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      As the third oldest daughter, Cretia is ready for her ascension. Like her two sisters before her, she knows that she’ll meet her true mate, but isn’t sure what to expect.

      Until he shows up in all his naked glory shortly after the ceremony and blows her expectations to smithereens. He’s everything she never knew she wanted, yet all she’s ever going to need.

      When he comes face-to-face with the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen, Darius instinctively knows she’s his. As a shifter, he’s not exactly sure how it’s all going to work; he just knows that Mother Nature never makes mistakes.

      Now ensconced in the rather eclectic family he’s found himself a part of, he is learning that much is expected of the chosen ones and apparently, he’s a big part of it all.

      However, someone from his past isn’t thrilled with the fact he’s now mated. He was supposed to be hers and she will stop at nothing to make that happen.

      With the ongoing issues they’re having with Isadora and her dark machinations, can Darius and Cretia overcome this threat to their burgeoning happiness? Or will his past cause irreparable damage.
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        CRETIA

      

      

      Ascension: The day all women and men who belong to a coven count the days down for.

      Me, I’ve both dreaded and looked forward to my day. As I stand in the middle of this circle, filled with my family, my mind drifts as words are ceremoniously chanted. I should be paying attention to what all’s being said, but I’ve been here twice before with Alyza and Rowan and know by heart what Amaro is saying and what my family is parroting behind him.

      Wind begins to swirl around me as my breath is stolen from my lungs. I can feel the fire burning into a state of inferno behind me as the fire pit flames to life.

      I’m in a beautiful ceremonial gown that fits me to perfection. It was magically woven together in order to fit me to impeccability, simply put, it’s faultless. As the air around me picks up, my skirt lifts as my body leaves the ground and begins to float, as if I weigh no more than a feather being carried away through the breeze.

      My form begins to seize and release as the power of my ancestors is pushed into my tenement being.

      My veins burn as my eyes flutter, and a robust sum of energy flows through me.

      I feel it settle and find a final resting place within. When I come back to myself, the vitality of my newfound powers engulfs me, and I’ve never felt so damned invincible in all my life’s duration.

      “Cretia?” My mother calls out my name.

      There’s no worry laced behind her words, she’s full of nothing more nor anything less than enthusiasm and excitement.

      Three of the prophesied four have now ascended, which brings us so much closer to our foreseen battle. The one predicted by Magdelina before our births.

      Of course, no one in our family was prepared for the fact that it’d be one of our own we’d be facing off with.

      We believed there was an outside threat to our family, not from within.

      A betrayer of our bloodline.

      My own aunt.

      I know it’s broken my grandmother’s heart each time she has to train us, prepare us, to end Dora’s existence.

      “I’m good,” I announce as I continue to lie on my back and look up to the darkening sky resting above me, coated in shining stars and a reddish moon.

      “Can you get up?” Alyza pries as she leans over the top of me with a bright smile encompassing her face.

      “I can,” I admit, giving her a thumbs up as I hold my arms up above me, awaiting her gracious assistance.

      Even if I feel invincible, I still have weakened limbs from the evening's event. My inner self is battling my battered body’s weakness. I do not like to feel or appear as inferior to anybody, including my sisters. It makes my heart palpitate and has me fumbling with vulnerability.

      I hear Rowan chuckle and shoot her an unladylike finger that causes my grandmother to chuff in shocked disbelief. Looking over my shoulder at her as Alyza lifts me up, I see a small smirk as she works hard to hide it from us all. She’s not as repulsed as she wants us to believe she is.

      “You girls, so full of playful mischief,” Grandmother chides.

      “We’ve learned all we know from the master herself,” Willow teases as our grandmother shoots us a chastising look followed by a click of her tongue. I’ve never worked so hard to hide the smile that is daring to break free.

      “I hear company, a stranger approaching,” Rowan sings, and I begin to freak out.

      Immediately upon us being gifted with our powers from Gaia, our mates make a grand, sudden appearance. Am I ready for this? I knew it would happen, yet I find myself ready to run away and hide from him until my mind has processed this new adventure life has tossed my way.

      We get no choice, no chance to develop our new strengths before another hurdle is placed in our path.

      Dear Gaia, don’t let him be a demon or a vampire; our family can only handle one of those breeds within the folds.

      Christian and Demetri have been a welcomed addition to us, but they are trying at times, and I don’t believe I could handle such a diversity in my life.

      Ascension is like a tornado. It rips through your life with no forgiveness but can possibly gift you with a new lease on life, leaving debris in its wake.

      Yes, I’m comparing my impending mate to a damned tornado.

      
        
        DARIUS

      

      

      One minute, I was out and about, running with my pack, and the next minute, I was magically removed and settled in a meadow that’s unfamiliar to my wolf.

      A howl escapes me as I call out to the others, needing to know if I was the only one stolen from our lands or if others followed. An angry growl escapes me as my canines are fiercely displayed, and I scan my surroundings for a foreign enemy.

      A bright glowing light appears as a feminine shape forms within it. It dawns on me that this is Mother Nature, a goddess to all shifted kinds. Still in wolf form, I lower myself to my paws and begin to crawl on my belly, submitting to her as I cautiously make my way to her.

      “My child, do not fear your new surroundings. You will find your true love, your intended mate here,” she professes. And like a siren calling out to a sailor, I’m enamored by her and am intently, yet cautiously, listening to every word she speaks. I know how important her message is—a mate is a precious gem that we all dream about throughout our young life. “She is not of your kind, but will be very important in your life. Together, you will be an intricate part of saving supernaturals and humans alike. Do not fear what she is, she will enhance you as you keep her on track. She is prophesied to save us all, along with her three sisters. This is an important task I have gifted you with, Darius. Be good, kind and patient with her. She will test you. You must adhere and act with dignity and pride.”

      She reaches down and scratches behind my ear, and a purr of contentment involuntarily escapes my throat. Her touch is like forbidden fruit, something you shouldn’t expect to be treated with, but are unable to resist when presented with it.

      I nod my head and let out a soft growl, letting her know I understand, and vow that I will bring honor to my mate and will irrevocably have pride for my chosen one.

      I will never hide her.

      I will help in any way I can.

      I will be patient and help contribute to my future mate and her foreseen path, the mate, the woman Gaia has graciously bestowed upon me.

      “Be well, Darius. You will find what you seek on the other side of this hill,” she indicates as she points toward the east of the meadow.

      As quickly as she appeared, she disappears. It takes me a moment to gather my thoughts before I trot off the way she directed.

      My wolf and I are one entity. Mythical beliefs of our kind are that there are two entities fighting, dueling, for the rights of one mind and soul. That couldn’t be further from the truth. There are no conversations with another in my head. We are one Darius, whether I’m a wolf or a man. My thoughts and feelings are my own. I shake my head as I contemplate what that’d be like to experience. It would drive me mad if I had to explain what I’m doing and argue with another about my wants and desires.

      It doesn’t take long before I breach the hill and find a meadow where it looks as if a ceremony has just commenced.

      Mate.

      The word echoes in my mind as I catch a scent that calls to me like no other ever has. My eyes scan the surrounding area as my nose stretches, seeking out that perfumed balm that draws me.

      Then, I zone in on one female in particular. She’s in the middle of the others. I notice her eyes widen in shocked surprise as her chest heaves in anticipation and our eyes simultaneously lock onto one another's.

      Recognition.

      She knows I’m her future, as she is mine.

      Time to go make our mate’s acquaintance.
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        CRETIA

      

      

      As the wolf begins to prowl his way toward me, I can’t help but admire his pelt. He’s a mixture of different shades of gray with some black intertwined within his fur. He’s a beautiful creature from afar. I can’t wait to see him up close and personal.

      “A wolf, a very intoxicatingly beautiful wolf,” Rowan admires.

      “That he is.” I concur with her sentiment about my mate.

      “A shifter. We now have a demon, a vampire, and a wolf shifter. What’s next?” Willow wonders as she begins to get lost in thoughts of what this could mean for her potential mate.

      “Gaia gives us individually what we need,” Agnes supplies, as she sends a sly wink in my direction. “I hear shifters have phenomenal stamina.”

      “Agnes!” Grandmother snaps. “That is not an image her mother nor I need an eye-full of.”

      “Delilah, we need to find you a boy-toy to loosen you up some,” Agnes teases Grandmother to which a shocked gasp escapes her. “Lighten up, Delilah. You’re old but you’re not dead.”

      “I declare, Agnes. I have no clue how Amaro deals with you on a daily basis,” Grandmother chides as she sends a ‘help me’ look over to Agnes’ counterpart.

      “Agnes dear,” Amaro says, while coming over to rescue Grandmother from Agnes’ relentless teasing. “We should all part ways now and allow these new mates to make one’s acquaintances.”

      “Yes, we should do as Amaro advises,” Grandmother spits out, as she begins to gather my siblings and parents much to their noises of complaint. “Go now, girls. You can meet your new brother-to-be when Cretia is ready. We’ll have some tea brewing when you’re ready, Cretia.” With that, she ushers my family away as my mate closes in where I stand.

      As soon as he is within hearing range, I speak, “Hello, my new mate, my name is Cretia.” I kneel to his level to where I appear less threatening to his wolf. As his paws dig into the earth’s bedded dirt, and he closes in on me, his bright bluish-gray eyes mesmerize me. “My, you are a pretty one, aren’t you?”

      Magic shifts and swirls around him as a man stands where once stood a beastly wolf. A very naked man, one who has my eyes widening in unadulterated shock, and it’s a bewildering surprise when I see how well-endowed he is.

      Down there.

      Everywhere.

      His body is hard, toned, tanned and his lower region packs a mighty punch. He steps toward me, and there’s no embarrassment on his behalf for the lack of clothing coating his body’s luxurious frame.

      “Hello, Cretia. My name is Darius. Mother Nature led me to you. I am your mate, as you are mine,” he vows as he bends on a knee before me, lowering his head and clamping his closed fist to his chest.

      “Please rise, Darius.” The thought of him on his knee before me makes me feel uneasy.

      Mates should never bow down to one another.

      He stands and I hide my eyes beneath my palm. “I’m going to put some clothes on you before taking you and introducing you to my family. Okay?”

      “As you wish, Cretia.” His voice is husky as he says this to me. It causes a shiver to race up and down my spine and goosebumps to raise on my skin. I put a pair of ripped jeans on his lower half, a tight T-shirt on his torso, and add a pair of boots to his feet.

      “Socks?” he chuckles as he requests this.

      “Fuck, s-sorry, forgot.” I stammer the words out in unison. I can only imagine how uncomfortable his feet are in the leather and laces without a cushion to keep blisters from forming.

      “Yes, much better,” he provides as I feel a hand sweep my hair back and away from my pinkened face. “You’re so very beautiful, Cretia. Mother Nature blessed me when she gifted you to me.”

      “Thank you,” I hum out, happy that my mate is appreciative of how I look. “You’re not too hard on the eyes, yourself,” I breathlessly supply.

      “May I?” he asks, holding his hand out for me to take.

      “You may,” I answer with a tinge of shyness laced in my words.

      As soon as our skin touches, a zing of awareness zaps its way through me. I may have just met Darius in person, but it feels as if I’ve known him for a lifetime.

      That’s the magical equation of attraction when it pertains to mates who have a magical individual in it. An instantaneous connection ensues upon meeting one another.

      “Wow,” Darius professes as his eyes meet mine.

      “Wow, indeed,” I mimic his word back to him.

      
        
        DARIUS

      

      

      Cretia is one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever encountered.

      When I envisioned my mate as a young pup, a witch never was in the realm of possibilities as far as a life partner was concerned. But I couldn’t be happier than I am with whom Mother Nature chose for me.

      Gaia, as the witches refer to calling her as, is not only all-powerful, she’s also a matchmaker and is someone paranormals all are thankful for having in our lives. She’s the matriarch of our kind, always thinking ahead and preparing us from youth for a future filled with triumphs that override our downfalls.

      “So,” Cretia interrupts my inner musings, “my family is a bit… unique is the word I suppose I’m looking for.”

      “How’s that?” I request, curiosity encompassing me of who my family, my in-laws will be.

      We continue walking as she chews on her bottom lip, worrying about how to break this news to me.

      “My brothers-in-law are a bit different from the rest of us,” comes out as a murmur, unintelligible with her lip still buried in her teeth.

      I reach up with my free hand and remove her lip from where it was held hostage.

      “There, now I’ll be able to understand you. Your brothers-in-law?” I probe for her to continue.

      “Alyza, my eldest sister is mated to Christian, he’s a demon.”

      “He’s a what?” I ask, wondering if I truly heard her correctly. “A demon?”

      “Yesss.” She drags out the word.

      “I’ve never met a demon before,” I inform her as my brain wonders if all I’ve heard about their kind is correct.

      “He’s nothing like any of the books I’ve read on demons that reflect them as being hostile and ruthless. Get to know him before judging him for what he is.” She sounds protective of him, which means he’s special and a person I need to try to get along with.

      “You said brothers-in-law, plural, do you have another, Cretia?”

      “Um… yeah, I do. Demetri is a vampire. He’s mated to my sister who’s between Alyza and myself.”

      “A demon and a vampire, sounds like the beginning line to a very bad joke,” I tease Cretia. “Have they ever walked into a bar with one another?”

      She ambiently chuckles before answering, “No, they haven’t. But they’ve given me a beautiful niece and a strong nephew.”

      “Do tell,” I encourage her, wanting to keep her talking.

      The sound of her voice is like a melodic lyric being sung through the breeze. It gives me a sense of belonging and the feeling of finally coming home.

      “Luna is Christian and Alyza’s daughter. She’s smart, growing like a weed, and already has shown signs of becoming a strong witch. She even has shown some signs of demonic powers a time or two. But she’s never taken on a demonic form. We’re not even sure if that’s something that’s possible.”

      “And your nephew?”

      “Drake, he’s Rowan and Demetri’s boy. He also is showing signs of being a hybrid witch and vampire. I know it sounds crazy and is next to impossible, but I swear it’s true. It’s just a waiting game at this point. Will they, won’t they? And if they do, how do we protect them from those who’d want to use their statuses for themselves?”

      “That sounds intriguing. You must tell me more,” I insist, now wanting to know every crumb of information about this interwoven family of mine. I’m dismissing the hybrid comment, from all I’ve read it’s not going to happen. I think they’re all seeing what they want to and interpreting it as them having dual capabilities.

      “Drake not only drinks from Rowan’s breasts, but he also requires a small amount of blood each day,” she states with a twinkle in her eye. She’s very proud and I can feel how much these children mean to her. “We’ll have to continue this conversation later,” she tells me as she points at the cabin-style home that we’re walking up to.

      “I look forward to many conversations in our future,” I implore, while giving her hand a gentle yet firm squeeze.
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        CRETIA

      

      

      As soon as our feet cross the family’s house’s threshold, several sets of beady and curious eyes turn in our direction. The sensations of excitement overwhelm me, and I’m acutely aware my family is waiting for appropriate introductions.

      “Everyone, this is Darius, my mate and a fierce wolf,” I proudly announce. “Darius, this is my family.” I start off with my parents, my grandmother and end with my sisters.

      Amaro and Agnes are included with the parentals.

      They may not share the same bloodline nor have the same genetic material makeup as the rest of us do, but they’ve been an intricate part of raising us four girls. They are just as important to me as Mom, Dad and Grandmother are.

      Darius smiles with each person he meets. When Christian and Demetri come up to him, I wait anxiously to see if he’s uneasy. When he shakes each one of their hands, they huddle close together. I’m sure they’re warning him of the craziness of us sisters.

      “Do you like the little blue people?” I hear Christian inquire of Darius.

      “Blue people?” Darius raises his brows as he wonders who these ‘people’ could be.

      Alyza, Rowan, Willow and I burst out into uncontrollable laughter as Demetri explains, “Christian has recently found his love of cartoons. It’s the Smurfs he speaks of. It’s his and Luna’s favorite.”

      “Oh, yes, those little blue people,” Darius begins. “I’ve always enjoyed watching them on the pride’s communal television.”

      “Then you shall join Demetri and myself when we congregate in front of the television with the children,” Christian declares as he seems to accept Darius into the fold just like that.

      “Call it a date,” Darius deems with a proud smirk plastered on his face.

      “No. We do not do the bro date thing.” Christian has a serious look on his face as he proclaims this. Demetri, on the other hand, bowls over in laughter, pointing a finger at Christian as tears stream down his face. “I do not understand why this is amusing to you, Demetri.” Christian scowls at his friend as he attempts to gain the knowledge of Demetri’s amusement.

      “It’s because I’m reminiscing and recalling forth the day when you looked up the definition of what a bro date consists of,” Demetri expresses as he once again collapses in on himself as he snickers like a damn schoolgirl.

      “I still don’t get it,” Christian professes as he slaps the palms of his hands down forcefully on his thighs. “This is preposterous.”

      As if Alyza senses that Christian is closing in on having a breakdown, she comes forth with Luna in her arms and passes her over to her father.

      Luna smiles brightly at her father as she reaches up and cups the apple of his cheek. “Papa!”

      “My sweet baby girl,” Christian coos, changing the dynamics of his demeanor dramatically.

      Darius swings his head in my direction with his eyebrows raised high enough that they nearly touch his hairline.

      “She’s his calming blanket,” I tell him.

      “Ah, makes sense. A child is a blessing to his or her father. Protective instincts take over as our love pours out.” Darius' words have me close to swooning.

      Do witches swoon?

      I never have. This is something I can add to the list of things I want to question my sisters on.

      “Tea is ready,” Grandmother calls out. We all congregate around the kitchen table as we drink the sustenance and get to know my mate.
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      Once we finish drinking and having a simple snack, we move into the sitting room to chat and relax. My mother begins telling Darius about what we’ve been up against regarding my aunt Dora. My cousins join us for this conversation and each one of them has a look of shame and sorrow marring their faces. I can’t help but feel sorry for them. They are good men and good witches. They want to exist with nothing but peace and harmony surrounding them.

      As is the way that all paranormal beings would prefer to live. Well, those of us who do not have evil running through our veins, that is. I mouth, You okay? to Seth, worried for him. He takes full responsibility for Dora, which is not his place. He is not her keeper, nor has he filled her head with the foolishness of her beliefs.

      Grandmother instilled good values in her daughters. No one is personally to blame for the path Dora chose.

      Seth nods his head at me before looking down at his daughter snuggled into his chest. Chastity is such a beautiful little thing. As a matter of fact, all the children born of our bloodline seem to have perfectly chiseled features. They could all be models for baby magazine covers or win first place in one of those baby pageant contests.

      This is not me being prejudiced in any way, it’s simply the truth. It’s as if magic touched them upon conception and only grew with them in the womb.

      
        
        DARIUS

      

      

      This family is diverse, and I find that I emphatically enjoy that.

      I can’t help but feel an instantaneous connection to each and every one of them. They are like a ray of sunshine, drawing you into their warmth. I can see myself easily fitting in amongst the varying dynamics.

      I sense that Christian is fiercely loyal yet protective. His demeanor throughout the day toward his mate has been one of deference, yet at times, I see bemusement cross his features whenever she says something he doesn’t fully grasp. I suspect he is what one would deem a literal thinker so the nuances of a joke or even a metaphor confuse his orderly world.
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