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Another flaming piece of tree flew past Ceva’s wings, almost singeing her feathers. Now she was pissed. They were trying to knock her out of the sky. The sun was setting, and she’d been at this since sunup. Where are they all coming from? 

The sky was aflame with the yellows and deep oranges of the sunset. Adding to the display were the fireballs being slung into the sky by large catapults. Old technology but effective nonetheless.

Ceva had been given the task of ferreting out the remaining bands of ogres scattered throughout King Leonidas’s kingdom, which was a great deal of area to cover. She dodged another fireball and dove at the first beast she saw. 

They were large creatures filled with hate and rage. They had small heads that sat on top of overly large necks and shoulders. Their long, muscular arms caused their knuckles to drag on the ground, and weapons filled each hand. Thick fur covered them from their short, stubby legs to their chests. They stood at over eight feet tall. And, at the moment, their singular focus was destroying the small town they’d surrounded.

By all rights, there shouldn’t have been this many ogres left after the war they had started, and the packs had ended long ago. For some unknown reason, groups of them had been appearing along the countryside, attacking and destroying every small town they came upon. Ceva hadn’t been able to uncover who was responsible for their renewed numbers. She’d already dealt with the dark wizard who had sent them to attack the Omegas at their yearly celebration, but obviously, someone else was pulling the ogres’ strings now.

Ceva landed and began slicing her way through the creatures, her swords flying as fast as she could swing them as she moved. No matter how much damage the ogres received, they kept coming unless you cut off their heads. 

Wave after wave of wolf shifters arrived, and she fought side by side with them. She spun on her left leg and kicked one particularly hairy ogre in his stomach, causing the creature to lean forward, making it easier for her to finish him by relieving him of his head. A second and third ogre took his place and ended up on the ground with the first. Her primary purpose was to push them back away from the town and the innocent people who lived there. The town had already sent out many shifted wolves to fight, but mostly untrained, they were no match for the beasts. Several lives were lost, with many more wolves injured. Ceva swore that, as long as she took breath, the creatures wouldn’t reach the small farming town.

She heard a familiar howl long before she saw the wolves coming up over the rise and ramming into the line of ogres to the East. In the lead was a large, dark gray wolf with green eyes. He moved with precision, darting in and out of the fray, always one step ahead of attack until an opening appeared, and he did away with yet another ogre. He was breathtaking to watch, his gray coat reflecting the oranges from the sunset. There was only one wolf that could hold this white witch’s attention.

Lothar.

The sight of him caused Ceva’s heart to race and every nerve ending to come to life, simultaneously exhilarating and dangerous emotions colliding in her heart. She couldn’t afford to be distracted from her mission, and he was one hell of a distraction.

As if to prove that point, a particularly large ogre came up behind Ceva and grabbed her around the waist, squeezing her like a tube of toothpaste. With a precise blow to the ogre’s other arm, the appendage fell to the ground. The creature lifted her high into the air, readying to crush her against the hard ground. 

Ceva extended her sharp and powerful wings and easily sliced through the beast’s neck. Its demise sent her to the ground, followed by the ogre’s headless body. Landing on the grass of the clearing wasn’t so bad, but having the five-hundred-pound oaf fall on top of her was another matter entirely. She was pinned and about to free herself when Lothar appeared in his human form and rolled the beast off her.

Of course, he was naked because he’d shifted. Nudity among shifters was commonplace, and generally people didn’t even raise an eyebrow. But seeing Lothar in all his naked, muscled glory made her pulse race, her mouth dry out, and she felt a little dizzy. She’d been in the presence of shifters for as far back as she could remember—considering she was immortal, that was a long time—and never once did she have this type of reaction. 

She was woman enough to admit she wanted Lothar, but with another war looming, if anything were to happen, it would have to wait.

“What were you thinking? You know better than to lose your concentration during a battle.

You could have gotten yourself killed,” Lothar yelled, bringing forth a whole new emotion. 

Anger.

“Back off, Wolfie. I’ve been at this since dawn,” Ceva growled. “And what the hell are you

doing here?”

“King Leonidas sent us to help you in your mission, and I volunteered to lead the team,” Lothar said while scanning the battlefield.

“Of course you did. Just couldn’t stay away, huh?” She winked and stood on wobbly legs. It had been a long day of constant fighting; she needed it to be over soon, or she was going down either way.

She was in the process of dusting herself off when another ogre came from the right. Ceva went on guard, raising her sword as Lothar shifted into his wolf. They had guns, but that only slowed the creatures down and pissed them off. Lothar went on the offensive and attacked, sinking his impressive teeth in the side of the beast’s neck as Ceva buried her sword to the hilt in its bulging belly. The ogre ripped Lothar from his neck and threw him all the way across the clearing. While its attention was still on Lothar, she leapt in the air and easily removed its head before landing and spreading her wings wide. She dug her fingers into the earth and began an incantation. As a white witch, she had a lot of weapons in her arsenal and would use them to their advantage. She’d gained a few abilities from her near-death experience a few months ago, and she intended to break them out. The only drawback: it was going to leave her weakened. But at this point, she didn’t care. Too many wolves had been hurt or killed already.

With one last look at Lothar’s breathing but still figure, her heart sank. She crouched lower, dug her fingers farther into the dirt, and continued chanting. The sounds of fighting drifted away as she molded the earth to do her bidding. The ground underneath each ogre began to tremble and shift. Ceva pushed more power into her incantation and felt it spike as the ground opened under each ogre and became quicksand, sucking each one down until only the wolves remained. Ceva felt her powers waning and went to her hands and knees to draw breath into her shaking body.

“Swear to the heavens, you’re going to be the death of me, Ceva,” Lothar growled as he knelt beside her. “You will surely give me a heart attack before this is over.”

“Wouldn’t want to interrupt your rambling,” she moaned, “but do you think you can help me stand?” Ceva retracted her wings, absorbing them back into her body through the slits in her shirt.

“I can do better than that.” He lifted her from the ground and held her to his muscled chest.

Don’t get used to this. No distractions, remember?

“My savior,” she joked. “You just wanted to get your hands on me.”

“Savior, damn right.” She noted he didn’t respond to her other comment. “How long will you be here?” She half hoped it was for a while.

“Until the job is done, we’re at your disposal,” Lothar replied. “Then we can go back to our pack.”

“Lucky me.” Ceva laughed. “Try not to get yourself killed.” Please be safe.

“You know you want me here,” he whispered into her ear, his warm breath sending shivers throughout her body. Instead of answering, she crossed her arms, making him smile wider.

The rest of Lothar’s team gathered around them, a few men still in their wolf form as a defensive measure in case more creatures appeared. Lothar walked toward the town, Ceva still in his arms. All the while, she knew his naked body was rubbing his scent all over her, as if marking his territory.

Townspeople came out of their hiding spots and houses to greet them, and several were scanning the area, fear still strong in their eyes. Twilight softly illuminated the area, and Ceva could feel her strength returning. Within a few hours, she’d be back to full fighting power and would not need Lothar to carry her. Pity.

“Blessed be they’re gone. Thank you, White Witch, for saving our town,” an elderly woman cried before she was gathered into the arms of the man beside her. She was visibly shaking from the experience.

“I must share this victory with your brave people who fought beside us. Without them, the town may have been lost,” Ceva answered the woman as the group carried on toward what remained of the town. “When will your Alpha be returning?” The area’s Alpha had been away when the attack occurred.

“Alpha Reume will be arriving within the hour,” the older woman answered.

“If we could impose on you and your town,” Lothar asked gently, “we need a place to rest and recuperate for the evening.”

“Of course, of course. You and your team are more than welcome to join us as long as you need,” the woman replied.

“Thank you,” Ceva responded groggily. 

Exhaustion was setting in. Another side effect of using a large amount of power: her body conserved energy by putting her to sleep. When she woke, she’d be back to full strength. Typically, she wouldn’t allow herself to fall asleep in public, but the sway of Lothar’s steps and the heat from his body were calming her to the point where she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

“Joseph, please take a few men and return to our vehicles on the side road and bring them into town,” Lothar ordered. 

Joseph, a young warrior, and four other men shifted and went back into the woods. Lothar was the warrior captain of the Black Ridge Wolf Pack, and he excelled at his job. He taught and led a team of highly trained men and women to protect the pack lands and its wolves.

It was becoming increasingly difficult for Ceva to concentrate on the activity going on around her. The spell must have taken more out of me than I originally thought. She allowed the darkness to take her, confident she was safe in his arms.
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LOTHAR KNEW THE MOMENT Ceva’s body relaxed into sleep and felt honored, she believed herself safe enough to rest in his arms. No matter how much she teased and joked, he knew she felt something for him, and he couldn’t understand why she chose not to make their relationship more real. But he wasn’t known as a stubborn wolf for no reason. He knew what he wanted, and that person was sleeping in his arms. From her long black hair, golden eyes, and small fangs, to her kind soul and courageous heart, she was spectacular, and all wrapped up in a black leather package.

So he would make the first move.

Months ago, she’d been so close to death in the fight to save a group of Omegas, it hammered home just how much Ceva meant to him. It had taken the entire group of Omegas combining their powers to save her life. Omegas were born with many different powers, ranging from healing to control of the weather, and they typically mated with Alphas, and the Omega had the choice of who to mate with, Alpha or not.

As they reached the town, Lothar noticed several triage areas set up in the park in the town square. Shifters could take a great deal of damage, but they still could be killed, evidenced by the covered bodies lining the far wall. Family and friends gathered around, crying and paying their respects. There must have been at least a dozen poor souls who gave their lives protecting their home today. Senseless deaths caused by beasts that shouldn’t even exist any longer after their defeat all those years ago. If any had survived, they’d gone into hiding, never to be heard from again until now. Why are they rallying their forces now? Better yet, how do they even have forces to rally? Could there be another war?

Ceva squirmed in Lothar’s arms, as if sensing his troubled thoughts. “Easy, beautiful, all is well.” She calmed, just as he expected. She may hide her true feelings when she was awake, but in sleep she couldn’t restrain them. She cared for him, and he knew it. It had been several months since his Alpha, Aldric Forst, found his Omega, Princess Helena. That was how Lothar had first met Ceva, who was Helena’s godmother, and had moved to the Black Ridge Wolf Pack with her goddaughter, along with a few other Omegas whose homes had been destroyed by the ogres. The minute he’d seen her, Lothar had thought Ceva was stunning. When she began hitting on him, he was shocked and intrigued.

The five SUVs they had been traveling in pulled up to the square. He and his team gathered their clothing and got dressed. It may have been the fastest he’d ever dressed. Lothar didn’t like anyone else holding Ceva. The moment he’d pulled his shirt over his head, he took her back from Joseph and went in search of a safe place for her to rest. He would leave warriors to watch over her while he led the others and helped the town clean up.

The older woman who had spoken with them earlier seemed to be the spokesperson for the town, so he approached her first. “Excuse me, ma’am.”

The woman turned. “You may call me Phanuk.”

“If I may, Phanuk.” Lothar bowed. “Do you have a place where Ceva may rest?”

“Of course, my home is only a few steps away. She may have my bed. We were fortunate to have your team and a powerful white witch to protect our town,” Phanuk replied.

“Thank you.” Lothar turned. “Joseph, you and Rowl will stand guard until I return.” He chose those two because they were his most trusted. If he was forced to leave Ceva, he’d make damn sure she was safe.

“Yes, Lothar.” He didn’t need to explain the seriousness of guarding Ceva to his men; they already knew.

Lothar and the two men followed Phanuk to a modest home just off the town square. The two-story house was yellow with white trim. Each pillar on the front porch was covered in intricate filigree. Ceva was resting comfortably in his arms, and he wished he could remain with her until she woke, but he needed to lead his men and help the town put things to rights after the attack.

They entered through the side door into a bright, airy kitchen before turning left to walk up the stairs. Phanuk led them to the bedroom door, and his warriors took up position in the hallway. Phanuk turned down the comforter, smiled at Lothar then left. He laid Ceva on the queen-size bed, careful not to wake her. He removed her combat boots and covered her with a soft, pastel blue duvet. Gently, he kissed her on her forehead before he left the room. She’d probably electrocute him if he tried kissing her when she was awake.
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CEVA WOKE IN A STRANGER’S bed. Never a good thing. Her last memory was of being held in Lothar’s arms. He must have dropped me here, but where is here? He wouldn’t have just left me unguarded, would he? Quickly, she stood and put on her boots. It was dark outside, and she wondered what time it was. After washing up, she went in search of the owner of the house in which she was sleeping.

When she opened the bedroom door, Ceva found two warriors standing on guard in the hallway. Well, at least the wolf didn’t just chuck me inside someone’s house without protection. 

“Hello, Joseph, Rowl. I see you are stuck with guard duty, but you’re free to go find something to eat. I’m sure it’s well past supper.”

“Thank you, Ceva,” they said in unison, and then the three followed their noses to the kitchen.

Ceva took note of all the pictures on the wall; families, portraits, and lots of children’s images smiled back at her. This was a loving home where people liked to gather. Would she ever have a home and children? Could she take that chance? Was it worth the risk? She was staying with the Black Ridge wolves, but that was to protect Princess Helena. It wasn’t really Ceva’s home. This place felt comfortable and loved. She may be a badass witch, but what she saw here was what she truly wanted someday—a home where she was loved. She could hear voices coming from down the hall, which must be the kitchen. Sure enough, a large country kitchen opened before her, packed with men and women. Silence fell the moment she entered. She hated when that happened. Lothar was at the table seated beside a beautiful blonde woman who was touching his arm.

A large man stepped forward. Ceva assumed he must be Alpha Reume. Even though the roads were becoming unsafe, apparently he’d made it back in one piece.

“White Witch Ceva, I am Alpha Reume, and I owe you a debt that I can’t possibly repay. You saved the town and our people.” She could see sincerity shining out of his dark brown eyes; he loved his pack.

“I’m sorry some were lost, Alpha Reume. If I could change one thing, it is that. It was a senseless loss.” Ogres were not supposed to have these kinds of numbers or be a threat to anyone. No lives should have been sacrificed.

“Yes, we will mourn the loss. They died protecting their home and families. We will honor them all,” Alpha Reume said, not trying to hide his sadness.

Ceva noticed the blonde woman pouring Lothar another glass of something, which she assumed was beer, and resting her hand a little bit longer on his arm. This should be fun. Ceva watched him squirm under the other woman’s attention.

“They shouldn’t have had to sacrifice their lives. The ogres shouldn’t have the numbers to attack anyone, but they do, and we need to hunt down whoever is behind this madness,” Ceva explained.

“We’ve contacted the neighboring towns. They should be prepared,” the Alpha confirmed.

Reume led Ceva to a chair at the other end of the table from Lothar, giving her a perfect view of him and his new lady friend. He looked up at her and she smiled sweetly but said nothing. The blonde looked over to see who Lothar was looking at and scowled. Ceva smiled even wider.

“We’ve heard reports that there are bands of them to the north,” Reume stated.

“Yes, we’ve lost a few towns so far. The King’s military is doing its best to keep them contained, but the beasts seem to be appearing out of the woods without warning,” Ceva informed the group. “I must find the person responsible for this, and it has to be soon before we lose anyone else.”

“We wish you safety in your travels,” Alpha Reume stated before raising his glass to Ceva and toasting her. “Godspeed to Ceva and her team.”

The room broke out into a cheer that left her ears ringing. Everyone went back to talking amongst themselves, and Ceva was brought a plate of steak, roasted potatoes, and corn, and she dug in. Sustenance was key; she knew she needed to stay at the top of her game if she was to complete her mission. She might be immortal, but she needed food to stay healthy, and no one needed a run-down white witch, especially now.

Ceva looked toward the end of the table again and saw the blonde bringing a plate of food over for Lothar. Although he seemed panicked, he hadn’t moved away from the young woman, and for some reason that bothered Ceva. Surely, he would have set the blonde straight if he didn't want the attention, right? Maybe he did like it and Ceva was reading the situation wrong.

Whichever it was, Ceva was suddenly tired of the show and needed to be up in the sky to clear her thoughts. “Thank you for your hospitality for myself and my team. I plan to take a little flight around the area to ensure nothing else is coming our way.”

“That would be appreciated. My people have been searching the woods but have found nothing as of yet. The extra assurance will do the pack good,” the Alpha said. 

Ceva stood, then walked outside, stretched her wings, and tried to forget about the blonde pawing Lothar. But first, she had one last thing to do.

She headed back inside and asked, “Whose house and bed did I sleep in, Alpha?” 

“This is my mother’s house. Her name is Phanuk,” he replied.

Ceva scanned the room to where he pointed. She remembered the woman from the clearing after the battle. She found her at the stove stirring a giant pot of something that smelled like garlic, onion, and tomato.

She walked the few feet to Phanuk’s side. “Ma’am, I am told that you gave me your bed to rest in.”

Phanuk turned, her eyes wide. “Yes. My bed is the softest in the house, and you needed to recuperate after risking your life for us.”

“Thank you. For seeing to my comfort, please accept this gift.” Ceva took one of Phanuk’s hands and placed her own over the top. She released her wings but kept them close to her sides as the room was too crowded for that. Ceva began an incantation and could feel her hand warming. Phanuk gasped but didn’t pull her hand away while Ceva finished the spell. When she lifted her hand, a tiny crystal orchid lay in Phanuk’s palm.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

Ceva smiled. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness. I am fully rested and at full strength again.” Then she turned to leave the house, only to see the blonde almost sitting in Lothar’s lap. That was it, no more Miss Good Witch. 

No, no, no. Calm down, witch. It wouldn’t be good to maim someone in Phanuk’s home.

Ceva continued past the kitchen table, out the patio doors, and onto the back deck. The night was clear, with a warm breeze coming in from the south. She stepped down into the yard and unfurled her wings.

Ceva knew it was ironic for a white witch to have black wings and hair, but there was a dark witch who looked like a high school cheerleader with blonde hair and blue eyes who’d eat your organs while you watched. Clearly, outward appearance meant nothing. It all came down to what was inside. Though Ceva believed this, she knew there was another more serious reason for her black wings, a reason that would remain her own.

Out of nowhere she thought, maybe he likes blondes. She shook her head. It was none of her business. He was free to do whatever or whoever he wanted. That thought alone made her sick. Well, she is beautiful, and she is a wolf. Oh, and let’s not forget her double Ds. Ceva looked down at her Bs and frowned. Sure, she could create a spell that attracted men like wolves to a barbeque, but why bother? It wouldn’t be real, and she wanted real.

“Where are you going?” Lothar’s voice echoed through the backyard.

Ceva turned and said, “I’m going to do a little recon to see if we have any stragglers kicking around.”

“And leave me with Miss Handsy? Oh, hell no. I’m coming.” Ceva had taken Lothar flying once before and could easily hold him with her enhanced strength.

“You didn’t seem all that worried when she was climbing all over you, Wolfie,” Ceva snapped. “And you must’ve been too distracted to check in on me when I was at death’s door, so I think you’re good to stay right where you are.”

“She wasn’t climbing all over me. I was trying to be polite. And I checked on you repeatedly.” Lothar’s eyes lit up; he blinked, then blinked again before a sly smirk crept over his face. “You’re jealous.”

“You wish. I could have any man I want. Why would I worry about what or who you do?” 

“You’re jealous. Admit it. You gotta know there’s nothing there. The girl just took one look at me and never left my side. At first, I thought she was scared because of the ogre attack, but when her hands started wandering, I realized she had an agenda,” Lothar explained.

“I’m not jealous, Wolfie. And if you want to go flying, it’s best you remember who and what I am because it’s a long way down.”

He smiled wide like he’d won some great prize. She spread her wings and motioned him to come over. “Last chance, fly with me or go back to Miss Handsy.”

“You. It will always be you,” Lothar stated with conviction.

Her heart skipped a beat, but she didn’t let on that his declaration meant the world to her. She knew he was joking because he was being stalked by blondie, yet Ceva clung to his statement with all her heart.

“Okay, let’s go before she tracks you down out here.”

Lothar walked over to Ceva and gently rubbed her cheek. “A little steak sauce.”

She couldn’t move. His hand was still on her cheek, and she was frozen to the spot, looking up into his moss-green eyes. His shaggy blond hair glowed in the moonlight, and all she wanted to do was touch it. Considering she’d never fought her impulses before, she went ahead and ran her fingers through his silky strands, earning her a happy growl.

“Let’s go, Wolfie.”

He turned around and she wrapped her arms around his, hooking him to her before she took to the sky. With Lothar’s powerful shoulders and arms, she didn’t worry if he could keep himself secured to her. And she would make sure he would remain right up against her; she would never drop him.

Lothar whooped and hollered as they soared through the sky. She remembered how much he’d enjoyed their last flight and added a few fancy aerial maneuvers for fun. It lightened her heart to hear him laughing.

“This is amazing,” he roared, and she was thrilled she was able to share this part of her life with him. She’d never flown with anyone unless it was absolutely necessary, but this was for enjoyment. She found herself doing many things she’d never usually do because of Lothar.

They flew for miles, scanning the ground for any sign of trouble, thankfully finding none. They flew over the other wolf search parties and landed to check in with them, but they had found no signs of trouble either. It seemed as though the ogres had somehow disappeared from sight.

Earlier Ceva had flown over a stunning waterfall to the east of the town and now circled back to it. The falls were breathtaking with the moonlight turning the mist into an ethereal fog. She landed then let go of Lothar. The air was alive as the water splashed into the small pond, the moon reflecting off its surface, adding to its magical quality. She wondered if there were any tiny sprites around playing in the moonlight and mist. They came out at night and enjoyed playing tricks on passersby.
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