but a whirlpool of pain and indescribable emotions as I suddenly accepted that she was indeed leaving me.

      
        
        "It's for the best, Jayce. Don't worry. You'll find someone better. I was just a stepping stone...someone who would help you become stronger in your own way. I love you...and farewell."

      

      

      

      My eyes snapped open and I was back in my room, tears spilling down my cheeks as I struggled to breathe. I stared at the black punching bag, watching its slow front-to-back swaying that suddenly aggravated me enough to make it feel the wrath of my punch.

      My fist hit it dead on, followed by another and another as the pain seeped through me. Again I'd failed, and the memory triggered grunts of fury as my rage overflooded my senses.

      One minute, we were ready to start a family. The next, she cut through our bond so her death wouldn't leave me mateless forever.

      Instead of letting me bear the pain these hands created, she let me go so I could have another chance at life. She knew I'd never hurt her...understood that I had been controlled by the enemies in the crowd.

      She knew...and selflessly ensured I'd be able to move on without her.

      Yet here I was, unable to fight for longer than fifteen minutes. I had been unable to finish the final round that crippled me entirely. The profession I'd loved for all my life was now tainted with disappointment, agony, and fear.

      I cursed and took a final punch. Flames ignited from the impact and began to burn the leather.

      Instead of putting it out, I stared at the dancing flames that continued to burn through the expensive punching bag, knowing damn well Dimitris would be annoyed if we had to spend unnecessary money buying a new one.

      With a sigh, I reached for the fire extinguisher and put out the blaze - thankful this living space’s fire alarm was turned off on purpose.

      Don't need the whole house waking up because of my damn issues.

      I was impressed that Dimitris managed to find this place so quickly and further impressed that Neo managed to get his guards to decorate it exactly the way we enjoyed.

      This mansion was hidden so perfectly thanks to the constant flow of magic walls engrained into the very land. On the outside, it was one of those power plants no one dared to enter for the safety of themselves unless they were governmental officials - aka the guests of this illusion house.

      I’d known about the magic business for some time, but it was still a trippy experience. This was just one of the many safe houses we had in the city. It was a protocol Dimitris followed to ensure we'd have accommodations available to us when we first arrived in NYC, but places like these took a day or two to set up, which was why Neo's place came in extremely handy.

      Prince Neo.

      The idea that our Neo who cared more about color to use for his next project than about what was happening around him was royalty really shocked me. Sure, we had our secrets, issues, and fucked-up traumatic circumstances that had molded us into the killing machines we were, but royalty was another level of power in the realms of wolf shifters.

      Royal wolves didn't just come out of a book. They were extremely hard to have because those who wished to have children in royalty had to go through various ceremonies and procedures to create life.

      The blessings of the Moon, the guidance of your ancestors, it was a process that made being royalty a pain in the ass when you thought about it, but all of us knew that royal wolf children were some of the strongest of our kind.

      They could overpower an average Alpha at the age of six, and if they were molded exactly how their family wished, they would become more of a lethal threat than the current generation.

      I thought it had been a myth when they spoke about generations of knowledge, power, and abilities being passed down to their offspring, but with the recent confrontation with Aurelia and Neo, I guess those were all valid claims.

      Having one royal wolf in your pack was a blessing, but from the looks of things, we potentially had three: Neo, Willow, and Onyx.

      From what we knew of Onyx's circumstances, he was an orphan and somehow landed in Roberto's possession, but with the truth of who Willow was, maybe that wasn't true at all. Why would Roberto take in Onyx, only to torture him and Willow for the years to come?

      He had to have known they were royalty, but with how he treated Willow, Onyx was just a bonus in whatever underlying motive he had.

      Staring at the mess I made, I sighed and went to the washroom. I'd clean everything after I took a moment to calm the fuck down.

      I stripped out of my boxers and got in the shower, drenching myself with cold water for fifteen minutes. The number had some sort of significance in my life now.

      In that time frame, I fought not to think of anything. My mind was left blank so my emotions would teeter down somehow. It was an up and down spiral, but the frigid pellets against my flesh were helping tame the inferno deep within.

      The flames that vowed to avenge the woman I'd lost.

      I never wanted to become a puppet to that controlling force again, but was it even my choice to avoid such circumstances?

      Dimitris fell right into the controlling palms of that fae hybrid, and the consequences would have been a hell of a lot worse if Willow wasn't as strong as she was.

      The thought of Willow brought up her very image. I watched those eyes of fierceness stare into mine as we prepared to fight. I craved to have an actual fight with her because she was good. Her speed was definitely an advantage for her, but the hidden strength in her body had surely fucked a few people over in the ring.

      You'd immediately assume because of her slim build that she wouldn't carry a powerhouse in her kicks, punches, and executions - a premature assumption to make in the ring.

      I never made the mistake of doing such, but it was far too easy to get distracted by the way she moved and the energy that spiked and danced around her in waves. Not to mention her curves and hot body, and the beauty she carried flawlessly.

      Since losing my mate, I’d hoped to never fall for someone again, but Willow was different from any female I'd met in this lifetime. She was unique, confident, strong, and worthy of so much love in comparison to what she'd been given in this world.

      She knew what pain was. Knew the suffering this world delivered at the hands of those who held power and money, who offered salvation to the blind. Her scars upon her flesh were so fucking beautiful, marks that reminded the world of how far she'd come.

      We'd been standing from afar when she began to change in the clearing with Dimitris, and God, her fucking body was one I'd worship if I was given the opportunity to. It wasn’t like I hadn't gotten a vivid view of her fit curves up close.

      The memory made my lips tingle, the desire to share a kiss with her growing stronger the longer I thought of it. She kissed me like I was her only one in this world, the rawness in it tugging at all my internal strings and making my cock hard.

      No one triggered such a reaction from me. Even my mate didn't pique my interest until the actual bond awakened. Before that, she was the cute girl that cheered me on when I trained.

      Now she'd gone, thinking I'd get someone to replace her.

      It was laughable when I thought about it because no one else felt deserving of my love. Being appreciated by someone like me who hid his flaming powers from everyone but his pack, and only learned how to be such a great hacker in the realms of technology because it was my coping mechanism had never happened.

      Just like how Neo painted to aid with his list of issues, I got lost in the world of technology to ensure I got all the pieces together for any approaching deal, threat, or security invasion. I wasn't perfect, something that was becoming clearer with my recent mess-ups, but with Willow entering our lives, I wanted to get better.

      I wanted to protect her.

      Her image once again taunted my mind, and there she was - naked with her pink strands down in bountiful curls - walking towards me. Her dazzling aura was always tricky to catch when she hid it perfectly on a regular basis, but here, it was blazing with seductive fury as she reached me.

      I watched every movement as my tongue moved along my bottom lip as if I were thirsty.

      Sure, I was thirsty, but it wasn't for water.

      Her smile was dazzling, her eyes twinkling with enough lust to make my cock twitch in my grasp. I didn't realize my hand had trailed down to the very length between my legs, its firm surface only confirming how fucking turned on I was with this imaginary scene unfolding.

      My imagination decided to go along with appeasing my needs. Willow slowly lowered to her knees while her hand reached for my cock. I shivered as if her touch were as cold as the water that thrummed against my flesh, but I was so far gone in this imaginary world that it all felt surreal.

      I looked down into her eyes that taunted me with glints of gold, her lips of pink opening up to take my cock into her mouth. I inhaled sharply as she took me in, and her movement was matched with mine as she moved up and down while keeping eye contact.

      Fucking her mouth like this in the shower could have been an alternate reality if I was given the privilege to be back in that sacred space of hers. I could listen to our echoed moans bouncing against the tiled walls, or enjoy pounding her against their chilled surfaces while our combined release dripped onto the floor after endless rounds of fucking.

      Her head moved faster until my hips were jerking forward to speed up the process. She took every thrust, and it felt like her hot mouth was tightening around my thick cock that felt like it would burst.

      I moved uncontrollably while my grunts and curses only confirmed how close I was to release with how frequently they left my lips. With the sight of her taking in my rapid thrusts, I came like unexpected whiplash - my body freezing in place as the tightness around my cock further stimulated the shots of cum that hit the wall.

      My eyes opened to see the masterpiece of my lustful imagination, my breaths uneven while the shower was filled with steam. The water was still frigid cold, but the steam came from the boiling heat of my flesh; the water pounding on my skin created the perfect physical change that left the room in mist.

      I let out a sigh to calm myself down, glancing down at my cock that was already twitching for more. I couldn't recall the last time I was horny on the regular. It was only recently that I started feeling the intense urge to occupy my cock in times of spiked desire and thus far, only Willow's image turned me on enough to cum not once, but a few times.

      I decided it would be better to wash up, or this mist would seep into my room, the hallway, and alert everyone else, and I didn't want to deal with explaining that.

      We’d dealt with enough of that in the old safe house.

      The poor security guards didn't know I was an Inferno Wolf. Just like they knew nothing about the rest of us and the type of unique magic we carried. It was probably because we rarely used those traits we hid perfectly - aside from Saint, who used his light magic on the regular.

      Our enemies knew of his healing traits but surely didn't know the other qualities he hid beneath that innocent smile and goodwill to donate to the world, including saving hungry children in third world countries and his constant donations to the church.

      No one would guess how important he was in the dark realms of the mafia, and I surely didn't know enough to confirm how much blood cloaked his hands.

      Prayerful peacemaker on the surface, he was a crowned devil in the depths of the underground.

      It wasn’t like I could talk much. I had my own secrets that had burned with my mate. I had to get used to saying ex-mate because that was what she was, seeing as she broke the bond before her demise.

      She may have known who I was, but she didn't know what I was.

      How demonically dangerous a being like myself could be if I let these flames rage on to that level.

      It was easy to act innocent and shocked at the news of who Neo really was, but deep down, I wasn't surprised. I'd sensed his royalty here and there, but who was I to question his past? We were all close with this purpose of domination, but I wouldn't ask him to reveal all the royal skeletons he hid in the closet.

      Just like I wouldn't want him to start snooping in mine.

      The thought had me smiling as I decided to clean up. I was finished and patting myself dry when my wolf decided to make conversation.

      "One of these days you're going to lose yourself to those flames."

      Probably.

      "Willow wouldn't like that."

      He had a point. I wondered what would happen if she knew what I was? Who I was?

      She’d taken Neo's revelation rather well, but then again, she probably hadn't had the time to process any of it. From death to life, battle to shelter, she was proving herself in front of the world, and dealing with meetings that determined our worth in this society.

      After all of that, she still had the energy after a nap to go out for her first run with us.

      I was sure she was beyond drained, but what worried me more was the constant shit she’d had to deal with since awakening. Once awakened, a wolf needed time to process their change, and thus far, all Willow had gotten was naps followed with long hours of dealing with shit.

      The more I thought about it, the more worried I became. This could have been yet another tactic our hidden enemy and the apparent vile witch was plotting.

      Push Willow to her limit until she collapsed.

      "Your worry for Willow is valid." My wolf had caught onto my thoughts. “You should check on her."

      He had a good point. She may be mid fucking Onyx or Neo with their new mate bonds in place, but at least I'd be able to confirm she was alive and breathing.

      I was grateful for what she did in the clearing. I could safely assume Dimitris knew what was happening, but the others thought what she did was in an attempt to cloud my sight and get the advantage.

      Our Blossoming Flower.

      She'd asked for her nickname to be changed from Wilting Flower, but it was a little hard to ignore that I liked both options available. To tease her, I was positive we'd still keep Wilting Flower around, but in those moments of seriousness, she was indeed blossoming into something spectacular.

      Into someone the world would have no choice but to acknowledge and bow down to.

      That was our underlying desire. For those to acknowledge our Forbidden traits and bow down in trembling fear. Each of us had a quality that would be considered forbidden to exist, but if it was kept a secret within the shadows, there would be no way of proving what we hid in the dark.

      Besides, when had any of us had a problem with breaking the rules that fought to cage us?

      Slipping on some black sweats, I ran my hands through my hair, their wet strands drying in a few strokes.

      "Show off," my wolf huffed.

      It only made me smirk as I exited my designated room to walk down the hall. I could sense right away that Neo, Saint, and Onyx weren't around. I wasn't as strong in feeling auras as Dimitris and Neo, but it was enough to know whether I was in a place solo, or if intruders were hiding in all the right places.

      Either Saint was helping Neo or off partying to gain information. As for Onyx, I could only assume he was working on something behind the scenes that was in Willow's favor.

      He'd mentioned Roberto was in the hospital or some private medical institute that he assumed was connected to royalty because of its connection with Albert.

      I had to admit that if this Albert man was working with the royals of Pink Moon Pack, they were flawless at hiding their tracks. Every wolf knew about the Pink Moon Pack, and yet it was something you'd rank a folktale because no one ever met someone from their reign of royalty.

      Their movement was untraceable, and to learn anything more about their heritage was like trying to find a needle in a field of haystacks - while dealing with a snowstorm and the ground being of lava, while there were whiplashing winds that were close to tornado category.

      From what we did know, they clearly had connections to some sort of fae who could easily wipe out memories, or, in Viktor's case, seal them until a word or instance triggered their prompt return.

      Looking into that side of the spectrum was going to take some time. It felt like we had far too much on our plates and not enough hours in the day to focus on half of them.

      Guess we have to go with the flow.

      Turning the corner of the long hallway, I noticed Viktor leaning against the wall next to Willow's door, his eyes focused on whatever was out the window while his arms were crossed over his chest.

      His expression was hard to read, one of wonder with a bit of worry. I wondered what he was thinking about, or more importantly, what was he remembering from the past he had forgotten?

      I hadn't slowed my steps because I could guarantee Viktor sensed me the moment I entered the hallway. He didn't acknowledge me with his attention until I was three steps away, his eyes meeting mine as he looked away from the starry sky.

      It would be sunrise in fifteen minutes, and I could guarantee none of us had slept. Maybe we were all waiting to make sure Willow was okay before we went to bed with peace of mind.

      She'd performed brilliantly tonight, and thanks to winning both challenges, she was officially our Beta in the pack. The run had been more eventful than expected, but that also seemed to spark a bit of worry as well.

      "How's Willow?" I inquired upon arriving in front of Viktor.

      "Couldn't sleep without checking yourself?" Viktor tossed back.

      "Nope," I answered earnestly, feeling that if I didn't, he wouldn’t give me the chance to even peek in Willow's room. "None of us have, if you've noticed."

      "I have," he assured me. "You all should rest, especially Dimitris. I may be underestimating his potential, but any Alpha would be rather drained from an awakening of one of their own."

      "Does Roberto get tired whenever he accepts a member?" It was a random question, but I actually was curious.

      "Normally no," he replied. He seemed far more relaxed than his normally protective seriousness. This was the most we'd seen of Viktor, to be frank, but it made sense with Willow living with us now. "However, it depends on the rank of Alpha joining. Common wolves, like submissives, don't do anything to him. In fact, they're drained for days when they join because of the heavy intensity that revolves around the pack and Roberto's energy. Only Alphas and ex-Omegas do a dig at him."

      "Do you have an update on how he's doing?" I inquired.

      "He's stable for now," Viktor replied. "He should be fine in a few days."

      The buzz of his phone went off, and we looked to his pocket as the light from his phone shone against the black fabric of his borrowed sweatpants.

      Since Willow had decided to happily send him into the lake, it’d ruined whatever clothes he'd reserved for his shift back. There was something about water that ruined the spell that helped us shift back with clothes, and that error was what had fucked Viktor’s chosen wardrobe, but we were able to snag him some sweats and a black t-shirt.

      Pulling out the device, he stared at the screen and frowned.

      "Have to take it?"

      "Sadly."

      "But not here?" I suggested, noticing his conflict.

      "I’d rather do it completely privately. The walls can have ears," he tossed out, which told me he was trusting that any information bouncing against these hollow walls could potentially reach any of the guards that were around the mansion or outside guarding for the night.

      "I'll check on Willow. I won't go anywhere until you get back."

      He stared at me for a long moment. The phone stopped its buzzing, only to light up again and begin to vibrate.

      "Fine," he replied. "I'll be back."

      He spun around and began to walk down the hall. His next step had him vanishing through a portal that left me staring out at the spinning silver vortex that disappeared seconds later.

      "I wonder how powerful of a warlock he is," my wolf quietly wondered. "That mere spike feels enough for him to be a part of the Coven. I’m intrigued to know why he isn't."

      They don't like hybrids, remember? I'm sure they only accepted Aurelia because she's a Clementine.

      "They don't accept hybrids and yet one of her parents has to be a wolf shifter for her to be half-wolf half-witch."

      It's probably the father who's the wolf and the mother who's a witch. Mother in the Coven after generations of their family line being a part of the Coven would mean more. There's probably some sort of tradition they need to fulfill, though I'm intrigued by the role she's going to play in all of this.

      "Still thinking about what that commander stated?"

      He fed us a bunch of information we've yet to confirm or inquire about. It's definitely going to lead us to some steep stepping stones, but if we crack down on what they're trying to accomplish, we have hope in protecting Willow.

      "I feel like Viktor holds powerful connections thanks to his magic," my wolf voiced. "Could be used to our advantage if we struggle to figure out what the Coven wants with Willow."

      He had a point, and I wondered if Viktor carried other connections aside from his loyalty to Willow and once Roberto.

      Opening the door slowly, I slipped through the crack of the door to enter the dark room. Closing it lightly behind me, I focused on the bed that cradled Willow.

      The first sight left me in a state of tranquility as she continued to sleep in the large king-size bed. She was lightly covered in a thin sheet of silk, her body lying on her right side with her back facing the windows, which left me getting the full view of her immaculate face.

      She actually looked at peace, which only brought a sense of calm. Our pack run didn't really go as planned, but I wouldn't deny how utterly majestic Willow looked in her wolf form.

      So free, so full of light, and her body glowed with magic. I wondered whether she was unconscious through the entire thing or got a glimpse of the world we saw through the eyes of our wolves. Regardless, we all saw how grateful she was.

      The happiness was reflected in her eyes when she united with Neo's and Onyx's wolves - the three of them having a playful moment before she somehow found us. I expected her to follow Dimitris's orders once she’d shifted, but she completely ignored them, racing through the land like she owned the very soil.

      I felt as though she didn't mean to ignore us, and the others agreed that it had to be her energy that was so high in her wolf form that was interfering with our pack communication. It happened in hybrid wolves, especially when they carried intense magic, which only left me more curious because Willow wasn't a born witch like Aurelia.

      At least that's what we could assume.

      What hit all of us was when she somehow found the high cliffs and reached the very top to look at the moon. All of us had caught up to her when she suddenly shifted back - her energy depleted after running so swiftly and from such a far distance.

      Her speed would be dangerous on the battlefield because she moved at what some would refer to as vampire speed, and that alone was a lethal advantage on the playing field.

      None of us expected her to look so mesmerizing underneath the moonlight, the full rays of the Pink Moon washing over her as tears sparkled in her eyes.

      Dimitris was the one to approach first, shifting back and using his coat to cover her up. It wasn't like he wanted to hide her nakedness, but he knew from her trembling body that she was completely drained, and her temperature would further drop if he didn't warm her up.

      "You did well, Willow."

      Hearing Dimitris’s words to Willow seemed to bring a sense of closure to the pack. Maybe none of us noticed it prior to that very moment, but whatever bitterness was lingering from Dimitris's unintentional rejection of Willow finally faded away, and with it brought immense gratitude that flooded our bond.

      I doubted Willow realized how strongly her emotions filtered through our connection, but as she broke down to cry her eyes out, we couldn't stand there and watch. We had to be there with her, to wrap her up in the comfort of our bodies so she knew that from this moment onward, she wasn't alone.

      No one would be able to walk over her or even belittle her place in this world. She was one of us now - a part of our bowl of Forbidden Fruit, and only a few individuals were allowed to pick at us without consequences.

      By the time she calmed down, she was already asleep in Dimitris's arms, and that was enough for us to come back to our new safe house.

      Onyx took care of bathing Willow, something that had to be a clear habit because she looked beyond comfortable while her skin practically glowed with the soft illumination coming from the windows.

      She needed a few days off because she deserved it, but I wondered if we'd get that luxury.

      Walking up to the bed, I slowly sat upon the edge to stare at her up close - those inhales and exhales evenly spaced as she slept so peacefully.

      I didn't know why the sight of her made me want to kiss her like she was my lover, but I decided to appease my desire by leaning over to place a tender kiss on her forehead. There was something that connected us, or at least it felt that way when she was in wolf form.

      Maybe I had a soft spot since the shower incident in the locker room, but was I even ready to try another relationship?

      Would Neo and Onyx be okay with even sharing Willow now that she's their official mate?

      I sensed Dimitris before his cologne drifted to my nostrils. The door opened to reveal him in a white dress shirt and black fitted dress pants. He looked as if he had some sort of meeting, and I wouldn't be surprised if he somehow managed to do a FaceTime meeting to entice whoever was still trying to fabricate lies that Willow was dead.

      What I knew for sure was that he was tired as fuck. It was obvious before when we were bringing Willow home, but now he looked as if he could barely keep his eyes open.

      "You look like you're going to die," I casually concluded.

      He offered me a slight smile, but that only emphasized his exhaustion.

      "I've had better nights," he admitted. "Where'd Viktor go?"

      "He had a call. Probably an update on Roberto," I replied. Glancing over at Willow, I continued, "Did you tell Willow?"

      "I did," Dimitris announced, and I was sure his gaze was on our pink beauty.

      Our. Now I'm claiming she's ours. Great.

      "How are you feeling?" he inquired, and I knew what he was referring to.

      "Feeling like I'm gonna be spending a bit of the savings on a new punching bag,” I replied, and glanced over to see his pouting lips. I couldn't help but chuckle at his unamused expression that was rather priceless due to its rarity.

      "We just bought that."

      "Well, technically, you bought it after I burned the other one to ashes."

      "And this one suffered the same consequence because?"

      "I tried to last fifteen minutes," I quietly admitted, my eyes on Willow once more.

      Dimitris didn't say anything, but I was sure he was reading me - understanding where I was coming from with this.

      "I can pay for it, you know," I tossed out the option.

      "Not necessary," he replied. "I'll get you a new one by the middle of the week. Don't fuck anything up before then."

      "You're always taking the responsibility when you don't have to."

      "I'm your Alpha. The moment you pledged to be loyal to this pack, I vowed to make sure your needs are attended to," he replied. "It's not a big deal. We'll get you another one. Besides, the CEO is working on a fireproof one on your behalf. Maybe the prototype will be ready for trial."

      "Wouldn't that be convenient," I whispered and let out a heavy sigh. "She noticed."

      "Noticed what?" he inquired.

      "The trigger...or I guess the fear in my eyes."

      "Have you told her about it?"

      "No," I admitted. "I'm sure she knows from background checks. Viktor's good at those, but I guess...I expected her to...well…" I struggled to get the words out.

      "Be afraid of you?" Dimitris pondered.

      "Ya," I quietly replied. "I mean...I'm the monster who killed his mate in the ring. Anyone would be afraid of me."

      "In a world where we didn't kill people on a daily basis, maybe," Dimitris admitted. "Yet, I still think Willow wouldn't be the type to abandon you over such a past. It's not like it was your fault."

      "Yet I carry the guilt every day." I didn't want to dismiss his efforts in comforting me, but I couldn't help but be hard on myself.

      "I don't blame you," he admitted. "There are a lot of things we carry as heavy baggage, even when we know we didn't have the power to prevent what happened."

      I was sure he was referring to what happened with Mihkel - the loss of his younger brother, who took his own life. I thought for sure Dimitris would have lost his sanity with the loss, but it awakened a drive in him that made him soak his hands in more blood.

      It was what pushed us to pursue higher levels of power. The driving force to get us exactly what we wanted so we wouldn't be powerless ever again.

      "The next pack run, we're going to have to train Willow to pay attention to the pack bond," Dimitris stated, clearly changing the topic.

      I smirked slightly at his comment as I turned my gaze back to him. "Good luck with that."

      "You don't believe she'll follow?"

      "Her wolf is a clear Alpha," I voiced the obvious but lowered my voice further. "She's a Pure Alpha, but what frightens me is that she's something more. Greater. Something no one would expect."

      Dimitris nodded, looking just as convinced as I was.

      "Her wolf holds a special level of magic. I can't decipher it."

      "You think it's fae?" I inquired.

      Dimitris thought about it. "Wouldn't be a bad guess. Onyx mentioned her magic started when she was but a babe and is how she switches to William, but the flow of her magic is far different than any witch. The flow is constant and growing, which only fits those families with generations of power."

      "Isn't there a way for us to get more information on the Pink Moon Pack and her mother?" I inquired. That was the only way we'd get direct answers.

      "It won't be easy," Dimitris admitted. "They make themselves rather unknown. Everyone knows of their royal name and their hierarchy amongst packs, but to meet a member of the Pink Moon Pack is a rarity. Albert must have a connection or is a part of the pack, but that's an spectulation I'm not willing to risk anything on. If we dig too much, it'll only confirm who Willow may potentially be and we can't afford to put her in unnecessary danger."

      "We have enough shit to deal with," I admitted. "Aside from needing to communicate with Willow in wolf form, anything we need to work on right away?"

      "She's strong on her own," Dimitris admitted. "Her wolf seems very wise. Almost ancient, which could give us another clue about what she is."

      "You think you could ask her wolf?" I suggested.

      "It would take some time," Dimitris noted. "Willow may be strong-willed, but if she gets too overwhelmed, it may trigger her. We have to be really cautious."

      "Do you think they're trying to overwhelm her on purpose?"

      "That's exactly what I think." Dimitris sighed as he crossed his arms over his chest, looking clearly irritated. "Garfield obviously knew she survived her apparent suicide, proceeded to partner with Elliott to try and steal this deal from us knowing Willow would most likely be weakened by her awakening, planned the robbery that would take Roberto's life, and I have a strong suspicion he has connections with Victoria."

      "Enemies all over the place," I summed up. "Nothing new."

      Dimitris smirked. "Our Blossoming Flower did good."

      "Adapting nicely there," I tossed back. He frowned at my acknowledgment and I chuckled. "Think we can justify a week or two off?"

      "You want time off or are you trying to get Willow to take some time off?"

      "I'm thinking the Forbidden Pack needs some time off," I suggested, and figured it best be time I elaborated on it because Dimitris hated slowing down.

      As did basically everyone in our pack.

      "Willow needs at least two weeks of downtime, and by downtime, I mean not trying to survive being assassinated every other day. Onyx looks like he doesn't sleep period, but even he looked pretty tired on our way back. Neo's irritation is up, which is why he's painting more, and you know his irritation stems from not getting enough sleep over a long period of time. Saint hasn't partied in surely two months and that just drives him insane, and I...well, I need a moment to slow the fuck down. I've been missing stuff like today on the surveillance. I don't normally fuck up, which means I’ve got to give myself a moment to recuperate."

      I rose up then and moved so I was facing him.

      "And you look like you could sleep for a year," I noted.

      "I'm fine."

      "Sure," I noted. "Willow's power is hitting all your senses, isn't it?"

      He was quiet once more, but he closed his eyes. "Overwhelming like a tidal wave hitting every damn nerve again and again. She's not doing it on purpose, and I did let her know she had to be less rebellious with her energy, but I think it's more of a survival instinct."

      "Survival?" I whispered.

      Dimitris's eyes remained closed while he elaborated.

      "When you've been constantly tortured and suddenly that pattern stops, you're left with always feeling like something will come and take your freedom away. It's frightening, and though everyone will say you'll heal, there's a part of you that doesn't. It's that line of defense that's ready to push you into survival mode when anything threatens what you've fought to preserve. That's exactly what it feels like. A constant reminder in the back of her mind about how much she's endured and that all of this can be stolen from her. That she can be trapped once more, and that she may not be strong enough to get out."

      I understood those emotions so well. The feeling of being caged and begging for that moment of freedom. Then, when you'd finally acquired exactly what you’d yearned for, you were now left with anxiety that with a snap of one's fingers, everything would slip from your grasp and you'd be back in that merciless cage.

      Back in captivity for someone else's gain.

      "It's going to take some time for her to learn that she's safe in our grasp. It also means we have to prove ourselves, as well. That's gonna take time...and I'm not sure if we have time with all the bullshit in the background."

      "Then we make time," I suggested, and moved to pull him into a hug. I could feel a hint of his confusion, but he relaxed into my hug as his forehead rested against my shoulder.

      "Hmph...we'll..." he began but trailed off, and within a few seconds, I had to hold him from collapsing onto the floor.

      "He's so going to be mad that you did that," my wolf noted.

      Heightening my heat to make him sleepy isn’t a crime. Besides, he was going to pass out in the hall if I didn't do shit.

      "Like last time when we went on a killing spree and Neo and Saint thought it would be fun to do some crazy magic shit."

      Yup, though that shit was fucking clean in execution. Knocked Dimitris out for two days, but we got what we wanted.

      The door opened then, revealing Viktor and Saint at the doorway. Viktor arched an eyebrow while Saint casually walked in like he expected this.

      He probably did.

      "Figured from the way he could barely keep his eyes open in the car that he'd work himself to unconsciousness," Saint announced. "But I also have a strong feeling you knocked him out."

      "He was half asleep," I noted.

      "He's going to ignore you for a week," Saint concluded with a sly grin.

      "With Willow here, a few hours," I suggested with a smile of my own. "Wanna help?"

      "That's why I'm here," he assured me. "How much do we have to beg to get a week or two off?"

      "I tried. He's not for it," I noted with a sigh. Saint took one of Dimitris's arms to rest along his shoulders, while I moved to take the other arm and do the same.

      "I wonder if we can get Willow to persuade him?" Saint pondered. "I'd love to go out for a night just to party."

      "We'll have to bring it up when she's around, though I'm sure she's going to be out for a bit."

      "She'll be out for a few hours," Viktor noted as he walked into the room. "Aurelia will be here in the morning with some new meds. She may give Willow a dose to force her to sleep a bit longer. She needs the rest or we're going to have complications. Compared to Onyx, I'm not good at taming her other side."

      "Right," Saint replied. "Can she dose Dimitris, too?"

      Viktor smirked. "She's always up for negotiations."

      "I'll get her tickets to a party," Saint declared.

      "Tell her Willow will come and she won't refuse," Viktor suggested.

      "You're a smart one," Saint praised as he bobbed his head. "Diabolical plan."

      "It almost seems as if you want to help us," I pointed out. "What's the deal? You still hate our guts."

      "You're not wrong," Viktor replied as he walked past us to the bed. We turned to watch him as he reached out to move a few strands from Willow's face. His hand brushed her cheek, and there was a tiny smile as she seemed to snuggle against his hand.

      "In all her life, no one other than me, Onyx, and Aurelia stood up for her. You have no obligations to aid Willow, and yet you helped her reach this point in time, this milestone in her life that I'm pretty sure she wouldn't have lived long enough to see without your assistance. You accept Onyx and don't try to control him, and though I'm sure you're not ones to have witches of any kind around, you allow Aurelia the power to come and go in your personal space. By accepting Willow, you allowed those she cherishes to be around your pack, which even includes me. That deserves to be acknowledged and respected."

      Glancing over at us, he met our gaze with intensity.

      "We all carry secrets, and other Alphas are always anxious to learn about their hidden packages. Dimitris is the only Alpha I've seen who doesn't dig for shit. He waits until you're ready while ensuring you're good with whatever shit you're dealing with behind the scenes." His eyes briefly met mine before he continued. "I respect an Alpha of his age who is able to operate his pack that way, but most importantly, he was there for Willow and didn't try to tame her tonight. He let her roam free and followed her to ensure she didn't do anything unsafe. That's an Alpha I know will protect Willow if I'm not around. That's someone I'm willing to aid if it means my Willow will one day be happy."

      "He loves her more than he realizes."

      "Would you ever join us?" Saint inquired. Viktor looked deep in thought for a moment, his silver eyes flickering with power as if his wolf were mentally speaking with him.

      "Not sure," he finally confessed. "Not because I don't trust your pack, but because of the skeletons I hide in my own closet."

      He actually smiled as he looked away. "Sometimes joining forces isn't worth it when a whole congregation will destroy everything you care about."

      His words were heavy, which only confirmed Viktor chose the life of an Omega for a reason.

      The real question is why? Why did he become an Omega?

      "Well, there's always a spot for you," Saint offered. "I'd back you up."

      "Good to know," Viktor replied. "Go rest. I've already secured the house’s exterior with a second barrier from the guards. Nothing will come in until late in the afternoon, and Aurelia doesn't need to use any of the entrances to get to Willow."

      "Aren't you going to rest?" I questioned. "I can keep watch for a few hours?"

      "I'm good," he whispered, his eyes on Willow. "I'm fine right here."

      I exchanged a look with Saint, and he nodded while his voice drifted into my mind.

      "Let him stay. I think he wants to be around Willow as much as he can before things get chaotic again."

      I mentally nodded back, and turned my attention to Viktor once more.

      "Thank you. We'll get some rest."

      We said our goodnights and took Dimitris to his new room. It was exactly the way he liked it - clean and classy. After stripping him out of his clothes and leaving him in his boxers, we tucked him into bed.

      Saint and I moved to the hallway before we spoke.

      "Viktor is a wild card, like Willow," Saint noted.

      "You think?" I inquired, my eyes meeting his as we rested against the wall near the door. Saint's eyes darkened - his wolf coming forward just as mine did the same.

      "I haven't finished researching, but Russia wants him back."

      My wolf was in control as I took a back seat, my eyebrow rising at his words.

      "What do you mean by 'wants him back'? Even with his connection to Willow and the whole royalty thing, didn't he work for Roberto years before he left the life of an assassin?"

      "That's what I found," Saint admitted but his eyes grew even darker as his usual white-and-golden eyes shifted to a misty silver. "It's not his assassin skills they want. It's his magic."

      "Great," I replied. "So something to do with his past that's trying to poke out its head?"

      "Maybe," Saint replied. "I'm finding this out through the grapevine, which means someone is planning something and it will involve Viktor."

      "If it involves Viktor, it will involve Willow," I elaborated.

      "Which involves us," Saint concluded.

      It took me a minute before I frowned deeply. "The Coven?"

      Saint gave me a look. "The Vile Queen. Whoever she is, we need to figure it out before we're all pulled into something."

      "We shouldn't be involved," I huffed. "This is only going to get messy. I'm not here to become an endangered species."

      "You already are." Saint rolled his eyes, but they were as serious as ever. "We're all endangered, Jayce, but guess what the problem is?"

      My wolf’s thought process was way faster than mine, leaving me shocked as something seemed to click. "Willow."

      "What if Willow is a Connector?" he offered in a tiny whisper.

      "I haven't heard that word since I was a kid, Saint," I whispered.

      "Same, but an acquaintance of mine who's close to Aurelia stated that's what the Coven thinks Willow is."

      A Connector Wolf.

      "I thought those were all myths," I whispered.

      "Maybe, but until we can find the real description of that name, we'll have to leave that up on the potential board."

      "If she is one...that's good for us," I muttered.

      "You're correct," he replied. "And fucking bad for the rest of the world."

      The way I smiled surely made me look like a damn villain. "If she is one...we're not going to be able to keep our secrets much longer," I noted.

      Saint smiled then, his wolf retracting from control as he slipped his hands into his pockets.

      "Probably," he began and shrugged. "Maybe it's about time we endangered wolves came out to play?"

      He moved from the wall and turned away.

      "Maybe then these fools of wasteful currency and weak power will shut the fuck up and leave us to live in peace." His voice was deadly low, as if he were now a demon in human flesh.

      I understood him perfectly, and his words only made my smile grow.

      "If Willow accepted Neo, what are the chances she'll accept us?" I tossed to him.

      His deep chuckle made clouds begin to form in the sky, the light dimming in the halls.

      "Those chances are very high," he whispered. "And that's going to be the most intriguing thing of all. Because if she's what we think she is, we'll only grow stronger. The more powerful, the sooner we'll achieve our desire for immunity."

      "Immunity," I repeated. "What a sacred dream."

      "One we'll achieve. All Dimitris's hard work and sacrifices will be worth it."

      "We really take him for granted," I whispered. "Let's get him a spa date with William."

      "Now you're pushing your luck." Saint laughed, and the joyous sound made the clouds vanish and the light filter through the windows once more. "Mission: Persuade Dimitris To Give Us Two Weeks Off has to commence first."

      "Two weeks my foot. Some shit is going to pop its head up in three fucking days," I complained.

      "Probably," he agreed. "But as long as I get to party, drink, and dance with Willow, I'm down for whatever. Besides, we're good at multitasking."

      He had a valid point.

      "I'm off to bed," he concluded and began to walk but paused. "Get some rest, and can you let Dimitris know I got you a new punching bag? Figured you wouldn't want to bring the old one from the other place here. Should be here in the morning."

      I blinked at his words, but he was already walking away. I knew without a doubt that he was grinning from ear to ear while leaving me in speechlessness.

      "Saint's a friend that you’d think never knows shit, but observes everything," my wolf concluded.

      Meaning he's a dangerous motherfucker.

      "Valid," my wolf agreed.

      It only made me smile as I looked to the starry sky - the first rays of sun beginning to pierce through the night.

      Willow is somehow going to change our lives...and maybe...for once, it's going to be for the better. Our Blossoming Flower.
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      ~WILLOW~

      "Sugar."

      Lips pressed against my neck, the touch making me moan quietly. It felt like I was dreaming, or maybe I was just too tired to register everything with my eyes closed. My body felt so weak, like lifting a muscle on my own would only invite the darkness to steal me away.

      Regardless of my body's obvious rebellion, the hum of my mate against my flesh lit a flame within me, one that burned with desire as tingling shivers moved along my flesh with each kiss he left.

      I was trying not to moan - attempting to tame just how good and soothing Onyx's kisses were, but it slipped out when my head was lifted enough for a pair of lips to capture them in their soothing hold.

      These lips were different from the pair moving down my back, and I knew right away who was kissing me.

      Neo.

      This surely had to be a dream because I couldn't fathom being sandwiched between Neo and Onyx. This was indeed possible, but I really wanted to know what I did to please them when I could barely remain conscious.

      My struggle to move wasn't stopping either of them.

      Neo kept my lips occupied, while Onyx worked on leaving marks all over my backside. My moans grew louder, getting lost in the intense, merciless kisses that were leaving me in a panting mess of sensuality.

      Neo broke the kiss just for my head to be pulled back lightly. Cool lips of roughness took over in the kissing spree while Neo's hot ones began to trail down my neck to my shoulders. It wasn't long before his lips were beginning to tease my breasts, his tongue flicking at my hard nipples, followed by a tender suck.

      Onyx was doing what he did best - multitasking - his hand already between my legs and teasing my folds of glistening wetness.

      He was clearly taking things slow on purpose, playing to Neo's tune, which was a damn first. I was really questioning the accuracy of all of this, but my body wasn't going to complain because the stimulation this tag team was doing to me was going to push me into a spiraling void of pleasure.

      I could barely handle Onyx when he had his way with me, so I couldn't imagine what adding Neo would create. What ecstatic masterpiece would we create with the three of us riding the waves of explosive pleasure?

      When Onyx slipped not one but two fingers into me, I broke the kiss to groan in relief, my eyes surely rolling to the back of my head, even though they were closed just so I could heighten the rest of my senses for this rollercoaster ride.

      He moved agonizingly slow on purpose, the fucker clearly trying to draw this all out, but whatever they did to make their kisses feel so addictingly pleasurable was aiding in building the rise of pleasure deep in my core.

      Neo was alternating between breasts. The attention he was giving my girls was only further aiding in this constant flow of jolting pleasure that was pushing me closer to the edge. I was sure they could feel it through our connected bond - the energy coursing between us was so vivid that I wasn't sure if this was a figment of my lustful mind.

      No way could wet dreams be this intense, but then again, was anything off-limits in the world of shifters and magic?

      "Faster," I begged between gasps, craving something more. This felt amazing, but it felt like something was missing on this ride towards blossoming bliss.

      Neo released my nipple from his taunting hold, and I expected to feel his lips against mine once more, but instead, he pinched my buds tightly. One breast felt the wrath of his fingertips while the other got the piercing pinch of his teeth.

      The pain only sent my body into overdrive, and suddenly there was that empty charge of excitement.

      "Fuck," I cursed because it felt so damn good. "Again. Please!" I didn't care if I begged like a helpless woman. I had to feel that wild rush of pleasure again.

      Neo chuckled against my flesh as he purposely flicked my nipples to delay what I was asking for.

      "You're being mean to our mate," Onyx practically hummed, his fingers still moving in and out of me while he paused in sucking the nape of my neck. "She's almost at her limit."

      "Then I better get on with it," Neo noted with a husky voice that could drive any woman mad with attraction. Onyx chuckled and he tugged my right earlobe with his teeth.

      "Ready for a fast ride, Sugar?"

      "Yes," I moaned.

      "That's it, Sweetness," Neo whispered, his hot breath sending shivers trickling through me in anticipation. "Let's see how an orgasm will feel like with pain and pleasure."

      His words cued Onyx's fingers that went from slow to rapid in a heartbeat. My body was already bracing itself for the intensity of the orgasm I was going to experience in a few seconds.

      Neo wasn't going to let me cum without doing his part, and there was that shooting force of pain that came from him gripping one breast to the point that his fingernails dug into my flesh. He was biting lightly on my nipple before sucking with enough force that I surely thought he'd suck it off.

      The pain shook me to the core, but the pleasure crashed into me like a tsunami - taking me right over the edge until I was screaming in ecstasy and writhing between the two of them.

      My orgasm didn't stop them from continuing, and their relentless taunting only catapulted me into a second orgasm as my sensitive skin was on fire, my nipples were hard as ever, and my pussy squirted out the next release that left me quivering with aftershocks.

      My groan was long as I rode the high of blissfulness, but my mates were still working me to the core, leaving my body to convulse and arch to their tune. The pain and pleasure went hand in hand, and somehow Onyx and Neo were the perfect combination to deliver such a mesmerizing balance.

      They didn't hesitate to switch randomly in their delivery, Onyx slowing down his intense fingers thrusts so that Neo could kiss me furiously while his hands delivered the pain with his sharp nails and rough calluses.

      When the next orgasm of whatever count was on the verge of hitting me, I could feel the combined intensity of my men. It was so unexpected and anticipated it only pushed me to hold onto my release just a little longer.

      "That's my Sweetness," Neo grunted against my neck as he nestled into the crook of my neck and shoulder. "A little more."

      "Almost, Sugar," Onyx panted, the two of them practically humping me as if they were fucking me right in my ass and pussy.

      The thought must have felt so real because it kicked the three of us into our combined orgasm - the drugging pleasure coursing through our bond and washing over our bodies until we were nothing but blissful mush.

      My moan of relief was barely audible while my body was still riding what felt like a never-ending train to Pleasure Avenue. I tried to keep conscious, but that hazy cloud of darkness was too much to ignore, my mind too mentally exhausted to fight its invitation.

      A kiss claimed my lips once more, but it was soft and slow in movement.

      "Good, Sugar," a rough slur whispered to me from afar. "So fucking good."

      "That's going to be dangerous," the slightly calmer voice announced, and another kiss laid upon my lips soon after. "Rest, Sweetness. You'll need it for the nights ahead."

      I wanted to respond, but I was so tired. I felt like they understood that.

      "Sleep, mate," they encouraged in unison. "Dream of us."

      Their encouragement left me wondering if that was exactly what I was doing, but there was no more energy to ponder about it. I was lost in the comforting arms of the darkness, and nothing was going to bring me out.

      Unless another lustful dream awakens me from slumber.
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      I quietly groaned into the pillow I was snuggled against, feeling the warmth of the sun's rays shining upon my bare back. I was in a perfect position, one that encouraged me to fall back into the blissful darkness for a few more minutes.

      If it wasn't for the obvious clawing in my stomach to remind me that I was hungry as fuck, I surely would have slept for a few more hours. I couldn't even remember when I'd last eaten, and that further contributed to my stomach growling in defiance.

      My wolf opened one of her eyes to acknowledge me, those wise orbs of hers admiring me carefully.

      Good morning.

      "It's afternoon," she revealed. "Though from the scent of food from downstairs, it looks like you're not the only one to have slept for more than twenty-four hours."

      Twenty-four hours... Holy fuck, what?!

      My eyes snapped open and I lifted my head, only to groan at the intense light of the sun that took over the unfamiliar, lavish room. Giving my eyes a moment to adjust, I finally opened them fully and sat up - my body aching as if I'd had the best sex of my life.

      Oh goodness, wasn't that a wet dream?

      My wolf opened her other eye as she walked just slightly forward to stretch.

      "Mates are rather impatient," she noted. "That wasn't a dream."

      Seriously? You're not saying that I actually got to enjoy Onyx and Neo in one fucking bed?! Where am I, anyway? Oh fucking hell, I'm hungry. I could eat the world. I miss coffee. I've probably missed my doses as well. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      "Take a moment to breathe."

      I just loved how her voice held a level of calmness that aided my internal anxiety. I did what she requested, taking a deep inhale while my eyes scanned the room.

      Breathing out, I looked to the nightstand to see two sets of letters, a box that looked to be a phone box, and a diamond pill container.

      Taking a few more inhales and exhales just to calm myself down, I scanned my naked body to confirm I was covered in hickeys and bruises from my possessive mates. I wasn't surprised by Onyx taking any opportunity to show me some love, even if I was half unconscious, but I was a little impressed Neo joined in for the ride.

      I was sure the bond normally made newly mated wolves go into a session of constant sex, and sadly we weren't even given that chance to enjoy the reality that we were bonded mates.

      Everything that happened in the last two days - or three, seeing as I spent the third one sleeping it all away - felt like a blur of events that slammed into my face and wished to knock me on my ass.

      I was moving based on survival and to solidify my stance in this world, and I somehow managed to do exactly that with my pack's support.

      My pack.

      The way I smiled as I sat there on the white sheets made me question if this was all a dream. I still couldn't fathom that I finally found a pack to call my own - a group of wolf shifters like me who didn't think of me like some useless twig in a forest of massive trees.

      I don't know why it got me so emotional, but I allowed myself this moment to shed those tears in the peaceful quietness within the walls of this room. It had to be done now so I could get moving, but for once in my life, it felt good to cry without feeling guilty.

      Good to allow myself a fucking moment to shed all the frustrations these overwhelming days had placed upon my shoulders, and not let them settle into my mind.

      Not let them contribute to that dark void that would only lead to my downfall if I allowed it.

      My wolf walked closer to the surface, her company growing stronger as if she wanted to remind me that she was here now. No more feeling like an ultimate failure. No longer would I allow myself to be destroyed mentally for what I lacked in life.

      The harsh words, the belittling antics, the caged mentality all around me would no longer be a leash around my neck. Just like the run I enjoyed immensely on the last night of the full moon, I was now free to be my true self, and whatever steps I took now would lead me down the path of accepting myself.

      Accepting my heritage, my birthright, and proving to every person who mocked my struggles that it was the worst mistake of their lives.

      After a good cry, I decided to shower before reading the notes. I knew from the lingering scent of vanilla coconut body wash on my flesh that Onyx had done his due diligence in washing me up after our apparent threesome dream that wasn't a dream.

      The reminder of how good I felt made me want to get lost in the memory while my fingers did the moving, but I tamed myself so I could be focused. I needed an update on what was going on, and I had to make sure I got in touch with Aurelia to ensure I didn't fuck up my med schedule.

      My shower was long as I let the hot water comfort my body that was sore due to multiple factors - dream sex, my first time shifting on my own, lack of sleep, and then sleeping like I was in a state of hibernation.

      I let my mind simmer through other stuff as well: thoughts about Roberto and if he was okay where he was getting treatment for his sudden drop in health, moments where I hoped Ruby was okay wherever she was. I questioned when it would be the right moment to seek my mother and meet Ruby's father. Clearly, we were half-sisters, but the idea of even being related to someone opened avenues within my emotions that I’d never really acknowledged.

      What is it like to have a sibling? Will she think I'm weird? Entitled? A bitch? Well...I can be a bitch if I really want to, but that really isn't relevant right now.

      I was intrigued with her flame abilities and her wolf that brought me to the very place I needed to be. I'd have to make finding out about Pink Moon Pack and the royal title I carried a priority, especially now with the understanding that Onyx and Neo were royals as well.

      Neo was shocking, but it was pretty obvious he knew of his heritage and what underlying motives he followed to reach this point in time, but I worried about Onyx.

      He was an orphan and we never tried to look into his background. I knew of his abilities, the dark shadow energy that aided him in his ability to be in one place one second and a completely different area the next.

      His stalker qualities came from this power that thrummed through him, but if he was royalty, who was his true pack and why didn't they search for him?

      Why did they let the prince of their kingdom get lost in a desolate place like our land and trapped in Roberto's hands? Did no one care about his disappearance? Or did they sell him to Roberto for some benefit?

      Lifting my hands up, I allowed my magic to leak off my flesh, revealing my bond marks that were so damn vibrant. Their beauty was beyond words, and the fact that Mother Moon decided I deserved not one but two men that seemed to balance me entirely was something I could never gather enough words to express my gratitude for.

      Drying myself with a towel, I noticed the folded clothes on the bed that was now made, and I already guessed who "sneakily" came in to help me out.

      Slipping into black shorts and a pink crop top that read WOLF QUEEN on it, I ran my hands through my long locks while I admired the large mirror in the corner of the room. It took me a moment to admire my image, noticing the real difference in my physique.

      Whether it was because I'd completed my first shift, or my magic had just given me a little upgrade, I looked stronger than usual. It was odd to describe as I looked into my reflection - my eyes of ocean blue now harboring a flicker of gold and pink.

      It reminded me of a mix of pastel colors being painted upon a canvas, only the vivid colors were dancing within my irises. My hair was currently white again, the sight making me frown before I ran my hands through it to trigger my magic to cloak the strands in bubble-gum pink.

      Surely the sign of my white locks only confirmed I was off my med schedule, and it prompted me to finish checking myself out so I could get to taking something.

      My eyes paused on my upper left thigh, noticing the tattoo that was just a triangle when we'd seen it now carried a circle within the space and had some sort of design around it.

      Paying attention to my subconscious, I noticed my wolf was sitting quietly near the surface, not having moved since she’d inched closer to give me comfort. I guessed it would take me a while to get used to her company, and by sitting nearer to the barrier that kept her within my mind, I'd have no choice but to acknowledge her until it was a habit.

      Do you know why these tattoos are showing up?

      Her gaze seemed to take a moment to look through my eyes and stare at the specific tattoos on my flesh.

      "Magic incantations. They have a tribal vibe to them, but the symbols aren't ones of a typical culture. It's definitely related to witchcraft. I'm unable to decipher more than that."

      Your explanation was at least more than enough to appease my current worry.

      “They will not harm you." She was pretty sure about that. "Looks like it carries its own magic. You also have one on your rib."

      Huh?

      Rotating my body over to the left while keeping my stance, I noticed the very striking symbol of swirling lines that gave off a certain magic vibe to it. My attention on it began to make it glow with a purplish pink glow, which further piqued my curiosity.

      "I feel that's not normal," I whispered to myself, knowing my wolf would hear me.

      "I suggest you hide that one if you can."

      Why?

      If she was telling me to hide it for now, then there had to be some sort of connection to something troublesome.

      "To be honest, I can't recall. I'll need time to adjust to the vast knowledge within the depths of my mind. I've yet to filter through years if not generations of information. As a royal wolf, our awakening is supposed to bless us with various levels of knowledge, strength, and magical power. However, due to our upbringing, we weren't properly prepared as others in past generations were. This will be a learning curve, but it is not worrisome enough to bring it forward on our list of priorities."

      Do you think I should visit Roberto?

      "I would, in regards to our royal background, but again, the symbol should remain hidden until things are rather calm in our lifestyle."

      Define calm.

      "When you're kicking ass in the ring at night and running an empire during the day without being assassinated, calm."

      "Valid point," I muttered and took one last look at the symbol before closing my eyes. Allowing my magic to rush through my body, I opened my eyes to see the mark was hidden by my magic.

      I wasn't too ecstatic about keeping this a secret, but I'd get to it when the time was right. This was out of my scope of knowledge, and no way would I be caught like a fool for being ignorant.

      Walking over to the nightstand, I picked up the black note first, knowing well it was from Onyx. The writing was in silver ink with a hint of sparkle, making me smile at the idea that my Bulky Jealous Fucker actually got a silver gel pen to write this.

      

      Sweet Sugar,

      We're downstairs waiting for you to rise from your slumber. I'd scold you for sleeping for eons, but seeing as you appeased me while half asleep, I'll let you off the hook. Drink some water and read the other note about your new meds. I'm sure you've already found the casual loungewear I set aside for you.

      

      I rolled my eyes at his last statement. He knew damn well I wasn't one to normally wear shorts and crop tops. He wanted the others to see every damn hickey he and Neo placed upon my flesh, and that was why he choose this specific outfit.

      Possessive fucker.

      

      If you're not comfortable or feeling well enough to come downstairs, just say the word and I'll be up there. No pushing yourself...and I love you.

      

      The last part made my heart swell. This mate bond really made it easier for him to express his love for me. I was sure it was because there were no second guesses or fearful wonders that another would come out of the blue to try to claim him from me.

      Onyx Charm was mine, just like Neo Rodriguez.

      I was about to place the sheet of paper back onto the nightstand but caught onto the last bit near the bottom of the written note.

      

      P.S.

      Don't go making fun of me for using a gel pen or I'll fuck you with it.

      

      Using my free hand to muffle my snickers, I lowered the note and shook my head.

      Fuck. That would be nice. Maybe in a closet or during a business meeting. Goodness...a business meeting would be too risky to do anything.

      "Sometimes you have to take risks to enjoy life to the fullest."

      I looked at my wolf in shock within my subconscious, noticing how her tail casually moved from side to side.

      Is my wolf encouraging me to do risky sexy play with my mates?

      "Well...ya?" She seemed rather calm about the idea. "What's the point of living without risks? It's the same way of doing things you won't have any regrets about, correct?"

      Your theory is very valid. Mother Moon knew I'd need you in my life.

      "I'm pleased by your praise."

      Reaching for the other note, I quickly scanned it while reaching for the jeweled container and popping it open to reveal five various colored pills. The way my lips pouted at the sight only reminded me of Aurelia's laughter whenever she witnessed my expression after altering my meds.

      

      I know you're probably pouting those lips of yours, bitch!

      Trust me, I tried my best to minimize the number of pills, but your body needs a big reset. I drugged you and your lovely boyfriends so the pack would be in good shape.

      

      "I love how she admits to drugging you all," my wolf noted.

      Ya. Aurelia has no remorse when it comes to our health. If she thinks knocking you out is the best action to keep you alive, she'll do it with manic laughter haunting you in your dreams and tell you to apologize to her for wasting valuable time and material.

      "Intriguing," my wolf replied. "I like her."

      I giggled at her response and continued reading.

      

      Pill one is going to give you a physical energy boost. Pill two will be a magical boost. Pill three is to tame your crazy bitch side, and pill four is to heighten your healing abilities for a few days. Finally, pill five is more of a calming pill. It's good for dealing with anxiety, depression, and other mental health conditions that may be assaulting you, which includes PTSD. It's a trial, but I've tested it a few times already so I'm confident it won't kill you.

      Please take them with a glass of water and make sure you eat shortly after or you'll probably shift and go on a hunger rampage and kill shit. That ain't my fault if it happens, so better not delay.

      See you soon.

      XOXOXO

      Aurelia C.

      

      "Guess I better be a good bestie and take these," I concluded and cringed at the sight. "Stupid pills."

      "Your dislike for medicine is intriguing." My wolf was looking at the pills with interest. I mentally sighed and lowered the note to take the pills in my left hand before reaching for my glass of water.

      Taking them and downing the water with ease, I almost vomited at the taste.

      "Ewww."

      "Okay...never mind. I disapprove of these things."

      It's not like I truly dislike the benefits medicine delivers to anyone. My problem is needing to rely on it to remain healthy or, to some people's judgemental eyes, sane. It pushes a perspective that I'm so unbalanced that I can't think or act appropriately without these tiny creations and I just despise the feeling of being judged. It's all stupid and comes with the trauma of being tortured and mocked as a child, I guess.

      My wolf seemed to understand, and I was surprised by her reply. "Needing something, whether it's a physical aid like a cane or to manage your emotional nerve connectors doesn't devalue your worth, Princess.”

      It was the first time she’d used such a title, but her words held far more value than I could give her credit for.

      "One may mock anyone for the color of their skin, the type of wolf they've been born into, the level of power they carry within themselves, or their achievements earned throughout their lifetime, but it doesn't define your worth that's seen in the eyes of Mother Moon. She sees it all, the good and the bad, and will never judge you for what you may deem as flaws. This life is a stepping stone for us to learn valuable lessons and change the lives of many. Some may be good, others may be bad. Regardless of our purpose upon this land, your worth does not decrease because you wish to take your quality of life seriously rather than suffer in silence."

      You should be an advisor or my therapist.

      "I'm glad my words aid in bringing you peace of mind."

      Thank you...um. Would you like a name?

      "I've never been given such."

      Wolf shifters don't name their wolves?

      "It's not necessary," she admitted. "You're a part of me and I'm a part of you. Some like to think of us as higher entities because we have our own consciousness and ability to make decisions, but to my knowledge, we're a higher extension of what you are destined to be. A mature part of what you'll one day become. As your strength grows, so does ours, so that we can aid you in achieving the best version of yourself in the timeline Mother Moon has granted you."

      Hmm. Then would you still want a name? I think out of respect for you until I can get into the habit of relying on you more?

      She seemed intrigued by my question as she stared at me.

      "If it aids you, so be it."

      Bria or Amirah?

      "Bria," responded immediately. "Strong, powerful, immense vigor."

      Then we'll go with Bria. Willow and Bria. I like it.

      "Surprisingly enough, me too," she admitted. "Makes me feel...important."

      I closed my eyes just to give her my full attention, and with a bit of hesitation, I tried to see if I could reach out to gently stroke her head. She was surprised the move worked - and for a moment it felt like I was truly in front of her and petting her soft coat of white and colorful tinsel.

      "You are very important to me." I spoke out loud, and the words echoed through the dark space. "You're who I dreamed of day after day, night after night, full moon and new moon. Through all the good and bad, I prayed for Mother Moon to give me the chance to be a wolf. To be who I was born to be. Now that my prayers are answered, that doesn't mean I should take for granted what's been given to me. Every time I say your name, Bria, it will be an expression of my gratitude to Mother Moon for giving me what I desired the most."

      Smiling, I admired her eyes that widened in awe, and whispered, "Thank you for waiting for me, Bria."

      Blinking her eyes, she lowered her head. I was sure she was trying to hide her emotions like I would.

      "You are welcome, Princess Willow."

      With a blink, I was back in the room but felt good about this next step.

      It's time to face the music. But first, morning coffee.
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      "Then admit it! You fucking drugged me!"

      I paused on the last step to catch onto Dimitris's furious voice.

      "Did I say I didn't?" Aurelia practically sang in glee. The realization she was here made me want to see what mayhem was about to transpire in what I assumed was the kitchen. "You probably enjoyed the best sleep of your life and you have your cock in a knot because of it. Do you hate sleeping that much?"

      "We have things to do," Dimitris huffed.

      "Oh ya, like passing out," Aurelia tossed back. "You're an Alpha! Take care of yourself or else you're going to be a heavy weight for your pack to carry and I ain't letting Willow do the lifting, let alone William."

      "You're so fucking lucky," Dimitris fumed.

      "Aww, why? Because my best friend in the world is Willow, your new Beta? Or because my best friend is now the richest and FIRST female to be in a lead role of the new enterprise, which you guys still haven't named yet? OR is it the fact that my best friend is a global trending icon and getting all the fame on social media because she's a confident badass who can now be a male or female whenever she feels like? OR-"

      "Just conclude Willow's got your back and thus, Dimitris can't do shit," Onyx groaned. "Your rampage of words is too much before coffee."

      Aurelia laughed. "You love it! Plus, you're just cranky because you want to be cuddling with Willow instead of working."

      "Hmm? Aurelia's here?" Saint's voice asked as if he'd just arrived.

      "Morning, Saint," Dimitris muttered. "Where's Jayce?"

      "Coming down. We just had a delivery we needed to set up, but I'm fucking starving. Where's Neo?"

      "He was here a second ago," Dimitris pointed out.

      I smirked at Dimitris's comment, followed with me looking to my left to acknowledge Neo's presence. He was wearing a red shirt, black sweat pants, and a black silk ribbon around his eyes. The fabric held red characters that I couldn't really decipher at the moment because my brain was being a bit sluggish, but it looked pretty awesome in combination with his simple, casual attire.

      His hair was ruffled up messily like he'd just woken up, but his slight smile only proved he didn't care about anything else but being next to me.

      "Good morning, mate," I whispered.

      "Morning, mate," he replied and reached to hold my hand. The touch made tingles run up my arm before his hand wrapped around mine. He didn't hesitate to lean over and kiss me. The kiss was brief but held enough intensity to it. "Need coffee?"

      "Ya," I replied. "And food. I'm hungry as fuck."

      "Coming right up," he assured me as he lightly tugged on my hand so I’d follow him to the kitchen.

      We walked in just as Jayce came from the other end. His eyes locked onto me, and I noticed that he looked relieved that I was up and moving.

      "Morning, Willow," Jayce greeted first, followed by Saint.

      "Thank goodness. How are you feeling, Wilting Flower?"

      I gave Saint a look but kept my smile. "Hungry as fuck. ‘May destroy the world if I don't get food in me' type of mood."

      Everyone seemed to stare at me before their eyes slowly moved to Onyx, who was at the stove clearly cooking breakfast. The sight of him in black with the cutest apron with a kitten on it made me abort my mission of world domination as I tugged Neo with me until I was next to him.

      "Morning, mate," I greeted. Onyx was all focused on me as he didn't hesitate to smile.

      "Morning, mate," he repeated back and leaned down to kiss me while his hand reached for my right one. The touch caused the same tingling reaction as Neo's touch. "You took your meds?"

      "Mhmm," I replied, my lips brushing his with movement. "Tastes disgusting."

      "Better than that charcoal shit."

      "You have a point," I confessed. "I'm hungry."

      "Thirty seconds," he assured me with another plop of his lips against mine. "Go sit. I'll bring it to you."

      "Okay," I hummed. "Thank you."

      "It's like watching one of those romantic Korean dramas," Saint noted.

      "Why Korean?" Jayce pondered.

      "They put more emphasis on the little romantic moments. All you need is that nice OST music playing in the background and boom. A perfect scene from the drama," Saint explained.

      "You've been watching K-dramas again, huh?" Jayce concluded. "We're not going to find you during missions now."

      "I only started one episode," Saint assured us. "I won't get sucked into it. Promise."

      "Ya right," Dimitris huffed and looked my way. He was clearly assessing me to make sure I was alright, but he was blocked by Aurelia, who was now tackling me.

      "BITCH! I miss you."

      "Hey, bitch," I greeted with a giggle. Neo let me go so I could give Aurelia an actual hug. "Thanks for the meds."

      "Was the taste less excruciating?"

      "Actually, yes," I admitted. "Wasn't as deadly."

      "I'm working on making it taste like sour candy," she revealed. "Long process and I keep eating the sour gummies, but that's a minor detail!"

      I was still smirking like a fool as she pulled back to assess me.

      "No negative symptoms?"

      "Aside from hunger?" I suggested.

      "Aside from the black hole in your stomach."

      "I'm good," I assured her. "Man...it feels like forever since we've caught up when it hasn't been," I admitted.

      Aurelia bobbed her head, looking just as bummed about it.

      "Are you going to take some time off?" she offered. "I mean, you're not going to start working right away with the new deal in place, right?"

      I crossed my arms over my chest at her statement as she observed me carefully.

      "I personally wouldn't want to start right away," I confessed.

      "Why not?" Dimitris asked while Jayce was at my side and lightly tugging me to the large circular table Dimitris and Saint were sitting at.

      Jayce encouraged me to sit by pulling out my chair.

      "Thanks," I said to him and sat down. Aurelia pulled the seat to my right side to plop into it for what I could assume was the conversation ahead. "Too predictable."

      Dimitris arched an eyebrow while Saint actually looked confused.

      "What do you mean it's too predictable?" Saint inquired. "It's common to start right away when a deal has been finalized."

      "You're exactly right," I agreed and grew serious. "Isn't that what anyone would expect? It’s the perfect way to plot something else into the grapevine to fuck things up. They'll never expect us to take a break, so by taking one and even announcing it, we'd have an advantage."

      "Why announce it?" Jayce questioned as he pulled up the chair next to Saint and sat down. "You want them to know you're taking a break?"

      "When I say break, I mean all of us," I bluntly voiced. My gaze specifically moved to Dimitris, knowing he'd have the final say in the entire pack taking some time off.

      "And why is that?" Dimitris asked.

      I was going to answer but Onyx arrived with a cup of coffee, and the scent cut my train of thought as I took in the rich aroma of whatever coffee bean mix he used.

      "Fuck, that smells divine," I practically moaned.

      Neo snickered while Aurelia shook her head. "Your love for coffee is dangerous," she admitted.

      "It's not that bad," I reasoned as I quickly thanked Onyx for the mug and took it into my grasp. "Do you see me killing anyone for it? No." Neo pulled the chair out to my left to take a seat while I took an extra moment to enjoy the rejuvenating liquid.

      With a sigh, I gave myself an extra second to feel the warmth of the coffee flowing down my throat. Now I could manage to elaborate.

      "As of now, we don't know who our enemy really is. Sure, Elizabitch is in custody, but she's not a prime enemy of interest. Garfield is still on the run, and it's obvious he's connected to the shit that occurred. We have no clue if the packs have pulled out from the idea of having me after Roberto sold me, and with the shitshow that happened prior to us sealing the deal, all eyes are on what we're planning to do next," I explained. "The smartest move would be to get right to business, set up our connection, and review the plentiful offers we're going to be receiving, but they know that. They also know our obvious home base, which has been our company building, which has been broken into multiple times now. I can assure you, they'll aim to do another stunt while we're busy trying to secure deals and operations, and we don't have time for that."

      They were clearly following my explanation, so I carried right along.

      "No one is really going to think after we've scored one of the biggest business deals in NYC that we'll take two weeks off. This group of enemies is plotting to do something else right away while the world is watching. They want the attention, to emphasize that we're a target, which means we'll bring harm by being in power. Right now, the public is focused more on what I did and my female identity. We want that attention to shift to us taking a break. I'm sure we can easily make an excuse that would trigger sympathy, and that's what we want. With the public's concern and sympathy, they'll recognize that we're not superhumans or so above them in status and wealth that we can't take a moment to calm down after everything that has unfolded."

      Aurelia tapped her finger against her lips while her eyes looked upward.

      "By taking a break, you'd be giving everyone a bit of invisibility because you won't need to be in public unless you wish to be somewhere that would obviously be unexpected. Since no one will be able to track your decisions during the break, you want to take advantage of ‘resting’ by doing what needs to be done in the background so that when you return, routines are changed."

      I smiled at my best friend as I slowly nodded and returned my attention to Dimitris.

      "No way are they going to think all five of us are going to take a break. That means they're going to be scrambling to figure out where we're going. That's when we devise a counter plan."

      "You want to lead them on a wild goose chase," Neo summed up.

      I took another sip of my coffee before nodding. "They'll act upon every hint and rumor stated through the grapevine. So, let's play a little game of cat and mouse," I offered. "We're already in a safe location that's off the grid. At least, that's what I'm going to assume. We have Neo's place as a second base. We announce we're going on a break, and we begin to feed the media sources places we’ll be: the mall, or any festivals or fashion events. The holidays will be here as well before the new year. We have plenty of time to lead them astray, all while we focus on relocating assets and moving to a new, secure location."

      "New location, huh," Saint quietly stated. "Would be a good idea. I actually got offered something."

      We looked over at him as he placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his open hands. "Since I've been a good contributor to the church and many charities, they offered me a corporation building that's going through remodeling right now. It's been rather hush-hush, but the height extension is happening at the end of the year and it'll be officially announced in the new year."

      "It's going to be taller than our building?" I inquired.

      He smirked deliciously, which made his eyes twinkle with mischief.

      "Twenty-five floors taller. It’ll have one hundred floors, a parking garage for the staff that takes two blocks and is twenty floors, state-of-the-art technology, and security measures from the greatest tech from Dubai. The guy is in allegiance with the Vatican, so he made it so it's uncrackable and there's no way of getting into the code. There’ll be a glass exterior, state-of-the-art quality with various unique artwork in the lobby. Offices will reach the ninetieth floor, and the remaining ten will be luxury suites. Obviously, the top floor will be the penthouse, which has an outdoor garden, swimming pool, balcony, and private security service."

      "Why do I have a strong feeling you've already made plans for us to relocate to this place?" Onyx announced. He was here with not just my food, but everyone else's.

      Jayce got up to help before the table was full of food with extra plates for fruit, bread, various syrups for the pancakes, and different sweeteners for our coffee.

      Once Onyx sat down, we paused in our conversation to actually eat. It was the first time we ate as a group, and even with Aurelia joining us, it didn't seem weird in the slightest.

      It felt comfortingly pleasant.

      The guys didn't eat much, so I did the duty of finishing everything. I was stealing a strawberry from Neo's plate when Saint looked at me like I'd done something horrifying.

      "You're just going to take from Neo's plate?"

      I paused in my mission to look over at him. "Hmm?"

      My mouth was still stuffed with food, and I could see Jayce's amusement while Dimitris blankly stared at me.

      "How did she eat everything?" Saint muttered.

      "She hasn't really eaten for like two days," Jayce pointed out.

      "Three if you count sleeping," Aurelia acknowledged. "Besides, a girl needs to eat! You got a problem, Holy Boy?"

      "Please don't tell me we have nicknames," Saint whined.

      Aurelia just smirked with pride as she pointed to Saint. "Holy Boy!" She moved to Jayce. "Fighting Nerd."

      Jayce pouted his lips, which made him far too cute in my opinion, before her finger moved to Onyx. "We all know you're Bulky Jealous Fucker, but on weekends, you're Window Jumping Stalker."

      "Great," Onyx replied with an eyeroll.

      She moved on to Neo and just stared at him. "I don't care about you."

      Saint sputtered his coffee, which made everyone else laugh.

      "Neither of you are frightened of Neo," Saint whined.

      "Nothing to be frightened about," I voiced after finishing my food. "He ain't going to hurt me."

      "And since he won't hurt Willow, I'm going to assume I'm off the kill list. For now," Aurelia concluded.

      Neo actually smirked as he leaned back in his seat to work on drinking his coffee. "Back to your diabolical plan, Saint."

      "Right," he replied. "There's a very special advantage that comes with the building."

      "Color me intrigued," Aurelia hummed. "Spill the deets, Holy Boy. Anything special with the Vatican behind it means it's some exquisite shit."

      Saint's eyes lit up at the comment before a sly smile graced his lips.

      "The building was actually magically created. Meaning as of now, the outside looks like shit, but when it's officially revealed, it'll look utterly spectacular, but that's just the tip of the iceberg," he revealed. "Apparently, this project is founded by two head leaders, one being on the High Coven Council for Magical Creatures."

      "Eh?" Aurelia seemed completely intrigued. "Head Warlock Zyair?"

      "Master Z for short," Saint replied. "Since he assisted with the magical creation of the building, there's no way of breaking in. Literally, anyone with ill intentions towards the residents and workers of the building, which will be filled out on a blessed scroll for the archive log, will immediately be teleported to the entrance of the building. There, it will be determined if they're arrested on sight or questioned based on their attire, any weapons they carry, and/or any internal plot that will be discovered by a mind reader during custody."

      I was speechless, as was everyone else. Aurelia's mouth was even hanging open in disbelief.

      "T-T-That's impossible. The Coven hasn’t been informed about it."

      "You're correct. Your Coven, which sanctions witches and wolf hybrids, hasn't been informed about it. Neither has any other Coven sanction. This was strictly between the High Coven or, as I prefer to call it, the High Court, and the Vatican. I don't know why the agreement was made to invest in this building, but the location is literally minutes from Willow's building, is still in the Wall Street District, and has a good selection of wolf shifters. But get this, all the approved wolves are Omegas."

      Now I was intrigued, as was Dimitris, from what I felt through the wolf bond.

      "Why?" Dimitris spoke up. "Omegas don't like taking orders."

      "You're right," Saint agreed once again. "But what's one wolf type that no one, regardless of pack or packless bonds, can disobey?"

      It clicked.

      "Royalty," I replied. "Who's the second investor?"

      "The official head of the entire Witch Syndicate."

      Aurelia gasped. "W-What? Why would she invest in such a thing?"

      "Who's the head?" Jayce asked. "I didn't know you guys had another level above the High Court."

      Aurelia bit her lip. "If you want my honest opinion, even we don't know her name. She’s definitely a female because the Witch Coven Head can only be a female, but to meet her is like meeting the Queen of England or the Prince of Dubai. The possibility is like 0.5 percent. In the Clementine family, only my great-grandmother got the opportunity to meet her. We also aren't told when they're switched out. Being chosen is a mystery as well."

      "Why did the Vatican agree to make a building like that?" I asked.

      "And why would they offer it to you?"

      "They're not offering it to me," Saint countered.

      "But you said they offered it to you," I deflected.

      The lift of Neo's lips caught my attention, and I tilted my head in his direction. "You figured it out?"

      "They want us to occupy the building," Neo announced. "Smart move on the Vatican’s part."

      "Why?" Dimitris and I said in unison.

      "They know Willow's royalty."

      We all turned to the door to see Viktor as he casually walked into the kitchen.

      "Viktor," I greeted with a bright smile, grateful he was okay and now present. I had been worried when I didn't see him in the kitchen but wanted to bring it up after.

      "Morning, Willow," he greeted as he walked over to stand behind my chair. "I'm gonna assume Onyx fed you?"

      "Yup," I replied.

      "And she ate the rest of our food," Dimitris muttered.

      "Were you going to finish it?" I tossed back. "No. Besides, you dislike wasting food."

      He seemed surprised by my second statement, and so did Neo, Jayce, and Saint.

      "What?" I asked.

      Saint looked like he wanted to say something, but Dimitris grumbled, "Nothing. Back to the topic."

      "How would they know Willow's royalty?" Jayce questioned.

      "The Vatican, the Head of the Witch Syndicate, and Presidents of America, United Arab Emirates, Russia, Japan, and Korea are the only ones who know the names of every royal member and heir in each shifter sector."

      "Now why don't we know that?" Aurelia inquired. "I've never heard that before."

      "And how do you know that?" Neo inquired, but the look on my face told me he knew very well why.

      "I just had a meeting with Albert," he announced as he tugged at his tie to loosen it. "He was visiting Roberto. Alberto has a direct connection to Pink Moon Pack."

      Oh shit.

      "Is he a part of the pack?" I inquired.

      "And is he playing on our side?" Aurelia added.

      "For now, I'm assuming he's on our side. He knows Roberto, and they seem to have some sort of business relationship. At least enough for Roberto to not be disrespectful," he revealed. "I'm unsure if he's a part of the pack. All I do know is he's on his way to speak with the Vatican as they await an offer to close regarding a project on Wall Street. I overheard him saying if a decision isn't made by the end of today, they'll be offering it to another person."

      "Fuck," Saint cursed. "They didn't give me a deadline."

      "Did you think they were going to pressure us into accepting it?" Jayce offered.

      "It didn't appear that way," Saint admitted. "They didn't care if I accepted now or in the new year."

      "Someone else found out about its creation," Viktor revealed. "Someone who sits on the board with Albert."

      You didn't need to be a genius to figure out the culprit.

      "Victoria," we said in unison.

      "Bingo," Viktor casually replied. "If you're wary about accepting it, I already went and did an investigation on it. The building is legit, and I trust the head."

      "You know Master Z?" Aurelia gasped.

      Viktor didn't seem too comfortable with the obvious accusation, but he replied, "Yes."

      "Saint, contact them to accept the offer," Dimitris ordered.

      "Hold your horses, Grumpy Bottom," Aurelia huffed.

      It was my turn to hold back a snicker while I looked over to my bestie, along with everyone else.

      "Grumpy what?" Dimitris growled.

      Aurelia laughed and got up. "Grumpy Bottom," she said with delicacy as she winked. "That's your nickname."

      "I'm not..." He trailed off as what she was implying seemed to click, and I couldn't help but smile widely while Aurelia laughed and moved to whisper in my ear.

      "You gotta tell me if I'm right."

      "Sure thing, bestie," I hummed.

      "You two are just dangerous together," Saint concluded with a hopeless expression.

      "At least we'll always be entertained while they're together," Jayce offered.

      "While Dimitris pops a few blood vessels," Neo calmly concluded. "So, what's the game plan? Are we taking time off or not?"

      "I'd advise you all to take things slow for the next three months," Viktor tossed out, and that got our attention as we all looked to him. The serious lines on his face told me something was wrong.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      He looked hesitant to reply, but after one scan around the table, he let out a sigh.

      "Roberto's in a coma."

      What?!
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      ~VIKTOR~

      "His vital signs have been stable and we're doing multiple tests to pinpoint what could have triggered the coma. He's very safe in our care. Would you like me to add you to the emergency contacts if we need to update you?"

      "No."

      My eyes looked over to Willow as she stood with her arms crossed over her chest. Sunglasses sat upon her face to hide her stoic expression while she wore a fitted black sequin dress. Her hair was left down, carrying a hint of curls in its pink-with-white-highlights coloring. She completed her look with black Christian Louboutin heels and a flat rhinestone purse that clearly held the essentials.  

      "It's not necessary. I'll be informed when necessary," she concluded.

      "Should I at least write you down as next of kin?" she hesitantly inquired.

      Willow didn't say anything. I knew she was hiding her expression, but her aura was on a very threatening level.

      A level this nurse could feel. She was fighting the urge to tremble like a frightened kitten.

      "I will inform you of the details for that section," I spoke up, knowing Willow wouldn't say a word.

      "O-Okay," she replied. "I'll leave you two alone. The next rounds will be in fifteen minutes," she declared and bowed at both of us before scurrying out of the room. Once the door closed, I looked at Roberto, who was hooked up to various machines, an oxygen mask snuggled onto his face.

      I wasn't going to pretend like this was some normal health problem. This was deliberate, and it was grinding my gears knowing I'd somehow slipped in protecting him from this trauma.

      I couldn't be too harsh on myself, especially when Roberto wasn't my prime responsibility. At the end of the day, he was an Alpha and should have been able to take care of himself without someone by his side.

      Besides, my role is to protect Willow. Roberto was a mere bonus.

      His Beta would be here soon, and Malachite was far scarier than Roberto. I was rather positive that Willow wouldn't remember him because everyone barely saw the Beta. If you saw him, it meant you were fucked, and that was never a good problem to deal with.

      "That nurse is a pain in the ass," Willow muttered with a sigh.

      "I agree with you," I responded. "She looks new."

      My eyes returned to my pink beauty, her frustration as obvious as her exhaustion.

      "Are you okay?" I reached out to gently rub her back. Her body grew less tense by the gesture. It took her a bit to answer my question.

      "I'm not sure," she confessed. "I'm really tired. I'll make sure I rest when we get back. I just didn't want to delay seeing things for myself."

      My hand remained on her back while I continued to admire her from a side glance. She'd surely assume I was assessing her reaction to all of this, but I was admiring how this dress hugged her curves, her breasts perfectly cupped in what I could assume was a lace bra.

      She had no jewelry visible - the necklace she wore that was given to her from Onyx was clearly hidden because I could easily track Willow if I needed to - but regardless of such, her outfit was well-put-together and projected power in a "rich" sense.

      I was trying not to get distracted by her breasts, something I normally dealt with. I wasn't sure why I'd been feeling various flickers of unnecessary emotions when it came to Willow, but it could be due to almost losing her.

      I hated the mere idea of what happened. It shouldn't have happened. My role was to guard Willow, but I should have been easy enough to approach if she needed to discuss anything on her mind.

      She should have been able to rely on me when it felt like the world was caving in on her.

      It was my fault for not seeing the signs, for assuming that she was alright because she projected that resilience of power in every step she took and every move she made. I’d known Willow long enough to confirm how much she despised relying on others. It was a defense mechanism from years of trauma, years of being tortured, abused, neglected, and the list could go on and on.

      No matter how many times I inquired whether she was alright, I was sure she would answer the same.

      I'm fine, Viktor. You worry too much.

      My mind recalled the elevator ride on the day of the sudden deal meeting - the smothering touch of Willow's lips pressing against mine to get us out of confronting those Russian agents.

      That kiss threw me so off orbit, my wolf almost fucked up my damn career. If I hadn't reeled him in, the whole guarding job would have been thrown out the window.

      Instead, we'd have been devouring Willow's lips before fucking her senseless against the mirrored walls.

      I normally never interfered with what my wolf wanted. His animalistic needs being met would give me the level of concentration I needed to do my job. But his response to Willow's sudden intimacy would fuck shit up so hard, I wouldn't be able to fix it.

      I wasn't ready to walk on that path yet, to admit that this little girl I watched go through the hardships no child, teenager, or young adult should endure was now a woman that made my heart beat fast and my cock harden at the mere thought of her being in my grasp.

      Even now, she looked so fucking gorgeous, and her tamed fury only made her more attractive. If only things were different. I'd already have had her against the wall, her short dress lifted enough for me to slip my hand between her thighs and taunt her until she begged to be fucked.

      Focus.

      "It could be because you're Willow and it's late afternoon," I suggested. "Your magic isn't used to you not expelling the magic you use to maintain William."

      "Good point," she replied. "I'll try to get back into routine. Which reminds me: why did you stress we need three months off?"

      "When an Alpha falls ill, it's allowed to be kept a secret for three months. If you announce Roberto's having health issues, every enemy he's made is going to come out of the woodwork to kill him or take you out," I revealed. "You may be the new owner of his assets in the business world, but in the world of wolves, Roberto has made far more enemies and their packs are antsy to get the opportunity to take the De Lucas down."

      "Hmph." She fixed her glasses to sit higher on her face, but I could still catch a glimpse of them from the side. "They think because he's not present they can waltz in and destroy everything he worked for?”

      "It's a smart move," I admitted. "Taking advantage of when an Alpha is down."

      "Smart, indeed," she replied. "I shouldn't even care."

      "Yet, you do," I whispered.

      "Regrettably," she sighed.

      I moved my hand further to slip around her waist. She didn't seem hesitant to relax against me, her eyes closing briefly.

      "Willow," I whispered and didn't hide my worry.

      "I'm okay," she assured me. "Aurelia said I'd feel weak on and off until I adjusted to my meds. I'm a bit glad for this break and that Dimitris approved it. I'm not sure I can deal with these blows from all angles."

      Her voice was barely audible, as if she were embarrassed to admit she was struggling.

      "Dimitris surely isn't showing it, but I'm sure he feels your pack's exhaustion."

      "Ya," she admitted. "Neo's pretty tired, which makes him slightly irritated. Onyx is burned out. I can see it, even if the rest of them can't. Saint and Jayce feel equally tired. Not crazy exhausted, but I'm sure if we went on an intense mission of some sort, something would be skipped by accident. Dimitris feels like a train wreck ready to happen. I wonder how much I can pay Aurelia to drug him for a week?"

      That actually amused me. "Would you be willing to face the consequences?"

      "Probably not," she said with amusement as her lips quirked up slightly. "But would he punish me as William?"

      I didn't need time to reply to that. "Nah. He’s love-stricken."

      She giggled and let out a long sigh. "These last few days have been a lot."

      I held her a little tighter as if she needed me to be her wall to lean against.

      "I know," I whispered. She was dealing with a lot, plus her new role as Beta in the pack was clearly opening her up to pathways in the pack bond where she could easily sense how the others were feeling. I doubted she'd expressed her ability to Dimitris.

      If she did, he'd easily realize she's tapping into her Alpha abilities.

      Willow's wolf abilities were awakening faster than they should, and without her being given a moment to breathe and embrace the transition, I worried it would knock her out or force her to stop and take a serious break.

      Dimitris may have approved of a break, but it wouldn't mean Willow and the others would be sitting down and relaxing. This "time off" was to prepare for bigger things - grand reveals, bigger announcements, and to prove to the realms of business and the shadowed areas of power that the Forbidden Pack wasn't here to play around.

      "When we return, I think you should enjoy a long bath and relax. Your muscles need it."

      "That sounds delightful, though I have a strong feeling it'll be interrupted by Onyx," she admitted with a smirk.

      "He should be sleeping," I noted.

      Willow laughed. "If you think he's going to sleep knowing we're visiting Roberto, you better do a recheck of his priorities because he'd become a zombie if it means he can stalk me with the intentions of keeping me safe.”

      She had a point, and I knew he was probably somewhere around this place keeping an eye on us.

      "I'll distract him when we get home if you need some alone bath time," I concluded.

      "Much appreciated," she replied and lifted her head to look up at me.

      I bet she didn't know I could see her eyes through the shades at this angle. That I could see the worry, fear, and uncertainty that flickered in her blue, radiant eyes. My eyes lowered to her delicate lips that were glossed with red lipstick that only further stood out against her tanned skin.

      She looked a bit paler this afternoon. I didn't like it, but I knew we'd be leaving shortly.

      "Are you worried?" I took the risk of asking.

      She continued to stare up at me before whispering, "I'm not ready to take over his pack, Viktor." Her voice actually shook and I'd be a fool to ignore her glassy eyes that were fighting to remain hidden by her black shades.

      I was sure she didn't know that the bright light of the hospital room illuminated those shades enough at this angle for me to see it all, but I knew deep down that she wanted me to see the hints of her vulnerability.

      That she was relying on me to guide her out of this crazy path of uncertainty.

      "It won't happen," I vowed as if I could control what Mother Moon had in store for Roberto.

      What she had in store for us...

      "In the off chance it does?" she whispered. "I...he never got to see me take things further. To witness with his own eyes that the woman he thought would be nothing beat every single odd laid out for her. I know I got to hear him say he was proud of me...and though I'm thankful for that...it's not enough. I'm not satisfied with that. Not because my accomplishment wasn't worthy or grand enough. It's just that it's only one aspect of our two-spectrum world. He never got to see me excel where it really matters. To see that I'm a wolf powerful enough for him to acknowledge and deem worthy. I'm sure it's dumb for me to yearn for that from a parental figure that contributed more destruction than hope...but I’ll be fucking pissed if he dies without seeing me in the limelight. Without the pack that practically ignored my existence seeing what I've become."

      "Roberto makes himself appear weak and vulnerable on the spectrum of human business," I quietly stated as I turned my gaze to the very man. "When you see him hooked up to all those monitors and oxygen, you see an older man who surely went through some major shit in his life. But in the spectrum of wolves, that man is a cynical volcano that can destroy anything in his path. His human part may be weak, but his wolf won't let him die so prematurely. I can guarantee that."

      Willow continued to stare at me before her gaze returned to Roberto.

      "I guess if you're right and he wakes up, you owe me a date."

      I arched an eyebrow as I looked over to see her smug grin.

      "And if I lose?" I dared to ask.

      "You vowed he wouldn't pass," she reminded as if I'd forgotten. "I can only trust that you won't lose." She slipped out of my hold and headed to the door. "But if you do, you better be ready to be at my side through the chaos."

      I was against her before I realized it, stopping her from opening the door as I pressed behind her back. She froze at my touch, but it wasn't out of fear. I knew from the way her aura danced around me, she was pleased with my closeness.

      My wolf's eyes opened enough for me to notice, and I had to multitask keeping an eye on him while making sure his swift emotions didn't slam into my senses and make me do stupid shit.

      I reached around with my other hand to lightly hold her throat, which forced her to look up at me in question. I was going to say something motivational or comforting, but the words seemed to fade entirely as our eyes locked for a brief moment.

      I held my breath while my eyes returned to hers, and I knew from their shaded glint of hunger that she wouldn't stop me from kissing her.

      Why can't I drop my fucking ego and kiss her?

      I ended up doing what was "safe" - my lips moving to lower onto her forehead. My eyes softened while I watched her eyes close briefly from the touch of my lips. I bet she was disappointed in me, but she didn't express it in any shape or form.

      Instead, she enjoyed my expression of affection and when I released her, she lowered her head.

      "I'll always be by your side, Willow," I sternly declared.

      "Good," she whispered. "That's the loyalty I need."

      I noticed the shift in her demeanor, and I wondered whether it was because of my inability to be a man and kiss her. Surely she could sense what I desired, even when I wasn't a part of her pack bond like the others.

      It was a good thing I wasn't, for Willow would read me like the latest magazine of wolf shifter fashion and make sure no page was left unturned.

      She'd know just how much I fucking love her.

      My hand slipped away from holding her hand back from opening the door, giving her the opportunity to do exactly that as she opened it and took a solid step out of the room, turning to her right.

      Only to bump into someone.

      The impact was enough for her to take a step back, but a large arm hooked around her to stop Willow from potentially falling back. The action made my wolf growl protectively while it kick-started my senses. I was out of the room, sealing the door shut with a spell the next second, and glaring menacingly at the tall 6'8" man standing there with his arm still around Willow.

      One look was all I needed to know who this man was, and though I was still furious at the idea that someone outside those Willow allowed to hold her was touching her, I could understand his protective action.

      "Beta Malachite," I stated with a bit too much anger for my controlled self.

      He gave me a look that immediately told me he didn't like my tone, but his attention lowered to Willow as she looked up to him.

      "You know," she began. "You're not supposed to stand right next to the door. Someone can come out and crash into you. Especially when you're as tall as a damn oak tree."

      "It's a pleasure to meet you again, Willow," Beta Malachite replied with a bored expression. "I'll keep that in mind."

      I was impressed he wasn't being a fucking dick, because Beta Malachite was exactly that. A no-nonsense dick of all dicks that didn't have the patience for anyone but Roberto.

      "And you are?" she inquired.

      "Beta Malachite," he replied.

      "Ah," she replied just as he removed his arm from her. She took a step back just to look at him from head to toe. "You're the scary Beta everyone used to be frightened of in the Pack House."

      Only Willow would be this honest, and I wasn't sure if that quality was about to get her in trouble or help build a bridge of some sort.

      "That's me," Beta Malachite replied.

      "Now, Malachite! You can't go ignoring the fact that I'm here."

      My blood went ice cold at the high-pitched voiced that would freeze fucking oceans in the heightened days of summer.

      From the way Willow's aura vanished for a brief moment, I knew she was concealing her power right away. That confirmed she clearly didn't like whoever was approaching.

      Just like the majority of the fucking pack.

      Malachite didn't even move, so the woman in question had to step further out to the side to be visible.

      I'd actually forgotten all about Felicia's existence, but there she was with her flat brunette hair, clothes that barely fit her figure, which had clearly gained some pounds since I'd last seen her, and light skin that I was pretty positive she'd gone and bleached to be lighter.

      Her skin was normally a dark caramel, and yet she was working so hard to make it creamy white - or something lighter than Willow’s.

      Why she was trying so hard to lighten her skin to match Willow's was something I could never understand, but from the whispers of those in the Pack House, she despised Willow.

      She was one of the many who wouldn't even acknowledge Willow's obvious position in the De Luca family tree. She was outcasted because she didn't have a wolf, and no one wished to acknowledge the power she carried because of that. She'd never been an equal to them - let alone a superior.

      "And who's this?" she inquired while staring at Willow like she was a disgusting insect.

      "Shouldn't I be asking you that?" Willow inquired back, and there wasn't a hint of friendlessness in her emotionless voice.

      "This is going to end well," my wolf voiced from the shadows. If he called it out now, I knew without a doubt that someone was going to catch Willow's hands, and that would bring far too much attention our way.

      "Felicia," Beta Malachite warned.

      "Beta Felicia," she corrected him with a sly smirk - her brown eyes still locked on Willow. "You have to remind commoners of our position in the pack, Malachite. Obviously, it's been some time since we saw Roberto's pet."

      The way my wolf growled was going to give me a headache in three seconds flat.

      "Tread carefully, Felicia," I warned.

      She rolled her eyes at me, and I only wished Roberto was conscious to put this bitch in her place. She was so desperate to be in Roberto's line of attention that she worked her ass off to become Beta.

      As dedicated as she was, it was clear she did so for her own benefits, and I was positive she had sights on Roberto's bed just to get pregnant and birth a male "heir".

      I was ready for Willow to say something, but she turned her attention back to Malachite. "Why are you here?"

      "We were called to be updated on Roberto's checkup," Malachite answered. "He normally answers my inquiries, but he's been ignoring me, which means he's busy."

      I moved so I could stand on Willow's left side, facing Felicia, who decided to add to the conversation. "Obviously, his loyal Betas would come to check on him. Don't see why you're here."

      Again, Willow ignored her.

      "He's fine, but I'm sure we can discuss matters in private," she suggested to Malachite. He eyed around the wall, and slowly nodded his head.

      "I agree."

      "Only you," Willow emphasized. "I don't have time to explain important information to children."

      The way I smirked must have been noticeable enough to catch Willow's attention as she side-glanced at me. Malachite was also staring at me, and though his face remained stoic, his eyes showed a glimpse of merriment in them.

      "Excuse me?" Felicia snapped. "There are two Betas in this hall."

      "Just as there are two very powerful individuals standing before you," Willow tossed back. "I don't have the time to waste on your petty antics and belittling behavior. You want to act like a child, go down to the daycare center and they'll happily feed you a bottle to tame your temperament."

      "Our woman is so hot when she's angry," my wolf growled with a husky tone that made me mentally roll my eyes.

      She's not "our woman" and tame yourself.

      Willow turned around. "Beta Malachite, follow please," she announced, but she couldn't take a step forward as Felicia was now in front of her.

      "You think because you recently got a mega-deal in the business industry after you killed yourself for sympathy points that you can dismiss me?"

      The strike of words was unexpected - enough for my wolf's growl to actually slip from my lips and make the walls of the hall tremble slightly.

      Felicia's eyes briefly met mine, and I could see the rebellious surface of her wolf that was seeping more and more into control by the second. She smirked slightly and returned her gaze to Willow as she took a step forward to purposely be in her personal space.

      "Listen, Pinky Weakling. Don't think because you have more money in the bank and a curse of magic that makes you grow a dick that you can walk all over me. The only person I take orders from is Roberto. So why don't you scurry back to your hole with those psycho freaks you call wolves and leave us to do our jobs as Betas of the De Luca pack?"

      I'd lost my last shred of patience, but I was frozen in place. My eyes widened as I noticed the flickering of the lights above.

      My focus moved to Willow, and the way my eyes widened would be a first just like the intense shock that took over and triggered my wolf to get up and stand inches from the surfaced barrier that kept him at bay.

      He wasn't going to trigger our shift because we weren't in danger. He wanted to be present as the blazing energy of royalty bled around us with enough force to bring me to my knees if I wasn't fighting against the urge.

      Felicia didn't stand a chance. Her body took two steps back as if she'd gotten burned before her knees buckled, and she collapsed before Willow.

      That's when I noticed Willow's smile as she took one step forward. The pulsing force of her step could leave any submissive or even mid-level wolf trembling for mercy.

      "Who's the weakling now?" Willow asked, and her voice was no longer close to her usual tone. It was rich with power, authority, and a level of control that wasn't asking nicely to be followed. "For a Beta who loves to talk a bunch of smack, it's disappointing to witness how fucking weak you are."

      Willow crossed her arms and with a lift of her finger, Felicia was gasping as her whole body was jolted into the air while it looked as if she were being choked by an invisible force. She was clawing at her throat to try and loosen whatever hold was around her neck, but it was no use.

      It took me a mere second to zone in on what Willow was doing. My eyes picked up on the almost invisible threads of wind magic that were in such a condensed form that you wouldn't be able to pinpoint them unless you held a high affinity for magic.

      "You mock my suicide, but at least I had the courage to fucking kill myself. You belittle my achievements and yet I'm sure you're not a trillionaire standing in this hallway. You say you take orders from no one and yet here you are, bowing at my feet and now in my possessive hold. The fate of your life is now in my grasp, so what are you going to do, Beta Bitch?"

      For a brief moment, I could see that cynical flow of power that would glaze the surface of Roberto's eyes - that pulsating power that made any who defied him bow and ensured he was feared by all those who couldn't put up with the first wave of his purging aura.

      Felicia didn't stand a chance at this point, clawing her neck to the point that she was making cuts against her flesh. Willow couldn't care less, her eyes only narrowing while her smile blossomed across her face.

      She was obviously enjoying the sight, and I was curious if this was a quality that was more from her mates than Willow's personal amusement. Mate bonds made it so that similarities and desires began to blend between one another.

      Could Neo's or even Onyx's interest in watching their prey suffer be something that's been passed over to Willow?

      "I apologize for intruding, Willow," Beta Malachite began. "But I'd suggest keeping her alive. I need someone to oversee the duties of the other Betas, seeing as my absence will be extended."

      Willow glanced over her shoulder, her hand reaching up to slip those black shades off her face. I had to fight to not show just how mesmerizing her eyes currently were, but I knew right away that her wolf was in full control.

      "When I'm present, you refer to me as Alpha." There was no room for debate, and we'd be fools to ignore that obvious confirmation.

      "Yes, Alpha," Beta Malachite replied and bowed his head enough to please Willow. She briefly acknowledged me, her eyes twinkling with curiosity for a few seconds before she snapped her fingers, which dropped the hold around Felicia. She dropped to the ground and gasped for air, but Willow was already opening the door to Roberto's room.

      Neither I nor Beta Malachite delayed in our movement, the two of us already entering the room before Willow's gaze returned to Felicia, who was still sputtering on the ground.

      "You will return to the Pack House and get right back to your duties. You will not tell a damn soul of our confrontation, and if you ever decide to be bold enough to confront me again, be ready to face the consequences. I won't have leniency next time around." She didn't bother waiting for her reply, but she did chuckle. "Me? A weakling? How fucking absurd. I don't need to sell my body to make the world see me. Yet this slut loves to talk bullshit. Funny."

      She slammed the door closed, and I didn't need to lock it because Willow snapped her fingers again - replicating the exact spell I'd done.

      When did she...?

      "It looks like our Willow is learning a bit too fast," my wolf whispered. "I don't know whether I should be turned on or fucking frightened."

      She walked to the end of the hospital bed and leaned against the plastic frame, then closed her eyes for a brief moment. I could see she was trying to control her breathing, which gave me a hunch she was trying to reel her wolf back.

      It took a minute, but when her eyes opened, they were back to their blue jewels.

      "Came to check on Papa Dearest and instead chose violence," she hummed as if it were a questionable debate. "Welp. That was intriguing. Shall we get to the point? Because I'm reaching my limit in patience, and I'm sure you have other things to deal with than a hungry woman."

      Beta Malachite bobbed his head just slightly, acknowledging her words before glancing at the bed where Roberto lay.

      "You want this between us," he concluded without her starting the obvious conversation.

      "Out of all of the designated Betas, you're the one who everyone fears the most," Willow announced as she crossed her arms. "I know we barely crossed paths when I was a child and well into my adult years, but you're legally written on many of my Father's documents as second-in-command if things go astray or he needs to be absent for a period of time."

      Pausing to make sure he was giving her his full attention, she got to the point.

      "We need three months of secrecy regarding this matter. No one should know that Roberto is down. How you're going to accomplish that is up to you, however, no one else should know about this unless you trust them to keep the information a secret. If it comes out, your life will be in jeopardy, and don't think because I'm not as bloodthirsty as my father that I won't slice your head, use your blood for some art session with my boyfriend, and place your head on display to remind Papa Dearest that he can't trust anyone."

      Beta Malachite nodded while I stood their admiring Willow's behavior. It was dominating and fucking hot to watch - the combination not good for my cock.

      "Good. If he's not awake in three months, we'll take the next step needed to address the pack. By then, I'll know what to do," she concluded.

      "Yes, Alpha," he replied.

      She frowned at his reply. "Don't use such terms when I'm in control," she brushed off. "If you need me, contact Viktor. He'll forward the message."

      "Understood," Beta Malachite replied.

      "We'll take our leave," she declared and waltzed right out of the room. I knew she'd expect me to follow her, but I took a moment to glance at Beta Malachite. I expected to see displeasure in his eyes, but instead, he was smiling.

      My wolf didn't like that very much.

      "You're smiling because?" I bitterly questioned.

      His eyes moved over to meet mine – ruby orbs standing out due to his pitch-black hair, dark caramel flesh, and black attire.

      "She carries Roberto's blood for sure," he casually replied. "Let's see if the pack will turn a blind eye when she makes her debut. That is, if she needs to."

      I had nothing to say to counter that, so I spun around and headed to the door. "Keep me posted on his condition and any disturbances that occur in the pack."

      "Sure," he replied as he watched me leave. Closing the door, I took a deep inhale and let it out.

      Why do I worry about the members of the pack being murdered in Willow's care rather than the other way around?

      "Willow ain't no weak bitch and her patience for all those who mocked her existence is as thin as a slice of plastic wrap," my wolf concluded. "Now move your ass. Our ride is here and I want another glimpse of Willow's sexiness."

      Tame yourself or I'll lock you up for a week in there.

      "Protective fool."

      I didn't say anything as I looked down the hall to see Willow was leaning against the wall in front of the elevator with her eyes closed. Even a simple position like that made her look outstanding from afar, and I wondered how long I could be silent about my true feelings.

      Fool me once, shame on you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "We need someone driving us back because?"

      "They don't want you trying to figure out the exact path to this place," I replied as the sunset rays finally washed into the car after twenty minutes of darkness in the tunnels.

      "That's dumb," Willow voiced. "I mean, we were able to drive here in the comfort of our own car, but need to be driven back? That's fishy to me." She sounded extra cranky at the moment, while her eyes were lazily staring at the soundproof, tinted divider that was currently up so the driver couldn't hear our conversation.

      "Are you tired?"

      "Very," she huffed. "That bitched ticked me off."

      "Felicia is a disturbance on the regular," I assured her. "Roberto tries not to deal with her."

      "How did she become Beta? Sleep with everyone?" she huffed impatiently. "If it wasn't for my slight sanity, I would have killed her for fun."

      "I feel as though you're getting used to the idea of killing if necessary," I voiced.

      "I've always been fine with killing anyone," she voiced with a shrug. "Only difference now is I have two mates who encourage it through our bond and a pack who couldn’t care less about who I kill. They would help me get rid of the body," she elaborated. "Neo romantically said if I killed Felicia, we'd have a paint date just so he could use her blood to paint me on his biggest canvas."

      "And that turned you on?" I questioned though I already knew the answer.

      "C'mon. It's kind of hot and romantic," she suggested. "Who would kill the person who disrespected you, drag their body to their art studio, and draw you using the victim's blood?"

      My actual disgust made her giggle.

      "Okay, it's a bit fucked up, but when Neo's in the picture, it's fucking hot."

      "Let's hope that's the last time you deal with her," I concluded and hoped for her own sake, she left Willow alone.

      "See? Now you’re jinxing it." Willow sighed. "I thought Elizabitch was going to leave me alone and look what happened. Ordered me to be tossed into the ocean, and then had the nerve to act like she was Willow De Luca to claim my family's empire. I've seen desperate, but man. I wouldn't expect something like that from someone who was originally a guy and is still lusting over my Alpha."

      "Your Alpha?" I smirked at her last bit and she pouted her lips for a few seconds before turning away to look at the view of the sky.

      "Hmph. I said nothing."

      I decided to drop it for the sake of giving her a break. The unexpected trip after agreeing to take things slow was going to make it super easy for her to sleep tonight.

      "Is there anything you want me to do in the meantime?" I inquired.

      "Honestly, just rest," she confessed. "I won't be doing much tonight, and I'll be going to the mall with Aurelia on Friday. We haven't really hung out and I feel like I missed a bit too much in her life that needs addressing."

      "You're going to the mall now that you've obtained new fame?" I tossed back. "And as Willow?"

      "I'm hoping to hint to the media about another mall destination so the one we arrive at won't be too crowded. I'll think of something before then," she admitted as she looked away from the window to further relax against the leather seats.

      "You should book the entire mall. Would make her happy."

      Go away.

      It was a good idea. It would ensure that Willow was secure and could actually enjoy a day of shopping. If I planned it right, I could state it was for a movie shoot. And obviously, money wasn't a problem in the slightest.

      "Do it."

      You realize if I do it, the credit isn't going our way. I'll probably say it's Onyx who did it or some bullshit.

      "You're an idiot."

      Thanks.

      "Just let me know the location and I can ensure security is on point with Jayce."

      "I'd appreciate that," she admitted with a slight smile. I wasn't expecting it, but her arm reached out to wrap around mine as she hugged it just slightly. "Thank you for coming with me today. I needed the reassurance, especially when there was a strong chance the Betas would be visiting."

      "You're welcome, Willow," I softly replied.

      "We need some training sessions again," she admitted. "I think I want to go back down to the ring in two or three weeks. I know I haven't gotten soft, but I'm gonna need a session or two with you to ensure I'm on point."

      "Just say the word and I'll have the gym available for just us," I assured her. I was sure the safe house had a few gyms, but Willow and I enjoyed the feel of an actual ring and a somewhat foreign environment.

      Though we'd been going to the gym in question rather regularly, they changed the interior every week down to the smell so your brain would always be on alert.

      "Good," she replied as she closed her eyes.

      There wasn't much conversation after that, the two of us lost in our thoughts as we were driven towards Willow's old place. We were passing by to make the tabloids go crazy, but I knew Onyx would be waiting for us in the second Royce.

      He wasn’t around throughout the visit, but I knew without a doubt that he was watching what Willow did. We'd have to discuss it privately once we were back at the safe house, but I was sure it had left him just as intrigued as the incident made me.

      Checking my phone, I frowned at the notification.

      
        
        If you're too serious, you'll let a butterfly slip out of your fingers.

        Secure the windows. We need to talk.

         

        - M.Z. 

      

      

      I tried to ignore the way my stomach flipped as I read message, my eyes quickly looking over to Willow, only to notice her slow breathing.

      "Willow?" I inquired.

      She stirred just slightly, taking a deep inhale before letting it out while she slowly leaned to one side until she was resting against my shoulder. I remained still while I continued to assess her breathing, and after a solid minute, I knew she'd fallen asleep out of exhaustion.

      Not forced to fall unconscious for this potential conversation.

      Moving my right arm to slip around Willow to secure her in my hold, I looked at the phone in my left hand, reading the message again before sighing.

      "Might as well get it over with. It has been a while since we've last checked in."

      I love how you talk with your brain when danger looms, but react with your cock when anything revolves around Willow.

      "Now, now. Whose fault is it for having their wolf fall for the woman they swore to protect? Oh, right. Clearly, you can blame your internal feelings on me, your poor, innocent wolf that keeps your ass alive half the time because you're more focused on daydreaming about stripping Willow out of that tight, sexy black dress of hers rather than realizing the massive aura of the driver when he purposely flashed it."

      His words shut me up real fast, and he chuckled.

      "Ya. I caught you slipping because you were focused on the rise of Willow's dress when she got into the car, and of course her perfect cleavage. You should be grateful to have a wolf like me."

      I decided to ignore him and get focused on securing the windows of the car. I called to my magic, the effortless move immediately cloaking the car's internal surroundings. As an extra measure, I blanketed Willow's body with a protective layer, my grip on her shoulder tightening as I further pressed her into my side.

      Not a second later the dividing glass began to roll down, the car coming to a stop due to the bumper-to-bumper traffic ahead.

      One look in the rear-view mirror revealed those prism eyes that I remembered from many years ago. I'd have to punch myself for somehow managing not to see through his facade, but it was far too late now.

      We're trapped in his web now, and there's no way out until he's said what needs to be shared.

      "Long time, Viktor," the driver greeted with a smile that brightened his entire face. I could see the wash of wisdom that took over his expression before the illusion that gave him the appearance of a young driver fell and revealed his mature features.

      He placed the car on auto-pilot, pressing another button to lean his chair back enough so he could stretch while leaning into the heated leather seats.

      "Isn't it a fine winter evening?" he inquired. "We haven't had sunsets like this in a good while. Maybe a sign from the Universe?"

      His eyes moved to meet mine in the mirror once more before the colorful orbs slowly looked over to Willow. I held her a little tighter, the action making her mutter something incoherent as she snuggled into my hold.

      "She grew up to be outstandingly beautiful," he voiced as his eyes remained on her. "It's also obvious that her magic is awakening."

      "Why are you here, Zyair?" I questioned. "You're obviously the culprit of this traffic."

      He chuckled as he placed his hands behind the back of his head.

      "I wouldn't want you to get to your destination before we've finished what needs to be discussed, now would I?"

      "Fifteen minutes," I warned. "That's all the time I'm giving you."

      "Always on tight deadlines," he tossed back. "Yet you'll drop everything if it means being by that woman's side."

      I didn't respond, and he let out a long sigh.

      "You know Master L isn't well," he began, and the mere mention made my stomach flip anxiously while a lump formed in my throat.

      "I know you're rather busy aiding your princess with adjusting to her new business endeavor, keeping her safe, and recovering from her suicide attempt," he reasoned. "The fact that Roberto is in a coma doesn't help much."

      "That's not a natural coma," I grumbled and noticed the merriment in his eyes.

      "Nothing is natural when you piss off the royal pack," he replied back. "The queen wasn't too pleased with the information RubyLu delivered in regard to Willow's harsh upbringing. I'm more surprised you allowed it to occur."

      "You and I both know I had no choice," I snapped.

      "Yes, yes. You swore loyalty to Roberto so the Coven wouldn't be up your ass about returning to your rightful duties," he brushed off like it was nothing. "You realize your time playing babysitter is running out, right?"

      "I was promised plenty of time," I grumbled. "Master L is securing my position."

      "Master L's magic is fading." The deadpan response made me look back at him, and from the way his eyes darkened, I knew that what he was about to share was going to fuck shit up. "Lex was murdered last night."

      My eyes widened while my jaw went slack. "That's impossible," I spoke after a minute of silence, the car moving just slightly.

      "Betrayal in the heart of the Coven," he whispered. "We've yet to determine who did it, but you know just how much Master L loved her."

      I knew that without a doubt, my left hand moving to hover over my chest until the very symbol of my loyalty emerged around my neck. Tugging on it lightly loosed the knot of the purple silk rope. My eyes immediately took in the swirling symbol in my grasp.

      My fingers grasped it firmly, remembering Lex's words.

      

      "This is the pendent I handcrafted for your magic, Vincenzo. My husband has blessed it and with our blessing, we're allowing you to venture down into the world to live your life. Your decision to aid the royals will require you to deal with various training, some of which will involve sacrifice. Your own will betray you when you least expect it, and sadly, you won't remember these words until you've unlocked your warlock magic. This symbol not only gives you immunity on both ends of the spectrum between wolf shifters and magic users, but it will secure your birthright to claim the chair of your father."

      Her eyes of silver sparkled with immense joy as she looked down at me with the black fur coat resting upon her shoulders.

      "I don't know what Mother Moon has in store for you, my son, but your father and I will remain in our positions of power for as long as possible, so you may seek out the world you're so curious about. The world of humans, shifters, and magic is a lot harder than the lifestyle we live, keeping order amongst the races. But know that there is good in the world. Just as there is evil."

      "Mother...when will I see you again?"

      Her sad smile only answered my question as she leaned down from the rock she stood upon to press her forehead against mine.

      "My role ends when I take my last breath, my son. Just as your father's will end when you unlock the power of your heirloom," she whispered. Pulling back, she blinked back her tears. "You're amongst the last of our kind. Warlock and Silver Wolf. Our kind is in the endangered zone like many unique shifters of this world, but don't allow that to belittle your grand purpose."

      "What about when I find my mate, mother?" I asked her with the knowledge of our tradition - the role my rise in hierarchy would bless the individual I mated with.

      "Mother Moon will choose your mate when the time is right. They will be beautiful, strong, and perfectly right for you."

      "But...this trial...this journey I'm about to embark on is going to change me."

      "Mother Moon is well aware of what this journey will do to you, Vincenzo. After all, she knows your beginning and your end," she explained. "However, the time will come. It won't be now, but in time, you will meet the one who is right and the heirloom will guide you to the light of your heart."

      "You won't get...to meet her," I whispered as I lowered my head. "Neither will Dad."

      "You're right," she admitted. "But magic never forgets, my son. Our magic will live on through you, and we'll watch from wherever we are if that time comes when we've left this forbidden world."

      "T-Thank you, Mother."

      "You're welcome, my son," she whispered and kissed my forehead - a sign of everlasting love. "Vincenzo Huxley, from the moment you descend from our realms of magic to the world of reality, you will be known as Viktor. Your challenges will mold you into a far stronger man than the one standing before me in this instant. But know that you are protected by the magic of the Huxley Pack of Silver Wolves. With our blessings, may you fulfill your purpose while finding favor and a pack that will embrace your qualities. You will find love and one day, aid in returning order in the midst of chaos."

      She smiled and nodded her head.

      "Farewell, son."

      

      The memory faded away, but I couldn't ignore the tear drop that left my eye's grasp and dropped upon the silver symbol. It glowed a light purple as hues of pink and silver danced around its thickly crafted lines.

      May Mother Moon meet you in the land of flowers and delivery your soul to the kingdom of peace. I love you, Mother.

      Zyair watched me carefully as I blinked away any remaining tears and composed myself.

      "If Master L's magic is fading, what does that mean?"

      "Two things, really," Zyair replied. "It'll only be a matter of time before the Coven is aware of the possible opening to claim his chair and will seek to find someone to replace him,” he explained. "The other problem will be that the Russians will soon find out about Lex's murder and go on a lethal chase for the culprit. You know it's never a good sign when the Russians involve themselves in, well...anything."

      I didn't comment on his statement, but he was right.

      "There has to be more to it for you to risk being here."

      "You're correct," he hummed, and his eyes returned to Willow. "The princess is a potential candidate."

      My eyes widened at the news and he slowly nodded as my eyes were locked on his in the reflective surface.

      "It's a secret for now, but I'm unsure how long I can keep it that way. Due to your woman's predicament and with the unstable circumstance of Roberto being in coma, we've held off announcing it within our realms of rulership. Since its winter, it's not a rush to discuss such things, but when spring comes, we'll need to face the obvious."

      "I understand the importance and severity of this, but I feel like you're still not revealing something," I whispered.

      He smirked and closed his eyes. "None of the current Coven members are candidates," he declared. "That includes the newly appointed Coven member. The misfit hybrid."

      "Aurelia's not a candidate? How?" I inquired. "Clementines have always been candidates. Even when there was no chair vacant, their names were always pulled."

      "You're correct," he admitted. "But this year, her name was not pulled. I can safely assume that it was due to a forced allegiance."

      "Forced?"

      "It wasn't her time to join the Coven. Mother Moon and the magic that thrums through our lands are not stupid. I'm unsure what went down behind the scenes, but that misfit wolf's spirit is not happy. She's a ticking time bomb, and unless things are restored on her own end, the Clementines will begin to fall down a spiral and lose their centuries’ worth of magic and financial freedom."

      "You're telling me this because it connects with Willow," I concluded.

      "I know of their past relationship and their current friendship. She may not know it, but I believe that very connection is what is keeping the misfit bonded to this world."

      That's how bad shit has been going?

      "What do you want me to do?"

      "Nothing, for now. At this point, we have to do our own investigations, but I suggest you remain close to your woman and begin to train her. She is rather powerful on her own, but I suggest you figure out a way to trigger that power of hers. The psychotic one."

      "How do you know all of this?" I questioned as my eyes narrowed.

      "Any being who carries magic, it's my duty to monitor. You know that." He sighed. "It's a tough task, especially with your little group of Forbidden Fruit. How your princess managed to snag six endangered wolves of extraordinary power is a blessing no one will ever see coming."

      "Six?"

      "Prince Neo, Prince Onyx, Dark Lord Saint, Inferno Devil Jayce, and last surviving Heir of Pink Thunder, Dimitris," he revealed to my surprise. "Oh right, and you. Vincenzo Huxley."

      Dark Lord? Inferno Devil? Pink Thunder Heir?

      "I've given you enough to do your research, but I'm sure your princess will discover the truth to each of the men that surround her."

      The traffic suddenly began to clear, and he fixed his seat.

      "Guess my time is up," he declared.

      "Zyair," I whispered. "Nothing can happen to Willow."

      "You're correct," he replied. "Nothing bad should happen to Willow, but you'll be the decision-maker of that reality, brother," he whispered as his eyes met mine once more. "I'm sorry I can't grant you more time, or I would."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I slowly nodded my head.

      "You've done enough for me."

      "I'm glad you see that," he whispered. "Try to take things slow. I will schedule for you to visit later. Say it's business so your princess isn't worried. It'll be quick so you can at least say farewell to Mother."

      "Thank you," I whispered.

      "Until next time, Viktor," he announced. "Make sure to not fall into the traps of the enemy. Who knew so many wished for your downfall? They'll hit where they know it'll hurt."

      With those words, the divider began to rise up once more, and I caught a glimpse of his prism eyes before I was left to myself once more.

      Peering down at Willow, I bit my lip before looking at the symbol in my hold.

      Fool me twice, shame on me...
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            Love In Slow Motion And Shopping With My Bestie

          

        

      

    

    
      ~WILLOW~

      "Going to the mall with Aurelia is completely different from 'I wanna fuck you because you're wearing a skirt that makes my cock twitch', Onyx," I summarized as I finished unraveling the last curl from the wand in my grasp.

      I attempted to ignore the bulk of a fucker as he moved to stand right behind me while I turned the wand off and placed it on the marble washroom surface. Meeting his gaze in the mirror, I frowned while his provocative smile grew.

      "You don't even care," I concluded while he began to run his hands through my tight curls, loosening them like he was now my hairstylist.

      “Negative,” he replied. "Deep down I do care. At least somewhere in my heart."

      "How romantic," I huffed, but enjoyed this moment of pampering as his fingers continued to run through my hair. It made me sleepy as he kept on working through it, the curls now loose but giving me the perfect shimmering glow.

      It made it seem like I'd come out of the salon, my pink strands as vibrant as ever with their hints of white. I couldn't remember the last time I felt so "girly". To be going to the mall during the day as Willow was something that felt almost forbidden after years of going in the evenings before the stores closed.

      Today I'd have all day to tour the mall with Aurelia and shop like a typical woman. It was a privilege many people took advantage of, being able to walk to various stores and pick what you wanted.

      I didn't get much of that luxury because during the days I was William and if I dared try to pick something feminine in the public eye, I'd deal with the aftermath of girlfriend speculations.

      Those were always a pain in the ass.

      I wore a black rhinestone corset top with spaghetti straps. I paired it with a black kilt skirt that reminded me of a school girl skirt with the folded patterned material. With knee socks that were blinged up to the ankles and matte black Nike shoes, I was dressed to look stylish as well as for comfort.

      I wasn't sure how long we'd be shopping for or if we'd be venturing somewhere else after, so it was better to be comfortable while maintaining a sophisticated fashion sense just in case we went clubbing or something in the evening.

      Onyx placed his hands on my hips, his eyes still locked on mine as he admired me slowly.

      "You look hot."

      "I feel hot with your bulky ass all up in my space," I tossed back with a slight smirk. He chuckled and forced me to turn around to face him, his body pressing me against the sink counter enough that I wouldn't easily slip out of his grasp.

      "Onyx," I warned. "If I'm late, Aurelia's going to murder me, and I know you won't like that predicament. Plus, Viktor is going to be here any moment."

      "I'm driving you today," he revealed. "We still have a few minutes to get there on time."

      "You're driving?" I looked at him as if he'd just told me he's now a pilot. "Where's Viktor?"

      "Something came up," he admitted. "Not sure if it's a personal matter, but he needed to go to Russia last night."

      "Russia?" I gasped. "He...didn't tell me."

      Onyx gave me an appreciative smirk before kissing me very gently on the lips.

      "You were deep asleep. As in, 'a fucking plague could have descended upon the Earth and you would have completely missed it' type of deep sleep," he elaborated. "He told me what you dealt with yesterday and concluded you were probably tired from needing to put that bitch in her place."

      "I was pretty tired," I admitted. "I haven't really been having consistent sleep."

      "We're going to change that now that it's been announced that we're all taking a break."

      "When was it announced?"

      "About twenty minutes ago. We wanted to make sure Viktor arrived safely in Russia beforehand. I'm sure people are watching to see who's your security. I don't want them figuring out Viktor isn't around," he explained.

      I bit my lip while thinking about these new circumstances. Viktor seemed fine yesterday even after our confrontation with Beta Malachite and Beta Bitch. It had to have happened after that, but like Onyx said, I was far too exhausted and fell right to sleep.

      Onyx lifted my head up, his hand grasping my chin as he stared down at me.

      "He's alright, Sugar," Onyx assured me. "When he gets a secure phone line, he'll call to check in and explain things, alright?"

      "Alright," I replied. "As long as he's safe."

      Onyx nodded and gave me another tender kiss of comfort. "Are you done?"

      "Almost," I admitted and turned around in his hold to search for my lip gloss. I could feel the heaviness of tension between us, and I'd be a fool to ignore the way Onyx was checking out my backside.

      "Hmm. You're out of toilet paper," he announced randomly.

      I frowned and looked over to the toilet to see he was right. "Huh? I swore I put a new roll on before doing my makeup," I huffed. "Move, Bulky." I used my booty to push him back enough so I could open the bottom cabinets of the sink. "What the...I swear I filled this place with toilet paper this morning! Where did it go?"

      "Let me see," Onyx hummed and I felt him press right along my body - his groin tightly pushing against my bare ass cheeks thanks to my lifted skirt.

      "Onyx," I practically growled, feeling his hand as it cupped the breast part of my corset while his other hand reached out to move along the empty space of the cabinet.

      "Wow. What a shame, Sugar," he purred against my neck before kissing me hauntingly. "You're out of toilet paper."

      "You did this on purpose," I accused. His chuckle was deeply rich with mischief, but he got lost in further kissing the side of my neck while moving his hips to further arouse my pussy with the bulge of his length.

      "Did you really think I'd let you go out into the world with this luscious body of yours and not fuck you?" he questioned with a rough voice. His hot breath was only further sensitizing my feverish flesh but it was the obvious waves of desire that began to rush into me from him that made my pussy ache to be filled by his cock.

      "Onyx," I whispered breathlessly and tried to rise up, but his free hand moved to hold my throat, his lips brushing along my cheek before he whispered, "Place your hands on the counter and stay just like that.”

      His voice was far deeper than normal, and I wasn't going to disobey - not like I wanted to.

      I gripped onto the sink, my back arched while Onyx watched me closely. His intense gaze was heightening my arousal while the anticipation of what was to come continued to soar higher and higher.

      He watched me remain in place for a few extra seconds before he released my neck and moved back to admire me. His hands gripped my ass cheeks, rubbing them possessively until he lightly slapped them.

      The stinging pain vibrated from the spot, but it was muted in comparison to the sheer pleasure that drowned my senses and made me moan quietly.

      "Louder, Sugar," he urged, and slapped my ass cheeks again. I moaned louder, the sound echoing around the hollow washroom. He growled in approval, his hands rubbing along my stinging flesh before I felt his lips pressing lightly on my red bottom.

      He kissed each cheek equally, licking it lightly before he moved further down until his head was clearly between my legs. He took a deep inhale and sighed.

      "I can smell your arousal, Sugar. Do you like when I punish you for being defiant?"

      "I do," I breathed and couldn't help smiling at my reflection in the mirror. My lust was flooding my blue eyes, and I was sure Onyx would love to see it. "But I feel you could do better than that, mate."

      He tugged at my black lace thong, pulling it to its maximum stretch before letting it go like a sling. I flinched at the light slap of fabric, but the light tingling surely contributed to the wetness that began to pool right at my entrance.

      "If it wasn't for that crazy bitch and the consequences I'm not ready to bear, I'd taunt you all afternoon until you begged me to fuck you," he warned, but deep down I knew he didn't have the patience for that.

      He was dying to have his cock inside me, begging to feel the walls of my pussy tightening around him as he thrust hard and fast. He was desperate to see my expression and listen to my moans that would motivate him to continue.

      All he had to do now was act upon his heart’s desires.

      "You're spending too much time talking," I dared to acknowledge, my voice barely audible. He knew how badly I wanted him to get things rolling, so he ignored me and began to taunt my pussy with his fingers. "Onyx."

      "Still impatient," he muttered and moved the fabric of my panties just slightly to lick right between my folds. My moan couldn't possibly express how good that felt, but the ring of Onyx's phone told me this was as far as we were going to reach.

      "See what happens when you delay?" I tossed out, knowing from the ringtone of the song "Crazy Bitch" that Aurelia was surely calling.

      Onyx rose up, and I was going to move from my spot, but he gripped my hips and I felt his erect cock rubbing along the lace fabric of my panties.

      "If you think I'm stopping for that bitch, you're forgetting that I'm not frightened of her," he vowed, and I caught his gaze in the reflection.

      Mother Moon of all things deadly, my mate looked like the damn king of fucking shadows with his aura of black that danced against his flesh while his orbs of hunger bored into mine. He could see how fucking turned on I was by his mere appearance, resulting in a devilish grin that graced his lips.

      "Fuck me, mate," I practically begged, my eyes never leaving his. "Fuck me mercilessly."

      No way would he ignore my pleading desire, and just like that, he ripped my panties right off, the remnants turning into black ash as shadowed flames disintegrated the fine fabric. He was going to owe me a new set if not a few, but I'd worry about that later as now he was sliding his thick, veiny rod into me and I was in blissful heaven.

      "Fuck," I cursed, which was more like a slurred moan as my body shivered at his fullness. He felt so much bigger this time around, and I wasn't sure if it was his magic that was the ultimate culprit, or if he somehow made his length grow an inch or two, but it felt far too good and he knew it from the way I bit my lip and rolled my eyes back.

      My pussy took him all in, every damn inch, until I was right against his shaft. He pulled at my hair, my head moving back enough for him to lean against me and smother his lips against mine.

      "See what I do to you, mate," he growled against my lips. "You'll bend to my very will because of my massive cock that's now buried in you. I can stay right here and let you sit or I can give you what you want."

      "Please, Onyx." I normally wasn't in the begging, submissive mood, but today was one of those days when my senses were overriding my normal levels of Willow logic. My pussy just wanted him to get moving.

      He smirked approvingly at me before claiming my lips once more. I was breathless when he released me, and there was no recovery time as he pulled out until just his head was tipped into me before he was thrusting back in.

      I cried out at the rush of cock filling me, and gasped when he pulled back out like before. Again and again, he kept this rapid in, slow out method until I was shaking.

      The sound of his phone went off again, but it didn't rush him as he kept to his rhythm, his moans growing louder while he occasionally slapped my ass.

      "Onyx. Fuck, more. More, more, more," I begged. He was picking up his pace, and that was exactly what I wanted - what I desperately needed.

      He grunted under his breath and got lost in fucking me at a rapid pace, our moans loud while our breaths were uneven pants. I was gripping the counter with all my strength as he rammed in and out of me. My climax was approaching, and I could sense his as well, the two of us bracing for the inevitable.

      "Onyx!" I screamed as my orgasm washed through me, while Onyx pounded me mercilessly like promised until he screamed my name and buried himself as deeply as he could. My legs gave out, but his arm was already hooked around my waist to catch me.

      I was trembling with aftershocks and completely out of breath while Onyx was groaning and still filling me up with his hot shots of cum.

      His phone rang a third time, and this time he decided to pick it up.

      "Ten fucking minutes," he breathed and hung up the phone. I lifted my head to see him toss the phone like it wasn't a good two thousand dollars, and he pulled out of me, only to spin me around, lift me up, and place me on the counter.

      I was far too worried about his damn phone as I reached out and caught it, using a pinch of magic that wrapped around the device that was a second away from dropping into the toilet.

      "Onyx?! You were about to ruin your-" He didn't dare give me a chance to finish - his cock already at my entrance and sliding right in while he smothered my lips with his.

      My moans were muffled by the dominating movement of his lips, and I managed to move my fingers that kept the phone from its doom slightly forward so the device fell onto the fuzzy golden mat near the bath.

      My arms were around his neck the next second, and he was fucking me all over again until we were crying out in ecstasy.

      When he pulled out and released his hold on my lips, he widened my spread legs and went right into feasting on my pussy like a buffet, leaving me gasping, moaning, and fighting to remain still as he licked me up and dived further in with that expert tongue of his.

      I was cumming again and he took it all, leaving me to lean right back until I was resting against the mirror, my desire to fill my lungs with oxygen now more important than the idea of moving.

      "What a generous offering of dessert, Sugar," Onyx hummed, and his lips were on mine. I opened my eyes slightly to see his pleased expression while he kissed me. My eyes slowly closed, and I got lost in the slow kiss.

      I could taste myself on his lips and within his mouth, but what felt gratifying was his loving emotions. The desperate hunger was gone, the pulsating high of lust was fading, but the love he carried for me, his mate, was overwhelmingly pure.

      "Remember all the times I said you were my mate?" his voice quietly questioned in my mind while we continued to kiss.

      Mhm.

      "I'm glad I was right."

      His remark made me smile against his lips and we kissed and kissed like the world was moving in slow motion. I knew we'd be late, but at this point, I didn't care. I wanted to embrace this moment, and maybe the world would slow down enough so we could enjoy the thrill of this bond.

      A moment to love in slow motion.
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      "Why is the parking lot empty?" I questioned as Onyx pulled up to the valet mall entrance. He let go of my hand just to put the car in park before he signaled the valet driver to not approach.

      "Hmm?" he replied as he reached out to hold my hand again.

      "The parking lot looks like we went from traffic mayhem to the apocalypse," I emphasized and used my free hand to pull off my sunglasses. "Is the mall not open today?"

      "It's open," he assured me. "For you and Aurelia."

      I stared at him for a hard minute.

      "What did you do?"

      His smug smile was priceless. "Why do you always assume I did something?" he inquired.

      "Because you always do something mischievous that I find out last minute," I voiced. "Like fuck me in the washroom after I perfected my makeup and ignore the possibility of Aurelia teleporting to us when you were ignoring her calls."

      "She only didn't teleport to check on us because she knew I was probably tempted by your sexy outfit and needed a moment to fuck you," he summed up.

      "Did you listen to how stupid that hypothesis is?" I questioned with a dull look. It only made his smile widen as he leaned right over to kiss me, his hand tightly squeezing mine.

      "I put some shopping money in your purse," he revealed against my lips. "Go buy some sexy lingerie for me."

      "For me," I corrected before his gesture clicked in. "Wait, what?"

      "Buy some lingerie," he repeated. "Or anything you want, for that matter. I finally received my second black card that I requested in your name. It's in the first card slot if the cash isn't enough."

      "O-Onyx," I whispered. "But I have money."

      "Just because you have money doesn't mean I shouldn't pamper you," he stressed. "Besides, when was the last time you went shopping? A good while. Enjoy it."

      "But...why did you book the whole mall out?" It finally made sense why the mall parking was empty.

      "I actually didn't," he admitted. "Viktor did. I think he knew you'd want to go shopping with Aurelia, but due to your rise in fame, it would be rather difficult to guarantee your safety. He booked the entire mall to make sure no one else but security and the employees are on the property. Saint tipped a different mall location to the media so your fans and the paparazzi are probably raiding the mall on the other side of the city so you'll be able to shop in peace."

      I didn't know what to say as I just stared at him.

      "Jayce is on security monitoring with Neo so if anything happens, you'll have backup."

      "And Dimitris?" I pondered.

      Onyx's smile widened as he leaned in to whisper, "He's ordering you flowers for the bedroom, living room, and your office in the safe house. Shh. I didn't tell you."

      "You snitch." I laughed, and he joined in.

      "He's gonna scold me for telling you, but I don't give a fuck."

      "I'm glad you're getting along," I confessed with a comforting smile. Onyx nodded as he looked forward, his hand stroking the palm of mine.

      "You know, the years of torture and having one another and Aurelia...I never actually thought we'd find a pack that understood us," he confessed. "A group of wolf shifters that aren't trying to destroy you in the shadows, or that’s all about hierarchy while anyone who's not a Beta or Alpha is considered useless. I expected we'd either be dead, or with one another, but to be a part of the Forbidden Pack has been a comforting experience thus far."

      "Aside from the interference with the various bullshit Papa Dearest initiated."

      "Aside from that bullshit," he agreed but looked over at me. "Are you worried about him?"

      "Truthfully?" I asked and watched him nod. I gave him a half-smile as I looked forward to avoid his gaze. "Ya. Stupid to worry about someone who abused you for years and is the reason for all the fucked-up trauma in your life...but...I can't justify it as enough for him to be worthy of dying. I mean...I'm sure it's fucked up. My thought process. I should be begging for him to die faster or something, but I guess without the suffering, would I have ever found you?"

      I returned my gaze to him, staring into his black orbs with rings of silver.

      "Would we have met? Or even meet Aurelia? We'd never have met Dimitris, Neo, Saint, and Jayce, and I doubt I would be close to Viktor. I wouldn't have fallen in love with cage fighting to relieve myself from all the stress or heightened my magic enough to be William. Who knows if I'd be alive...or even get a chance to figure out who I am. I guess my life would have been a whole lot different without everything that happened, and frankly, I doubt I'd carry as much gratitude for life," I confessed. "You really appreciate the good in your life when you've suffered a lot of bad."

      "Isn't that the truth," he whispered. "Don't worry too much about Roberto. I'm sure whatever happens, Mother Moon knows best."

      "Ya," I replied as we shared a compassionate look. "Thanks, Onyx."

      "Go have fun," he encouraged and leaned in once more to give me a firm kiss on my lips. "I love you."

      "Love you more." His words made my heart flutter, but it was him moving even closer to press his forehead against mine that filled me up with immense warmth.

      I snuck in one last kiss before I waved goodbye and the valet worker opened the door for me. Onyx watched me head into the mall before he drove away, leaving me smiling from ear to ear as I watched his car disappear.

      "No wonder they say when you're madly in love it shows from head to toe."

      I looked over my shoulder to see Aurelia leaning against the glass doors.

      Her neon ombré hair was tied in a ponytail while she wore a lace crop top that fit her breasts perfectly. She paired the top with fitted black pants and wore black Louboutin heels. Between us, she clearly would look like the "male" if we were still in a relationship, and the whole ensemble gave me a couple of ideas.

      "You're letting your imagination wander again," Aurelia announced with a slight smile.

      "How'd you know?" I asked and crossed my arms over my chest to emphasize my sass.

      "You bite your lip when an outfit turns you on," she tossed out with a wink and pushed off the glass door to open it. She gestured for me to enter first. I pouted my lips and decided to take the lead while muttering, "I thought I stopped that."

      "Nah," Aurelia stated with a gleeful laugh. We headed inside, and she gave me a side hug. "So what sorcery did your mated bulk of a fucker pull to get this mall completely shut down for us?" she inquired and further leaned in to whisper, "After fucking you senseless."

      I groaned and let out a huff.

      "Viktor was actually the one to book the mall out. He's on leave to deal with some personal shit, and Onyx was just hard based on my breathing," I summed up.

      "Breathing my foot," Aurelia laughed as she let go of me to skip forward and spin around to walk backward - a habit she did just so her attention would remain on me while we talked. "You looking hot like you're about to walk down a runway with a pinch of mate bond juju and viola. You become irresistible dessert."

      I laughed and shook my head. "He was so turned on he almost threw his phone into the toilet."

      "Damn," she gasped while wearing a devilish grin. "You have him completely under your spell."

      "Spell of trying to get ready to see my best friend," I declared. "Fuck, I've missed you. It feels like eons when it's only been a few damn days. I've surely aged a year or two after all the madness."

      "Don't blame you," she confessed. "Things have been rather crazy. I heard Roberto's away for business?"

      "Ya," I whispered. I didn't want to lie to her, but I couldn't afford to tell her about Roberto's condition as of yet. "First Papa Dearest, and then Viktor. Makes me feel as if something bigger is happening behind the scenes, but I have no clue what.”

      "It has to be magic-related." Aurelia sighed as she spun around when we reached the end of the hall and entered the grand space of the three-floor mall. "There's a lot of drama going on with the Coven."

      "Is it because you're now a part of it?" I inquired. "All these years of trying to shadow and ignore your talented gifts and magic affinity, but now they deem you worthy to join."

      Aurelia came to a stop and I followed suit as she bobbed her head in agreement.

      "All those years of training me to the core, making sure I was perfect, only to dash me aside for another witch because she was full-fledged and not a hybrid like me. Years of making me feel like shit, which only got worse when Ace left."

      Right, Ace.

      I'd forgotten about him because he’d been on my 'I'll kill you on sight' list for the longest time.

      "If it wasn't for you and Onyx, who were in my life and remained supportive in your own unique ways, what would have possibly happened to me by now? I go from being insignificant, enjoying my life making my creations and becoming a badass hybrid witch, and now I'm valued and tossed onto the Council."

      "Wait..." I had to stop her. "You didn't join on your own accord?"

      "I was forced to join," she practically seethed. "Something...happened, and I was forced into taking the better choice, which was joining the Council."

      "Then where does that leave that bitch and her group of mean girls who love to piss you off?"

      "Trying to get payback," she muttered. "I'm trying hard to not trust anyone there. I'm trying to fix the shit my joining created, and I have an assistant, but I don't really trust her."

      "Has she been in the field longer or is she someone new?"

      "She's a child." Aurelia sighed. "Total newbie. If I was going to be given a new witch to babysit, I would have chosen the witch hybrid that returned from Japan."

      "Hmmm? Isn't that the girl who gave me cookies? Well, William cookies. We've been selling her out since I tried them because fuck, they're addicting."

      Aurelia laughed. "You could just ask her directly. Her name is Aoa. She's actually going back to Japan. I was hoping she'd be my assistant, but of course, the other members want someone else."

      "But she's your assistant," I voiced. "Why would their opinions matter?"

      "It's complicat-"

      I moved to stand in front of her, and she blinked before her head lifted higher up to see my deep frown and disapproving eyes.

      "Fuck, Willow. Why did you change to William?" she asked and tried to take a step back, but I was already flicking her forehead which made her flinch. "Ow!"

      "Why are you able to be so protective of everyone else's sanity, but when it comes to your own, you disregard it?" I questioned hastily, my deep voice projecting my obvious anger with the situation. Maybe to others, it wasn't a big deal, and I really didn't know much about the rules of witches and the bullshit they loved to change whenever it benefited them, but I was tired of my best friend being spit on.

      "Ugh, change back, William," she huffed.

      "Why?" I tossed back and took a step forward so I was literally towering over her. "Does my male side make you uncomfortable?" I moved in closer on purpose, leaving her frozen in place while I lowered my voice. "Does it remind you that because of your aid through the years that I'm able to become an empowered man one minute and a badass female the next? That thanks to my dear best friend who didn't allow me to sit and wallow over the idea of never being a male, I was able to work on myself through the years and become one of the richest gender-fluid individuals of our generation? Or better yet, is it because when I'm actually a male, my words of advice are taken more seriously because of the intense authority I project as an Alpha male?"

      She swallowed the lump in her throat as her eyes slowly met mine.

      "All the above," she huffed.

      I smirked and leaned back so she didn't feel like I was suffocating her with my boiling energy.

      "I don't care how the Coven runs shit, Aurelia," I whispered. "If you're forced to enter something that wasn't given to you with the obvious acknowledgment of your power, then there's no more playing to their tunes. You want Aoa as your assistant, you make her your assistant."

      "They're not going to make it that simple, William," Aurelia tried to stress the situation. "Besides, I’ve already chosen an assistant. She'll be here later. I sent her on some errands so she wouldn't follow me like a puppy dog, but they're not going to grant me a second assistant because I dislike the first."

      "So you agree you don't like this child?" I concluded.

      She gave me a look that emphasized how much she wanted me to drop the conversation, but now that I'd switched to William, I wasn't going to let her off the hook so easily.

      "She's a bit of a know-it-all and would probably do best with a full-fledged witch and not a hybrid like myself. I don't feel comfortable having her follow me everywhere, even if it's her role now that I'm a Coven Head, or whatever we'll call it. There are just a lot of rules to follow and I can't just play to my own tune."

      I held my tongue from saying what was wishing to be heard to take in her appearance from head to toe.

      "Is that why you dressed more business masculine than your usual flirty dresses?" I inquired as I admired her for a moment.

      She sighed. "Don't like it?"

      "Oh no, I fucking love it," I voiced. "But I don't think you understand my question. Did you dress like this so you can feel more like yourself than what you have to wear as a Coven member?"

      Her eyes widened at my question and that was the answer I needed to address what had to be said there and then.

      "Aurelia. You've been my bestie for years. Been the most rebellious psychotic diva I could ever ask for," I began, and she rolled her eyes.

      "I'm not crazy."

      I tilted my head to the side to give her a judgemental stare.

      "Alright, I'm missing one or two screws, but c'mon," she whined.

      "Aurelia." I took a step forward and reached out to press my large palm against her cheek. The touch made her expression soften, giving me a glimpse of what I knew she’d been hiding from the moment I arrived at the mall.

      My best friend is losing herself to a whirlwind of change that doesn't want to see her prosper.

      "What have you sacrificed for the sake of pleasing a group of members that despise your true power?"

      She stared back at me as my question settled into the air.

      With a blink, I was back to Willow - my hand still against her cheek as my compassionate eyes bored into hers.

      "When the world tried to adapt me into someone I wasn't, I used the resources of this world to change the tables in my favor. By doing so, I found a stalker with enough loyalty to follow me to the realms of death and a group of men that somehow promote my internal wellness, uncovered a heritage I was hidden from for my own safety, and maintained a best friend who's helped me survive through the craziest things while encouraging me to be true to myself. So let me ask you. Why are you letting everyone in the world dictate your story when you're going to be the one to live it?"

      She didn't say anything - or couldn't say anything - as we stood there in silence.

      "I'll mind my own business and attempt to not interfere, Aurelia, but if you think I'll quietly stand around and watch my best friend spiral into a black hole that will destroy everything you've stood up for, let me remind you here and now," I quietly declared as my eyes surely darkened, "no matter what obstacles are placed in my way, I won't let anyone fuck with you. Not Ace, not a child assistant, and not even the Coven. Rules are meant to be broken, and if they're going to use you for their personal benefit, they might as well get used to your spectacular fashion sense."

      She smiled slightly while blinking back tears.

      "Now you're saying some smart foolishness," she muttered.

      "I know." I dramatically sighed. "I think it's the whole good sex vibe still running through me that makes all this logic flow with little effort."

      "Must be nice." She laughed.

      "Don't you have a sexy misfit army behind you? Ask one of them for mind-blowing sex on the sink countertop. I'm sure they would love that."

      She laughed lightly, but her eyes didn't seem to project the happiness I was expecting.

      "Aurelia?" I questioned with a frown. "Seriously...are things okay?"

      "Ya," she assured me with a smile. "Can you promise me one thing?'"

      "Hmm? Sure," I replied.

      "No matter how powerful we get, how challenging it becomes to meet and be in the same room with one another...that we'll always be best friends?"

      "Girl, what shrooms have you been consuming to think otherwise?" I asked in horror. "Is someone bullying you? Do I need to kill a bitch? Or two? How about ten? You know I don't care how many hoes I gotta burn. Let me get Onyx! We'll go give those bitches a piece of our power for messing with our bestie!"

      I turned around and was going to storm out of this mall, grab Onyx, and choose fucking violence for this mall date but arms looped around me, pulling me into a tight embrace.

      "You know I love you, right?" Aurelia whispered.

      "Well, duh," I huffed. "As if you're allowed to not love me," I muttered but reached back to lightly stroke Aurelia's head. "Can't I know a glimpse of what's going on?"

      I'd be lying if I said her behavior didn't worry me in the slightest. I wanted to ease her worry, ease whatever shit show was going on behind the scenes, but my plate was so fucking full.

      "They need me because a very important position is coming up," she whispered. "It's a big deal for our family because Clementines always take the chair. They know that they can't talk their way into getting this position and money doesn't count. It's all power, and I'm the only one in the family now with enough to be considered worthy of the position. The result is chosen for one who carries enough magic and desires change. It also demands the person to be balanced out with unique power."

      "You fit all those qualifications," I noted.

      "No, I'm missing one."

      "Which is?"

      "A symbolic pendant from a mate," she muttered into my shoulder.

      "But that's something that will come along the way. They're not going to overlook you over that. That's in Mother Moon's hands and not the Coven."

      "I agree with you," she admitted. "That's what I've been saying, but it's just been a bit stressful."

      "You're a badass magical concoction bitch, Aurelia! Don't worry about the odds. Whatever happens will come to pass if it's for your greater good. If it's not, fuck it. You deserve happiness, not misery."

      "Why does it feel like misery is supposed to be my destiny?" she quietly pondered.

      "Cause you're not wearing your normal, outstanding wardrobe," I huffed and turned around to hug her tightly. "Now, misery loves company and my ass doesn't have clothes that fit my usual wardrobe. So, we're going to turn this mall upside down and get you a whole new wardrobe. Then, we're going to eat everything until it feels like we're going to explode, and after that, we're enjoying a drink."

      She hugged me back. "Okay. That would make me feel better."

      "It better or I'm getting Onyx involved," I threatened.

      "Ugh, don't," she groaned. "He's too much of a skilled stalker to waste on my affairs. You know how protective he is. He'll go on a killing chase."

      "Probably, but then they'll learn a lesson," I reasoned with a wild smirk that made her cringe.

      "It hasn't been a week since you've officially been in the Forbidden Pack and you already enjoy the thrill murder brings."

      "Do not." I laughed and pushed her away.

      She giggled and shook her head. "It feels good to talk to you. I swear I feel like a hormonal fool."

      "And we don't deal with periods," I tossed back, which caused us to burst into laughter.

      Her phone began to ring, and she quickly retrieved it only to frown. "Ah fuck. I can't ignore this."

      "Go! I'll head into the lingerie store over there," I assured her and pointed to the store. "Onyx gave me spending money."

      Aurelia gasped. "Onyx? Gave you spending money?! What?"

      She clearly didn't care about the phone call anymore as she stared at me. "I know he spoils you, but when has he ever given you money?"

      "And his card," I added.

      "Shut up!"

      "He got me a linked black card," I voiced.

      Aurelia was a smiling fool as she squealed. "Well, shit! Where's the ring?! That's next on the list!"

      I laughed and shrugged. "I got royal bond marks for that, apparently."

      "We need to look into that," Aurelia stressed.

      "Like all the things we need to do." I sighed. Aurelia's phone began to ring again, and she rolled her eyes.

      "Go pick an array of lingerie to try! I'll rate them for you," Aurelia urged. "And you missed your panties when switching back to Willow."

      "Oh I didn't," I admitted. "Onyx ruined the ones I was wearing.”

      "Meaning you came here with no underwear?" she gasped.

      "You're going to miss your call."

      "And Onyx didn't fuck you in the car?" she pressed in astonishment.

      I groaned and began to blush. "He did."

      Aurelia lost it and shook her head. "My goodness, you two are sex freaks and I don't even want to think about Neo joining the equation."

      "I think if we tried to explore that territory any more, it would end up with a few consequences," I confessed, and Aurelia's phone went off for a third time. "Answer the phone!"

      She giggled and hugged me for dear life before kissing my cheek.

      "I'm being a little rebellious," she whispered in my ear and moved back to give me a loving smile. It finally clicked what she was doing, and with a wink, she answered the phone and spun around.

      "Aurelia Clementine," she answered and paused as the person on the other side seemed to be going off in a yelling rant. "If you think I'm going to apologize for not answering my phone, you best go find someone else who gives two hoots about your hurt feelings because I'm not in the fucking mood."

      I put my thumbs up in glee as she looked over her shoulder to see my reaction.

      "Besides, I made it very clear I had something important to do today. Make whatever you have to say quick. I'm not skipping this for anything, so if you're trying to persuade me to come and do something preposterous, better ask another witch who gives a fuck."

      She continued to walk away, and I decided to take advantage by heading to the lingerie store. It didn't take me long to reach a section of colorful sets that fit my interest, even though my thoughts were on Aurelia.

      Bria opened her eyes then, her attention on me as she seemed to assess me for a moment.

      "You worry that she's being treated poorly."

      Oh no, I know they're treating her poorly. They've treated Aurelia like trash for years, and it's her crazed sanity to take things lightly, like a grain of salt with the addition of her very mature wolf that keeps her from saying "fuck it" and killing them out of spite,

      "They obviously acknowledge her immense magic but do not wish for her to execute the same control they wish to bind her with?"

      I stopped in front of a rack of various lingerie, noticing the ruby red set that switched to black depending on the way the light hit it.

      Aurelia's family is rather toxic. It's one of the reasons why we broke up.

      "You two dated?"

      Yes. For a solid year. It was an amazing experience, and I don't regret any of it. We grew close and relied on one another, but her family was disgusted by it. Even Roberto didn't give a fuck after a while as long as I did my shit on the business side of things with me slowly integrating myself into his business and putting up with his temper tantrums.

      Bria stared at me for a long moment.

      "You still love her."

      Her thought made me smile.

      My heart will always be open to Aurelia, but I'm not sure we can go down that road again. Not because I don't love her or can't see myself loving her as Willow or William, but because I want her to get out of her comfort zone and be drawn to those who will lift her up further.

      "You're comfortable to her?"

      In our relationship, she didn't fear losing me. Our breakup was a mutual agreement, but I think it was because she was suddenly pressured to do so because things were beginning to go sour and we vowed to never lose our friendship due to the strain of loving one another. With me, she knew that I'd always be there, but she needs someone who will take things further. Someone who will go the extra mile to acknowledge her worth and pull at all those strings. Besides, she had a mate. He was her best friend way back. He's back in her life, but I'm unsure how things are now. I don't like to pry into that department. Aurelia only knows so much about my relationships because Onyx is her friend too, and well, she's always getting involved in my life due to my reliance on her medical creations. I don't care, but the world of magic and witches is a dark one.

      "Darker than our shifter world?"

      Tricky to answer, but to be honest, yes. As a shifter, if you hate someone, you fight against them that way. Witches don't fight head-on. They're sneaky and will do everything they can to set you up so that by the time you realize what's hitting you, you're fucked.

      "Like assassins."

      Essentially.

      "I hope she can find the happiness she yearns to embrace."

      Her words made me smile slightly as I lifted the lingerie set off the rack.

      She'll find it. I know how strong Aurelia is. I think she just needs to acknowledge that she's not alone. Funny how I'm thinking that. I feel a bit hypocritical.

      "You're not. You were briefly blinded by the intense despair and weight of having a wolf that was locked within yourself. At least you're now free and surrounded by light and love. You learned from your mistakes and the damage your actions can do to those you love and cherish. Experiences make you stronger, wiser, and a better person. Though I'd never wish you to experience such again, you should not punish yourself for what's already been forgiven."

      Thank you, Bria.

      "I'm here to support you."

      Her warm words helped me feel more relieved as I admired the set.

      "I wish we could do something about her assistant though," I quietly muttered. "I wonder if Neo would like this."

      "If it's on you, I like it."

      I flinched and looked over my shoulder to see Neo casually standing there. My eyes widened as I took in my red blindfolded mate. He wasn't trying to blend in with his outfit that consisted of a red t-shirt with a splattered black design in front, black jeans, and red runners.

      He looked so casual and yet fucking hot, making it hard for me to not drool over him - while taming my obvious spike of arousal with his arrival.

      "Neo, what are you doing here?"

      "Hello, Sweetness," he greeted with a smile.

      I further blushed and replied, "Hello, mate."

      He didn't hesitate to move to stand next to me and lean right over to kiss me on the lips, all while his arm hooked around my waist.

      "Are you buying lingerie because you're not wearing panties?"

      For once in a long fucking time, my whole face was red as fuck, while our closeness was already making it hard for me to think.

      "N-N-No?!" I stuttered and put the set of lace lingerie between us so I could think properly for a few seconds. "Do you actually like it?"

      "Do you know what section you're in?"

      "Um, no," I replied and lowered the piece to stare at his blindfold like I could see his eyes. "I just came here out of instinct."

      He leaned in to whisper, "The lingerie glows in the dark." His husky response sent chills down my spine. "But more importantly, I can see every detail without my sight."

      "No fucking way," I whispered and leaned back to see his smile.

      "Mhm."

      I gawked at him before turning my attention back to the rack - and proceeding to grab every other color.

      He burst out laughing, and I ended up losing it as well. The two of us laughed like this was our date. I noticed since our bond activated that Neo was calmer and would express his emotions more. It made me feel extra important in this blossoming relationship because I was contributing to a chance I felt wouldn't have transpired without this unique connection.

      I wondered if I could have this connection with the others, if I could get to learn more about each of them and unravel all these tiny moments where our emotions flourished without the pressure of the world.

      Just us getting lost in the moment like normal individuals in this world of scrutiny.

      "Where'd Aurelia go?" he inquired.

      "She had a phone call," I answered as he pulled me close.

      I wonder if Neo could help?

      "What do you need help with, Sweetness?" His question shocked me, and he added, "You directed that mentally to me."

      "I’ve got to work on that," I muttered.

      "Practice," he whispered and lightly kissed me. "What shall I do for my mate?"

      "I'm not sure," I admitted. "Aurelia's dealing with some issues, but I guess my concern lies with her assistant. It's apparently a child or maybe a teen witch, but it doesn't sound like a compatible partnership. I asked to see if she can replace her with the girl she wants, the hybrid who bakes those cookies I've been buying whenever Viktor can order them from Japan. Her name is Aoa. But I don't know the rules about whether she can have two assistants or get rid of the other one."

      Neo listened carefully as I sighed.

      "I know you two don't get along...but she's struggling. I can see it behind the mask she's wearing to appear cheery to the rest of the world. I want to help now instead of waiting until things get chaotic on all ends, but I try not to get myself involved with Coven shit because I'm an outcast in their eyes."

      "You're not an outcast," Neo muttered as he eyed me carefully. "They merely wish to belittle your strength so you won't surpass them."

      I lifted my gaze to stare at the red silk fabric.

      "If I check it out, will you wear this on a date night?" His inquiry was with a raspy voice that made my body heat up while he lifted his hand to point to the specific black-to-red color-changing lingerie I’d first picked. "I want to see you in my two favorite colors."

      "I'd gladly do that for my mate," I voiced. "What else?"

      The way he smiled made me think he was imagining everything he would do to me.

      "Nothing, this time," he concluded. "Continue shopping."

      He didn't leave until my lips were captured against his and I ended up lost in his passionate control. There was something about kissing Neo that heightened all my other senses. It intensified the kiss, leaving me breathless in mere seconds while his hands barely touched my flesh.

      "Be good, Sweetness." His words vibrated against my lips, and I gasped at the brush of his cold fingers along my glistening entrance. I hadn’t even felt his hand move between my legs, but now they were out and cloaked in arousal that I watched him lick thoroughly.

      If watching a man blindfolded licking your juices off his fingers doesn't turn you on then surely, you're missing out.

      He was leaving before I knew it and Aurelia was back.

      "Why do I feel like your Prince of Blood is around?" Aurelia questioned with judgemental eyes.

      "He decided to check in," I replied with a smug smirk before showing her the lingerie sets in my grasp. "I gotta buy these," I voiced.

      She arched an eyebrow but sighed. "Lovebirds," she concluded.

      "Let's start shopping?" I offered.

      "Shop until we literally can't carry anything else," she explained and grabbed my arm to tug me along to the gothic section.

      The hours went by and we got lost in shopping for various clothes, shoes, accessories, and even discovered a little shop that sold various witchy artifacts.

      When we literally had enough clothes to fit a van, we gathered at the entrance as we awaited the valet men to come to gather our bags and somehow figure out a way to fit them all in our cars.

      "You drove by yourself?" I inquired as we waited for the final round of placing all our shopping bags in our designated cars. Onyx was waiting in the car for me, but I could tell he brought a matte black G-wagon instead of the sports car we used to get here.

      "Yes," she replied. "Felt a bit liberating to get lost in the music and enjoy the practically empty freeway."

      "Do you wanna come back with us?" I inquired. "I'm not doing anything tonight."

      "Nah. You need to cozy up with your pack. You should take advantage of your break," she stressed. "I heard there's an amazing party happening on Friday night. Celebrity exclusive. You should go. I'm sure they would love to have you there and give you VIP treatment."

      "A party? Hmm. That would be fun. I'm sure Saint would want to go. He's been itching to party."

      "I'll text you the deets," she assured me with a wink. "Maybe I can try to go."

      "Miss Clementine."

      We both blinked at the sudden formal statement, and I could see the joy literally sink from Aurelia's expression as she slowly looked over to her left to the culprit of the declaration.

      The girl standing before us had to be at maximum 4'10" and one look at her bland suit and black hair reminded me of a child dressing up as a business person for Halloween.

      "I've completed all your requests. As for Friday, based on your schedule, you're booked for a meeting."

      I frowned at her statement as I stood a little taller.

      "You shouldn't be listening in on people's conversations without introducing yourself."

      The girl looked over in my direction. Those black orbs that were so emotionless she might as well be a robot looked me up and down.

      "As Miss Clementine's assistant, it’s my duty to ensure she's aware of her previous appointments."

      "I never booked anything on Friday," Aurelia voiced.

      "Correct, but you're needed for a meeting and since you were free, I booked it for you," she replied.

      "This kid is nothing short of a puppet," Bria growled. "I don't like her."

      Agreed.

      Aurelia was clearly holding her tongue, but I could see the waves of anger oozing out of her aura that was leaking out from her normally controlled hold.

      "MISS AURELIA!"

      We jumped at the joyous squeal and turned our attention to the approaching valet assistant who was walking with a familiar girl.

      "Wait a minute," I began as my eyes widened at the girl, who took the lead, rushing over to us with two boxes with ribbons.

      "Aoa?!" Aurelia gasped in shock. "Wait. I thought you went back to Japan after it was confirmed you couldn't be my assistant."

      "Actually, I was at the airport a few hours ago," Aoa declared as she came to a stop and looked between us before bowing her head. "Good evening, Miss Clementine. Good evening, Miss De Luca! It's a pleasure to see you again!"

      Her eyes were beaming with excitement. "I was at the airport when a member of the Coven requested for me to return! I'm unsure about the details, but I got recommended by some prince for my magic skills and management abilities! I guess because I can handle the high demand of my baked goods and still be of assistance, he vouched for me! I think it's someone I've sold cookies to. I wish I could remember his name, but he bought a bunch of cookies as of late since his girlfriend really loves them!"

      I knew right away who it was, but I was so damn shocked Neo had worked that fast. It had only been a few hours since he left. Somehow he’d managed to stop Aoa from returning to Japan, gotten the Coven's approval for her to be here, and transported her from the airport.

      "But...why are you here?" Aurelia inquired.

      "Ah! I forgot to elaborate." She giggled. "The higher-up members of the Coven told your family you need a second assistant that vibes with your energies! After a quick scan and comparison to my current elemental balance, they approved that I'm a better fit as your main assistant! So, as of now, I'll be your assistant and aid you for the rest of the evening. I was also advised to give you a few days off on your schedule so I can adjust and be properly trained for your needs."

      Aurelia was speechless, and the other girl was glaring at Aoa.

      "And what about me?" she dryly declared.

      "Ah!" Aoa replied and turned to the girl with a smile. "I was told you'd be contacted upon my arrival! I think they want you to aid a woman who works closely with the Coven. I obviously have no clue who it is, but you'll be Aurelia's second assistant if I'm unable to work."

      The girl was going to reply but her phone began to ring. With a frown, she looked at Aurelia. "I will dismiss myself then." She didn't even wait for a reply as she spun around and picked up the phone, walking away and leaving us in silent glee.

      Aurelia looked at me.

      "What did you do?" she whispered. I shrugged as the valet man took the last of my shopping bags.

      "I did nothing," I innocently declared. "Best be going! You know how Onyx gets with staying in one place!" I quickly hugged her and gave Aoa a quick squeeze before she offered me one of the boxes of cookies.

      "Have a pleasant evening, Miss De Luca! I hope to see you again soon!"

      "Totally," I replied as I noticed Aurelia fighting off tears. I gave her a smile and mouthed 'love you'. She mouthed it right back, and I followed the valet all the way to the car. He finished packing the trunk before opening the passenger front seat for me.

      When I got close I caught onto the familiar aroma.

      "Neo?" I questioned and arched an eyebrow at the man in the black suit. His hair was tucked in the uniform hat he wore, but it was his smile that blew his cover. Before his "coworkers" looked our way, he snuck in a kiss.

      "Have a safe ride home," he declared. "I'll ensure your best friend's remaining items are packed and she leaves safely with her new assistant."

      He waited for me to get into the car before he closed the door.

      "That sneaky Forbidden," I whispered and Onyx chuckled.

      "I give him props for that."

      I waved to him as we got ready to go, and Onyx slipped his hand in mine as he quickly leaned over to kiss me.

      "How was your shopping date? A good break?"

      I looked back to see Aurelia walking out with Aoa jumping around her and speaking about something that prompted her to move her arms up and down in excitement.

      Aurelia laughed and Aoa joined in, leaving me smiling from ear to ear.

      "A very good break," I whispered as I squeezed his hand.

      Neo, thank you.

      "Anything for you, Sweetness," he vowed, which only made me smile as Onyx began to drive us away. The sun was beginning to set, leaving the sky in a pastel oasis.

      Shopping with my bestie was definitely a success.
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      ~WILLIAM~

      "Hey," I greeted as I settled into the cushion of my desk chair - or previous desk chair - and lifted my leg so my ankle rested on top of my upper thigh.

      "You sound mad," Viktor declared. I could tell he held a hint of guilt about his sudden departure. "You know I would have told you I was going if you didn't sleep like a log."

      My eyes rolled as I let out a huff. "I don't sleep like a log," I grumbled. "But I'm not actually mad at you. I'm dealing with some last-minute meetings at the old office.”

      I called it the "old office" because we were officially migrating. The only difference was that no one else but our pack and those who’d scheduled a meeting with me today because they’d originally had meetings with Roberto knew of our diabolical plan to shift buildings.

      Even though today was Friday, it felt more like a Monday because of all the bullshit we’d had to deal with today: heavy traffic morning, paparazzi following us left and right, and apparently, there was a rumor that Willow was dating Neo the artist and William was dating Dimitris.

      I totally didn't mind that rumor at all.

      Maybe this entire week, aside from my epic shopping experience with Aurelia, was finally getting on my nerves. If I didn't take a damn break, someone was going to die - literally.

      "You went to the office by yourself?" I could already feel the palpable worry through the phone. My poor bodyguard was worrying about me across the globe when he was surely dealing with his own burdens.

      "I came along," Saint announced, and I merely had to side glance to see the smiling fool who was far too close to my face. I used my free left hand to push him out of my personal space, leaving him to chuckle, knowing damn well he was pissing me off.

      "You wouldn't do that if I was Dimitris," he teased and I rewarded him with a threatening glare and growl that made him flinch and quickly look for something to do. "OH! I should fix those mixed up wires for your computer under your desk!"

      I couldn't help but watch this grown-ass man in his perfectly white outfit of jeans, dress shirt, and suit jacket drop to the floor and go right under my desk like it wasn't a dust factory.

      "Is that Saint?" Viktor inquired.

      "Sadly," I muttered.

      "Who pissed you off?"

      "I'm just fucking tired," I admitted. "I'm going out tonight to let loose."

      "With?"

      "Saint," I replied. "Don't worry. Jayce is doing security and you know Onyx will be around."

      "What about the others?"

      "Dimitris has some meetings to take care of," I elaborated while my eyes drifted over to the fresh bouquet of flowers he'd made sure were here. How he knew I'd be here today was beyond me because he wasn't home when Saint and I left, but I guess he had his ways of stalking me - even if he'd never admit it.

      "As for Neo, he's doing some negotiations with the new site. Obviously, Saint accepted the offer on our behalf, but it looks like they have a stingy individual on the team who wants to be rather problematic."

      "So..." Viktor began. "Neo's going to kill him."

      "No..." I trailed off because I actually had no clue what my Prince of Blood mate would do. "Honestly, I'm not sure. I guess even this problematic douche can be replaced and Neo would happily do it if it means he can paint something to sell."

      "You know of his techniques for painting?" Viktor inquired.

      I actually smirked as I let my eyes close briefly. "I'm his mate. I know what he does."

      "That doesn't scare you in the slightest?"

      "To be honest...no. Hmm. Okay, it's still a bit fucked up how accepting I am, but all the paintings he's done for me aren't the blood of my enemies, so I couldn’t care less. When we catch Garfield though, I'd love a nice painting of Garfield the lazy fucking cat playing dead in my office."

      The way I said it made Viktor go silent on the phone and I noticed Saint look back over to me from under the desk.

      "You know," Saint began, "that's actually pretty smart."

      "Yup. Neo's somehow rubbing off of you," Viktor dryly stated.

      "Got a problem?"

      "No," he admitted. "Though, it makes me sometimes worry you'll be like Roberto."

      I actually laughed. "I won't become a torturous, cocky fucker who flaunts his status and wealth," I vowed. "I guess we won't know his true intentions until he wakes up."

      "No improvement?"

      "Sadly, no. He's stable and Beta Malachite continues to keep watch while managing the Pack House. I'll try to do another check-in next week."

      "Wait till I come back," he muttered.

      "Aww. Miss guarding me?" I drawled with my deep voice. "Were you able to sort things out over there?'

      "Sort of," he quietly admitted. "And maybe I do miss guarding you."

      I almost missed the last part because he literally said every word under his breath.

      "What?"

      "Nothing," he replied. "Once I'm back and we settle in with whatever business we need to take care of, we're starting training."

      "Good," I replied. "My muscles are getting stiff. Don't want to lose my championship title because I've been sloppy."

      "Try to relax and have fun tonight," he assured me. "I'll be back soon."

      "Better," I whispered. "Stay safe for me."

      "Yes, William," he quietly replied. "Don't get drunk."

      He hung up the phone before I could insult him, and I sighed as I lowered my leg - my eyes noticing Saint, who was sitting cross-legged and watching me from beneath the desk.

      "What are you still doing down there?" I pondered with a judgemental arched eyebrow.

      "You have feelings for Viktor and yet you won't confront him about it?" Saint asked, ignoring my question entirely.

      "Viktor knows my feelings, Saint," I whispered. "He isn't stupid."

      "Then why is he so afraid to love you back?"

      "I don't think he's afraid of loving me," I admitted and moved my chair closer so I could reach for my pen. I spun it between my fingers and placed my phone on the desk, then leaned back into the chair and thought about it.

      "He fears the consequences loving me will bring," I finally answered.

      "He's strong enough to counter those consequences," Saint replied.

      "Maybe," I admitted. "Problem is, I'm unsure what he recalled from regaining his memories. Obviously Viktor has been an assassin in the past and has worked in Russia, and that’s before the cruel experiences he's dealt with, but who knows how deeply rooted his connection with the royal family was. Maybe he needs time to sort those things head-on and doesn’t want us worrying about it. Until he's ready, I can only continue to focus on everything else."

      Lowering my gaze to him, I added, "Besides. I'm clearly not acknowledging what your feelings are."

      "Hmm." he smiled. "Do you think you could handle dating every member of the Forbidden?"

      His question was valid, but I still thought about it. "I kind of assumed that would be the case for some odd reason."

      "Do you like me or Jayce?"

      I needed a moment to look at him. "I'm attracted to your individual qualities," I answered carefully. "Compared to Neo and Dimitris, I feel like I enjoy your personalities and want to get to know a deeper aspect of both of you before venturing into the realms of romance."

      "Because?"

      "I don't want you thinking I'm dating the four of you for sexual lust?" I wasn't even sure. "The option of dating and relationships wasn’t something I grew up acknowledging and working towards. My relationship with Onyx was out of...irony and shared pain, loneliness and the connection to one another because we were so damn similar. We were each other's strength, even when forced to destroy whatever brewed between us because of Roberto's order."

      I was sure he knew what I was talking about, and it was confirmed in his eyes that softened a little bit. "Everything was done to tear us apart, but somehow we just got closer. We worked on our hidden wounds, using each other as strength to build a stronger foundation, build a wall that wouldn't be destroyed by an outsider who knew nothing of our shared past. You hear about relationships, dating, the three-date rule, all the bullshit that honestly doesn't apply to the way wolf shifters sometimes come to love one another."

      I lifted my head to look up at the ceiling, my pen spinning between my fingers as I got lost in my spoken thoughts. "To me, love is based on the intense attraction you carry for another on two different levels. My relationships with Onyx, Neo, and even Dimitris are ones of lust with a hint of curiosity. Neo and Dimitris push me to be bold. Competitive. Defiant in nature while there's a desire of passion that begs to be tamed. Compared to you, Jayce, and even Viktor, there's that side that yearns for connection. To learn about each of you, the pasts you've endured, and the personalities you carry in the form of your expressions. You're always playful with smiles, Jayce is normally angry or calculating, and Viktor is serious with that aura of mystery. With you three, I want to learn more with the option of unraveling the truths to each of you, and that will bring us closer."

      Lowering my head, I noticed how intensely he listened to every word while his attention was on me.

      "I guess what I'm trying to say is that, truthfully, I can see myself dating each of you, but it'll probably take me time. Moments to get lost in the sexual tension and passion, while other times we’ll enjoy shared opportunities. I have nothing against us kissing or doing stuff in between, and if something leads to sex, so be it. I feel like Dimitris, our current Alpha, knows that I'm comfortable with everyone in the pack so...maybe that just spreads through the bond in a way."

      "So if I was interested in dating you in my unique way, you'd be up for it?"

      "Unique way?" I inquired but quirked up a smile. "Ya. I'm up for anything as long as it doesn't land me on the murder block. I don't think my mates would like that and I doubt we want to see Dimitris pop a vessel or two."

      Saint chuckled. "Ya. Angry Dimitris is a bit lethal to those on the receiving end."

      "He doesn't seem very dangerous," I admitted.

      Saint's smile faded as he met my curious eyes. "Out of all of us, Dimitris is actually the most dangerous."

      I moved to put my elbows on the desk while lowering my head like I was running my hand through my pink to white locks. My eyes were still focused on Saint's, who was shadowed by my figure.

      "More dangerous than you, Jayce, and even Neo?"

      He slowly nodded. "Sometimes he acts weak, but that's simply because he's not using a hint of his real Alpha power. Have you noticed he tries not to talk through the pack bond unless for serious scenarios?”

      "I've noticed," I admitted.

      "There's a deeper reasoning to that. Maybe he'll eventually show you a bigger glimpse of his power. You may have not seen the potential when he helped you in the Alpha Forest, but trust me, Dimitris is Alpha of our Forbidden Pack for a reason," he emphasized. "Even if a rebellious Wilting Flower grinds his Alpha gears and makes him want to switch positions."

      "Dimitris wouldn't become a Beta," I voiced.

      "If it meant we'd be safer from our enemies, he would," Saint countered. "Dimitris doesn't care about power as long as those he loves are safe. One loss almost killed him. I don't think he can afford to lose another person he cares dearly for. Even if we're the Forbidden Pack and have agreed that there's a chance any one of us could perish during each dangerous exchange we deal with, I can't discount the fact that the reality of any of our deaths would ruin Dimitris."

      "Who did he lose?" I inquired, but there was a knock on the door.

      My eyebrow arched and Saint got on his knees to try to crawl out, but the door was already opening.

      Fuck!

      I scooted right in, spreading my legs further out so they wouldn't knock into Saint, who was probably forced to sit back on his knees to not hit his head against the inner roof of the desk.

      The look I gave the guard was intense enough for him to flinch before he quickly apologized.

      "I'm terribly sorry, sir. Your last scheduled appointment is here. They tried to call you from downstairs to let you know, but the phone was engaged.

      My sour expression only made him bow in respect. "Again, sir. I'm sorry!"

      "Let them in," I huffed.

      Saint? You're gonna have to stay down there for a bit.

      I hadn't used the pack communication in a good while, but it seemed to get to him because he replied, "Don't worry, William. I'm comfortable. Be wary of this individual. Their magic is strong."

      That warning made me sit up taller as I placed my arms on my desk and dropped my pen in case I needed both hands for this last meeting.

      The security guard was probably waiting for me to be visibly prepared before bringing the last guest in, but in a few seconds, he was gesturing for them to enter.

      I was immediately intrigued by the individual as she looked more like a teenager or at least someone who’d just turned eighteen. She had long pink hair with golden locks that held a bit of orange undertone to them, while her skin was a caramel shade. Her complexion was beyond flawless, and I wondered what nationality she was from because she definitely held two cultural traits.

      I assumed African and potentially Korean descent from certain facial features and the silky strands of her extremely gorgeous hair, but from one look at her aura, I knew without a doubt she held intense magic.

      Is she a witch? Healer? Hybrid?

      Signaling the guard to close the door gave us the privacy we needed to start a conversation. I arched an eyebrow as I waited for her to say something, but I noticed the way her body tensed before the waves of nervousness practically oozed out of her body.

      "And she's shy," Bria concluded, her knowledgeable eyes staring at the woman just like I was.

      "So, you are?" I prompted, my irritation obviously striking through my question and making her flinch to attention.

      "I-I'm sorry! My name is Whitney! Some call me Whit, others call me by my nickname Winter," she introduced. I frowned, not because of her name, but because of the chosen nickname. I couldn’t see why she’d be named after such a chilly season.

      "Winter?"

      "Ah." She seemed to realize what I meant and nervously bit her lip. "Am I allowed to show you?"

      "If it doesn't kill me, sure," I replied because I was actually curious. She beamed at my approval and quickly lowered her bag and the clipboard to the side of where she stood. She walked right over to my desk. I remained alert and observant as she reached the exquisite surface and placed her hands lightly on it.

      Lifting my arms off the desk, I let one slip beneath to scurry for Saint's hand. His hand grasped mine while I let my other hand pick up the pen to casually spin and distract her from what my true intentions were.

      My eyes widened as I watched the entire desk freeze in a blink of an eye, before the room itself seemed to be frozen in a matter of seconds. I squeezed Saint's hand to ensure he wasn't a frozen popsicle, and he squeezed my hand back, relieving the way my heart had gone from calm to galloping panic.

      "Holy fuck," I cursed and Whitney giggled.

      "Ya. I can freeze anything in a certain radius," she admitted.

      "You didn't freeze me," I acknowledged.

      "Correct! I sensed a bit of your energy upon entering so when casting my internal spell, I made sure my magic wouldn't freeze anyone with a beating heart that resonates with your aura."

      "So what if my guards were in here?" I further inquired.

      "Uh...they probably would be fucked," she admitted and covered her mouth after swearing. "I mean, they would be frozen because there isn't a deeper resonation of your power inside them."

      "So who would be spared if you were attempting to protect me in, say, a dangerous situation?"

      "The highest chances are lovers or someone that really cares about you."

      "So energy connection wouldn't count?"

      "If they're your bonded mate, it would count, but aside from that, it's about their internal intentions," she revealed. "Uh...it's weird magic. I'm technically not allowed to show anyone other than royals, but since I'm here on behalf of Ruby Phoenix, I kind of assumed you're a royal or have an association with her," she confessed while she grew more nervous. "I think I said too much."

      I smirked while absorbing her words.

      Ruby Phoenix. My sister.

      "She could have killed me," Saint huffed.

      And yet you're alive, under my desk, and holding my hand. Guess you have feelings for me as William, too, huh?

      "Why do I feel like you're happy about that?"

      Who knows.

      "I'm glad to know Ruby sent you," I began as I looked around the room. "Are you able to return my office to normal? I wouldn't want to replace the millions of dollars worth of furniture for water damage."

      "R-Right!" she shrieked and removed her hands. I watched as the ice began to fade away like an illusion versus the previous chilled ice oasis that dropped the temperature to blizzard degrees. "My apologies."

      "It's fine," I replied. "I figured from your aura that you're rather talented in the realms of magic."

      "Yes!" she declared. "I'm currently in training to be of service to Ruby's sister!"

      Oh.

      "Ah. Ruby’s sister." I decided to go along with it.

      "Mhmm! Ruby said it's okay to speak about it with you. I'll be attending to Ruby's sister’s needs once she's passed the conditions of the royal family."

      "Conditions?" I inquired.

      "Yes! Every royal family has various conditions. Some just do a test, like a written knowledge test of the royal hierarchy, but those who are closer to the top of that scale are put in the spotlight for their tests," she disclosed. "I'm sure she'll be tested one way or another."

      "Interesting," I replied. "So the meaning of your visit is?"

      "AH! Right! Um," she quickly shuffled back to her previous spot and picked up her items, "Miss Phoenix wanted me to formally invite you to participate in her runway event! She's officially launching her brand, Phoenix Rise, which will cater to the luxurious and rich. Seeing as you're not only a celebrity but also among royal members, she requested I get your measurements."

      "Does that need to be done today?" I inquired. "I haven't reviewed my schedule and in order to proceed, wouldn't I have to accept the invitation?"

      She blinked as if it didn't click into place until I brought it up.

      "OH NO! Y-Y-You didn't get the official invite?! I sent it weeks ago! I'm sure of it."

      "It probably got lost in the mail," I reasoned.

      "No! I came directly here to drop it off. I gave it to a man holding a bouquet of roses. He said he was your boyfriend."

      Saint chuckled through the wolf bond, and of course, the culprit had to question the sudden amused sound.

      "Why are you laughing?" Dimitris inquired.

      Oh, I don't know. Maybe he's amused by this apparent invite I'm supposed to have regarding a fashion show?

      He didn't say anything and I merely smirked.

      "He probably thought it was a love letter and didn't want a woman confessing her immense love to you," Saint hummed.

      "Get back to work," Dimitris huffed.

      We'll discuss this later then, Dimitris.

      Again, he didn't respond, but my instinct told me he was surely blushing wherever he was. The power difference between William and Willow against Dimitris was probably the highlight of our connection because I couldn't help but push all his buttons while flirtatiously teasing him.

      "He must have taken the letter for my review but due to some business changes, I haven't been able to attend to that pile of importance," I summarized. "Can you come back on a later date for measurements?"

      "There's no way for me to take them now?" she inquired nervously. "Miss Phoenix takes two months to work on specific fashion designs, especially for the male category. She wants to put extra emphasis on the piece she's designing for you. If I can just get your clothing sizes and maybe your belt size, that would be enough until I can return after the holidays to do official measurements," she suggested.

      She quickly retrieved her measuring tape, but I looked down at Saint, who gave me a nervous look.

      If she comes over here, she'll see Saint.

      I rose up abruptly. Whitney paused in her movement as I began to unbuckle my belt. Her face went from shocked to burning red as I slipped the belt off. The move was a bit dominant in nature; the action was purposely slow while my eyes remained on her scorching red face.

      I unbuttoned my pants, and purposely lowered the zipper slowly, the office silence emphasizing the slow zipping sound.

      "S-S-S-Sir! What are you doing?" Whitney stuttered before she covered her face. I let the pants fall to the floor, noticing the way Saint was clearly giving me that 'what the flying fuck has gotten into you' look while I merely smirked, lifted my feet out of the designer fabric, and picked it up while giving Saint a wink.

      Whitney was still covering her face as I easily folded the attire and placed it on the desk. Rolling up the belt, I placed it on top and sat back into my seat. Rolling in to make sure I didn't nudge Saint with my knees, I leaned back into the chair and picked my pen up to spin it in my grasp.

      Whitney finally took a peek to realize I was sitting and giving her a taunting smile.

      "There. Those pants were fitted by a designer in Paris. The belt is also custom-made to fit the third hole. Shirt size is medium, but if you want that too, just ask."

      She gawked at me while lowering her gaze to the folded pants and belt.

      "N-No! That's more than enough,” she declared and scurried forward to cautiously lift the items as if they were worth thousands of dollars.

      Okay, they were worth thousands of dollars. Guess her actions made sense.

      "Anything else?" I inquired.

      "U-Uh I think there's just a form to sign!" she squeaked as she worked on packaging my clothes in a clear plastic covering that looked rather expensive in nature.

      I flinched at the hand that brushed along my leg, glancing down quickly to see Saint's mischievous smile.

      What are you doing?

      "Neo dared me to do something and if I go along with it, he'll make sure we get VIP access to tonight's party."

      VIP access? We didn't have that before?

      "Nah. Just exclusive. Different than VIP."

      And you're doing this bet now because?

      "Neo's curious."

      Why is Neo curious when he's not even here?

      "Actually, he's hiding behind the curtains behind you."

      You're fucking kidding m-

      I stopped and bit down on my lip to stop myself from hissing at the movement of Saint's hand that had somehow managed to slip into the gap of my fitted boxers.

      The glare I gave him as my eyes narrowed only made his amusement spread across his expression while those gorgeous blue eyes began to darken with hunger. He pulled my cock out just as Whitney finished neatly packing the attire like she was about to take it to a forensic review.

      "I have the documents, sir," she declared and walked to the desk. I tensed up when Saint's hand began to move along my length, forcing me to sit a little taller in hopes it wouldn't show how tense my body got.

      "Alright. Let's see them," I voiced.

      She passed me her clipboard and took a few steps back as I reviewed the rather thick document. If Saint was going to continue taunting me the entire time it would take me to review this document, I'd be fucking caught and so would he.

      "Can I get a summary?" I inquired as my eyes quickly scanned the document. I was personally hoping she'd talk just so Saint's movements wouldn't be heard as he continued to move his hand up and down my length.

      "Yes, gladly! I memorized the whole thing so I'll give you the essentials!" She went right into a rambling summary, but I was far too focused on how thrilling it felt to be stroked in public with the chance of getting caught.

      What turned me on more was the fact Neo was 'watching" from behind. I was sure he was enjoying the energetic wonderland of colors and noticed the spike of my energy that surely happened when one became aroused.

      I began to work on signing, reaching halfway when I paused the signing process to fight back a groan as Saint decided it was time to take things up a notch. My hand was practically shaking as I focused solely on the way Saint took the tip of my cock into his hot mouth.

      Fuck, Saint! Can't you wait?

      "You know, I'd never thought I’d do this again, and yet the idea of doing it specifically to you is totally turning me on in weird ways," Saint admitted, beginning to take in more of my length.

      "Is there something wrong on that page, Mr. De Luca?" Whitney inquired, snapping me out of my daze.

      "No, sorry. Please continue," I urged her to keep going as I continued to attempt to scan the words to ensure I wasn't fucking myself over by signing my empire away thanks to Saint's hot fucking mouth.

      Fuck. How is he so good at head? Didn't he say doing this again? What the fuck did he mean by that? Saint isn't gay like Dimitris. Right?

      My thoughts weren't going to be answered, and if I didn't wrap this up, I'd be a lost cause. I gave up reading and signed the remaining spots with my signature and initials.

      "Done."

      "Eh? Already? S-Should I explain the rest?"

      I purposely looked over at the time and shook my head. "I have a meeting in two minutes and I'd rather not delay your departure. You're playing with rush hour."

      "Ah!" She quickly looked at her pink watch on her wrist. "You're right! My car is waiting for me downstairs. Traffic in the city has been atrocious as of late. Thank you for being so considerate, sir."

      She quickly took the clipboard and took a step back to bow. "I appreciate your assistance. I will contact Viktor again when I need to make the second appointment after the holidays. Please get home safely and happy holidays!"

      "Pleasure doing business," I replied. "I'm sure I'll get my clothes back at some point."

      "Y-Yes! They'll be washed, ironed, and delivered by priority mail! Uh...not the belt! Thank you for the genius idea. I'll make sure to send Miss Phoenix your greetings."

      I swear she was talking far too much for a farewell statement. Saint was working at the perfect rhythm while his hands pressed against my upper thighs to ensure they remained just where they were as he began to move faster.

      "I'm sure you can see your way out. One of my guards will escort you to the elevator. Please do me...the favor of letting them know I have to make a phone call before the next meeting."

      "Certainly! Have a good night, sir." She beamed happily. My breath was uneven as I waited impatiently for her to leave the room. It felt like she was taking her sweet time taking each step towards the door, and I was thankful that the guard sensed her departure because the door opened enough to fit her through.

      I purposely reached for my phone and held back a curse as I almost dropped the damn thing while Saint took this opportunity to take my entire length in his mouth.

      Fucking hell, Saint.

      "This torture is far too hard to ignore," Saint practically hummed through the pack bond. The moment the door closed, I watched a wall of red magic shoot out across the walls, and I never felt so fucking relieved as I clenched the phone in my grasp and leaned right against the chair to groan.

      Saint picked up the pace there and then, and I dropped the phone on the desk, only to pick up on Dimitris's voice. "Why the hell are you calling me?"

      "Oh fuck," I growled and picked up the phone. "Sorry, Dimitris. Get back to your-"

      My head was lifted and my words were cut off a second after as Neo's blazing lips sealed mine. I saw him staring down at me without his blindfold and those pulsating white orbs with their burning red magic circles only further escalated my senses.

      I didn't stand a fucking chance, I gave up on even trying to end the phone call as I groaned into Neo's mouth while Saint was moving up and down my cock like it was the best popsicle in all of NYC.

      My moans were lost in the heated kiss, and I fought hard to not jerk my hips to further speed the inevitable. There was no way to even grasp how this somehow unfolded, and yet here I was as William with Neo kissing me possessively and Saint sucking my cock.

      And Dimitris listening to it all.

      If that wasn't a fucking turn-on.

      My breath hitched and I broke the kiss to groan as I let my eyes flutter close while Saint took my length deeply and didn't move as I climaxed.

      "Shit," I groaned as I breathlessly fought for air. I shot my last drop before Neo released me. His hand had been on my neck without me realizing it.

      It was becoming clearer that he enjoyed a sense of dominance when I was William, but my focus was now on Saint as I lowered my gaze to see him swallow my damn release without even hesitating. He licked his lips and smirked.

      "Even as a male, you're still on the sweeter side, William," he declared.

      I was absolutely speechless as I just stared at him and before I knew it, I was Willow.

      "Oop? Look who came out to continue where we left off?" Saint playfully suggested. I blushed before I literally kicked him in the face. "What the hell was that about?!"

      Saint laughed and managed to grab my leg when I tried to kick him a second time.

      "Now, now, Wilting Flower. My face is very valuable and I need to look good tonight when we go out," he hummed and I watched his eyes darken as he literally licked my left inner leg and moved right up until his very hot breath was teasing my pussy. I was reminded of one important thing; I wasn't wearing panties.

      Glancing down, I realized I was literally in just a bra, which only made me groan in defeat.

      "Where did my clothes go?! I was doing a good fucking job at switching back with clothes!"

      "Clearly Saint shocked you enough to rile up your concentration." Neo chuckled and didn't hesitate to move right in to kiss the nape of my neck.

      "Fuck. I can't deal with you two right now!" I whined and shrieked when Saint’s tongue literally dove right into me. "Oh fuck. Saint!"

      "Sorry, love. I gotta taste you a bit with how delightful you smell down here."

      His apology was lost in my moan as Neo was smothering me with another sensual, tingling kiss that heightened the rest of my senses once more. I didn’t know how he was able to do it - whether it was because we were bonded or because he knew exactly how to kiss me to make me light up like a damn bulb.

      When I climaxed, it was like being hit by a tsunami wave, the intense wash of pleasure rocking through my mind, body, and fucking soul. My scream was lost in Neo's mouth and Saint didn't stop until I broke the kiss and begged.

      "Fuck, Saint, please! Stop," I practically cried and only gasped as I was hit with a third orgasm that could surely knock a human girl out for a few long minutes.

      I shook in the chair and was left panting heavily. I was sure I blacked out for at least a solid minute.

      "I feel like I underestimated your mouth's abilities," Neo voiced, and I swore he lifted me up into his arms.

      Saint laughed. "Y'all always underestimate the power of my mouth when I'm smooth-talking us into mega-million dollar deals, but now you're acknowledging my immense potential to rock our Blossoming Flower's world regardless of gender? I'm honored."

      "I think you sent her to the land of aftershock oblivion."

      Now Saint really lost it. "I was easy on her," he reasoned. "Don't kill me."

      "Hmm. I won't this time around."

      "This time?"

      "Control your impulses next time. That woman almost caught your aura."

      "Oops," Saint stated. "My bad."

      "No remorse at all." Neo sighed. "Oh. Dimitris is still on the line."

      "Wait, what? He's on the phone?" Saint exclaimed and I was sure he reached for my phone. I couldn't care less because I was working on coming down from that intense high.

      Note to self: taunt Saint enough to enjoy him eating you into coma.

      "That's a horrible idea, Sweetness." Neo sounded far too amused in my head.

      Go away, you kissing force of orgasms!

      "Now you're just talking gibberish," he replied.

      "I think he just hung up," Saint replied out loud.

      "Probably jerking off," Neo calmly stated.

      "Oh, he's so going to kick our asses when we go for a run tomorrow."

      "Probably," Neo replied. "Ruined his concentration and left him horny for William. Too bad. His fault for piling up all his meetings so he had time to be home and ensure Willow was adapting well."

      "Don't you love when he's so protective?" Saint teased. "Bruh, I need to shower after that. Also, you should paint a picture of this image. It's kind of hot."

      "I can't visualize it at this angle," he voiced.

      "I got you," he replied. I was sure he took a picture. "Don't worry, Willow. We won't use this as blackmail. I promise."

      You…better not...fucking Saint of a...blessed mouth fucker.

      That had to have gone through the entire pack bond because Jayce spoke up in our heads.

      "So...I'm going to assume Saint actually won?" Jayce announced.

      "I did, fucker! Now, for my list of demands. A. VIP tickets with private seating. B. We get one of the newest cars in NYC for our grand entrance. C. Leak out that we're going to be there, and that I have a crush on Willow," Saint demanded.

      "What kind of pot-stirring are you doing?" Onyx questioned.

      "Trust me! It's going to be worth it," Saint declared.

      "Can all of you shut up?" Dimitris seethed.

      "And I - oop!" Saint declared. "Alpha anger! Bailing out. Every man and Willow for themselves!"

      "Sometimes you make me wonder how old you really are mentally," Neo calmly noted.

      "Where's Willow?" Jayce questioned. "I'll get you the car in an hour, Saint."

      "I love you!" Saint exclaimed.

      "Where's Sugar?" Onyx pressed.

      "Dying from pleasure," I finally gathered the energy to respond.

      "There she is!" Saint beamed.

      I could sense the looming pressure in my head. I was sure the rest did as well because Saint exclaimed, "Abort mission. Abort mission."

      "I swear to Mother fucking Moon if I can't concentra-"

      Dimitris's words were suddenly cut off, and I mentally sighed.

      "So loud."

      "Oh fucking shit," Saint cursed. "You did not just mute Dimitris."

      "Does it matter now? Give me a second to recover. Or a few minutes."

      All four of them laughed so hard in the bond I ended up muting them all with whatever power was in my exhausted grasp.

      "Oh fuck, we're so doomed," Saint concluded.

      "If we don't come home tonight, we won't be," Neo suggested.

      "Get Willow ready. I'm gonna persuade Jayce and Onyx to come to the party just for shits and giggles."

      "Dimitris is going to crash the party," Neo noted.

      "He's not invited."

      "He can invite himself."

      "Why do I feel we just set off a grenade?"

      "Because that's exactly what you did," Neo concluded, but he seemed far too joyous about it. "Oh well. I love a bit of explosive jealousy at a celebrity event."

      "Now you're just thinking of something diabolical."

      "Indeed," he replied, and I felt his lips as they lightly brushed mine. "Time to enjoy a quick soak before tonight, Sweetness."

      I didn't bother replying, deciding this was my prime moment to relax because tonight was going to be something crazy. I could just feel it.

      The last meeting of the year is going to be the epitome of rivalry.
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Mischief Partying With A Devilish Saint: Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      ~WILLIAM~

      "Switch back," Saint whined, and I chuckled and gave him a seductive smile.

      "No."

      Onyx snickered in the front as he continued to drive us to our destination, the event only a minute away - or ten minutes with this thick NYC traffic.

      I uncrossed my legs to look right over to Saint. He looked outstanding in white, and the splash of gold in his tie and shoes finished the sophisticated look.

      I'd been wearing the perfect, outstanding pink dress, but suddenly switched to William, which left me in a fitted pink suit with a black tie that carried a pink foil design of cherry blossoms and matched my dress shoes, which were matte black with pink sparkles.

      Aurelia deserved a few drinks on me the next time we went out together because she encouraged me to wear an outfit for William just in case I suddenly switched.

      My magic energy levels were still rather off, and though I'd been taking my medication consistently, it would take a few weeks to stabilize my levels. It was interfering with my desire to get back to my regular male by day woman by night routine, but maybe I could find a way to have the best of both worlds depending on the situation.

      "Is Dimitris still ignoring us?" I asked.

      "He hasn't responded to anyone." Saint sighed. "We're so fucked."

      "Fucked as in ‘he's going to fuck William senseless’ fucked, or fucked as in ‘he's going to drill us all night by running laps’ fucked?" Onyx inquired.

      I rolled my eyes while Saint sighed. "See, it could be both."

      "Great," I sighed. "I thought Jayce and Neo were coming?"

      "They'll be around," Saint noted. "They're actually investigating something."

      "Hmm?" That piqued my interest, as well as Onyx’s. "Investigating what?" I asked.

      "These events always bring certain people out of the woodwork," Saint admitted. "It's good to make connections if you can. I'm sure with the sudden announcement that you're attending, many will race to get the opportunity to see you, let alone speak to you."

      "Intriguing," I replied. "So I should be on guard."

      "Not really," Saint admitted. "When you're with me, you'll be safe," he declared.

      "I don't trust that bullshit," Onyx concluded. I snickered and had to hold back a chuckle.

      "We're on the same team here."

      "No hope in me," Saint huffed with a pout. I elbowed him and smiled.

      "Actions speak louder than words, Holy One."

      "Is that my nickname tonight?" he inquired.

      "You look like a damn angel descending from heaven to fuck shit up," Onyx tossed back and I shrugged.

      "He's right."

      "One day I'll wear all black and you'll say I look like a sinner rising from the pits of hell."

      "The female side of me would have nothing against that," I muttered. "We almost there?"

      "Pulling up," Onyx announced. "Put on a show. I'll be around, but I'm leaving my mate in your hands, Saint."

      "I can protect myself," I muttered, noticing the lift of his lips.

      "Don't worry. I’ve got our Wilting Flower."

      "Blossoming Flower," I corrected as the car came to a stop right at the red carpet. Onyx remained in the car as we awaited the official assistant for the event to come open the door for our grand reveal.

      "Love you," I tossed out to Onyx.

      I glanced over in time to see his eyes light up slightly as he responded, "Love you more, mate."

      I made sure my bonded marks on the backs of my palms were covered with my magic and with a glance over my shoulder at Saint, we nodded and prepared to fuck shit up with our mere entrance.

      Let's remind those who work in the shadows trying to defy us about the power we have.

      The door opened, and the high-pitched screams made me feel like a pop star walking upon the stage. As I made my exit, the cameras shuttered and flashes went off like crazy, leaving me to fix my coat as I gave the public a wonderful smile that made the screams go up an octave.

      Then they escalated even further at Saint's arrival.

      He walked over to my left side, waving his hand in greeting as fans were jumping up and down while the paparazzi were fighting to get the perfect angle. It seemed clear that Saint didn't do many events, which only hyped the crowd to an ecstatic thrill.

      A brave female reporter rushed over with her camera crew, and I noticed the security ready to interfere. "Let her," I encouraged, and was rewarded with a wide grin from this woman who looked like she was new or simply star-struck in comparison to those on the far right, who were staring daggers at their obvious missed opportunity.

      "Thank you so much...um-"

      "William is fine," I replied, knowing she was struggling with what to call me.

      "Thank you, William! It's a great shock to many of us that it was announced you'd be attending this gala last minute! What made you change your mind?"

      "I was bored," I simply replied and nudged my head to Saint. "Saint decided to invite me."

      "We're definitely glad you decided to come!" she exclaimed as we began to walk down the red carpet so the next guest could make their entrance. "Mr. Alexander! It's been a while since we've seen you at an event! What encouraged you to attend this gala tonight?”

      Saint smiled brilliantly as he leaned in to speak into the mic.

      "With the holidays coming up and after securing a deal earlier this week, it only felt right to invite William to this event to let loose," Saint suggested. That immediately got people questioning as the reporter looked over at me.

      "William! We've heard multiple rumors that you're dating the artist, Neo, when you are Willow. Is that true?"

      I could feel Neo's amusement through our bond, the bubbly, delighted sensation sweeping through me as I chuckled and shyly lowered my head just slightly while licking my bottom lip.

      "Those rumors are valid," I announced.

      The screams could pop a few eardrums as the surrounding crowd went wild at the news, but it surely wasn't enough for the reporter.

      "That's excellent news! Does that mean the rumors of you, William, dating Dimitris Moore are false?"

      Saint chuckled as he purposely moved an arm to rest over my shoulder.

      "I hope so. Maybe that will give me a shot."

      I wasn't expecting that, and neither was the rest of the crowd as people gasped while girls squealed in excitement.

      "Omg! Is Saint gay?"

      "What if he's bisexual?"

      "Is that allowed with him so connected to the church?"

      "They recently accepted the whole movement, so maybe they want him to be open about his sexuality."

      "Holy fuck, that's so empowering!"

      "Can you imagine? What if William dates Saint and Willow dates Neo?!”

      "Aww! What about Dimitris? They're so good together."

      "Right! The Willtris fandom will revolt!"

      "Ah! Ask him out, Saint!"

      "Do it! Do it!"

      I chuckled and slipped my hands into my pockets while Saint wore his gleaming smile as he returned his attention to the reporter.

      "Well, if everyone wants to know how I feel," he began.

      "DIMITRIS!" a group of girls shrieked, grabbing our attention as we all looked back to see the very man in question stepping out of a brand new, diamond Lamborghini.

      I literally fought the urge to gawk, the surprise of our pack seeping into our connection because I was sure we were all witnessing Dimitris's sudden arrival.

      The crowd went wild, the screams and cheers deafening as Dimitris walked around the car after having clearly driven himself to the event. He didn't even wait for the event valet to ask him if he needed his car parked. He simply threw his keys behind him for the man to jump and catch them.

      I didn't blame his reaction because I was sure the key fob was decorated in the same Swarovski crystals that covered the entire car in iridescent jewels.

      His outfit seemed to be the opposite of mine - a jet-black suit with a pink tie that was specially designed with black foil that mimicked the same cherry blossom design as my tie, while his dress shoes were pink with black sparkles.

      His hair was gelled right back, a few strands falling to one side of his perfectly handsome face. One look into his fierce expression told me I was doomed - no, we were all fucking doomed - because those pink diamonds glimmered with possessive anger, and it was all focused on me.

      I knew without a doubt this man had somehow contacted Aurelia and gotten her to make his suit to his tastes, which replicated the dark side of my "light" side suit combo. My gut instincts were telling me Jayce had hooked this man up with a better car than our flashy Genesis Platinum Luxury car.

      "Jayce, you totally betrayed me," Saint quietly declared in our bond.

      "If it saves me from our Alpha's wrath, I'll do it again," Jayce replied with no remorse whatsoever.

      The closer Dimitris got, the tenser the atmosphere became, and when he reached me, the world seemed to silence as all I could focus on was him. His Alpha energy wasn't just overflowing; it was blazing with power and making sure anyone in the realms of the supernatural could feel his dominating force.

      He wasn't requesting the world's attention. He was demanding it.

      I didn't stand a fucking chance as my brain fumbled in attempting to think of something to say, but there was no need for it because Dimitris reached out for my tie, spun his hand around the silk fabric, and tugged me forward until his lips were crashing against mine.

      No one moved or breathed, and even the horns of the cars from the intense traffic seemed to come to a dramatic stop as everyone watched the bold move that left me speechless.

      He didn't dare give a quick kiss, either. His tongue darted into my mouth, and I had no fucking say as he kissed me with immense hunger, like I'd starved him for months. My eyes were wide, but his reflected seriously with heated menace as he watched me like a hawk while his lips did the moving.

      A minute surely passed by before he released me, my shock flooding my face as my cheeks actually began to turn red. It was the first time I'd really gotten to witness this immense dominance that left my entire body in yearning and my cock growing harder by the second.

      Our distance was nonexistent as his lips were barely away from mine as he made sure his statement was loud enough for everyone close to hear.

      "Why don't we make this official?" he suggested. "You're mine unless I approve whoever has the balls to date you, William. Do you understand?"

      I could only manage to nod, and he purposely leaned in closer to whisper in my ear, "The next time you mute me, I'll evaporate out of thin fucking air, strip you bare, and fuck you in the ass so hard, you'll only beg for me to continue. And I will not give a hoot if it's during a meeting. Understood?"

      "Understood," I whispered breathlessly, unable to ignore the order because of the Alpha power pulsing out of him.

      He pulled back, and I could see the female reporter had fully heard his declaration because her whole face, ears, and neck were red.

      Dimitris took one look before he grabbed my right hand in his and began walking.

      "Follow, Saint. I'm hungry and tired of wasting time."

      "Coming," Saint sweetly declared as he practically skipped to catch-up. Dimitris’s long-ass steps would probably have me running if I was Willow.

      It took us reaching the door for the world to click into motion. The security fought desperately to keep the fangirls from toppling over them to try to get closer while the shuttering sounds and flashes from the cameras sounded like they had tripled in speed.

      "DIMITRIS! We'd love another statement for the record!"

      "William! Dimitris! William! Dimitris!"

      "Saint! Will you still try to pursue, William?!"

      We were already at the open doors. The men in suits opened the glass entranceway and gestured us to walk forwards. Dimitris and I were in and turning back as Saint spun around to give the press one last smile.

      "Who knows? I have options, remember? Maybe I can get an agreement with Neo to share Willow." I was positive he winked as he spun away from the speechless crowd. The doors silenced the hysterics as they closed, and we were only a few short steps from the elevator that arrived right away.

      The two 6'6" bouncers didn't bother asking us any questions as they encouraged us into the elevator. I didn't blame them; Dimitris's aura was still blasting possessive warning signs.

      When the doors closed, I noticed my obvious height difference and glanced down to get a good view of my lovely cleavage as my short, rhinestone dress had returned with its sparkling glory. My hair was down in curls while a few of my front bangs were up and pinned by a sparkling pink bow.

      I could tell my lips now carried the shimmery pink with gold sparkle lip gloss and my legs glimmered with golden sparkles. I noticed my tattoos. The specific tattoo on my left leg was now bigger with a new bunch of symbols I hadn't seen hours ago, but I held that thought as I lifted my gaze and turned to look at Dimitris, only to notice his face was literally inches from mine.

      "Oop?" I began and blinked. "I'm the property of Neo and Onyx. Any harm to me that doesn't bring immense pleasure will only deliver pain. Or whatever Onyx said earlier," I concluded with a taunting grin.

      Dimitris looked like he couldn't give two shits about this rule, but I decided to add, "Sorry for muting you! I was tired and you screaming in the pack bond is like listening to that Baby Shark classic on speakerphone autotuned."

      "What?" Saint questioned before he lost it. "Holy fucking shit, guys. Willow just compared Dimitris's frustrated voice to an autotuned speakerphone version of fucking Baby Shark!"

      The silence in the bond lasted three solid seconds before they were laughing their asses off.

      I grinned nervously, and Dimitris rolled his eyes but surprisingly kissed me with a bonus tug of my lip. "Feel lucky we're at an event, or I'd throw you over my shoulder and spank you."

      "First off," I began as the elevator started to slow, "that's kind of hot, but Onyx has done that before and I didn't learn my lesson."

      He arched an eyebrow at me while Saint chuckled.

      "Second of all, you just kissed me in front of every tabloid photographer and news reporter in NYC, and let's not forget our fandom army," I elaborated. "I'd gladly be defiant again so you make that bold of a move in public."

      Poor Alpha didn't even know what to say, so I plopped a kiss on his lips, hooked an arm around his right arm, and reached for Saint's left arm as the elevator came to a stop.

      "I don't get a kiss?" Saint inquired.

      "You gotta earn it, Holy Player," I teased as the elevator doors opened and we all put on our masked expressions that embodied empowerment.

      "Challenge accepted, Willow," Saint declared, and I was sure he'd keep to his word.

      It's time to party the night away.
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      ~DIMITRIS~

      

      "Willow," I growled impatiently. "My cock is not your play toy."

      "But you are," she hummed in delight and giggled.

      "Admit that this is as close to sex as you've gotten in fucking years."

      If only I could fucking concentrate on my surroundings, I'd pinpoint where the fuck our target for the night was.

      I was too pissed off earlier to let the pack know that we had a potential hit tonight at the very event Saint was planning to attend with Willow. Clearly, those plans went accordingly until Saint decided to give William a fucking blow job and Neo joined in, executing the oddest, most unbalanced threesome I'd ever felt.

      I'd always been warned about dealing with your pack members’ emotions when two of them fell in love, and I'd gotten used to Onyx's clear devotion to Willow without many issues since it was practically one-sided, but now, with Willow being a part of the pack and having to still master her intense energies, I practically got a front-row seat to their sensual show and even got the sound effects to heighten the experience.

      The reminder made me internally shiver, the entire experience leaving me so fucking hard, I had to cut my meeting short just to drench myself in cold water for five long minutes.

      Ruining my perfect Versace suit.

      I'd force Saint to buy me a brand new one later as punishment, but there was no way Willow was going to get away with muting me - let alone having a fucking threesome without me.

      The mere idea annoyed the hell out of me because I hadn't had my way with William yet. He held a dominating vibe to him that took over the moment we got close, and I'd be a fool in a web of lies if I ignored how much I enjoyed his possessive control.

      It was what an Alpha would do, and maybe I liked being on the other end of that stick because it was different from my reality - always being in control, taking the lead, and executing every move until we reached the peak of pleasure.

      William just fucked me over sideways with my emotional response, but Willow was beginning to have a different effect. I hadn't been attracted to females in a very long time. I knew from an early age that a woman wouldn't be able to handle me, and no way would I settle for a submissive woman.

      I crave a woman who can embrace the darkness I harbor in the depths of my controlling persona. A woman who won't simply bend to my will at any command.

      I knew dating a man would give me the opportunity to see their attempt to resist my dominating control and witness whether they could commit to a lifestyle as dangerous and "dark" as mine, but after Elliott, the thought of being with another and exposing my secrets was too much of a risk for me to take.

      Until I crossed paths with William that day.

      I wouldn't call it 'love at first sight' because it was more like envy at first sight. The way he dressed so sophisticatedly, his high taste in cars based on the very car that picked him up, and the hidden fact that William was actually Willow, Roberto De Luca's only “son” greatly intrigued me.

      Now here we were months later - sitting in a booth in the midst of one of the most popular, exclusive gala events of the year.

      With Willow all cozied up against me after drinking a bit too much.

      To be truthfully honest, I didn't mind this as much as I would have a few months back. "This" wouldn't have been tolerated - period - but again, Willow somehow managed to slip through the cracks when it came to rules and my personal boundaries.

      She worked her magic without even trying, and it was far too easy to fall into her grasp.

      Jayce was drinking another beer, his eyes full of amusement while he continued to eye me and Willow - though his attention was obviously lingering on Willow as she continued to attempt to seduce me.

      I felt like she was trying to make up for pissing me off in her drunken state, but I had no clue what she was thinking because I was far too tired to mentally try and peek into the chaos of her mind. Willow's thought process was like walking through a forever flowing maze that didn't have an exit route.

      I'd experienced my share of complicated minds. All three of my comrades had tricky minds that were hard to maneuver through to get to the root of their insecurities, struggles, and buried chests of threatening emotions.

      But Willow was a path that would take months to get through. A maze filled with triggering traps that would surely leave a few mental scars within my own mind if I didn't tread carefully. I wasn't going to get into that, because if I fucked something up, I could trigger permanent damage, and personally, I knew she wasn't ready to be invaded by my Alpha capabilities.

      Among the other Forbidden members, it took Saint the longest to open up to me - surprisingly - and even more shocking was Neo being the easiest to let me through to his darkest fears.

      And desires.

      I never understood why it was so easy for him to open up to me, but at the same time, maybe he knew my true intentions were not to hurt them. I needed to know enough to protect them from the various enemies on our trail.

      As Alpha, it was my duty to ensure I knew enough to protect them in situations they couldn't handle on their own, and it was going through the stages of developing enough trust between us that aided that process.

      I'd fucked that up when my control was seized by that fae, and it was only thanks to my wolf’s control that that fae didn't retrieve information on my pack members. His interference, however, forced me to start all over again in building that trust with Willow, and this time around, it would be far harder because of Willow's Alpha qualities.

      Her wolf may be “young" and playful when she shifted, but the knowledge she carried in the realms of wisdom and power was another level I wasn't ready to tackle.

       The cold touch brushing along my cock pulled me out of my thoughts, and my eyes slowly moved to the culprit, who was happily humming away.

      "Willow." This woman may be the potential threat to my own sanity. I thought she was a struggle to control when she was sober, but her drunken state was far worse.

      She pulled my cock out without glancing my way, and the way she smiled in delight made my heart skip a few times.

      No way is she planning on sucking me right now.

      "If you really think that, you're blinder than Neo."

      I mentally rolled my eyes at him, while Saint lightly chuckled. "I should record this for blackmailing purposes.”

      My glare didn't seem to faze him as he literally got his camera out. I knew he actually wouldn't let such a video leak out, but he'd totally keep it for a rainy day to show Willow how crazy she was when drunk.

      At least she was a functional drunk.

      "Willow," I repeated her name, only to shiver because her tongue was already gliding along the tip of my length. I had to hold back a hiss because I didn't expect her to take me right in - as my length was long and hard as fuck.

      She moved up and down at the perfect rhythm, following the booming music that blended with the laughter, chatter, and dancing steps of those who were moving their bodies on the flashing floor a few long steps from our table.

      We sat in the perfect spot to see what was happening while still giving us enough privacy, but no way could I concentrate with Willow working me up like this. I should stop her, and yet I was hypnotized by how she worked me up and down, her hot mouth keeping a tight firmness around my cock while hitting the perfect pleasure points.

      I didn't know what it was with public displays of affection in the most discreet places. These hidden activities of lust performed in the open world where anyone could fuck up the moment of pleasure and bring consequences only heightened the entire process.

      I knew we wouldn't get seriously in trouble because of our status, but it was debatable.

      Not enough to make me want her to stop.

      She began to move faster, and I didn't stop myself from running my hands through her luscious locks, gathering enough so I could control the pace somehow. The urge to lift my hips and thrust myself into her mouth at my desired rhythm outweighed the logic of this situation with Willow leaning over to give me head, but our smart Blossoming Flower clued in on what I wanted because she slipped through the space between our cushioned booth seating and the table to kneel on the floor.

      All of that without letting go of my cock.

      Now she was literally on her knees between my spread legs, giving me every chance to thrust myself to my tune. Saint was watching it all, and I noticed he lowered the camera low enough between his legs so he could get the perfect view of Willow working me up while his eyes of pulsing hunger enjoyed the show.

      I was sure if he wasn't sitting opposite of us and in the public light, he would have his cock out and be masturbating to this very sight.

      Maybe that was what the video was for.

      My drowning thoughts paused as I began to feel the building pressure, my hips sliding back and forth, which was tricky between the velvet cushions of my seat and my dress pants, but that wasn't going to stop me.

      I was too far gone in this boiling rise of sensual chaos to back down now, and Willow was working fucking magic. It would be a difficult gamble to know who to fuck between her and William because now I wondered how her hot pussy walls would feel squeezing my cock into ecstasy.

      The mere thought had my imagination painting the perfect picture, and my hips only moved swifter while I quietly breathed and moaned as I approached my release. Only a few more thrusts, a few more grunts, and one long groan as my body grew as rigid as stone while my cock was length-deep in Willow's mouth as I came.

      My breathing was erratic, and I needed to calm my body that tingled with pleasure, but I got lost in the sight as I lowered my eyes to meet Willow's swirling eyes of blue with hints of pink, purple, and gold. It was magical to get lost in their twinkling glory, but it was more mesmerizing to see her lips still around my length as she slowly pulled my cock out and allowed me the grace of seeing my shots of cum pooling in her mouth.

      Never would I think watching a woman take every single drop of your release, opening up to show it to you, and swallowing like it was fucking white chocolate fondue could fucking turn me on all over again.

      But it fucking did.

      She opened her mouth to show me that her mouth was clean, and with a wink, she was back sitting next to me just as the waiter came by with another round of drinks we'd ordered ten minutes ago.

      "Terribly sorry for the delay!" the server apologized over the music.

      "No worries," Saint replied, knowing my ass was still recovering from that blowjob from fucking heaven. That was way better than my own hand trying to pump an orgasm out of me when I was too damn horny for my own good.

      Willow reached for her drink, but I stopped her.

      "You've had enough," I voiced. She looked my way, blinked a few times in a way that made her eyes look like pleading puppy dog eyes, and I fucking caved.

      "Fine," I grunted,

      She squealed and leaned over to whisper, "Thank you, Alpha."

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      Saint was grinning from ear to ear, and I wasn't sure if I said that out loud or through our wolf bond, but how the hell was I going to concentrate with Willow seducing me with just her presence?

      She finished her margarita before I realized it, and I noticed her steal a bit of my frozen Bellini drink. I gave up trying to stop her, simply because I needed to regulate my damn breathing and thought process after that.

      I noticed that her eyes suddenly twinkled as she paused in drinking half my drink to smile widely.

      "Aurelia's here!"

      That was unexpected, but one look to the right and there was the hybrid witch. She was in a long gown of black that glimmered under the flashing lights. She was still a bit far from us, but I was sure she was trying to pinpoint where we were - if she’s here for us, that is.

      The aura around her was well secured, but I sensed a hint of worried vibe off of her. I'd questioned how things were going for her after she was promoted to her role in the Coven, but with the shit brewing behind the scenes, I wasn't sure where she stood in all of this.

      The witches and wizards beneath the Coven lifted their hierarchy up like it was the Holy Grail to the Vatican. Those who were in or on the same level of power knew otherwise.

      Knew they carried far deeper secrets, were slave drivers when it came to meeting their standards, and wouldn't mind playing dirty if it meant one of their own got a position they needed to secure.

      "Aurelia!" Willow hummed. It wasn't loud enough to draw attention, but it had to be said in a way only Aurelia would pick up on because her eyes landed on our booth immediately. She walked over to us, and Willow ditched us to sloppily hug her best friend.

      "BESTIE!" she cheered as she hugged her tightly. "Come drink with me!"

      "I know from one look that you’ve already drunk far too much," she acknowledged but was smiling as she stroked Willow's head. "Having fun?"

      "Much fun-fun," Willow sang happily. "I want to dance with you!'

      Aurelia seemed hesitant about it but she looked over to me and I gave a slight nod. I was hoping my look would tell her we needed a moment to do some real business shit, and I guess it did because she responded with, "Looks like your Alpha is down with us partying a bit. Think you can last thirty minutes of dancing?"

      "Make it forty," she hummed in delight for a brewing challenge.

      "Deal," Aurelia laughed. I could see a big difference in her whole aura when Willow was around her. Even now, that sullen seriousness that seemed to darken her aura had faded entirely and there was that bright, joyous energy that wrapped around her almost protectively.

      Willow was clearly far more important to Aurelia than she realized, but then again, maybe she did but decided it was safer to move on from their past relationship for the sake of protecting Willow.

      Protect her from a system that uses and abuses their power to force her into submission.

      "Let's go dance, Willow," she encouraged, hooking an arm around Willow's waist to ensure her bestie didn't go face-planting on the floor. "Forty minutes."

      "You're my best friend!" Willow sang.

      "When she's tired, bring her back to me," Saint encouraged. "I'll take her home."

      "Weeee! Holy Dancer of Devilish Banter is going to take me home!"

      Aurelia gave her best friend a look and rolled her eyes. "He's too evil for you."

      "Nah, nah," Willow sang. "I love evil. Sexy evil. Onyx is sexy evil. He's good to me."

      "That's because he loves you far too much for his own mental sanity."

      "Stalker loves me. Bloody Prince loves me. Alpha Asshole loves me."

      "Is she referring to you?" Saint snickered as he pointed at me.

      Aurelia was trying not to laugh, while I just blankly stared at the three of them.

      "Run away!" Willow cheered and was skipping away.

      Aurelia sighed. "You guys are going to unlock psycho Willow at this rate," she spoke to us.

      "Uh, aren't you worried she's going to destroy something?" Saint asked.

      "Or someone," I muttered.

      "She found Onyx," Aurelia announced like it wasn't a big secret.

      We both frowned and tried to find Willow, and sure enough, she was hugging the bulk of muscle who was in a black dress shirt and silver pants. Watching her from this distance brought a weird feeling within me. Especially when I saw the way she smiled so charmingly even though she was drunk as hell.

      Her eyes lit up with pleasant joy for Onyx, and their energies didn't just pulse against each other. They intertwined, molded like fire and ice, opposite powers and yet the key puzzle piece to their completion.

      I could see why they were fated mates.

      We hadn't even dived into that area of knowledge, and I knew it was a priority, but everything seemed so important: those behind-the-scenes deals, the meetings to ensure we had enough loyal businesses backing us up and that those who wished to defy us behind our backs were dealt with.

      That's why we need to find the rats tonight.

      Checking to see Willow was still with Onyx - the two of them lost in a kiss while the music shifted to a slower melody - I returned my attention to Aurelia, but Saint was already asking the prime question.

      "What are you doing here, Aurelia?"

      "There are a number of reasons," she replied and walked closer to our booth until she was standing right there next to Saint. "Viktor called me to say Beta Malachite of the De Luca pack sensed Russians in the territory."

      That made Saint and I frown as Aurelia slowly nodded.

      "He's unsure what side they are on, but suggested I should warn you guys. I was also going to question how you're getting home."

      "Car," I stated the obvious. "Our cars are in the valet private sector."

      "Leave them there," she muttered quietly, her eyes looking away as her gaze was clearly on Willow. I don't think she wanted others to see she was giving a heads-up. "There hasn't been an announcement, but the bomb squad was called to the bridge to investigate a potential attack."

      Saint reached for his drink and casually leaned back in his chair while his usually playful eyes were now voids of threatening black with hints of blue and gold.

      He's mad.

      "So now they have to resort to bombing our city. I doubt the Vatican is going to be pleased."

      When Saint referred to the Vatican in scenarios like this, he wasn't just referring to the church.

      He was referencing the dark side of the holy realms of praise and worship. Those who smiled and carried the sign of the cross but held far darker secrets of bloodshed beneath their very cathedral.

      No one would think the Vatican would be an ally in the shadows of drug deals and offered sacrifices, but Saint knew better. He’d experienced many things a little choir boy should have never endured and witnessed, and now he was the grand-schemer of genuine smiles that hid how lethal he was.

      Hid the endangered beast the world wasn't ready to witness.

      "What's your suggestion?" I concluded. Obviously, she was here to give us a way out - or at least her best friend a way out.

      "There's a long park trail two minutes from this place. One of you take Willow home. The rest, find a way to get back to the safe house."

      "Why can't we teleport?" I questioned, knowing damn well she had the ability to do exactly that if she was so concerned.

      Saint was the one to answer after sipping a bit of his white coconut vodka slush.

      "Magic trackers," Saint announced. "I ignored them earlier on the way here. There's normally not many out and about at night. Today there seems to be more than plenty."

      "Because of the event," I concluded with a bit of annoyance.

      "Affirmative," Aurelia agreed and looked over to us. "I need to deal with my own stuff, and snag a few dances with Willow. As for what you seek, they're already gone."

      I arched an eyebrow and she shrugged and turned around.

      "Your masked wolf is dealing with them."

      She walked away before we could reply, giving us a slight wave before joining Willow and Onyx. Willow beamed at Aurelia's return, ditching Onyx, who was chuckling at the obvious switch of love as Willow hugged Aurelia and they began to dance.

      Onyx decided to approach us and stopped the approaching waiter to request she get him a drink. Reaching our booth, he didn't hesitate to sit down.

      "I didn't take into consideration how dangerous drunk Willow is," he announced with a sigh. "She spotted me before I could blend in."

      By blend in, he meant using the shadows of his own dangerous magic to shield him from the rest of the world.

      "She wasn't like this last time," Saint noted.

      Onyx smirked at the memory and replied, "Willow has phases of drunken stupor. The environment is overstimulating her senses so it makes her giddy and excited. It's also been a long fucking time since she's had fun."

      He glanced over at his mate. She was jumping up and down and dancing with Aurelia, the two of them jamming to the dance-pop melody with many of the other individuals on the dance floor.

      "Neo already got the target, from what Aurelia stated," Saint quietly muttered to Onyx.

      "I'd expect him to say something," Onyx admitted. "Is he okay?

      He had a good point, so I decided to check in.

      "Neo."

      No response.

      "Neo?"

      Again, ignored. I looked to Saint and then Onyx. Clearly, my expression was worried enough for them to seek Neo through the wolf bond.

      "Neo?" Saint questioned.

      "What's wrong?" Jayce asked.

      "Neo isn't responding," I voiced with a hint of irritation.

      I could feel Jayce's concern, and the fact Neo didn't say anything now had my alert sirens on.

      "Can you locate him?" Onyx questioned.

      "Already on it, but can Willow find him? It would be faster. There's a bunch of magic marker shit in the map. It's throwing coordinates way off."

      Onyx was already up and moving back to Willow and Aurelia. He approached her far gentler in comparison to how he moved with haste from our booth to the dancefloor - his arm hooking around her as he pressed her against him to whisper into her ear.

      She paused in dancing to listen, and I expected her to freak out but she suddenly giggled.

      Slipping out of Onyx's hold, she was off on a dancing hunt, her hips moving with the music as she moved almost hypnotically through the dance floor to a set of stairs. All we could do was watch, noticing how she was trying to enter the elite floor, which had an open balcony to see everything in the club as well as an outdoor sector.

      The tall man in a black suit eyed her and clearly said something, but she giggled and seductively flipped her hair before crossing her arms over her chest. Her stance suddenly vibrated with pure Alpha energy as she tilted her head enough to make the man pale in nervousness.

      It would have been smart of him to just save his soul and move out of the way, but he somehow managed to stand long enough for a man in a red suit to arrive.

      A man in a red suit and black glasses.

      My relief seemed to be shared by the rest of our pack at the sight of Neo as he said something to the guard, who quickly bowed his head at least five times in apology and practically jumped out of the way.

      Willow smirked in pure defiance before that Alpha energy turned right off. Like a switch, she was back to her seductive, drunk self as she practically tackled Neo. It took me only a second to see the sudden difference in his aura, and now I knew why he hadn't been answering.

      "It's Nico," I announced, and it seemed to click with Saint and Onyx while Jayce questioned, "So Willow found him."

      "Ya. He's in the elite section," Saint replied. "Sleek fucker. How did we not see that spot?"

      "Royals only." Nico decided to enter the conversation just as he hooked an arm around Willow and looked right over at us. His smile was pure mischief. "Target already disposed of. Don't bother hurting your pretty minds with weak rats."

      He moved to kiss Willow's forehead, and she said something to actually make his lips quirk up.

      She then pointed down while saying something, and Nico's eyes landed on Onyx. He then smirked, while Onyx pouted with an arched brow.

      "If that ain't suspicious," Onyx concluded but walked over to the stairs.

      "Where's he going?" Aurelia inquired, but we couldn't help but just watch and see what Nico was planning for Onyx as he reached the guard, who literally flinched at Onyx's approached. The poor man didn't even try to stop him as he moved out of the way.

      Willow was smiling like she'd won a damn Grammy award, her hand reaching for Onyx's while she was still in Nico's grasp. She pointed to something, and one look from her eyes that softened mischievously told me enough.

      "They're not going to be back for a while," I concluded.

      "So they're fucking," Aurelia got to the point. Saint and I looked at her as she shrugged. "What? Jealous?"

      "Very," Saint muttered and boldly stated, "If you two are stealing Willow for some time, you better let me walk her home. This was supposed to be our date, remember?"

      The way Saint said it actually emphasized how annoyed he was, and my concern was beginning to migrate to the potentially threatening issue of Saint fighting with Nico.

      There was a moment of silence before Nico chuckled darkly within the pack bond. I couldn't ignore the goosebumps that ran across my skin.

      "If a chocolate fountain and strawberries lead to sex, I certainly won't be bringing her back," he vowed. He was definitely not afraid of Saint. "But Sweetness is keen on sharing her night of festivities with all of us, so I guess I won't be too selfish this time around."

      He paused as he let go of Willow as she tugged Onyx along to what I could only assume was this chocolate fountain with strawberries. Nico, on the other hand, slid his glasses off and looked down at us with his opened eyes of deadly, hollow white with red spinning circles that glowed menacingly.

      "Threaten me again, devil's boy. I'm not afraid of a little hellfire."

      None of us moved, but Aurelia rolled her eyes. "He ain't going to do shit with Willow around. Stop being mentally bullied into submission. Tell him if he doesn't go occupy Willow like Onyx is, I'm coming up there to steal her myself."

      We didn't need to relay the message as Nico chuckled and slipped his glasses back on.

      "Feisty, crazy bitch. Hmph."

      He left. He’d completely muted his connection, which was probably why I couldn't sense that Neo was in the same building as us.

      "I swear, one day you're going to start a fucking war, Saint," Jayce noted. "My flames can't handle that."

      "He's coming out too fucking often, that's what," Saint replied.

      "Does Nico always show up so often?" Aurelia asked, drawing our attention to her as she was still viewing the upper level.

      "No," I replied. "Once a year, probably."

      "Hmm," Aurelia actually seemed concerned.

      "What?" Saint questioned.

      "Something stirred him to come out this time," she whispered so quietly I barely caught it. "Someone or something is nearby."

      "Why do you think that?" Saint inquired, but his expression proved he was taking her words seriously.

      "When Nico came out the first time, he happily flaunted his power. Our environment here wouldn't stop him from doing the same. He loves attention when he's in control. At least, that's the obvious vibe I got. However, he barely let it free, and the glimpse of energy he did leak off just wrapped around Willow as if branding her.”

      "Branding her?" I quietly questioned because he hadn't left a physical mark on her flesh at that moment.

      "Magically branding her. It's a warning to anyone close to his level to not touch what is his, or they're essentially fucked," Aurelia explained. "So you're not out of the woods yet."

      I exchanged a look with Saint and he nodded in understanding.

      The party mood was over.

      "Wait here for them to finish. The moment they're done, take Willow home on the walking route. When you're close, Jayce can pick you guys up. Jayce? I need you to heighten security. I want us to find these potential rats tonight. Secure us getaway transportation if necessary. I'm going to make a few extra connections. When Neo and Onyx are done, let them investigate the area."

      "Got it," Jayce replied.

      "Guess I'll order another drink," Saint announced. "Aurelia, you staying?"

      "Nah," she replied, her eyes on someone else. I couldn't help but follow the trail, noticing a man in black whose vivid eyes were clearly locked on Aurelia's. Their shared look was intense, almost as if this man we'd never seen before was her destined mate.

      "I’ve got a few things to take care of. Let me know when you all arrive home.”

      With that, she was walking away, heading further into the dancing mayhem. The man was clearly following, but I didn't feel anything malicious by it.

      "Guess we're all dealing with shit," Saint concluded, bringing my attention back to him.

      "Promise me you'll be on good behavior," I voiced.

      "I promise to fuck shit up," he vowed.

      "You really thought he'd promise not to be a dangerous fucker? You’re stupid," my wolf announced.

      I shook my head but quickly ensured Willow had snuck my cock back in its place. I had to close the zipper, the sound reminding me how good that blowjob was. Shaking it out of my mind, I rose up.

      "See you back at home."

      "See ya, Alpha," he replied with a wink, lifting his drink to clearly finish it for another round.

      Time to make some connections for the sake of finding these rats.
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Mischief Partying With A Devilish Saint: Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ~SAINT~

      "Piggyback, piggyback! Nom, nom, nom!"

      Why was it so easy to smile when it came to drunken Willow? Maybe it was because of how free she was, as if she'd returned to being a teenager who didn't have a care in the world.

      "Willow," I began, knowing my next words probably wouldn't stop her from leaving yet another hickey on my neck. "If you keep doing that, I'm going to pin you against that tree over there and fuck you senseless."

      She paused in sucking the side of my neck. My left side was already covered with hickeys. Clearly, she was determined to equally cover my neck with hickeys by the time we reached the pickup point on this park trail.

      "You wouldn't do it cause I'm drunk," she hummed in delight. She was definitely drunk, but I bet if it was anyone outside of our pack and Aurelia trying to help her home, she'd murder them for fun. "But I like that option."

      I sighed and decided to continue walking.

      "You're enjoying it," my wolf voiced.

      I am, but my cock can't handle this much stimulation after our frisky move in the office earlier.

      "You were pretty bold back there," my wolf admitted. "Remind you of old times?"

      Not even close.

      I didn't want to think of those past memories of abuse, and no way would I taint an experience with William. That was different. Giving pleasure to someone who actually gave a shit about me was completely different from being forced in the hidden shadows of a confessional box.

      Shaking my head, I noticed Willow attempting to wiggle out of my hold.

      "Down!" she huffed like an impatient child.

      I didn't delay in kneeling down to let her off. I'd only given her a piggyback half the way because she could barely keep her eyes open, let alone walk the path that would take us about twenty-five minutes.

      We couldn't walk too fast or too slow. We needed to set a perfect pace just in case we were being watched. Onyx and Neo were weeding out any hidden crooks, but the air still felt off. I was surprised Willow wasn't cold from how the temperature had dropped, but the alcohol in her system had to be keeping her nice and warm.

      I was keeping my senses on high alert just in case, but if something went down, it would get messy with Willow under the influence. I looked over my shoulder to look at her, but she was gone.

      "Willow?"

      I looked forward to see she was literally thirty steps away from me and looking at the menu of a food stand.

      How in the flying fuck did she get there?

      "She walked. Duh,” my wolf answered the obvious, before he calmly added, "She's hungry."

      No shit.

      One had to be hungry to move at the speed of light from spot A to fucking Z in an eye blink. I sighed and decided to not speed up my pace because it wasn't like Willow was in trouble. She was crouching down to look at the bottom menu of the stand, and as I got closer I smelled the divine street food.

      It brought memories I'd long forgotten, times in the chilled winter when I stood for hours on the corner, begging for even a bite of food.

      There would be the lineup of various food stands, the lights blurry from my pooling tears that never seemed to stop flowing as my hunger grew stronger and stronger. The taunting aroma of food I wouldn't be given the privilege to eat - food I'd beg to have one fucking bite of and yet the world would ignore me like I was indeed invisible - had tormented me.

      It was the first time I realized just how cruel our grand reality of flashing lights and proud society was. No one cared about the homeless face to face, but if they were recorded for the world to see, the smiles would be sympathetic as they worked relentlessly to aid you for a moment of generous fame.

      Reaching where Willow was still looking at the pictures of custard waffles in the shapes of fish, I looked at the vendor as he bowed his head with a wide grin. He was clearly Korean, and from the looks of the menu, which was in Korean with English translation, it was clear all the options were Korean street food.

      I smiled while Willow looked up at me. "I want this one." She pointed at the custard waffle with her eyes that seemed to beg mine, as if we couldn't afford to buy the entire cart of food.

      "How many would you like, beautiful lady?" the man asked.

      "Um..." She trailed off as if she wasn't sure, and it was completely odd for Willow because she was never indecisive to this extent.

      "How about this. Since you two look so grand tonight, I'll give you a few to eat on this chilly night! On the house."

      Willow rose up to give the man a wide stare. "But..."

      "Don't worry," he assured us. "I'm almost done for the day. The food would go to waste."

      He said that and yet he worked on making a fresh batch of everything, and soon enough, we had way more than enough food for both of us to share.

      I took the bag of food and the offered drinks and looked to the bench just across from the cart. "Willow? Let's go sit over there."

      She blinked and followed my gaze. With a slight nod, she looked at the man for a long minute.

      "You remember me, don't you?"

      It took me an added second to realize she was speaking in Korean - one of the many languages I’d taught myself in my teen years. Those, too, were dark times, but I wasn't going to let anyone of any race take advantage of me in this field of connections and fraud.

      The man smiled as his eyes softened.

      "Your blue eyes and pink hair are hard to forget," he whispered. "However, it brings me much joy to see that after many years, there's finally a spark in those fascinating eyes."

      Willow didn't have anything to say, but she took a step back and bowed.

      "During that time, you were the only one to offer me kindness. Thank you."

      "And I'd do it again and again," he vowed. "Go eat. The drinks are organic and will help with any hangover." He winked at the final part. Willow rose up and shyly smiled before she skipped over to the bench.

      I quietly followed while their conversation still ran through my head, and once we finished setting up the food between us, I decided to see if I could learn more about it.

      "You’ve passed by this path?" I inquired.

      She paused in drinking more of the organic juice, her eyes slowly looking back at the man. It was like she was seeing the events unfold before her eyes while she quietly replied.

      "Once, but it was during a bad time. Onyx was gone back then, and I was still recovering from being pushed off the cliff by that bastard," she muttered and closed her eyes. "I used to get nightmares a lot, but that night was horrendous. It was just again and again. The moment my eyes closed, it would feel like I was falling to my doom. Then there was the activation of phantom pain from my broken bones and the bouncing force against my head. Once I was completely submerged in pain, that's when I'd sink within the depths of darkness; that numbness that approached when death was creeping closer and closer. It would feel so fucking real...and poof, I was awake again."

      I could tell the memory was revealing those strings of fear in her eyes, and I couldn't help but reach out and place my hand on her knee to remind her she was here with me on the bench and not sinking to her doom.

      She smiled while her eyes opened slightly to stare at the drink in her hands.

      "I decided to run from the Pack House, and well...I just ran and ran. It was around this time of the year, near Christmas. I ran until I ended up in a park, but it only brought me more sorrow because everyone around was with their loved ones. The run reminded me how I wasn't a wolf yet again, and I was just tired of life. I came and sat upon a bench and began to cry. I was tired, hungry, cold. It actually made me want to end things, but then I'd remember Onyx and that he wouldn't be there to save me, and Aurelia was dealing with something back then, too. I was alone...and I didn't want to be. That's when I smelled the aroma from the cart."

      She looked to the cart once more as the man began close up.

      "It was a weird spot to be in because no one was around. It made me wonder if he'd ever made a penny after a long day in the cold. I was so hungry, but I had no money with me. I probably looked wretched and drained, but he didn't shoo me away. He asked me what I wanted. I'd begun learning Korean back then because it was one of the easier languages for me to grasp on my own with books. I read out what I was looking at and he seemed so impressed with me. He did exactly what he did just now. Gave me food and water, and offered me a sweater of his that he had as a spare. I sat on this very bench...and after I was full, hydrated, and warm, I cried. I cried hard enough for him to come over and listen to my troubles. I didn't really care who he was, but I knew for a fact that he held a wolf scent to him. He listened to everything and insisted on taking me back to my territory. He reached the border of our lands and watched me go. I tried coming back the next day, but he never showed up."

      She looked at me and frowned.

      "I want to do something...but I'm not really coherent enough to do anything."

      I smiled then, and I noticed how my wolf watched her. Did she realize how pure of a heart she carried? A heart that somehow still held an ounce of emotion after everything she'd gone through: tortured, ridiculed, encouraged to die by her own peers and enemies alike.

      She'd grown into a woman of power. A woman who used her magic to her advantage to enter a man's world and finally got to reveal the truth to her rise in strength. It wasn't because she was a "male". It was because she strived for justice that she became unbreakable. Her desire to be seen, heard, and to let all those who mocked her see her glorious stance for domination was enough to let her reach this moment in time, and though there were hiccups, challenges, and close calls, she was here.

      She was here...wishing to give back to the man that helped her in a time of hopelessness.

      "What if I do something?" I offered.

      She looked at me. "I'll pay you back."

      "You’ll pay me back with a kiss," I offered.

      She smiled slightly at the gesture. "Okay."

      "Start eating. I won't be long," I assured her and leaned in to kiss her forehead. Rising up, I walked over to the man as he finished putting the last bits of his cart away for dispatch.

      "Closing up?" I pondered.

      "Yes." He smiled and looked up to the air. "It's getting pretty late. Plus, the air seems off."

      I could tell he was warning me, and I nodded slightly so he understood.

      "Once we're done, we're heading home."

      "Good." He smiled and looked over to his left to the park forest that thickened the deeper one went. "After this time, no one really comes around here."

      "You come down here a lot?"

      "I do," he admitted with a smile that didn't seem very happy. "Did you know they call this place Suicide Forest?"

      I was caught off guard by the name, and I looked at him as he returned his gaze to Willow. She was concentrating on eating, her eyes closed as she bobbed her head from side to side. She seemed to be deep in thought, maybe talking with her wolf to keep her company. She was far better now in comparison to before, but not up to her usual, sober self.

      "No. I didn't."

      "They call it that not simply because many come here to end their lives, but because there is a small clearing of blood roses."

      The revelation made me arch an eyebrow as the man smirked.

      "Blood roses are extremely rare because they are normally only found in the realms of the fae. However, deep in that forest is a clearing that is tricky to find, and those roses are collected, grounded up, and steamed into a rich red liquid that resembles the color of wine. Do you know what it's normally used for?"

      I shook my head. "No."

      "It’s used in churches," he replied, and clearly noticed my shock. "The wine is given at private communion. It's reserved for the pastors and priests around the world, but this batch is owned by the Vatican."

      I couldn't understand why he was telling me this, but then again, he could have seen the news and how I donated a lot to the Vatican and other charitable institutions.

      "Are you implying..."

      "Those who are called to this forest due to their internal misery normally never come back. They get lost in the forest until their hopelessness is at its peak, and they end their lives in the clearing. Their blood feeds the roses and they bleed again during collections."

      Now it made sense, and his eyes softened while mine hardened at the truth.

      "I come in the evenings to try to help as many individuals as I can. Humans are harder than our own kind, but regardless of race, I aim to prevent as many deaths as possible."

      His eyes returned to Willow, and I noticed she'd fallen asleep holding her bottle of juice.

      "I knew the moment I saw her that the Vatican lured her here on purpose. The blood roses love shifter blood, but even better is royal blood," he whispered. I looked at him as his knowledgeable eyes sparkled with pride. "I'm sure you're wondering why I'm sharing this? I guess now that I've seen for my own eyes how powerful this little girl has become, it motivates me to keep doing this. I was thinking of quitting since I'm not sure how much longer I can be protected from the Vatican's clutches, but I've lived a long life as an Omega, so if death comes for me, I'll be ready to meet Mother Moon."

      "What's your name?" I whispered.

      "Haku Park," he replied.

      I nodded and with a snap of my fingers, a cross of metallic gold that shifted to onyx black appeared in my grasp. I offered him it, and he looked at it before arching an eyebrow in return.

      "This is..."

      "Immunity." My voice was far deeper as my wolf's power seeped into my body, and the man looked at me long and hard. I was impressed that he wasn't frightened by the glimpse of what I was. In fact, he looked delighted.

      "I haven't seen a Dark Lord in a very long time."

      My tantalizing smile sparked a rumble against my throat.

      "You've truly walked this earth for a long time to know of our endangered species."

      "It's been a long journey," he stated with a pleased chuckle.

      "I hope you're not ready for that journey to end," I suggested.

      "Are you sure you want to give me immunity? You may ruin your relationship with the Vatican."

      Now I couldn't help but laugh. "I'm the entity they worship behind closed doors. The one who gives them the power to create miracles and foresee calamities. If they dare try to ruin their relationship with me, their entire empire of worship will collapse within themselves and they know it. I give my loyalty to those who deserve it."

      "I've earned something so valuable for simply showing an act of kindness?" he inquired, as if it seemed far too good to be true.

      "No," I calmly replied. "You earned this for being a speck of light for the woman who's slowly inching her way into my cold-blooded heart. The woman who's bringing together a group of Forbidden Fruit. A princess, who will one day rule. That deserves immunity."

      Haku grinned and he bowed his head.

      "I thank you for your protection, Dark Lord," he whispered.

      "Saint Alexander," I introduced. "And thank you for yours."

      I could see the way his smile widened as he rose back up to accept the cross.

      "The barrier I've placed will fade in fifteen minutes. Will that be enough time?" he inquired.

      "Plenty," I assured him. "My queen only needs a few short minutes to rest."

      "Good," he replied and got ready to leave. "If you ever need me, Saint, simply return to this place and say my name. I will return and aid you in whatever you may need from me."

      "Your loyalty will be well rewarded," I vowed.

      "You've already paid me in full," he replied and lifted the black envelope I'd secretly left before I'd joined Willow to eat. "Thank you. This will last me a long time."

      "Good," I replied. "I'm sure we'll come again for the food."

      With that, he began to walk away - pushing his stand while humming a tune. I walked back to the bench, sitting down and gently encouraging Willow to sleep against my shoulder.

      It didn't wake her up, and I smiled at her serene face as I lifted my hand to look at my watch. The way I smiled should have been sin itself as the anticipation began to build. I hadn't fought with my other side of energy in a good while.

      With Willow resting, it was the perfect opportunity to do exactly that.

      "Fifteen minutes," I quietly sang.
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      "Willow?"

      Fourteen minutes had passed and our Blossoming Flower was still sleeping away. She didn't need to be awake to see what was about to transpire, but maybe I wanted to show off just a little.

      With a slight smile, I leaned in to press a kiss to her forehead, and slowly moved so I could lay her onto the bench. Slipping my coat off, I laid it upon her upper half, taking a moment to admire just how serene she looked.

      It felt weird to acknowledge how life was before Willow. Days and nights blended together: screams for mercy, blood cleaning, negotiations, and going to who we needed to pay "visits" to - just to ensure they knew of our capabilities.

      I doubt Willow knew just how dangerous the Forbidden Pack was, especially when she only got a taste of our world of shifter mayhem. She got her glimpse of Neo's insanity, but she didn't see what he did in the midst of the night.

      Didn't see the wall of blood paintings of valuable enemies we'd decimated. I always pondered about it, if she'd be disgusted by us when she unlocked each door that led to the pits of our dark pasts.

      Pasts. Funny. Aren't we still living it?

      I began to roll up my sleeves, my eyes still admiring our sleeping beauty. I could tell from here that the perimeter was now closed off, which meant in a minute, this place would be infested with whatever our enemies decided to send at us.

      It was too fucking amusing, honestly. Did they think because Willow was with me that I would be afraid to kill? A soft chuckle left me before I realized it.

      Tugging at my tie to loosen it completely, I laid the silk along Willow's neck. I left it loose, knowing I'd put it back on later, and began to stretch while I conjured a barrier around Willow.

      I was sure the enemies that were sent would be stupid and go for Willow first. That was how it always went. They’d go for the weakest link.

      Another chuckle left me.

      As if Willow were weak.

      Since she was sleeping, she was considered vulnerable, so what better way to end a battle than by attacking the weak first and making the strong lose enough concentration to fuck up?

      That's not happening.

      The barrier held an invisibility property, so let them gather and fight against its protective walls. All it would do was aid me in killing them faster.

      I hadn't used my dark magic in a good while – months, to be fair. Many mistook Dark Lords for wolf shifters like Onyx who could manipulate their spaces and hide in the shadows. Sure, I could port from one place to the other, but it wasn't with the help of the shadows.

      I'm the commander of the plague of darkness, tugging on the strands of people's darkest emotions that surround the atmosphere of the world no one can see with the human eye.

      Dark Lord wolves were one of the rarest of our kind. Some loved to say we were born in pits of thick, black blood. The loss of those from various races that were slain unjustly were collected from the ground with light magic and secured in a specific sanctuary for our birth.

      Due to the word "Dark," most people assumed we were evil. I wouldn't discount the word or intentions some of our kind carried, but we were born in the blood of the fallen, and our role was to come to the world and deliver justice. Reap the evil upon these lands. Foresee the moves of those who wastefully sacrificed life for their selfish benefits.

      Destroy those who dare wish for the world's ruin.

      My role at the church was the opposite side of myself. Without good, there surely wouldn't be evil, and thus I was a balance of good and bad.

      Saint who donates to various charities, uses light magic to protect, and wears white with most outfits, versus Saint of the darkness, the man who enjoys black silk and spilling the blood of all those who defy the world's order.

      With my sleeves rolled up, arms stretched, and another look at Willow, I turned around so my back faced her and looked at my watch.

      "How considerate of Haku. An extra minute to spare."

      "Saint." My sly grin widened to a full smile at the sound of Dimitris. It was courteous of him to contact me specifically instead of through the pack bond, which only told me he sensed the shift in my aura.

      The seeping force of black energy is beginning to overtake the light.

      "What's going on? You're still on the trail?"

      Sadly. Looks like someone has sent their little minions to try to finish us. Trust me, we were given the opportunity to leave, but Willow's sleeping so peacefully. It would be a shame to wake her up.

      Dimitris didn't respond immediately, which meant he was thinking very carefully about what to say - even though we both knew nothing he stated would change the approaching circumstances.

      "Where's Willow?"

      Sleeping on the bench. Don't worry. I made sure she was fed, hydrated, and not too hungover. She's just enjoying a power nap, and before you ask, there's a barrier around her.

      "Does that barrier protect her from your darkness?"

      The sternness in his voice only confirmed how worried he was. He didn't want me infecting Willow with my dark energy. I guess misery did love company, but I felt rather protective of our Blossoming Flower. It would be a shame to lose her in the exchange.

      My element won't hurt her.

      "I'm very sure of that, but I'm asking if it'll influence her."

      The same terms and conditions apply.

      "You always love to talk less when you head down this path."

      Miss my talkative banter already? Should be glad I'm not in the mood for silent treatment yet.

      "How many enemies?"

      My eyes began to scan the forest, noticing the barrier was officially broken and a light mist was blowing in. Goosebumps began to crawl up my arms, and I was fighting hard not to get giddy and jump up and down in excitement.

      Thirty? Maybe forty. Hard to count.

      "I'm sending Onyx and Neo."

      They won't be able to enter.

      "Why the fuck not?"

      Our enemy had a little fae helper.

      "Fuck."

      See? I should have become a fae.

      "You'd be an emotionless bastard as a fae."

      You have a point.

      The fae weren't as common in our world, but when they were around, they weren't the friendliest kind. Many were summoned for dirty work, while the few that came on their own accord ended up creating their own organization of trouble in the shifter world.

      It was a smart "get rich" scheme since shifters paid massive amounts of money to get the aid of a fae, but they must really be threatened by us with all the fae we'd been encountering lately.

      "Can you handle it?"

      Ask what you want to ask.

      He paused as I rolled my eyes, noticing the tattoos of black spirals and lines that began to seep into my flesh and appear along my arms.

      I cracked my neck, my blond strands beginning to shift to black while my nails began to grow sharper as their shade of nude began to drip to matte black.

      "Will you be able to pull back your darkness and bring Willow safely back?"

      When I chuckled this time, the very trees shivered as a cold breeze rushed by.

      Now, now, Dimitris Moore. What a stupid question.

      He sighed. "I'm coming over there."

      Go ahead, but I doubt our enemies will be alive by then.

      "I'm not coming there for them."

      I know.

      Slowly looking over my shoulder, I licked my lips at the sight of Willow.

      If you excuse me, I have a meal to enjoy.

      "Sain-"

      I blocked him out of my head, and I noticed my wolf as he began to walk towards the surface. His eyes of golden blue were already shifting to a deadly shade of red.

      "He's going to kick our asses later," he pointed out the obvious.

      He knows I listen to no one in this form. He's a good Alpha. I'll give him that much. But in these realms, we know how dangerous we can be.

      "Just like how he's just as lethal in his realms, Saint."

      I love how you try to speak logic in times like these.

      "If I don't, I'll lose you to the claws of insanity."

      Your devotion is appreciated.

      A dart of black shot past my cheek, cutting my flesh and crashing into the barrier that sizzled into existence.

      "Ah," I sarcastically stated as my blood began to roll down my cheek from the cut. "What creatures of the night did they bring to try to kill us, hmm?"

      "Witches," my wolf announced. "I sense four. Decent power. North, South, East, and West. They're the ones stopping the others from getting through to this blocked-off section."

      "Witches, huh?" I used my finger to catch the drop of blood that threatened to fall, enjoying the sight of thick black. "Now what in the Coven's name do we have going on, hmm? Is our sweet Willow so threatening that you have to stoop so low to try to take her out? Pathetic."

      "If they're here for Willow, there has to be some sort of political issue going on."

      Clearly.

      Warmth swarmed my injured cheek and it was healed in a flash. I lifted my hand up and wiggled my fingers. The dart that was fighting to get through my barrier shattered into raining black pieces.

      "Why don't we get the culprits out of the way?" I whispered to myself as I lifted my foot off the ground just slightly. With a stomp against the ground, the entire surface trembled, the vibrations rushing forward as I sought out my four targets.

      It took seconds to spot their hidden locations, and with a snap of my fingers, their screams shot through the air before they grew louder and louder until they were mere inches from me.

      The four of them were definitely female from their scents, and regardless of their cloaking masks, I knew they had to be a part of the Coven's assassin force because of their black getups.

      They tried to escape my black ropes, but those were made to keep my prisoners trapped for as long as I wished it.

      A day, a month, a year, a century. Ah...the good old days.

      "Let go!" a brave girl demanded. I didn't need to look far – it was the culprit right in front of me from the North. "You have no right to interfere. It's against the law!"

      "Law?" I questioned in pure mockery. "What law gives you the right to kill a wolf shifter? Or worse: what makes you think you can mess with the Forbidden?"

      I didn't need to see her face through her mask to hear the gulp in her throat, and I shook my head as a tsk left my lips.

      "First the bomb attack and now this? Desperation is imminent, isn't it. Definitely shows in your sloppy attempts to take down a woman that has nothing to do with any of you."

      "She's an abomination and needs to be eliminated!" the woman to my left sneered.

      "Stop, Alga!" the one to the right demanded.

      My hand was already moving, and she was soon a screaming mess, followed with gurgles of her own blood while those wide eyes of black with hues of purple magic lowered to see my nails had just darted right through her neck. Her magic was desperately trying to save her, but all it was doing was filling up the cores of my nails that continued to absorb the magical force.

      "Abomination?" I questioned and my voice was unrecognizable as it was filled with menace. "Our Blossoming Flower who wasn't worthy of your cult of bitches is now an abomination for being born with magic? A woman your Council of Magical Beings confirmed was far too different to belong. Yet, from the flow of your magic, you're a human-born, chemically created witch and yet you're not the abomination?"

      She couldn't answer because her eyes were losing life, and all I could do was laugh as I gave a devilish grin. "Let my face be the last you see, child. Tell your maker you brought death upon yourself and will carry all the sins you've committed upon these lands in a world that was never destined to be yours to walk upon.”

      I pulled my nails out, and she crumbled to the floor, her magic leaving her body and being sucked into my long nails that began to retract. By the time they were to their "normal" sharp length, the witch's body was nothing but black salt.

      The other three were speechless and I sighed.

      "Who's next?"

      "You can't do this!" the witch before me had the audacity to scream - again. "This is murder!"

      "Under the supernatural law for shifters and magic-users, any immunity between shifter and magic-user becomes invalid if one race decides to attack the other without written order, warrant, or permission from the High Court. Any witch that attacks a supernatural will not face consequences if ordered. If not and found guilty of attacking a supernatural of any type, they are ranked as murderers."

      The rules were ones made centuries ago, and from their lack of knowledge, they were clearly not taught. It was obvious the Coven was using weaklings  like these as cattle to do their dirty work.

      "I can easily prove you attacked me first. Therefore, killing you isn't a sin I'll be carrying," I concluded, "it's self-defense."

      Her eyes widened, but she was already screaming as black flames tore through her body and burned her into ash in five seconds flat. When she was a pile of ash on the floor, her magic rushed into my nails, and I admired their dangerous glow that pulsed with power.

      "How dare you!" the one to my right snapped. "Stealing magic is forbidden!"

      "It ain't stealing if you’re dead," I tossed back like it wasn't a big deal. "Why waste such precious magic that could go to my sleeping beauty when she's ready to destroy this Vile Queen of yours?"

      "We know nothing!" she snapped.

      I sighed and shook my head as my nail was now at her chin and lifting her head up enough for her to see my eyes of flaming red. "Really?" I inquired. "Funny. I never asked if you knew anything."

      Her eyes widened at her obvious mistake, but I was becoming bored.

      "Don't worry. I don't have time for torture. I want to snuggle with Willow tonight. Maybe she'll let me."

      This witch clearly didn't understand what I was saying, but she was the next to scream shrilly as she fought to wiggle out of my rope’s hold. She looked down to see her legs were on fire, but these were normal flames that worked slowly to burn her flesh.

      "This was how they used to execute witches to prove their innocence," I voiced like this was a casual conversation. "A shame, really. So many witches' magic lost to prove they were witches."

      My nails were already doing their diligence in retrieving the magic energy from the screaming woman. The death was slow and agonizing compared to the other two, but maybe if she'd given me some information on this Vile Queen, I would have made things quick.

      She screamed until her throat gave out and her lungs were the next to suffer the extent of my flames. I watched as her life was seeping out of her, and she boldly stared at me with immense hate.

      Too bad it did nothing to me. It only made smiling easier as the flames danced across the lenses of my red orbs. She was gone before I knew it, her bones dropping to the floor as my rope disappeared.

      That left the last one, but I knew her silence wasn't for nothing.

      "Now, now. That's cheating, don't you think?" I asked as I felt the gun to my head that was held by the last witch. "You shouldn't be able to move."

      "You're right," she hissed and I was sure tears were running down her cheeks. "You believe we'll let that fucking hybrid bitch be a part of our kind?"

      "It's funny that's how you feel when one of the strongest and youngest witch hybrids is a member of the Coven Council now. Didn't you get the memo?"

      "That hybrid misfit will never be one of us! She's an outcast and deserves to be discarded! She only got into that position because of money and her connection with that bitch! You hybrids don't follow tradition! You think because you're endangered and allowed to live because of your rarity that you can take our positions and rights! Let me tell you this before I send you to the fucking grave. Your psychotic bitch will never take our queen's rightful place. She worked her whole life for the role! No one will steal what is rightfully hers!"

      "Blah. Blah. Blah."

      My eyes widened at the monotone sound and I dared to take a step forward and swiftly turn around at the sense of tension that spiked through the air. The final witch's eyes were as wide as the others’ had been as their deaths approached.

      The gun she carried was trembling with her entire arm, and she struggled to say anything as the hovering force of power thrummed behind her.

      "Talk. Talk. Talk. Never doing the walking."

      Willow stepped out from behind the woman, and I must have experienced heart palpitations because I couldn't define how fucking hot she looked at the moment. I could tell right away this wasn't "Willow." This was the psychotic switch that could have easily killed us way back in the forest after she'd been chased and injured.

      I knew without a doubt that this was what Dimitris was worried about - my darkness being some sort of trigger for her mental state that would provoke this.

      My coat was sitting perfectly on her shoulders, and her hair was tied up with my tie. Her legs were covered in tattoos, something I'd not yet seen to this extent, but it only added to her sexiness.

      Her eyes were voided of emotion, and they were hollows of black with rings of glowing neon pink. She looked like a demon with her cynical smile.

      I fucking love her.

      "Don't eat her, please," my wolf reminded me. "We'd be dead before you can explain how your intense lust encouraged you to eat her."

      The real question is, would she let me eat her?

      My poor wolf just stared at me, but I tuned him out as my focus was back on Willow and the witch.

      "Go ahead. Kill me! It'll be treason."

      I almost barked in laughter at her statement. "Hold on. So, it's treason when she does it, but last time I checked she would never be one of you guys. Do the rules change to be convenient for you and you alone?"

      The woman paled at my statement while Willow skipped over and was next to the woman the next second. Suddenly there was a gun against her head as Willow leaned right in to whisper.

      "I'm. An. Abomination," she gleefully stated with an added giggle. "Rules. Do. Not. Define. Me!"

      That was all she had to say as she didn't hesitate to pull the trigger. The bullet of glowing pink didn't stop after going through the woman’s head - it soared through the air and down the path we'd walked upon, and suddenly a burst of multiple bullets exploded and pierced through black creatures that screamed in agony.

      The woman's body didn't even drop to the ground before it was nothing but pink crystallized dust, and the witch's magic was now a crystallized ball hovering in the air.

      We stared at it, and I expected her to take it, but she giggled and began to skip around me while the ball of pink floated towards me. I outstretched my hand so it could land right in my palm, but my eyes were following Willow as she giggled and skipped.

      "Willow, don't you want this?"

      "Later. Later. Fun now!" All I could do was shrug as the crystallized ball shattered and the magic swarmed into my nails like the other streams of magical energy.

      Lowering my hands, I observed around us once to take in the remaining enemies.

      "She took out fifteen." My wolf sounded shocked. I didn't blame him. Her gunshot somehow managed to travel so far and destroy multiple targets.

      Why do I have a strong feeling we've only peeled the surface of our Blossoming Flower?

      "Because that's exactly what we've done and I'll admit, I'm intrigued."

      I licked my lips and moved without thinking, my arm now around Willow's waist before she was pressed against me. Her eyes locked onto mine while I fought hard not to kiss her - or eat her - but my wolf growled in warning in my mind.

      "Saint."

      I ignored him while I bit my lip. Fuck, she'd be so delicious to eat. It had been a while since I'd last eaten a soul of such magnetizing power, but my heart was still stuttering at her immense beauty. Adding her beautiful scent of cherry blossoms and lavender, I was making a tricky decision.

      I was surprised as my free hand moved to cover my own mouth, and she was firmly kissing the back of it. I almost hissed at the pain, and my eyes only widened as I suddenly felt an array of emotions - calm, excitement, heightened delight, and lust.

      My wolf was just as shocked, his eyes massive as we began to realize what the flying fuck our Willow had just done.

      She pulled away, and I was left turning my hand around to see the obvious branded mark on the back of my hand - a circle of thick black that protected the interior design of black and white. It was like looking at a Yin Yang portrait, only the white exploded with various colors of light while the black displayed desolation.

      Her giggle brought me back to reality. Her grin was priceless.

      "Mine."

      Okay. I may have just cum from that fucking word.

      Explosions and eerie screams came from all around us as balls of silver and purple burst outward to kill the remaining summoned creatures.

      I arched an eyebrow at Willow, and she merely giggled happily as she hopped.

      "Playtime!"

      "Playtime?" I repeated. I couldn't even move fast enough; she was to my left with her leg up - a staff of silver crashing into her shifted barrier. One look and I knew the individual holding it was actually on our side.

      "Oh," I began and tried to figure out why Viktor was attacking us.

      "He isn't attacking 'us.' He's attacking you because you're dumb ass blocked out Dimitris and he probably thinks you've lost your fucking mind and want to eat Willow, which was what you had every intention of doing."

      Until she branded me.

      "That's irrelevant!"

      Hmm. It's in the past.

      I ignored him for a moment as Viktor pushed back to land a few feet away. Willow lowered her leg and crossed her arms.

      "Vikky!"

      "Vikky?" I questioned her, only to quickly move to grab a hold of her as a massive wolf literally came into existence - purple sparks of wrath striking nearby trees and setting them on fire.

      I was delighted that Dimitris thought of me as such a pain in the ass that he had to use this form to retrieve his Beta maiden. But he wasn't getting her that easily, not with how strong this newly formed bond was.

      "Now, now, Alpha," I began as Dimitris landed and growled menacingly. "I'm not taking your prince or princess away."

      Surprisingly, Willow was already out of my grasp and before Dimitris by the time we could blink. I couldn't help but pout because I’d thought this would turn into an amazing “fight for our woman” debate, but there she was, patting Dimitris’s snout.

      "Safe. Happy. Full." I wasn't sure if she was trying to confirm I hadn't gone off the rails and hurt her, but her stoic statement seemed to stop Dimitris from growling. He called off the sparks of intense magic around his body, and within a few short seconds, Dimitris was standing there - naked and looking at Willow as she giggled.

      "Alpha. Hi." She gave an odd wave and kissed him on the cheek. Then she began skipping all over the place until she paused and looked to be hugging the air.

      "Bulky!"

      There was a sigh before Onyx literally appeared out of thin air, black shadows licking his flesh while his eyes of silver were assessing Willow. He was clearly holding a syringe, and she looked over to it with a pout on her cute face.

      "No. Play!"

      Onyx looked like he was debating, but a sigh came from beside me and there was Neo.

      "Let her be, for now, Onyx. Doesn't look like she has the intention of killing us."

      "But..." he began, but Jayce walked out from the opposite side of the forest, just wearing black shorts, which told me he'd surely shifted to get here.

      "She's a lot tamer than last time," Jayce announced. Willow were suddenly next to him, and he paused mid-stride as she looked at him.

      "Hot!"

      My eyes met Jayce's. We both knew what she meant. But she giggled, gave him a hug, and was off to skip and giggle away.

      "Why do I feel we all deserve to be on a mental ward?" Jayce pondered as he reached where Neo and I stood.

      "Sounds fun," I tossed back. Jayce gave me a look while Neo arched an eyebrow at me.

      "Who turned you into a Dark Lord?" he inquired.

      Guess the cat’s out of the bag.

      "It's no secret." I shrugged casually while Dimitris was literally stomping towards me.

      "Here we go," my wolf complained.

      Dimitris didn't get to even punch me because Willow was there with a frowning face.

      "Mine!" She slapped his hand lightly, and yet the mere movement left cuts that had him bleeding the next second. We all just blankly stared at the result as Onyx and Viktor were now standing in our semi-circle and staring at Willow.

      She was just staring at the damage before she slowly looked over at me.

      "Fix?"

      "I could, but then I gotta go."

      She shrugged. "Bye!"

      I laughed, but couldn't help but lean in and place a kiss on her cheek. "Next time you kiss me properly."

      She laughed in reply and that was good enough for me. I called in the darkness while the warmth of my light magic shot out to flood my body from the inside all the way to my mindset, and just like that, I was the normal "Saint."

      "Before you kill me, I can explain," I reasoned and put my hands up, pleading. "I wasn't going to eat her."

      "Eat what?" Onyx questioned as his eyes darkened.

      "Maybe we should have this conversation later?" Jayce suggested.

      "And we better move. I sense cops and witches," Neo added.

      "I can hold them off for now," Viktor announced.

      "When did you get back?" I inquired.

      "I feel like that isn't the prime question here," Viktor retorted.

      "FIX!"

      We all looked to Willow, who was still pointing at Dimitris's bleeding fist.

      "Oh. Sorry, Blossoming Flower," I apologized, and without lifting a finger, my golden light of healing was around Dimitris's fist and healing it perfectly.

      Dimitris was still glaring daggers at me, but I blinked my eyes innocently.

      "I was possessed by the devil. You can't blame me."

      Dimitris tilted his head just slightly, and I could see the bolts of purple in the hollows of his irises. I bet he was dying to strike me with a bolt or two.

      "Wait. Where's Willow?"

      We all blinked as we realized our pink-haired beauty was missing.

      "Fuck," Onyx groaned. "She moves like a fucking vampire."

      Viktor sighed. "I'll track her."

      "Hmm. Not necessary," Neo admitted. "She's nearby. I can see her energy. She's...skipping around something."

      "Is that something dangerous enough to kill her?" I asked.

      "Nope. Feels like flowers."

      "Flowers," I whispered. "Fuck. Track her! Those are blood roses!"

      All of them looked at me, but I didn't have time to explain why I knew that.

      "Just move!"

      All of us were going to move but Neo suddenly stated, "Wait."

      We literally froze in a jolt as he held his hand up to stop us. He tugged on his blindfold to pull it down to his neck, his eyes opening as the intensity of magic coursed through his eyes.

      The spinning red circles were spinning so quickly, it almost made his eyes look like he carried red irises, but from his expression, he looked confused.

      "She just set them on fire."

      "What?" we all gasped.

      "She's coming back," Neo announced, and not a moment later Willow was back with a single red rose that glowed with immense power.

      We all eyed her carefully. Only Onyx was brave enough to approach her.

      "Sugar, why did you just light those on fire and keep one?"

      She blinked as if she weren't translating what he'd said. It took a few added seconds before she replied, "Blackmail."

      Okay. That was fucking adorable.

      Clearly, the rest of us felt it was far too amusing because we were snickering. Even Dimitris was losing his 'I'll fuck shit up' expression as his lips curled in amusement.

      "This is the longest she's been in this state," Onyx noted. "I wonder if it's okay?"

      Willow skipped over to Viktor, surprisingly, and offered the rose.

      "Vikky! Rose."

      "It's Viktor, Willow."

      "Vikky!"

      "Might as well give up trying to change that," Onyx suggested.

      Viktor sighed and accepted the rose. "What am I doing with this?"

      "Protect," Willow encouraged. "Queen. Vile. Life source. Fun!"

      "Is she saying that rose has something to do with the Vile Queen?" Jayce suggested.

      What the...is the Vatican working with the witches?

      It wasn't something I could completely disregard, but on normal occasions, they despised one another.

      "Bye."

      We returned our gazes to Willow, but she was literally gone - again.

      "Oh, for fuck's sake," Dimitris huffed.

      "I'll get her," Neo concluded.

      "Where did she go?" I asked.

      "She's on the bench."

      We all frowned and looked back to see she was literally lying on the bench as if she hadn't been awake and doing crazy shit for minutes.

      I felt a little relieved that she was actually asleep. We all decided to migrate, walking over to the bench in silence before Neo lifted her up and opened her eye to see if she was actually asleep.

      "Hmm. She's out."

      Onyx scanned her with his eyes. "I'm not sure if I need to give her a dose or not. Her energy levels don't seem too low."

      "All of this is weird," Viktor grumbled.

      "Did you literally just come from the airport?" Jayce inquired.

      "I was notified by Beta Malachite that there was weird activity in NYC tonight due to the event. I wasn't going to chill in Russia with the obvious assumption that weird activity had Willow as one of the targets."

      "We should return to the safe house," Neo encouraged. "We're running out of time."

      "Hold up," Dimitris huffed and his eyes were obviously on me. I sighed and lifted my left hand to try to run my hands through my hair.

      "Seriously, I was-"

      "What's that on the back of your hand?" he asked instead and I paused in the very movement to blink.

      "We're never going to sleep at this point." My wolf looked exhausted.

      "See...that depends on whether Neo and Onyx are going to kill me."

      They were both staring at the mark. I was surprised they weren't trying to murder me.

      Onyx didn't seem very pleased by it, but Neo looked curious.

      "She branded you." He wasn't stating it like it was a question. He knew what happened.

      How long was he hiding around?

      "I'm not sure how she did it," I admitted. "I'm a bit confused as to how she functioned...well...obediently to do this."

      "This is why I asked you if your darkness would have an effect on her," Dimitris growled.

      Yup. I'm getting a long-ass lecture.

      "Oops?" I suggested. "Not my fault we were getting jumped by four witches and their demonic, summoned creatures.”

      "It was witches?" Viktor inquired. "From the Coven?"

      "Witches for sure," I confirmed. "Unsure if they were directly ordered by the Coven, but that's not the vibe I got. They certainly were followers of the Vile Queen, whoever that is."

      "Why did I have a strong feeling that the emergency call to this location would involve the Forbidden?"

      We all looked over to see Aurelia speed walking in heels to us. I caught onto the large wolf sitting patiently on the road. I'd never seen him before, but he was clearly only here for Aurelia's sake.

      "You guys have two fucking minutes to get out of here or I can't get you out of this shit! Why do I sense that a witch has died here?"

      "Four, to be frank," I replied, and everyone looked at me. "It's not murder when they attack you first. Plus, did you think I was going to let them hurt my mate? I don't think..." I trailed off because it literally just clicked into my mind. "Holy fuck...Willow mated me!"

      "Your thought process really makes you look dumb at times," Jayce noted.

      "All the time," Dimitris grumbled.

      "Hmm. At least he's useful when he needs to be," Neo noted.

      "I think we should go." Onyx sighed. "I'm too tired to deal with this shit without a drink."

      "Some hard whisky would be nice," Viktor grumbled.

      "When did you get back?" Aurelia asked.

      "Thirty minutes ago, and before you ask, yes, I'm the one who jumped out of a plane."

      We all looked at him with wide eyes, before I bravely asked, "So...aren't you worried they're going to announce that on the news?"

      "I didn't use my real name," he stated like that was obvious. "Can we go already? I don't have the patience."

      "How are we getting out?"

      "I can teleport you, but it'll need to go through Viktor. He's not necessarily connected to your pack so if they try and investigate you guys, the trail will end cold."

      "Got it."

      We gathered around Viktor, who remained in the middle of our circle. Neo was still holding Willow in his arms.

      We were ready, but I had to make a statement.

      "Aurelia?"

      "What, Saint?" she huffed, clearly nervous at the idea of being caught helping us.

      I turned my head enough to see her golden orbs.

      "Do not trust the Coven." My voice was as deadly as the darkness that had controlled me minutes earlier. "They don't accept you in the position you're in, and it’s only a matter of time before they try to take you out. Understood?"

      She seemed shocked by my words, but she couldn't hide the slight sadness that trickled into her magical orbs as she slowly nodded.

      "I understand, Saint. Thanks for the warning."

      She began to do her thing, her magic gathering around her body as her hair began to levitate. I returned my attention to the others, but my thoughts were already roaming - replaying everything that just happened.

      Lifting my left hand, I stared down at it to admire the fascinating design while my body thrummed with excitement as I felt the new connection that was obviously different from the pack bond.

      "This is supposed to be impossible." My wolf quietly stated the obvious, and it was clear he was just as astonished as I internally felt.

      He was right; this wasn't supposed to happen. I once had a mate...a beautiful human who was too naive to see she was being used against me.

      The reminder still pierced my heart with regret, but I licked my lips.

      Mother Moon is giving me a second chance. I can't go eating my mate a second time.
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Branding, Invitation, And Police Problems: Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      ~WILLOW~

      "If this is going to involve a long tale where you saved the world from the darkness and were reincarnated into a holy being the church worships, you're going to have to book a damn appointment because I'm fucking late!"

      I rushed out of the washroom to my wardrobe to pull out a black blouse. Taking it off the hanger and getting my arms into the sleeves, I turned around and bumped right into Saint's muscular chest.

      He hooked an arm around my waist to stop me from falling, and before he could further our going-nowhere conversation, I placed my hand upon his mouth.

      "Not another word!" He stared at me with those bright blue eyes of his, while his long locks messily fell to the sides of his face. This specific move felt a little familiar to me, but I'd never done this to Saint before.

      "You realize I can speak through this method now, right?"

      My brow arched as I tilted my head slightly at his seductive voice.

      "You have five minutes to explain to me why your semi-naked ass was snuggling me up like we’re fucking mates or I'll get Neo to kill you."

      "Aww." His voice was muffled against the palm of my hand, which actually tickled. "Don't do that. I don't want to die."

      I rolled my eyes and let my hand lower so I could hear him fluently. He let me go but proceeded to help me button my shirt like I'd even asked him.

      "See, long story short, you were a bit wasted so I was assigned to take you home. We pit stopped to get some food from a Korean cart because you were hungry, and you fell asleep on the bench with me," he began as he reached the button that would close the part of my shirt that was just below my cleavage. "We were ambushed by some evil witches who summoned these creatures from the depths of darkness and it riled me up enough to show off a little. I was about to kill the last witch when she got the upper hand to kill me, and there was our Blossoming Flower, delivering sinister blows of death and getting rid of half of the monsters with a single pink bullet. It was fucking hot."

      The look I gave him made him pause in his apparent duty to button my shirt, all while his eyes bored into mine as they softened.

      "Then I was going to be a bit bad because I got lost in my hidden nature of eating souls and tried to eat your soul."

      Okay...

      He was clearly waiting for a response from me, even though we were clearly drifting closer to one another.

      "And then?"

      "I almost did." His voice lowered as he let go of one side of my shirt to lay his left hand upon his mouth. The obvious symbol of our bond stared back at me. Instead of waiting for him to finish, I moved on instinct - going on my tiptoes to press my lips lightly against the back of his hand.

      He shivered, and I felt the spike of desire through the new connection I'd noticed the moment I woke up. That was a bit of a shocker, but it was Neo reminding me that I had an unexpected meeting with Albert at the old office in forty-five minutes that left me freaking out to get ready.

      I loved how he wasn't freaking out about this, though I could sense Onyx was a little annoyed even though I had no clue where he was.

      Pulling away to return my gaze to Saint's, the word quietly left my lips.

      "Mine."

      "That's exactly what you said," he mumbled as he lowered his hand once more. "And then Viktor and Dimitris tried to kill me.

      I gawked at the shift in topic, which made him chuckle as he leaned right in to actually kiss me. It was unexpected, his lips far too tender in comparison to the intense hunger thrumming between us.

      I understood now that this was because of the newly-made bond, but I was fighting the urge to say "fuck it" and enjoy Saint right here and now. As much as my body wanted him, my mind needed us to slow the fuck down because I'd yet to fully adjust to being mated to Neo and Onyx, and all of sudden I was now mated to Saint because my psychotic side went possessive and claimed Saint like he was a play toy.

      Maybe it just felt like that because he was so playful versus his serious side that was more of a rarity in itself.

      Deciding to relax, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sweet kiss. Our lips moved slowly, cautiously, while his arms moved to wrap around me and keep me close to him.

      There was a protective compassion to his hold, as if he was suddenly not used to showing such emotions and now was delving into those sensations. The sound of the safety going off tugged us out of the sweet moment, and Saint sighed after he released my lips.

      "C'mon, Dimitris. You know I'm not even in the mood to eat souls right now!"

      My eyes moved over to see Dimitris in his half-opened-dress-shirt glory with the biggest scowl on his unimpressed face. Just from the black circles under his eyes, I could tell he'd barely slept.

      "She has a meeting," Dimitris huffed. "And we have business to deal with."

      "Clean up?" Saint offered.

      "Obviously, now get dressed. You already had your possessive time with Willow."

      "Possessive time?" I inquired and noticed Viktor leaning against the door frame. It took me a hot minute, but I ignored whatever was said and was in front of Viktor in three steps - or maybe it was one blurred one.

      "Vikky!"

      His frown only deepened, and I snickered at his expression.

      "I’ve got no clue where that came from, but hey, Viktor!" I greeted and hugged him. He sighed and hugged me back. "When did you get back?"

      "Thirty minutes before you went cray-cray?" he suggested.

      "Cray-cray? Where in the hood terminology did you learn that? From Russia?"

      "A friend of mine likes to use that kind of terminology."

      "You have friends?" I teased and leaned back to admire him. "I missed you guarding my troublesome ass."

      "At least you know how troublesome you are," he muttered and looked at Saint. "Except for the bringer of darkness over there."

      "C'mon. I wasn't that bad."

      "You kept Willow hostage the moment we got back and wouldn't give her back," Viktor elaborated.

      I looked over my head to see his blank stare as he seemed to be talking to his wolf.

      "Hmmm. My wolf says I was a possessive fucker. I don't remember that," Saint whined. "I'm not guilty!"

      "You just admitted to being a possessive fucker and now you're not guilty?" Dimitris huffed. He practically threw his gun at the side of Saint's head.

      "Ah! Abuse! I'm calling HR!"

      "Am I HR?" I inquired.

      "Yes!" Saint exclaimed. "I'm being abused, mate. Save me from their wrath."

      I smirked at the 'mate' usage and thought about it. "Only if we get to party hard like that again."

      "I'll take you to any party you want, Blossoming Flower," he vowed with a wink.

      "Alright. You're free from your charges," I concluded.

      "You don't even know half the shit he did," Dimitris argued.

      "Sure, sure. Tried to eat my soul, whatever," I tossed out like it literally meant nothing. "Can you take your argument outside so I can finish changing?"

      "I don't mind staying to watch." Saint beamed.

      "OUT!" Dimitris snapped, and Saint skipped out of the room, a smile on his face.

      "Jayce, where are you? I need to file for security protection from our Alpha!"

      Viktor just shook his head and looked at me. "I'll get the car ready. I can drive you to work, but I have to wrap up a few things."

      "No worries. Neo and Jayce are tagging along today. I'll be fine." Neo had already explained that he and Jayce would be going with me for this apparent meeting. It looked like Onyx had something to do and seeing as Dimitris was here saying something about cleaning up, I could assume he and Saint would be on their way to cover up any trails we potentially left behind with last night's - or early this morning’s - ambush.

      He nodded and reached out to stroke his hands through my long locks. "Your hair is white, by the way."

      "Hmm?" I literally hadn't noticed the entire time I'd been rushing. "I'll get that worked on," I assured him, noticing how his hand lingered as it moved to press against my cheek. We shared a look before he let go. "I'll see you in a bit."

      "Mhmm," I replied and watched him leave. Closing the door, I turned to face the elephant in the room.

      Or the fuming Alpha who was sleep-deprived.

      "I don't know what I did, but do I need to apologize now or after you lecture me?"

      He stared silently at me, and I decided to multitask, my legs taking me back to my closet to pick out a pair of pants. The decision shouldn't have taken me so long, and yet I couldn't decide.

      A pair of white pants caught my attention, and I picked them up to admire their smooth texture. "Maybe I'll go with white."

      "No."

      I didn't freak out at the closeness of Dimitris's voice, but I did tense up at the movement of his arm that hooked around my waist and pulled me into a back hug.

      "Dimitris."

      "Just wear anything else but white, please," he muttered into my neck, sounding absolutely exhausted as he held me a little tighter.

      The tension in my muscles loosened as I relaxed in his hold.

      “You want me to wear something else?"

      He simply nodded into my neck, and I decided to look at my options.

      "What about pink?" I suggested.

      "Sure," he muttered, his lips brushing along my flesh. I actually worried about why he seemed so down. Lowering the pants back into its drawer, I slowly moved so I could face him before I wrapped my arms around his frame and pulled him into a hug.

      It took me a second to realize the height shift, but my focus was on Dimitris as I slowly rubbed his back and whispered, "Did you really think I'd be a victim of soul-eating?"

      I still wasn't getting the whole soul-eating reference, but I was kind of hoping Viktor would give me a crash course on 'What the Fuck Happened Last Night: Party Edition.’

      I’d always seemed to get into some sort of trouble when he was out of town when I was younger. I guess the same thing still happened with his absence. My poor guard wouldn't get a vacation unless he followed me - which didn't sound like a bad idea after what we'd gone through these last crazy months.

      Dimitris just hugged me back, but I could feel his fear, the anxiety at the mere thought of me falling into those very circumstances and slipping from his grasp.

      And as my Alpha, he'd feel my demise and it would haunt him forever.

      "Wanna talk about it?" I suggested.

      "No time," he muttered.

      "Let me make time," I whispered.

      He pulled back to meet my eyes, and he didn't stop the actual tears that formed in his.

      Fuck.

      Either this soul-eating thing triggered a bad memory, or I was missing something. I moved my rough hand to wipe away the tear that escaped his left eye.

      Reaching for his hand, I held it gently before tugging him with me to the nightstand where my phone was charging. One ring was all I needed for Viktor to pick up.

      "Can you tell Albert I'll be a bit late? I need to take care of something first."

      "I'll get on it," Viktor replied. I loved how he never asked questions as to why. He left that for after when we were heading to our destination, and that was really important in a prime time like this.

      "Thank you."

      "Anytime."

      I hung up and placed my phone back on the stand. With my hand still in his, I guided Dimitris to the washroom and after closing the door, I let go of his hand to lean against the sink counter, my eyes meeting his as I lifted my arms.

      "Now we’ve got plenty of time," I whispered. He didn't hesitate to move into my long arms that wrapped around him as he literally broke down into heavy sobs.

      Never would I have thought I'd witness Dimitris break down. I could see him losing his shit, laughing up a storm, executing pure professionalism, but the idea of seeing him shedding even a single tear made my heart ache for him.

      He carried so much upon his shoulders, and I realized he had no one to share his troubles with. No Luna to express his concerns to, and until now, he didn't really have a Beta because he didn't want to show weakness.

      I was sure he'd learned how to deal with his emotions on his own within the years of being the Alpha of the Forbidden Pack and studying Neo, Saint, and Jayce. But with Onyx and I joining the equation and the chaos that had brewed since the moment I signed that contract, I bet it was getting to be too much for him.

      The various emotions he'd feel on the daily, the ongoing behind-the-scenes interactions and meetings he'd have on our pack's behalf, and his own personal duty as Alpha to make sure we didn't just die randomly were some of the many burdens he carried rather flawlessly.

      Deep down, I felt like Dimitris expressed his anger and annoyance easily because it would make him look strict while telling the rest of the world he was a no-nonsense kind of man. No one would think twice about pushing him around in this field of business, and in the shifter realms, he'd be feared by those who underestimated his power.

      The hardest part of that was he didn't have a shoulder to lean on. He couldn't just share his own insecurities and needs in hopes someone else would fill his shoes and take over for a few damn minutes.

      This was what he signed up for, and he either had to suck it up or cost us, his pack, the consequences his absence would potentially deliver.

      Dimitris calmed down after a few minutes. My muscled chest was drenched in his tears, but I didn't care. A good cry always helped one feel a little better, even if it was a fragment of peace.

      "Now, Alpha," I began to catch his attention as he pulled out of the hug to compose himself. "You're supposed to confide in me when you're in need of a helping hand."

      He huffed, which made me smile, but his eyes softened as he nodded slightly.

      "Too bad you were dealing with Dark Lords trying to eat your soul."

      "You should explain that to my clueless self because that sounds both cool and fucked up," I voiced. "Do eaten souls cross over?"

      "If the Dark Lord likes them enough," he answered without missing a beat, which surprised me.

      "Dimitris." My rough voice was low. "Did I trigger something?"

      He didn't say anything at first, his eyes staring into mine as if he were trying to find even a smidge of judgment in my orbs. He clearly didn't find any because he swallowed the lump in his throat and ran his hands through his short locks.

      "You didn't do anything," he admitted. "It wasn't your fault...I'm just tired."

      I knew there was more to it than that, and I reached out for his hand to tug him close enough that his waist was at sink level with him between my spread-out legs.

      'There's more than that, isn't there?" I quietly asked up close, our lips just barely touching. He closed his eyes and leaned in to press his forehead against mine.

      I didn't pressure him to say anything more while embracing how this intimate moment felt. To humans, this would have been weird, but between wolves, this move meant so damn much.

      It meant even more to me because this symbol of respect finally applied to me. It was a sign that included me as another wolf shifter and not a mere human.

      "When Mihkel died...it was around the holidays," he whispered. "He was my younger brother. It was years ago...when I was younger and too blinded by the desire to get revenge for our family after being outcasted. My father was like Roberto. Not in the sense of abuse and torture...at least not to us, but he was a man of promises. He was lost in a delusion of power, thinking no one would betray him. He was a fool walking upon a path towards his doom, and when he finally ran out of wood to walk upon, his 'loyal' packmates let him fall. They sold him to the highest bidder and he was tortured and killed. Our mother disappeared, and I could only assume she was killed as well. Heck, maybe she ran away to start a new life, who fucking knows. Regardless of their actions and doom, Mihkel and I were homeless."

      I was surprised by his admission as he leaned slightly back to fiddle with my hand in his grasp. "Due to the circumstances of my father's death and the obvious label of ‘criminal,’ we lost everything: the luxury, the fame, the respect. We became trash in a matter of twenty-four hours, and we started to live our lives as homeless boys," he explained. "It was hard, especially during the winter months. It was the first time in a long while that Cali was getting hit with snowstorms. It almost felt like the Universe was punishing us, but we fought through it, the cardboard shelters and starving stomachs. We did everything we could to survive, until I had enough."

      His eyes sought mine as he lifted his gaze.

      "How could I be an Alpha and be struggling? How could I allow us to be so beaten down by the harsh cruelty of society's selfish ways of life that we'd go days without food and barely any water? I was sick of it, and so I decided to get my hands dirty and work towards making a reputation for myself. It wasn't easy, and most of the time the things I did were illegal, but at least it proved I was alive. It proved that I could be a force people bowed to, and my actions helped us finally get shelter. I covered my hands in blood, and after a while, I began my search for my own group of Forbidden."

      He smirked slightly as the memories surely filtered through his mind.

      "Neo was first. Then came Saint, and soon Jayce joined. We were all different, but there was one thing that brought us together," he admitted. "We were all endangered wolves. Types of wolves that didn't carry the normal instinctive forces. Our titles were sacred, if you want to think about it that way, and we carried power no one could comprehend until it was pushing them towards death. Our uniqueness was what built our reputation quickly. Soon enough, we were rich, and it wouldn't be long before we could finally find a place of our own and just do what we wanted."

      He stared at my fingers once more, and I could see the sadness well up in his eyes.

      "I was working my ass off to make Mihkel proud. For him to be protected and soon, to have the ability to do whatever he wanted. I was so lost in my desire that I didn't notice his decline. I didn't grasp the signs until he couldn't handle my change anymore. I'd cloaked my hands in too much blood, and I guess...I was no different from my father. No different from the man who placed us in our horrendous predicament, and maybe he ultimately feared I'd die just like Father and leave him behind with nothing."

      He shrugged as a single tear left his eyes once more.

      "Mikhel's suicide wasn't necessarily his decision," Dimitris whispered. "The night he died, he'd been walking through a forest, one that resembled the one you and Saint were in. They call it Suicide Forest because the suicide counts in those depths are unimaginable. Every state has one, and sadly, my Mihkel stumbled upon ours."

      He closed his eyes and squeezed my hand as he muttered, "Those blood roses are the reason for the high rates. Their scent permeates the forest at a certain time every night, and it lures those with the darkest set of thoughts during that prime moment. They have no clue it's happening because they're lost in their own crumbling sadness, and it's not until they kill themselves that they realize their blood is seeping into the soil and feeding those very flowers, and that they died in vain. That their desire to die wasn't strong enough to finish the deed without assistance, and though they got exactly that, they all regret it. Every single one."

      My heart dropped as I recalled years ago when I'd landed in that forest and met the food stand man who listened to all my troubles. I was desperate to be heard and was just tired of life, and he most likely saved me from that very fate.

      "Seeing that you could have gone down that same path frightened me," he admitted. "Deep down, I knew Saint wouldn't eat your soul. The type of wolf he carries eats souls when he triggers his dark side. The problem with that is that he can only eat the souls of those who have inflicted pain upon him. An enemy who has every intention of killing him. A woman who fakes being in love with him for money. Anyone who carries the intention of hurting him can have their soul eaten by that dark side of his, but it doesn't mean he doesn't mind having a mere taste. Everything from that to the worry and tension from the others, and then Onyx's obvious jealousy…it was just fucking with me. It's just too overwhelming and I just need a moment to fucking breathe."

      "And a nap," I suggested with a slight smile.

      He actually pouted, which was so fucking cute, and I leaned in and very lightly kissed him. "I've known many Alphas in my life. Many men who flaunted their power and massive packs and demanded the world to respect them, but you're the only Alpha I can confidently say this to," I began in firm seriousness. "I respect you, Dimitris. The sacrifices you make for your pack without us realizing it, the sleepless nights you spend to make sure no one fucks shit up for us during the day, the long hours, the lack of meals, the various business moves, and the check-ins to make sure no one betrays us behind our backs is so much work. I may have been born with the genetic power of an Alpha, but you inspire me to be more observant. To yearn for better and gain more knowledge about each of you. It's a long fucking road, but I want to learn to be a better Beta so I can be there for you. So that I can back you up when you need a damn break."

      I paused to basically sum it up. "I guess I want to make sure I'm there for you through thick and thin. But I need you to know that I'm grateful for your protectiveness."

      Wrapping my fingers around his hand, I pulled him in for another kiss - this one longer and deeper. I broke the kiss to pull him into a hug, and we remained like that for a long time.

      "Thank you, William," Dimitris whispered.

      I smiled while I enjoyed our embrace.

      "That's what a Beta is supposed to do," I whispered. "Now you have thirty minutes of cuddle time before I’ve got to jet."

      Dimitris actually huffed and leaned back to arch an eyebrow at me.

      "I don't cuddle."

      "What kind of bullshit is that?" I questioned. "You've never cuddled someone?"

      The way he stared at me actually had me gawking at him.

      "You and Elizabitch never fucking cuddled? Did you two even fuck?"

      He rolled his eyes, and it was his turn to tug my hand as he opened the door to the washroom and headed to the bed. He practically pulled me down with him on the bed and lay on his stomach against the pillow.

      "No."

      "No to what?" I inquired while staring at his position. "And that is not how you cuddle."

      "Fuck off," he huffed and turned onto his side so his back faced me.

      "That's not nice, Dimitris," I teased, and I could tell he was flustered by the way his ears literally began to turn red, just like the rest of his face that he was hiding from me.

      "So did you and Elizabitch fuck?"

      "Elliott and I did not."

      "Wait, seriously?" I asked.

      "He's not the intimate type."

      "And you?"

      He didn't answer, which got me chuckling and snuggling right against him as I slipped my arm around his waist.

      "What are you doing?" he dryly declared. The poor man sounded like he was going to “yeet” me across the damn room.

      "Cuddling," I huffed. "Now stay like that for five minutes and I guarantee, you'll fall asleep."

      "What bullshit," he grumbled.

      "Guess you're back to your usual self," I concluded. "You're always an ass when you're embarrassed."

      "Go away," he huffed and tried to wiggle free, but I chuckled and purposely tugged his ear lobe. That made him stiffen up, and I chuckled again lowly.

      "Have a sensitive spot, Dimi?"

      "Do not call me Dimi."

      "You can call me Willi?"

      "No."

      "What's our fandom name?" I inquired.

      "Our what?"

      "Fandom name. It's when your fans put half of one person's name with the end half of the other. Apparently, there's a poll going on as to which one to go with. Willtris or Dimitriam."

      "You're not serious."

      "I'm being legit. It's kind of amusing seeing our fans go to war over it."

      "Hmph," he replied, but he slowly began to relax. "Are you feeling okay?"

      "A bit tired, but nothing crazy. I'll take my meds before I leave," I assured him.

      "Hmm," he replied and there was a long silence once more.

      "Hey, Dimitris?"

      There was no answer.

      "Dimitris?"

      I decided to listen to his breathing, noticing how it had slowed and how relaxed he was.

      "Didn't take him long."

      Oh. Bria.

      "Good morning, William."

      Holy fucking Moon. Wait a minute. You're male now?

      "My gender morphs with yours. Surprised?"

      Very. Are you okay?

      "Perfectly fine. Are you going to make way to your meeting?"

      It was a good idea, but I couldn't help but remain still as I watched Dimitris sleep.

      Maybe in a few more minutes.

      "That's a good call," he assured me as he lowered his head. "I'll be here."

      We should figure out a male name for you then.

      "Maybe."

      My eyes returned to Dimitris, and they softened as I realized that I was slowly getting to learn about each of their pasts. It wouldn't be all at once, and I was sure it would take even longer to earn their loyalty to learn about these endangered species titles, but I wasn't in a rush to learn about each of them.

      All of us kept secrets of ourselves and the horrendous pasts we’d dealt with. Even I held many that even Onyx knew nothing about. It was only a matter of time before each layer was peeled away, and we'd all be naked with our vulnerabilities known within our circle of Forbidden Fruit, but at least we'd have one another.

      And together...we were a dangerous game to play.
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      ~WILLOW~

      

      "I'm just filling out the paperwork and waiting for my coffee delivery and we should be good," I announced as I uncrossed my legs just to cross them again with my left leg resting on the right.

      "I'll get the cars checked and ready," Saint announced. "Neo's doing one more round of security checks with Jayce on cameras."

      I paused in reading yet another contract in the pile of contracts to look at Saint. "I thought you were going to help Jayce with security today so him and Neo would be on duty."

      The sly grin only confirmed what this mischievous playboy devil had done.

      "Saint," I huffed.

      "Don't be mad," he whined while blinking his eyes innocently. He walked back to my desk as I lowered my pen and further leaned into my chair to cross my arms over my chest.

      "Jayce has been doing security for like weeks."

      "He likes his job," Saint reasoned.

      "Just because someone likes what they do, that doesn't mean they wish to do it all the damn time," I elaborated. "I love beating the flying shit out of people in cage fights, but do you see me doing that seven days a week? No. It ruins the damn fun in your passion. Plus, it's exhausting staring at screens literally all day. I know Jayce is our top security man until we can find some trustworthy additions from our regular team, but c'mon. I feel like I haven't seen him since our last pack run, and we haven't gone for another pack run in a while."

      "Full moon is coming up soon," Saint reasoned but was actually observing my seriousness. "I guess you do have a point. Want me to go switch with him? He can be the one to drive you tonight and Viktor can drive Neo."

      "Why are we taking separate cars?" I asked before I gave him an appreciative smile. "Would you actually be okay with doing that? I just..."

      "Miss him?" he asked, and I couldn't help but blush at the rather obvious observation.

      "I guess. I mean, I'm getting close to all of you, but I feel like Jayce is always on the sidelines as of late: for missions, for business meetings, for basically everything. I don't know..."

      "Wanna know a little secret?" Saint whispered and walked around the desk so he could literally kneel down at my side. I arched an eyebrow at him.

      "That secret better not be a proposal because Onyx would murder you."

      He chuckled and reached for my hand to turn it over so he could see my wrist - where the replica of the newly created bond was resting at my pulse point.

      We'd yet to get a damn moment in time to figure out why tattoos were showing up on my legs - both of them were covered in various symbols - as well as how I’d apparently bonded with Saint.

      I hadn't noticed the wrist bond mark until after we'd finished breakfast when it showed up as Saint gave me a quick kiss on that exact spot. Whether it sealed the deal or decided to make its grand debut was yet another mystery on the growing list.

      Viktor had given me a brief explanation of what happened when he'd arrived and why he'd attacked Saint. Like Dimitris explained, Dark Lords were some of the rarest and most endangered wolf shifter types in the world, and they ate souls for breakfast.

      Sounds dreadful.

      The odd good side to it was that he couldn't just eat anyone's soul. It had to be someone with bad intentions against him: enemies, villains, people essentially plotting his murder.

      He could taste a person's soul without killing them, but that just sounded a bit too crazy to think about. It was like licking a lollipop of your favorite flavor and not getting another chance again.

      The cravings would be far too tempting to ignore.

      Thus far, I knew Neo was a prince, and his power dealt with blood and his gravitational, bow-down-to-me-or-else move, and we knew Onyx was royalty of what I could safely assume involved shadows.

      Saint was a Dark Lord and held both qualities of light and dark depending on the side of mental space he triggered. Basically, a human Yin and Yang.

      That left me wondering what Dimitris and Jayce were. They were both questionable because I hadn't been able to see the extent of their power on the battlefield. Jayce knew how to fight in the ring, but there had to be an elemental pattern somewhere.

      All of that thinking during the ride made me wonder where the hell I fit in. I was a wolf shifter hybrid with various magical capabilities, could change into a male at will now - or at least I was working on it - and had my rather psychotic side as a backup just in case plans went to shit.

      That clearly didn't graze the surface of what I felt was my full potential. It didn't even consider what capabilities my wolf carried. So much needed to be reviewed and discovered, but we were purposely being filled up with so much other shit that it felt impossible to have a damn chill day.

      "The holidays are a little hard on all of us," he admitted. "Especially Dimitris and Jayce. The greatest instances that changed their lives happened around this time, so they personally like to be by themselves and do things in the background if they can. It's not like they're avoiding you, but it's just hard for them to deal with their emotions."

      I knew about Dimitris's situation now that he’d elaborated on it and knew of Jayce losing his mate to a hallucination.

      "As long as he's not lonely," I whispered as my eyes met Saint's. "I don't want him to feel alone."

      Saint smiled slightly and lifted my hand so he could softly kiss my palm.

      "I'll switch places with him. Maybe you guys can go out for dinner?"

      "That...would be really nice," I admitted. After a long day of work, I was famished and though the coffee order would keep my engine running, some good food would hit the spot.

      "Let me get on my way."

      He was going to get up, but I stopped him. "Saint?"

      "Yes, Willow."

      "Are you...okay with being my mate?" I couldn't help but ask because it had happened so swiftly, and I could barely remember the interaction to validate how he felt about the whole thing.

      "I feel honored," he admitted, which was surprising.

      "Honored?" I didn't understand why.

      The way he smiled this time around didn't even show a glimpse of happiness in his eyes.

      “I used to have a mate," he confessed. "Long ago. I was younger then. See...I was an orphan for as long as I can remember. I was taken into the church and raised there because of what I was. Those of the church love to project themselves as holy and doing good for the world, but there are a lot of demonic things that happen behind those stained-glass windows, and that was why they needed me."

      He paused to turn my hand around so he could look at the branded mark.

      "My mate arrived at the church out of the blue. She came to confess about some stuff and I'd been doing some of my duties at the time and well...boom. It clicked in. I sometimes wish it never happened within the church, but who was I to judge what Mother Moon had in store," he admitted with a slight shrug. "Long story short, the church began to use her. Like bribery. If I did this for them, I could go on dates with her with enough money, proper clothes, and even spend the night. It was the first time I’d been given the freedom to roam around without someone breathing down my neck. To the church, I was their precious, hidden secret, but I felt like my mate was the one person I could confide in. A person I could rely on and share a glimpse of what I saw behind the scenes. In the end, I found her enjoying a threesome in the confessional box."

      Any supportive words I had in my mind literally faded away as anger boiled inside me.

      "What?" I gasped.

      "Ya." He chuckled, but it was one of those sad sounds that made it feel as though he'd break down and cry at any moment. "It fucking sucked. Was New Year's Eve, actually. I was hoping to spend the night with her through the new year. Made it all special by booking a hotel and decorating the inside with flowers and stuff. Walking into that...it broke me."

      He lifted his head to stare up at me, his voice barely audible.

      "When I say I was their little secret...I was a dirty one. One they used when they had to relieve themselves from the stress. You get it, right?"

      It clicked, and I swallowed the lump in my throat as I slowly nodded.

      "That's why...you're good at that," I muttered.

      He smirked and bobbed his head. "You become a pro when you do it enough times, but I had a period after escaping all that shit when I debated whether I liked girls or boys. Guess I never really cared, honestly."

      He looked to the window as the words left him.

      "I just wanted someone to love. Someone...to see me, and I guess my own mate wasn't enough to do that."

      "What happened?" I asked.

      "I walked out," he admitted. "I went to that hotel, enjoyed a calming bath with the rose petals, and drank the champagne. I cried my eyes out right before the new year, and then...I engulfed the hotel room in flames."

      He looked back to see my reaction, but I remained calm as I thought about it.

      "Good way to let the old be gone and bring new blessings into your life," I suggested.

      He laughed a genuine laugh that helped the tension of the conversation ease a little.

      "That was actually the day I met Dimitris and Neo. Guess the headline of black flames burning down the penthouse was enough to land me this 'job'. It felt like a job at the time, but obviously, we ended up being a tight-knit group."

      "So what happened after that?" I inquired.

      "I decided to 'run away' for a few months, and I came back with a deal the church couldn't refuse. Those months were spent on what one would call "healing" but it wasn't my broken heart that I was working on," he declared. "I was working on having a backbone. From changing my mindset from being a submissive boy who sucked up to get what he needed out of the world, to being taught to get it myself. I guess because of the way I was raised by the church, I held no confidence in myself. I used my looks, charm, and happy nature to project a part of myself that showed nothing could be going wrong in my life. It was believable because our society truly doesn't care about us as individuals. If someone cries, is hungry, or is dehydrated on the street, everyone walks away. Our population is far too focused on themselves as selfish beings, so why would I show them how broken I was? It wouldn't bring me happiness, and frankly, I was tired of being unhappy with myself.”

      He took my hand once more and wrapped his fingers around mine.

      "Dimitris and Neo were helpful with that, especially having Dimitris as an Alpha. We don't give him enough credit, but he became the teacher I never really had. I kept what I was a secret from him for a long time, but I think he knew and guided me very early on to someone who could help me. It only took three beginning sessions with this individual, and I was confident enough to return to the church. My mate had become a "nun" but it was so clear what her intentions were. She wanted to reel me back into their web, lead me in with a bunch of empty promises of a future we'd never share together. The specific church I stayed in was beginning to feel the weight of their challenges without me. The fewer church members meant less collection and tithes, and various things had been going downhill since I'd left. The night I returned, my mate wanted us to sleep together. It was rather hilarious, but I agreed."

      I waited patiently as he paused.

      "She got all dressed up, and for a moment, I considered if we could try things again. To see if I could somehow keep her in my life, but that's when I saw her intentions. She didn't love me. I was a scrawny orphan who was poor, uneducated, and would probably become a druggy in a few years. At least, that's what she wanted for me. It was a sudden revelation, but this time around, I'd prepared my heart for the pain. When she approached, I told her I wished things could have worked out for us." His eyes softened. "Then I ate her soul."

      It made sense now, and I didn't even blame him for his actions.

      "If I was in that situation, I'd fuck shit up," I admitted, and used my free hand to gently press against his cheek. "You're such a strong person, Saint."

      "I only became strong thanks to the Forbidden Pack," he admitted. "I would have been a pushover for the world to walk upon if I hadn't met them, and I guess we never would have crossed paths."

      He closed his eyes to enjoy my touch a little longer before he rose up.

      "Your coffee should be here. I'll let Jayce know to bring it up."

      "Saint?"

      "Hmm?"

      "What about us then?" I asked.

      He thought about it before he leaned in and pressed a firm kiss to my forehead. "We take things slow," he stated with a wink.

      "Are...you sure?"

      "I've been a guy who's always wanted to enjoy dates and proving to a woman that sex is not what determines their worth in a relationship. Maybe because I was always in center stage of such activities, I didn't want it to be the focus of my relationship. It doesn't mean I won't go with the flow. It just means I take the opportunities that come my way."

      "You're okay with Neo and Onyx then?"

      "Neo's chill," he assured me as he seemed pleased. "Onyx will probably kick my ass and throw me out the window with his obvious jealousy, but I think he just needs to understand I'm not going to steal you away."

      "He didn't act like that with Neo," I voiced.

      "Neo doesn't seem like a threat to him because Neo knows what he wants in all areas of himself. He's confident in his art, his abilities, his personality. Many love to judge him because he's blind or what they would mock as disabled, but to Neo, his lack of sight only benefits him, and it's not something he can't override if he's in a dangerous situation," he explained. "I'm not as confident as them. I guess because I look at you and internally question how the fuck this happened. How did I land with such a powerful woman? Maybe I'm slightly afraid because my ex-mate projected that level of confidence, but she was a stranger compared to you, who I've actually known for some time. It still delivers a hint of uncertainty, and maybe that's what bothers him."

      He began to walk to the door before he paused and looked over his shoulder to give me a wide grin. "I'll make him accept me eventually. Besides, I can take a pounding or two."

      Looking away, he headed to the door. "I'll keep a good lookout. Have fun at dinner tonight and relax."

      "Bye, Saint."

      "Bye, Blossoming Flower," he replied and opened the door.

      His exit left me quietly sitting there as I processed the shared moment of openness. I couldn't even grasp a childhood like that in those realms of manipulation and abuse. It was one thing to be physically hurt or mentally strained with words that degraded every part of you, but there was just something about sexual abuse that tagged all three areas and destroyed you. It made you question so many things, like what could have been done differently or if you were really in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The problem I had with Saint's case was that he endured that again and again until he thought it was the only way he'd obtain freedom.

      That struck a chord within me.

      The scent of coffee drifted to my nose, and it took me an added moment to see the Starbucks cup of steaming, hot coffee on my desk. The sight was blurry, and it made me huff as I blinked away my tears. A few rolled down my cheek before I could stop them.

      I tried to lift my hands to wipe them away, but arms wrapped around me from behind, and I couldn't help but huff in annoyance.

      "You're such a snooping stalker," I whispered, more tears falling as I tried to just let the tight feeling in my chest fade away.

      "Sorry." There was that vulnerable, deep voice of my Bulky Fucker. The voice of the man who still regretted that one moment that was completely out of his control. It made me realize how similar Onyx and Jayce could be. They both relived and beat themselves up over an incident that their victims forgave them for.

      I held no resentment towards Onyx, and these tears weren't because of the pain the past delivered to me. I guess I was mourning how such a moment in time fought hard to destroy us, to destroy what was now a blessed union from Mother Moon herself.

      If we'd drifted away and held grudges over the incident that wasn't in our control, we never would have found each other again.

      Even if destiny brought us together once more, we'd be enemies.

      A whimper escaped me, and I was soon in Onyx's arms as he lifted me right out of my seat and embraced me.

      "It's not...you." He had to know this reaction wasn't because of his arrival or the past actions that I'd forgiven him for many times over.

      "I know," he whispered. "I understand."

      I was sure he felt my emotions that I was fighting to keep between us. He lowered us into my desk chair and held me as I sobbed. It was just one of those cries that I needed to let out of my system, and once it was done and the tightness faded away, I would feel better and calm enough to work on drinking my coffee.

      Onyx kissed me after I finished half of the energizing beverage, and we shared more intimate kisses before I worked on finishing the remainder of it.

      "You know I'll never replace you," I quietly informed him.

      "I know." There was no doubt in his reply. "But that doesn't mean I didn't fear the possibility. And I guess he's right. I fear the lack of confidence he carries...but it's something that can be worked upon."

      "Will you help him with that?" I was asking just in general. He obviously wasn't obligated to, but I felt like Onyx could connect with Saint in a way like he warmed up to Neo.

      "Ya," he replied. "I'll help him in my way."

      "No taunting," I huffed.

      "I wasn't going to go completely down that route, Sugar," he muttered, but I knew what a big, fat lie that was. "Want me to go away now?"

      "Hmm." I closed my eyes for a moment and snuggled against him. "No. Maybe I'll just enjoy being in your arms and drinking coffee until the car is ready."

      "I'd like that."

      We'll find a balance that supports all of us.
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Branding, Invitation, And Police Problems: Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      "Dimitris gave me an invitation to the fashion show?" I confirmed with Jayce as he worked on figuring out what the best route was for us to take with the heavy traffic.

      I was famished, but the traffic would surely take us two damn hours to get through, and my stomach wasn't about that life. Traffic before reservations, seating, and food being made would mold me into a hangry bitch.

      I'd switched out into a bright red ruched dress with golden polka dots. My hair was up with a red and gold ribbon tie and I was letting my tattoos enjoy some of the sun's nice rays as it began to set and wash the sky with wondrous colors.

      "Mhmm," Jayce replied. "He wanted to give it to you directly in the morning, but Saint pissed him off, and then he napped for a good five hours."

      "That is not what you call a nap," I noted.

      I could see his slight smirk in the rear-view mirror as he looked over his shoulder to meet my gaze. "Apparently cuddling cures insomnia."

      "You don't say?" I acted shocked on purpose. The two of us knew exactly what I did but didn’t put it out into the world.

      "It's a pretty big fashion show. It's invitation-only and even celebrities have trouble getting invited. The prince and princess that rule Dubai attend every year."

      "Wow," I replied and looked over to the bouquet of flowers that were from Dimitris. "Good place to make connections."

      "Agreed."

      The thought reminded me of Whitney, the assistant.

      "Actually, now that I think about it, I think William got invited to it."

      "Huh? When?"

      "An assistant named Whitney came over to take my measurements. It was the day that Saint was hiding under the desk."

      "Ah," he replied. "The day he went wild and you muted Dimitris. Can't forget that grand entertainment."

      "Ha-ha, funny," I sarcastically stated. "I thought he was going to kill me."

      "I think he's too far gone down the rabbit hole to do that," Jayce admitted. "Dimitris has an unmeasurable tolerance with you."

      "Which means I have the potential to survive any catastrophes I ignite just to piss him off."

      "No." Jayce laughed. "But you may certainly try your luck."

      We laughed and relaxed as the traffic moved slowly along. I ended up working through some applications of the elite members of the new office building and making a few calls before I rested my eyes a bit.

      Surely an hour had passed, and I was drifting off when I felt a bubbling nervousness that crept along my body. I opened my eyes, sitting up far enough for my seat belt to tug me back.

      Jayce noticed my jerky movement, while I tried to blink out of sleep.

      "What's wrong?" he asked while assessing me.

      I needed a minute to answer because I was trying to pinpoint who was so nervous.

      "Neo?" The name came out before I could mentally register it. "Neo is nervous as fuck," I announced. "Like suffocating nervous."

      That had Jayce ringing up Viktor in a second. He picked up almost immediately.

      "Hey, we're in a situation. I can't talk."

      "Where?"

      "I'll send the coordinates," he said in a quick ramble.

      "Let me see the identification of the man in the back," a foreign yet harsh voice declared.

      "Why would my passenger have to give you identification? This isn't a traffic stop."

      "Keep the questions coming and I'll have you arrested for resisting."

      My heartbeat spiked, making my finger tingle with anger.

      "Jayce," I hissed.

      "Already on it. I know where they are. We're a minute way."

      "Are there any restaurants nearby?"

      "There's the La Rouge De Va Lu Grand Banquet restaurant. Reservation only."

      "Got it," I replied. I immediately began searching them up and called them. They picked up after three rings. "Bonjour. Sorry, but we're fully booked t-"

      "My name is Willow De Luca," I cut her off. "I also go by William De Luca. I'm actually a short distance from your restaurant and I'm absolutely adoring the menu. I was wondering if there were any VIP tables available?"

      The girl sounded shocked as she struggled to speak.

      "O-O-Of course! We can get those reservations made right away. We'll work on getting you a VIP spot. How many?"

      "Potentially four. My driver can aid with parking one of the cars in the valet, but we'll need one more."

      "No worries! We can even provide you two valet pick-ups. Please let your driver join you."

      "Thank you so much."

      "You're welcome!" she squealed, and I hung up.

      "We're here," Jayce announced. I was already putting my phone on record. I pressed a special alert button, and slipped it into my bra. Sliding on my sunglasses, I got out of the car and approached what surely was an unauthorized stop.

      I was in full-on power mode when I noticed Neo was outside the car with a large officer standing far too close to him. I could tell from his clenched fists that he was mad, but he continued to wear his sunglasses, which mostly made the officer think he was being a badass. Five other officers stood close by while Viktor was off to the side and looking so pissed, I was pretty positive he'd burst a blood vessel any minute now.

      Bypassers already had their phones out, recording the scenario as the police officer was literally spitting remarks out.

      "By standard law, you can't decline my request to identify you! I'm only asking you one more time. I.D or I'm handcuffing you and you'll enjoy a night sleeping on the cold floor in jail.”

      The moment a few bystanders noticed my approach, they squealed, while others sighed in relief. "WILLOW!"

      The officers looked my way and I could tell the main officer causing the commotion was going to be sleek, using the distraction to try to reach for Neo's arm.

      "Even touch my boyfriend and I'll have you fired, sued, and in jail in a matter of forty-eight hours," I boldly declared, only three steps from the two of them.

      "Excuse me? You can't interfer-"

      Now I was right in between them, and the way I looked at this man had his eyes widening at the pulsating energy pushing out of me in waves. The other police officers literally stepped back as if they were being stung by an intense heatwave, while a bunch of bystanders rushed over to cheer me on.

      "Willow! Tell him!"

      "Get a reporter! The police are harassing Willow De Lua and her boyfriend!"

      "I'm here on Facebook Live and as you can see, the police are desperately trying to start a feud against Neo, the famous artist, by asking him for his I.D. and threatening to throw him in jail! Willow just came out of nowhere to protect him! Holy fuck!"

      "Unbelievable! Are they trying to racially profile Neo?!"

      "I bet it's because he has a bunch of Mexican ties!"

      "Those officers should be arrested!"

      "BOO!"

      The crowd got louder and louder, causing an uproar, but I was still having a staring contest with this fucker.

      "I don't care who you are. Your boyfriend is under arrest."

      "For?" I inquired.

      "He was reported for suspicious activity!"

      "Oh really? Why don't we elaborate on what suspicious activity my boyfriend, Neo Rodriguez, the famous artist and one of the recently appointed VPs of Forbidden Enterprise that's been all over the news for weeks now, would be doing?"

      It seemed to now dawn on him who Neo was, but it didn't stop him from trying to defend his actions - especially with multiple cameras recording this encounter.

      "It was reported that a man with red hair was seen observing the area multiple times. We were informed that he is a part of a cartel and was planning to lay a bomb in the area."

      "Wow." I tried to act shocked. "You know, that would be almost believable if you didn't use the word 'observing' in your false statement."

      "You have no righ-"

      "I was NOT finished talking," I practically growled, and he was forced to shut the fuck up. My patience was so thin that Bria was literally on the border of pushing me to shift, her nose mere centimeters from the wall that kept her at bay.

      "Tell me, Officer Ronald. How would my BLIND boyfriend be able to ‘OBSERVE’ the area? Not to mention, I have exact time stamps for when he clocked out of our business, as well as multiple reports that can be easily retrieved on my phone that show him leaving our company in one of our business cars."

      This man looked like a fucking fool right now and his "backup" was already lowering their guns and trying to step further away to not get hit by the crossfire of the crowd. More police had arrived, but unlike these men who were in NYPD uniforms, these men in black came through the crowd until the leader was at my side and bowing his head.

      "Miss De Luca! Sorry for the delay. What seems to be the issue?! We can handle this."

      "Who the fuck are you?" the policeman snapped.

      "Secret Security,” the man spat out as he narrowed his eyes at the man, who was practically red with anger.

      "It seems this police officer and his backup crew were informed that my boyfriend here was observing the area multiple times in an attempt to bomb this place and falsely accused him of working with a cartel." It sounded so fucking amusing, I had to laugh in an attempt to tame my rage.

      "Neo and I left work approximately an hour ago and have been sitting in the heavy traffic. These men stopped their car and repeatedly demanded my bodyguard get Neo's I.D. which I know is against the law here in NYC unless there’s a warrant or legitimate reason like speeding. How would one speed in ten miles per hour traffic?"

      There was nothing he could say so I decided to wrap things up. "We have a reservation for the restaurant right there, and my driver was trying to find a place for the valet drivers to take our cars. What a surprise to find these police officers pointing guns at my men and falsely accusing them when I'm pretty sure there's been no reported activity in this area today."

      "You're accusing me of lying?!"

      "Yes," I replied. "I want a report on this area, now."

      There was literally no delay. A secret agent was already waking forward and stating the obvious. "The last official report made in this area was five days ago, Miss De Luca."

      The way I smiled had the rest of the crowd cheering, and I noticed the two valet drivers and a female server coming through the crowd.

      "Miss De Luca!" the server announced over the crowd. "Is everything okay?! Your table is ready."

      "I'll be there in a moment," I declared. "I'm perfectly fine. Please ensure our cars are parked with care."

      "Yes, ma'am!" The two drivers bowed and eyed the officers before rushing to our cars, and before the man could say a word, Jayce and Viktor moved to stand at Neo's sides while one Secret Secruity agent moved to stand behind him.

      It was obvious we were protecting him, and I could tell his spike of nerves had calmed down. With a defiant grin, I didn't hesitate to take a step forward and look up to the fuming man as I whispered, "You thought you could play smart with me, Officer? You really messed with the wrong person."

      He was practically shaking, and I lowered my voice even further, knowing only he and possibly my men would hear my words.

      "Mess with what's Forbidden, and you'll find yourself stuck in a venomous trap. Count your blessings, Officer. They're numbered."

      I pulled back and looked at the lead agent. "I want all of them arrested," I announced loud and clear. The other officers gasped, but they were already being disarmed and placed in handcuffs.

      "You can't arrest me!" The officer moved faster than expected, his fist about to punch my face. It was stopped a second later by Neo's hand, and the low, threatening rumble that vibrated against his throat made everyone freeze while Jayce and Viktor had their guns out, pointing directly at the officer, along with five other secret agents.

      "You'll regret that," Neo vowed and twisted the man's wrist until it literally snapped.

      "AH!" he screamed. "He broke my wrist! Fucking criminal! Why aren't you arresting him?!" His demands were merely a waste of breath because he was now slammed to the floor and handcuffed - even with his broken wrist.

      I let out a sigh while the crowd was cheering us on as they made space for us to go up the stairs to the restaurant. Reaching for Neo's hand, I squeezed tightly, noticing the slight tremble. I tugged him forward as we walked side by side, while the server guided us to the restaurant entrance.

      Once we were inside, Viktor stated that he'd make sure to give a full report before the Secret Secruity left and Jayce said he'd sit at the table while I excused us to go to the private bathroom. Once we were in the exclusive space, I locked the door and turned to face Neo.

      He didn't let me say a word as he pulled me into the tightest hug ever.

      "Breathe, Neo," I encouraged as he took huge breaths of air. "Just breathe, mate. I'm right here."

      He did exactly that, and I immediately sensed Dimitris's and Onyx's worry.

      "What's wrong with Neo?" Onyx questioned.

      "Where's Neo?" Dimitris asked through the pack bond. I knew Neo was probably zoning everything out so I spoke through the pack bond to connect with Onyx at the same time.

      He's safe with me. We're at a restaurant. There was a police confrontation. They were trying to arrest him by saying something about a cartel, bombs, and other made-up shit. I sent a signal to Secret Services before confronting the officers with Jayce and Viktor. It'll probably be in the news in a matter of minutes, if not seconds.

      "What the fuck?" Onyx was pissed.

      "Fucking hired douches," Dimitris snapped. "Neo? He's blocking me out."

      He's trying to calm down.

      Dimitris cursed in the bond, and muttered, "Neo lost his sight because of an almost lethal confrontation with the police."

      The news fucking shocked me as Dimitris continued.

      "He tells people it was a freak accident, but it was a targeted traffic stop that went wrong. The people in the car were super close to Neo. He thought of them as family. They took care of him. The police didn't know he was a prince or of any royalty. It was all plotted out and he's the only survivor of the shoot out."

      "So, a trigger," Onyx seethed. "Someone plotted this. They knew Neo's weakness."

      Make sure all the officers stay in jail tonight.

      I wasn't asking. I was demanding it to be done, and I felt like they both sensed that.

      "I'll make sure of it," Onyx replied.

      "We'll handle it, Willow. Attend to Neo."

      I mentally nodded and tuned out, attending to Neo until he could breathe without his shoulders lifting and falling. I removed his glasses and walked over to grab a face towel to wet it with cold water.

      Returning to his side, I tugged him to the little sitting area, which was much appreciated, and patted his face down. We didn't say anything. He just let me do my job to cool his body down.

      When I finished, I let him lean against my chest as I ran my hands through his hair and listened to his breathing as it finally began to calm.

      "Thank you." It was the first words he could get out as he slowly sat up.

      "How are you feeling?"

      "Hungry," he admitted, trying to look away as if ashamed. Even with his eyes closed, I wasn't having any of that. I moved his head back to face me.

      "You will not be embarrassed," I whispered but ensured my words were firm. "What happened right now was not supposed to happen. It was unjustly and clearly targeted."

      He opened his eyes then, and even with their hollowness, tears were forming in his lids.

      "You are a king," I whispered and fought the hard urge to cry with him because I could feel so much fucking fear: the fear of death, the fear of losing all those he loved once again, the suffocating emotion of helplessness.

      "Kings raise their heads up high. They wear their crowns that they earned with their blood, sweat, and tears. If anyone dares try to make you bow to them, you show them where the power lies."

      I reached out to wipe the single tear that ran down his face.

      "We're the Forbidden. It's time they feel our wrath."

      He slowly nodded, and for the first time, I noticed his usual magic circles of red in his irises had shifted to black.

      "Dinner, first," he whispered. "Then...we enjoy a night of painting."

      I knew what he was referring to, and I smiled as I nodded and blinked away my tears.

      "No holding back in my presence," I whispered. "We’ll even have a nice bottle of exquisite wine."

      "Deal," he whispered, and I sealed his lips with mine.

      Time to make some bad apples rot with the stroke of a paintbrush.
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      ~NEO~

      "Art studio? T-This is a damn art museum!"

      Willow was going to hurt her jaw from all the gawking she was doing while her eyes were admiring the hundreds of pieces decorating the large building space.

      The place used to be a warehouse, but we tore it down and rebuilt it into a structure that would be perceived to be a museum of some sort. Every piece of artwork on the wall was some of my more valuable pieces.

      They reflected a time of isolation, confusion, sadness, heartbreak. Emotions I allowed to flow upon the canvas like running water. And somehow, it created ultimate masterpieces. Each canvas, whether small or one of the largest pieces, was painted with a specific mixture of paint that allowed me to see the energy I used to create those reflective images.

      I didn't know how to feel about Willow seeing my works of art. My eyes were closed so I got the vivid view of her wondrous energy that danced in pure excitement. It was a bit amazing to see the way it would spike with each piece, like every single work of mine brought a sense of fascination that lifted her whole mood.

      Maybe I thought she wouldn't be too into art or the logistics revolving around it, but here she was, getting lost in the various sceneries I'd painted over the years.

      I can see why she's my mate.

      My wolf was quietly sitting in his corner, eyes calmly watching Willow's movements. He was annoyed, and I guess we both were after what we'd dealt with.

      I hadn't broken down in a long fucking time, and the only one who witnessed the extent of it was Dimitris. The suffocating panic attack, the flood of anxiety, the rocking back and forth and tear shedding were embarrassing.

      Dimitris wouldn't judge me for my reaction, especially when he knew exactly how I lost my vision. I'd made up so many stories in the past to cover up the truth - the hunt by the police to kill me because of what I was.

      They got the tip, knew what I'd become and the royal title I carried. What better way to try and kill me when I wasn’t in my birth country?

      When I lost my vision, at first, I was glad. It was the oddest sensation to experience after losing one of your senses, but to me, it was a blessing because I wouldn't need to see the anguish on my enemies' faces when I killed them.

      I'd carry no guilt when I carved their flesh, dug their brains out, cut through every limb, peeled off their faces. My recovery took weeks, but it was my time to plot who I'd become.

      Plot two sides of me: Neo and Nico.

      Returning home had been a bit of a challenge, especially when adapting to the new way I saw. I was brought to a special master, one who was born blind and could teach anyone to see the flow of any living creature.

      Years of focus, endless days of meditation, physical and mental training, and learning to control the powers that wished for nothing but revenge took a lot of work. It sometimes surprised me how calm I'd gotten over the years, but painting was the source of that shift.

      It helped to get lost in nothing but the creation process, leaving the rest of the world behind and the troubles it delivered upon my doorstep.

      "Neo."

      I lowered my head so I could see Willow was back, her prism-dancing aura practically hugging me while she stood there patiently. I wasn't sure how long I'd been lost in my thoughts, but there she was, patiently waiting for me to get through my collage of emotions.

      She didn't touch me to bring me back to reality, and though I could assume many now knew touching a blind person without warning was a no-no, I wouldn't have minded if she did. Her energy was practically imprinted upon mine, and her touch only invited waves of pleasure that made all the consuming thoughts fade away.

      It was the fact she still waited that was what impressed me.

      "Sorry," I apologized. "Was thinking."

      "You're allowed to think," she reasoned, and I felt her hand brush my cheek. "I love this place. Can we come here more often?"

      I opened my eyes just slightly to look at her, to watch as her mere touch began to seep color through my black vision and light her image up until I could see her perfectly.

      "You can come whenever you want," I assured her, inching closer until I was kissing her gently. She smiled against my lips, and it was so fucking easy to just love her.

      To believe I was worthy enough to be loved by a woman like her. To be mated to her.

      I was about to show her a part of my dark side, unravel a glimpse of who she was mated to, and though I was nervous, I was also excited.

      Excitement is always a good sign.

      "Ready?" I whispered against her lips. "You can't go back from here, Sweetness."

      "I have no intentions to," she vowed. I couldn't fight the urge to not kiss her again, my hands moving to press against her cheeks - steadying her head so I could smother her in a heated kiss.

      Her moan was priceless, the sound heightened by my own senses and encouraging me to keep going until we were panting and breathless.

      "After we're done," she began, and I listened carefully to what she had to say, "can we do some painting? Like...privately? You and me?"

      The inquiry was actually the first I'd ever heard. Sure, women loved to throw themselves at me left and right because of what I did as an artist - or how much I made as a global award-winning creator - but never had someone asked me to paint with them.

      My shock must have shown in my face because she whispered, "Has no one asked to paint with you?"

      "No," I admitted. "I mean...why would they? It's not their hobby."

      "Just because it's not something they would usually do, that doesn't mean it's something they wouldn't wish to try," she reasoned. "At least for me, I'd want to learn and try what brings you joy and comfort."

      My thumb stroked her cheek while I lowered my other hand to wrap around her, pulling her hot body against mine.

      "That's the first time anyone has ever wished to do what I do. To try just painting," I quietly confessed. "You'd be up for that after we're done?"

      "Yes," she boldly stated.

      "I don't think you're comprehending what we're about to do, Sweetness," I reasoned with a low voice. Briefly, I felt Nico's energy rush through me. When I kissed her this time, I added a pinch of pain to my touch - the action making her flinch just slightly.

      She wasn't expecting it, and I wanted to see if she'd pull away, but she only kissed me harder in return - her eyes opening to meet my half-opened ones. I watched slowly as she purposely bit the surface of my bottom lip, the action becoming harder and harder.

      It felt like payback, yet the pain brought sizzling empowerment to me, all while I hungrily watched her tug on my bottom lip before releasing me.

      "I'm comprehending everything just fine, Neo," she whispered. "I want to walk next to you, not hide behind you when things get bloody."

      Her arms were around my neck and she was pressed into my body like we fit perfectly with one another. That addictive aroma of hers was pulling me in, consuming my senses, while her warmth was making it hard to not give in to the rushing temptation to have her there and then.

      "Sweetness," I breathed against her lips while my hand squeezed her ass. "You're tempting me here."

      "Good," she whispered and purposely nestled her head between my neck and shoulder to kiss and lightly bite my flesh. Shivers went through me. I could already picture myself fucking her. She sucked on my flesh and moved her hips to grind her lower half against my groin, stimulating my hardness.

      "Now you have something to look forward to when we've finished business," she encouraged.

      This woman is priceless.

      With one last shared kissed, her hand was in mine as we walked through the space of hung artwork to the elevator. The basement was three floors down, the other two floors above used for art supplies, storage, an underground garage with three sports cars, and private, hidden storage of weaponry.

      Spare weaponry.

      We waited for the elevator to come up from the last floor. I always made it so the elevator would go down to the base floor as a safety precaution. If anyone found this place and tried to investigate without my approval or proper fingerprints, it would close off the basement down to the very elevator button disappearing from sight.

      It was the best feature I had made, and thanks to a smart-as-hell mage with whom I had close connections with, I was able to create my perfect place for "playtime."

      I realized as we waited that this was the first time I was bringing a woman down to my playroom. I’d gathered enough strength and confidence in a woman that I felt she wouldn't rat me out and watch my downfall.

      I'd come too far to risk it, but with Willow being my mate, I could read her intentions.

      The elevator arrived, and we walked into the golden box. My senses picked up her calmness, intrigued wonder, and a hint of bubbling excitement for what was to come. I wasn't expecting her to be happy with what was about to transpire, but after our earlier experience, maybe she couldn’t wait to see what I did behind the scenes.

      Why I was one of the more dangerous ones in the Forbidden Pack.

      "Last chance to back out, Sweetness," I stated as I reached out to press the door close button but paused for her response. She looked directly at me, and my closed lids lit up with the flickering closeness of her energy.

      "Ride-or-Die, mate," she hummed like I was one of her besties. "You can't get rid of me now."

      "Boo," I teased. "I thought the smell of last night's organs would have changed your mind." From the slight spike in her energy, my second line intrigued her, but she began sniffing the air.

      "Did you refrigerate them? I don't smell shit, and my senses are pretty good."

      "Smart mate," my wolf quietly praised.

      I smirked at his random comment and whispered, "I did refrigerate them. At least the eyeballs, hearts, and lungs. I’m thinking of donating them for some organ charity organization where those that are slain in accidents or in the shadows of NYC's alleyways have their organs tested and donated. I guess it's taking a bad situation and turning it into a good one."

      "How thoughtful," she praised. "Are you going to show me how you preserve them?"

      She was so interested in this, it was like she was applying to work in the secret morgue of shifters

      "Do you want to learn?"

      "Yes!" She literally clapped her hands.

      "I'll show you next time when Saint comes with. Easier with him around."

      "Not preserving any souvenirs this time around?" she questioned, and I once again paused at pushing the button that laid against my fingertip to absorb her question.

      "Do you want one?"

      "Maybe," she admitted. "I feel like this is a special occasion."

      Every time she spoke in this moment, it seemed to impress me further. Was she really okay with what I was about to do? Did she truly grasp how dangerous I was?

      Or...did she truly not care?

      She moved in and brushed her lips against mine, our eyes locking onto each other while she sought what was stopping me.

      "Are you truly scared of me seeing a part of your lifestyle?"

      "I'm not scared," I confessed. "More like...confused...and impressed."

      "Have you never found someone aside from our pack to witness what you do?"

      "No." It was nothing but the truth. "Anyone who has usually ended up with the same fate."

      "Hmm." She thought about it. "Sucks to be them then."

      She wrapped her hand around my extended one, giving it the slight push it needed to close the elevator doors. She kept her grasp on my hand as she moved right against me once more. The elevator began to go down. Our eyes were still locked while I admired how fucking mesmerizing she was in this empowering moment.

      How lucky I am.

      I gave into kissing her one last time - needing her to realize how I appreciated her confidence. I still couldn't determine whether she'd run for the hills after what she was about to see, but maybe if she did, I wouldn't be keen on killing her.

      She was my mate, after all. If she didn't like this portion of our world, I wouldn't force her to accept it.

      Letting her go, we both turned to face the doors as the elevator came to a stop.

      "Ready?" I asked.

      "More than ready," she assured me.

      "Time to get serious," my wolf declared and I could feel the itching excitement to get into the mood. My emotions drained off my face as I tucked them away for safekeeping. This was the moment when these officers would enjoy the emotions that blossomed at the expense of creating art.

      The moment the doors opened, screams for help and grunts echoed all the way to our very spot. I remained in place on purpose, assessing how Willow would react to the cries and pleas for aid.

      She remained in place, her eyes taking in the clean space. I'd dimmed the lights because it was a good psychological tactic to use against your captive prey. It made them see certain shadows and heightened their fear response to any noises.

      Fear always makes things wilder.

      Letting go of Willow's hand, I made the first move by leaving her behind. This was another opportunity for her to press the top-floor button and get the hell out of here. I didn't hear her heels following me, and I had to admit, I was trying to ignore the hint of disappointment that was jumping to conclusions.

      It didn't stop me from walking to the line of tied men - their leader, Officer Ronald, front and center. He seemed to be the only one not sweating buckets and barely conscious of the intense heat down here.

      I'd have to turn the temperature down for what I had planned. Didn't want the bodies rotting so quickly.

      "You fucking immigrant!" he snapped at me. "You think you're going to get away with this?! It's only a matter of time before your face is plastered fucking everywhere and this place will be surrounded by S.W.A.T.!"

      I didn't say anything while he fought against his restraints in the chair he'd been situated in. Since Jayce and Viktor had been with us earlier at the restaurant, I could guarantee the culprits of getting them out of jail and into the car that was supposed to take them to their station were Dimitris's connections.

      Obviously, they were here, which meant Saint got involved. He knew exactly how to get down here and the way I liked leaving things.

      "Where's your cunt protector, huh? The bitch can boldly protect you but I bet she doesn't know what a sick bastard you are!" he spat out purposely, clearly trying to grind my gears.

      I'd be lying to myself if I said I didn't feel the slight sting from his words, but then I caught onto the movement at the corner of my eye. My gaze caught onto Willow's silhouette. I had to fight the urge to lift an eyebrow, but I watched as she silently approached, blending perfectly into the shadows while her eyes glowed with a vivid pink with hints of gold and blue.

      I was trying to figure out what her intentions were, but I was also mesmerized by her movements. She walked like a predator, ready to strike her prey, and whatever magic she was using wrapped around her perfectly - shielding her presence until she was right behind Officer Ronald's chair.

      "You're just gonna stand there like a puppet? C'mon. Say what has to be said! I've dealt with a shit load of torture! There's nothing you can fucking do!" he spat out menacingly.

      Willow met my eyes, her single finger moving to lightly press upon her lips.

      "She wants us to keep quiet," my wolf sounded intrigued. "Why?"

      Your guess is as good as mine, but I'm interested in what our Sweetness has up her sleeve.

      "Do your worst, fucker! C'mon, don't delay! If I can't have a front-row seat to watch your fucking downfall,  then the world will see you, N-"

      He was cut off as his head was suddenly lifted upward. His eyes widened at the sight of Willow's taunting eyes as she inspected him.

      "Talk. Talk. Talk."

      I couldn't hide my surprise this time, wondering what the fuck just triggered Willow's psychotic side to come out and play. My wolf was intrigued enough to get up and approach the surface. My body froze in place as I noticed the very dramatic shift in power in the room.

      "W-What?" he stuttered, but it only made Willow's smile further spread across her lips as she stared him down.

      Her eyes specifically were staring at Officer Ronald’s left eye, and after a solid minute, she giggled.

      "Bye-Bye!" I thought she was saying goodbye like she had last time, but no.

      She summoned a blade in her grasp and stabbed the man's eye with it.

      His scream bounced against the hollow walls, the pitch high enough to startle the other officers awake. They all looked to see Willow dig right into the man's eye like it was a meatball in a beautiful, overflowing plate of pasta.

      She couldn't care less about the splattered blood on her face. I noticed that her hair was up in a bun and she'd changed her attire entirely. I had to bite down on my bottom lip hard, my eyes looking at the hints of the very lingerie set I'd bought for her when she was at the mall with Aurelia.

      She had a black crop top to cover her breasts and wore black shorts that dipped a little lower in a provocative way, but the red lace playsuit hugged her body and only accentuated her furious, burning aura that wrapped around her body like a hypnotic snake.

      "W-What is she doing? Stop her!" one of the officers tried to order me, but I was too into admiring my Sweetness to care.

      My cock was literally pressing against my pants, begging to be freed and stroked with this divine display of tantalizing punishment. There had to be a reason for her actions, but Mother Moon did well in creating my mate.

      She included a psycho side that matched mine.

      The glimmering amusement in her eyes finally dimmed and the officers watched in horror - while I watched in great satisfaction - as she pulled the eyeball right out.

      His screams were like a symphony of agony that would be grand to fuck to, but I noticed the reasoning for psycho Willow's actions. She skipped over to me, the eyeball still her blade's hostage, but it made perfect fucking sense now that I could see it up close.

      "A fake eyeball," I whispered and reached out for it. Inspecting it closely, I noticed the tiny wires and the metal interior that was covered in a very thin later of something that made the eye look so fucking real.

      I slowly looked to Psycho Willow as she smiled in glee.

      "Good?"

      She wants me to praise her.

      "You should. We almost fucked up. Remember those in Cali? The voice of the target triggers the recording device that goes live and sends the information in real-time to their private base. Didn't think they had that technology here. Last time Saint spotted it, remember?"

      That's why I like having him around, but now I have options.

      I smiled and gently brushed my hand against her cheek.

      "Very good," I quietly praised. "Anything else I need to look out for?"

      Her grin only widened further as she swirled around and began to look at each officer. Whenever she got close to them, they stilled while fighting their obvious response to tremble in fear. Couldn't blame them after that debut of torture.

      She went down the line, skipping Officer Ronald, who was still screaming and crying about his lost eye. She stopped at the last officer to the far right, and he didn't even delay to rat everything out.

      "I'm innocent, I swear! I didn't know what they were planning!" he began as tears rolled down his cheeks. "I just started today. I was instructed to follow Officer Ronald’s every command. He said I was instructed to stop this man because he carries ties to someone interfering with the Vile Queen's uprising! I...I'm just a new pup. I was forced into this world and I don't know what the fuck I'm doing."

      He was literally on the verge of losing it as sobs wracked his body.

      "I never wanted to be a part of this. Please...please...I'll do anything to be shown mercy. I'll pledge allegiance. I'll do anything...I...I just don't want to die. My daughter has no one. Her mother ditched us and died of a drug overdose! My family are all dead. It's just me and her. Please...please..."

      Psycho Willow just watched this man as he cried, observing him with a curious expression before she lowered her gaze to his vest. As she reached into the inner lining, the man closed his eyes shut as if he were about to die there and then, but Willow pulled his phone out, the screen brightening up to reveal a smiling picture of him and a little girl.

      She had to have been two or three. Her beaming blue eyes and curly black hair obviously proved that she was of a mixed nature. I didn't know what Psycho Willow was thinking, but she slipped the man's phone back into place and walked back to Officer Ronald.

      Staring at him for a long extra minute, her hands moved fast as she opened his mouth against his will. He gurgled and tried to speak, but Willow moved her hand into his mouth and pulled out a specific silver tooth.

      Another round of screams escaped him, but she moved back to the pleading man and showed him the tooth.

      She didn't need to say anything for him to know what she wanted him to reveal.

      "That's one of the trackers! I-I think it's what the Vile Queen uses, but it needs to be activated by magic! He was waiting for you to begin torturing him so it would activate. That's what he said in the cell that was holding us earlier!"

      "What a fucking snitch!" the officer on the far left snapped.

      "I didn't fucking sign up for this!" the guy snapped back. "Y'all fucking kidnapped me and locked me up in that winter fucking prison for months! You tortured me! Experimented on me. All for your fucked-up queen! You changed me into a fucking wolf so I could become your black magic puppet and forced me to be a cop! I haven't seen my daughter in months! I swear to fucking God, if she died, I'll meet you in the damn afterlife and slit all your fucking throats!"

      They went on arguing, but Willow was standing in front of me in a blink and handing me the silver tooth.

      "Truth."

      I stared into her eyes for a long moment, before I muttered, "I should give you a name."

      She blinked and smiled brilliantly while she clapped her hands. It seemed to shut the others up in their argument, and I decided we'd better get things moving.

      "Willa?" I tossed out the first name that came to my mind, and she squealed.

      "Willa! Willa! Me! Willa!" Another round of clapping and she yawned. "Bye."

      I expected to catch Willow with the sudden switch, but with a few blinks and an expression of 'what the fuck just happened,’ my Sweetness was back.

      "Did you just name my psychotic side Willa?" she asked as if it sounded almost preposterous.

      "Yes," I replied. "Don't like it?"

      "Oh, I like it," she admitted. "I just feel that it’s something Onyx would do and not you."

      I smirked and watched her as she walked around me all the way to pick up her heels that she'd placed on one of the tables I had on the side to use for my brushes.

      Sliding into her heels, she took her time walking back, until she stood next to me, admiring the line of tied-up men.

      "Did you think I was going to chicken out?" she inquired while her eyes were still observing the men before us.

      "I didn't hear your heels anymore."

      "I took them off," she stated the obvious.

      "Why did you switch to Willa?" I inquired. "Does this place trigger something?"

      "Sort of." She obviously didn't mind admitting her weakness. "Reminds me of a torture center I was in for a short period of time. I kinda forgot about it. The dim, flickering lights, metal tables…typical torture room aesthetic. It was when Onyx disappeared for two years."

      I felt like this was more important than how she was emphasizing it.

      "Willow, was this with Papa Dearest?" I was talking in riddles on purpose, and she understood that.

      "No. Don't think so. It was a flash of memory but I can't grasp it now." She shrugged like it wasn't a big deal, but I could sense her anxiety regarding it. If we weren't in front of our entertainment for the night, I would have comforted her, but we'd have time later to do exactly that. "Not important now."

      She was staring at the guy on the far right.

      "Neo." Her voice flowed into my mind. "Do we really have to get rid of that one?"

      Do you believe him?

      "Yes," she replied. "He could be a good ally. Not necessarily a Forbidden Pack member, but within the alliance."

      Do you have a plan for how you'll ensure his loyalty will always be on our side?

      "Maybe." The way she smirked told me she had something up her sleeve, but I felt she wanted my permission.

      I couldn't fight the clawing urge to hold her - my arm reaching out and pulling her into my side before my lips gently brushed her neck and my hot breath tickled her flesh as I spoke.

      "Do you want to take the lead?"

      She turned her head to look straight into my eyes, and though she was fighting to hide the bubbling emotion, I could tell she was begging to say yes.

      "Answer me, Sweet Mate," I hummed, my lips just inches from hers.

      "Yes," she firmly replied, and I rewarded her with a kiss that surely made her toes curl while she melted in my hold.

      "You guys are fucking crazy," the officer on the far left spat out.

      Willow didn't seem to care as she purposely drew the kiss out by wrapping her arms around my neck to keep me close. She broke the kiss just to whisper, "I'll make it quick. Well, maybe."

      She let me go before she looked over to the far-left officer.

      "You really talk a lot," she noted.

      And shot him.

      I had to fight not to snicker but my wolf was howling in my head in pure amusement while the remaining officers, including Officer Ronald, stared at their dead comrade. The headshot had hit between his eyes perfectly.

      All their gazes returned to Willow as she was spinning her conjured gun in one hand while on the phone with the other.

      It was like she hadn't just murdered someone.

      "They always say the weakest is the loudest," she casually noted as if she wanted to make conversation. "Anyone else got shit to say? I'm getting bored."

      "You think because you took Ronald's eye and a tooth that you ain't going to be caught?" the officer in between the dead guy and Officer Ronald muttered. "They surely know we're missing from the jail and were kidnapped."

      "You’ve got a good point," she admitted and slowly walked to the far-right officer, her heels making the perfect sound to heighten the suspense.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      "Officer...no. Milo Raymond. Twenty-nine. Only joined the force yesterday and was instructed to join Officer Ronald today."

      "Fucking black rat," the same gaslighting officer huffed.

      "I don't care!" Milo snapped. "You think your fucking words matter. Compared to you tainted-blood fuckers, I didn't agree to this shit. I didn't agree to give any of y'all loyalty or be in this fucking pack of blind puppets!"

      The other guy was going to say something, but Willow paused in spinning her gun to shoot the guy's leg. He screamed like a fucking baby, and it only made me smile while everyone else was looking at the guy and then back at Willow as she went back to spinning her gun and staring at Milo.

      "If I could give you immunity, what would you do in return?"

      "You're not fucking serious." The guy next to Milo finally had something to say. "You're giving this coward immunity? Can't you see who the powerful one here is?"

      "Power and cocky are two different things," Willow casually noted, her eyes on Officer Ronald. "I get it now. You're the Alpha."

      He laughed as if he weren't in a shit load of pain, putting up a front as his one eye glared at her with so much hate, I was tempted to deal with him first.

      My Sweetness was far too delicate to be hated like she'd murdered this man's entire generation.

      Funny how the ones who cloaked their hands with innocent blood loved to act like they were the heroes of their messed-up story.

      "What are you going to do about it, bitch?! You're just living off spare time at this point. You think you have the upper hand?"

      "Maybe," she admitted and returned her eyes to Milo. "Break away from his pack."

      Milo's eyes widened and he seemed to flinch as if something loud was pounding in his head. Willow merely observed him as his eyes looked from her to the side - clearly looking at Officer Ronald.

      "He's your Alpha, correct?" Willow questioned, catching Milo's attention. "What has he done for you? From the looks of it, he had to be your Alpha for a while to have enough control over you to make you fear being an Omega."

      "He was the one who kept me in the dungeon for months of torture to make me ruthless," he admitted.

      "You did a good job staying sane," she replied. "Proves you have resilience. Determination. Could have a future if you're powerful enough to survive breaking the bond."

      She walked closer to him, her eyes not leaving his. I was sure he was mentally weighing his options, trying to determine if Willow was really playing with his choices for survival or was giving him a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to escape his approaching doom.

      "Don't fucking listen to that cunt bitch!" Officer Ronald snapped. "If we're all dying, so are you! You're not getting a free pass!"

      "See?" Willow began as she walked around his specific chair. There was enough space for her to slip between Milo and the quieter douchebag in this line of fuckers. I was sure they were trying to figure out what her ploy was, but even that was a mystery to me.

      Which I absolutely adored.

      Never had I met a woman who knew how to play this game of suspense. Who knew what strings to pull and how to claim allies. We'd done it a few times; many of our security members who'd been loyal to us since Cali were once on the enemy's side.

      They had similar stories: forced into the dark side because of their circumstances, whether it was due to being poor, homeless, or in debt because of a sick family member. We gave them salvation in exchange for loyalty and they never turned back.

      I wasn't expecting this from Willow, and witnessing it with my own eyes only proved that she had some sort of training regarding interrogation. It would make sense with Roberto's ties to the mafia, but maybe I never expected it from Willow because she'd never executed this type of precision.

      This calculated behavior that interrogators learned to use against their prey.

      "Took you away from your daughter, brought you somewhere to be tortured for months, forced you to become an officer and give him your complete devotion, and now look? You're sitting upon death row and he wants you to die for him. Do you think that's the loyalty of an Alpha?"

      Milo swallowed as his eyes danced between anger and fear. He was frightened about the consequences of leaving, and I bet Willow saw why. She knew what it was like to be a caged bird. To be submissive to the person who brought agony to your cell and threatened to end it all if you disobeyed.

      Her past could be why she somehow saw past the circumstances and was willing to give this man a chance. He could be useful, especially when we knew he was a wolf. Whenever we made an alliance, they went to Jayce to be trained for security. He was good at helping with the transition, aiding them with their insecurities and the darker side of pulling out of a pack bond.

      The panic attacks, mental breakdowns, and emotional scars left behind were often intense.

      The longer I stared at Milo, the smarter this idea was blossoming to be, but the decision was still in his hands.

      "No," Milo finally answered.

      "You know nothing of this world, let alone what loyalty means!" Officer Ronald barked, and Milo flinched again. You could see the agony on his face, but he was prevailing against whatever mental attack Officer Ronald was giving him.

      "He doesn't want us to have him. Why?" My perceptive wolf was catching onto what I was sure Willow had already noticed.

      "What's loyalty to you?" Willow asked as she walked over to grab a folding chair. She came back to situate herself before Milo, spinning the open chair around so the back of it faced forward and she had the perfect ledge to rest her arms on as she looked directly into Milo's eyes. "Regardless of your past, what would prove to you that someone is loyal?"

      "A person who is willing to have your back when the world doesn't," he replied as he bobbed his head while tears formed in his eyes. "Where I...came from...the hood, you knew someone had your back when they would take a bullet for you. Would lie to make sure you didn't get caught, hide you from the feds, or take you into their group so your enemies couldn't do shit to you."

      "Did you leave the hood for your daughter?"

      He stared at Willow as a tear ran down his cheek. "My grandpa was from the hood. My father was from the hood. I was from the hood...but the idea of my baby girl joining that same cycle didn't sit well with me. It didn't matter to me if I had to start from scratch. I'd...start from the bottom if it meant giving her a better opportunity at life, giving her the protection I never got."

      Willow nodded in understanding and leaned back. Her wrists were crossed as she gripped the steel ledge.

      "Did you know there's an organization that was founded five years ago that saves children who are targeted by shifters?" she brought up. Milo looked confused, just like the others who were listening in.

      Her words piqued my interest as she got right into it.

      "It's actually a little thing me and my best friends made. It's pretty established now," she admitted while she was fiddling with her phone while still maintaining her posture. She paused as if something caught her interest, and I could see from where I stood that her threatening smile was growing bigger by the second.

      She uncrossed her wrists and leaned in close to show her phone to Milo at an angle only he could see. The way his eyes widened only confirmed what I was beginning to piece together, and his shocked eyes locked onto Willow's as she whispered, "What if immunity would mean you could go back to what you were doing, but instead of you hustling and fighting for survival, you were given a place to stay. A safe, respected community that would accept you. A good salary that would allow you to not worry about bills and making ends meet, and you wouldn't be a sacrificial lamb unless that was your choice in the heat of battle."

      "Whatever bullshit she's trying to show you is a fucking lie!" Officer Ronald snapped.

      "It's your choice who you want to believe," Willow acknowledged as she turned the phone back to face her as she leaned back once more. "Unlike him, I'm giving you an opportunity to start fresh. We wouldn't kill you. You'd swear that today's events would remain between you and the Forbidden Pack. You decide what role you want to play, major or minor, and you get to see your daughter again."

      The guy next to her laughed. "You're telling me you found his daughter when you just got his name now? What a bunch of bullshit."

      "Actually, Choi Ming Sung," she began and watched the way his eyes doubled in size at his obvious real name, "I did my research while I was chilling in the elevator. The moment those doors opened, I caught onto the slight magic in the air, which told me you guys were being rather naughty after waking up from your temporary slumber. From my vast personal experience from watching my own father deal with pitiful police officers who hide behind their uniform to get dirty work done like capturing mafia followers and bosses, I had a very good assumption you were working in that department, or why would you guys be so calm? Well, aside from you, Milo. You’re new."

      Choi's eyes narrowed and confirmed she hit the nail on the head.

      "So, with my excellent vision and other senses, I took the opportunity while my mate was enjoying your Alpha's insults to do a quick search and voila. I knew far-lefty over there was fucking useless, so there was no need for him to stick around for the plot. I kept you and cocky fucker because I really want to see what my mate can do with his talented fingers, and the only reason why Big Ass is alive is simply for entertainment."

      Officer Ronald was fuming with anger, and I wondered if he'd try to shift from how red his face was. Obviously, shifting was out of the question with the ropes Saint used to secure them with, but I always wondered if any of them would be strong enough to cut through that barrier.

      Willow's attention went back to Milo, and I could see his conviction was growing.

      "I'll give you a minute or two," Willow suggested. "Think about it."

      "If I agree, how would I re-enter society?" he asked.

      "I'll explain when I know your decision," Willow replied and got up. "Can't show all my cards, Milo."

      She walked over to me, and I didn't stop myself as pride flooded my expression. She noticed as she reached me, and she didn't hesitate to hug her arms around my waist and pull herself against me.

      "Is Dimi gonna be mad if we bring a disciple?"

      My wolf was howling again and I allowed myself to chuckle. "Really? Dimi?"

      "Shhh. He likes it when I call him that as William," she offered with a wink.

      "Where's my nickname?" I teased.

      "I like Neo," she admitted and added, "And Nico."

      My smirk only grew while she continued, "Though mate will always beat them all."

      She was seriously a precious gem we'd have to protect for the rest of our lives.

      "Want to ask?" I offered. "You are Beta, remember?"

      "Oh." It was like she'd forgotten. "Right. Okay."

      "Oh, Alpha Dimi. Knock, knock," she hummed sweetly, and Onyx, Saint, and Jayce burst into laughter.

      "What the fuck, Sugar?" Onyx chuckled. "What kind of shit are you trying to ask forgiveness for?"

      "She's definitely done something for her to talk so sweetly like that," Saint reasoned.

      "Neo? Did Willow kill those fuckers before you had a chance?" Jayce inquired.

      Willow was pouting, which made me chuckle within the bond because she looked so fucking cute.

      Actually, she killed one. He was useless as fuck, but Sweetness is doing a seductive job recruiting someone.

      "Oh shit, what?" That got their attention and Dimitris sighed into the bond.

      "Willow, what in heaven's name are you doing?"

      I nodded to encourage her and I felt like it was enough for her to make a serious claim of what she wanted to do.

      "Milo Raymond. Twenty-nine. Reported missing ten months ago. Father of a two-year-old daughter. She’s actually a part of the organization Onyx, Aurelia, and I manage," she began and that silenced all of them as they all focused on what she had to say. "Our organization doesn't take humans. They take hybrids and magic users. I did a second search. His child has fae qualities."

      That shocked me and I felt the surprise from the others.

      "I'm giving him the choice: die with his Alpha or gain immunity with us," she emphasized. "Before you get your cocks in a fit, I don't mean join the Forbidden. I think he could be a good ally."

      "Is he a wolf?" Dimitris questioned.

      "Hybrid. Fae wolf. I sensed the fae magic when I walked in, but he's good at cloaking it. He lived in the hood, and my guess is he never fit in because of his fae qualities. He was kidnapped and tortured for months in someplace that involves the Vile Queen. He may have info on her, but he's strong, Dimitris. He's gonna come with issues, I'm not going to deny that, but with real loyalty, he won't snitch. That's what my instincts tell me."

      I took a brief look at Milo. He was still thinking, lost in the decision of choosing yes or no. I didn't like how it was taking so long, but I wasn't going to act on it.

      Patience is always key in situations like these.

      "If Willow thinks he’s got potential, I'll gladly take him in to train," Jayce announced.

      "Fae wolves are rare. He could ensure we don't get fucked up again," Saint added.

      "If his daughter is already in our organization, it proves he was a target, to begin with," Onyx muttered. "We created it so orphans like me who fall through the cracks won't land into the hands of a villainous Alpha who tortures and destroys futures."

      You could feel the raw emotion in Onyx's words, and the mere idea and understanding they had this organization really shed more light on the fact that we still had so much to discover about each of them.

      "If choosing him goes south, you know that's on you, Willow."

      "I know how this works," she assured him. "It won't go south. Trust me, Alpha."

      I expected Dimitris to put up a fuss because this was risky. It took us years before we could have a say on who we recruited, but Willow went above and beyond with such a sleek execution that I was sure Dimitris was speechless.

      She certainly surprised me.

      "Fine," he shockingly stated. "Jayce, head over there. I'm sure we don't need an alibi, now do we, Willow?"

      "Got that covered, Alpha." She sounded gleeful through the pack bond, and I could feel how fucking happy she was in this moment.

      It was like she was being acknowledged for her skill set for the first time, and frankly, I was loving seeing the thrill in those gorgeous orbs.

      The sudden cry of agony cut through our mental conversation, and our gazes darted over to see Milo gritting his teeth. His eyes were closed shut, while Officer Ronald was screaming in anguish.

      "You fucker!" he snapped, and if it wasn't for the fact their chairs were magically held in place, he'd be on the floor with how he was rocking back in forth in clear misery.

      My impressed expression was just like Willow's. Her pleased smirk formed on her lips as we both caught onto the sudden spike of magic that pierced through the air.

      Fae magic.

      It took me this while to realize I'd turned on my sight long ago, but I purposely turned it off as I closed my eyes and admired the pure beauty of the golden streams of magic that were oozing out and upward to the ceiling, spreading with immense velocity.

      That was what differentiated fae magic from any other elemental magic: its intense power, the golden hues, and the destructive force it carried if the user held ill intentions.

      It was another reason they were sought out.

      The final cry of pain came from Officer Ronald. The force was enough to knock him out while his body shook with convulsions. My attention followed Willow as she slipped from my hold to walk back to Milo.

      The other two were clearly speechless that Milo had the guts to do what he did, and it only proved how foolish they had been to treat him like a waste of space. They were about to enjoy a slow death from my hands, but maybe with Milo in the picture, I could further enjoy the process while giving him a taste of revenge.

      Willow pulled the chair back, spun it around once more, and sat down. Crossing one leg over the other, she leaned into the back of the chair and watched Milo as he gasped and shook. I wouldn't wish this on anyone - the pain of escaping the bond of an Alpha was, in some cases, lethal.

      Onyx had survived doing it twice out of pure determination and love for Willow, or else he surely would have lost his fucking mind by now and become a feral wolf.

      Willow waited patiently for Milo to catch his breath, and when he did, he lifted his head so his eyes of golden red met her proud ones. His skin was darker now, a perfect shade of chocolate, and yet it glimmered with a golden coat of magic that licked off his flesh. Willow didn't just find a speck of a diamond; she found a gold mine that was about to turn the tables for us.

      I fucking love this woman.

      "Can...you show your cards...now?" He breathed heavily as sweat fell from the sides of his drenched face while his lips trembled, like the rest of his body.

      "Certainly," she replied. "Just let me do one thing," she declared, her phone in her grasp. She made a phone call and I knew from the quick pick-up that she was calling Viktor.

      "Officer Raymond. Twenty-nine." That's all she said before she hung up and twiddled her phone.

      "What the fuck did you just do?" The man who Willow shot finally had a big mouth to speak. Willow didn't answer, but instead, she snapped her free fingers, and Officer Ronald began screaming as a jolt of magic seemed to rush through him and wake him up.

      He groaned and could barely keep his head up, but his half-open eyes were on Willow, as were Choi’s and the other dude’s.

      Willow simply pressed something on her phone, and she turned the screen to them. I couldn't help but move until I was standing a step’s distances from Milo and watching the obvious live broadcast on the screen.

      "This is NEWS 94 LIVE and we're here at the scene of the horrific freak accident that killed five officers being transferred from Midtown Precinct South earlier this evening! As you all know, traffic has been intense these last few weeks, especially with the beginning snowfall as we approach Christmas. These officers had accidentally accused well-known global artist, Neo Rodriquez! He was targeted as a potential bomber after the lead officer of the unit accused him of suspiciously viewing the area multiple times and tried to gaslight him among bystanders when Neo remained calm and refused to react to the provoking behavior! If you know Rodriquez, you know that he's a famous blind artist. He is also one of the CEOs of the new Forbidden Enterprise that was officially granted a trillion-dollar business deal to create an abundance of job opportunities and living spaces, opening plenty of doors in various businesses that will bring NYC up as a whole! The situation escalated when Willow De Luca, daughter of Roberto De Luca, who recently stepped down to give his assets to Miss De Luca, arrived on the scene and didn't even hesitate to get in the middle of the potential crossfire!"

      The scene of the confrontation began to play on the screen, while the woman continued.

      "The men were being transferred over to be placed in a confined jail due to the sudden spike of death threats against the head officer and the entire department! We're still unclear if this freak accident had foul play involved, but the blast caused in the collision has definitely left remains along this cliff!" She paused as if she were listening to something through her earpiece. "This just in! Authorities have discovered a body! Officer Raymond...twenty-nine, is...alive!"

      The others couldn't say a word while Milo's eyes slowly moved to Willow. She knew the power she carried and somehow executed it so flawlessly that I was sure the other two bastards regretted their decision to act tough.

      "I'm being told that Office Raymond was a brand-new officer in the unit, starting literally this evening, and had been assigned to Officer Ronald for training! Obviously, with such circumstances, the potential confrontation that we're beginning to assume was planned at some point couldn't possibly have been known by a new recruit! As you can see over there, the helicopter is taking the stretcher and is most likely airlifting him to the nearest hospital to treat his wounds! We're unsure if he'll survive, let alone make a full recovery, but we will keep you posted on all the news regarding this incident!"

      Willow uncrossed her legs, only to cross them again - her grasp still holding the phone as if there were something left to be said.

      "Another update! It looks like Miss DeLuca's bodyguard, the one who was seen driving Mr. Rodriquez and protecting them when the confrontation occurred, has just confirmed that Officer Raymond was actually a hired undercover agent working with the FBI! He was assigned to assess this specific group of officers due to suspicious activity and reports being done at the department! That's all the details we have at this time, but it's becoming crystal clear that what happened earlier this evening during rush hour against Mr. Rodriquez, Miss De Luca, and her accomplices was a direct act of hatred! We hope Officer Raymond recovers so we can get his side of the story!"

      Willow lowered her hand and rose up from her spot.

      "Is that enough?" she asked Milo.

      I could already see the hope in his eyes as he nodded swiftly.

      "Willow De Luca, right?"

      "Mhmm," Willow replied.

      "I, Milo Raymond, vow my loyalty to you, Willow De Luca, and the pack you're associated with," he declared. "From this day forward, my loyalty to you is as strong as a wolf's bond to his pack. Let the magic within me be my witness."

      The air sizzled with power, and I knew without a doubt that it was a sealed deal.

      Willow nodded and looked over at me.

      "I'm done," she announced. "The ball is in your court, mate."

      The elevator ding caught our attention, and we looked back to see Jayce had arrived.

      "Just in time," I noted as he walked towards us. "Was about to get busy."

      "Oh, I get to watch?" Jayce tossed back and didn't hesitate to walk over to Willow and kiss her on the cheek. She seemed to beam at the obvious expression of affection, and I had to admit, I liked the idea of them getting more comfortable with one another.

      "I think it would be good for Milo to get to take part in the torture," I suggested, which got their attention as I looked at the very man in question. "You have healing capabilities?"

      He bobbed his head.

      "How fast are you?"

      "Scratches...a second...major organs...five seconds," he breathed and actually smirked. "Three seconds...if you at least get me some steak."

      Willow laughed and looked at me. "He has humor."

      "Clearly," I replied. "Guess we better get you a steak."

      I walked over to my table, and it wasn't long before I had everything set up to go. Waiting for Jayce and Willow to come back, I asked a quick question.

      "What about bringing back the dead?" I looked over to Milo as he clearly got my point and slowly looked over to his dead comrade at the end.

      Ex-comrade.

      "If that's what you want," he replied. "It's a bit of a pain in the ass."

      "What if it gets you out of here and to your daughter in two hours?"

      His eyes widened while mine darkened with mischief. "You saw what my sweet mate can do. With the Forbidden Pack, if you're loyal, you reap the rewards."

      The man didn't even delay. I blinked three times and just like that, the man was gasping for life as if he'd just been sleeping. The bullet hole was still there, but it was merely contributing pain at this point, rather than killing him.

      I felt Nico's presence now as it swept through me at the marvelous sight, and I looked back at Milo. His eyes widened as he got a glimpse of how lethal I probably looked thanks to my immense amusement.

      "I take it back," I whispered with a husky voice. "One hour."

      I'd impress my Willow by serving justice and be rewarded with pleasure.
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      ~JAYCE~

      "I'm running out of paintbrushes, Ronald."

      Leaning against one of the pole structures in the room, my eyes continued to watch Neo's blood craft as he continued to paint probably the biggest piece he'd done in a good fucking while.

      There was no denying the fact that this artwork would sell within ten seconds, or maybe he'd even put it up for auction. He liked reserving an auction for special occasions, but from the way Neo had been in such a happy mood since starting his first session, I had a good hunch that he'd go along with it.

      The metallic stench of blood cloaked the room like an invisible plague, but you didn't need to look far to see the remains of the three officers. Neo hadn't made their suffering too agonizing.

      They were alive the entire time, until the very last stroke, but a fifteen-minute session wasn't really anything close to Neo's usual time frame. Each officer got an agonizing five minutes, and since they were going to be dying just as fast, Neo just heightened the pain level to some ridiculous level.

      I was sure death was a blessing to them, but I felt not an ounce of pity.

      They wanted one of our members to be embarrassed in front of the world before they would kill him in the quietness of the night. They could all go to fucking hell.

      My eyes looked to the man standing next to me - Milo Raymond.

      He was an unexpected find, to say the least, and Willow was positive he'd be a good ally to have on our team.

      She found a mine of gold.

      Milo was a fae wolf, one of the rarest types of fae, especially in these parts. Our world didn't have many faes to begin with. There were multiple reasons for it, but the general, obvious one was how sought-out they were.

      I could tell why Milo got away with lasting so long. In NYC, the population of colored shifters had dropped significantly since the uprising of Roberto and his pack.

      It wasn't to say his pack didn't have a variety of cultures and races, but it was rather clear that blacks and Asians were on the rare side. Some would claim they were a minority in the realms of shifters, but we knew better.

      Their genetics didn't handle shifting at all. Many loved to think wolf shifters had stereotypes while other supernatural creatures like dragons, bears, eagles, etc were designated to the cultures that used their representation to pay tribute to their backgrounds.

      They had no idea that those very creatures were simply easier for those cultures to populate as shifters. African-Americans had a high population of bear shifters, Asians of dragons, Indigenous people of eagles, and the list went on and on.

      It was something brushed under the rug because when you dipped your fingers into race in this world, you'd be left burned and fingerless. To me, personally, I didn't give a fuck what color your skin was, let alone your background.

      If you were loyal, could fight, and had a brain bigger than a pea, you were good.

      Maybe that was why way back when I used to coach, people enjoyed my teachings. I found the best of the best, not because of what they could do upon arrival to our training center, but because of what they couldn't do. How much willpower did they carry and to what length would they train to be the best of the best?

      I'd done so many various things in my life that I'd almost forgotten. Building my car collection and empire in the realms of business during the day, and beating the crap out of the competition and teaching others to defend themselves at night had consumed me.

      My life was rough, like the others’. I’d been deserted for being far too weak to appease a family that wanted perfection. I’d fallen in with the wrong crowds and various gangs. It was the ultimate motto of survival of the fittest. I had to fight my whole life to fucking exist, and now I was in a powerful chair that made the decisions on who got to rise in this world and who got to continue on their path towards failure.

      When I was younger, I held more sympathy in my heart. But losing my ex-mate destroyed that last shard of grace.

      I actually hadn't trained anyone for a while. Even when we arrived in NYC and got a few extra security peeps, I gave them the basic run down, like anyone else, and that was it. Why waste time on teaching those who may become pawns in this game of chess?

      Milo, however, was different. I could tell just by looking at him that his potential was dangerously overwhelming. I could tell that without his uniform, he looked like a thug trying to make it out of whatever clustered hole he’d gotten himself in.

      That he's been fighting to be free, but never got a fucking break in his life.

      I could resonate with that, but would I risk letting him join us? No.

      Willow clearly saw something, enough for her to gather the guts to ask Dimitris if we could save him.

      My eyes moved over to look at our Sweet Beauty, the Beta of our Forbidden Pack, who was quietly sitting on one of the tables - fully entranced by the whole process.

      I didn't know if it was because of her life being in a world of darkness, but she was handling everything like a pro. I was sure the others felt the same about that fact. Willow had more layers to herself that we'd yet to unravel and definitely carried a secret or two we may never be able to uncover.

      Her adaptability to her environment had to be a coping mechanism of hers. She learned that the moment she entered a new territory, she had to gather everything she needed to have an advantage.

      Find every escape route, know every individual in the room, and ensure she never lacked.

      She'd project her innocence by using the simple fact she was a slim, fit girl with the looks to match. No one ever expected such a beauty could be the sole daughter of Roberto De Luca - business extraordinaire by day and lethal Mafia leader and Alpha of the De Luca pack at night.

      Surely Roberto's mafia background guaranteed that Willow would have witnessed some things, but what Neo was currently doing was something I felt almost no one else in this world did.

      It was the oddest yet most satisfying way of killing someone, the essence of their life being used to paint masterpieces worth billions. That surely had to be enough to send her to the hills, but there she was, fully immersed while she kicked her legs up and down like this was some school presentation.

      Her wolf was clearly observing because I could tell from the flickering of her eye color that she had to be close to the surface, but not enough to trigger her shift.

      I was itching for us to go on another run. We'd been delaying it because of all this shit being brought up, but fuck, I wanted to run with her and frolick in the fields without a care in the world.

      It was weird to accept in my mind, but I missed Willow. It was my fault for basically distancing myself as of late for my own sanity, but the longer I tried to quietly mourn this time of the year, the more this ache within my heart grew.

      Being in the same room as Willow made that very ache disappear - that pulsing force that reminded me I was alone and the ultimate culprit of stealing the burning light my mate carried vanished.

      I could think straight without getting irritated, and though I still had my anger issues, I felt completely calm at this moment.

      No thoughts of ridicule were assaulting my mind.

      Willow had something in her that tamed each of us. Dimitris was normally cold-hearted, focused, and couldn't be persuaded to do anything unless there was a good damn reason or benefit to it, but he'd easily agreed for Milo to be saved.

      Neo was normally one of few words, and his emotions never surfaced unless he was in his element - like right now - yet he'd been happier and more affectionate.

      Saint was always playful, to begin with, but with Willow around, you couldn't deny the heightened protectiveness he carried for her. It was the little actions of checking on her here and there while wanting to do things that would aid in giving her a sense of balance.

      The brief conversation of how deeply rooted we each were to our endangered sides of power was probably the rawest conversation we'd had as a pack. I may have known what Saint was, but Neo didn't. Just like how Saint and I knew nothing about Neo's royal heritage or how deeply rooted he was in his blood abilities.

      Onyx always carried a mysterious darkness around him, one that mimicked the shadows, but we all could tell he was a lot calmer internally than before. Since becoming Willow's official mate, that bubbling anxiety within him that would leak into the wolf bond from time to time had lessened drastically, though he was still a stalking psycho - as Willow liked to call his “watching” tactics.

      Not to forget he was royalty as well, though we'd yet to find out anything regarding that.

      I was sure Dimitris was trying to aid in that department without telling Onyx about it - one of the many roles an Alpha would take upon themselves to help a member of their pack. I was sure if he did find anything, we'd be the last to know, and with how everything was going as of late, we were barely getting time to sleep.

      "An hour is almost up," Neo announced as he finished with the fine brush he was using and dropped it into a special clear liquid all the other used brushes were currently soaking in.

      The brushes were extremely expensive. The set from France had been gifted to Neo a while back. They performed marvellously according to Neo's standards, so he soaked them in an expensive clear liquid that got blood out of the bristles far quicker.

      Those concoctions help clean shifter blood from crime scenes.

      Only shifters really knew that blood carried a special scent that could linger for months, if not years depending on the shifter. It was one of the reasons why Neo always had to use a special layering coat on his creations to ensure the scent was a rich cologne fragrance that overpowered the scent of blood.

      Some of his clients liked the bloody scent, so he'd use the layer of cover-up to a lesser degree, but he'd only had a few clients want the full scale of the aroma on their paintings.

      They wished to smell the scent of their slain enemy hanging on the wall.

      "You have anything else to say, Ronald? This is your last chance."

      The poor man had probably lost his soul in the crossfire - his eyes were practically lifeless. His body was ripped open, his organs all visible, while his heart seemed to be the last functioning thing. His lungs barely expanded and deflated.

      It was like opening the hood of a car and watching the engine work, only we were witnessing how a shifter functioned in their last minutes of life.

      When I was still new to this world of bloodshed, I wondered what Mother Moon would think of us. Would she disdain our actions of torture, or approve of them because we delivered punishment to those who purposely sought to destroy our own kind?

      Those thoughts faded with age and experience, but once in a while, I wondered if she'd love us when we returned home one day.

      Would she give us salvation for living a lifestyle of justice through the act of bloodshed?

      Ronald fought to speak, and I expected some sort of swear word because that was what everyone said with their last breath.

      "Fuck...you."

      "Could have been more creative than that," Neo stated with disappointment, his eyes scanning his masterpiece before him. I was sure with his heightened magic he could see with perfect vision, but once Ronald's life force faded, so would Neo's vision once more.

      "Sweet Mate," Neo called to Willow. She was sitting up and looking curiously at Neo as he finally pulled his eyes from the filled canvas. "Wanna do the honors?"

      "I wanna watch, actually," she admitted. "On your lap."

      I arched an eyebrow at her statement, looking back at Neo, who was literally smiling from ear to ear. The last time I'd seen him with such a genuine look of happiness on his face was when he'd won his global award, and even then, he had his blindfold on for that occasion.

      Here, he truly looked like a happy man in love with a woman who lit up his entire world. That could have been exactly what Willow did. She gave him the ability to see past his limitations, and watching it like an unfolding movie made me crave the same.

      Made me crave the light at the burning end of the tunnel.

      Willow slid off the table, her heels clicking against the cement surface as she reached where Neo sat and didn't hesitate to sit on his lap. Neo had his arm around her waist in an instant, his lips brushing hers in greeting before she took a moment to admire the piece up close.

      I could feel the pride leaking off her, which was mesmerizing to feel. After watching an hour of Neo's antics, she wasn't in the slightest bit afraid of him.

      She was fucking proud of his work. Impressed by his creativity and workmanship.

      To simply put it, she accepted him.

      "You have a better idea, Sweet Mate?"

      "Hmm," she began. "Why don't we give Milo the chance to end it? He did let us have some fun."

      She did have a point.

      I looked at Milo, just like they did, and he didn't seem opposed by the idea.

      "Would that be allowed?" Milo inquired. "He's your kill. I shouldn't be given the opportunity when I didn't struggle for it."

      Whoever trained - or tortured - him probably instilled those bullshit olden ways of thinking upon him. It was the typical “catch your prey, reap the rewards” movement.

      It was stupid because the saying was flawed in the shifter world because no matter who caught the prey, it would end up in the hands of your Alpha and they would determine whether you joined their meal, like it was the Last Supper, or starved.

      "You did struggle for it," Willow reasoned. "You fought against the strings of fate for survival, don't you think? It would be smart to take this given opportunity to enjoy the rewards of your struggle, right?"

      There was something about Willow's voice that just got through to you and pointed out the obvious picture. It clearly worked on Milo, because he nodded, but surprisingly looked at me.

      "What do you think?" he quietly asked.

      I wondered why he was asking for my opinion, but I earnestly answered, "Don't be a fool and regret not taking this opportunity."

      He stared into my eyes as if he were seeking some level of validation from my words, so I added, "Who sat upon a throne of power while you were beaten down like a slave? Who stood and allowed the walls you built for years to come crumbling down? Who hoped for you to follow them till the end so you could leave everything that held value to you behind? Who deserves to face the ultimate punishment of death? Look at that man and tell me if he deserves your sympathy."

      He took a steady inhale and turned to look at Ronald. The way his eyes narrowed and sparked with orange and gold made his red orbs look like they were made of fire. The rage he kept hidden within himself could burn cities down to the ground.

      An intense rage that I was far too familiar with.

      He walked over to him as Willow slipped out of Neo's lap so they could stand up. They moved to the side as if to give him space and I decided to join the front row spot out of my own curiosity.

      Milo stood before Ronald, his eyes glaring at the man who’d surely fucked over his life. Whatever plans he’d had were ruined by this man hanging on a thin thread between life and death.

      Ronald began to chuckle, the weak sound going in and out. It sounded much closer to a struggling wheeze.

      "Ha...ppy now...black monkey? You'll...never...fit...into...this world...made for power."

      None of us said anything, but I was surprised by the low chuckle that rumbled against Milo's throat.

      "You thought I wanted to fit into this fucked-up world?" Milo whispered with so much amusement, I almost thought he’d lost a screw for a second. From the intense gazes of Willow and Neo, they were just as intrigued as me by Milo's behavior.

      "Where I was born, we were bathed in rivers of gold. Where I wished to be raised, we wore crowns with our heads up high. My family chose this path for me not because we came to fit in. They encouraged me to live this poor, wretched life to humble me," he quietly revealed. "You knew exactly what you were doing when you kidnapped me from the streets and took me to that fucked-up place of torture. You knew who I was...and who I one day would be. You knew what a worthy asset I'd be and only wanted to keep me around so when your weak little queen asked for my head, you'd have it on demand."

      I was coming to realize Milo wasn't as foolish as one would expect. I side glanced at Willow to see her obvious shock, and Neo was smirking like we'd literally won the lottery.

      Fuck...maybe we just did.

      "So...before you go to meet your Creator, let me tell you. In my world, the lands of fae, they respect me no matter the shade of my flesh, and I am a man people kneel down for. This richly dark skin your world mocked is worshipped in my lands. You believe I was born to be a black monkey, but I have the ability to change my flesh to whatever color I see fit."

      My eyes widened as his skin color indeed began to shift, the dark skin quickly turning to a brilliant porcelain shade. It reminded me of a chameleon changing its appearance to blend into the world.

      Even Ronald's eyes widened just slightly from the barely open state, and how rewarding it was to see his heightened regret for failing.

      Milo's skin returned to his dark, tanned shade and he smiled brilliantly.

      "So, let me tell you. I'm proud of who I represent. I carry my head up high to prove to the little boys and girls stuck upon those streets that in another land, there's a rightful place for them and a world that would accept them." He raised his hand then, and his smile surely couldn't be more spectacular.

      There was so much pride, happiness, and hidden strength while his eyes blazed with triumph.

      "Your world was never made for me to fit in. My kind was created to break the barriers the selfish leaders of this land fight to keep your supernatural races captive within. It's a shame you won't be alive for the uprising that lies ahead but don't worry," Milo assured him. "I'll ensure your head is delivered to your queen myself. A souvenir...and reminder that she'll share a similar fate to yours."

      His last word triggered golden flames that burst into existence at the tips of Ronald's toes. I knew right away this fire was different - a unique blend of fae magic and elemental flame that morphed into something that surely replicated hellfire.

      The pain had to be severe enough for him to scream with whatever vocal cords he had left, and we watched as the flames took their sweet time in moving up his body.

      "How is he able to feel?" Neo calmly asked, drawing our attention to him. While his closed eyes remained looking at Ronald's feet, his lips were lifting further up in glee. "He should have lost his sense of feeling down there by now."

      That brought our eyes to Milo, and the look alone proved we may have found someone crazier than Neo but who carried an elegance to his tip of insanity.

      "These flames are extremely rare," he confessed. "Only specific fae wolves can summon them. Their burning core essence doesn't just reach the flesh and bone. It devours down to the individual’s soul, meaning that he's feeling every bit of pain at the soul level."

      My jaw went loose, as did Willow's, the two of us taken aback by the news while Neo was giving him a full-fledged smile. I had a very strong feeling those two - and potentially Nico hiding within - would get along quite nicely.

      "I'm going to take a dangerous guess," Neo began and I could see the sudden shift in his aura, as could Willow. She didn't seem shocked by Nico's sudden appearance, but it only proved he was picking up on what Milo was. "You're royalty. And from your energy, you're far more similar to us than we originally realized."

      Milo shrugged as he snapped his fingers. The flames that were mid-leg level paused in their rising movement. Ronald was somehow still screaming like a lunatic, but we were tuning him out and completely focused on Milo.

      "Only royals can sense another royal," he admitted. "But only those who carry an endangered trait can get along with one another."

      He crossed his arms for a moment as he observed the three of us.

      "I am a prince, one from a very powerful kingdom. However, my story is mine to hold dear until I can completely trust you. Like you said, this alliance does not mean I'm a part of your pack, though my loyalty will be strong with the royal ties I carry within my blood." His entire demeanor seemed different, but his aura was mesmerizing to witness as it danced around him like flames.

      His eyes locked onto Willow's.

      "I'll share my origin when I'm comfortable doing so and I can ensure my daughter's safety. Once I can do that and take her to whom she needs to be with, I'll gladly reveal my heritage and my true form."

      True form.

      Nico chuckled, and I could tell he was beyond pleased with Milo's words.

      "I like a man who holds dark secrets," he admitted. "We'll talk about the details on another occasion."

      Then Neo was back, as was Milo, the power of authority leaving him as well. Milo snapped his fingers once more, and the fire began to move again.

      "This will take some time," he began. "I’d rather the process be slower. It will have greater lingering effects on his soul even after he crosses over."

      Ouch.

      "I guess no painting tonight?" Willow randomly asked, and Neo looked at her.

      "Are you tired?"

      "No," she admitted.

      "Then why can't we paint?" he asked.

      "Don't we have to clean up?" she inquired. "By the time this place is spotless, it'll surely be closer to mid-morning."

      "Go paint," I encouraged, grabbing their gazes as I gave them a slight smirk. I knew what Neo wanted to do even though he was pretty good at hiding it. With the mate bond, I was rather impressed with his tolerance.

      During my time with my mate, we'd fucked for hours each day once the bond awakened. He and Onyx were carrying some amazing levels of resistance to not have locked her up in a room to fuck her for days on end.

      At least, that's what I would have done.

      "I know how to clean up. Saint said he'd come help when things were done, so it won't take long. We'll get Milo situated and we'll regroup later in the morning."

      Neo and Willow exchanged looks before they nodded.

      "Thanks, Jayce!" Willow thanked me and walked over to give me a hug. It was unexpected, but I didn't stiffen from her affection. I actually relaxed, and that told me I was a fucking goner.

      "You won't survive if you fall for her," my wolf noted.

      You mean 'we' won't survive if we fall for her.

      "Nah. I'd be good. You're the one with PTSD problems."

      I mentally rolled my eyes but focused on the present as Neo thanked me and gave me a pat on the back.

      They exchanged words with Milo, and it wasn't long before they were heading into the elevator, leaving the screams of torture behind.

      Returning my gaze to Milo, I decided to say what was on my mind.

      "You wanted them to leave on purpose," I voiced.

      "For one who uses anger as a mask and is rather on the quieter side, your ability to observe is a good quality to carry," Milo retorted. "Yes. I did want them to leave. Only a fool couldn’t see those two desired to be elsewhere rather than watch the end of this waste of space."

      "I have a strong feeling we could get along. My question is, how does it feel to be an Omega?"

      "Weird," he admitted. "Maybe because of this new wolf, I feel like a lost soul in a field of stars. It makes me miss my independence solely as a fae."

      "What will your family think?"

      "I'm sure they're aware of my absence and would be thankful I'm even alive," he admitted, but his eyes darkened. "I need to get my daughter back to the fae realms."

      "Were you not planning to raise her here?" I decided to pry a little.

      "No," he admitted. I wasn't sure I was going to get more from him as his eyes moved back to Ronald. "Are you in a hurry to return?"

      "No," I replied. "Saint's handling some business and won't be here for a few more hours. Neo and Willow probably won't come back down here, and obviously, this place is soundproof so you can do whatever."

      "They say us fae are some of the most dangerous supernatural creatures in the realms," he whispered. "Do you believe it's true?"

      "Indeed." I was no fool to disbelieve those obvious warnings. Every shifter knew that, regardless of whether you were a wolf or some other supernatural being.

      "Then, will you allow me to seek true revenge?"

      I wasn't going to be the one to stop him.

      "Go right ahead."

      I purposely walked over to grab the folding chair Willow had sat in earlier. I spun it around so I could sit the same way Willow had, my bulky arms resting on the small top part of the back support while I rested my chin on my crossed arms. Our Blossoming Flower's scent still lingered around the chair, making any hints of worry fade away.

      "Get wild," I encouraged. "Just don't kill me. And make sure it doesn't ruin Neo's paintings. He hates when his stuff gets ruined in the crossfire."

      A single nod was all he showed in reply as the lights above began to flicker until they went completely off. The sudden shift in energy made goosebumps crawl upon my flesh, and I watched in amazement as the man who was cut wide open was suddenly rejuvenated with life.

      "What?! W-What are you doing?!" Ronald was brought back to life, even with his opened chest that displayed his guts. He looked beyond horrified, his frantic eyes looking around as he tried to get up.

      Golden strings already captured him in place, and I watched as symbols of magic began to form upon the black surface of Milo's flesh. He blended so perfectly with the darkness, but now, as his body began to glow with various markings of traditional symbols, I could see him clearly.

      And he was nothing like the Milo in the light.

      "Seeing as I've been given this rare opportunity to enact my revenge," he began, his voice completely unrecognizable as a lump began to form in my throat, "why don't I let you experience a glimpse of what my ancestors dealt with at the hands of your kind."

      Ronald was literally screaming, not because of the pain in his body, but out of pure fear. I could only see Milo's back; his previously slim but muscled build was now doubled and reminded me of Onyx, but he was taller and held even more muscle.

      I didn't wish to see his true face - his real form he was hiding from us until he could surely share without the need to kill us.

      "Fae. I forgot how scary they are." My wolf's voice actually trembled as he moved a bit back into the shadows of his corner as if frightened that we'd get pulled into this unfolding disaster.

      You're right. I forgot and I'm glad for the reminder.

      "Are you going to talk to Dimitris?"

      Ya. We can't fucking lose out on this.

      The punishment began, and what unfolded before my eyes would surely haunt me for the rest of my life. I was sure if the others were here, Neo would be starry-eyed, Saint would be vomiting in the corner, Dimitris would observe every single execution of pain, and I felt like Onyx would clap his hands and request an encore.

      And if Willow saw...I'm not even fucking sure how she'd react. There's a limit to insanity and power...but why do I feel she'd sit right in between satisfied and damn right mesmerized?

      I wasn't sure what we'd have to do, but there was no way this man could be a mere "ally."

      He could be a part of our bowl of Forbidden Fruit, and it was only a matter of time before he was ripe and ready for the world to view him as a dangerous predator in this world of power.
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      ~WILLOW~

      "You've never painted before?" Neo questioned as he actually took the time to admire what I'd attempted to paint.

      "Nope," I admitted. "I didn't really have hobbies until Aurelia came into my life. She went through a phase of 'I wanna try everything' as an act of rebellion against her strict upbringing so I drew with her a few times to create magic incantations and stuff, but never did an actual paint session."

      "Hmm." His eyes were assessing my work, those red magic circles of his following the various colored strokes of his drawn hair. I'd done a close-up portrait of him with his blindfold on because I wanted to test my abilities.

      I really wanted to draw him with his eyes open and capture the unique beauty in his hollow orbs with their enchanting red circles, but that required time and concentration, and I personally wanted more practice because that hand-painted image would be even more important to me.

      To have a canvas painting of how I began versus my growth thanks to Neo's guidance and generosity.

      I was sure many took advantage of activities like these. Being able to sit comfortably and get lost in sketching the stillness of someone in front of you was an opportunity to see the beauty of an object or person in the heat of the moment and allow yourself to get lost in the tranquil melody such activities invited you to experience.

      I wasn't expecting to get to paint after getting our mini-revenge, and though it was past midnight, Neo insisted I give it a shot. I knew from the intense glow of his magical orbs that he could see every fine detail of my mini-masterpiece and I was a little nervous about what he had to say.

      Criticism was inevitable, but it would encourage me to get better.

      He pulled back to rest his chin on my shoulder, his intense gaze still admiring my piece.

      "This is good, Willow," he finally announced after another minute of staring. "Your stroke technique is fine in execution, which is good. Allows more details and heightens the layer of color. Your sketching time was just as swift and the overall image is really well done."

      "What are the negatives?" I asked.

      "Don't slouch," he concluded as he lightly ran his hand down my spine, the touch forcing me to arch back, which clearly corrected my posture. "Bad for you long term."

      "You have to have more criticism than that," I whined and moved my face slightly to my right side as he purposely leaned back just to meet my questioning gaze.

      "Like?"

      "Saying it's ugly?"

      "It's not though."

      "You can't tell me this isn't ugly!"

      "It's not ugly," he repeated. "Unless you're trying to imply I'm ugly."

      'You're not ugly," I groaned.

      "I know," he replied and kissed me before I could argue. "Neither is this painting, Willow."

      I knew from his calm demeanor that he was actually being serious with me, but I couldn't accept that my art was up to his standards.

      "Want to see my first drawing?"

      "Okay," I quietly replied and watched him rise up and walk over to the other side of the private marble aesthetic studio. He opened a cabinet and went through a few books before retrieving a tiny notebook.

      He returned and pulled up a chair to sit next to me and offered me the little spiral-bound book. I accepted it, catching on to the tainted scent, but it didn't stop me from opening it up to view the stick figures with names above their heads.

      Mama. Papa. Uncle. Auntie. Emma. Diesel.

      That was all that was drawn in the crumbling, lined book. Even with the faded pages and the light brown, dark brown, and slightly faded red coloring, I knew these weren't drawn with paint.

      Blood.

      "Those were my first drawings in a psych ward," he admitted. "Mandatory, really. It was stupid because I was blind and recovering, but I guess due to the injuries I suffered on my arms and hands, they were worried I'd lose function in them. It's not like America where they have all the tools and equipment to aid you in your recovery based on body parts."

      "You drew it with their blood?" I quietly asked.

      "Mhmm," he replied, his gaze on the crumpled sheets. "I'd been awake after the accident that blinded me. I wasn't good at my blood ability just yet but was strong enough to extract a bit from each of them. My memories are pretty much faded from the incident, and I don't really remember the details of what happened when I lost consciousness, but I remember when they told me to draw who was with me. That's what I did but I used the blood of each of them. I guess whoever was assigned to me knew who I was, or else we wouldn't have gotten such amazing health treatment. I kept the book just because, but I didn't draw again until I joined the Forbidden," he confessed.

      "Why?" I asked.

      "I was scared of what I'd draw...maybe I was frightened of what I'd do," he confessed. "It was actually Dimitris who managed to take my paintings to the next level. I feared my drawings would project just how much I hated the world...and the imperfections in my work wouldn't emphasize the value I was trying to project."

      "Value," I whispered.

      "Compared to others, I have a purpose with every painting I create. There's a meaning to it, one that is as visible as the moon against the midnight sky or hidden between the thick and fine strokes of my masterpiece. There are hidden symbols, messages, and even warnings in my pieces, but what is most important to me is projecting the raw beauty and value of each creation. Every single one has a story behind their creation, and as my talent has grown and expanded, the world has become willing to acknowledge the uniqueness in my work."

      "Do you keep this to remember your roots?" I inquired.

      "No," he replied as he retrieved the book and stood up. "I keep it so that whenever I doubt my ability to create, I can look at it and remember where I started."

      He turned around and whispered, "Tragedy was what made me who I am today. My path of destruction and pain led me to Dimitris. Joining him led to finding Saint and Jayce, and I began to expand my art in the realms of pleasure and torture. I began to see more value in everything I did, and when I thought I couldn't witness something more valuable than the grasp of life, a certain individual spared mine in the forest."

      I blushed at his words as he looked over his shoulder to give me a loving smile.

      "Apparently my blood magic didn't work on her, or something like that." He walked away to return the momentous piece into the shelter of the cabinet. I returned my eyes to the painted image of him, and though I'd been trying to catch onto the many flaws my first painting could carry, I allowed myself to see the beauty in the image.

      The intense reds, the various shades of black, the gorgeous mixtures of peach and brown, and the overall image that I painted of my Blood Prince was beautiful.

      I suddenly felt satisfied with my work, and when he returned, I gave him a teeth-glimmering smile. "Can we frame it?"

      "Anything for you, Sweetness," he assured me. "Want it in the penthouse or the safe house?"

      "Decisions," I admitted. "I kind of miss the penthouse."

      "I know. We haven't been there for a while," he replied as he admired me. "Want me to paint you?"

      I gawked at the idea. "Do...do we have time?"

      "There's no time limit in my studio, Sweet Mate," he reminded me while offering his hand. "Anything specific you want?"

      I placed my hand in his as he helped me up and walked me over to the platform where he'd sat for my session.

      "What if it's weird?" I asked as he pulled me close and was kissing me before I could continue.

      "Nothing is weird," he muttered against my lips. "Tell me, Sweet Mate," he encouraged while keeping me in his close possession.

      "I want to be in just the lingerie you bought me. Like...a sexy painting or something," I quietly confessed and looked up to him as he opened his eyes to specifically take in my expression. "I've always had to fit myself into a box of standards that emphasize the masculine features of William, and as Willow...I'm more known as a tomboy. It's this defensive protectiveness vibe I project with my fierceness that steals from my femininity. Even though I wished to project it more as Willow, I never really could. When I'm in the ring, they only see me as a woman because of my breasts and long hair, and even when I dated Aurelia for a year, everyone assumed I was the male in the relationship because I just gave off that vibe."

      I bit my lip to try to find the words before confessing, "I want to be projected as a woman embracing her femininity. Even with my tattoos and fierce attitude. I want people to see me as a beautiful woman in a raw circumstance, like wearing lingerie to please my mate."

      He nodded in understanding, and I was surprised by the soft kiss he pressed to my forehead.

      "Then let me get painting," he whispered.

      He let me strip until I wore just the red set of lingerie he'd specifically chosen for me. It was easy for him to acquire everything he needed, and I was surprised by the big canvas he was planning to draw me on.

      He came back to style me, from the specific pose to the way my slightly loose curls fell along my shoulders. I distracted myself with all the various colors of paint he'd laid out with the intention of using. I couldn't process him using all of them.

      "You're going to use all those colors? You're really going the extra mile to make me look beautiful."

      He paused in fixing a strand behind my ear, and he inched so close, I wondered if he was going to kiss me again.

      "No color that lands upon this white canvas can project how beautiful you are in the flesh Willow." The low, husky voice of his left my body tingling in desire, and I was sure he felt the power he had over me because he smirked and lightly tugged my bottom lip before leaving me where I was to begin his work.

      He didn't need to sketch. He went right to work, and I couldn't see what he was doing, but he worked fast. It was mesmerizing to watch him work in this manner versus when he was creating his portraits with the blood and organs of our enemies.

      The process was completely different, and as time went by, I got lost in watching every move he made to paint the image he saw with his blind vision. Only half an hour had gone by before he placed a special sheet down along with the canvas and lowered it to the floor.

      I couldn't understand what he was doing, a bit worried the sheet would smear the paint that wasn't dry yet, but then he placed a table above the large work-in-progress. The sturdy object held tiny little holes throughout the flat surface.

      He took off his shoes, before unbuttoning his shirt until he was just in his black pants. He got onto the table as if to ensure it could handle his weight before getting off and bringing a bucket with some thick, glimmering liquid.

      I continued to watch as he moved off the platform once more to go across the room and press a specific button. A glass box mechanism began to come down from the ceiling, slowly being lowered until it encased the table and the painting beneath it.

      The glass box was interesting because of the weird spiral device at the top that had little balls of glass that hung from strings attached to the circular piece, reminding me of those spinning toys children would watch during bedtime as they spun around hypnotically.

      Neo finally returned to where I was and seemed proud that I'd remained in my pose this entire time. "Good, Sweetness," he praised. "Now I need you to strip completely for me."

      "Why do I feel as if I'm gonna get something up my coochie," I muttered to myself but began to slip out of the lingerie set. Neo actually chuckled and waited until I was completely naked to reply.

      "Trust me, Sweetness. Paint will be the last thing to go into your coochie, but I won't deny that something long and hard will enjoy the warmth of those quivering walls if you keep taunting me with your remarks."

      That was him warning me to trust the process, but the idea of him fucking me was only making me want to be defiant and enjoy the pleasurable consequences. With another analyzing gaze on me, he directed me inside the glass box and assisted me up onto the platform. After closing the door of it, he got a brush and brought the bucket with the odd, glimmering liquid in it.

      "You have to stand still while I paint you with this stuff."

      "Will it wash off?" I inquired.

      "Yup," he assured me. "No infections for the coochie."

      It was my turn to laugh as he began to paint my flesh. It was easy for him and super quick. At the end, I was perfectly glazed in this cool, tingling liquid.

      Removing the bucket and brush outside, he returned with some sort of remote with various colors and handed it to me.

      "It takes two to three minutes to dry, but I need to get you back into your pose."

      I did exactly as he said while holding the remote in my grasp. He walked around me three times before he seemed satisfied as I remained in the center of the room.

      He then faced me as he delivered the final instructions.

      "Now the final task to complete the painting. You get to press a button by stating out loud, within these glass walls, an insecurity of yours that steals from you embodying your femininity."

      My eyes widened as I gawked at his statement, but I knew he was being completely serious.

      "Only an insecurity?" I clarified.

      "Mhmm," he replied. "Each one will allow you to press whatever button you want. The colors on that remote don't actually match the colors being chosen for you that will fill those glass orbs hanging up there. It's essentially a surprise."

      "How do I know I'm finished?" I inquired.

      "You'll know," he assured me. "It'll be worth the end result. Trust me."

      "I'll always trust you, Neo," I whispered. He actually opened his eyes with my declaration, and a tender smile formed on his lips before he bobbed his head and headed out of the glass cube.

      "Begin, Willow," he announced from the other side. I wondered if he'd be able to hear me, but I guess it didn't matter. He was my mate, after all. But I ended up standing there like a deer in headlights.

      "Willow?" Bria quietly whispered. I must have been standing there for a while because it felt like the painted layer was well into the drying process.

      I don't know why I'm afraid.

      "Have you ever voiced your insecurities out loud for your own ears to hear?" she inquired.

      No...not really. I mean...I have for therapists, psychologists, friends, and obviously my lovers when asked.

      "But never for yourself," she concluded.

      No. Never.

      "Then I think this exercise is a good one," she reasoned. "Beneficial for you to embrace your femininity, and it's not like Neo is judging you."

      She had a point and it didn't seem as scary with the thought of him being present. With a steady breath, my eyes locked on Neo as he stood outside the door, his arms relaxed by his sides and his eyes closed.

      It was like he truly couldn't see me and I imagined that he wouldn't hear me either. It was just me in this glass cube that somehow emphasized my vulnerability. Maybe because these walls mimicked the invisible walls we put around ourselves, barriers that trapped us in a cube of insecurities that make us feel inadequate when compared to all those outside of these walls.

      It didn't make sense at first, but maybe that was the point of this exercise. For me to acknowledge the walls I put up to try to protect myself from being hurt, when those walls were stopping me from being free and seeing myself for what I wished to be.

      For seeing my own beauty by tearing down the walls I put up to protect myself from the world's opinions.

      "I wish..." I began and took a steady breath. "I wish when I looked in the mirror, I saw a female looking back at me." My finger pressed the button, and Neo nodded just slightly to encourage me that that was correct.

      "I wish I could be proud of my body rather than pick it apart because it can't do what it wasn't born to accomplish," I stated and pressed the button again.

      It was getting easier as little things began to flow into my head and out of my mouth.

      "I wish that instead of feeling weak around the fellow members of the Pack House, I'd feel strong in my feminine element. That I wouldn't mentally wish to project myself as powerful based on my ability to be William."

      Another press.

      "I hate how I made William out of a coping mechanism and not because having another side of myself made me feel more empowered when I returned to my female counterpart."

      Another press.

      "I hate that so many of my insecurities revolve around my scars, even though I project to the world how proud I am to have them on my flesh."

      I kept on letting them out, one after another, as I pressed random buttons until it felt like I'd surely gotten every possible color in the color scale. I was out of breath, and I couldn't fathom how much energy this took out of me while tears began to sprout in my eyes as I looked at Neo.

      "I wish I still didn't fear that...my body isn't enough for my mates.” My words were barely a whisper. "That I didn't fear finally being seen a flawed masterpiece because of all the inconsistencies the world has delivered to me."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as my tears fell. "I'm...frightened of my inability to embrace my sexuality as a female in a world that has pressured me to be a man...that I'll never be adequate enough to be loved not just for my body...but for the little qualities, the fine details that get overlooked by my fierce protectiveness that I project to the world so I can shield my vulnerable self."

      I clicked the button again, my hand trembling as I was lost in Neo's figure. It was clear he could hear every word.

      "Deep within...I fear to be loved...wholeheartedly...because I've never allowed myself to be loved. No matter the words, or the flings, or the intense sex...I...I always fear that my inability to accept love...will project that I don't deserve it and that I have to fight for that affection. I have to use my body to grasp that passion and lustful attention. Without the sight...of my imperfect self...I'll never be able to capture one's desire to simply love me for me."

      That was the deepest confession I'd ever allowed myself to acknowledge, and it came out into the glass box for the world to absorb - for Neo's ears to grasp.

      I pressed the button and a "ding" noise went off. The center ring that held the strings of hanging glass balls began to rotate, but my eyes were on Neo as he entered the space, closed the door, and walked over to me until he was grasping my cheeks and kissing me with such intensity I couldn't focus on anything else.

      The remote fell but it was nonexistent in this bubble of emotion. I was overtaken by the senses that flooded every part of my mind, body, and soul - all of them coming from Neo.

      He let me feel his pain, the agony, the intense hurt, and the immense desire for revenge that he carried for those who made his life of loss and power even more difficult. Then there were those raw insecurities that held similarities to mine.

      His desire to be seen as a threat, but because of his disability, being mocked and undervalued. His loss of sight left layers of uncertainty about how someone would love him, cherish him, value his worth and the talents he carried. He even struggled with his own masculinity.

      He didn't carry the muscle mass the others did and was perceived as weak from the comments and words people tossed at him, but I could feel the brutal pain he carried. It revolved around exactly what I feared the most.

      To never be worthy of being loved because within ourselves, we'd never allowed ourselves to open that deep, dark door, and allow another stranger in.

      
        
        Until now.

      

      

      When the first drops of paint hit us like spinning rain, I couldn't care less as my body was on autopilot. He clearly didn't care about the onslaught of paint hitting us because his mouth descended upon mine and swallowed every moan and gasp that left my throat.

      All these swirling emotions from the inside and the pleasurable touch of his hands moving across my glazed body only heightened things further as the pellets of paint covered us from head to toe, but it didn't matter.

      In this glass box, drenched in paint, we were the same. We were ready to unravel each other in this unknown process of healing. We were going to allow one another to be loved in this very moment, and nothing would extinguish this flame of overflowing desire.

      We kissed hard, our breaths uncontrollable pants, and before long, Neo was laying me on the floor and stripping right out of his drenched pants and boxers. He tossed them away so quickly, they surely flew across the room in a blink, but it didn't matter because he was back, on his knees, and had his head between my legs before I could think straight.

      He lapped up the layer of arousal already present before his tongue dived right in. I'd never thought about how long Neo's tongue was but fuck, with the deep lengths he was reaching, I was beginning to question if he had mutation powers, because he was hitting the perfect spot while devouring more of my wetness until I was whimpering.

      "Neo!" I cried out when my release washed over me, but this was just the beginning because he figured out a way to clean his fingers while keeping me clearly occupied because they were now gliding into my quivering pussy and working their way to slowly building my arousal once more.

      He was hitting the perfect place that stroked my g-spot, and my mind was blown away because this angle was something I'd never experienced before. He didn't need to move fast – no, he was purposely moving at a snail's pace - just to emphasize every single inch of movement that was sending me into pools of ecstasy before I could mentally grasp it.

      My heavy panting was mixed with high-pitched moans as my body shook with every orgasm that rushed through me. I was beginning to struggle with damn words.

      And I'd yet to enjoy his cock.

      "Neo." I was literally begging him because I didn't think I'd survive another round of finger-and-tongue mayhem. From his chuckle that tickled my clit with his panting breath, he fucking knew it.

      "I'll be nice today, Sweetness," he reasoned. Suddenly, there was the head of his cock as it began to glide up and down along my entrance, clearly gathering my wetness to coat his large rod. A slight peek with the lift of my head showed me a glimpse of his veiny thickness that was hard and totally ready for what was to come.

      I couldn't help but lick my lips as if I were about to suck that bad boy like a frozen popsicle, but Neo purposely leaned in and kissed me long and hard. I could taste myself on his lips and in the hollows of his mouth, but it was the bubbling emotions thrumming within our bond that made this moment completely special.

      This chance to be in the safety of this glass box and be lost in our love for one another.

      "Ready for the finale, Sweetness?" he whispered.

      "As long...as you tell me why we're covered in paint after," I pointed out. He actually chuckled at my demand before he leaned in close just to kiss me gently.

      "You'll see the finished product in a few weeks," he admitted. The way I pouted only amused him further before he whispered against my lips, "Every shade was chosen to complement you, Willow. Every color projects the beauty you share with the world. It's a masterpiece I've been wanting to do with you since the moment I first laid my eyes upon you, but it's the trickiest one to do because it requires trust, patience, and love," he revealed. "I wasn't sure when I'd be ready to try it out, but tonight seemed like the best night and I promise you, when you see the results, I want you to see who you once were, a woman of radiant beauty, and whom you will be a few weeks from now. It's a long process and won't dry for weeks because of the layers of paint that need to be soaked up by the canvas, but there's a reason for the coated glaze I placed on you. You'll understand in two or three weeks max."

      "Promise?"

      "Promise," he vowed.

      "Then fuck me so I can get lost in all of you," I encouraged.

      His smile was brilliant, and he opened his eyes just so I could see the level of immense love he carried for me. It was so raw, so intense, and so captivating that my heart literally skipped a few beats as he whispered, "You're the only one I'd ever allow to get lost in my darkness."

      "There's more than just darkness," I couldn't help but combat him. "There's light, too. Just for those who deserve it."

      He grinned and slowly nodded, and then without further warning, inched himself within me. I gasped because I wasn't expecting his size, especially when I could only see a glimpse of his tip and a bit of the veiny surface,

      He purposely slowed his entrance further, inch by inch, while he watched my every expression, listened to my every moan, and enjoyed the taste of my lips when his entire length was finally inside me.

      I was literally on the verge of cumming from the mere feel of him within me, my walls quivering intensely around his thickness as I tried not to move a muscle or I'd come undone.

      "How...fuck...don't move like that," I practically cried because his adjusting was going to make me cum.

      He chuckled, and whispered, "Let it all out, Sweetness. Scream for me. Cry for me. Beg for nothing but me."

      I couldn't comprehend what he was predicting, but it didn't matter because he moved without warning and I was screaming in ecstasy. He didn't dare allow me to flutter on the waves of my release as he began to thrust into me, and now I knew what he was trying to say because I couldn't possibly stop myself from letting every scream, moan, and gasp escape my lips.

      I begged for him to go faster, to thrust harder, and I was surely crying with each climax that rocked my core and threw me out into an orbit of pure pleasure.

      "In this moment, you belong to just me, Sweetness," he growled possessively as he rocked in and out of me. "I own you here and now, and nothing can steal this from us. Nothing in this world will interfere or try to belittle our intense lust for one another. You're all but mine, and even the Universe can't have you!"

      "I'm all yours, Neo," I gasped as he gripped my hips and tilted me to a different angle that made him hit an even better spot than before. "All yours! Only yours...fuck! There! Right there. Please...Neo...please!"

      I didn't even know what I was saying as I begged him to fuck me in that delicate spot that surely had me speaking a different fucking language at one point. Neo chuckled and got lost in his own groans and heavy growls. I was sure his climax was approaching.

      He drove into me relentlessly, fucking me like a machine on max power. The marvelous build was going to either kill me or put me in a damn coma and yet I braced for its shattering force. Neo claimed my lips, our moans muffled but loud enough to echo around us as he moved faster and faster.

      "Neo! Neo! Neo!" I was going to explode in blissfulness, and I knew he was close because I could feel his anticipation and intense euphoria.

      "Cum with me, Willow!" he ordered, and with one final thrust, he sank as deeply as he could.

      I was lost in a withering scream as I was consumed with an orgasm like nothing I'd never experienced in my life. It was strong enough to black me right out, and I wondered if I'd died.

      That would be a pretty hilarious way to confront Mother Moon. Sorry, I died from the best orgasm in the world. Lethal quality.

      A moan left me when my consciousness seemed to return at the soft strokes of warmth running along my sensitive flesh. A kiss claimed my lips, and I couldn't help but get lost in those swollen lips once more.

      "I'm going to assume I did good," Neo whispered. I struggled to open my eyes because I was fucking tired, but I opened them enough to see I was in a white marble tub of pink bubbles - the paint all gone from my flesh.

      "Good isn't even a worthy enough word to describe...that...but my brain is a bunch of mush so we'll go with that for now."

      The way he smiled really lit up his eyes and he leaned in to whisper into my ear, "Do you realize that when we make love or even share a hint of intimacy, I can see as if I weren't blind?"

      Whatever energy I had stored in the backup emergency departments came whipping into me as my half-opened eyes widened to full capacity as I took in his dazzling smile.

      "You're lying." I could barely speak.

      He shook his head. "Don't know how long it lasts, but I've been able to see since our shared orgasm, and it's at a heightened level, like when we're in wolf form."

      I was literally speechless because the immense happiness on his face was priceless.

      He chuckled at my obvious shock and kissed me. "It won't be permanent, but I think you may be my cure, Sweet Mate."

      His words made me emotional as I gathered enough strength to lift my arms and wrap them around his neck. I pulled him as close as I could with me in the bath and him along the side of it on his knees.

      "I love you so much." I choked on tears.

      "I know," he confessed as he hugged me back. "No matter my imperfections...you loved me before you knew you loved me. You accepted my obvious flaws. And you are the only one in this world who accepts the way I love. Mother Moon knew I needed you. Somehow...you came at the right moment in my life."

      He kissed my shoulder and continued to hug me tightly.

      "I love you, Willow. No matter the avenues ahead, my love will never die. You're the blood I need to survive, and if anyone tries to steal you from my grasp, I'll destroy every bit of them."

      "Except their organs," I quietly teased, and he actually leaned back to look at me with an arched eyebrow. "You know you could donate them, and reserve some for more painting sessions."

      "You want to participate in those?"

      I slowly nodded at the idea, and I was sure he saw the glint of excitement in my eyes.

      "I want to join in next time."

      "Soon you're going to encourage us to have a paint night with wine."

      "Will it lead to thrilling sex?"

      "If that's what you want."

      "Then deal," I declared with a weak smile. "Kidnap our enemies, retrieve the information we need, torture the shit out of them, create various paintings while drinking wine, and have rewarding sex, that's a nice date night."

      He couldn't stop himself from chuckling.

      "Yup. You're definitely my Sweet Mate," he vowed and kissed me.

      I wouldn't want it any other way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ~JAYCE~

      
        
        "Don't cry."

      

      

      My tears couldn't help but fall down my cheeks, my sobs vibrating against my chest as I hung my head low. My hands were drenched in blood, the floor was covered in the thick, dark liquid of my mate, and yet her presence wrapped around me as her lips kissed my cheek.

      
        
        "You have to let me go, Jayce."

      

      

      I shook my head as I cried, begging Mother Moon to bring her back. To let me see her again - to love her again - to apologize for the pain I delivered in her last moments.

      To ask for forgiveness.

      
        
        "Someone new is upon the horizon, mate. Don't let your sorrow force you to miss such a spectacular sight."

      

      

      It felt like she was fading away, and I looked over my shoulder to see her begin to walk backward, her hand waving goodbye.

      "No. Mate! Please. Don't leave me!"

      My flames pushed off my flesh, begging to reach the woman we'd forsaken. She deserved to be loved. Deserved to be held and not be alone in this cold world.

      "I love you, Jayce," she whispered, her distance only growing. "I'll always love you, and will watch you, but please..." Tears spilled down her cheeks as she continued to wave.

      
        
        "Let that shining light heal your broken heart. Allow yourself...to be loved...to be...free."

      

      

      To be free?

      My eyes snapped open and I darted forward. My body was drenched in a cold sweat and yet it felt like I was on fire.

      Alright, I was on fire.

      The flames from my dream were in my present, and I cursed before I was up and using the nearby extinguisher to put out the flames that caught onto the bed. The lingering smoke moved through the room, but it wasn't enough to alarm anyone else.

      I'd forgotten about fireproof sheets, but I hadn't experienced a dream like that in a solid year. It was always like this during this season.

      Looking at the mess only left me exhausted, and I debated whether or not I should go for a run. I was craving a pack run, but it was around four in the morning. With the long night we'd had before the clean-up, I doubted anyone would be up for it.

      "Jayce?" Dimitris's sleep-filled voice made me frown.

      I'm okay, Dimitris. It was just a dream.

      I had to be really fucking spooked to wake Dimitris from his sleep. Poor guy never slept for more than a few short hours, and after the mess that happened tonight, I was sure he slept the same time I did, which was less than two hours ago.

      "You...sure?" I could imagine him trying to stay awake.

      Yah. Don't worry. I'm gonna drink some hot milk and get some air with a quick run. I'm not going far.

      "Take...someone with you." I was sure he wanted to go, but he was seriously at his limit. I questioned how he did it. I'd never have the tolerance to be an Alpha and still manage to function in society.

      Most Alphas were like Roberto; they let everyone do the dirty work while they sat and relaxed until they were necessarily needed. It was why I could safely assume Roberto didn't need to be at the Pack House for the wolves to behave themselves.

      They had their Betas in control, filling all the leadership roles, and only involved the Alpha if it was necessary - and if it was, those wolves in question better beg for forgiveness or they would be dead.

      Dimitris was the only reason why I was willing to take the chance and join the Forbidden Pack. He projected a controlled vibe that expressed hints of his frustration while maintaining a level of calm that many perceived as dangerous.

      That allowed him to be sneaky, calculative, and completely in control of a situation if he wished to take over the driver's seat. Everyone was always shocked by the unexpected turn of events when he was involved, and that was what I needed in an Alpha.

      Someone unpredictable but who knew exactly what he was doing for his pack.

      I'll take Saint with me.

      "Hmm..." Dimitris trailed off, and I knew he was falling back to sleep. I didn't bother him as I took a few breaths to calm myself down. Closing my eyes, I allowed my heart to begin to calm before I opened them to review the mess.

      I'll do it later.

      The idea of cleaning up made me anxious, and I didn't want to risk waking Dimitris yet again. With a sigh, I forced myself to drag my feet and left my room to head downstairs.

      I peeked into Saint's room to see if he was awake, but he was completely knocked out, his body laid out on the bed with a book resting on his chest. After helping me with the clean-up, and doing security duty beforehand, I was sure he was exhausted, like everyone else.

      We all hadn't been getting good enough sleep, and it was beginning to put a strain on all of us. I disliked the fact that we were getting so out of balance, but we'd have to figure out some sort of routine soon if we wanted Willow to adapt.

      When Onyx joined the pack, it wasn't as hard to adjust to. He was extremely independent, to begin with. The only difference now was that we could feel his obsession with Willow and hints of his insecurities.

      He was good at showing nothing else bothered him but Willow's livelihood, but I felt like he worried about who he was - or was supposed to be. We hadn't gotten a chance to really exchange pasts, but I think that was how it was.

      The Forbidden Pack was different than other packs where you sought to learn about every detail regarding each pack member. We didn't do that bullshit. We all had secrets, all understood that our pasts would come back to haunt us and that we'd have to face it whether we liked it or not.

      We knew that no matter what brought its ugly head our way, we'd deal with it, and wouldn't hesitate to fuck shit up with our enemies that tried to fuck up our dynamic.

      Everyone assumed that because of the secrets pack members held, when the truth came out, it would be an act of betrayal. We didn't go by those bullshit rules. We trusted one another to get every pack member out of a situation, regardless of the secrets that could only pile up the list of enemies that threatened us.

      We were a team, a group of fucked-up individuals with tainted pasts, and we were okay with that.

      Having Onyx and then Willow join didn't change a thing, but it brought more enemies onto our plate, and I could tell the rise in load was taking a strain on our dynamic.

      A strain, but it wasn't going to force us to crumble.

      Willow was a priority because it was becoming crystal clear that she was being targeted on purpose. Her life seemed to be filled with the constant battle of being targeted for some sort of insecurity or lack she had, but now it was growing to be the opposite.

      From neglected, mocked, and hidden behind her male counterpart to a female badass in the spotlight of the world, praised for her bravery and determination. And now she could be whoever she wished to be in the public eye.

      I wondered if she could see how empowering she was becoming to those on the shifter side of our crazy life. If she understood the role she was playing and how these sudden changes were shifting our community for the better.

      Many would think her authenticity was going to make things harder for us shifters, but the world was doing just fine acknowledging the presence of witches and magic users in general.

      Only a matter of time before they acknowledge shifters, fae, and other supernatural creatures.

      Reaching downstairs, I grabbed the carton of milk, noticing it was half empty. With a shrug, I poured the rest in the glass pot and began to warm it up with just my temperature, which rose swiftly.

      It had to be four in the morning, and with the winter season, the sun would be rising far sooner than usual. I wanted to see the sunrise in my wolf form again. It was something I used to do with my ex-mate, but long before her passing, it came to a stop.

      Not because I didn't enjoy it anymore, but watching the sunrise once made me feel like I was invincible in this world of chaos, and I didn't carry that same mindset anymore.

      I wasn't unbeatable. I was merely passing through this world and hoping my purpose would come along the way.

      The rising steam and aroma of the dairy beverage confirmed it was ready, and I lowered the pot to the stove before opening the cabinet to stare at the row of mugs. The sight left me lost in the past, remembering those late nights and early mornings after hours of sex.

      I lowered my arm as I continued to stare at the array of mugs, trying my best not to get lost in the overwhelming emotion of sadness.

      Why did I have to fail you? Why...was I so weak that I couldn't push through that controlled force? Do you hate me where you are? Would you...be mad if I moved on?

      "You're going to burn your milk at this rate, Jayce."

      The tender voice tugged me out of my thoughts, and I stiffened at the feel of a slim body pressing against my side. My eyes lowered to see Willow go on her tiptoes to grab not one, but two mugs.

      I was shocked - and a little impressed - that she was awake at this time. Neo had to have enjoyed every bit of her, and from the obvious hickeys, bruises, and bite marks on her flesh, it was clear he’d definitely had his way with her.

      And she somehow survived and was awake two hours later? Our Rebel Flower was a fighter.

      "Rebel Flower now? You guys love to give our woman nicknames, huh?" my wolf muttered, though it was clear he was half asleep.

      "Willow," I finally responded, realizing I'd been standing in my spot for an extra minute. She was already holding the handle of the pot and pouring the steamed milk into the mugs. She didn't hesitate to wash and place the pot on the rack before taking both our mugs to the island.

      I couldn't help but glance at her body; the moonlight shining from the kitchen window made her look like a goddess descending from the heavens. Even all bruised with her delicate, lightly tanned skin and those amazing tattoos all across her flesh, I couldn't be more attracted to her.

      I don't know why it was these moments when she lacked clothes and I could witness the raw vulnerability in her small frame that my mind reminded me of my feelings for this woman.

      I'd been so lost in the emotions of my past that I was clearly missing what was unfolding in the present. It wasn't intentional. I was trying to get through this yearly tradition of grief, but it was hard.

      I was struggling to move forward.

      My eyes trailed her movement as she lifted her hands up to gather her hair as if she had something to tie it with. I moved without thinking until I was pressed behind her. She didn't stiffen like I had, her small frame somehow fitting perfectly against mine.

      I placed my hands upon hers, and she didn't hesitate to let her hands slip away as she allowed me to gather her hair. A habit of mine was keeping elastic bands and hair ties on my wrist.

      After years of having long hair, I'd gotten used to keeping those handy for when I, or any of my comrade fighters, needed one. It was a habit that never really died, but it now seemed to give me this moment with Willow.

      I felt that whatever we shared in the shower that day after the fight was still present. The raw desire to comfort one another was still within us. I wondered if she sensed my dismay and decided to intervene because she wanted to return the favor?

      Or she sought to give me a glimpse of hope when I felt like my world was crumbling.

      I gathered her long pink strands, noticing the multiple white strands that stood out. I'd noticed with her magic inconsistencies, her hair would change from pink to white many times in the week, and she'd have to use magic to tame the color change.

      I wondered how she’d look with pink roots but white ends. The transition was rather uncommon. To me, she'd look hot with any hairstyle and color transition, but I think the pack could agree: we did like her barbie pink locks and the length of them.

      Good to cling to in bed.

      The thought of sex reminded me of my celibacy. I wasn't sure if that was the term people used for it, but I chose not to have sex, even when it was beginning to grow harder with Willow in the picture. I bet some would say masturbation was within the sex department, but I considered that foreplay.

      How else would a man like myself stay sane with a shifter sex drive?

      When my grief was new, I didn't have the mood for any of that, but in the last couple of months with Willow in our lives, my sex drive was growing. I could envision myself fucking her. Envision her small body beneath me as I fucked her senseless.

      I bit my lip while I began to tie her hair, my eyes lowering to her shoulder. There was a space between the mass of hickeys on her flesh that called to me, the nudge of desire growing within me while my cock was beginning to grow hard with need.

      I couldn't ignore the urge any longer. My head lowered until my lips pressed firmly against her flesh. She remained still as if expecting my brief touch of affection, and because she didn't move away, I allowed myself to get lost in the moment of tenderness.

      Her soft moan encouraged me to continue, my kisses turning into light sucks and nips. I sank my teeth a little deeper while I let go of her ponytail to lower my hands down her sides and keep her steady while I pressed her lightly against the island.

      My lips continued to do their thing, while I moved along her shoulder until I was nestled into the side of her neck. She arched right into me, and fuck, did I want to fill her up with my cock, but I reigned in my spike of arousal, trying to take things slow.

      I didn't want to fuck this up or make Willow think I only wanted to connect with her because of sex. I enjoyed her company, admired her strength, and acknowledged her independence. Maybe I craved a relationship at a slower pace than when I'd connected with my ex-mate.

      Maybe I need that slowness to move on.

      When I was satisfied, I released her and slowly shifted her stance until she was facing me. One look into her eyes made my tongue glide over my bottom lip - seconds before I devoured hers.

      She accepted my kiss and combated my tongue with her own. The two of us enjoyed a new realm of fighting, each kiss stronger than the last while our bodies meshed together.

      I was breathless, just like she was, when we finally parted, our lustful eyes locking onto one another once more while our swollen lips were slightly open to help us breathe.

      "The milk is gonna get cold," she reminded me. "Unless you want that."

      I smirked at her statement. "Can't let the hassle go to waste."

      She smiled in return, but we couldn't help but lean further inward and share one more kiss. This was what I loved about Willow. I didn't need to think deeply about the justifications needed to kiss her - love her - and probably fuck her.

      She somehow understood me - understood each of us - in her own unique way, and though I was horny and desperate to enjoy her luscious body in my grasp, I knew I had wounds that needed to heal.

      And she somehow understood that.

      We ended up taking our drinks to the balcony. The two of us leaned against the black metal rails and sipped on our steamy, hot milk. The security guards were in their proper positions, standing at attention as they should.

      I was sure they caught our scents, particularly Willow's, which was mixed with Neo's cologne. I was actually impressed Saint hadn't already enjoyed a night with Willow with the new apparent bond mark she'd created.

      Or Willa created.

      We hadn't had another encounter with "psycho" Willow, but maybe that was due to her meds’ effectiveness. Aurelia was trying to figure out a new combination that would accommodate Willow's new routine of switching back and forth between Willow and William, but until then, we'd just have to keep watch for if Willa decided to pay a visit.

      I think the others could agree, she wasn't necessarily weird. She was intriguingly different, protective, and powerful. It only proved Willow held secrets of her own - powerful, lethal secrets about what she was capable of.

      So many individuals underestimated her. Heck, her own Pack House thought she was useless. I was sure now with her racking up to be the richest woman NYC had witnessed, they would begin the typical game of sucking up, but Willow knew better.

      They could suck up as much as they wanted, but Willow wasn't a fool. No one would just waltz into her life, especially when they’d rated her as nothing mere months ago.

      "Want to go for a run?"

      I was slightly surprised by Willow's suggestion. My eyes moved from the sky, tugging away from the crescent moon. A full moon was approaching, and I was sure we were all craving to run as a pack again.

      "Do you want to run?" I countered her question with my own.

      "Bria wants to run," she answered, and I arched my eyebrow at the name.

      "Bria?"

      "It felt weird not to name my wolf," she admitted and actually blushed at the admission. "Is that silly?"

      "Nah," I replied. "Bria's a nice name."

      She beamed at my praise and took a sip of her drink. "I miss running. Or at least, the feeling of freedom. I'm a bit anxious," she confessed.

      "You, too?" I whispered and noticed how she lifted her eyes to meet my softened ones. "Running helps me feel less anxious," I admitted. "But I've been trying to wait till we go for a pack run."

      "Are we not allowed to go on our own?" she offered. "Well...I know last time landed you almost dead, but let's pretend that was a trial."

      I actually chuckled because it was fucking funny. We'd unexpectedly gone for a run and it resulted in us getting shot with silver bullets, and that whole fiasco went down. The situation it led to wasn't funny but recalling the craziness that our run brought was now a laughable memory.

      "We're allowed. I told Dimitris I'd go for a run with Saint, but he's asleep. As long we don't go by ourselves, it's okay."

      "Let's go then," she offered, already bubbling up at the idea.

      "Aren't you tired?" I suggested.

      "Nope," she huffed. "I slept like two hours, but I'm not sleepy."

      "Then let me go piss and we'll go." I winked at her and she fought not to squeal.

      I finished my cup and Willow offered to wash it while I went upstairs. I didn't really need to piss, but I wanted to clean my room real quick. Shifting was rather exhausting after a good run, and my nerves would get to me if I had to return to a messy room due to my negligence.

      Opening the door, I noticed my room was completely clean, and even the extinguisher was put back in place. I knew only one person who would enter my room and leave it sparkling like this.

      Walking over to Saint's room, I opened the door to see he was still asleep, only now he slept on his stomach while he quietly snored away.

      Out of all the pack members, I was closest to Saint. It was odd because we were rather opposite - him being far too happy, while I was always angry at something - but he always got me in his own unique way.

      He did things for us to express that he cared and was always in an uplifting mood to help tame our rather dark dynamic. Dimitris was the serious ones, Neo the calm one, and I was the short-tempered force. With Onyx, he held a bit of everything while upholding a level of mystery, and Willow was just a unique package of fierceness.

      That left us with Saint, who aimed to bring some light-heartedness to the game, and it was what we sometimes needed to trick people into thinking we weren't as dangerous as we seemed.

      Until we threaten to kill their entire generation.

      With a smirk, I closed his door and decided to head back downstairs. There was no need to get clothes; my boxers were more than sufficient. With Willow in lingerie, I was pretty sure she wouldn't care about coming back naked.

      We'd shift back on safe grounds, and I knew where all the hidden clothes were on the property. I'd helped Saint add a set of clothes for Willow after our first pack run, so at least if she felt uncomfortable walking back naked in daylight, she had options.

      Arriving back into the kitchen, Willow was drinking some water and tossing her pills into her mouth.

      "Isn't it early?" I inquired.

      "Ya," she replied after finishing her glass. "But a run is going to hype my body up, so it would make sense for me to take them now.

      I nodded in understanding, knowing she knew her body better than any of us. I couldn't imagine how stressful it was to be on a medicine routine like Willow's, especially with the need to tamper with it depending on multiple factors.

      With how busy Aurelia was becoming, I could only affirm she'd try to find a combination that would need less tweaking.

      She finished and walked over to me.

      "Ready?" I asked.

      "One more thing," she whispered and moved to give me a hug.

      "What's this for?" I replied but didn't deny the urge to hug her right back.

      "Before I entered, you looked really lonely," she quietly admitted. "I know we've been kind of all over the place since sealing the deal and I feel like it's been hard to have you not on security because you're good at what you do, but if you're feeling lonely, will you tell me?"

      I didn't know why her observation shocked me, but I held her a bit tighter as I pressed my lips to the top of her head.

      "I'll let you know, Willow," I assured her. That seemed to be enough for her as we continued to share the tight embrace.

      Pulling back, we shared a look before I offered her my hand.

      "Let's go run," I whispered.

      I loved how happy she looked as she bobbed her head in approval, her hand resting in mine as the two of us made our way outside. We gave the guards a heads up before we walked through the forest, her hand still in mine.

      It felt odd to be walking like this, but I wouldn't deny the tranquility it delivered as we made our way to the deeper part of the forest. One of the reasons why we opted for this safe house was how easy it was to blend into the forest that parted with various trails.

      Adding the added safety of the magic walls that protected us from random joggers, we had far more privacy than Neo's penthouse suite.

      The deeper we got into the forest, the harder it was for Willow to not stop herself from skipping forward. I ended up snickering when she almost tripped out of excitement.

      "A few more steps, Rebel Flower," I teased.

      "Oh?" She paused to actually look at me. "Is that my personalized nickname from you?"

      "Apparently it is," I assured her, pulling her into my arms for a moment. "Like it?"

      "Unique," she admitted. "Sits right in between Wilting Flower and Blossoming Flower, though it may get a promotion if you keep using it enough."

      "I'll keep that in mind," I whispered and couldn't help but kiss her. "I'm not used to this," I quietly admitted.

      "Used to being in the middle of a forest?" she offered.

      I smirked at her attempt to humor me, but I knew from the way her eyes looked into mine that she understood what I was referring to.

      "This," I emphasized.

      "To be honest, me neither," she confessed. "I'm used to getting lost in lust and fucking, but to take things slow feels weird, right?"

      I slowly nodded and she further smiled. "As wolf shifters, we run on instinct and don't believe in the whole ‘taking things at a decent pace’ movement," she began. "But...if you want my honest opinion, I'm beginning to like these little moments. Just getting to know you without getting completely lost in our body's needs to satisfy one another is nice.”

      "Do you do this with the others?"

      "The walk in the park with Saint was nice, even though I was a bit drunk," she admitted. "Onyx and I don't really take things slow. At least, it's more of a rare occasion, a special one within our relationship. Neo is similar, and Dimitris is like rolling a die and determining what your gonna get in the moment."

      I smirked and nodded. "Dimitris is hard to read."

      "I wish he'd rely on me more."

      My eyes lowered to her as she looked away as if she didn't want me to see her conflicted expression. "I feel as if he works so hard and is carrying everything when I'm his Beta. Like...he hasn't grasped the fact I'm supposed to help him, you know?"

      "He grasps it, Willow," I assured her, and she looked back at me as I calmly looked into her eyes. "He knows...but just like we all have bad habits, his is not relying on others. He likes to carry the burden on his shoulders because it gives him a sense of validation, but it also makes it so that if things get fucked up, he carries that burden of an error on his own."

      "That's not healthy," she muttered.

      "I know," I replied with a sad smile. "It's...how he copes. If Dimitris doesn't keep himself busy, he gets lost in thoughts he shouldn't be thinking and that's a bit dangerous for all of us."

      "Do you think he'll let me help him?"

      I took a moment to think about it. "Eventually. I think he wants to make sure you're adapting well. Right now, you haven't been given enough time to settle into the pack. We normally settle into a routine. You may have not noticed with Onyx, but we followed one that matched with the way he sleeps and does his own independent activities."

      "Like stalking me," she muttered.

      "Accurate," I stated with a slight smirk. "However, we haven't really gotten the chance to do the same with you, and it's annoying."

      "I feel like I'm not using Bria to the best of my ability," she admitted.

      "It'll feel like that in the beginning," I assured her. "But cut yourself some slack. You were used to living this life without anyone to rely on. Now you have an extension of yourself who carries their own traits of power and wisdom. It's something to get used to. Is Bria on the quiet side?"

      "She's not shy," she stressed. "She’s observant and very wise. I feel like she's a good balance for me. I sometimes feel bad because I don't ask of her as much as I feel I should, but if I need her, she's there."

      "Then that's a good progression," I assured her. "Once we go for more pack runs, you'll get a better feel for balance."

      "Can we run now?" she asked as if she'd forgotten that was what we were going to do.

      "Yes," I replied and let her go. "Want to risk losing that set of lingerie?"

      She blinked and looked down at herself. With a devilish grin, she took a few steps back and proceed to strip right out of the lace number. I wondered if she knew her confidence in her body was fucking hot.

      She was naked and folded her attire nicely before walking to a nearby tree and placing it at the base of it.

      "There," she replied as she rose up and looked back at me. "Can we go now?"

      I chuckled and winked. "Lead the way, Rebel," I encouraged.

      Her eyes darkened with mischief before she ran forward.

      I didn't delay as I slipped out of my boxers and tossed them to where she'd neatly placed her set. I couldn't keep my eyes off her naked frame as she picked up her speed.

      With how thick the forest was becoming, I'd lose her if I delayed any longer.

      "Time to be free, buddy," I encouraged, and my wolf howled in my mind while I was already running swiftly.

      I briefly lost Willow, but my ears picked up on her shift - her bones cracking out and into place. Her howl was nearby, and it only made me grin as my wolf ran to the surface and triggered our shift.

      I was on all fours the next second, my vision flourishing as the world of darkness burst into various glowing lights. No one could tell me that night wasn't the best time to run. You got to witness the pure beauty and shades the energy of the world delivered, and the exhilarating high you experienced was beyond words.

      I had to speed up because I forgot how fast Willow was. She was dangerously fast, and I literally was running at full speed to even keep my eyes on her. It almost made me want to get Dimitris because I had no clue where my Rebel Flower was going, but as if sensing my struggle, she began to slow, until she was frolicking in a clearing with various flowers.

      I was panting when I reached her, while she was literally rolling around and sniffing a set of winter blooms. There was barely any snow on the ground, but these flowers always flourished in the heart of winter.

      "Woof!" She happily rolled and laid on her stomach while watching me as I approached.

      Willow?

      She just stared at me, which told me she wasn't used to the connection in her wolf form.

      Bria?

      She tilted her head just slightly before she rolled again, then ran around me in circles the next minute. She paused for a moment, which caught my attention, her nose sniffing the air before she panted happily and looked at me.

      It took me a few moments to catch onto the slightly familiar scent of another wolf nearby.

      Onyx?

      "Don't mind me." Onyx specifically catered the message to me. "I figured you may need an extra pair of eyes with Willow in her wolf form."

      Thanks. Dimitris is pretty tired.

      "I noticed," Onyx admitted. "I'll be around. I'm going to move further away before Sugar tries to catch me. She's a bit too fast for comfort."

      Seriously. She's dangerously fast.

      "A good asset in the future," Onyx praised. "Just a pain in the ass because our big asses can't run that quick."

      His scent was drifting away, and Willow whimpered and lowered to the ground like she was moping. I couldn't help but chuckle mentally before moving and nudging her head with my snout. She lifted up and I further moved to press my forehead against hers.

      She was up and panting happily at the gesture before she snuggled her forehead against mine. Just with that affection, she was yelping in glee and running around me once more.

      "Woof." I got her attention as I walked a few steps forward so she'd understand to follow me. Even though we couldn't communicate just yet, she was pretty good at following instincts and gestures.

      She happily waited for my next move, and I gave her a nod of approval before I began running with her following my lead.

      It didn't take us long to get to where I wanted to go, and the timing was perfect as we ran out of the thick forest and reached a little cliff area that gave a magnificent view of NYC.

      It was the perfect trail to take during the winter because no one was allowed to enter because of the risks of slipping and falling over the cliff, but for wolves, we had no problem getting through the terrain.

      Willow was lost in the view that was probably further mesmerizing with our heightened vision, the sun beginning to peek over the horizon. She yelped and began to run around me a few times.

      Willow, you're going to miss it if you keep running like that.

      I was sitting in the middle of the cliff space on my back legs, but I ended up relaxing on all fours as I continued to watch her happily move around me. I figured she'd get tired, so I let her do what she wished, but it took an extra minute of running in circles before she found a perfect spot on my right side where she snugged right against me.

      She was still panting happily, but she was relaxing against me while she looked to the sky. My wolf and I shared the same emotions; her wolf of white with the tinsel strands of various colors was far more beautiful than the sky, but it was the fact she was willing to be so close against our body that left us transfixed on her.

      I nudged her lightly and licked a part of her head where her fur was out of place, and she howled in happiness before she finally relaxed.

      Together, we watched every bit of the sunrise, and though I used to see this very sight over and over again in the past, today felt different.

      Felt special.

      It was my first time watching the sunrise with another woman - a female wolf that I was interested in. That had to be some sort of progress, and it made me realize she was the first one to share a glass of milk with me since my ex-mate.

      Little by little, I was progressing from the past, and it was interesting to acknowledge. When the sun was well into the sky, I caught onto the bone cracking to my side. Looking to my left, I acknowledged the curled-up woman, her naked flesh glimmering under the sunlight.

      I was surprised that Willow was completely asleep, but the sight made us wrap our body around her as if to keep her warm. I didn't want to leave so soon, wanting to cherish this moment a little longer.

      I'd made so much progress with being in Willow's presence for a few short hours, and it made me crave more of these intimate moments. We’d had our share of intimacy with kisses and touches, but we also enjoyed the wild parts of wolf nature, and it was beyond satisfying.

      Eventually, I shifted back, and with ease, I picked her up in my arms. With one last look at the glorious sun, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      
        
        "Let that shining light heal your broken heart. Allow yourself...to be loved...to be...free."

      

      

      "Guess it's really time for me to move on," I whispered. I didn't even realize tears were already running down my cheeks. "It's healing. My broken heart. Slowly...but surely. It will heal."

      Then...I'll allow myself to be loved...and eventually...be free from my haunting past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            Hunted Royalty And Outcasted Fate

          

        

      

    

    
      ~WILLOW~

      "Pregnancy!"

      I almost choked on my own vomit as I gagged and let the next stream of what I ate for breakfast out into the toilet. It took me five minutes of breathing exercises to feel like I wasn't going to pass right out.

      I was already working overtime to ensure Dimitris, Onyx, Neo, Saint, and anyone else didn't feel my discomfort. I knew Viktor wouldn't be around until later. He'd dropped me off this morning and assigned Jayce to keep an eye on me during the day while he went and did some outside business.

      The type of business was beyond me.

      Normally I didn't care what he did when I was working, but today was one of those fucked-up days that pissed off every nerve-ending I carried. If he'd at least tell me where he as going off to, I may not mind as much, but this behavior of his started the moment he returned from Russia and I didn't like it one bit.

      He was my bodyguard, after all. Why the fuck was he coming and going? What other commitment did he have that didn't revolve around me?

      Okay, maybe I was just a bit jealous because I worried that he was potentially seeing someone during work hours. I mean, it wasn't something to completely discard in the list of possibilities, especially since he came back from Russia, where he surely had plenty of connections.

      Connections with plenty of women who could spark something interesting.

      The thought made me grit my teeth in anger before the lights in the washroom began to flicker on and off. Rolling my eyes, I slowly got off my knees and decided to magically change my entire outfit.

      I normally didn't like using my magic to do common deeds, but today was just one of those fucked-up days when I needed a damn break.

      I'm not pregnant, Bria.

      That was a definite no. I knew from puberty age that I wouldn't be able to conceive as easily as humans or other wolf shifters. My first "suicide-turned-murder" attempt had done a number on my body, which included my vital organs, like my uterus. But with the help of magic, it was restored without too much scar tissue.

      The involvement of magic aiding in the reconstruction process meant no periods - thank fucking goodness cause no one got time for that - but it also made it even harder to get pregnant.

      Regardless of the almost impossible chance, I'd let Aurelia place a semi-permanent spell on me a few months after we officially became friends. It was more of a defense protocol because I knew what our world of male domination was all about, and if I was going to be "forced" into the act, I would protect myself from being dropped into the sad circumstance of getting pregnant.

      "For a brief moment, my excitement was unmeasurable," Bria admitted.

      I didn't comment right away as I walked to the mirror to see my pale face. With a calming breath, I ensured my new dress fitted me perfectly - the halter neck, backless ensemble hugging my body.

      Matching the dress with black, red bottom heels and Cartier gold jewelry that was very minimal, my look today was extremely classy for the potential meetings I could have in the new office.

      Where I'd just enjoyed vomiting in the private washroom of fine gold and baby pink.

      Thankfully I was merely here at the new location to test the atmosphere and confirm whether it fit my vibe. The combination of gold and pink definitely emphasized my girly side, but there was a mixture of turquoise and teal glass and white marble to add to the combination, bringing out a unique style for an office.

      The emphasis of gold and marble on the furniture and desks was further accented with various objects of pastel pink, teal, turquoise, and gold appliances to emphasize the "I can afford shit" vibe that was going on here.

      I had to admit, the bathroom aesthetic was even better than the office and was giving me some damn ideas as to how I'd redecorate my place if I ever went back to it. The poor suite was collecting dust at this point with Viktor and Onyx checking on it occasionally.

      Chances were, Onyx and maybe even Neo were checking my damn place more than Viktor.

      Ugh. Don't bother thinking about it.

      After shaking my head, I rinsed my mouth and was thankful for the miniature-sized essentials in the cabinets, which included mouthwash. Once my breath didn't taste or smell like this morning's breakfast sandwich, I absorbed what Bria had said.

      Do you want kids, Bria?

      "The thought of little pups intrigues me," she admitted. "Little minions.”

      I actually snickered at her statement while shaking my head.

      Bria, children aren't supposed to be a minion army of chaos.

      "Hmm? Why? What else are they good for?"

      Now that was fucking hilarious.

      Though I still felt shitty as hell, I had to laugh at that before I decided to briefly touch up my makeup. I was far too pale, and though I normally didn't go very heavy on the makeup, today was going to be one of those rare occasions where I used more foundation and concealer.

      You're supposed to raise them. You know, from baby to adulthood. And watch them grow so one day when you get old and grey, they'll love you in return and take care of you if you need it.

      "Sounds troublesome," she huffed as she sat down near the surface and began grooming herself. "No one took care of you. Why do you have to take care of them?"

      Her question made me look in the mirror as she pointed out a valid reality.

      I couldn't recall my mom's image, and I could only blame that on Papa Dearest. As for him, I was led to believe the woman chained in the dungeon was my weak mother, and he was a shitty parent if there was a scale worthy enough to emphasize what a horrible person he was.

      A horrible person who was still in a coma and who I was checking on far too regularly for my own sanity.

      I should have rejoiced at the news of him falling ill to the point of being comatose, but it just didn't sit well with me. I really questioned how I grew up to be a person with morals, but I guess that was thanks to Mother Moon for guiding me down a path where I had to learn how to grow up fast and decide on whether I wanted to be like the people who contributed to the painful experiences I’d endured through my life, or if I'd be someone who wished to surpass their displays of weakness by stepping on those who were younger and more vulnerable in comparison.

      People loved to treat you differently when you were not the bottom fish in the barrel.

      You're right, Bria. Don't know why I should.

      "Mother Moon gave your heart a bigger section of kindness so you wouldn't fuck up the world with vengeance."

      My smirk returned once more as I applied a very light coat of gloss to hide the nudeness of my pale lips with a glimmering gold flake formula that also hydrated the lips.

      "I couldn't agree more," I concluded and with one last look in the mirror, I was out of the washroom and heading back to my desk.

      It had to be the sound of my heels that prompted a knock on the new golden double doors with pink shimmering flakes and matte black handles that shifted to a see-through teal glass right in the middle and then went back to the solid black surface.

      They really went overboard with the design of this place, but I guessed with the final results being projected in the most-read magazines in the world, which included TIME magazine, it was best to go big or go home.

      "Come in," I announced as I reached my desk and began to look over the very small amount of papers on the desk to look as if I were busy sorting shit and not vomiting my guts out.

      The doors opened to security in black suits. A petite woman with glasses rushed into the room, taking five steps before she shrieked and came to a dramatic stop to bow.

      "G-G-Good afternoon, Miss De Luca!"

      I paused in my shuffling to raise my head to the temporary security of the day. She was one of the apparent secretaries that they were testing out.

      She's definitely a no for me.

      "You're here because?" I questioned. Maybe it was a bit rude to be so upfront, but today wasn't the day for pleasant introductions - especially when I planned to get rid of her.

      "R-Right! I was just sent to inform you that all the meetings have been taken care of."

      That made me arch an eyebrow at her in question.

      "By whom?"

      She clearly didn't expect me to answer the way I did, and it was like watching a nervous meter go higher and higher.

      "U-Uh...it was...Mr. Moore! He told me to let you know he dealt with most of the meetings via telephone. He's currently on the last call though it's been a bit difficult to settle on a deal without your presence, and I'm not saying that because I was eavesdropping or anything, but the man on the speaker wanted your approval and Mr. Moore stated you were dealing with more important business plans and he didn't want to interrupt you over something as miniscule as the current conversation with that corporation!"

      "She speaks too much," Bria dryly noted and I could tell she was just as upset as I was with this new ramble of information.

      “Is Mr. Moore still in his office?" I inquired.

      "Y-YES! Oh no! I forgot I was supposed to bring up the flowers with the get-well card! I should do that now!"

      This girl must be an idiot.

      "Who were the flowers for?" I purposely inquired.

      "Ah...it was addressed to William! That's your brother, correct?"

      Was this woman seriously a potential when she doesn't know who I am?

      "Yes," I stated with a fake smile. "I have a favor to ask seeing as you brought him up."

      "Yes!" She stood at attention, awaiting my orders.

      "Go down Wall Street to the previous headquarters. William actually forgot a few important newspapers in the office on the top floor. Let the security guards know you've gotten Miss De Luca's permission to be there. I want you to be back in thirty minutes. Sound like a decent enough task?"

      "Perfect task for me, Miss! I'll get right to it!"

      She was out of the office before I could roll my eyes fast enough.

      "A part of me feels sorry for her stupidity."

      I shook my head, walked over to the speaker on my desk, and clicked the button, knowing it would reach Saint.

      "What's the problem, Sweet Blossoming Flower?" he greeted.

      "Who the fuck hired that dandelion of a secretary?" I practically hissed.

      Saint whistled before replying, "Damn. Did she try to hit on Dimitris or something?"

      I actually growled and I could literally hear Saint swallow the lump in his throat.

      "Willow, are you ‘okay’ okay?"

      "Fine and dandy," I dryly stated. "I sent that lost soul to the old building. Let the guards interrogate her until she cries and never wants to work in a corporation again."

      "She totally pissed you off," Saint acknowledged.

      "While we're on a roll, you can tell HR that if they send me one more incompetent secretary, I'll fire every single one of them and take Dubai's offer of a new team with the additional bonus technology they're contributing, free of charge."

      "I'll forward the message this instant," he assured me.

      "Good," I huffed. "Thanks, Saint."

      "Want me to clear Dimitris's remaining schedule?" he inquired, and I was sure the sneaky playboy romantic knew I was fucking pissed.

      "Clear his fucking schedule and make sure no one interrupts us. Anyone asks, he's fucking napping."

      "Yes, Willow," he assured me. "Should Jayce be on stand-by?"

      "To drag Dimitris’s body?" I tossed back.

      Saint chuckled. "I know you don't mean that," he reasoned.

      "And why not?"

      "You wouldn't let Jayce do that," Saint offered. "That's something Neo would do for fun."

      Okay. He had a point.

      "I'll probably leave early, so I want Jayce nearby seeing as my own bodyguard ain't around."

      "Viktor isn't on the property again?" Saint didn't seem pleased about it, but I was already too annoyed to care.

      "No," I concluded. "I'm getting back to work."

      "Alright," he replied, but quickly added, "Willow?"

      "What?"

      "If you want to talk or just want a hug, say the word and I'll be there."

      I actually paused in pressing the end button to take in his words, the mere softness in his voice taming my short fuse.

      "I'll keep that in mind, Saint," I whispered and inhaled deeply through my nose then let it out. "Thank you."

      "Anytime, Willow," he whispered. "See you soon."

      I pressed the end button and stood there for a long minute, allowing myself to process my thinking while trying to understand what the hell was wrong with me today.

      With a shake of my head, I grabbed my phone and magnetic card holder. I slapped the pink leather accessory to the magnetic back of the new phone and headed out of my office to simply walk up the hallway.

      The new arrangement had a floor with a designated office for each of us. I requested eight offices in total on the off chance we decided to expand our personal team. With the potential thought of having a second bodyguard in the picture, the extra space was beginning to look like a good decision, just in case I had to expand the security team.

      When I reached the office with light pink doors and black and purple flakes decorating the personalized space, the security guards bowed in my presence as one reached for the golden door handle.

      "No interruptions," I emphasized, knowing well that Saint probably hadn’t informed them of my request yet.

      The door opened at the proper time. Dimitris was listening to the receiver end, his eyes lifting from his desk to meet my cold set of eyes as I cloaked my steps with magic so my heels didn't click against the tiled floors of black with shimmers of gold and metallic purple.

      I was too upset to focus on the amazing aesthetic Dimitris's office brought to the table, but I could at least appreciate that the overall dark theme with golden accents was totally approved in my books.

      I could already imagine Neo's office as a mix of red, gold, and black, while Saint would definitely be a mix of white and gold with black accented pieces to mix things up. Jayce felt like a blend of orange, blue, and gold, and Onyx would be a marvelous silver-and-black combination with gold accents.

      I wasn't yet sure what role Milo was going to play in our new work dynamic, but I could guarantee the theme of gold would be the biggest focus in his potential space with a rich or wooden aesthetic.

      The door closed lightly enough to not disturb the conversation as Dimitris answered the potential business negotiator on the other end of the line.

      "That's our offer. I don't understand why you insist on having the privilege to speak to Miss De Luca regarding this matter. If you believe you're going to get a better bargain simply because she's a woman, you're insulting not only the foundation of this company, but Miss De Luca herself," he practically seethed, and I could tell by the way his eyes danced between pink, purple, and even gold that Dimitris wasn't pleased.

      I just couldn't determine if it was due to my arrival or the conversation at hand.

      It pissed me off that he was having such conversations when I was designated to take these calls for the remainder of the afternoon.

      They weren't even supposed to be calls but physical face-to-face negotiations.

      I wasn't going to act like a fool and not assume that he must have sensed I wasn't feeling well and decided to take it upon himself to be the dominating Alpha he was and ease my burdens for my own sake - something I didn't ask for. The thought aggravated me, not because I didn't appreciate his concern, but because he was being a typical man and doing things without my permission.

      I wasn't some damsel in distress that needed some fashionable Alpha prince to come and save the kingdom. When it came to business, I didn't care how sick I was. I'd work by any means and at length to get the deal that satisfied my business.

      "If you think speaking with Miss De Luca is going to change the outcome of this, I'll advise you again, that's not how it's going to work out," Dimitris stressed. "I'm giving you the best offer on the market. We have plenty of competitors who would happily give us triple what we're asking and yet you think speaking with Miss De Luca will give you a better deal because you obviously are assuming I'm highballing you."

      The voice in the background sounded harsh from here, and I could tell from the way Dimitris's frown was growing deeper and the slight twitch in his eye that his tolerance was running thin with this negotiation.

      Just as thin as my fucking patience.

      I couldn't take standing here any longer. I tugged away my magic and let each step of my mine echo through the room until I was right behind Dimitris's chair. I stole the phone from him and placed it on speaker before lowering it onto the desk’s surface.

      The man clearly knew someone else was in the room and decided to assume it was me as he slyly voiced, "Unless I can speak to Miss De Luca herself, I think we'll have to postpone the results of this contract, Mr. Moore."

      "Unless you can explain to me in less than thirty seconds why I must waste my valuable time talking to a second hand, waste-of-space man like yourself over a deal in the millions, I suggest you eliminate any possible chance of grabbing a contract, let alone another conversation with me, my fellow CEOs, or even my lowest secretary in Forbidden Enterprise!"

      The man literally choked on his saliva at my brutal, honest response. I just got to the point because I was done wasting time today.

      I had other people to spill my wrath on.

      "One billion or we walk," I declared without hesitation. "Every second you waste of my time is one-hundred million I make by just breathing. Seeing as you've already wasted ten seconds of my time, don't bother wasting more of it."

      I took a quick glance at the time and got right to it. "Five minutes. Text this phone your decision and wire the money to the designated account ten minutes after that. No text, no deal. No money, no deal. And the next time you don't take Mr. Moore or anyone in my corporation's time and words seriously with your 'Let me speak to Miss De Luca' bullshit, I'll personally cancel this contract with the snap of my fingers and buy your entire cooperation before you can call a worthy enough lawyer to support your case."

      I didn't wait for him to answer as I hung up the phone, walked around the desk, and stood there with my arms crossed over my chest.

      Dimitris just stared at me, the phone, and back at me.

      "What did I do?"

      "Ah. The question of the century, Watson," I concluded with a smirk that surely heightened my obvious anger. "Why don't we answer the proper question. What did you do?"

      "You're angry that I took your schedule and completed it," he concluded.

      "If you're able to get to the point, that proves you knew doing so would piss me the fuck off," I snapped.

      "Yes," he admitted. "You weren't feeling well."

      "And how did you predict that, oh Great Fortune Teller Moore," I seethed.

      "Willow," he began, but I wasn't having it as I walked right around the desk, slipped between him and the marble furniture, lifted myself up to sit upon the luxurious surface, and had my heel literally an inch from his groin in three seconds flat.

      I don't think Dimitris expected such a move and he literally stayed as still as a statue while I narrowed my eyes at him and gave him a devilish smirk.

      "I'm your Beta and yet you let me do nothing. Since earning my position, you've yet to ask me to do a task to aid you in your very long list of projects, and I'm left having to keep myself occupied with establishing this company that so heavily relies on my reputation for the sake of public approval and spike of revenue in the realms of fame," I deciphered before getting to the obvious point. "You carry the burden of this pack and all the strings attached when you have someone designated to be your right-hand woman, and yet I'm left with barely any duties upon my desk aside from signing contracts for hours. And now you're expecting me to be silent when you change my entire schedule because you believe I'm ‘unwell.’ How do you think I should feel when my planned work day is sabotaged by my Alpha? And don't go trying to say I should be grateful, because I didn't ask for your aid nor did I require it!"

      He actually took a minute to absorb everything I said before he replied. "I didn't like the fact that it felt like you were unwell," he began cautiously while assessing my reaction to his first statement.

      When I didn't say anything, he continued, "As an Alpha, it's my duty to make sure my pack members are okay, including my Beta," he emphasized. "I've slacked at assigning you tasks because of my inability to rely on others, and though I've mentally acknowledged you're the Beta of the group, I want you to feel more established in the pack before tossing a bunch of tasks on your side of the court."

      I felt like he was trying to make me feel bad, but his words only pissed me off because they held a hint of compassion to them, and I really didn't like that.

      Because it made me feel like shit for overreacting.

      "I'm not questioning the value you bring to the table, Willow," he stated quietly. "I'm just trying to ensure you're up for what I have in store for you before I throw you off a cliff without a parachute."

      Smart, good-looking motherfucker.

      "Then next time you want to be such a supportive Alpha, you'll learn how to communicate, like what you're doing now!" I lowered my outstretched leg and slipped right off the desk to walk away, but he caught onto me just as fast - his tugging force pulling me forward until I fell right into his lap.

      He moved so quickly, I literally didn't grasp I was sitting on his lap until his hands remained on my hips while my hands were on his shoulders to stabilize myself. He moved the chair forward so my lower back hit the edge of the desk’s surface, leaving me sandwiched right in between.

      His eyes were completely locked onto my wide ones before he decided to enlighten me on why the hell I was in his hold.

      "You destroy every plan, assault each of our senses, and leave us craving nothing but you," Dimitris whispered before he reached out with one hand to hook it around my neck and pull me so close, our lips brushed. "I've been avoiding being in the same room as you work-wise because I can't think straight when you're around and I need to figure out why I can't assign you tasks knowing they'll be difficult and cause strain on your pretty little head."

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat as I fought to keep my anger at a high. I knew he could see right through me. See my obvious frustration with not being wanted when I was positive that wasn't his intention.

      "I was in your office earlier and you were in the washroom vomiting. I didn't want to let you know I was there just in case you'd feel embarrassed or anxious about my presence. I decided to take your load and finish it off so you could go home earlier and rest, or at least get an early start against the traffic jams."

      Now I just felt like a bitch.

      "I'm not trying to replace you or make you feel inadequate... I'm just...trying to show that I care about you."

      Fuck.

       "Then what if my way of showing I care for you is wishing to do things for you?" I muttered against his lips. "You're always doing everything. Giving the world every fucking piece of you, and what does that leave? Nothing for you. You carry everything on your shoulders."

      I moved my hands to press against his cheeks as if I were trying to make him realize - make him understand - this habit he continuously did.

      "When are you going to trust someone enough to let them help you?"

      He wasn't expecting my question and I could tell from the way his eyes shimmered with uncertainty that I wouldn't get an answer today. It shouldn't have upset me that he was so blindsided by his insecurities that he couldn't see just how toxic this lifestyle was for him as an Alpha. But it did because deep in my heart, I knew he deserved better.

      He deserves a fucking break to live and not fret over every single aspect of each member of the pack.

      I didn't mean to be ungrateful, or to try to dismiss his kindness, but what could I do for him to realize he couldn't do this forever? He'd have to rely on someone eventually, and I knew the reason he didn't was because he was frightened to trust another with our lives.

      He was scared that one wrong move, one blind error, or an obvious mistake would land one or all of us in a row of caskets.

      The ding of his phone cut through our intense stare, and I slid off his lap and walked to the side of his desk to retrieve his phone. One flash of the screen showed the next message stating the agreement for the deal. Not a minute later the notification came through about the wire transfer.

      Returning the phone to his desk, I didn't bother looking at him.

      "Deal secured. Money deposited." I headed to the door.

      "Willow."

      I didn't stop until I reached the door and held the handle.

      "Bye, Dimitris," I replied and was out the door and heading back to my office. The guard opened the door for me and I entered without delay. I stopped a few steps into the office, waiting for the doors to close as I tried to get my brain to think straight.

      There has to be something wrong with me.

      Running my hands through my hair, I sighed and noticed my sudden height difference.

      "Of course," I muttered with an added eyeroll. I swear my body was just fucked up or completely imbalanced and these new meds weren't doing shit. The doors finally closed, and I couldn't help but crouch down in my black-on-black ensemble. My shirt was unbuttoned three buttons down, while my black LV pants were fitted perfectly.

      I was probably going to rip them in this position, but I couldn't care right now. I just needed to press my hands against my face, take a few inhales and exhales, and try to overcome this feeling of dread.

      This feeling of hopelessness.

      It could have been my lack of sleep as of late, or maybe I wasn't drinking enough water. It could be due to the lack of frequent meals, or just the stress of everything happening left and right with no moment of relief.

      I didn't want them seeing that I was fucking struggling, and that was what upset me. That I was being caught red-handed and being offered help in a way I didn't ask for. I knew Dimitris was always trying to show he cared.

      It was why he always got me fucking flowers no matter what day of the week it was. I probably could get away with making one of the office spaces a flower sanctuary with all the freshly delivered flowers he'd given me.

      He showed his compassion through gifts while juggling the essential tasks and problems we carried both on the business level and behind the seasons as the Forbidden. He was the true leader of the pack, and it upset me that I lacked in executing such flawlessness.

      He fucking inspired me.

      That was what bothered me. The obvious truth that even though I carried the qualities of a Wolf Alpha like my apparent mother and Roberto, I was struggling at executing it. I was frustrated with the thoughts of being in my wolf form but having difficulty with hearing and listening to my pack members’ instructions. The obvious scenarios made me feel like I still lacked in areas I'd begged to retrieve and prosper in.

      I feared being inadequate for my Forbidden Pack.

      The problem with our current reality was that I wasn't lacking the essential tools to be a proper pack member. I was now a wolf, a powerful one, and I should have been the biggest wild card in our pack.

      Yet, I didn't feel an ounce of validation that my potential was even at that level of worthiness, and deep inside, my worst fear kept popping up in my mind.

      That I'd be labeled useless...discarded...abandoned. I'd be a true royal outcast.

      And then there were the facts I'd yet to figure out about my family. I hadn't seen Ruby or anyone else with connections to the royal pack. I still couldn't recall the memories pertaining to my mother. And the lingering pressure of Roberto's health potentially crashing was just bringing me down mentally.

      Dimitris was right. I needed a fucking break to go home and just crash for a few hours and maybe even do some training sessions to get my brain back onto the playing field.

      Cage fighting was what helped me think while I pushed my body to new limits. I'd been avoiding going back with everything that was going on around me, but it was one of my coping mechanisms and I had to acknowledge the power it gave me.

      The spike of confidence that I could handle anything that came my way.

      The soft scent of cologne tickled my nostrils, mixed with the serene scent of a rose.

      Opening my eyes and lowering my hands from my face, I saw Dimitris with a rose in his grasp, crouched down to my level.

      I could barely breathe as I took in his blank expression. He was trying to hide his emotions, trying to simply act tough for my sake, and I was just being an emotional cannonball.

      Slowly taking the rose, I stared at the beautiful pink petals with hints of white.

      "We're firing that secretary," I muttered, realizing she'd never brought the flowers he'd obviously picked for me.

      "Want to do it?" he offered, and I met his eyes. He was trying to apply what I'd just asked, and him being here only proved he really did care about my well-being.

      "I already did something along those lines," I admitted. He nodded and offered his hand, even though he remained in the same crouched position as me. As stubborn as I wanted to be, I placed my hand in his and we both rose back up.

      He kept my hand in his, and the longer it remained in his warm grasp, the more I wanted to slip out of it.

      "We should go back to your office and wire transfer the money to the Enterprise business account," I announced and tugged my hand out of his so I could turn around and head to the door. He didn't let me take five damn steps; his arm hooked around my waist to stop me and he proceed to press me against the door.

      "What are you doing?" I grumbled. "The guards are going to hear that."

      "They're on a walk," he whispered, his body pressing against mine. I shivered at the touch of his lips against my neck and his hand unzipping my pants.

      "Dimitris," I warned, but I could feel he wasn't going to stop on my behalf.

      "You lecture me about my flaws, but you never let me take the lead when you're William," he muttered against my flesh before he kissed that very spot. I shivered at the touch of his hand as it retrieved my cock and proceeded to glide up and down my length.

      I wanted him to stop, but my body was already lost in the possessive movement of his hand as he stroked me perfectly, with slow, calculated movements, while his lips sucked on my flesh. It felt so fucking good, even though I was frustrated as hell.

      "You always have to be in control," I muttered in distaste, but I wasn't sure it even came out sounding as threatening as I hoped for. Dimitris nipped my flesh and tugged lightly, making me moan and further melt against the door while my hips further pushed back on his groin as he kept on stroking me.

      "You're right," he admitted. "I'm not ashamed by it, William. My desire to push all the buttons, it’s the way I've learned how to live, but only you like to press against my comfortability and push me into unknown territory."

      He began to stroke me faster, twisting his hand as he moved upward, before sliding down all the way to my base. My moan rumbled against my throat, and I fought against the growing urge to release.

      The idea of giving him the satisfaction of making me cum nudged all my senses and made me angry at the thought, but he fucking knew how to stroke me in a way that drove me mad, because it felt good beyond belief.

      "You're angered by the idea of enjoying this, William?" he whispered into my ear. "Does having me in the driver's seat really aggravate you down to the core?"

      "Everything about your perfectionist self pisses me off," I snapped under my breath, my inhales and exhales totally uneven while I was fighting not to pant like a dog. "You never want to bow down to anyone and it fucking shows."

      He paused and I growled in frustration when I should have been relieved, but he chuckled for a second and my eyes snapped open as my drawled groan left my parted lips. My gaze dropped to see Dimitris literally on his knees in front of me, and the sight fucked up my senses while his voice flooded my mind.

      "You're right, William. I never want to bow to anyone, but I'll make an exception today since you're having a bad day."

      Then he began to swirl his tongue around my length before he took me in, inch by inch. I was completely mesmerized at the damn sight because I'd never believed this was possible.

      To be completely captivated by those pink orbs that swirled with dominating power, all while he was in a submissive position and delivering the best blowjob I'd ever experienced in my male life.

      He moved faster, sucked harder, and I was groaning and fighting against the obvious rise of pleasure that was begging to be released. My resistance was failing me as my moans grew and I couldn't help but ask him to move faster.

      I was at my wit's end. My legs were shaking and I was so close to shooting my load.

      "Fuck!" I couldn't take it anymore as my head fell back, my body grew rigid, and my release shot into Dimitris's mouth. He took it all in, every single shot, and proceeded to further torture me as he moved along my length a few more times.

      I was using the door to save me from collapsing, my reckless breathing making me dizzy for a second while I was still riding the high horse of pleasure. Once I was sucked dry, he tucked my cock back in the shelter of my boxers and zipped up my pants.

      He rose up just as I tried to move away from the door, but he already had me captive in his hold before spinning me around and pressing me against the pink and golden surface. I didn't know if it was the intensity of his hooded eyes that triggered the hormonal shift, but I was suddenly Willow again and we were still staring at one another like we were about to call this workday off and fuck for the rest of the afternoon.

      "Dimitris," I whispered to try to tug him out of whatever lustful craze he was on, but my return to my female counterpart didn't stop him from capturing my lips and kissing me like I truly meant the world to him.

      I didn't fight him in comparison to when I was a guy, those frustrating emotions beginning to tamper down while the high of my previous climax was encouraging me to feel him - touch him.

      My arms hooked around his neck, and we kissed like lost lovers with our mouths moving desperately against one another while our tongues slipped into the hollows of our mouths to try to tango.

      We didn't stop until we were breathless, and before I could say anything, he pressed his forehead against mine.

      "I'll work on it," he whispered in between breaths, and I couldn't help but seek his eyes for the truth as we shared an intense look.

      He means it.

      "You can be angry...and frustrated. I won't promise I'll change right away because I won't," he acknowledged. "But I'll work on it."

      That's all he allowed himself to say as he brushed his lips against mine one last time and let go of me. With his hands gliding down his dress shirt and pants to make sure they looked less wrinkled from our frisky moment, he looked into my eyes.

      "Take the rest of the day off. Go back to the safe house with Jayce. I'm leaving the office soon, but I'll have matters to attend to when I get back. Try to let loose or go train in the ring tonight. We'll have a brief meeting before then."

      He moved past me to open the door but paused. "I'm expecting you to wire the money to the bank. You sealed the deal, after all."

      Then he was gone as he closed the door behind him. With a frustrated grunt I walked to the washroom, and there was my flustered reflection with a dose of anger.

      "I hate him," I growled.

      "Hate and love are two different things," Bria acknowledged. "Yet it feels like you mean the same."

      I huffed at her words and proceeded to splash my face with cold water. With a sigh, I lifted my head to see I was William now.

      "Holy fucking gender swaps. What the fuck is going on?" I hissed and shook my head. Patting my face with the pink towel, I walked to the desk and pressed the intercom for Jayce.

      "Afternoon, William."

      "We're leaving early. I'm done with this fucking day."

      "On my way, Rebel."

      I shook my head again at his comment. I lowered back into my seat and leaned back against the leather cushion with my eyes closed.

      I need to figure my emotions out or I'm going to self-destruct.
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      ~JAYCE~

      

      "He named your psycho side?" I asked while looking over at William as he tugged on his tie to loosen it completely.

      "Yup," he replied. "Willa. Pretty cute. Hmph. I need to take my meds soon."

      I watched him unbutton his black dress shirt and I could tell from the annoyed look on his face that something was troubling him.

      "Are you okay, William?" I inquired. "You get into a fight with Dimitris?"

      He gave me a look that could surely kill, and that was my answer.

      "I'm going to shower," he scoffed and was retreating to the bathroom before I could say a word. The slam of the door made me sigh before I decided to figure out what the fuck was grinding William's gears.

      Aside from these last two weeks of non-stop mayhem.

      Since the confrontation incident with the police, getting some movement on deals was becoming a bit of a pain in the ass. Public apologies and the dumb revolts against the NYPD for being sloppy had only further slowed down our progress in sealing some final deals.

      It surely was impacting all aspects of business in the shifter world, since Aurelia had been complaining to Willow the other day regarding some council issues.

      All of this was becoming a big pain in our asses because we all knew there was some Vile Queen in our midst who clearly wanted Willow dead, had something to do with the Coven, and from the information gathered from Milo, was someone with a lot of power, hidden connections, and a dungeon somewhere with kidnapped shifters.

      Adding the fine details of kidnapping humans and forcing them to change into wolves and we had a big threat hiding within our city. And no one had information on this organization.

      A nuisance in the realms of power and business.

      Viktor was working on it and found some leads that actually tied to Russia, Dubai, and Germany, but we were struggling to find a connection.

      We really had far too much on our plate right now: securing the final residences and candidates for Forbidden Enterprise, securing our finalized deals and financial contracts to land us another trillion to support our grand opening, this apparent royal fashion show that Willow, Dimitris, and now Neo were invited to, and the Vatican was requesting a meeting with us to offer another "deal" that could favor our grand opening.

      As if that wasn't fucking fishy.

      Since retrieving the blood rose, which was in Neo's possession because he was the only one with the ability to sustain its life force without sacrificing anyone - unless he felt like it - the Vatican had been sucking up to Saint like a plague was approaching.

      Saint had briefly explained that without their blood roses, they probably needed more "power" for whatever they were doing behind the scenes, and frankly, he'd been ignoring their distressed calls with the excuse that he was busy with Forbidden Enterprise.

      It wasn't necessarily a lie because we were busy, but now with this potential bargain, we had to keep alert for whatever they had up their sleeves.

      Then there was our new addition, Milo.

      I'd privately talked to Dimitris early last week about Milo, and Dimitris decided he wanted to meet Milo privately in our presence. That told me he either wanted him to join or wanted to assess our dynamic before offering the opportunity.

      We hadn't accepted a Forbidden Pack member since Onyx and Willow, and even that was out of normal circumstance and not necessarily due to our standard protocol. I was sure none of us regretted it in the slightest, but Milo was too good of an offer to ignore.

      I didn't know what Mother Moon was conjuring for us, but we were entering this new year with the potential of being a pack of seven - and if Willow could convince Viktor to come on board, eight.

      My phone went off, the slight vibration alerting me that I had a text message. Pulling my phone out, I scanned the text and frowned.

      
        
        REX:

        "Gang fighters spotted in the ring. Russian. Playing dirty. Figured I'd warn ya. Know your woman likes to fight. Keep an eye out. They ain't on our side of darkness. We’re keeping an eye on Cali. Be careful in NYC.

      

      

      The way I bit my lip would cause me to bleed if I didn't fucking lighten up on it.

      I hadn't talked to Rex since we left Cali. He was one of the few "friends" I kept in touch with, but since arriving in NYC and getting mixed in with Willow, he was sadly put on the shelf because I had far bigger shit to worry about.

      Rex had been in my life longer than my ex-mate. He knew of her arrival into my life and her departure, the way I fell into darkness, and how I got myself out of that spiraling turmoil. He knew of Dimitris and the others, and they had met on a few occasions.

      He actually owned some boxing centers in NYC, and occasionally came to check on them. If he was warning me, it meant he had passed by and caught onto the news through the grapevine.

      Not fucking good.

      I didn't think we could handle any more bullshit, and frankly, I didn't have time for any "in the ring" nonsense.

      I knew Willow was planning to go back to her cage fighting sooner or later, and though her privacy was protected within those fenced walls with the agreement all fighters and members swore upon, I was sure by now that those members knew the female champion was Willow De Luca - currently, the richest woman in NYC.

      With a sigh, I slipped my phone back into my pocket with the intention of getting back to Rex later this evening. I was positive he'd be in bed to sleep through the afternoon until late in the evening when he'd be up and entering the ring as usual.

      So...who ticked off Blossoming Flower? Because he almost killed me with a look alone.

      "Dimitris," Neo and Onyx said in unison in the bond.

      Saint whistled into our connection. "Sounds like our Alpha’s about to get jumped."

      I looked over to the bathroom door, catching onto the sound of the shower. From the feel of it, William was tuning the world right out, or we would have felt his presence by now.

      Where are you guys?

      "We're actually in Dimitris's office," Saint replied. If Dimitris wasn't answering, it meant he was on the phone. "Where's William?"

      Showering. Don't know what Dimitris said to piss him off, but he doesn't look very hot.

      "Did he take his meds?" Onyx inquired. "Aurelia came by yesterday to up the dose."

      Again?

      This was probably her third dose increase since her wolf awakened.

      "Aurelia believes the meds aren't aiding in balancing Willow out," Neo announced.

      "Why?" Saint asked. "Hasn't she been on those meds for years?"

      "You're correct," Onyx reasoned. "But Willow never used so much magic in the past. She's been on a routine for years: days are William, nights are Willow. What do you think happens when you fuck up a schedule your body is so used to?"

      It goes nuts.

      That was obvious. It was like following a routine for years, only for it to be interrupted. It simply left you fucked over until you could adapt or return to what your body was comfortable with.

      "Can Aurelia fix it?" Saint inquired.

      "Maybe." Onyx didn't sound so sure. I decided to leave William’s room to give him some space, knowing he may take some time or decide to switch back to Willow. I at least reached for a bottle of water from the mini-fridge so he'd remember to take his meds.

      "Is there a problem we don't know about?" Saint inquired.

      "No. There are no issues with Willow, but I think Aurelia is dealing with some shit," Onyx admitted. "She has a specific assistant that won't get off her case, so she's trying to get her fired."

      She isn't even in control of hiring her own assistant?

      "Willow actually got her one," Neo noted. "I don't think the Coven liked my interference."

      "You were involved?" Saint inquired. "Bold royal moves."

      "Nico was involved," Neo admitted. "He doesn't like when Willow's stressed about Aurelia. She is her best friend after all."

      We need a grand meeting. It feels like we have to get more info from Aurelia to know what's going on with the Coven.

      I reached the office door and knocked three times so they knew I was entering. Opening the door, I noticed Dimitris was at his desk and clearly on the phone. Onyx and Neo sat on the left side of the room while Saint was chilling on the right side. There was a clear empty spot next to him, and after I closed the door, he patted the spot to signal me to come to sit down.

      "Problem with that is Aurelia may be spelled to not say anything," Onyx noted. "I think the only person she could possibly tell is Willow."

      Why is that?

      "Coven members are allowed to share information with those they wholeheartedly love," Onyx revealed.

      "Does Aurelia still have feelings for Willow?" Saint inquired.

      "Wouldn't be surprised," Neo admitted. "You can see it from the way she looks at Willow sometimes."

      "They never really ended things properly," Onyx muttered. I could tell from his expression that his words held a much deeper meaning. "When you're forced to let go of someone you love, it's not a choice you can accept."

      But Willow's moved on.

      "Yes." Onyx sounded sure about that. "Willow is the type that once something is over, she won't pursue it again."

      "But Willow knows Aurelia still loves her?"

      Onyx was silent, but Neo replied, "When you know your love can destroy everything the other person has worked on building, would you really take the risk of opening that door again? Or pretend to be oblivious even if it means hurting that person you care dearly for?"

      I understood exactly what he was trying to imply.

      "Until Aurelia is able to pull away from the strings that control her in this power play of magic, she’ll never enjoy a happy ending with Willow," Onyx admitted. We noticed Dimitris had hung up the phone, but Onyx continued so he could make his point. "Willow has moved on for Aurelia's sake. I know to us, Aurelia is rather crazy and over-powered, but Willow got to see the raw side she hides from the world, and as her friend, I've seen a mere glimpse of it. To simply put it, Aurelia and Willow would have been a lethal combination that would have ended in a tragic tale on both ends of the spectrum."

      "So the lesbian version of Romeo and Juliet," Saint concluded.

      "Essentially," Onyx agreed. "Our kind doesn't get along with witches. Just like witches don't normally get along with wolves. Now imagine how powerful Willow is, then add in gaining the position of Roberto and dating Aurelia, who just ascended to a sudden vacant spot in the Coven after she'd been denied for years."

      "That just smells like a disaster," Saint gruesomely stated.

      "I feel as if they don't want Willow being friends with Aurelia for a reason," Neo calmly noted. "Why else would they try to raise tension between them?"

      "They're creating tension because they're afraid Willow's about to take a spot in the High Court," Dimitris announced out loud, drawing our attention to him. "Viktor's on the way here to discuss it.”

      "Are you referring to the Magical Coven? The High Court that's above all the witch Covens?" Saint clarified.

      "Yes," Dimitris replied.

      "Why would they be afraid of Willow?" I asked. "They don't even accept her."

      "It's being spread through the grapevine," Dimitris muttered in annoyance.

      "On purpose, I assume,” Neo suggested. "Smart tactic to try to get her killed."

      "Why does it feel like we're getting hit at every angle?" Saint groaned as he rested his head back. "Haven't we dealt with enough shit? We're really going to deal with being the prime target for everyone in the new year? Really?"

      "Someone is obviously doing it on purpose," Onyx said and sighed.

      "We need to get Forbidden Enterprise up and running," Dimitris emphasized. "These tactics are in hopes of us delaying the launch."

      "Why though?" I questioned. "There has to be more that they're fighting about than this apparent chair that's up for grabs. Why would we have the Coven secretly targeting us? Do they really want to fuck up the connection we have?"

      The knock on the door caught our attention as it opened and revealed Viktor. He was in casual attire - black jeans, a silver branded top with a graffiti design from SUPREME, and a leather jacket.

      We all just stared at him like we didn't recognize him.

      He simply rolled his eyes, walked in, and closed the door. "I have a wardrobe aside from suits and bodyguard attire, you know," he huffed.

      "If only he used that wardrobe to snag a date with Willow," Saint muttered to me.

      "She'd jump right into his arms," I replied.

      Neo and Onyx were smirking, and Viktor wore the biggest scowl while glaring our way.

      "Where's Willow?" he questioned.

      "Showering," I spoke up. "Still William. Dimitris pissed him off."

      Viktor gladly moved his threatening gaze over to Dimitris, and he ignored him to jump back to the previous topic.

      "This Vile Queen has to be someone who used to carry an array of connections and lost their position either to Aurelia or potentially isn't on the list to ascend to this High Court position," he explained. "What concerns me is that we're being targeted before this fashion show."

      "What's the big deal about the fashion show?" Onyx inquired. "It's exactly that. Sure, celebrities and royals are invited, but it's not like anyone else can't attend. I got my invite today."

      That had all eyes on him and he frowned at the obvious attention.

      "What?"

      "The fashion show is for royals only," Viktor revealed, clearly catching on to what we were talking about. "It's not a normal event. It's a warning."

      "Warning?" Saint asked. "Warning in regard to what?"

      Dimitris looked at Viktor and gave him a slight nod to reveal the truth.

      "The fashion show is an event that warns royals of high ranks in the human and supernatural realms that the end of an era is coming and a new one is beginning," Viktor revealed. "Meaning, one of the higher positions in the High Court is about to become vacant."

      "Why would they warn people about that?" Onyx questioned.

      Neo leaned further back into his seat and lifted his right leg to rest upon his left. That move alone made me realize the shift in the room. All eyes were on Neo as he smiled in delight.

      "They aren't warning us." Neo's voice was deep and threatening, which immediately confirmed that Nico was entering this chat. We all remained quiet, waiting for him to continue. "They're confirming that someone of power is about to step down and give their place to another. It's not a place for debate. The decision has already been made."

      Already been made?

      I was confused, as were Saint, Onyx, and even Viktor.

      "You don't recall that minor detail?" Nico asked Viktor.

      He didn't seem to like being called out from his obvious disapproving expression, but he answered, "No. I'm going based on the mention of this event from my forgotten memories that I haven't sorted through yet. I'm only aware of this invite because of Roberto's invitation."

      "Is he still in a coma?" Dimitris asked.

      Viktor nodded slightly. "If he doesn't wake before the show, I'll be attending in his place. However, if I do, the pack will know of his absence and that's going to cause problems."

      "It won't," Nico announced. "No one is going to defy Willow being Alpha after that show."

      "Why not?" Saint asked. "Why does it feel like you know something we don't?"

      Nico chuckled and placed his hands behind his head.

      "Are you not connecting the dots?"

      "I don't think you're giving us enough dots to connect," I voiced.

      "The fashion show isn't a warning, but an event that underhandedly acknowledges the newly selected suitor for the chair. Meaning the decision has already been made, solidified, and will be executed when the right triggers are unlocked."

      "Triggers?" Onyx whispered.

      "There are special requirements an individual has to meet to be considered worthy of the throne," Nico revealed. “Those requirements are triggers that have to occur months in advance before an individual in the current seat of the chair can consider stepping down."

      "Wait a minute," Onyx began and turned his head to look at Nico. "You're not implying that we've been lead to this moment."

      "If you want to think of it like that, you can,” he admitted.

      "You're implying Willow is the chosen suitor," Viktor muttered. He clearly wasn't beating around the bush with this.

      "Wouldn't it make perfect sense?" Nico suggested and lowered his arms to place them on his knee. He then leaned forward as if he were about to reveal some sort of secret.

      "Let's think about it, shall we? Willow was born of royalty, or we can play it down as half royalty. At a certain age, she was forced to remain in Roberto's care, and obviously, Viktor's memories were wiped. Years went by and Willow was neglected, tormented, tortured, and dealt with a bunch of bullshit. She was basically outcasted from every avenue. She wasn’t a wolf because she was a 'late bloomer'. Not a witch because of her instability. Not a human obviously because she carried traits of a wolf and witch. Surely if you're outcasted to be nothing, you’d eventually give up and disappear, right?"

      He had a point, and we nodded at the idea and watched Nico's eyes darken tremendously.

      "So what if those were all trials? Tests to see whether she'd survive the endless turmoil that hit her left and right? Trials that were overseen by this High Court to determine if she'd be a worthy enough candidate to take on a chair?"

      It made good fucking sense, and the longer the silence thickened in the office, the more I realized he could be exactly right.

      "I don't think many realize the High Court isn't solely witches or magic users. From the archives, there is a fae member, a wolf king, and the leader is a wolf queen," Nico revealed. "I know this because it's generational knowledge handed down to me. Obviously, these members on the High Court are decades old, with a few living closer to the thousand-year range."

      Now it made sense why Neo had switched to Nico - his royal heritage delivered generations of power, knowledge, and memories.

      "Then you're literally implying that Willow was meant to take this chair," Saint concluded with seriousness as he rested his arms on his knees and leaned forward.

      "I feel there has to be one more trigger to confirm it, but that would make sense in regards to where those tattoos are coming from," Nico revealed. "Those tattoos showing up all over Willow's legs, those aren't normal incantations. They're rooted symbols, meaning they were etched into her body at a prime age when her magic was flourishing at its peak."

      "What if Willow's psychotic side was created on purpose?" Everyone looked at me. "Hear me out...but what if that incident with the man who tried to kill Willow was someone who knew what Willow was being prepared for and decided to get rid of her entirely? The incident clearly got the attention of the Coven, that then aided with her survival and surged her with magic, right?"

      I looked to Onyx for confirmation and he nodded. "That was the one time they were willing to go above and beyond for Willow without questions. It was also the first time Roberto had really shown that he gave a flying fuck about Willow."

      "Do you think that's why he's in a coma? Maybe another trial to make Willow break and cave before the official 'celebration' of her rising to this chair?" Saint suggested.

      "If Roberto knows the truth of this potential hypothesis, he could have had the intentions of revealing it to Willow after she signed the deal," Dimitris offered. "But obviously he fell into a coma."

      "Since Willow didn't go insane with the presence of Willa, could they have assumed she'd probably give up down the road?" I wondered.

      "Willa?" Onyx inquired, and I noticed Saint, Dimitris, and Viktor were looking my way in question.

      "That's Psycho Willow's name," I revealed. "Neo named her."

      They looked at Nico. He shrugged and smirked like a mad man – well, he was fucking crazy.

      "Like it?" he offered. "Though I don't care what you think."

      Dimitris rolled his eyes while Saint sighed. Onyx shook his head. "I'm just going to assume Willow was perfectly fine with the name."

      "Indeed," Nico replied but was back to being serious. "After the incident, did Willow go to some type of therapy?"

      I realized Neo was back from his higher pitch, and he took us by surprise with his question. Eventually, Onyx replied, "She did. Physical and mental therapy. I can't really go into details because I wasn't there, and to be honest, I'm not sure if Willow recalls much. I've noticed once she's dealt with her emotional pain with an incident, she tries to block it out with magic. It only raises its ugly head when triggered."

      "Willow mentioned something during the torture sessions with Officer Ronald and his crew," Neo brought up. "After Willa was triggered. She said something about a torture center for a short period of time: flickering lights, metal tables, torture aesthetic. She said it was during the time Onyx was away."

      I could tell it didn't sit well with Onyx from his expression, but he remained silent while Viktor spoke up. "That doesn't sound like Roberto's setting. He did his torturing in the dungeons and with very minimal to no light. There were therapy sessions Willow had to attend, but when she returned, she was always in a daze or completely zoned out."

      "We can't confirm anything until we can get big facts," Dimitris muttered in annoyance.

      "Let's say Willow is the candidate. How are we sure? I mean, if she is, it would make sense with why it feels like we're getting attacked from every corner, but what is making such a possibility known to the world aside from potential rumors?"

      Neo seemed deep in thought. We watched him open his eyes to reveal those spinning red magic circles.

      "Only the chosen royal participates in the show."

      The silence that followed was truly deafening. I recalled Saint explaining to me that he hid under the desk because a royal assistant named Whitney arrived to get William's measurements stating the attire would take weeks to perfect.

      They wouldn't spend that time on just anyone.

      "The designer for the show is Ruby Phoenix," Saint announced.

      "Willow's half-sister," Viktor whispered.

      "Fuck," I whispered. "We literally just hit the jackpot on this."

      "I still have a question," Saint whispered. "If Willow was chosen as a child as a potential candidate, and the High Court individual who is thinking of stepping down is involved in such choosing, isn't another cycle going to be triggered?"

      "What do you mean?" Dimitris asked.

      "I'm not really sure," he admitted. "Like this individual stepping down from the chair had to have had a reason to plan like what? Twenty-plus years to potentially step down? They have to be confident their position will be taken, right? So, what if this individual knew of Willow's potential at some point and maybe triggered the possibility of Willow taking their spot when the time was right?"

      It was hard to follow him, but his words had to have stemmed from somewhere. "What are you basing this on?" I asked.

      "I don't really know," he admitted. "Unlike Neo, Dark Lords don't get generational knowledge, but I do recall something I read as a child in the church. Something about a cycle. It went something like..." He trailed off as a knock drew our gazes to the door.

      "Enter," Dimitris encouraged. The door opened, and Milo slipped through the slightly open space to close it again. He wore black joggers and a yellow t-shirt, and I noticed his hair was silky black and reached his shoulders.

      He looked tired which meant he had to have just woken up. He was apparently preparing to deliver his daughter to the fae lands for protection since he was a risk to continue to be with.

      For the last two weeks, he'd been resting and visiting her. We'd yet to get a glimpse of her, but maybe it was for the better. None of us were really "good" with kids.

      "Sorry to intrude," Milo announced. "I didn't want to seem tardy."

      We looked at Dimitris, who shook his head.

      "It's fine. We're almost done with our conversation."

      Saint looked at Dimitris. "Is it okay to continue?"

      "He may know something. It's fine. He already swore secrecy when he signed the temporary contract we created for him," Dimitris encouraged.

      Saint nodded slightly and carried on, "The story I read when I was a child goes along the lines of.... A being of power sits upon a throne. A chair among chairs, a throne with a purpose and home. That being looks down upon the earth and finds a youth who's entered the world mere cycles before, a crown of power hovering over their head. Being chosen by the being creates a cycle of challenges...trials that aim to prevent the child from growing into their purpose. If the chosen child reaches a ripe season, the being of power may lift them up to the kingdom, and the world will see the child of the chosen one. That destined individual will awaken the next chosen child of royal abundance.”

      His words began to sink in while he added, "Some used that analogy with God sending Jesus down as his chosen royal. And when it was time for God to step off his throne and for Jesus to return to the Kingdom and take his Father's place, he chose someone else who would continue his legacy on these lands and record the first cycle of our world of religion."

      "You don't know the tail of the Wolf Outcast?"

      We all looked at Milo, noticing how he casually stood near the door with his hands in his pockets.

      "No?" Saint stated it like it was a question.

      "It's a story told to royals, or specifically, those families with the potential to have the next outcast that rises up to the chosen throne when a spot is vacant."

      We all stared at him in shock while he maintained his calm expression.

      "A being of power who sits upon the chair of the High Court chooses a royal of a very young age to undergo a set of trials through their life that will determine whether they are worthy of taking the being's place when their star of magic is beginning to fade. If the child grows to a level of adulthood that's considered ripe, they ascend to the chair while the being of power is allowed to ascend home. The chosen outcast undergoes the transition of power which can take years if not decades, but they are encouraged to choose a royal child, even though they may live decades longer. It's to ensure that in an event this adult's star suddenly fades away, there's a chosen one to take their place and the cycle isn't broken,"

      "How do you know this?" Viktor whispered.

      "My daughter is a potential," he announced. "As her Guardian, it's my role to ensure her safety."

      "Guardian?" Neo asked. "Why do you say that instead of a parent?"

      "Guardian and parent mean the same thing, Neo," Onyx pointed out.

      "Not in my culture," Neo replied.

      "He's right," Milo announced. "I'm her Guardian. Meaning, I was chosen to watch over her. She's not my biological daughter."

      That was shocking, but then it made sense.

      "Wait. Is that why you were basically kidnapped? Since you're the Guardian of your...princess, I guess?" I boldly asked.

      He nodded. "Our specific kingdom is divided into multiple courts, which means we carry many heirs. We're sent down here to humble ourselves, but it's also because, after a decade or two, we could be potentially chosen for the legend I just explained. We call it the Wolf Outcasted Cycle. It's shared to those families of royalty who may be potentially chosen."

      "Then...if you take your daughter back, won't she lose the opportunity?" Neo asked.

      "There's a time limit," Milo announced. "If it's not awakened by then, it means someone else was chosen."

      "Well, damn. This is...a lot," Saint admitted. "What would all of this have to do with the Vile Queen?"

      "She could want the chair that we've hypothesized is going to Willow," Dimitris concluded. "As for this cycle, it could mean Willow may choose the next potential candidate."

      "But what happens to the one who chose Willow?" Saint questioned. He looked deep in thought. "Like...what connection would this individual still have with the potentially chosen outcast?"

      Milo raised his hand, and Dimitris arched his eyebrow at him.

      "You don't need to raise your hand to speak, Milo," Dimitris stressed.

      Milo simply nodded before stating, "The one who chooses the outcast holds a role because not only do they choose the Guardian who will be assigned to the child at birth to train the chosen outcast for the trials ahead, but more importantly, that higher being will bestow the child with a fated bond of their choosing."

      "Fated...bond?" Onyx questioned. "If what you're saying is true and applied to Willow, it doesn't make sense. She has two royal bonds."

      "I'm not talking about wolf bonds blessed by Mother Goddess," Milo revealed. "A fated bond is a magical connection between a Master and Disciple. The one chosen by the higher being is the 'Master' and the child assigned to him, the 'Disciple'. When the child reaches the ripe age and is going to ascend to the position of the higher being, the role is activated so that the assigned Master can teach the Disciple about those realms."

      "Meaning..." Neo began but trailed off.

      "If you apply this to Willow, the High Court being who sits upon this throne that's going to be vacant soon assigned her a Guardian at birth who would know of her destiny," he began as he looked around to ensure we were following.

      "So, Roberto," Onyx suggested.

      "That's her father, correct?" Milo clarified.

      "Yes," Neo replied.

      "Then he's the Guardian in this scenario. The High Court being would assign another individual to Willow so that when the possibility of her rising to the chair became clearer, the Master-Disciple bond of fate would activate. That's actually the hardest part of the process because the activation is rather chaotic in nature and draws attention. The bigger the catastrophe, the more powerful the fated bond. Finally, the roles will reverse once it's officially time for the chosen child to ascend to their role in the realms of the High Court, but again, that's decades later, when the Disciple will become the Master and their previous Master will become the Disciple."

      He paused again before he added, "Most fated bonds in the books are married individuals."

      "Willow isn't married yet," Saint pointed out.

      Milo shook his head. "I mean, they're married because once the fated bond is activated, they're unable to go their separate ways."

      "Damn," I whispered.

      We were all quiet before a jolt of shock seemed to rush through the bond and give us mental zaps.

      "Fuck!" we cursed, and all looked at Dimitris, whose eyes were wide.

      "Dimitris?" Neo muttered in annoyance. "What the hell?"

      Dimitris clearly wasn't paying attention, his eyes on one person in this room. We all followed his gaze until we looked at Viktor.

      Then it clicked.

      "Holy fucking shit," Saint cursed. "Viktor?"

      Viktor was quiet for a long moment, but suddenly the possibility didn't feel like a probability anymore.

      "Viktor," Onyx whispered. "What was the real reason you went to Russia?"

      Viktor couldn't hide the flicker of sadness before he revealed the truth.

      "My mother passed away, and...my father will be moving on shortly as well."

      "How...would you know?" I whispered, but Milo responded instead, "Your father relied on your mother's star to thrive."

      It took a second for Viktor to get what he was implying, and he took a steady breath.

      "This stays between us until I can guarantee Willow's safety," he emphasized, and it was hard to tell whether he was nervous, in pain, or just trying to figure shit out in his head before it came flooding out.

      When we all nodded, he took a deep breath and let it out.

      "My real name is Vincenzo Huxley. I’m one of the last warlock hybrids of Silver Wolves Pack," he revealed. "Both my parents are a part of the High Court...and my father's chair is the very one that's about to become vacant."

      The chair his father chose Willow to sit upon.

      There was no doubt now in my mind that we'd just put the final puzzle piece together.

      Willow was about to claim the most powerful spot in the supernatural realm after becoming the richest woman in NYC, awakening her royal status and wolf, and becoming surrounded by a pack of endangered wolves.

      We were just figuring out the immense power we now carried within our pack, but the outside world, or at least those fighting desperately to halt what Mother Moon had in store for us, saw the truth.

      The world was desperate to get a bite of Willow's ripe fruit, but they didn't want just a taste.

      They either want her in their possession like a rare blood rose...or they'll stop at nothing to poison her roots.
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      ~WILLOW~

      "You're being sus because my ass passed out on the floor by accident!" I snapped and rushed forward to try to land a punch on Viktor.

      "And who's fault is it for taking their meds far too late?" Viktor retorted, avoiding my punches effortlessly. "If it wasn't for Milo being around and having some background in medicine, you would have been in the medical center or enjoying a seizure!"

      "First of all," I began, "I passed out because of a seizure, so y'all were fucking late."

      He rolled his eyes while swiftly turning to avoid my spin kick.

      "And second of all, I actually tried to get to my medication, okay?! The task just landed me on the floor, naked and practically dead. That ain't my fault."

      "Seriously?" he huffed behind me and I spun around, only to be kicked in the gut and sent flying across the ring.

      "Ugh!" I crashed into the floor and sat up to glare at him. "You know, for someone scolding me for being a stubborn bitch for wanting to come train after almost dying from not taking my meds, you're sure not showing any compassion right now!" I got up and huffed. "What the fuck pissed you off when I was unconscious? Jeez."

      The look he gave me only made me groan as I rolled my eyes for what felt like the fiftieth time.

      Today had been a fucking rough day. Dimitris pissed me off with just existing - alright, that's a bullshit lie, but he did piss me off – and the pile of finalized contracts had been a back-and-forth exchange because of minor tweaks and other made-up bullshit that was just getting to me.

      I'd forgotten that cage fighting helped with my level of patience as William and my abrupt anger issues, so if Viktor thought I was getting out of training with him tonight because of passing out on the floor, it wasn't happening.

      I was sure Onyx and Neo had sensed the sudden drop because their voices were what woke me out of my foggy state of mind. With seizures, I was always left feeling like I was slipping between life and death, but to a lesser degree.

      I knew I'd delayed my dose - on purpose - because the recent increase made me feel like shit. I was sure Onyx had already texted Aurelia about my sudden collapse, and I'd hear from her tomorrow or something, but I honestly needed a fucking break from it.

      Fuck the meds, fuck all this madness, just throw me on a boat in the middle of the ocean so I can fucking breathe.

      "You have to take better care of yourself!" he huffed.

      "Oh Jeez. My bad," I dramatically said as I began to take my gloves off. "Of course, it's my fucking fault my body is fucking tired of all the bullshit going on left and right."

      "We're not done," he huffed as I tossed the gloves away.

      "We're done," I snapped back and mimicked, "You have to take better care of yourself!"

      "You're acting like a fucking child right now."

      "Well good! I didn't get to act like one when I was young, so better late than never, right?"

      He was in my face and about to punch me, but I ducked under to move to the side before I was behind him and ready to punch him. He spun around just as fast, his clenched fist colliding with mine while he tried to punch my gut, but I lifted my knee to block it.

      Pushing off the ground, I made enough space and glared at him.

      "I'm done!"

      'You're not done."

      "You're not going to stand there and tell me when I'm done, Viktor," I snapped. "Like fuck! What the hell is up with you?!"

      "You insist after everyone tells you to go home so you can come out to train, and it's not even thirty minutes and you want to go leave?”

      "I'm allowed to decide if enough is enough," I argued. "I'm not fighting you when you're pulsing with attitude over something I'm clearly out of the loop about."

      "Maybe if you didn't pass out-"

      "Oh don't play that fucking card with me!" I literally screamed. "If you guys don't want me in a conversation, I know!"

      He frowned at my words and I stomped right over to punch him in the chest. He coughed while I huffed in frustration.

      "I'm mated to not one or two but three men, Viktor! You think when all three of them are almost impossible to feel, I don’t know you're talking about some important shit without me?" I spun around and began to walk back, but he caught my arm to stop me.

      "You're making it seem like none of them were going to say anything," Viktor pointed out.

      I tugged my hand from his and turned around to face him.

      "Well? I'm alive with a beating heart and haven't been told shit. My wolf is just twiddling her paws, waiting for her Alpha and pack to give her the 411 updates because clearly if Milo is at the safe house, it means something was discussed, and seeing as you know about it, you were there and I'm the only one out of the loop."

      "Willow, it's-"

      "Excuses," I hissed. "I didn't fucking join the pack to be a one-hit-wonder and be acknowledged when it's conveniently comfortable. But of course, Dimitris being the wonderful Alpha he is, he has to ease me into my role as a Beta. And yet when he has to do deals and shit, he doesn't want me in the fucking room."

      "That's why you're mad at him?" Viktor clarified.

      "That's why you're mad at him?" I repeated with a high-pitched voice. "Oh what? I'm not allowed to be mad at my Alpha for excluding me in my duties as a Beta? I'm not allowed to be a part of deals he manages for our pack because of what? I may not have been included in the roles of Alpha, Beta, and all that pack bullshit wolf shifters do, but I'm not a blind fool, Viktor. As Beta, Dimitris should be speaking to me daily with updates about what I can do to make life easier, and yet he's carrying everything on his shoulders like a fucking asshole. But I'M the current burden because my body hates these fucking meds that make me feel like shit!"

      Viktor sighed and began to take his gloves off.

      "Dimitris can't concentrate with William around," he pointed it out.

      "Aww really?" I blinked my eyes like I actually felt sympathy for my Alpha and with a blink, I was William giving Viktor a deep scowl. "Why doesn't he go suck a cock!'

      "You're being irrational."

      "YOU'RE supposed to be on my fucking side!" I snapped, and the entire room felt like it was briefly trembling. He didn't expect my anger, and I bit my lip and immediately switched back to Willow.

      I need to cool down or I will fuck shit up.

      "I am on your side," he quietly answered as he tossed the gloves away.

      "And yet here we are, in the middle of this fucking ring, arguing! We never fucking argue unless you steal my damn chocolate, and you defending Dimitris makes me feel like shit because my body can't handle whatever fucked-up changes it's going through. I’m like a hormonal teenager, and no one else has the time to listen to me right now!"

      It seemed to click to him that I was just fucking frustrated and wanted to get those words out into the world. To let it go, get on with life, and go the fuck to sleep so tomorrow could be way better than today.

      "Willow," he whispered.

      "If you don't want to be my bodyguard or something, you can just say so," I muttered, and noticed his eyes widened at my statement.

      "Willow, I'm not implying that."

      "And yet that's how I feel," I huffed. "Ever since you went to Russia, I feel like you've been around less and less. I have Onyx, Neo, Saint, and Jayce switching with you after you drive me to and from work, and it's harder to reach you unless I need something drastically done. How do you think it makes me feel when the man I've relied on for what surely has to be my entire life is suddenly distancing himself when I fucking need him!"

      "I'm not..." he tried to argue, but he noticed my glassy eyes as I fought hard not to break down entirely.

      "All of this is fucking hard, Viktor," I whispered. "I awakened my wolf and yet we've gone for one run as a pack together. She sits and patiently waits to be acknowledged, and I'm fucking struggling to get my ducks in a mental row because since I attempted suicide we haven't gotten a single fucking break. I'm the celebrity male-female hero in the tabloids and now the richest woman in NYC, and yet I'm caged in a safe house because the traffic in the city has been preposterous and when we try to go anywhere, it's booked, filled, or just far too late to bother. I went partying once because it was an elite event that surely had some business involved behind the scenes, and in the end, we were targeted somehow, and I can't even remember half of it. All I've done is sign contracts. I haven't fucked Onyx in a good fucking while because he's busy being an amazing stalker because my bodyguard is again nowhere around like he used to be. Neo balances his passion with his duties while somehow managing to find time to peek into my room when I'm pretending to be sleeping to make sure I'm okay, and Saint and Jayce rotate in security duties, so they can also ensure that I'm safe! Even though I'm pretty sure they're wishing to spend some time with me, too. That leaves Dimitris carrying the heavy weight of the pack when I'm supposed to be his second in command, and you know how that makes me feel?"

      He bit his lip as my tears fell down my flushed cheeks.

      "Useless," I whispered and shrugged. "Absolutely...fucking useless."

      He was searching for words, and I didn't blame him as I ran my hands through my hair and noticed it had gone from light pink to pure white again. I huffed and shook my head.

      "When I dreamed of being a wolf, I couldn't wait to not only be accepted but to have a proper role in my pack. When I became a wolf and we started this, I felt the validation. My power was acknowledged, I was made Beta, and I thought I'd finally be of use. Yet we're in the new year and I feel even more lost than before, my body is practically destroying itself while Papa Dearest is lying in bed on life support, and the weeks are counting down until I'll have to do something about the Pack House. My half-sister is running an extravagant fashion show and yet I know nothing else about her. I can't remember my own mother, let alone catch a glimpse of her face in my dreams. And with each day that goes by, my best friend is dealing with a shit ton of fuckery and I can't even do my diligence in being there."

      His tense shoulders loosened as if he'd given up on trying to argue with me, and he approached me until he stood before me.

      "So if I can't be a good CEO, can't figure out how to be a decent princess, and am struggling to be a royal mate while being a regular mate that I unexpectedly pulled when I was psycho, not to mention failing my duties as Beta, best friend, cage fighting champion, Alpha daughter, and girlfriend, and am creeping towards the borderline wall of insanity.... You tell me, what else am I supposed to feel aside from useless?"

      "You're not...useless, Willow." His voice cracked as his thumbs brushed my tears away while his hands lightly gripped my cheeks.

      "Yet that's exactly how I feel, Viktor," I validated. "And I'm trying my fucking best to just...to get through this like a fucking fighter...because that's what I've always done. Fight. Fight. Fight. But..."

      I struggled to speak as I tried to blink away my tears.

      "What if I'm getting tired of fighting? What if...I'm fucking frightened of what I'm becoming because...I don't think I'm normal anymore, Viktor. I'm not my usual normal...and it's fucking scaring me," I whispered as I stared into his eyes. "All this power...all this responsibility...all this worry...and I feel everyone is just distancing themselves from me...and...I...just..."

      I bit my lip because I didn't want to admit it to him. Admit that I was spiraling into that exact same place as before.

      That darkness that thought it would be better to jump off a cliff.

      "I'm losing my way, Viktor," I whispered and hung my head low. "And...I'm scared no one is going to help me...find my way home."

      He cursed and hugged me so tightly, I wondered if he'd break a bone or two. I didn't care because I needed his damn warmth right now. I felt so cold, so alone, and yet he was right here, hugging me desperately as if I were hanging by his grasp and on the verge of slipping down to my doom.

      He let me cry and my sorrow made Bria begin to whimper until she was howling in my mind. These feelings were too heavy to bear, and I couldn't understand why today was when everything was crashing down. My world was crumbling when I'd done everything right today.

      I took the double dose of my new meds this morning, felt like shit, but did what needed to be done to get Milo's daughter out of the system. I’d approved of her departure into his care, signed many contracts, and went through numerous business proposals. I forced myself to eat with Jayce's reminder, argued with Dimitris, got home, showered, passed out, came here to box with Victor, and now I was loose emotional cannon after being a raging boxer.

      Not being able to find the fault just frightened me, because I was losing control, and if I couldn't get help, I'd mentally lose it.

      I'm breaking...and I don't think anyone can save me from this.

      "Willow." Dimitris's voice was quiet within my mind, but I could sense the immense worry in his call. "We're on our way. Just breathe."

      His words made me acknowledge my sobs as I cried into Viktor's tank top. I must have looked like a pitiful fool, and that made me cry even harder.

      Something was ringing in the background, but I couldn't focus on that. I just had to breathe and get through what felt like an anxiety panic attack mixed with a dose of suicidal insanity.

      "She's with me," Viktor snapped. "Something is fucking wrong. She's never broken down like this. She took the new doses this morning but was late on her evening ones because they made her ill." He paused and muttered a bunch of curses in what I could only assume was Russian. "Of course there's fucking traffic. Can Onyx or Neo get here? Worst timing...let me call Aurelia. She'll pick up if I call with this phone."

      Viktor hung up and only held me tighter as the phone rang once. It had to be on speaker now because I could hear Aurelia's voice.

      "Viktor! Is Willow-"

      "Not fucking okay, Aurelia!" Viktor snapped back. "What the hell was in her doses? She's mid-breakdown, having suicidal thoughts, and earlier passed out after a seizure. Her energy levels are all over the place, and the others are stuck in intense traffic because of a massive accident."

      "It wasn't an accident!" Aurelia snapped. "We have an imposter in the Coven!"

      "What?"

      "I should have seen the fucking signs, but I was busy dealing with a bunch of shit! One of our members betrayed us and that little child of a bitch assistant was working with them! She switched the drugs I prepped for Willow! Onyx called me to say she fainted after having a seizure and I realized the set of pills I'd created this morning were still in their package on my counter!"

      "Shit," Viktor cursed. "How fast can you get here?"

      "I'm taking a quicker route to you!" She was talking over whipping winds and it sounded as if she were driving a motorcycle. "Just stay inside! There's a whole magic grid on the city right now."

      "Are you fucking kidding me? We're on lockdown?” Viktor snapped.

      "There's nothing we can do Viktor," Aurelia snapped. "We're trying to stop this member from running and that's the best way! Avoid using magic if you can! Stay with Willow. I'll be there in literally five minutes!"

      She hung up before he could say another word, but I was exhausted and shaking like a damn addict. I could feel Neo and Onyx's desperation to reach me mentally, along with Dimitris and even Saint, but I was so fucking tired of it all.

      I just want to sleep.

      "Willow."

      Viktor forced my head up, and my tired eyes met his. His eyes softened as they struggled to not show the immense emotions that were flickering in and out as his wolf seemed closer to the surface.

      My poor Bria was moving further into the darkness as if she didn't want to be seen or associated with anything in this world.

      Could I blame her?

      I felt like I wanted to disappear...for good. To hide in the shadows and never return. The thought was like a repeating plague, and I couldn't ignore it anymore.

      "I think...I need to go, Viktor."

      I tried to pull away, but he held me while shaking his head. "You're staying here," he said with so much desperation, it only left me in a web of confusion.

      "I don't belong here. I don't belong anywhere.... I...I just want to disappear."

      "No!" Viktor snapped. "You can't disappear, understand?!”

      His eyes were begging me, but even those pleading orbs of silver couldn't cut through this foggy desire.

      "No one would care. You...can just guard someone el-"

      "Dammit, Willow. I'm not guarding anyone else! Fuck...I'm done being just a bodyguard!"

      "Then what are you?" I asked as if this were a puzzle to be solved. "If you're not my bodyguard, why don't you just let me-"

      He smooshed me into a hug once more, the rest of my words muffled against his tank before he cursed in English and Russian. Before I knew it, he was pulling me back, grabbing my cheeks, and kissing me with so much force, it felt like an electric shock raced through my entire body and began to charge me up like a power port.

      My eyes widened and for a moment, everything became crystal clear - the thoughts ceased, the plague of imposter syndrome vanished, and for the first time in what felt like all day, I could feel the connections I had with those who cared for me.

      I felt the pack’s worry for me, their immense concern that was palpitating through the wolf bond. It wasn't just their human sides, but their wolves yearned for Bria's safety as well. I wondered how many I'd worried today. The entire day felt like a fucking blur, but I could concentrate on what was unfolding this moment.

      I could feel the intense passion Viktor carried for me. That he actually…loved me.

      The sudden clicks of multiple guns cut through the air, and Viktor's eyes widened as he broke the kiss. We looked to the side to see the rows of men in black with their guns pointed at the glass of the boxing gym.

      "WILLOW!” Onyx's voice echoed from behind us, and I moved my gaze briefly to see Onyx, Neo, Dimitris, Jayce, Saint, and even Milo racing into the room. They were midway through pulling out their guns and weaponry, but no way would they make it in time.  I turned my gaze back to the rows of men as the clear leader in white raised his hand to cue the attack.

      My wolf howled in my mind as I swiftly shifted my stance so my back faced the guns and pushed Viktor with enough force that he went flying right off his feet.

      His eyes widened as his hands fought to reach me as if he weren't going further away from me, but it was his eyes that were locked on mine that seemed to shatter my heart because I could see the love he'd kept hidden from me.

      The intense passion was beginning to reflect immense regret the further he fell. I couldn't gather the courage to look at the others, but I felt everything - the spike of fear, the hopelessness, and the love.

      My Forbidden Pack was about to witness my end, and this was the moment when I could feel just how loved I was.

      And I was about to lose it all.

      I knew from the way the world slowed down that I was on the brink of death, but instead of closing my eyes, I watched everything unfold, before my eyes lowered to see a glowing necklace begin to morph into existence around Viktor's neck.

      The symbol was too familiar, the dancing, pulsing power of purple and silver suddenly glowing with intense pink. I knew without a doubt that I'd seen that before - it was the very tattoo that had shown up on my ribs - but I wasn't expecting the sudden jolt of electric magic that rushed through me like a current until my arms shot out to my sides involuntarily and my head lifted up as a scream left me.

      The sound alone could shatter glass, and maybe that's exactly what happened as the pitch released the energy within me that only cared about getting right out. It was like my body was on fire, from the inside out. Magic that was buried inside me struggling to channel through its normal routes could suddenly flow without a single block.

      The energy wanted out - to be free and show the world the wrath we carried within us, and I wasn't going to die without taking those petty bastards with me.

      Let them feel my wrath and warn those who observed in the shadows to never touch what's Forbidden again.

      When the energy depleted, I gasped and allowed my rolled eyes to return to looking upward. I could barely breathe, my body shaking as I slowly lowered my head to see my body was glowing.

      Any lingering pink in my hair was wiped out, and I realized those very strands were non-existent as my hair was now short as fuck. It was like the blast shifted me into a Storm form, like those classic comics with the woman who could call upon the change in weather.

      Even with the pixie cut, my hair was levitating upward, and every tattoo on my body was lit up, including the tattoo that replicated the symbol on the necklace.

      Sparks crackled into existence, and my wolf was literally at the wall to my surface, her eyes wild with power as if she were possessed with the same energy that had escaped us.

      I couldn't help but slowly look behind me, realizing not a single bullet had gone through me. My eyes widened as I could see why - the rows of men that were ready to obliterate us were nothing but raining ashes, like the five buildings that took the impact of the blast.

      The entire building was in chaos, like an explosion had gone off, leaving the lights flickering while bursts of flames and car alarms were ringing through the street.

      Whatever had secured this area had to be in effect because of the absence of screams, people, or sirens, but I was positive it wouldn't last for long.

      I gathered the strength to return my gaze to my men, noticing that five of the six of them were frozen in place, while Milo was the one in front of them. Whatever golden shield he'd summoned was enough to fight off whatever I’d done - the fizzling out wall of gold giving up on trying to hold on and shattering into golden flakes.

      Milo was out of breath, his shocked eyes on me, as were the rest of them, but his brave actions made sure my Forbidden Fruits were alive.

      Each and every one of them.

      The dripping from my nose forced me to raise my trembling hand that still vibrated with shocks of purple and pink to wipe the trail of dripping thickness. The smear of blood confirmed I'd gone far beyond my limit.

      My body felt like it was shutting down as the smeared sight of my blood grew blurrier and my body felt like weights had suddenly been attached to me.

      That was when I sensed someone behind me.

      There was nothing I could do, my eyes rolling back as my knees buckled. An odd, musky scent with a mix of sandalwood engulfed me as my body crashed into a wall of muscle. I wondered if it was Onyx, but I could tell their hold was different.

      Voices were calling me, and through it all, I could hear Aurelia's shrill scream.

      "WILLOW!"

      It felt like it was too late, as I was now floating through a shift of hot and cold. I wanted to fight, or just open my eyes, but I was struggling to survive.

      "If you're worthy of all this trouble, maybe I'll just keep you to myself," a deep voice rumbled in the spiral space that faded away, along with my consciousness. I felt helpless and scared, and worried that I wouldn't wake, but the voice somehow sensed that.

      "I will keep you alive. You're my escape route, after all."

      My world faded to black.

      Save me...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Expand For The Sake Of Our Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      ~VIKTOR~

      "WILLOW!"

      She disappeared with the bulky masked man - their presence fading entirely like he was a part of the very darkness that had begun to creep into the ringing streets.

      I moved before my mind could process everything, standing in the exact spot as if I could grab a fucking clue about where Willow was taken to.

      Magic still buzzed in the very spot she'd vanished from, the sizzling energy still coursing through me as I sensed something was off within myself.

      A flowing tunnel. A connection. A beating heart. Weak...but there.

      I looked down to my chest, expecting to see the necklace I'd hidden with my magic, but instead, there was the glowing symbol that still buzzed with the same lethal force that blew our enemies into ashes.

      If it wasn't for my obvious fear about where Willow was, I could get lost in the magnificent sight as it glowed against my flesh on my left chest pec.

      "This is bad," Aurelia whispered. "Fuck. We...we need to get to Russia!"

      That caught my attention, but I struggled to move - or think.

      "Shut it, Aurelia," Dimitris ordered, and I wondered if she was going to lash back at him, but instead, I noticed the shift in the air. The hairs all along my arms rose up in pure warning.

      "We don't have time for this," Onyx snarled.

      I finally lifted my head up, and that was when I noticed triple the amount of men in black heading our way. The streets were practically covered by masked men with guns.

      "Get Viktor over here!" Milo ordered, and my body was tugged by Onyx as he rushed me to be with the rest of the pack.

      "Fuck. Those aren't normal ARs," Jayce hissed. "Milo, your barrier may not hold."

      "It'll hold." Milo had no doubt in his mind, and I moved my gaze slowly to see the anger in his blazing orbs. "But we don't have fucking time to stand still. This is a diversion."

      That was obvious and yet I was struggling to get my head above water.

      I have to fucking think...Willow...fuck. Willow...she's... my...

      Hands slapped against my shoulders, pulling me out of my swirling thoughts and the consuming emotions riling up that threatened to cripple me if I dared allowed them.

      I was surprised to see Dimitris, his vivid, glowing eyes of pink locked onto mine, which were surely blazing silver with hints of my magic.

      "I know what just occurred and I'm well aware that I'm not your Alpha, but you need to snap out of it." How I desperately wanted to defiantly push him aside or say fuck off, but I needed his foundation for this one solid moment.

      I needed to be reminded that there was a way out of this moment of chaos and that I was adequate enough to get us to Willow.

      I have to get to her...I promised I'd always find her.

      The reminder made me realize why I'd fucked up. Why she was upset that I was pointing out facts. She didn't care about the facts. She knew it wasn't her usual behavior to get upset with Dimitris taking the lead as he was so accustomed to. She didn't need me to be a dick and remind her.

      All she wanted was for me to listen and be on her side of the court.

      "Can you sense the connection?" Dimitris inquired.

      "Yes. The magic, it's traveling fast, but it's not out of the country," I whispered.

      "We need to follow it. I don't know how, but after we deal with this, we need to be prompt in following that vivid trail," Dimitris emphasized. "If we're fast enough, we can track and catch them before they harm Willow, but we're gonna have to rely on you, Viktor."

      It felt like he was saying things slower so I could comprehend every word. As if I needed him to emphasize the clear message that we had a shot at getting Willow back if I just cut through this state of shock and got into assassin mode.

      Time was ticking - second after second- and I mentally knew how important our next steps would be, but this level of fear was so frightening, it felt like it paralyzed me in my very place. I had to figure out the source, but deep down I knew why.

      I was fighting against acknowledging it.

      Dimitris let go of me, but he didn't seem convinced from his stressed expression. Onyx suddenly appeared between us, and he literally slapped my cheeks hard enough for them to sting but clearly not to disable me out of anger.

      "You need to get out of your head and fucking accept that you love Willow!"

      I could tell he was mad as fuck, his body practically shaking while little sparks of black went in and out of existence around his bulky muscles.

      When it came to Willow, Onyx would bring the whole world down with him until she was in his grasp, and if anyone tried to fuck with his ability to have her in safe arms, they suffered the consequences.

      His words took a moment to click, but when they did, I couldn't deny it anymore.

      I...love...Willow.

      My mind knew that - acknowledged the obvious - and yet I fought so hard against it. I didn't want to tug her into our world of magic. Our world where one could easily betray the other with the fucked-up trickery our kind used upon one another.

      Even though I'd forgotten why I'd been sent down to guard Willow from birth well into the years of allegiance with Roberto, I knew what our kind was capable of. The realms of magic and the heightened levels of jealousy just from family lineage were insane.

      Only a few knew of my real name, but no one knew about my connection to the High Court and the possibility of me being one of the chosen Masters that would lead my appointed Disciple to take the place of my parents.

      That blast had to be the trigger connection...which means...Willow has to be my fated one.

      It felt impossible - it had to be - for how could one person be royally bonded to two, mated with another, and now fate bonded with a warlock wolf?

      I can't think of this now.

      "I know..." I finally spoke with a trembling voice. "But-"

      "No fucking buts," Onyx snarled. "You love her, she loves you. She's currently kidnapped and now it's our fucking turn to go save her! Deal with your emotions later!"

      The words finally cut through with urgency, and my wolf howled in my head to emphasize how important our next moves were.

      We have to get going!

      I nodded and allowed my emotions to fade away and tuck themselves within the depths of my chests. Finally, there was my focus that snapped into place.

      Onyx seemed relieved because I was sure he wasn't going to deal with my nonsense now, but I realized we'd yet to be shot.

      "Why are they just standing there?" I questioned, and Jayce, who was typing on his phone like mad, paused to stare at the massive group.

      "Intimidation. They can't shoot unless we move in defiance," he revealed. "Only Russians follow those stupid laws."

      "They're Russian wolves," I practically growled, the rage already threatening to pierce the air and strike this group all in one go.

      My magic was fighting every string of resistance I carried, especially when I'd been on good terms with Russia this entire time. Something had to have been said behind our backs for them to somehow target us.

      If anything happens to Willow, that alliance will sink into the gutter after I burn their entire pack to ashes.

      They had clearly forgotten the power I carried in that country during my years there, and if anything happened to my beloved, the wrath of my anger would ruin them entirely.

      "We need to track Willow down," Jayce emphasized. "I tried tracking her necklace the way we did last time, but there's some sort of interference. I'm getting two signals going in the same direction, but it could be a trap."

      "Is the signal out of the country?" Dimitris questioned in haste.

      "No," Jayce admitted, "But it's just too risky. It feels as if they're on some sort of aircraft already."

      Fuck...

      "You think they're going to Russia?" Saint inquired.

      "I'm not sure," Jayce admitted. "Too many probabilities."

      "They're not going out of the country."

      We turned our attention to Milo. He was surprisingly calm.

      "How can you be so sure of that?" I stressed with a bit of annoyance. I wasn't angry at him, but it was clearly my frustration regarding the situation that was pushing every nerve in my mind.

      "That masked man was the reason I got out of that torture cycle," he revealed, and it really took us all by surprise.

      "What? You know that man?" Dimitris questioned.

      He slowly nodded, and though he was trying to hide the fear and pain the memories brought him, he went right into his revelation. "You can think of him as a slave to the Vile Queen. He's not there by his own accord. At least, that's not the vibes I got when I was there. The Vile Queen has control over most of them. You have to be deemed worthy enough to be controlled by her, or, the worst-case scenario, be experimented on. Regardless of the circumstances, before I was sent back to serve Officer Ronald, I'd been tortured way past my limit and couldn't heal. I would have died that night, but that guy saved me."

      "Are you positive it's him?" Onyx stressed.

      Milo nodded. "The scar on his left eye. That's something you can't forget."

      "How are we going to track him then?" Saint emphasized.

      "Aurelia," Onyx said, reminding us that the hybrid witch was with us. "Any luck?"

      I hadn't realized she'd been concentrating, trying to locate Willow.

      She looked frustrated, just like the rest of us, but even with the beads of sweat forming on her forehead and running down the sides of her face, it was clear from her expression that she was finding difficulty grabbing onto their location.

      "There's too much interference. It's like they know we'll be trying to locate them with basic magic, and from the feel of things, I doubt a mate bond will aid us either."

      "Shit," Dimitris cursed. "There has to be some way to track them. We're wasting too much time already."

      "I know something," Milo brought up, and his eyes were on me for a long moment.

      "What?" I insisted.

      "You're not going to like what I'm about to suggest," Milo countered.

      The sudden sound of another round of safeties being shifted off caught our attention, and that was when we all noticed Neo wasn't near our group but standing in the middle of the ring, staring at the rows of armed shifters.

      Dimitris cursed under his breath. "Neo! You can't handle that many."

      Neo didn't even budge, but his aura alone made the flickering lights that somehow survived the blast explode, making some of the armed shifters flinch.

      And one of their guns went off.

      "Fuck! Neo!" Saint snapped, but a wall of gold appeared in front of us. "Milo?!"

      "Sorry, but in your best interests, I'm running off my instincts," he announced as we all focused on Neo. The single bullet didn't hit its mark, but it was close enough to leave a slight cut on his cheek.

      Blood began to gather at the very spot, and it was enough to ignite a low, dangerous chuckle from Neo.

      "Now they've fucked up," Dimitris whispered. "Milo! Surround us with the barrier. Everyone huddle close."

      We didn't dare ignore whatever Dimitris was trying to protect us from as we moved in close. Milo wrapped us in the golden barrier that seemed to grow stronger by the second.

      "Milo? Why are you increasing your magic?" Aurelia questioned.

      "The pressure around us is growing," Milo admitted. "If I don't, the increase in gravity is going to squish us."

      "Increase in gravity?" I whispered.

      "Neo's mad," Jayce announced, and we looked at him to see his blank expression that resembled Dimitris's and Saint's. "You're about to witness a glimpse of what happens when Neo loses his shit."

      It was like we'd now realized he'd been the only one who hadn't been in the conversation since Willow's kidnapping, but another look in his direction proved why.

      Shit...

      The heaviness in power was already making the rows of shifters freak out as they called to their leader to figure out what to do.

      "Dammit! Kill him! Shoot! He's the culprit of this!" the leader finally ordered, and all hell broke loose. Bullets escaped the chambers of their rifles and guns, and I watched in horror as they went through Neo, leaving holes through him.

      Aurelia gasped, and Onyx was frozen in shock, but Dimitris, Saint, and Jayce seemed unfazed. The army shot every single bullet until every gun was out of ammo.

      Watching in silence, our attention was transfixed on Neo as he remained standing in place - bullet holes literally from head to toe. It was like watching a horror movie unfold, only this was very real, and I struggled to process how he wasn't succumbing to his wounds and falling to the ground.

      "This is one of the reasons why no one messes with the Forbidden," Dimitris whispered, and Neo's soft chuckle began to drift on the chilled winds that passed.

      "My turn," he announced, and the deep voice didn't sound anywhere close to Neo's or even Nico's voice from the last encounter we had.

      His voice literally had the deepness of the fucking devil.

      Everything that happened next happened so fast, I couldn't allow myself to blink as my wolf and I watched the army of men begin to scream in irony. Their bodies seemed to be pressured down but their ability to fall to the ground was stolen from them. It was like the top half of their bodies and bottom half were desperately trying to come together like magnets, but a force was keeping them hovering in place while the surrounding space tried everything to break them.

      The first row of bodies didn't stand a chance as their vibrating frames exploded. Organs went flying, guns dropped to the ground - only to be crushed by the crippling force. Only the blood within their bodies remained floating in the air.

      Row after row, bodies exploded, guns dropped and turned into ash, and more floating pools of blood hovered in the air. The cycle that processed in my mind as a minute was surely done in ten seconds, and just like that, the Russian threat was completely obliterated, and we'd done nothing.

      A one-man show had taken down an army of men.

      What happened next was even more sickening as the floating pools of blood began to shoot forward. The movement seemed to filter the beads of dark red; odd black clumps were left behind after the swift movement of the blood.

      We watched as they shot right into Neo's body, filling each bullet hole until he was completely healed. There was plenty of blood left, and he opened his hands that appeared to glow with power as red magic circles appeared on his flesh.

      He put his head up and his eyes were wide as streams of the remaining blood crashed into his eyes - specifically the red magic circles that were surely spinning to absorb the blood like a spinning black hole.

      His hands did the same until there was nothing left to suck, and just like that, he was back to normal with a calm demeanor. He turned around to face us, the pressure finally easing enough for Milo to let up on the barrier, but my body tensed for a moment as a man in a black suit and shades appeared from the side of the street and casually entered the broken gym until he was standing off to the side of Neo.

      I fought against my urge to react, noticing how the others weren't freaking about from this man's presence. He bowed and got to the point.

      "Prince, what should we do with the clean-up procedure?" he inquired.

      "Donate the organs. I've already cleaned them of disease and other disgusting traits. I have personal business to attend to. Announce to the press there was an explosion and specifically, state a meeting with members of Forbidden Enterprise regarding charities to fund this year was brutally interrupted by the blast. That's all the information we have. I'll contact you with what should be fed to them when I'm done."

      "Understood, Prince." The man snapped his fingers, and men in black suits came from nowhere and began to do the clean-up, many already picking up the organs like they were toys while others were cleaning up the remaining ash and debris, and getting to work on cleaning out the evidence.

      They're fucking professionals.

      Neo walked back to us until he was standing next to Onyx. Clearly, he watched Neo for a hard minute before he muttered, "Does Willow know you can do that?"

      "Not yet," Neo muttered. "Maybe I'll let her witness it when she isn't getting kidnapped."

      His comment brought us back to the obvious reality and I looked at Milo, who was catching his breath. "What were you going to say?"

      "If we can't track her through regular magic and through the pack bond, which includes her mate bonds, then we’ve gotta use the freshly activated fated bond you two unlocked," he announced.

      It made sense, especially because it was so new.

      "Then what's the problem?" I further inquired.

      "I can't do it unless it's through a wolf bond."

      That made me frown as I debated about finding a gun to shoot myself with. The mere thought of being in a pack made me want to vomit. I'd experience hell in the last pack I remembered being in. Bloodshed, loss, and mayhem at the price of loyalty, love, and hopelessness.

      I'd vowed to be an Omega for the rest of my life if I could, but I'd been considering the thought of joining this odd pack for long as Willow had a potential shot at Alpha. I wouldn't discount Dimitris because I could give him credit: he was unexpectedly an amazing Alpha. He carried a level of balance between the realms of anger and calm that made him calculating and powerful at the same time.

      What threw many off was his obvious anger, which made people think he was stupid, but it was all a ploy.

      He paid attention to the fine details no one else did.

      "There's no other way?" Onyx questioned. He was probably trying to vouch for me, but he knew that if I had to for the sake of Willow's survival, I'd do it.

      "No," Milo admitted. "I'm not doing this to try to join your pack. It's just the only option. I haven't been to the fae realms in a year. My magic isn't close to powerful enough to scout all of NYC in a matter of minutes."

      "Fae can do that?" Aurelia inquired.

      Milo nodded. "Everything around us is energy. It's why I need to be in a connective bond with Viktor involved. The new pull into the pack will temporarily heighten his magic even further. That will trigger the connection he carries with Willow. Distance isn't a problem, but with the spiked connection between them since they've triggered the bond, and with the wolf pack further strengthening it, I should be able to specifically track Willow's location, regardless if they're flying somewhere else in the world. The moment I have the location, I can teleport us to somewhere close. When we arrive, Viktor would be the fastest to locate her because the magic connection will be pulsing to be reunited. It only occurs with newly formed fated bonds. At least, that's what I know from gossip in the torture centers."

      "Why were they talking about that in there?" I had to ask.

      "The Vile Queen has been trying to force some sort of bond with that guy with the scar," Milo announced. "There's a significant reason, like he's from some endangered pack that is super rare. That's why I'm not sure he'll kill Willow. He may follow orders when the Vile Queen is around, but behind the scenes, he does his own thing, and that can potentially benefit us."

      "So when we arrive and potentially confront him, do we kill him?"

      "No," Milo admitted. "If we can avoid it, don't. Many say he's one of the closest to the Vile Queen. If he isn't a lethal threat, he could be used against the Vile Queen or at least know enough for us to figure out her identity."

      "I guess that's our game plan," Saint whispered.

      "We need to hurry," Jayce replied. "The magic grid is going to be taken down in two hours. If they're flying, it has to be around NYC, like in a jet or helicopter."

      "Why?" Milo questioned.

      "No international flights can be run during a magic grid. They shut everything down. They can fly to the outskirts of NYC where the mountains and lakes are, but nothing further," Jayce deciphered.

      "Aurelia," Onyx pressed. "Are you able to still come with us?"

      "If you think I can deal with Coven shit when my best friend is missing then you really forgot what a Ride-or-Die bitch is, Onyx," she snapped.

      "Right, right," Onyx brushed off and looked seriously at me. "I know you're not going to like joining a pack, Viktor, but in this case, you're the only one who can find Willow."

      Find Willow...

      I had no choice. I'd promised her I'd always find her, and no way would I turn my back on her now. She needed me - needed her pack to come through for her - and though the idea frightened me, I wouldn't let my fear stop me from saving the woman I cared for.

      It was my fault that she'd been taken. It's my duty to get her back.

      "Once we save Willow, I'm out," I voiced specifically to Dimitris.

      Everyone else looked at him, probably out of worry. I knew I'd be risking it by joining and shortly leaving a pack. It could literally drive me insane. But he needed to know that it would be temporary for Willow's sake.

      "I can agree to that," Dimitris sternly declared. "I won't be able to do it immediately. That's just suicide. I'll need a day or two to recover, but if you want out, I'll grant you that."

      I nodded once and swallowed the lump in my throat. I knew him being my Alpha would mean he'd see my past, know my darkest secrets, and get a glimpse of my fucked-up mental process, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make.

      "Let's get this over with so we can locate Willow."

      Dimitris nodded. "Close your eyes. I'm doing it the faster way because we don't have time for contracts and shit."

      I took a deep inhale and closed my eyes.

      We're coming for you, Willow. Stay alive for us...for me.
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      ~WILLOW~

      Sinking...

      I had to be sinking. The familiar feeling and chill in the atmosphere made it harder and harder to stay in the realm between consciousness and unconsciousness.

      Death had to be close. I'd knocked on his door so many times, I bet I didn't need an invitation to be accepted into the realms of the afterlife.

      Only this time, this felt far different than the previous times...

      I didn't want to go this time. There was so much at stake. So much to lose.

      So many people I love...

      My mind wasn't lost in the delusional state that I wasn't loved, but now that I was enveloped in all that heightened compassion, I was sinking further away from that world of warmth.

      Sinking to a place I doubt I'd be able to swim back from.

      This level of frost was hard to endure, and I was slipping in and out.

      "Wi...llow."

      That voice. Someone kept trying to reach me. It felt like a broken telephone, only I knew they were calling my name again and again.

      They were so far away, eons from wherever I'd landed. Had I tried to kill myself again? Did my Forbidden Pack know I didn't mean to?

      I felt ashamed at the idea that I'd go against my promise, the swarming sensation fighting to be the extra weight needed to sink me further in this lagoon of dismay. I didn't want to die yet.

      I have to tell them I didn't mean to do this...

      Was it the medication that made me want to die? Was it the stress of everything moving so fast around me? The suffocating feeling made it feel as if I weren't enough.

      What pushed me to the edge?

      "Willow...come...me."

      The voice was trying to reach me still, and it felt like a miracle because I was just in a world of darkness. It was cold, pitch black, and I was alone. I couldn't even feel Bria within my subconscious.

      It's just me...

      What happens if I don't make it?

      Would Dimitris be mad that I died before I could prove to him I could carry the weight of a Beta and slowly take a step toward my rooted position as an Alpha?

      How about Saint? Would he be ashamed that after all the times death had tried to claim me, I'd finally lost because no one was able to save me from its clutches?

      Poor Jayce. I wanted to train with him. To simply figure out something we could do together so he would not be overwhelmed with grief over the loss of his mate. I wanted to prove to him that he could move on and by being around us, it would be easier to take a step forward.

      Neo. Did I even want to think about the chaos he'd cause for my sake? I could imagine the blood that would be shed in my name, and I wondered if Nico would simply fuck it all and go on a mad killing spree. I wouldn't discount the possibility.

      Onyx. His world would be cloaked in darkness with my death. He'd lose his sanity without me. I could guarantee that. Maybe not initially. Maybe he'd pray to Mother Moon to change the circumstances, just like he prayed for me to be his. Would he ever find out his heritage? Find where his royal blood came from? Would it matter to him? Could he be sweet if he was missing his Sugar?

      The thought of Milo came into my mind, and though we hadn't really connected, I wondered if he'd be able to take his daughter home. To remove her from these lands so she could have a childhood filled with light and happiness.

      Who knew how fae raised their young, but surely anything was better than our world of drugs, power, money, and greed. Anything was better than bloodshed.

      I felt the tingling buzz along my lips, and it reminded me of Viktor. My poor bodyguard actually loved me. How long had he had feelings for me? Was it since I had a crush on him? Was it earlier than that? Why couldn't he have just been honest with his feelings? Maybe he was protecting me from his world of magic.

      That's what Aurelia tried to do. It was one of the many reasons why we couldn't stay together. The world of magic was far more dangerous than our world of wolves. We held a level of morals that they sadly didn't, and it was enough to tug us apart.

      Would she cry over my death? Would she finally escape the clutches of her family and realize how loved she was? Would she finally get rid of that bad assistant? Would my best friend finally allow herself to be loved after rejection after rejection?

      I bet that was how it felt to her. That she could never be loved because of the family she was born into and what was at stake. Maybe my death could change that. My death could make her realize how short life was and that she deserved to be loved.

      Deserves to be free.

      I was losing so much strength, and the thoughts of all those I loved seemed to leave me in a moment of peace. Who knew what would happen to Roberto. Would he care if I died?

      I never got to meet Ruby again, and I'd yet to see my mother. It was times like these when I wished I could grasp the memories that were surely deep within myself. To get a glimpse of her beauty, her power, and maybe see why I was who I was.

      Maybe figure out why I was somehow able to do all I've done so far.

      I hated this reality; that I was forced to give up. I didn't have any energy left to swim upward, but if I did, I would. Was this what I lacked to truly be an Alpha? That extra push of resilience to go against the strings of my reality and push my limits to new heights?

      That surely was it. That was what Dimitris could see and I couldn't.

      Would he miss William? Would Saint miss Willa? He did seem to have a soft spot for my psychotic madness. That could have been why she'd somehow bonded with him.

      I feel like I'm such an odd prodigy. Heck, I could be one of a kind. Endangered Psycho Alpha Princess on the loose.

      If I could smile, I would at that thought, but time was ticking, and I wasn't going to deny that I was really on the verge of death.

      "Willow!"

      The voice was closer, extremely close, but I couldn't see anything. I was just sinking in this place of darkness, but there was a pinch of warmth near me.

      A comforting warmth.

      Something touched my cheek, followed by the other cheek, but still, nothing was following me into this never-ending lagoon. Their touch made me calmer, and their protectiveness was uniquely different from what I'd felt in the past.

      I wondered who it was, but then for a brief second, it felt like I was smelling a rich cologne – the kind of aroma I knew only one within our pack would invest in.

      Dimitris?

      Saying I felt a bit surprised was an understatement, but the relief that overflooded me was indescribable. I couldn't grasp how he had swum down here, or why I couldn't physically see him, but I could feel him.

      I wished I could change into William and greet him - kiss him not out of spite or desire, but just out of the love that was growing between us. I knew deep within he struggled to love. He was frightened to lose someone dear to his heart again.

      I bet if I survived, he'd break up with me so he wouldn't have to carry the burden of his emotions for the sake of the pack, but something told me it was far too late for that.

      He loved me enough to find me in the depths of the darkness. That meant something, right?

      "Willow," he repeated my name as if to get my attention, and this was my chance to tell him. To let him know this wasn't my intention.

      I wasn't sure if speaking would only hasten my demise, but at this point, I didn't care. This was my one chance to say it, and Dimitris had to know so he could tell the rest of my pack.

      My pack...Willow's Forbidden Pack.

      "I didn't mean to die, Dimitris." My words somehow echoed through the space, even though it felt like I was underwater. The sound of my pleading words encouraged me to continue. "I...don't want to die. I didn't mean to kill myself. Is that's what is going on? If so...I'm sorry. You were right. Somehow, you're always right...and I'm fucking scared to die this time, Dimi. I don't want to die this time. Please?"

      Arms wrapped around me, and it felt so fucking real. I could barely move, but I fought to hug him back, fought with every nerve and muscle in my body to lift my heavy arms and close them around him.

      It not only proved I could somehow move, but it also confirmed I wasn't alone in this fearful world of death.

      "You're not going to die," Dimitris muttered. "I didn't give your ass permission."

      "Always...needing permission," I couldn't stop myself from commenting, and it was even harder not to burst out in tears. "Dimitris...Alpha. I don't know...how to get back up there. The surface is so far. There's no light."

      "There is light, Willow," he assured me as he held me tightly. "Where there is darkness, there is always light. That light is within you, Willow, and that power can bring you to the surface. You just need to see it. Reach for it. Believe that you are capable of getting there."

      "I'm sorry for getting mad at you earlier."

      "Idiot," he muttered. "Say it to my face when we find you."

      "You're...looking for me?"

      "A pack without our Forbidden Queen is going to become too hard for me to handle," he confessed. "Can't leave you behind now."

      It felt like he was slipping away now, and it scared me.

      "Dimitris...you're leaving."

      Warm lips pressed against mine, that compassionate kiss he gave me once in a blue moon giving me strength. "I can't stay in this state any longer or I risk not being able to get back," he revealed.

      "Find me," I whispered, and I meant it. I may have found a new determination to live, but I was afraid of what lay on the other side.

      What lay above the surface.

      "We'll find you, Willow," he reassured me. "Swim to the light. Fight against the present so you can claim your destined future with us."

      He faded away, there and then, but with the warmth he delivered to my body came renewed determination to live. I didn't know how Dimitris did what he did, but it was the push I needed to move my heavy arms.

      The mere movement stopped me from sinking, and for a moment, I was in a place of darkness. I looked up and focused with all my might, and there it was - a twinkling star.

      A glimpse of light.

      There was hope at the end of the tunnel.

      My arms moved on their own accord as my determination grew and grew. With each movement of my arms that sought to bring me further and further upward, I thought of each of my pack members.

      I thought of little things I'd make sure to do when I survived all of this.

      
        
        Fuck Onyx like it was our last day on earth.

        Enjoy another painting session with Neo.

        Go on a solo party date with Saint.

        Have a whole day with Jayce to do whatever the fuck he wanted.

        Ask Dimitris out on a date as William.

        Help Milo return his daughter to the fae lands.

        Remind Aurelia what a badass bitch she was.

        Return my feelings for Viktor and force him to buy me chocolate.

      

      

      The list surprised me but motivated me further as I repeated the items again and again. The light began to grow and grow until it was so bright, I couldn't help but swim as fast as I could.

      I was a survivor. Mother Moon wanted me to live. No matter all the challenges I'd faced, I still carried a purpose that I was destined to fulfill.

      No one would steal it from me anymore...not even me.

      That was a promise.

      The light swallowed me whole.
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      "Dammit. Whatever that fucking blast did, it fucked up the plane signals! If I don't go back now, Beta Malachite is going to grow suspicious. That fucking idiot changed Roberto's location again. I just need to prove he's unwell and the Pack House will certainly play to my tune."

      "What should I do with her then?"

      My consciousness was going in and out, but I knew who the high-pitched female voice was, though the name was at the tip of my tongue.

      Beta Bitch?

      "She's obviously a decoy," the woman snapped. "You're such a stupid pet. You're lucky the queen simply keeps you because you're her enemy's favorite. You served that woman how many years and yet she can't even locate you."

      "If it wasn't for this collar, I wouldn't be in this predicament, bitch."

      "Don't insult me, you bulky puppet!" There was a grumbled curse that was followed with a sizzling noise that reminded me of something being charged with pure electricity.

      "The queen said if you act up, I can dispose of you," she gleefully laughed. "Now, get rid of this bitch. The mountains are the closest and it would take them days to find the body with the storm approaching. Once you dump her, get right back to your cell. The queen is returning to Russia before the airports are completely closed. She already lost too many men in that foolish confrontation."

      "And the princess?"

      "On borrowed time," she huffed. "She can go ahead and hide, but it's only a matter of time before she kills herself. That misfit hybrid is so fucking blind. She's been too busy trying to fix her love life that she hasn't noticed her assistant has been changing the meds she gives to that royal bitch."

      She paused to literally laugh like a hyena. "A little added dose of insanity, a bit of magical imbalance, fuck up her routine, create a chemical imbalance in her body, and then spike her body with enough drugs to trigger her suicidal thoughts and heighten them to their peak. It's so fucking brilliant, and no one fucking noticed!"

      More laughter. "At first I thought we could try and replicate Aurelia, but her damn aura is too complicated to mimic, so in comes our little helper imposter. The queen paid top dollar to bring her to the US. Did you know she's a cloned robot from the labs in Russia? A prototype with enough magic and humanistic traits to blend right in. So fucking fascinating."

      She sighed dramatically.

      "I should have pulled out of this pack and joined her ages ago, but no. I have to spy and see what Roberto is up to. Worked my ass off to be a Beta and yet he excludes me from everything. If I were a man, it would be a big fucking difference."

      It felt like I was lifted and thrown onto someone's shoulder, my arms and legs dangling while my ears still picked up on what was being said.

      “You have two hours to get rid of her body. You take too long and I'll send those creepy, mutated pieces of shit to fetch you. You already know if you go out of bounds of this place, your collar will finish the deed. Don't be a blinded fool. You wouldn't function well with freedom."

      "You just say that because you’d rather get fucked by me than see me dead."

      "W-What?! I'm not interested in you, faggot!"

      "Good. I’m not into weak bitches."

      "H-How the fuck do you know about that?!"

      "That princess has a stalker that your weak ass didn't notice. If it wasn't for me, you would have been dead ages ago."

      She couldn't say a word in return and that triggered a rumble of amusement.

      "Think twice the next time you want to electrocute me. Maybe I'll let that stalker finish you off like he would have if I hadn't made you blend into the shadows."

      My body began to swing with the walking movement, and suddenly we were falling, or it felt that way with how the wind whipped against our flesh.

      The shift in altitude made the world go black for what felt like minutes until the crackle of fire caught my attention and something was running along my bare flesh.

      The touch was so gentle, and the caress of the cloth gliding across my skin made me question if I was in the hands of an ally or an enemy, but I couldn't take my chances.

      There's too much at risk to lose it all due to assumptions.

      My body moved before I could open my eyes, and I somehow managed to get whoever this was onto his back with my blade against his throat. My vision was still blurry as hell, and for a second, I freaked out and moved my blade back slightly.

      "Onyx?"

      The smirk reminded me of him, but suddenly I was on my back with this mass of a man hovering above me. My wrists were pinned by his large hands while he slowly admired my naked body.

      "Love that obsessed fucker enough to pause in killing your predator. Foolish move, Sweets."

      "Sweets?" I repeated with a frown that projected my displeasure, and it only made the odd man chuckle. "I could have my way with you here and now and yet you're worried about a nickname? No wonder Felicia hates your guts. You're too far from normalcy."

      My vision was clear now and I took in the man's appearance. It was hard because he blended so perfectly with the dark walls of what surely was a cave while whatever flickers of light remained in the pit of fire gave a bit of glowing light against his flesh - particularly his face.

      He'd masked himself well, like a true assassin, concealing his lips, but the most distinct feature of him was the massive scar on his left eye that seemed to remain closed.

      His right eye was black with a distinct silver ring, and a few strands of his hair poked out from his coverup, the strands a mix of thick black and shiny white. I was impressed his outfit could contain his muscles and large frame, but from my analysis, I knew if I fucked up, he'd kill me.

      No doubt in that.

      "I'm already called Sweetness, Sugar, Blossoming Flower, Wilting Flower, Willa, and William. Anything else you can think of here?" I couldn't believe I was having this conversation butt naked beneath my assassin, but no way was I dying being called Sweets.

      "Who gave you Sugar?" he actually asked.

      I grinned. "Onyx."

      The man literally rolled his eyes. "Of course."

      "Do you know Onyx?" I inquired.

      "Do you know I can kill you in three seconds flat?" he tossed back.

      "Hmm...probably," I drawled. "But I'm not dead yet."

      I felt like he was contemplating the decision, but I decided to distract myself by checking out the multiple bruises on my body.

      "So...did I fight a bear when I was unconscious or did you drop me?"

      My question got him following my gaze, and with a huff, he was off of me.

      "Aww. Does my nakedness bother you?" I whined and sat up.

      "No," he grumbled, his back facing me as he stood up. Fuck, he was tall. Definitely taller than Onyx. Maybe he was around Jayce's height, or probably the same height as me when I changed into William.

      My instincts pulled me out of my thoughts, my hands blocking my face and catching the thin black fabric that was thrown my way.

      "Wear that. The temperature outside isn't favorable for a naked woman."

      "And I'm naked because?" I drawled. "I know I wasn't naked before you kidnapped me."

      The glare he gave me as he looked over his shoulder only made me smile innocently as I blinked my eyes.

      "We jumped out off a jet. The altitude change triggered you to shift once we landed. Then I had to chase your fast, frolicking ass up this fucking mountain, and you ended up wrestling a bear because it looked at you funny."

      I just stared because I was still processing the fast, frolicking ass part.

      "Oh," I replied. There was a long moment of silence, the tiny bit of fire in the makeshift pit of wood going out. "So...did I win?"

      "Win what?"

      "Wrestling the bear," I stated. "If I didn't, don't tell me. I'd be ashamed of myself if a cage fighter champion like myself lost to a wild bear."

      The poor man wasn't expecting my crazy ass. His expression alone that peeked through the top half of his face was clearly judging me from his furrowed eyebrows and single eye that was looking at me like I was a rare species from the wild.

      "See, you're the one who kidnapped me," I pointed out. "You gotta live with the consequences."

      "I can see why no one else has tried," he muttered.

      "Oh no, trust me. People have," I assured him and rose up. His eyes looked at my figure as I stretched and assessed the black combat suit. "They just died trying,"

      Slipping into the suit, I zipped it right up and admired it with my eyes.

      "I wonder if you're survival rate is high," I pondered and looked over my shoulder to try and see my ass. "Damn. This suit is my exact size. So, have you been stalking me, too? If so, not bad. Maybe you'll put my men out of business."

      "You're far too friendly to someone who can kill you."

      I didn't flinch at his closeness, my head looking back to see he was towering over me.

      "And you're too calm for a killer on a deadline," I voiced back, my eyes lowering to his neck and the obvious spiked collar around it. I frowned at the sight because it clearly wasn't for fashion. The spikes were as sharp as daggers, and I sensed a weird magic to it.

      I sensed him staring at me while I continued to observe the collar.

      Bria?

      My wolf was asleep, but the quiet call to her made her open one eye. She looked tired, which probably was from me apparently frolicking through snow and wrestling bears for fun, but she answered.

      "Yes, Princess."

      The collar on this man's neck. Is there a way to get it off?

      I was still trying to figure out how I was going to get my ass out of this situation, but the mere sight of the collar around this man's neck and knowing someone like that Beta Bitch had control to hurt him was grinding my fucking fears.

      I’d known she'd be a pain in the ass sooner or later, but the fact that she was working with the enemy while being so fucking close to Papa Dearest and our Pack House was a fucking no-no.

      "Intense magic. If you overwrote it with a powerful spell, it would release without the sacrifice of the captured."

      "Sacrifice of the captured?" I repeated out loud. I lifted my gaze up to see the man arch an eyebrow at me while his one eye held enough judgment to carry the weight of his closed one.

      "You can't be a savior to everyone, Sweets," he muttered.

      "So that's sticking, huh?" I concluded.

      "Guess it is until you die," he concluded.

      "Awww. Are you actually going to kill me?"

      "No," he replied. "But I'm not staying to see what happens. Like you said, my deadline is almost up."

      Two hours.

      "Where are we?"

      "Mount Marcy," he announced. "Only thing close to a mountain. Would have been in Russia, but someone's little light show fucked over the signals for bigger flights."

      "You said you jumped out of a jet," I voiced.

      "Jets are easier to manipulate with magic," he countered.

      "Why haven't you killed me yet?" I couldn't help but ask.

      "Milo was with your group," he announced, which caught my attention. "If he's with you, that means you're exactly who everyone's trying to get a piece of."

      "And you don't want a piece?" I asked.

      He actually took his time to reply. "Trust me, Sweets. I'd have a very big piece, but I suck at commitment." He pointed at his collar. "I'm someone else's plaything."

      That actually made me frown and I was reaching for it before I could think. He stopped my right hand before it could get any further, his eye locking onto my royal bond mark. He didn't say anything, but I could tell he was intrigued.

      A mangled howl came from the distance, loud enough that I shivered at the eerie sound.

      He let go of my hand to tsk. "Out of time already. I delayed too long."

      I needed to reach Dimitris or the pack.

      Guys? Anyone? Hello?!

      "Why can't I contact my pack?" I asked worriedly.

      "It's temporary," he muttered. "A big pain in the ass, really."

      "Meaning we're fucked?"

      "No," he grumbled. "I'm fucked. You need to get out of here."

      "Wait. I can't just leave you."

      "Are you absolutely stupid?"

      "No," I replied. "I have a few psychological issues, but I'm smart as fuck."

      The stare he gave only made me pout back – until another eerie howl pierced the chilled night air. "What's your name, by the way?"

      "I don't have enough tolerance to keep you around," he concluded.

      "Now that's just mean," I reasoned. "I was just asking your name."

      He shook his head but muttered, "Loki. Now, go away."

      "I'm staying right here, Loki," I encouraged. "Besides, I'm pretty good at fighting."

      "You're not good at fighting mutant wolf shifters," he muttered and grabbed my hand.

      "Mutant wha-AH!" I shrieked because he literally threw me up in the air like I was a fucking twig - my back just an inch below the rather sharp ceiling of spikes before I was plummeting down to the ground.

      I couldn't do anything - not like I had to - as I crashed into a solid surface of fur.

      "Holy fucking shit," I cursed and looked down to the white wolf beneath me. The massive creature was probably triple my wolf size. If it wasn't for the wolf collar with massive spikes, I wouldn't have thought this man was Loki from how pure white his fur was.

      It literally reminded me of mine, only the ends were a mix of midnight purple and black. I noticed one thing that was rather obvious against his white coat: the multiple red scars - some still fresh and others that had never really healed.

      He was stretching his body and shaking himself out. I couldn't help but reach out and lightly press on the wounded part. He froze - a growl escaping his throat. I couldn't help but whisper, "Who hurt you?"

      Bria was up and way closer to the surface than I'd like in a situation like this, but for some odd reason, the sight of such a large wound angered her - and me.

      "Did the Vile Queen do this to you?" I couldn't stop myself from asking. The anger in me was going to get someone killed by accident, but I just couldn't comprehend such a wound.

      One of many.

      Yes, I'd dealt with years of torture, but I mentally encouraged myself that there would come a time in my life when it would end. That I would grow old enough to get out of my situation and free myself from captivity.

      I couldn't exactly understand why Roberto did what he did, but as I unraveled who I was and my heritage, I knew I'd have the guts to have that conversation with him. But this was different.

      This man was an adult, well into his twenties if not thirties, and he was still being treated like a caged animal. This fucking Vile Queen was using everyone else to do her dirty work, allowing people like Felicia to control someone like him.

      A wolf of this size and strength, with a heart that held ligaments of compassion to attend to me like I was someone of importance to him was being compelled.

      How fucked up is this?

      His head lifted up and he howled loudly, enough that it literally shook everything around us. I knew from the sound he wasn't calling for help.

      He was warning our enemies he would play around.

      We were moving before I could comprehend it, and I moved my hands so I could hold onto an area of his flesh that wasn't battered and healing.

      "Loki?! Where are we going?"

      He didn't reply, his focus on running fast through the thick snow. It was far darker here, even though it felt like we were extremely high up on this very mountain, but I was fucking thankful for the black suit because it was below freezing temperatures here.

      I tried to contact anyone in the pack, but it was like my thoughts were hitting a wall. Even my tunneled connections with my mates weren't doing anything.

      "Fuck," I cursed when I realized I didn't have my phone to call Viktor either.

      The hairs on my arms suddenly rose up in instinctive warning, and I suddenly ducked in time to avoid a huge mass of black that darted at us from the side.

      "What in the fuck?" I cursed and looked to my right to see the oddest shit I'd ever witnessed. The creature was a wolf, or at least had once been a wolf. Its flesh was like melting mud, and the energy coursing around it revealed an intense usage of dark magic.

      The creature's eyes were gold like a typical wolf, but they glowed and were so wide and hollow, I wasn't sure there were even eyeballs in their place.

      Looking behind me, I noticed two more, and they were just as fast and gruesome as the one that took a shot at me.

      "Loki! Mutant wolves at three and six o'clock!"

      He howled and ran even faster, speeding up to the point that it felt like he'd blend into a stream of light. I was trying to conjure up a rifle, but my magic was as low as my energy levels. Maybe that's why Loki didn't let me just waltz through this mountain.

      I didn't stand a fucking chance.

      We entered a thick forest, and when we exited into a clear white patch of snow, they weren't following us.

      "Loki! They're gon-AH!" I began but he suddenly jolted to a stop with enough force that it sent me flying forward until I crashed, rolled, and eventually skidded to a stop. The spike of pain immediately told me I broke something - great fucking timing - but it was the howling screams and whimpers that pushed my body into flight-or-fight mode as I scrambled onto my hands and knees.

      My eyes locked onto the white wolf, watching the collar shock the living shit out of him. He fought to claw at it as he hissed and cried out, but it kept shocking and shocking.

      "LOKI!" I screamed as he whimpered and collapsed onto his side, his body convulsing as the shocks wouldn't fucking stop.

      "Fuck!" I cursed and tried to get up, only to scream and fall back because of my right leg. "Really? Fucking hell!" Biting my lip, I muffled my pain and used my other working limbs to drag my ass to him.

      My pain was nothing in comparison to whatever hell he was dealing with at this moment, and he'd done his duty of helping me when the one he was forced to serve wished me dead. If it wasn't for my pixie haircut, I would be a dead woman. But it was because of his kindness that I still had the opportunity to survive.

      I can't abandon him.

      My eyes caught onto the mutant creatures that were standing at the very edge of the forest. I realized from the slight glint around their collars that this was clearly a no-go zone.

      "Loki! Hold on!" I hissed as I reached him. The poor thing whimpered and tried to wiggle away from me as I approached, but he wasn't fast enough.

      "This thing has to go!" I snapped and reached for the very collar.

      And received the biggest fucking shock in my life.

      My scream didn't convey the amount of pain that burst through me and sent me literally flying back until I was gliding through the snow. I gasped for breath and coughed furiously, enough that I spat blood out.

      "Fuck..." I groaned. "Alright...that...was fucking...stupid."

      Loki whimpered at my statement, and I very slowly sat up to see the multiple burn wounds on my body. They were fighting to heal, which wasn't normal, but that wasn't my priority now.

      "Bria...we have to help him," I practically begged out loud while fighting for breath. No shifter in this world deserved such a shock. I wouldn't even wish that on my enemies. No wonder someone like Felicia was able to have control over him.

      Being shocked like that a few times would stop your heart.

      I rolled onto my stomach, turned my body around, and slowly crawled to him again. I noticed the onslaught of clouds forming in the sky, only confirming that a storm was heading our way. We had to get off this mountain or we'd die before sunrise.

      "You have to fight magic with magic. The shocks are magic oriented," Bria explained.

      "Now...if only...Aurelia was around," I heaved, and paused in crawling to turn my head and spit out more blood. "Fuck. That...shit literally electrocuted me."

      "Willow, you won't survive another one."

      I should have been frightened by her words, but no. That wouldn't possibly be Willow style. So, I did what I would do. Laughed my lungs out.

      "Then...I better get...a damn award...from Mother...Moon," I breathed as I reached him. Loki whimpered again, trying to move away, but I shook my head.

      "Oh no. We're...trying...that again," I panted. "After...a moment."

      "WILLOW!"

      My body jolted at Viktor's voice in my head, and I groaned at the sudden migraine.

      Fuck, Viktor...I just got electrocuted. Can't...you talk a little...softer? Please?

      "What?!"

      Another groan.

      I'm trying not to die! Stop...talking so loud.

      He didn't say anything in return and I thought I lost him, but then his words came through. "What magic did you use just now?"

      "Magic..." I whispered.

      Viktor. How...how...do I take...a magic collar off?

      "A magic collar?" He seemed confused by my question but somehow managed to answer, "A magic collar is an exchange. You can't just take one off! You have to take something of value from the individual and use it to make a new contract that overrides the collar. Why?!"

      The sudden cracking of bones drew my attention away from my thoughts to see Loki had changed back. He was on his back, fighting for breath, but he now wore only tight black pants. His muscled chest was exposed, but the wounds were as clear as day, even in the depths of the night.

      He had multiple wounds, scars, gashes, and odd symbols that looked like they were burned into his flesh. The only place that didn't have some sort of scar was his upper chest where a necklace sat in place.

      A white beaded necklace with black fangs.

      "This will do," I whispered. "Loki! I'm borrowing this!"

      The black covering around his head somehow survived the shift, minus his mask, but his one eye noticed what I was doing as I managed to reach around his neck to undo the clasp of his necklace.

      "What...are you..." He trailed off as I quickly put it on, and his eye widened as he took in the sight of his necklace alongside the one I carried with me from Onyx.

      Okay! How do I make a contract, Viktor?

      "What in the world are you plotting, Willow?!"

      Loki's screams made me flinch and I had to move further off him because the collar was shocking him yet again.

      No time! I need to take this collar off, Viktor!

      He heard the urgency in my voice, so he quickly explained, "Grab a hold of the collar and state, ‘Unbonda La Va Re Free Binda!’"

      Unbonda La Va Re Free Binda. Got it!

      "Hold on, Willow! You can't do it now!"

      Loki's gonna die!

      "Who the fuck is Loki?!" he screamed. "Willow! You can't use magic until I get to you!"

      Well, fuck. Guess I'm about to test that out.

      I gritted my teeth and urged every bit of magic left in me to reach my fingertips. I watched as my hands shook with electric power until they were glowing pink and I felt the energy begging to be released.

      "Willow! Listen to me! I have to reach you or else you're going to expand the bond!"

      Loki was still being zapped like he was strapped to an electric fence, and though he projected himself as someone who was strong and dealt with so much from the marks on his body, I knew if I delayed any longer, he'd die.

      Sorry, Vikki. I know you taught me somewhere not to bind my magic to strangers...but he kept me alive. It's best if I return the favor.

      "Ugh! Don't call me Vik-"

      I smiled and purposely didn't let him finish - my hands launching forward and grabbing the collar in one swift movement.

      My scream left me as the electric charge bolted into my body. I kept holding on as I pushed my magic against the vivid force. The three mutant wolves howled, the sound only contributing to the stimulating overload happening all around me, but Bria pushed to the edge of the surface until it felt like she was in control as the words left me in a heightened scream.

      "UNBONDA LA VA RE FREE BINDA!"

      The sky boomed with thunder, the ground shook severely, and my body felt like it was ablaze. I could feel the surge of my magic surrounding the collar - fighting the intense force that fought against me.

      I could feel the strain of it all, blood dripping from my nose and pooling from my mouth, but I'd come too far to lose. If I was on the verge of losing my life, I'd do it as a winner.

      This coward of a queen wouldn't benefit from having someone like Loki.

      My fingers wrapped around the charged leather, not caring about the spikes that sliced through my flesh. With every bit of strength, I pulled at the resistance until it finally snapped.

      The release pushed into the air, and my weak eyes widened as I watched the destructive power release from the collar like multiple bolts of freed magic. Instead of being freed into the universe around us, it charged through Loki's body that vibrated like he was enduring a seizure and then bolted outward in the same direction of the explosive blast.

      Heading straight to me.

      There was no time to brace myself for the impact. My scream was a silent one as my vocal chords gave out and my body went numb. The energy that was foreign suddenly felt far too familiar, and I remembered something I'd forced myself to forget.

      
        
        "You mistake!"

      

      

      My screams couldn't get out of my throat anymore, as I fought to move - struggled to breathe. My body wasn't working, my mind was  a mess, and tears streamed down my cheeks as I wished to go back to the torture I'd gotten used to.

      The pain that was merely physical rather then the pulsing force vibrating through me.

      "I have to try again, but I don't have time! Dammit. You're the child of Elphaba! This should work. The collar should stay! Why won't it fucking stay?!"

      The woman's frustrated screams only led to me being kicked again and again, and there was that pulsing pain until I couldn't think anymore.

      "Ma'am," a voice quietly interrupted. "The butler is going to be here soon. We'll have to continue this during the next session."

      "Dammit!" she cursed and a hand grabbed my throat and slammed my head against the blood-covered pavement. "You won't tell Aurelia about this, right?"

      I couldn't speak as my eyes met the woman's cynical ones.

      "You won't tell Roberto or your stupid butler. No one will know about these treatments, understand?" she hissed. "Or I'll destroy your world. I'll kill your papa, murder your dumb butler bodyguard, and destroy everyone you love. I'll make sure your puppy dog of a boy never returns from his absence, and Aurelia?"

      She paused to emphasize her words. "I'll make her despise you. I'll manipulate her mind so you'll never be friends. So you won't say a word, Willow."

      Her grin made her eyes light up.

      
        
        "Not a single...fucking...word."

      

      

      When I crashed into the ground, I was left in a world of ringing. The high-pitched noise reminded me of a television station suddenly not working and alerting its viewers with an ongoing high-pitched sound.

      I couldn't move and all I could see was the snow falling from the sky. My vision grew blurry as water pooled in my orbs, but I didn't regret my actions. I'd do it again...and again, if it meant I was the victor in this journey in some way.

      I expected that when my heart came to a stop, I'd know or have some kind of warning, but all it took was three rapid beats, and my world came to a dramatic stop.

      I tried...Mother Moon. I…tried…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Reign Of An Outcasted Princess

          

        

      

    

    
      ~VIKTOR~

      I was running at full speed, my paws racing through the snow as the lingering bolts of energy coursing through the air grew closer and closer. I knew without a doubt that Willow was at that exact spot, but what I feared was that I was far too late.

      And then I felt it.

      The whiplash of pain coursed through my entire body as my wolf slammed our paws into the snow to stop us. We slid forward right out of the forest and into a clearing, but the severe pain that rushed through me wasn't physical.

      It was an internal force of agony that rocked through the entire bond - freezing us all into stillness as our minds registered the fading link.

      Will...ow.

      The others were paralyzed just like I was. The feeling of heaviness that pulsed through us had to be a mistake. Had to be unreal. I'd felt something like this eons ago, during a time when I was in a pack.

      The death of our Alpha.

      It triggered a side of me I'd forgotten, a side that begged to destroy the world and all those who stole our Alpha away from us, but this feeling…. It was far different.

      Far more lethal in nature.

      My howl left my throat before I could stop it, and lightning burst through the sky as snow rained down upon the quaking land. I wanted to explode, to let go of every level of restraint and bring this entire world down.

      I didn't join this pack to feel this. To feel the woman I loved slip away entirely.

      This type of pain hurt down to my very core. It tugged on every heartstring, cut through my being, and begged to rip me to shreds for being a failure.

      I'd promised to find her, and even as I howled and let my agony out, I knew I'd found her by her lingering scent.

      But did it matter? I'd found her too late. I'd failed her.

      "Viktor." It was Dimitris. "Stop. I need you to think for a fucking second."

      Think? What was there to think about? The woman I'd loved secretly for years, the woman I'd protected and watched grow through all the various challenges she was forced to endure, was now dead because I'd failed her.

      I ignored his attempt to continue, my ruthless eyes scanning the snow until my eyes locked onto her body. She was on her back, blood seeping out of various wounds and tainting the white snow beneath her.

      Someone was approaching her, someone tall and muscled. Witnessing them approach her slowly made me growl menacingly, and I shot forward at great speed to be right there. My sudden arrival took the man by surprise, one of his eyes opening wide while the other remained closed.

      This was the man who stole her away from me. Her end was because of him. I didn't care about what Milo said about him aiding him during his time in the torture cells. He was the culprit in stealing Willow and leading her to her doom.

      My growl was ferocious as saliva dripped from my sharp teeth.

      The man took a step back, putting his hands up as he looked to Willow and then me.

      "Fine. I'll walk away," he grumbled and began to do exactly that. I caught onto his scent, the sandalwood the strongest aroma I picked up. I would hunt him down the moment I had a sane chance. I'd destroy him for ruining my light in this world.

      He continued to back away, and I noticed the creatures with collars that stood at the edge of the snowy forest. I could feel their lethal intentions, but I couldn't care right now. My attention went to Willow, and as I took three slow steps, my heart literally shattered.

      Her eyes were still open, staring up at the sky as snow continued to fall upon us. Tears stained her cheeks as blood smeared her lips and ran down the side of her slightly opened mouth and nose. Her body was lifeless. No heartbeat, no heat, no magic.

      She was a carcass, an empty shell that no longer carried a soul.

      My wolf couldn't take it, the mere sight of her end making him retreat and pushing me to shift back. I was gasping as tears already escaped my eyes and ran down my flushed cheeks. I struggled to contain my magic that rebelled against my being.

      My magic couldn't accept this as an end, and yet, my eyes conveyed the truth.

      And it hurt so fucking much.

      Losing my mother hurt me in a different way, and knowing I'd lose my father very shortly only emphasized how much I wished I'd spent more time with them before I took on this task, but losing Willow hit everything differently.

      She didn't deserve to die.

      She'd gone through so much: the physical and emotional torture, the mental ridicule from every angle of her life. No matter her age, she’d had to overcome something insurmountable. Had to prove herself in this world that wanted to see her succumb to their bullying taunts.

      They all wanted to see her fall, to watch her fail so they could mock Roberto for helping create a useless child. No matter how hard the world tried to block her from prospering, she'd fought through their barricades, cut through their ropes attempting to keep her still, and shattered the walls that tried to silence her.

      By being herself in her own unique way, she fought through thick and thin, revealed her true self, and became a beacon of light to so many in the supernatural and human realms. Did she know last month had the lowest amount of suicides in decades? Did she know how she was inspiring so many to be true to themselves and stop being what society wanted from them?

      Did she see that she was changing even those in the Forbidden Pack? Little by little, she was making her mark on each of them while validating their past struggles. She did so much without realizing it. Brought so much change without even grasping just how impactful she was.

      This was her time to finally take a breather and uncover herself, and in the end...she died.

      My Willow...my royal fighter...the woman who had a crush on me all this time...is gone.

      Very slowly, I scooped her into my arms, my sobs beginning to leave my trembling lips as my tears dropped onto her purple cheeks. She was losing color already, her lips bluish-purple while those fierce eyes of vivid turquoise were now dull of life.

      "Willow," I whimpered. "I...didn't...get to tell...you…"

      I reached out to gently touch her cold cheek.

      "I didn't get to tell you...I love you," I whispered. "You can't...go to Mother Moon...without knowing that. Come back..."

      There was no way of stopping my sobs as I brought her close. This pain was unbearable. The pain of losing someone I loved and cherished felt insurmountable. It was why I'd remained an Omega for so damn long. I couldn't take losing another person. Losing someone who didn't deserve to perish at the hands of evil.

      That was how life always was. Those who bathed in the blood of the innocent lived for years upon years, yet those who struggled and worked hard to survive in this dark world always ended up dying early - making their struggles all worthless.

      I cried long and hard, and I debated if I should pull out of this pack bond there and then. There was no need for me to remain. I'd joined with confidence that we'd get to Willow on time, and truthfully, I would have remained if it made Willow happy.

      If it made her feel a closer connection to me.

      Then I'd tell her why I went to Russia. That my parents were on the High Court and my mother had passed. With the earlier blast, I was positive my father was either on the brink of death or already gone, but his chair wouldn't be filled.

      His successor was gone...and it wouldn't be long before I faded away as well.

      My life mission ended up being protecting Willow. I watched her as a babe, followed her through the torture, stood by when she merely needed someone to be around her, and slowly she began to trust me. She began to rely on my abilities and wished to learn more about how to protect herself.

      I trained her in the ring, and she grew stronger, wiser, and became a champion. She found a place where she could let her frustrations out in a way that didn't leave the world littered in blood and death.

      She didn't want to be like her father. She wanted to be a part of the darkness, but a shadow that got rid of those who deserved to be consumed by death for their selfish actions.

      I didn't know how long I was there for, crying my eyes out while cradling her. I thought I was alone, but I noticed the bulky man was still there at a distance. He stood there with his back facing us as if he were trying to debate whether to leave or finish me off as well.

      I didn't care. He could take me out of the world so Willow wouldn't have to ascend alone. I could be there with her. Be by her side like I'd always wanted. It would be less scary that way, and it felt like the best thing to do.

      The man turned around and began walking towards me. I let out my last bit of sobs as I reached out with my shaking hand to close Willow's eyes. She didn't need to see my end, or at least, her body that was strong enough to bring her to this point in time didn't deserve to watch what would happen next.

      I wouldn't die with my head down. I'd shield her body from what was approaching, so at least the others in the pack could give her the proper burial she deserved.

      When this man reached us, I took in the scar across his left eye, while his right one was specifically focused on Willow. I didn't know this man's story, but from the burn marks around his neck, I realized he had to have been the one wearing the magic collar.

      I fought against the anger brewing within myself. The boiling rage that knew even in her last minutes of life, she was doing everything she could to try and save another broken wolf in this world of dark chaos.

      The man scanned Willow's body until he stopped at her ribs. Then he looked at my neck, and finally, met my narrowed gaze of fury.

      His head was cloaked with some sort of black cloth, but his face was visible enough, while his eye of one with a golden ring locked onto my orbs that were surely blazing silver.

      "Why are you giving up?" his rough, deep voice demanded.

      I growled back at him. He was the cause of this and yet he was trying to throw the blame on me like I'd ever give up on Willow. I didn't have the ability to bring someone back from the dead. I wasn't capable of such a task.

      If her soul wasn't gone from her body, I could heal her, but it was far too late for that. My magic was worthless now, and it wished to take out its fury on the world as a hint of compensation.

      "I know that symbol," the man declared. "Just like I know that mark on her rib. You're a Master. She's a Disciple. Why aren't you retrieving her before it's too late?" He was practically screaming at me, and I couldn't keep quiet any longer.

      "You're the reason she's dead and you're trying to put this on me? Her soul is gone! I can't heal her!"

      "If her soul is gone, then retrieve it!"

      "Are you fucking insane? I don't have the magical power to retrieve her soul!"

      "If I can do it, you surely can," he huffed.

      My eyes widened at his words and I stared back at Willow. "Now I understand why that cunt bitch of a queen wants you dead so bad."

      He took another step forward and suddenly knelt down. He was going to touch her, but I growled in warning. He met my eyes that glared daggers in return, but he wasn't afraid of me in the slightest.

      "If you want her back, I need to touch her," he emphasized as his eye narrowed.

      "You're the reason she's dead," I snarled.

      "I won't deny that," he actually admitted. "But I'll be the same reason she has a chance at life."

      "What are you plotting?"

      He paused with his hand over her chest, just above her cleavage.

      "I'm plotting redemption," he whispered quietly to himself before he closed his eye. "I can only do this once and I'll be incapable of moving with this ability in full effect," he announced.

      When he opened his eye once more, I noticed it was pitch black and the ring was now silver instead of gold. "I'm a Reaper Wolf of the Shadows. Do you know what type of wolf that is?"

      My eyes widened at the mere mention of reaper, and he gave a slight smirk that made his eye twinkle with a glimmer of hope.

      "Your reaction concludes that I don't need to explain until afterward," he began. "Again, I can only do this once, and I'll be completely immobile. That means it’s up to you to face who arrives and you'll have to convince them to bring Sweets back."

      "Sweets." The look I gave him made him mutter an insult before he placed his hand upon Willow's chest.

      “The moment I do this, that bitch will know I've been freed. The moment you return, you take her and run. I'll face fate on my own."

      It was heroic of him, even though he was the culprit of this catastrophe, but I couldn't discount his efforts. I'd studied every type of endangered wolf, and reaper wolves we the only ones who could tamper with bringing back a soul into the body with the long-term intention of them living again.

      I gave him a slight nod.

      I'm going to retrieve Willow's soul. If I don't come back...make sure you protect her body and give her the burial she deserves.

      I expressed myself purposely throughout the pack bond and then shut it down so they knew I meant what I was about to do. There was no more time for potential negotiations or delays.

      "Let the clock begin to tick," the man declared. "I, Loki of Shadow Yang Pack, call upon the doors of life and death to open. Reveal who can retrieve the soul of thy princess, Willow Alundra Phoenix."

      How does he know her true name?

      There was no way of asking because the world suddenly grew dark and cold while a thick mist rushed in until we were surrounded by it. The creatures still waiting in the distance howled in defiance, but my attention was drawn to Loki as his other eye suddenly opened. It was pure white.

      It was similar to Neo's eyes of white with red circles, only this man's iris held a black magic circle that blazed with gold and triggered the beam of light that shot down from the sky and struck us.

      I expected to feel pain, but all I could feel was warmth as my senses were wiped out and I felt like I wasn't in my body anymore.

      I now stood in a white space and caught onto the approaching footsteps. I braced myself to attack this person if necessary while mentally reminding myself of my objective: to retrieve Willow's soul.

      "I didn't think my last duty in this realm of life would be to aid my son during troubled times.”

      My eyes widened as my jaw dropped at the sight of my father - his tall figure emerging from the light. He had his hands behind his back, a common trait of his that he learned long before my creation.

      His silver hair was tied back, and he wore a traditional gown for warlocks that held various incantations in gold writing while the cloth was silver with hints of shimmering white. He smiled brilliantly, the complete opposite of me, but I still couldn't deny how similar I looked to him.

      I always wished to see him again, especially after the loss of Mother, but never did I expect us to meet in this way.

      "Father," I whispered.

      "We don't have much time," he admitted. "Loki can't hold these realms forever, you know?"

      "You know him?"

      "I do," he admitted. "The last reaper wolf in the world who originally served the Phoenix Kingdom until he went missing ten years ago. I understand now why none of us were able to track him, but that will surely change."

      "He's the reason Willow's dead," I snarled.

      "Your Willow choose between abandoning this endangered wolf that was dying or freeing him from captivity for the sake of getting rid of one of the few advantages the Vile Queen has left," Father revealed. "Between the two options, I feel as though this occurrence was for the best."

      "It's not when she's dead, Father," I stressed.

      "You're correct, son," he admitted. "But Willow is enjoying some nice tea with your mother in the fields of the In-Between. I doubt she fully comprehends she's dead."

      "Wait, what?" I gasped. "M-Mother...is there?"

      "You know your mother has never been the type to be alone. Journeys are hard when you've been so used to traveling with one another. She knew I'd leave when the wolf outcast faced her final trial after gathering the Endangered Seven."

      "Endangered...Seven?"

      "Dimitris, Nicodemus, Saint, Jayce, Milo, Onyx, and Loki," Father revealed. "There's a reason for the chaos, son. The world is fighting desperately for you all to not figure out exactly why you're all so important in this playing field of domination."

      "Where does that leave me, Father?" I couldn't help but ask as I lowered my head in shame. "When Willow needed me the most, I fucked up. I didn't sense the threat, nor was I able to get to her on time. I vowed I'd always find my way to her...and I failed."

      Father stood before me now, and he reached out to pat my shoulders.

      "And yet you're right here," Father whispered.

      I lifted my head up to look into his wise eyes of glowing wisdom - prism orbs that carried centuries’ worth of magic and knowledge passed down the realms. I'd forgotten how he looked when he'd raised me, but in this moment, it didn't matter. He was here when I really did need him the most.

      "You've journeyed to a space between life and death without knowing who would greet you. All for the woman you've loved all along."

      "I was...frightened to love her, Father," I quietly confessed.

      "Because when you love, it's absolute, and you wouldn't allow yourself to lose her," he answered as if he’d known that all along. I slowly nodded, and he smiled.

      "Just like me when I met your mother. I loved her before I could acknowledge it, and was frightened that because of my love, it would lead to her early demise."

      He closed his eyes while his smile grew.

      "I know our world of magic is far darker than portrayed to the world you live and survive on. We hide many secrets and carry enemies in all directions, but it's not as different from the world of the living, Vincenzo. As one who fights countless threats, the playing field is always a little uneven on the side of justice, don't you think?"

      When I nodded, he opened his eyes.

      "Your fear of those with magic far greater than you is valid, Vincenzo, but when you return, I want you to take a good look at your woman and tell me if you see a weak woman who wishes for your aid, or a strong woman who will carry the burden of the world if it means she'll be a victor."

      My eyes widened at his words, and he bobbed his head.

      "Many belittle an outcast, but not because they're different. It's because they carry a destiny far worthier of a crown, far stronger than a chair, far grander than their world of normalcy can contain. And your enemies will do anything to stop them. Anything to keep them under the covers so they can't fulfill their destiny. They did the same to your mother, and she overcame the years of agonizing pain, cruelty, and torture to prove them all wrong," he revealed. "She got her chance to shine, to live, to prosper, and to enjoy the fruits of her labor. The world got to see her shine, she got a moment to raise you, and then her greater calling pulled her into her next role in life as a Disciple with me as her Master. Time brought more challenges, but it made us stronger, wiser, and then came a time when I had nothing else to teach her. She became a Master, and I remained at her side as her Disciple."

      "But now...she's gone," I whispered.

      "Per se," he whispered back. "She wouldn't leave without me, you know? Just like you won't leave without your Disciple."

      "Willow," I whispered.

      "Princess Willow has many duties to fulfill, many challenges to face, and many enemies she needs to rip off this earth, son. Her role is blessed by Mother Moon and the experiences she's endured and will endure in the future are not an error of judgment. Like the Endangered Seven, your role is to be the Master in realms of magic."

      "But, Father." I was pleading with my eyes as they bored into his. "I don't have enough magic and knowledge to teach her."

      "I'm aware." He actually chuckled. "Why else do you think I'm here? Aside from lecturing you."

      My eyes widened as his hands slipped from my shoulders and moved so that one pressed against my medallion while the other cupped my cheek.

      "With this exchange of knowledge comes the burden of knowing too much. With this exchange of power comes the burden of learning to control what affects your emotions. However, with this exchange, I will replace what is in the land of the dead and give you what deserves to be in the land of the living."

      My eyes watered at his words, as I realized what he was doing.

      "Father...wait." I choked on my pleading words, but he shook his head as I felt the beginning process of his magic flowing into me.

      "As kind as Mother Moon is, there are limits even she has to respect in this universe, dear son," he reasoned and leaned in to press his forehead against mine. "Vincenzo, I know my role in your life wasn't as significant as it should have been because of my role in my last era of life, just like your mother, but know...we are very proud of your loyalty. Proud that you've conquered the demons that fought to destroy you and found someone with enough love in their heart to be there for you. We may be too far away to talk to now, but know that we are at peace knowing you're there in our stead."

      My tears fell as more of his energy rushed into me.

      "Send your brother, Zyair, our blessings," he whispered. "Watch over him...for he's on an unsteady path, and sadly, we won't be there to catch him when he falls."

      He pulled back enough to see my face one more time before the rest of his intense magic began to soar into me. I screamed in agony while I watched his flesh begin to crack - each crack pulsing with more magic until he was like a porcelain doll full of cracks that flowed with power.

      "Farewell...son."

      He shattered, and the rest of his magic consumed me. I screamed with all my might, feeling the consuming force rush into me before it projected outward. My eyes somehow caught the figure beginning to form before me - the woman with short white locks that glowed with power while her tanned flesh with various tattoos flourished in mesmerizing colors.

      The symbol of my medallion glowed on her left rib, and I watched as her eyes of glowing blue opened to meet mine. The power of her wolf hovered above her, and the various energies that were once sealed within her came to the surface.

      More knowledge overflowed my senses, memories that surely weren't mine filling my mind. It immediately answered so much about Willow that I’d known nothing of. Everything that happened, especially since her awakening, was a test, and this was the grand finale.

      This was what the High Court needed to see to welcome us into this side of the world of magic and power.

      I lifted my shaking arms and reached out until my trembling hands of glowing force pressed against her glowing white flesh. Compared to her immaculate figure of white, my body glowed with a thick black.

      It was as if I were her Yin and she was my Yang, but it all made sense - everything that has unfolded made perfect sense.

      She’d awakened to Endangered, and now we were entering the realms of an Outcast. An Outcast that would shift into her royal duty and be presented to the world at the highest peak of her powerful new role.

      The world would have no choice but to see her, and as her Master, it was my duty to teach her. My role to be by her side. I was her right-hand man to the throne she was about to sit upon, and those six men would contribute to her uprising in a world that wished to see her fall.

      It was my turn to take up the stance my father had with my mother, and that started with accepting the truth of my emotions.

      Accepting that I love Willow Alundra Phoenix.

      "I love you, Willow," I managed to whisper to her very soul, seconds before I laid my lips against hers.

      Our unity caused a chain reaction, and like an explosive blast into this realm between life and death, we returned to the land of life.

      To the land that would witness the light hidden within our curtained darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ~WILLOW~

      

      I gasped for air after it felt like I'd been kissing a dark angel for eons, my lips still sizzling, my wild eyes wide. It took me a moment to realize three important things: I'd just been talking to Viktor's mother before I was summoned by a being of darkness who kissed me, I was somehow alive when I was positive my apparent tea party had been in the field of the In-Between, and it was crystal clear that Viktor and Loki were looking down at me like I'd mutated into a fish or something preposterous.

      Oh, Mother Moon, I'm fucking alive!

      I sat up far too swiftly, a foolish move they always tell you not to do, but I didn't fucking care as my eyes swiftly took in the mountain I'd surely died upon. I couldn't possibly grasp the idea I'd been dead seconds prior, but this new, rejuvenated energy in me could probably help me kill a few people on my enemy list.

      Fuck. I could go on a killing spree! Wee!

      "You better fucking not!"

      I flinched at Dimitris's snapping voice and I didn't know why, but I giggled like I was fucking mad - okay, I felt high off insanity with a dose of death, but who fucking cared? I was alive!

      Awww. Alpha? Are you threatening me? You had to have missed my dead ass ten seconds ago.

      "Is this how your woman reacts every time she apparently dies?" I was surprised by Milo's voice within our bond.

      Holy shit! Milo?! You joined the pack! What the fuck happened when I died? Did I come back to a new generation? I have to be hallucinating.

      "Sugar, you're not hallucinating," Onyx pointed out, sounding far too relieved while I swore he sounded like he'd cried a river of fucking tears.

      Holy shit, Onyx Babe. Have you been crying? You want a hug? Fuck, we haven't fucked in forever. Where are you?

      "You're not fucking on a mountain, Willow."

      I literally flinched at Viktor's voice in my head and darted my gaze to him as if I hadn't realized he was observing me this entire time.

      ASALNSASAKSLA.

      "Oh fuck. I think Willow just malfunctioned," Saint pointed out.

      "Well, she was dead for ten minutes and woke up to two new pack members, one of whom is  Viktor, who I presumed would have never joined the pack, to begin with," Jayce explained.

      "Sweetness." Neo's voice was literally emotionless. My poor mate was probably still processing shit.

      Sorry, Neo. Did I scare you? It wasn't my fault! Well...ya, it was my fault, which reminds me...

      "YOU!" I lifted my hand to point at the man and then gawked because holy fucking shit.

      Uh...Onyx?

      "What, Sugar?"

      Was 'finding your brother or someone who looks just like you' on this year's bingo card?

      That just confused the shit out of everyone, and even Viktor followed my gaze to Loki.

      The covering on his head was completely gone, and what remained was extremely long, silky, black-and-white hair that held a loose curl to its texture. One eye was closed once more like before, but his other eye was clearly onyx with a silver ring that shifted to gold periodically.

      "What?" Loki finally answered me while he stared at me with a frown.

      "What's your full name?"

      "Loki Charm of Shadow Yang pack," he introduced. I gawked at him before I whispered, "You have a brother."

      The way he smirked was replicated in Onyx's taunting smile, and I was on the verge of mentally - and maybe physically - freaking the fuck out.

      "Yet you didn't figure that shit out back in the cave when you called me by his name," Loki muttered with a shrug.

      "Hey! I was naked and bewildered, alright? Plus, you were all masked up like a Japanese assassin! How the fuck would I know?!"

      "What is this about you being naked in a cavern with him?" Viktor questioned, and I turned my head to give him a glare because I knew he said it within the pack bond on purpose.

      "Are you trying to get me killed again today? Was one death not enough?"

      "WHAT?!" multiple voices stated back in the bond, making us both flinch.

      You see what you did? Now I'm just fucked.

      Loki stared at us before his brows furrowed and he suddenly got up.

      "Shit!"

      We turned our attention to him, while Onyx spoke. "Willow, what are you talking-"

      A loud rumble shook the very earth, and Viktor scooped me right off the ground while Loki began to growl. "The queen's right hand is here."

      "Right hand?" I questioned. "Viktor, I can stand."

      He didn't seem very sure about that, but he lowered my legs and kept an arm around my waist. I knew something was about to go down here and now, the energy coursing through our surroundings only heightening my senses.

      Turning my head to Viktor, I quickly reached up to hook an arm around his neck and pulled him down for a quick but firm kiss on his lips.

      He seemed completely shocked by the move, but I pulled back just as fast and muttered, "You always tell me you love me when I'm fucking dead!" I snapped. "So let me hear it just in case we getting fucked over again. And I love you, too, Vikki."

      His displeasure was obvious, but he didn't hesitate to kiss me in return and whisper, "I love you, Willow."

      With one more peck of his lips, he added, "And don't call me that."

      I smirked and looked back to where those mutant wolves were suddenly shaking and lowering to the ground as if they were frightened of what was approaching.

      When the figure finally revealed themselves, I merely pouted in pure disappointment.

      "Oh, c'mon," I began and actually managed to move away from Viktor just to put my hands upon my hips. "Out of all the fucking bad guys we could have gotten in this grand fucking moment, you show up."

      Loki actually looked over to give me an 'are you crazy' look while Viktor sighed.

      "You really have to work on that, Willow."

      "Work on what?" I questioned and gestured right up to the hill. "Out of all the fucking villains, we get fucking 'Can't Play Dead' Garfield?!"

      Loki actually snickered and looked back to Garfield. "I'm going to assume you're here to try and prove to the Royal Bitch that you're not worth disposing of."

      Garfield snarled at Loki's reply as he pointed to him.

      "How dare you betray our queen!" he snapped.

      Loki actually lifted his arms to emphasize his shrug and pointed over to me. "Oh, I didn't do shit. I was simply throwing the body away like Felicia told me to, and somehow she woke up from the dead and decided to rip my collar off," Loki revealed. "The fucking collar that forced me to be controlled by that fucked-up bitch for ten fucking years after I was this close to finding my brother!"

      Oh shit.

      "Willow? What's going on there?"

      Oh. Can’t Play Dead Garfield is here on behalf of the Vile Queen and is all upset that Loki is free from his collar after being trapped in the queen's clutches for ten years.

      "Who the fuck is Loki?" Onyx snapped.

      Right. He's the guy who was supposed to kill me because Felicia ordered him to drop my body on this mountain. But instead, I woke up naked in his company before he helped my ass out of that mess when we were being chased by mutant wolf shifters.

      The silence in the pack bond was deafening so I figured spicing it up would maybe get their asses here faster.

      Oh, and he's your brother.

      The ground shook harder now, enough to make me lose my balance entirely. Viktor caught me, while Garfield was laughing like a fucking lunatic.

      "Let's see if you can survive this," he declared as his eyes narrowed onto Loki. "No one escapes the queen, Loki. If you think that bitch is your escape route, think again!"

      "Ah," Loki replied as he cracked his neck and practically sighed in relief. "I haven't been able to do that in years."

      He moved back until he was standing right in front of us, his back facing us while he was still looking up at Garfield.

      "Sorry to inform you, but she is," he declared with confidence and lifted his left hand up as if he were trying to show something off.

      "What?! Impossible!" Garfield snapped.

      I was clearly clueless, as was Viktor, until Loki moved his hand to the side so we could see the back of it. The clear bonding mark that resembled Onyx's was displayed on his hand.

      "W-What?!" I literally gasped and looked at Viktor. "T-That isn't possible. I didn't initiate a bond mark like Willa did to Saint!"

      "You did," Viktor muttered, and for a brief moment, his eyes went prism-like, like his magic was filtering through those silver spheres. "I warned you, remember? You took something of his in exchange for releasing the collar. By doing so, you initiated a fated bond, and because you're both wolf shifters, it only made sense for it to be exactly that. This confirms Onyx is of royal roots."

      "One more message for the queen, Garfield," Loki announced, drawing our attention once more as the ground began to shake a third time. "The Yin and Yang Shadow Heirs will never bow down to her. Just because we've been lost, that doesn't mean we won't find our roots. When we do, she'll be on her knees begging for our mercy. I swear on our parents’ graves."

      With those words, he shifted with the crack of his bones, and before we could further react, he was tugging me out of Viktor’s hold and throwing me on his back.

      I landed with an oomph, and Viktor landed more gracefully on his back before Loki was darting away.

      "Wait! We're fucking running?" I screamed and looked back, only to curse. "SHIT! AVALANCHE!"

      "Get off the mountain!" Viktor ordered through the pack bond. "Avalanche!"

      Loki was running at full speed again as the rush of snow fought to consume us. Viktor hooked an arm around my waist to steady me as Loki moved at triple the speed than when he was running away from the mutant creatures.

      "How are you running so quickly now?" I asked as if Viktor could answer.

      "He's using the charge of magic vibrating through you," Viktor replied. "The activated bond is still establishing because you just came back to life."

      He must have had a point because I was beginning to feel the connection taking shape, but the adrenaline to survive was pumping magic through my veins.

      "Problem!" Saint's voice boomed through our minds.

      What?!

      "That avalanche is going to wipe out the town here. There was no warning. They can't evacuate."

      Where's the town?!

      "You're approaching it! We see you!" Jayce stressed, and there was my Forbidden Pack with Aurelia.

      Even at the distance, I could see the immense relief in her dazzling aura, but the dread that filled her face only confirmed we were going to be in big shit in a matter of seconds if we didn't figure out how to stop this.

      "Loki! Stop just at the group of people there!" I encouraged and looked over my shoulder to Viktor. "Can we stop it with magic?"

      He looked at me, our closeness briefly taking his attention to my lips before he answered my question. "You're charged enough, but you're going to feel like shit after."

      "Saving a town of innocent people in the middle of the night and feeling like shit after is good enough. Aurelia can fix me up by morning, and maybe we'll even get to go to the Pack House in the morning and kick Felicia's butt!"

      "You really don't like breaks, do you?"

      "I'll enjoy breaks when I'm dead!" I declared, and he only frowned. "C'mon. It fit perfectly there."

      "My mom would have loved you," he muttered, and I couldn't help kisssing him for a second before I whispered, "She did, and said if you try to stop my fierceness, she'll smack you."

      Loki swiftly turned as he came to a dramatic top, pulling us out of our brief moment before I was moving right off of the massive wolf - completely forgetting the drop had to be a good eight feet.

      "Oh fuck!"

      Neo surprisingly caught me, and I grinned at his judgemental frown before I gave him a kiss. "You can be mad at me later," I assured him as he lowered me down. "Aurelia!"

      "Bitch, I know you have something up your sleeve, but no way can you stop that shit."

      "Why not?" I asked in haste and slipped right out of Neo's hold to grab and pull her forward.

      Loki howled long and loud as if to make the sound into a siren to wake the people of the approaching threat. We'd outrun the threat by a solid minute, but no way would anyone be able to escape when the town was surely full of humans.

      "There's some weird magic to it! It's made to destroy and won't stop unless it gets blood! Magic can maybe delay it, but even with us together, it won't work!"

      "Blood." The simple word had me smiling. "NEO!"

      My mate was surprisingly behind me, and from the look on his face, he knew what had to be done. "How much blood?" he asked.

      "A lot," Aurelia stressed.

      "Not a problem," he replied. "Let's begin."

      Aurelia nodded and ran forward as she summoned her wand and began to speak in Latin. I was going to run forward too, but Neo hooked an arm around me and pulled me right back against him.

      "Neo?" I hissed, and he forced my head back with a hand around my neck and kissed me all in one smooth movement.

      "Frighten me again, Sweetness, and I'll make sure you're never out of my sight again," he literally growled against my lips.

      "Aww. If we weren't about to be killed by an avalanche, I'd be so turned on right now."

      I could hear Viktor groaning, while Dimitris sighed, Saint laughed, and I could assume Jayce was just shaking his head.

      "I can't even be mad," Onyx muttered.

      Neo let go of me, and we ran to meet Aurelia.

      "Willow! Far right. Neo, in the middle. Conjure enough blood that the snow will look pink!" she ordered and specifically looked at me. "The spell is Le Re Bloodanda. It's the shortened form of the spell and will work fast, but it's draining as fuck, so be prepared to feel like shit!"

      "Got it!" I declared and the three of us raised our hands up while I felt the others were further behind.

      "Do we have a plan B?" Jayce inquired.

      "Nope," Aurelia announced. "We fail, we're all dying."

      "I feel like there should be a plan B," Milo muttered.

      "I agree, but I don't think one plans for a magical avalanche to kill them," Saint acknowledged.

      "Brace for it," Dimitris ordered, and silence followed to give us the moment to focus.

      "Now!" Aurelia announced and the two of us screamed, "LE RE BLOODANDA!"

      The surge of magic that escaped me was overwhelming, but I stood my ground as I gritted my teeth and forced the new energy to push outward toward the approaching threat.

      Neo's eyes were closed while he began to take calming breaths, and suddenly he was pushing his hands outward - the action shooting out silhouettes of wolves.

      Blood silhouettes of wolves.

      They burst out of the palms of his hands, two at a time, which multiplied into eight the moment they hit the ground. They raced forward as their howls multiplied and multiplied, the sound so loud, it made the ground shake, just like the approaching wave of snow.

      When it finally crashed into our protective shield, Aurelia and I gasped at the impact because it felt like it was colliding into our intestines. We both held our ground, and I surprisingly felt Loki behind me in his wolf form.

      His forehead was pressing against my back as if to give me stability as I continued to stand my ground. I couldn't help but take a peek at Aurelia, and there was Onyx in his wolf form doing the same.

      Aurelia noticed my gaze and nodded to me, her encouragement only fueling more energy through me as we began to funnel more magic into the spelled wall. Neo's blood wolves were crashing into the piled mass that was growing taller against our magic wall, but the snow tower was beginning to shift from white to pink.

      I couldn't tell how long we kept going, my body beginning to shake with exhaustion. Even Neo was struggling, his breaths beginning to grow uneven, and both eyes wide open to extend his power.

      If we stopped now, the wall would evaporate, and the tower of blood snow would be tall and wide enough to take us all out with one tilting fall.

      I was losing hope until Loki suddenly howled an odd sound. I thought he was in pain, but then I sensed a sudden presence.

      Then a wall of flames crashed into the snow from above.

      We all gasped and looked up to see the rain of flames that came down upon the thirty-foot wave of snow, the intensity of the temperature enough to melt the snow upon impact. Within seconds, our threat was now boiling hot water, and that was when Milo rushed forward past us and lifted his hands.

      "I call upon the realms of my people! The power of our great Divine! Absorb this offering of water and purify it to become chilled ice to rain upon these lands that are threatened by tainted loss! ESHNA VE ME RU!"

      His spell work was beyond different, but that was when I sensed the flood of fae energy oozing out of him like a running faucet, the pool of boiling water only bubbling more until it began to evaporate into steam and lift upward into the sky.

      We watched in amazement as the water lessened, the smoke growing bigger and spreading outward into the sky until the ground was left with debris while the sky was covered in a cloud of grey.

      Then it began to snow.

      "Pink...snowflakes?" I whispered in awe and even though I was tired as fuck, I couldn't help but walk forward to where the snow was raining down, just to catch some in my grasp.

      I didn't know why it amazed me so much, but the sight made me smile as I looked down at the very pink snowflakes piling in my grasp - their pink crystallized bodies slowly melting due to the intense heat of my hands.

      Milo sighed as he sat right back into the snow.

      "I haven't used magic like that in ages," he commented. "Exhilarating, but fuck. I'm out of shape."

      I couldn't help but look over my shoulder at him, checking out his clearly muscled body.

      "Out of shape my ass," I huffed. He smirked in return as his eyes softened.

      "Glad to see you survived, Willow. Death really doesn't suit you."

      His words only reminded me of what we'd just overcome, and I noticed the rest of my pack were watching me with relief.

      Minus two wolves.

      The growl from my left alerted me that Loki had followed me, while the growl to my right only confirmed Onyx was now next to me.

      The two of them were clearly growling at one another.

      "Oh, c'mon," I groaned as my shoulders sank. "Do we really have to deal with you two growling at one another right now?"

      "WOOF!" Onyx replied and only moved closer with his sharp teeth showing. Loki growled in return, inching closer as the two were clearly going to duke it out.

      "So...who's the bigger wolf?" Aurelia asked as she was still catching her breath. "Cause sorry to say it, but he has a higher affinity than Onyx."

      "It's Loki," I announced and lifted my hands to push their snouts away from my face. "Onyx's brother."

      "Bro what now?" Aurelia gasped in horror. "We’ve already got to deal with that bulky mass and now he has a brother?!"

      "Intriguingly enough," I replied and began to get pissed when they tried to get closer - again.

      "Stop behaving like growling fools and sit!"

      They whimpered and immediately sat down.

      "I'm a little thankful Willow isn't an Alpha yet. She'd tame us pretty good," Jayce noted.

      "But can you imagine that aggression in bed though?" Saint offered.

      "I don't want to," Dimitris dryly declared.

      "Ya, but if it was William, you-AH!" Saint sang but flinched and ran to hug Neo, who was mid-yawn.

      "Neo! Dimitris is planning my murder."

      "Good," Neo casually replied. "Now move so I can hug my mate and take a nap."

      "That's all you care about when you're tired," Saint muttered but let go of him to walk over to Milo. "Need a hand, Milo?"

      "Hmm?" The fae wolf in question leaned his head back to look at Saint. "Sure."

      Neo reached me and didn't delay in pulling me into a hug. I relaxed in his hold as he quietly whispered, "You just have to save everyone, hmm?"

      "Well, not really," I quietly admitted as I hugged him a bit tighter. "But it felt very important to save Loki and now look. Onyx has a brother, even though he has his cock in a knot about it."

      "Woof!" Onyx huffed and nudged my side.

      I pulled out of the hug to see the two of them were still sitting obediently.

      "Who's older?" Neo pondered as he looked at the two of them.

      "I think Loki?" I suggested and looked at him before Onyx. "You two can switch back."

      They both got up and shook out their coats before they shifted back.

      "You don't realize when you use your Alpha power on us, now do you?" Neo pointed out.

      "Uh...I'm working on it," I noted.

      "Ya right," Dimitris muttered, and I noticed he was standing behind Neo with the others. The poor guy looked like he'd literally been hit by a truck with how tired he was, but it didn't stop me from slipping out of Neo's hold and moving to hug him.

      He didn't even stiffen at my touch - his arms wrapping around me as he held me tightly.

      "You really should just be an Alpha, you know," he quietly stated in my mind. It was a conversation between us, but I wanted him to know I wasn't ready.

      As much as I'd love to officially be a Wolf Alpha, Dimitris, I'm nowhere near ready. I don't know...how you do it, but sorry for stressing you out. For being impatient...and dying...and whatever else I probably did.

      I pulled back to see his slight smile as he reached out to brush his thumb along my cheek while his eyes were taking in my extremely short hair. The way his lips pouted made me giggle.

      "You don't like it."

      "No," he admitted. "But I can get used to it. Makes you look like a tomboy."

      "Doesn't that make you happ-" He actually stopped me with his lips, and I was positive everyone was frozen in shock by his sudden kiss – and the fact he was kissing me, female Willow, instead of male William.

      "Don't get kidnapped again," he muttered with an annoyed scowl.

      I gasped in exasperation. "Oh, right. It's my fault for minding my own business and getting kidnapped by…" I paused just to point to Loki, "him!"

      Loki didn't even look ashamed. It was our chance to look at him and Onyx and see the striking similarities.

      "Damn," Saint commented. "You two sure you're not twins or something?"

      "No," Loki announced with a smug grin. "I'm two years older."

      Onyx didn't even seem pleased by that as his face told me he was plotting this man's murder.

      "Onyx," I drawled out his name. "No murdering your requited sibling."

      "So, you want to explain to me what that is?" Onyx questioned directly to Loki - pointing at his left hand.

      Loki's smile only grew as he purposely lifted his hand up to display the very obvious bond mark. "Well, little brother, from my detailed observation, I'd assume it's a bond mark."

      "You did not bond with my Sugar," Onyx snarled.

      Loki only shrugged as his grin showed his marvelous white teeth.

      "Well, she's ours now," Loki said in delight. "And I like the nickname Sweets better."

      "They're going to kill each other," Aurelia concluded.

      "If it makes them shut up, maybe it won't be too bad," I offered and they both stared at me, but then it seemed as if they were looking beyond us. "What?"

      The soft sound of clapping drew our attention to behind us, and we realized the path toward the town was filled with people.

      They all began to clap, one by one, until the town was filled with clapping sounds and cheering. The others moved to stand near and behind me, while Dimitris stood to my left side. Viktor had managed to stand to my right side.

      I knew none of these individuals, but I knew right away they weren't humans at all.

      They're wolves.

      "The Vile Queen thought she was doing us harm, but little did she know we had the upper hand all this while."

      My eyes widened as a woman walked out of the crowd. Her blazing hair resembled the burning force of flames as she revealed herself. She wore a white combat outfit with bright red boots, but I knew right away who it was.

      "Ruby," I whispered, and her smile grew to a brilliant one as she bobbed her head.

      "Hey, sis! Didn't think I'd get to see you until the fashion show but looks like fate had other plans."

      "Other plans," I whispered as she nodded, and her face grew serious.

      "Bow for the grand entrance of the queen!" she announced, and the thick crowd parted into two lines before everyone kneeled down and bowed their heads, revealing a woman on a massive wolf.

      The wave of power alone could be felt from this distance, and by the time she reached where Ruby stood, everyone but me was on their knees in complete submission.

      I should have fallen to my knees, but I was far too shocked at the sight of the woman on the large red wolf with orange eyes.

      She easily disembarked from the creature as if it surely wasn't at least ten feet tall, and landed on the ground with so much grace, I almost thought she floated. She didn't miss a beat as she walked up to me, and I lifted my head to look up at the 6'7" woman with shoulder-length hair that was perfectly styled in curls.

      The brilliant crown sitting upon her head with pink jewels glittered with power, but it was those eyes of hers that resembled Bria's. My wolf was at the wall of the surface as we both watched in amazement.

      "After awakening your wolf, gathering the Endangered Seven, and unlocking the official position to the High Court, I'm finally allowed to see my Rebel Princess again," she whispered with a melodic voice that had the power to move mountains.

      My eyes flooded with tears as she reached out to press her hand against my cheek.

      "Mom," I whispered, and she nodded.

      "You've completed your task, Willow, but it's time for the world to acknowledge that what was once outcasted is about to take on a new role. A position of power that no one will be able to steal from you. Not even my evil best friend, the Vile Queen."

      

      
        
        Wolf Endangered, I managed to gather seven individuals while fatefully bonding to an eighth of intense magic, but the world believes me to be an outcast - a being they could shove, punch, kick, and destroy again and again.

      

      

      
        
        They're unaware of the power I now carry, the chair that has been chosen for me, and the crown that's about to be placed upon my head.

      

      

      
        
        Wolf Outcasted shall let them believe I'm lost, but they'll soon realize that I've found my rightful home, and it will only be a matter of time before all our enemies reap what they wholeheartedly sowed.

      

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED.

      

      

      
        
        To find out what happens next, don’t forget to pre-order WOLF OUTCASTED here:

        https://smarturl.it/WOLFOUTCASTED

        (to release 8th October 2021).
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        Did You Enjoy Wolf Endangered?

      

        

      
        Please feel free to leave a review on AMAZON and preorder the next book (WOLF OUTCASTED) if this book was worth the read!

      

        

      
        It helps me, Avery, know that you enjoyed this book and pushes me to work on this series as a priority. The best way to stay up to date with anything regarding Willow’s Forbidden Pack, is through my social media platforms!
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        Avery Song & Avery Stone Reader Group

      

      

      
        
        Now turn the page for a Sneak Peek of WOLF REJECTED - Aurelia’s Pack of Misfits! - Avery S.
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        ~Aurelia’s Pack of Misfits~

        https://smarturl.it/WolfRejectedB1
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        S.O.S.

        Psychotic wolf hybrid witch on the loose.

        I repeat.

        Aurelia Clementine is about to make this new pack of fame, fortune, and dominating lust beg for salvation at the hand of her trusty bitch!

        Or fist? Same shit.

         

        I, Aurelia Delianna Clementine used to have all my screw intact as the strongest and sole hybrid of the Clementine family. With magic that could destroy NYC with a snap of my fingers, it was a good thing my inner mini-wolf had more sanity than me, especially after I lost a chunk of myself when I was rejected by my best friend.

         

        One incident that was nothing but a blur of past memories, destroyed a future I envisioned for us, but it was now a lost fragment as I was now living my best life with my bestie CEO, Willow De Luca, and her stalker "not my boyfriend" Onyx Charm.

         

        When two new packs enter NYC, I take it upon myself to have some fun with the group of unique shifters that fall into the category of misfit toys, but what I didn't expect was to meet him again.

         

        Ace Ezra Maximus.

        My once best friend - or should I say my destined mate who rejected me?

         

        In a world of darkness and threatened lineages of power, I'll have to prove to him, and his dangerous pack that I'm not the helpless hybrid he abandoned way back then.

        I may be crazy, high on happy pills, and talk to myself from time to time, but he was about to face the consequences of breaking a Clementine.

         

        They’ll all enjoy a taste of betrayal.

         

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: The Ultimate Betrayal

          

        

      

    

    
      "AURELIA!!!"

       

      My body went flying back, the impact of the charging attack far too much for my little body that was now consumed in pain. Crippling, mind-shattering pain made a scream escape my raw throat.

      The shrill sound didn't sound human. My ringing ears couldn't decipher exactly if that was even from me as I continued to soar through the air.

      The world of darkness, trees, and magic was all fading away - my teary eyes beginning to blur as they took in the last sight of the serene starry sky as lights of teal green and purples danced while the twinkling of the stars seemed to grow brighter and brighter.

      Every bit of sensation began to fade from my body as a cold numbness took its place. I went from blazing hot from the inside out to frigid cold like a snowy oasis.

      To inhale felt like sharp needles now layered my lungs, piercing deeper with every breath, and remaining in their place as I exhaled. The agony was nothing as I prepared for impact, knowing that seconds from now, my pain would only heighten.

      My physical pain was the least of my problems. It was nothing like the emotional agony I carried in the depths of my broken heart. The beating organ of my emotions and the love I carried for the people was Shattered.

      Tonight was the ultimate betrayal.

      Someone I cared about and trusted broke that very commitment, and to me, that was the biggest level of dishonesty, no matter my age or level of innocence. The strike of a blade from one of my own had not only cut through the strings of my hopes and dreams but pierced my heart that banged against my burning chest.

      I tried to remember what had caused me to react. What had triggered and riled every strand of emotional distress that beat through my mind, body, and soul, and ignited the magic force inside me to seek revenge for a nine-year-old?

      The anger I've kept for years had let loose this very moment, and somehow landed me floating through the air like a feather slowly descending to the ground.

      I knew that was a mere illusion in my sluggish mind, and it only took seconds for that broken mind to catch up to the approaching reality. The impact felt like my body had become a bunch of rocks, and upon hitting the ground things cracked and left me completely frozen while all that was left were muffled screams and ringing.

      "Aurelia! Aurelia! What did you do?! Why did you do that?! Lia?! Lia?! Don't...this...Aurelia? Rel...Aur...Lia!"

      The closest voice had to be the loudest, but in my world of cold numbness, it was barely cutting through the ringing sound. They were calling my name, attempting to reach me in this state between consciousness and unconsciousness, but I couldn't respond.

      I can't move...am I breathing? Where's Mom and Dad? They're going to be angry. Where's Ace? Wasn't he here? We were playing. He let me do the magic trick with the black strings...we...we were going to get married, weren't we? We told someone. Who did we tell?

      "What...on here?!"

      "Aurelia?!"

      "Who...this to our child!"

      "It...Ace!"

      "What? No! It wasn't me! SHE did it!"

      "He...only lies!"

      "You did this! Why are you acting like you're innocent!"

      "Take him away!"

      "No! I...let go! I'd never hurt Aurelia! I'm...innocent! Help Aurelia! Don't let her die!"

      "Hurry! To the medical house."

      "Code Blue!"

      "My daughter!"

      "Help!"

      "AU...LIA!"

      Everything was fading away, including my consciousness, but I was afraid to be alone. This world was too dark, and I was afraid of that very darkness, just like this whole world of stillness.

      The muted voices were all gone now and though my slight senses could catch onto the flowing warmth that fought to reach me, it struggled to get past the wall of numbness.

      It'll never reach my heart on time.

      I suddenly was overwhelmed with sadness and fear - the sadness my own, but the fear of the unknown and approaching punishment wasn't mine. It felt familiar yet foreign, and it was as though those emotions were connected by a thread on the side of the world I was slipping away from.

      I was drifting downward, like I'd fallen into a river and could no longer swim up to the surface. I needed help to move - to breathe - but who would save me now? Who would possibly be my savior.

      When I reached the bottom of the drifting waters, I was once again surrounded by darkness, but screams and outcries cut through from all directions - voices of anger, power, and fright striking through my walls of protection.

      I was standing now as my hands covered my ears and I tried to scream. It was silent while the rest of the room grew louder and louder. I screamed for it to stop. For the pain and shrill voices of commanding force to leave me be.

      I wanted to be free from all the pressure to be perfect, the orders to make my parents proud, the endless rules, the lonely world, the agony of wanting to be loved by one person around me and not be adored with fake smiles and friendships.

      I had found a real friend. A person I could see myself being happy with. He gave the sweetest smiles, and though he wasn't a witch, he fit the other side of me.

      He completed me.

      Now, I wasn't so sure. All I felt now was emptiness, and that feeling was absolutely terrifying. The strings of magic that I've gotten so used to feeling since my creation were gone now, and that only added to the boiling fear of hopelessness.

      I was slipping away to this world of endless screaming, and as they argued about all my flaws, a single voice cut through it all.

      "AURELIA!"

      I thought it was a single individual, but the tone of the voice had a doubled effect. It was amplified like two individuals spoke as one, but it was then that I was able to open my squeezed eyes.

      The darkness was still around me, but I noticed the two threads of strings that glowed with solemn tranquility; one of a teal green nature, while the other was gold. The colors were the only thing that brought some sort of peace in my state of desolation, as I took in their thin appearance that wrapped around my wrists, they directed me to a path before me.

      I was hesitant at first, but the strings continued to glow and gave me enough courage to walk forward. The further I walked, the quieter the rest of the world became, and as I got closer to a tiny speck of light, the warmth began to grow - starting from my heart and spreading outward.

      Each step brought encouragement, and though the wounds from the pain I'd endured still lingered, I suddenly held hope.

      No matter the pile of stressors of this world, regardless of the disappointment my failure instilled in those around me, these two strings led me to light. They guided me to a path of warmth, love, and opportunity.

      I no longer feared the unknown or the consequences that brought me into this predicament. All I cared for was reaching the end of this long tunnel.

      To reach the end and find out who held these two strings.

      As I approached, the light grew brighter and brighter, until my eyes couldn't remain open any longer. It didn't matter anymore then, because the streams of light barely dimmed with my lids closed.

      My attention was focused on the two silhouettes that seemed to blend with the light - the strings that wrapped around my wrists leading to those two figures that stood there with burning auras.

      The one the left was where the teal string led to, while the right figure was engulfed in gold and that was where the golden string ended. I knew this was the path I had to decide upon; to determine which string would be cut while the other was preserved in its perfect nature.

      Perfection.

      Wasn't that the very reason I landed in this predicament? Because I broke all the rules, and didn't live up to the expectations of the Coven and the council that leads our magic union? It's not like I ever belonged. I was different and only accepted by my name alone.

      That's what led to my rebellion. That's what made me wish to do something I'd always wished to try, and that's what landed me here - at the fork in the road of light that demanded me to choose yet again.

      Choices. I hate choices. Why do I always have to choose?

      It didn't matter where I was - whether it be among the world of light or the realms of darkness. I was always forced into making a decision and now I was tired of it all. Only days until I'd be ten years old, and I was damn tired of having been every witch’s puppet.

      No more decisions. No...fuck choosing sides!

      I had the energy then to tug on the strings, and instead of snapping both of them, I willed for them to both come my way. If I couldn't decide on what to cut, I'd simply tug them both to my side, and together, we'd make our own path.

      We'd be the source of rebellion - a group of misfits who no longer played by the rules.

      I'd do all of this while maintaining the power they feared the most.

      Maintaining the magic force that continues to make the Coven tremble at the idea of anyone else having my unique abilities.

      The glowing figures moved to my sides, and when I opened my eyes, I noticed their glowing hands in mine before their intense spheres bored into mine as they acknowledged what I'd done.

      I awaited their anger; expecting my rule-breaking tendencies to deliver me the consequences I wholeheartedly deserved, but nothing happened. Instead, the warmth that hugged my hand began to spread, and suddenly, the world around me began to seep with color. The darkness was accented with gold and teal; the sky beginning to blend with both tranquil colors as the full moon took over the sky.

      Lowering my gaze only revealed a new world, and the two strings on my wrists now moved to wrap around my biceps while symbols of magic formed along my flesh, leaving me to stand in a field of roses that mimicked the very color of the symbolic strings.

      "Where am I?" I squeaked the question and was shocked at my own voice. I stood there in nothing but a black dress while my white strands lifted upward due to the wind that passed me.

      The aroma of the roses tingled my nostrils, but what worried me was how peaceful this place was. A place I'd never seen or heard of before somehow brought me more peace than the very place of my birth.

      No rules, no expectations to destroy. Just me, nature, and the full moon.

      "You've had a harsh upbringing my half-child."

      Half child...

      I should have lifted my head up to where the booming, yet calming voice came from, but I couldn't help hanging my head in shame.

      My hybrid qualities would never leave me behind, no matter how much I prayed to be normal or accepted. It hurt to think of how disgusted I was with my own being, and yet it was the society I lived in that justified my way of thinking.

      Justified my worth...or in my special case...worthlessness.

      My family name was what kept me alive. My magic was what forced the Coven to put up with my wittiness, and the mystery behind what my wolf would be was what kept me close to the Pack House and the alliances they carried.

      Other than that, I'm a hindrance in all areas of life.

      "Lift your head, Aurelia."

      "Am I even worthy to be here?" I lifted my head after asking the question, surprised by how big the full moon was now as it took up the majority of the sky. To view its beauty up close suddenly brought tears to my eyes as I lowered to my knees and looked upward as an idea of the identity of the voice flooded my mind.

      "Mother Moon?" my voice trembled, not out of fear but nervousness at the idea of the sacred being in the sky being in my presence. For as long as I could remember, Father spoke of our savior, Mother Moon.

      She was the spiritual essence that protected wolf shifters, the being that shielded us from the evil of the lands and guided us along our journey on the surface of life.

      With her blessings, there would come a time you'd find a mate compatible with you, and her continued guidance would deliver you to the moment when you can fulfill your destiny.

      She was at the level of what many would call a god - an elemental master of her own element that peaked at the strike of midnight. Even as a hybrid, her presence and importance were just as vital in the wolf realms as they were with the witches, for many spells required to be done at the peak hours of the night, when the walls between the norm and spiritual realms thinned tremendously.

      "No matter the blood that runs through your veins, nor the magic that inks itself along your flesh. You are a part of my children, Aurelia, no matter half or whole. You are worthy to stand within these lands of the In-Between, but you must not delay, for time is ticking away."

      "Time is ticking," I wondered to myself. "The land of the In-Between? Is that where I am?"

      "Yes, Aurelia," she replied. "The land between life and death."

      "I...died?" I was in shock at the possibilities, and even when I tried to remember what brought me here, it was impossible. My mind was blank like a sheet of white paper, and nothing was bringing back the memories of the past I'd currently forgotten.

      "Do not worry, half-child, for the strings of hope and fate have tied themselves to you," Mother Moon assured me.

      I looked to my biceps then, noticing the strings that were still wrapped in place and glowing with vibrancy like the flowers all around me.

      "Mother Moon? Can I go back?"

      "You can," she admitted. "But the task ahead will be a long, lonely one."

      "Long and lonely?" I pondered, wishing she'd bless me with more information.

      "Some have betrayed you, and such actions will cost you a lot of heartaches. Not just you, but those who will be tied to you as well. The path I had written for you has been tampered with, and thus another reason why I've brought you here."

      The winds picked up, which made my hair blow wildly as the petals of blue and gold lifted in the sky and danced all around me. That was when my eyes grew wide as I watched my white strands begin to glow like the illumination of the moon, each strand beginning to shift into a transition that left me gasping at the beauty of the color change unfolding before my eyes.

      My white strands were now two tones - the roots of my hair now teal blue, and slowly shifting to an extraordinary gold. It was the most unique color style I'd ever witnessed, one that only extremely powerful witches and shifters carried.

      It was far different than those who carried pure white strands during their ultimate stages of absolute power - a gift many people assumed I carried simply because I'd inherited my mother's powerful hair genes.

      "I've gifted you with the power I rarely give to my children. You will need it to protect yourself from what those of enviousness have set out for you."

      "Why...why do people hate me, Mother Moon?" I genuinely asked. "I did nothing wrong," I voiced the obvious. I could imagine this spiritual woman smiling as the soft giggle that echoed through the sky gave me a bit of hope and invited more peace to thrum through me.

      "Aurelia. You are a blessed child. One born of a very powerful Alpha and an extremely gifted witch. Your birth was a controversy in the lands of power, but the being who blessed your birth prayed that I'd always have a hand in your protection. I'm fulfilling that very promise, but I'm also protecting you from those who never have good intentions for any hybrid children," she explained. "You've done nothing wrong, and it's not my place to tell you exactly what you did right to lead you to this place, but what I will do is secure the bonds that you've now created."

      "Bonds?" I instinctively looked to the strings as my hair finally finished its transformation as the breeze calmed. My long strands fell to the sides of my face, and I couldn't help admire their phenomenal beauty.

      "Those who wish to prevent your future uprising have only worsened their consequences, for the challenges ahead of you will change your innocent views of this world, Aurelia."

      "They...will?"

      "Sadly, my half-child," she clearly pitied me, but I didn't understand what there was to be sad about if I wasn't dead yet. "The path ahead of you will be filled with trials and troubling tasks, Aurelia. You will be hated by many, excluded by your own, and feel like nothing but an outcast. Such trials will wish to push you off the edge of sanity, but the strings that wrap around your arms will keep you grounded. They will do their duty to ensure you get through the trials ahead. This doesn't mean you won't be wounded or scared in the process, but no matter the marks of agony and heartache that are drawn upon your raw heart, strive forward, and remember that you are blessed by both sides of your unique spectrum. You are loved by me, Mother Moon, and by the Goddess of Magic and Creation who wishes for nothing but your victory."

      My body began to fade then - starting from the toes and beginning to move up my foot. I didn't freak out at first, but I was more saddened at the idea I'd most likely never experience this again.

      "Mother Moon...will I ever see you again?"

      "One day, Aurelia. A long way from now. When that time comes, it will again be brief, and your mind will be on something far more important than me."

      "More important than you, Mother Moon?" I couldn't grasp that, which seemed to amuse her as she laughed.

      "A challenging path will brings those who will come to aid you in this difficult path called life. Do not fall for those who smile but such emotions don't twinkle in their eyes. Be with those who don't hide their anger and frustration. With individuals who have dark pasts, but remain loyal to those they rank as high as family. Your magic will always tell you who is friend and foe, and if one shows you all the signs, do not react but create the perfect web to catch them in their own deceitful plans."

      Half my body was gone now and I could hear the echoing of voices calling my name.

      "You must return now, my half-child, but do not fear the darkness. Walk boldly through the valleys of deceit, hate, and enviousness, for I have laid upon you a veil of protection, and those bonded to you will never leave you alone to tackle the journey on your own."

      "What...if I feel like a misfit, Mother Moon?" It was the last thing on my mind as tears pooled in my eyes. "Is it okay to be an outcast?"

      "It's better to be the only one in the room with brilliant hair such as yours than to be a commoner of hate that only wears black," she reasoned. "It's okay to be a misfit, my half-child, for misfits are the individuals the world overlooks, and it may not seem like it now, but that's the best advantage you'll carry on this new path. Embrace your uniqueness. Stand tall to be a rarity amongst your kind, and I vow, you will not be disappointed at the end of this race. You will be loved in your own unique way, and surrounded by those who will never want you any other way."

      My hands and head were the last pieces of myself that were beginning their fading transition. I had to rush to say my final words, afraid my voice would be gone seconds later.

      "Thank you, Mother Moon. I'll let Father know of this! I love you! Please protect me...and those...I love," I struggled to finish as my consciousness began to drift like my fading body, but I caught onto her humble words as my being faded into twinkling fragments.

      "Farewell, Aurelia. You will rise to your position and fulfill the destiny I've chosen for you. No matter the obstacles, you will be the light within the darkness."

      When my consciousness returned, something brushed my cheek, but it was sharp and brought a worrisome prick to my heart. I forced my eyes open, no matter the shooting pain that ran through the rest of my body.

      I numbed it all for a glimpse of who was next to my bed, but I was left in confusion at those cold teal eyes that glared back at me.

      The room was full of darkness, only the glimpse of a stream of light that came from the window to my right was what aided my sight to confirm who stood there in the small room.

      "Ace."

      That was the name I'd given him, the one we'd done the ceremony with, and he even vowed to keep instead of his real name that he disliked with a passion.

      He stared at me with voided eyes, and I took in the cuts and bruises all over his flesh. He had to be beaten, but there was a sense of brokenness he carried that made my heart speed with worry.

      It was that look I'd only seen twice in my life prior to this moment, and it was the look that showed up on those who were exiled from the pack. It clicked in my mind then, and I lifted my hand up as a stream of my blood rolled down the cheek where I'd been sliced.

      I looked to his hands and saw no blade, but my worry wasn't about the stinging pain I was feeling, but the look of desolation that reflected in those teal eyes that were always filled with light.

      "Ace...what..." I was trying to speak but it felt impossible. My throat was dry and hurt, just like the rest of my body, but I needed answers.

      Why was he beaten? Why did he look this way? Where were we? What happened?

      "I hate you."

      Those three words somehow did more damage than the aching pain that crept through my body. It was enough to ignite tears - the very emotion I've always struggled to portray to even him.

      "Protecting you is the reason why I'm an outcast," he whispered as his own eyes filled with tears. He began to step away from the bed - step by step as the shadows began to shield him from my sight.

      "I'll never love you. Never see you as mine. You're the reason for all of this, yet I'm the bad guy. All because I loved you," he whispered bitterly. "Not anymore. I can't let myself anymore, or I'll perish. My wolf will perish. We'll both perish."

      He moved further away, his words holding a haunting quality that made me wonder if this was real or a nightmare. I lifted my hand up to him, my heart begging for me to do something - anything - to stop him from leaving me.

      From abandoning me.

      "Don't...go," I choked, as tears left my eyes and rolled down my cheeks.

      It stung further as the salt of my very tears spread on the new wound, but it only reminded me of this unraveling ending - an end to our relationship that just seemed to start. We'd been friends all this while. He was my only friend while the rest treated me like dirt. If he left me, I'd be alone again, and that was probably the most frightening thing out of all of this.

      A lonely existence.

      He paused as the tiny stream of light reflected his face as his tears fell. He didn't want to do this. I knew that in my gut, but something was forcing him to, and I needed those answers.

      "Ace," I whispered. "Tell...me."

      "Never," he whispered and gave me the saddest smile. "Until I'm proven innocent, I can't say anything more."

      He moved away into the shadows, but his final words drifted to me.

      "I reject you, Aurelia Clementine. May Mother Moon never bring us back together. Or…I’ll kill you."

      I was confused by what he meant, and I wished to move, but I flinched in pain. Clenching my other hand made me realize I was holding something in the palm of my hand.

      Glancing down, my eyes widened as I stared at the special item that Ace cherished. It was his mother's heirloom, a symbolic pendant on a rope necklace. The circular piece held a design that meant something in a certain language, but what always caught my attention was the gemstone that pointed downward from the spiraling piece.

      It was once of clear quartz, but now it was soaked in blood that made it red. It now made sense to what had pricked me, but why? What did it mean?

      This was his most precious thing, and yet he gave it to me before telling me he hated me. Where was he going to leave such a valuable heirloom behind when it was created to protect him?

      There were so many questions, and yet a wave of dizziness hit me like a whip, but I had to fight it off. I tried to get out of bed, clenching the piece in my hand, and praying for my magic to protect it with every beat of life in my heart.

      The silent vow clicked in place, the tingling sensation of magic rushing to the palm of my hand to do what I asked. I only lasted three steps before I fell to my knees, feeling drained, and in so much pain I wanted to scream.

      Instead, I cried - my silent tears morphing to heavy sobs until someone was bound to hear me.

      It didn't matter who entered the room as I cried my heart out, for I'd somehow lost my best friend and had no clue how or why. What hurt the most was that he hated me, and I may never find out why.

      Why would my best friend reject me?

      It left me feeling bitter and angry, but as much as I wished to let out the rage that burned inside me, my body just couldn't keep up anymore. All of this sudden change was too much for me, and I didn't fight the arms of darkness that embraced me.

      Mother Moon warned me that my path will be a lonely one...but just how painful will this journey get in the land of wolves and magic? 
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