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    To all the families out there, whether they be by blood or fate. XO

      

    


A TANGLED WEB

MARCUS LOVES KATRINA, but can't mate her. Katrina loves Marcus, but won't abide him keeping his distance any longer. Bain loves Katrina, and she falls for him. Marcus is willing to step aside so Katrina can have a happy life with Bain. Katrina wants a triad mating, especially since her young son, Thorn, has become attached to both men. But... Marcus made a blood oath that keeps him from mating Katrina, and will kill him if he breaks it. Having Bain as part of a triad mating might be a way around the oath, if only Bain can shake his ex, who still loves him. Add in Gods wiping memories, centuries-old secrets, and a resurrected lunatic - getting to happily-ever-after has never been this complicated.
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BAIN WATCHED AS THE Goddess Net, his former mate, vanished, followed by Alphas Jensgar and Lily, laughing as they ran back into the pack house. Their joy was inescapable and drove the spike deeper into Bain’s chest. It wasn’t that he didn’t want the alphas to be happy—quite the opposite, he’d fought to ensure that happened—but Bain was now worse off than he’d been before. At least then, he hadn’t known his past; now he couldn’t even dream of a family out there searching for him. He was stuck with the fact that this was not his first life, but second. After Net’s brother had almost killed him for the sin of being a wolf shifter, Bain had been killed and reborn by the grace of the god of shifters, Fenrir. The process wiped his memories and dissolved his mating with Net, leaving him alive but empty. No past upon which to build. No family he knew about, and an uncertain future since he felt like a shell of a person. He wondered if he’d ever feel whole again.

He grabbed the push rings on his wheelchair and turned away from the gathered pack. He didn’t feel like celebrating with anyone. Instead, he rolled his chair toward his new house the alphas had given to him. Before this gift of a new home, he’d been living in a room in the main pack house.

In this version of his life, thinking that he had to have a family seemed a fruitless pursuit. He didn’t feel like he had anything to contribute. Who would want to build a future with a man who had no memories to share and a family to enrich a household? While the rest of the pack had families and a lifetime of memories to see them through hard times and special occasions, Bain had neither.


“Where are you going?” a familiar voice asked from behind him.

“Home, Marcus,” Bain answered without even stopping to look at his friend. “I’ll walk with you,” Marcus stated as if it weren’t up for discussion.



“Suit yourself,” Bain mumbled, knowing what was on Marcus’s mind, and it didn’t take long for him to dive right in.


“Why the hell are you doing this?” Marcus asked.

“Doing what?” That’s it, play dumb—he was only moments away from his house. “Seriously, you’re hurting an amazing woman, and you think now is a good time for games?”

Marcus looked down at him in shock. “Leave it alone, Marcus,” Bain warned.

“I can’t,” his friend growled before standing in front of Bain’s path. “Because I love her too.” “Then why don’t you mate with Katrina?”

“You know damn well we’re a triad. That’s all we talked about since meeting each other.



We’re incomplete without you.”

“Incomplete...shit, I’m the one who isn’t complete. I thought the two of you could see that’s abundantly clear. I’m no one from nowhere.”

“So you’re going to allow that bastard Vengier to destroy what the three of us were building together? What about Thorn? Don’t you care how your absence is affecting her and the boy?”

At the mention of Katrina’s five-year-old son, Bain finally looked up into Marcus’s angry eyes. “Don’t for one second think that I don’t care about Katrina, Thorn, and even you. I’ve had a lot of crazy shit dropped on me recently, and I need time to work it out.”


Marcus’s eyes softened. “We want to help you through this. You don’t have to do it alone.”



Bain reached up and took Marcus’s hand, needing the comfort of another person. “Just give me some time.” Wolves were pack animals and found security and strength through touch and companionship. Going solo, even to resolve difficult problems, was not in their natures.

Marcus let out a heavy breath before saying, “If time is what you need, then you shall have it. But don’t take too long.” Marcus released Bain’s hand and walked back toward the pack house.

He and Marcus had become close friends while they courted Katrina. The three had decided to form a triad family. Both men would love and care for Katrina and Thorn, but they wouldn’t be romantically involved with each other, only Katrina. That didn’t mean the pain he’d seen in Marcus’s eyes didn’t hurt him. Bain cared a great deal for Marcus, as a brother would. A triad relationship was not uncommon among wolf shifters—they became their own small pack.

Did I have a brother or sister? Parents? He had to have had parents at one point in his first life, but he had no idea who they were. Hell, it could be someone still in the Evergreen Pack, and he wouldn’t know. When the wolf god, Fenrir, saved his life by allowing him to be reborn, all knowledge of his prior existence was wiped away. Meaning if his parents or siblings were here, they wouldn’t know him either.

Everything was so screwed up. Bain had been living with a constant headache for days. He rolled up the ramp to his front door, pushed the automatic door button on the railing, and let himself in.

The space was set up with plenty of room so he could navigate his chair without issue. The kitchen counters were low, with easy access to all the appliances. A spot was vacant at his kitchen table so he could simply roll up to it. The other three chairs had been set out for Katrina, Thorn, and Marcus. At least until Bain found out the truth, that he was truly no one.


In this life, he had no past. What could he possibly offer anyone for a future?
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KATRINA WATCHED THORN run down the hallway and jolted at the sound of his bedroom door slamming shut. Her heart was breaking as much for her son as for herself, but she wasn’t able to come up with a solution for this horrible mess. She could feel the hot tears running down her flushed cheeks. She hated crying and felt she couldn’t show weakness and that she must always be composed for Thorn. A mom should always have the answers. Except this time, she didn’t.

Bain, the man she had fallen in love with, had been formerly mated to the Goddess of Nature, the Divine Mother, herself. Centuries before, Bain had been fatally injured when the Goddess’s vengeful older brother, Vengier, discovered them together. The only way to save Bain was for the wolf God, Fenrir, to allow him to be reborn, erasing all memory of his former existence and his mate, the Goddess Net.

A curse had been cast on Net, causing the life to be drained from the land around her. Which included the pack lands. She had been near death for a long, torturous time.

Marcus, whom Katrina had loved for years, was determined not to leave her a widow a second time. His position as a warrior for the pack was dangerous, and he had convinced himself that the risks were too great to become mated. They’d argued about it for years. It wasn’t until they’d moved to the Evergreen Pack, met Bain, and considered a triad mating, that Marcus finally relented once he was assured that even if he were injured or killed, Katrina and Thorn wouldn’t be left behind to fend for themselves again.

After learning the story of the sordid past, every time she saw Net, Katrina thought, How can I even compete? Net was stunning. A Goddess of nature for bloody sakes. Maybe that explained Bain’s love of horticulture.

The whole issue of whether Bain was still in love with her hung in the air. Thorn was too young to understand all the intricacies of the situation. He wanted what had been his burgeoning family back together. So did she.

Bain had pulled away, and Marcus grew angrier. Both men had been keeping their distance from her and Thorn, but for different reasons. Bain couldn’t and wouldn’t face her, and Marcus didn’t want his anger to pollute them. Either way, she was alone and had to prepare for that to be the way things were going to stay.

It wasn’t that Marcus and Bain didn’t love and care for her and her son; Katrina had never doubted that. However, sometimes love and care weren’t enough, and unfortunately, this situation proved that point.

Since the death of her first mate, Ewald, she’d learned all too well that you couldn’t depend on anyone else when things blew up around you. In the end, it was all on you. The reminder of the need for self-sufficiency comforted her on some level. In years past, Marcus had helped them, but his recent outbursts and overall cantankerous demeanor was a side of him she’d never seen. And she couldn’t say she liked it one bit.

She wiped her swollen eyes and sucked back a sob that threatened. Hell, if anyone deserved to be pissed off at the situation, it was her. But she didn’t have the luxury of time for anger or pity. She was responsible for her precious son's health, safety, and well-being. Thorn was the most important person in her world, regardless of the mess they found themselves in. Katrina had to protect him, and that was what she intended to do.

She straightened her back and stood tall before wiping the last of her tears away. This was not the time to break down. She had to lock the pain away deep inside for her son’s sake. She sucked in a long breath and cleared her mind. One day at a time. That would be how Katrina would deal with things from now on.

The predawn light filtered in through the curtains she’d hung when she and Thorn had moved into their new home. Had it really been only a week? Drama had a way of warping time. The house wasn’t large, three bedrooms, two bathrooms, but it suited her and Thorn’s needs.

Cardboard boxes stood unopened in the corner of the living room, passing judgment on her ability to complete the finish-the-unpacking task. In truth, she hadn’t had a chance, and she hadn’t had the inclination, what with everything that had happened in the last few weeks.

Katrina took stock of everything that still needed to be done to make this new house a home and pushed all thoughts of mating and the future she’d been robbed of from her mind. From this moment on, she would build her and Thorn’s futures.

She’d start with those remaining boxes and go from there. After that, she’d attempt to install the last pieces of the newly painted baseboards leaning against the wall. Then she’d deal with the wall unit, so she could get the TV up and running so Thorn could watch his cartoons again. Piece by piece, nail by nail, Katrina would take on anything that was thrown her way, and she would have to do it on her own.

Hours and a couple of blisters later, Katrina stood back and took in what she had created. The baseboards were fairly easy to install, but the wall unit was a completely new ballgame. It didn’t matter that it leaned slightly to the right or that the shelves were uneven. Katrina had put it together by herself, and it was proving strong enough to hold her modest TV.

Thorn had yet to come out of his bedroom, so Katrina decided to go ahead and make lunch for them. If anything, she could always take a plate to him if he didn’t want to come out and join her in the kitchen. She pulled a roast from the refrigerator, the remains of last night’s dinner, along with bread, butter, and lettuce to make sandwiches. Before the refrigerator door closed, Katrina reached in and snatched a bottle of mustard. She couldn’t forget that. Thorn put the stuff on everything.

As Katrina was getting ready to carry a plate to his room, his door opened a crack to reveal half his face. One of his bright blue eyes peeked down the hallway. Katrina didn’t pay attention to him and set her son’s plate down in front of his chair at the kitchen table. She began putting things back into the fridge, and by the time she was finished, she turned around to find Thorn sitting in his chair with his roast beef sandwich in his hand.

Before her five-year-old took his first bite, he looked up at Katrina with sad eyes and said, “I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

Katrina ran her fingers through her son’s jet-black hair, so much like her own, and said, “I know that you were upset and frustrated by everything that’s happened, but we will always have each other. I swear it. No matter what happens around us, we are family, and I will always love you.” She kissed the top of his head before she told him, “Now eat up your sandwich, and after you finish, we’ll go over to the park for a little while.”


Thorn smiled wide, and Katrina knew that the two of them would be fine. Now, she had to figure out how to put her broken heart back together, if she could.

***
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MARCUS HAD BEEN TRUDGING through the forest for over two hours, but he still couldn’t get his head on straight. While Bain took his fucking time working his shit out, Marcus’s anger and frustration grew. Not that Marcus was necessarily angry with Bain, but at the situation and the part Marcus played in it. He’d allowed himself to dream, and now that dream was being torn away from him.

With few options, Marcus was pretty much trapped. He’d sworn an oath that he refused to break, and even though he’d made it when he was young, he couldn’t back out. That’s how blood oaths worked. When a man gave his word, it must be honored, always, even if the person to whom the oath was sworn was long dead.

Originally, Marcus believed that if Bain were a part of their family, Marcus could work around the oath and still be able to love and care for Katrina and Thorn. Now, he could see the error in his judgment. Perhaps he should have never even tried, with results like these to show for it. Now there was a rift between the three of them, and spending time away from his chosen family was the most painful thing he’d ever felt.

Instead of them being together, loving and taking care of one another, they were barely even talking. It had been two days since he’d spoken to Bain and one day to Katrina, and it was killing him. How one event could so drastically change their future was still hard for Marcus to wrap his head around. There had to be a way to resolve this. The emotions were real. There was no way to fake them. He and Bain loved Katrina and Thorn, and each other. Nevertheless, the realization that Bain was previously mated to a goddess threw a wrench the size of Canada into their plans. Marcus could only guess at what was going through Bain’s mind, having learned the truth about his past.

Marcus huffed out a deep, frustrated breath before turning around and pacing back in the opposite direction. He was deep in the forest, hoping the silence and the surrounding nature would bring more clarity to the situation. So far, all he had accomplished was a worn path about three miles long.

His wolf had decided to remain silent, choosing instead to sulk at the loss. All Marcus ever wanted was a family of his own, and now it was being torn away from him.

At first, when he’d brought Katrina to the castle after her mate’s death during a raid at the Omega Celebration, Marcus saw it as a duty to his best friend to care for his mate and their unborn child. Somewhere during the five years since Ewald’s death, Marcus had fallen in love with Katrina and Thorn, and couldn’t imagine his life without them. Even one day without them was driving him insane.

“That’s a good way to wear the soles off your boots,” a familiar feminine voice broke into his self-imposed isolation.

“Shit,” Marcus growled as he turned to face one of his pack leaders. “Alpha Lily, don’t sneak up on people. I could have attacked you by mistake.”

Lily took a few more steps forward and said, “I wasn’t sneaking. You were lost in your thoughts. Not exactly how I prefer to find one of my pack’s warriors.”

Marcus knew Lily was right and immediately apologized. Aside from being his amazing stepmother, she was one of the strong, amazing alphas of the Evergreen Pack.

“Don’t be sorry, tell me what’s going on.” The concern in her voice was evident, and he knew her. Everyone’s needs supplanted her. She always wanted to help. Unfortunately, Marcus didn’t think anyone could.

“You have enough on your plate running this pack while you’re pregnant.” It had been a miracle, and Marcus couldn’t wait to have another sibling. He’d never put undue stress on her.

“Well, your father can take over the heavy lifting for now, but you are important to me and the pack, so spill it.” Lily’s no-nonsense manner was expected; she never beat around the bush.

Marcus ran his fingers through his hair and pulled on the short ends. “This whole thing between Net and Bain has put a strain on our relationship with Katrina. I don’t know what to do or how to fix it.”

“I’ve often wondered why you didn’t simply mate with Katrina yourself, because it’s obvious to everyone how much you love her and her son,” Lily stated as she leaned back against the trunk of a large oak tree.

“It’s complicated.” Marcus wasn’t prepared to share all the details of their relationship, at least not yet. “But I do love them, and so does Bain.”

“I know the two of you do. I never doubted that for a minute. But the last time I saw Katrina, sorrow was pouring off her like water. She did her best to hide it in front of Thorn, but when she let her guard down, she couldn’t hide how this was affecting her.”


“It’s better if I stay away from them for now,” Marcus stated. “Better for you or for her?” Lily asked that without recrimination.



Lily’s question caught Marcus off guard. Was he being a coward? Was he causing Katrina more pain than this situation had wrought already? He’d thought staying away until things cooled off would be best. Had he been wrong? He couldn’t give Katrina what she truly wanted, what he truly wanted, but to withdraw from her completely....

“Everything’s a mess, and I honestly can’t tell you if I’m doing the right thing. I’m doing the best I can right now.” That was the absolute truth.

“I know you are. When you’re ready to let me in on your reasoning, I’ll be there if you need a sounding board. Oh, and in case you weren’t aware, Katrina and Thorn are leaving this week to go visit Helena in Black Ridge. It seems they needed some time to themselves, too.”

“Why is she going? Who’s taking her? Are the roads safe? What about the ogre attack?” A steel band wrapped around Marcus’s chest, squeezing him tighter with every possible thing that could go wrong. No one could protect Katrina and Thorn better than he could.

Lily closed the distance between them and placed her small hand on Marcus’s arm. “Easy, my warrior, she will be safe. I’ve contacted Ceva, and she will be traveling with them by teleportation, so there will be no risk.”

Marcus’s lungs stopped seizing. Ceva was a powerful white witch and a friend. She wouldn’t allow anything to happen to them. “Thank you.”

“I would never risk anyone in my pack, and Katrina is my friend. They’ll be gone for a week, plenty of time for you and Bain to work this shit out.” Lily’s quiet tone did nothing to hide that her statement had been an order. She reached around Marcus and gave him a hug before turning to leave. “If you need me, I’m always here for you.”

The forest’s hush returned with her departure, and Marcus was left alone with his noisy internal monologue. Everything seemed to be coming apart at the seams, and no matter how hard he held on to the edges, they kept getting farther and farther apart.
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BAIN LAY IN BED STARING up at the dark ceiling. He could feel the presence and had a good idea who it was, even though she remained hidden. He didn’t know what type of game she was playing, but he wanted nothing to do with it. His life wasn’t a game.

“You might as well show yourself. I know you’re here,” he growled as he ripped the covers off his body.

With a small gust of wind, she materialized on the other side of his bedroom. The Goddess Net, in all her glory.

“What do you want?” Bain wasn’t in the mood for this, or anything that required talking, reasoning, or any modicum of civility. He sat up and used the transfer bar above him to shift over into his wheelchair. There was no way in hell he was going to stay in bed with her here. She already had him at a disadvantage: she was whole. Plus, it felt wrong to be alone with Net in his room.
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