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IS FATE’S BOND STRONG enough to save their love?

For five long years, Tatiana Thunderfoot has longed for her fated mates, wishing she could complete the bond but feeling unworthy of their love; her cruel words had unintentionally sent their mother into a hunter’s crosshairs. 

Pressured by her family, she agrees to complete the bond with the four Romanian wolf-shifter brothers, but after making them wait so long, she fears that bond may no longer exist, and she’s unsure how to win their love again. 

Constantine, Dimitri, Andrei, and Dejan Lupescu have longed for their fated mate to return to them. No matter how many times they assured her their wicked mother’s death wasn’t her fault, she still hesitated. At their wits’ end, they can’t help the resentment that festers like a demon’s burn. 

When three powerful, angry demons try to take over their Romanian town, they realize they have much bigger problems, especially when the creatures set their sights on Tatiana. The brothers need to save their fated mate before they lose her forever. 
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Chapter One
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“SITRI, I’VE FINALLY made it back to you.” Balban’s wings sagged with relief as she wiped sweat off her brow.  She had been traversing hell’s pit for a year, looking for her lost lover. It hadn’t been easy. She’d had to bribe (mostly with sexual favors) and torture (also through sex) many demons, but all of that was behind her now. She was back with her lover, and that’s all that mattered. 

Sitri glared down at her from atop his perch, a nest made of skulls that overlooked the valley of fire below, where the wingless human souls languished. Though they were both succubi, he was not a full dragon demon, like her. He had leathery black wings, a barbed tail and horns, and the body and face of a human, a demon god with a physique that would rival any Grecian deity. A body meant for fucking.  

Beside him sat a pretty blonde soul, his human concubine, no doubt. The woman glared at Balban before turning up her nose. 

Balban bristled. What right did this bitch have to snub Balban, just because she was fortunate enough to secure a spot next to hell’s most powerful demon? Her good luck wouldn’t last much longer. Sitri would soon discard the human bitch, for no mortal could match Balban’s fucking skills. 

She surged forward and tripped over a molten rock, its heat singing the pads of her calloused paw. She bit her lip to hide the pain. “Yes, my love, it’s me, your favorite lover.” She flashed a smug smile at the human, pleased when her pale cheeks reddened. “How I have longed to be reunited with you.” She threw her arms wide, shaking her wings like a bird ruffling its feathers, though her feathers had been either burned or torn off long ago.  

Sitri crossed ebony arms over his broad chest, looking down at her like a human father about to scold his child. “We have not been lovers for a hundred years. You mean to tell me you pined for me all this time?”

“Yes, my love.” She inwardly cursed her cackling voice, which made her sound like a wounded bird. She missed living in human bodies. How would she be able to entice her lover in such an ugly dragon skin? 

He arched a thin brow, the lines on his shiny forehead more pronounced. “Then why didn’t you follow me?”

“W-what?” She pretended not to know what he was talking about, though she understood perfectly well. They’d made a pact they’d follow each other into the abyss should one of them be cast down, but after he was captured by the wolf gods, she’d turned tail and run. Not her proudest moment, but Balban had never claimed to be brave. 

He leaned forward, eyeing her with disdain. “When I was banished to hell by those shadow wolves, why didn’t you follow me down?”

“Surely you didn’t expect—”

“I did!” He roared. “We agreed.”

She jumped with a yelp when he threw a skull at her feet, shards of brittle bone scattering everywhere.  

“I planned to, my love, but first I had to take vengeance on the wolf gods who banished you.”  

With a grumble and a few curses, he sat back down. “They are not gods but cursed mortals who pretend to be gods in the afterlife. They are nothing more than shadows.”

Though this was the belief Sitri had always held, Balban thought differently. The wolf gods ruled their own realm in the afterlife, and they could freely travel from there to the mortal realm, not to mention they had the power to shift into wolves, and their alphas could turn into goliath furry demons the humans referred to as Sasquatches or Bigfoots. If they weren’t gods, then surely they relied on a powerful dark magic. But Balban wasn’t about to argue with her lover. She’d call them shadow wolves if that made him happy. Though she loved beatings, she would not risk falling out of favor.

She hung her head, leering at him from under her lashes. “Yes, Master.”  

Steepling his fingers, he looked at her with red eyes that glowed like hell’s fiery pit. “Well, did you?”

She blinked. “Did I what?”

His upper lip pulled back in a snarl. “Enact vengeance on my behalf?”

She froze at that. She’d spent the past hundred years searching out the wolves, trying to find their weakness. “I was so close. I captured one of their spawn, but I was caught and cast down by a witch wolf.” 

“A witch wolf?” He jumped to his feet, hands balled into fists. “It was a witch wolf who closed the portal and banished Katarina to hell.” He nodded to the pretty human. “I wonder if she was the same.”  

She wondered about the human’s story. She had to have been foul to be sent to hell. “Ebony skin, four protective Aryan mates.” 

The woman stumbled to her feet, howling as her eyes shifted to glowing silver orbs and her front teeth lengthened into sharp canines. She punched the air. “That human scum! Those are my mates!”

A wolf shifter in hell? Remarkable! 

Sitri flinched as if he’d been slapped. “But you care nothing for them now, Katarina, because you have a new lover.” He glared at the wolf named Katarina. 

“Of course,” she said, looking away. 

This bitch still cared for her mates. Good. Balban could use it against her. 

There was no mistaking the flash of heartache in Sitri’s eyes. Could her demon lover have fallen for this wolf shifter? She understood the allure, for the shifter race was one of mystery and ancient magic. She’d have to work extra hard to get him to forget the mongrel bitch.  

Sitri let out a low growl that made Balban ache with desire. “Tell us more of this witch wolf,” he demanded. 

“I have told you all I know,” she answered.  

Sitri gave her a long assessing look. He didn’t believe her. 

He took Katarina’s hand in his, his mistress hissing when blood welled around his talons as he dug them into her wrist. “I’m sorry our reunion will be cut short. You arrived as Katarina and I were about to resurface.”

He flashed the wolf bitch a fanged smile. She answered with a low growl, nuzzling his shoulder. 

It took all of her willpower not to jump into the nest and rip out Katarina’s heart, but she had more pressing concerns. “You found a way out? How?” She licked cracked lips with her forked tongue and rubbed her hands together. 

He shrugged indifferently. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you.” 

She fell to her knees, crying out when the scorching stones cut through her scales. “Take me with you.” She tried to position her paws in a begging pose, hating her useless demon appendages. 

The wolf bitch had the nerve to laugh, looking down her nose at her as if she carried the plague.  

“I’m sorry.” Sitri turned his gaze on the wolf, stroking her pale hair as if she was his pet. “Katarina doesn’t like to share her lovers.” 

“But I can help you take down the wolves.” 

He let out an indignant snort. “You’ve already failed to take them down.” 

Icy fear flowed through her veins. She couldn’t lose her lover and her one chance at escape.  I know their weakness, she projected to him through thought, a power, as far as she knew, only available to succubi demons.  The wolf bitch’s expression remained unchanged. Good. She couldn’t hear Balban.

Sitri’s eyes narrowed. They don’t have a weakness. 

So his lover hadn’t told him? Interesting. She still cared about the shifters, which meant she was only using Sitri to resurface. She’d probably try to kill him when she no longer had use for him. But they do, a powerful stone that prevents them from shifting. 

He turned a sharp look on Katarina, who blinked at him like an innocent lamb. She didn’t tell me of such a stone. 

She knows. Balban’s hiss seared the stagnant air between them. She’s hiding the truth from you. How do you think I was able to capture the shadow wolves’ spawn?

His brow furrowed. What is this stone?

“Why do you continually stare at that creature?” Katarina pouted. “Let us be off, Sitri.”

He raised a fist, twin halos expanding around his red orbs. “Silence!” 

She flinched and backed away.  

I will tell you after we surface, Balban answered.  

The halos around his eyes contracted, like twin black holes blotting out their suns. I could force it out of you. 

She laughed. She was winning! Good. I enjoy torture. 

Eyeing her coolly, he tapped his chin. Very well, I will take you with us, but if you are lying, you shall pay. 

And her? She nodded at the wolf bitch. What will you do to her when I prove she betrayed you?

A wide grin split his face. I will defile and slaughter every last wolf and make her watch. 

* * *
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THEIR JOURNEY THROUGH hell was not without peril. Demons of every shape and size tried to bring them down as they flew across the hostile landscape, dodging spouting geysers of fire and debris from above that pelted their wings. Balban seethed with jealousy when Sitri carried the wolf bitch like a mother cradling her child. It took hours for them to reach their destination. By then, Balban’s wings screamed in agony, but she didn’t dare complain. They stood on a cliff overlooking the pit, an ocean of endless fiery waves. The roar of the great inferno drowned out the cries of the damned as they climbed over one another in a futile attempt to escape, knocked back by winged demons and crushed by molten giants. 

Balban couldn’t be rid of this place soon enough. 

Sitri pulled a familiar crystal out of his pocket and held it in a tight grip.

Balban’s jaw dropped. “You found another crystal.” The last time they’d escaped the pit, he’d bribed a gatekeeper into using her crystal to free them. Actually, he’d cut off her hand and wouldn’t return it until she revealed the crystal and recited the spell to open the portal. Crystals weren’t easy to find, as they were concealed by spells using dark magic.  

“I did, and it only took me a hundred years.” He chuckled. “My clever Katarina sniffed one out for me.”  

“Do you remember the spell to unlock it?” she asked, flame racing up her scales when he laughed at her. 

Holding the crystal in his palm, Sitri repeated the spell the gatekeeper had mumbled hundreds of years ago, and in an instant, a thunderclap rent the air and a dark tunnel swirling with mist opened. Unholy screeches filled Balban’s skull; a swarm of winged demons were flying in their direction. 

“Shall we take them with us?” she asked, thinking dozens of demons would come in handy should they need help fighting the wolf gods. 

“Don’t be stupid!” he snapped. “The shadow gods will hear them.” Holding a finger to his lips, he raised a curved weapon that resembled a dragon talon and walked into the portal with his wolf whore beside him. Balban hurried after them, then Sitri recited another spell to close the portal. She threw one last glance over her shoulder at the dozens of demons racing toward them with claws outstretched, their faces masks of panic as the portal closed. Had she a soul, Balban would’ve felt sorry for the damned they’d left behind, but she felt nothing for the wretches, save for a smug satisfaction that she wasn’t one of them. 

She hurried after Sitri, reminding herself to stay focused on her survival, and hoping he’d set aside his revenge and choose instead to be satisfied with life in a beautiful, wealthy vessel. Maybe they could steal American celebrity skins and spend the next dozen years partying and fucking. That certainly beat the alternative, which was getting caught and cast back into hell. All she had to do was convince Sitri to let go of his grudge—a task, she feared, that would prove impossible.  

* * *
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WHERE ARE WE GOING? Balban asked as she floated after Sitri and Katarina, her wings tucked behind her, her paws morphed into wisps as they dangled beneath her. She was nothing more than spirit in the human world until she could find a suitable host. She had to find a body before hell’s gatekeepers discovered their escape and dragged them back. Luckily, the moon was full, which gave them more time. Full moons brought out all kinds of spirits and ghouls, keeping the gatekeepers busy, but once it waned, those spirits would slink back into their holes and Balban and her companions would be more vulnerable to capture. 

A heavy, frigid mist drenched her and snow flurries raked the ground. They certainly had escaped hell, unless it had frozen over. In which case the apocalypse was upon them, and they were all fucked.  

Humans wrapped up in face coverings and heavy coats gave them a wide berth while crossing the narrow, darkened street. Had they seen them, or did they only feel their ominous presence? They were in a seedy neighborhood of some sort, for she sensed the decay of sewage buried under a filthy layer of snow. Though the buildings were rundown hovels with mismatched shutters and cracks in the walls, there were bright lights, and she scented warm bodies and heavy perfume in the direction of the thumping music at the end of the block.  

A man and woman crossed the street behind them, swearing in Russian. She recognized the language, for she’d been part of the revolution over a hundred years earlier. She and Sitri had feasted on the violence and murder, hopping from one aristocrat’s body to the next, fucking and drinking and enjoying one last ura! before leaving their host bodies at the butcher block. It was during that revolution that Sitri had been caught by the wolf gods and cast into hell. He was either very foolish or very cunning to return to his last place of demise.

The nightclub was guarded by beefy armed men with black auras and heavy scowls. A line of haggard souls, smelling of sex and drugs, waited to be let inside, their eyes nervously shifting when Balban floated past them, drinking in their fear and loathing as if it were ambrosia. As a succubus she feasted off negative energy, and there was plenty to be had. Loud music echoed across the dark room, strobe lights flashing as young and beautiful, scantily clad women danced with men, many of them older and emanating power. 

“Oh, so many beautiful bodies,” Balban exclaimed with a squeal, flames licking her tongue with anticipation.  

The music stopped, and surprisingly, several humans looked at them, eyes wide with fear. They screamed and raced for the exit as if the building was on fire. 

Sitri turned to her, scowling. “Look at what you’ve done, you fool,” he spat. “Your aura is glowing!” 

She looked down at her floating talons, which were indeed glowing, lighting up her dragon form like a Christmas tree, probably a side effect of the human ambrosia she’d been drinking.

When Katarina laughed at her, it took all her willpower not to launch at her. She would waste no time after Sitri discarded his whore.  

Sitri floated toward a raven-haired girl who had fallen, clutching a twisted ankle. She went limp, her head hitting the concrete when he leaned over her, draining her lifeforce in one long gulp.

The girl was dead, her lifeforce Sitri’s delicious feast, her soul either ascending or damned depending on how she’d lived her life. Balban couldn’t deny she was perturbed with Sitri for scolding her for only taking small sips from the humans when he drained an entire human for himself. Balban frowned at the girl. What a shame she was injured, for she was beautiful and didn’t smell of disease and would have made a good host. 

Rising, Sitri’s aura pulsed dark orange as he faced the retreating crowd. 

After the room cleared, they were approached by the two beefy guards, who bowed to Sitri. “Welcome, Master,” they said in Russian. “We trust your journey was safe.” 

He flashed a wicked grin. “Take me to him.” 

“Of course,” one guard said. “Your timing is perfect. He is with his lover.”

Sitri tossed Balban an indignant look. “Cool your aura or stay here.” His orange glow slowly faded.

Loathe though she was to lose her delicious high, she heaved a sigh and released the humans’ negative energy, her aura fading to black, leaving her a shadow once more. 

They followed the guards down a set of stairs, hovering behind them while they waved their badges in front of a scanner, then passed through several heavy, locked doors.

How do you know these humans? Balban asked Sitri through thought. 

They are devil worshipers and practice black magic, he answered while keeping his focus on the guards. I’ve been speaking to them through the crystal. 

What have you promised them in return for their help? she asked. Humans didn’t simply follow orders from demons unless they were terrified or they were offered something in return. These humans held their heads confidently when they walked. They certainly were not scared. 

Power and wealth. Sitri’s laughter echoed in her head. What else?

Will you give it to them?

His laughter faded. You know demons don’t keep their promises. I will use them until they are no longer needed. 

Of course he would. Sitri had many qualities, honor not being one of them. 

And then?

And then I drink their essence. 

Balban shivered at the hunger in his voice, knowing that if she were not a succubus, he would’ve drained and discarded her long ago. 

When they reached the bottom, they crossed a basement as big as a warehouse, where masked men weighed drugs and packed them in bags and containers.

They entered another narrow hallway, following the sounds of lovers moaning at the far end.  

Without waiting for the guards to open the door, Sitri slipped through with Katarina following at his heels.  Balban trailed after him, her libido springing to life when she saw the old pot-bellied human fucking a pretty, petite blonde from behind like two dogs in heat. Sitri rushed the old human, sucking out his life force in one gulp before draining his screaming lover. He knocked over the dead female and motioned to Katarina before slipping into the body of the pot-bellied man. 

Balban wasn’t in the least bit turned on by the human body Sitri had claimed but power was more important than physical attributes. After Katarina took the human’s body, Balban looked around for a one of her own, frowning at the two guards who entered the room. She didn’t care for men’s bodies, but she supposed one would have to do.  

“No!” Sitri, now an ugly old Russian man with liver spots on his bald head, waved a fist at her. “I need them.” 

She flew back the way they’d come. All the factory workers were men, and she didn’t want one of their bodies. They smelled of poison and disease. She floated back upstairs, searching for another host, but the area was empty, save for the dead girl with the twisted ankle. She hovered over the girl, inhaling her alluring perfume and waving a talon over her ankle. It didn’t appear broken, only twisted. The girl was exceptionally pretty, with long, slender legs, curvaceous hips, and generous tits. She could do worse. The girl had been dead for several minutes. Too much longer, and she wouldn’t be able to revive her body. She slipped inside the human shell with ease, gasping when her eyes shot open. The room spun, and she struggled to make sense of her surroundings. It took her several minutes to realize she was either under the influence of powerful drugs or had a concussion from the fall. Damn. It would take hours to wear off. She struggled to sit up, blinking at two angry human Sitris glaring down at her. She rubbed her head as the two bodies morphed into one. 

I’ve brought you to the surface, Balban. Sitri’s hiss resonated in her head. Tell me the name of the stone. 

Struggling to her elbows, she fought a rising tide of nausea that made her head swim. Sitri knelt beside her, his knees loudly creaking, thick brows pressed together, and she tried to form words but instead vomited on his shiny leather shoes.  Her world spun, then darkened. 

* * *
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“WAKE UP!” 

Balban shot up, sputtering, when frigid water stung her face. “What happened?” She blinked at a crusty old man. “Where am I?”

He slapped her hard. “Tell me the name of the stone, Balban.” 

Sitri? Memories came rushing back. She’d taken the only available human body, a drugged woman with an injured ankle. She tapped into the girl’s memories. Her name was Natasha, and she was twenty-one. She’d grown up on a farm, been abused by her father, then run off with a low-level drug dealer a year earlier. Not an extraordinary life, but she had a killer body, and Balban couldn’t wait to use it. Though the psychosis from the drugs had worn off, her head throbbed with a vengeance. She surveyed her surroundings. They were in a small, windowless room with a solitary hanging bulb. Shelves along the walls were stacked with cleaning supplies.  

“Balban!” 

“My name is Natasha now. What’s yours?” 

He arched a brow. “Why are you stalling?” 

“I’m not, but I will need to know.” 

He frowned. “Sergey. Now give me the name.” 

She glared up at Sitri, now Sergey, when he held another cup of ice water over her head. “Will you discard me after I tell you?”

He lowered the glass with a devilish grin. “Not if you prove useful to me.” His gaze roamed the length of her body.  

If he wanted to fuck her, she’d gladly let him, despite his hideous body. Anything to earn favor with her favorite lover again. “I’ve always been useful to you, Sitri. You know that. The stone is the amethyst. I learned this from stealing the body of an American government agent.”  

Kneeling beside her, he handed her the water. “I have heard the Americans are a powerful country now. Their government knows about shifters?”

“They do.” She took a sip of the cool water to soothe her dry throat. It had been so long since she’d enjoyed a refreshing drink.  

He arched a brow, and that’s when she noticed each of his eyes was a different color, one blue and one hazel. How interesting. She would focus on his eyes when fucking him. They were a good detraction from the hideous liver spots on his forehead. 

“Do they use amethysts to control the wolves?” he asked.  

“No.” She took another long sip, moaning into the glass. “They had amethyst dart guns for a rogue wolf, but they are normally allies. Shifters serve in the American Army.” 

“Hmm.” He rubbed his smooth chin. “Find me an amethyst gun. I will try it on Katarina. She has already shown she can shift into a wolf.” 

She set the glass on the concrete and struggled to her feet. Her ankle was still sore, but it didn’t feel broken. She leaned against a cabinet that housed stacks of industrial toilet paper. “I saw the wolf in her when she took that body. It is not something in their bodies that makes them shift but their spirits.” 

His lips flattened into a grim line. “Yes.” 

“I tried to steal a shifter body,” she said. “She was my prisoner, but I couldn’t claim her skin.” 

A deep wrinkle formed on his brow, splitting one of the liver spots. “Their spirits are strong, but we will find a way in.” 

“Even if we do,” she said, “I don’t think we’ll gain their powers.” She wanted to beg him to give up on the wolves. He now had the body of a powerful drug lord. They could start a new life in Russia and build a drug empire. Why waste precious time on earth, hunting wolves?  

“I don’t care to shift anymore,” he said. 

Liar. He’d wanted a wolf body since they’d encountered their first shifter, hundreds of years ago. Once Sitri latched onto an obsession, there was no dissuading him—unless he’d set his sights on a bigger prize. 

“What do you care about?” she demanded. 

The demon lurking beneath his human form pulsed, making his eyes flash red. “The witch wolf who closed the portal and banished Katarina to hell.”

Balban repressed a shiver. She had no wish to go up against the wolves again, especially not one who was also capable of powerful sorcery. “What will you do with her?”

He rubbed his hands together, licking his lips as if he was about to go down on a virgin. “She knows powerful spells, ancient spells I thought were long lost. Once I have access to her memories, I will banish the shadow wolves to hell.” 

He’d gone mad. “You think she can take down her own gods?”

An ominous rumble rose from his chest. “How many times must I tell you, they are not gods?”

She bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Master.” 

“The shadow wolves are long dead Amaroki,” he continued, the red gleam in his eyes shining like lanterns illuminating a foggy shore. “They shall regret their decision to gift their descendants with so much magic.”  

Balban nearly choked on a knot of apprehension. They were taking great risk in antagonizing the shifters again when they could easily prey off the non-magical humans, living in their skins while enjoying centuries of sex and drugs. Perhaps she should break free of Sitri and venture off on her own. She’d lived on earth a century without him. She didn’t need him to survive, but she had a feeling he’d kill her if she tried to leave. She’d never have the courage to kill him first, which meant her fate would be decided by one mad demon. 
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




(Three months later)

TATIANA’S BREATH HITCHED when the plane took off. She hated flying. She was a wolf, not a bird. 

Her gamma father, Arvid, placed a hand on hers, the wrinkles around his eyes tightening his tanned, leathery skin. His smile looked pained. “Not too late to turn back.”  

She forced a smile, too. He didn’t want her to go any more than she did. “I can’t keep putting it off,” she said reluctantly. “They want to complete the bond, though I don’t know why.” Her fated mates had been waiting for five long years, and she could tell by the strain in their voices whenever they called that they were growing despondent. 

Her alpha father, Tor, set down the book he’d been reading, his bronzed brow drawn so tight, his eyes nearly crossed. “They’re lucky to have you.” Tor had aged a lot over the past five years. Though he’d jokingly said her stubbornness had caused his long black hair to turn completely gray, she never saw the humor in his joke. She wished she hadn’t caused her parents so much heartache. 

Her mother grabbed Tor’s hand, pity in her eyes. “He’s right, my beautiful daughter.” 

Tatiana blew out a frustrated breath. She appreciated her parents’ faith in her, but their praise only compounded her guilt. 

“Look at me, daughter.” Arvid turned her toward him. “You can’t expect them to love you if you don’t love yourself first.”

She hung her head. “Then I guess they’ll never love me.”

Cupping her chin, he forced her to look at him. “I wish you saw the Tatiana I see.”

She struggled to speak. “I’m a murderer, Father.”

“Don’t say that.” Arvid’s eyes misted. “You are our kind, beautiful child.”

Tor’s response was worse. He let out a series of curse words until her mother, Mihaela, was able to calm him with soothing whispers and back rubs. She knew her parents were trying to help, but they made everything infinitely harder. She was grateful her other two fathers had stayed in Alaska to run the tribe. She didn’t think she could handle all four of them nagging her on this trip. Though she wasn’t officially going to Romania to bond with the four Lupescu brothers, that’s what everyone was hoping, and she certainly didn’t need any more pressure.  

How could she let them love her? How could she bear their children, knowing she was the reason their mother, Katarina, had died? If she could take back the words that had driven Katarina from the reservation into the crosshairs of that crazed human, she would, even though she couldn’t deny their truth. You see everything through the lens of a spoiled bitch. Let me clue you in. Nobody likes you—not my fathers, not my brothers, not even your mates. 

“You said you weren’t going to do this anymore.” Her mother’s lips were twisted into a tight scowl.  

“I’m sorry.”

Now was Mihaela’s turn to get angry. She let out a string of Romanian curse words until Tor calmed her down. 

“What did I do?” Tatiana’s voice cracked as she looked at Arvid. 

“She’s not ready,” Arvid said to Tor. “We should go back.”

“Nu!” her mother snapped, her Romanian accent thicker than usual. “Five years they’ve waited.” 

“What’s one more?” Arvid pleaded, taking her hand in his.

Her mother wagged a finger, her pale cheeks turning crimson. “She’ll never be ready if we keep coddling her!”  

Tatiana hated that her parents were arguing over her. “Please don’t fight,” she pleaded. “I’m fine. We’re going,” she said with an edge of cutting finality that surprised even her. It was obvious this wasn’t just a visit, as Arvid had told her before they’d packed for the trip. They expected her to complete the bond with the four virile and tempting wolf shifters who’d been waiting far too patiently for her to return.

Great Ancients! She didn’t know if she could go through with it.

* * *
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DEJAN HUMMED TO A SONG on the radio, breathing in the strong scent of the bouquet he clutched, scenery passing in a blur. He didn’t pay much attention to the road. He didn’t have to. Though he knew how to drive, as the gamma brother, he usually sat in the backseat, his two alpha brothers up front. To a human outside the family, the Amaroki social structure would seem unfair, as the roles of each pack brother were predetermined by the order of their birth. He didn’t mind the hierarchy. He was born knowing his place, which would hopefully be next to Tatiana soon, helping her raise the pack’s children. In his opinion Gammas had the best roles, and not just because he enjoyed cooking and cleaning. Gammas spent the most time with the women, and they also usually got the most sex. After spending one passionate night marking Tatiana, he was definitely ready for more. He couldn’t wait for her visit. Maybe this time she’d be ready to bond. Maybe this time they could finally go all the way. 

He stopped singing when he caught Dimitri scowling at him in the rearview mirror, his pale face flushed all the way to his blond roots. “What is it?”

“You’re out of tune,” Dimitri said.  

“I don’t care.” Dejan shrugged, refusing to let his brother sour his mood. He inhaled the smell of the flowers again, eager to see the smile on Tatiana’s face when he handed them to her. “I’m happy.” 

He turned to his beta brother, Andrei, who sat with hands fisted in his lap. Then he looked at Constantine, who was behind the wheel. The alpha brother kept his eyes focused on the road, avoiding their conversation. Were they all dreading her visit?

Dimitri’s frown drew heavy creases in his face, making him look far older than his mid-twenties. “You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

“Hope is all I have left.” 

Though remaining optimistic was hard with Dimitri’s gloom clouding up the car, and his other brothers either faking it or ignoring him, Dejan did his best to infuse enthusiasm into his voice. He felt Dimitri’s bitterness deep in his soul, knowing the second alpha brother couldn’t help resenting Tatiana for making them wait like dogs begging for a bone. Dejan would’ve resented her, too, but he knew she didn’t like putting them off. He’d felt the ache in her heart during the rare moments he was able to glimpse her amber eyes. That she felt remorse for something out of her control made him love her all the more. She was a kind, loving soul. Nothing like their birth mother, the woman whose death had caused Tatiana to avoid bonding with them.  

“It’s been five years since we caught her scent on our sister’s bag.” Dejan leaned forward, clutching the back of Constantine’s seat, hoping he’d add something positive to the conversation. “Four years since we marked her. She can’t possibly make us wait any longer.” 

Dimitri turned his scowl at the road ahead of them. “She shouldn’t have made us wait this long, but she has.” 

“She still feels guilty over our mother’s death.” Dejan’s voice deflated as the words spilled from his mouth. The tension radiating off his brothers was palpable. It was clear none of them believed her visit would go well.  

Andrei scratched the back of his head, giving Dejan an apologetic look. “How many times must we tell her it’s not her fault? Our mother’s hatefulness drove her to her death.”

“Damn our selfish mother,” Dimitri spat, “cursing us in life and in death.” 

Dejan looked at the flowers, noticing a few had wilted. “Let’s try to set our negativity aside and focus on Tatiana.” 

“And get our hearts crushed again?” Constantine grumbled, clutching the wheel with whitened knuckles. 

Constantine had lost faith in her, too? He could’ve struck Dejan’s heart with a mallet, and it would’ve had the same effect. “It might be different this time.”  

“Just like last time was different and the time before that,” Dimitri grumbled, his expression as hard as iron. 

Dejan clamped his mouth shut. No use arguing with them. No longer interested in the song, he turned to the window, focusing on the winter landscape, trying not to get discouraged that she’d reject them again. 

* * *
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TATIANA SAT ON THE edge of a faded floral sofa. The stuffing hanging out of the cushions made it look like a wolf had shredded them. Dejan, the gamma, sat opposite her, a smile frozen on his face, hands folded in his lap. The youngest of the four Lupescu brothers, he normally had the sweetest smile, but something in his expression was off. She hoped this was a dream, for his hands turned to wisps of smoke when he grabbed the sides of his chair. 

“Tatiana, we’ve missed you so much,” he said in a monotone, a vacuous look in his pale blue eyes.  

“Where are your brothers?” she asked. The walls were covered with framed photos of Katarina, the brothers’ dead mother. Everywhere she looked, she saw Katarina’s long, pale hair and radiant eyes. Too bad her beauty overshadowed the evil in her heart. 

“They’re not here,” he said. 

“Why?” There were several cracks and holes in the wall’s plaster. Other than the numerous photos, the old house hadn’t changed much from when she’d last seen it. It had once belonged to the evil Devora pack and had too many bad memories after they’d turned into werewolves and nearly killed her family. The Lupescu brothers had told her they’d torn it down.

He frowned, averting his eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”

Several thoughts ran through her mind. Were they avoiding her because they were angry with her? Why had they told her they’d torn down the Devora house and built her a new one? And why were there so many pictures of Katarina on their walls? They’d told her their mother was cruel and heartless, so why had they created a shrine for her? Did they truly miss her or was it a way to make Tatiana feel guilty for her involvement in Katarina’s death?

“Of course it matters,” she grumbled, shifting uncomfortably as a spring poked her thigh. Unable to stand another moment in the house that brought back too many ugly memories, she stood and dusted off her jeans. “I need to go.” 

Dejan jumped to his feet, his eyes widening with alarm. “Why?”

“There are too many reminders of Katarina here.” She dropped her eyes to the threadbare rug under her feet. “It feels wrong.”

“It’s not wrong that we miss our mother.” His voice was thick with emotion. 

He reached for her, but she skirted the sofa to avoid him, repressing a curse when she saw a statue of their mother by the door, surrounded by glowing candles and a wreath of flowers.

Great Ancients! All this time they’d been trying to convince her that Katarina’s death wasn’t her fault, that their mother had been a wicked woman who’d chosen her own fate. Didn’t they realize the shrine they’d built to Katarina made her uncomfortable? Or maybe they didn’t care.  

She waved at the walls. “This is too much,” she spat, her irritation with them rising. 

“I thought you felt bad about killing my mother.”

She glared at him, not liking the judgment she saw in his eyes. Though her words sent Katarina running into the hunter’s crosshairs, she hadn’t directly killed Katarina. “I don’t belong here. I don’t belong with you.” 

Spinning on her heel, she marched to the front door, alarmed when she saw it was cracked and splintered. They hadn’t done any repairs at all! They’d lied to her. When she tried to pry it open, it crumbled to the ground in a cloud of dust. Coughing, she fanned the air, gagging on the taste of sawdust. She cowered when she saw the dark forest outside, illuminated by a white veil of mist.
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