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      For all those who think they aren’t worthy, here is your reminder that you are and you deserve happiness and love.
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KENDALL

        

      

    

    
      Las Vegas, Nevada

      January 7th, 1961

      

      “Where is that little rat?” a surly voice grumbles. Footsteps splash in grimy puddles, and his heavy breathing echoes off the filthy walls.

      Soot and rot fill the air, and horns echo down the alleyway with the telltale chime of slot machines riding the tail of what little wind drifts down here. I press tightly against the dumpster and the wall and take a hearty bite out of the loaf of bread I grip as though my life depends on it.

      It does. If my stomach grumbles any louder, it’ll alert the baker to my presence. I’ve killed enough people this week, and though the baker guards his wares with a huff and a puff, he’s a decent human—unlike some of the other mortals that wander these streets… unlike me. But I’m no mortal. Even with my wolf bound deep inside my soul, I still hold the power of my forefathers.

      In theory, at least.

      Four years ago, my brother had my wolf bound, and then he set me up in an orphanage in the middle of a problematic city. Bound and unable to let her thrive, I lost the parts of her that assist the mortal parts of me. I’m no longer as fast as I once was, I no longer heal as I once did, and to top it off, I pass as human, which means I have to scrounge and fight for everything my hands and mind deem mine.

      For years, these streets were the only accommodation I had, where I scrounged for scraps of food while fighting for my life.

      As a lycan female, I shouldn’t have to scavenge or struggle to fight. Kicking ass should be second nature to me.

      It isn’t.

      My ire toward my brother’s attempts to keep me safe pales in comparison to my ire toward the immortal academy sitting behind its magical wards.

      I know it’s there. I can feel its presence.

      I’ve watched the immortals come out of there, and I’ve followed them, stalked them.

      They kill with smiles on their faces and don’t care who sees them.

      I bite down on my bread with anger in my veins as I slip inside the shelter doors. Coughs rise to the rafters like a song of plagues—just another irritation in a long line of reasons I am going to kick my brother’s ass.

      A sneeze wiggles its way through my nose, and I once again flatten myself against a wall. I’m not small, but without the aid of my wolf, I look like a pathetic, gangly teen girl with a cold.

      Lycans don’t get sick. Yet here I am, plugging my nose and struggling not to sneeze. Isn’t there a trick for this? I gulp in a breath and hold it, digging my fingers into my loaf of bread.

      “Why fight it?” A teen not much older than me thumps against the wall, helping herself to my hard-won bread by ripping off a piece for herself. Her light brown eyes smile at me from beneath thick, dark lashes, while her long brown hair spills over her shoulders to the rotting blue dress covering her petite frame.

      I blow out a breath once I feel as though I’ve contained the sneeze and clutch my bread to my chest. “Fight what?”

      “If you are going to get sick, then just let it happen.” She jerks her head toward the rows of beds in the other room all lined up against the wall, the stench of death and decay heavy in the air.

      “This entire place is nothing more than a glorified morgue.” I push past her, aiming for the only reason I keep coming back—the bathhouse.

      “Ah, but think about it. Sneeze once, and you’ll get locked away in the great room and you get to rest for a while.” She chews her bread thoughtfully. “The flu won’t kill you, but it will knock you down a few days. Lots of potential lovers.”

      “It’s the sixties…” I glance at the hippie following me, because there’s no way she is anything else. I’d put money on the fact she’d tell me to make love, not war.

      War is exactly what I want to wage.

      “Exactly.” Her eyes brighten. “I’m Hera.”

      “As in the Greek goddess?” I shake my head. The gods no longer stand with us, leaving the rest of us immortals to wallow in the filth of the mortal world. “Kendall.”

      “So much anger in you.” This bitch bops me on the nose.

      “What do you want?” I eye her from head to bare toes. “Hera?”

      She sighs dramatically and presses her lithe body against the wall while flinging a hand over her forehead. “Don’t you want more out of life?”

      I snort. I always want more. It’s the reason I began removing the filthy mortals from these streets. Even a city of sin needs someone to protect it.

      I don’t answer her and push inside the bathhouse. Steam doesn’t fill my nose, only decay and rot. Basins fill the counter space as I stare at the piles of actual shit on the floor.

      “Eek,” my newfound stalker squeaks over my shoulder. “Follow me.”

      “Why?” I rip a piece of bread off with my teeth and chew impatiently. There’s only one way to solve this and that’s by heading to the academy, except I never get past the landscaper and her goat. She just tells me to come back when I’m eighteen.

      My birthday is at midnight. Why a goddess chose to abide by mortal birthdays is beyond me. Unless there is something else to it, something I don’t quite understand.

      There’s always something that I won’t understand, something I’ll miss because I’m missing a part of myself.

      “Don’t give me that look.” Hera leads me out of the shelter and across the street, her bare feet slapping against the hot pavement. “I’m not here to torture you.”

      I hum in annoyance. Making friends never panned out for me. I tried it once and crashed and burned when the mean girls of the shelter stole my feminine napkins. I didn’t need them, but they didn’t know that. They collected dust beneath my bed anyway. I still had to retaliate by putting cherry pie filling inside all of them.

      Two mean girls don’t make life easier, only harder. Lesson learned. Just don’t make friends.

      “You smell.” Hera skids to a stop before a large, partially constructed brick building. The lobby door sits open with only white plastic tarps flapping in the dry wind.

      “I know,” I tell her while ripping into my bread again like the savage the world made me into.

      “Then let’s do something about this.” She huffs a moment before dragging me inside a building.

      I plant my feet and teeter a little as I steady myself. “How do I know you aren’t leading me into an abandoned building just to kill me?” I point my bread at her for emphasis, though it doesn’t come off as terrifying.

      “You don’t.” This Hera stands tall, though she’s not as tall as me and not too short. She’s completely averaged all around, yet she holds the kind of confidence I only wish I could achieve. It’s the kind built from years of discovering just who you are and owning that person.

      One day, that will be me.

      “Then give me one good reason to follow you.” My stomach grumbles, so I take another bite of my bread while holding Hera’s gaze.

      “I know what you want.” She drops my hand, and with a wolfish grin, she takes a step back into the plastic, disappearing from view.

      All my internal alarms blare, and my stomach churns.

      I chew on my bread and glare at the spot where she disappeared. The gods don’t interfere in this world, I remind myself.

      Hera isn’t just a goddess either. As the wife of Zeus, she holds more power than the other gods, or maybe I’m just giving her more credit than she deserves.

      A hand lunges out and grips my forearm, dragging me through the white plastic. My feet stumble over each other, and my arms windmill around until I steady myself on my feet and come face-to-face with Hera.

      She is no longer wearing a messy blue dress with smudges of dirt on the cloth and her cheeks. Now, Hera stands before me clean, smelling of the wind on a winter day and wearing a pristine white linen dress. She’s still barefoot, but she has daisies in her hair, and she’s smiling at me with her glossy pink lips.

      “Ah, so now you believe me.”

      “You’re actually Hera?” Embarrassment rises inside of me. This goddess is seeing me in my wasted state, starving and tied off from the part of me that drives my essence. I’m nothing but a shadow of myself, and this goddess came to me.

      “Now who is being dramatic?” She arches a brow and spins on a bare heel, her feet slapping against the marble floor that will no doubt be the entrance to yet another hotel.

      The building is incomplete, with white plastic lining the windows, doing its best to deter trespassers from entering. Uncaring of the barriers, Hera dives under one and heads toward another roped off door.

      “You said you know what I want.” Though Hera is still a stranger, I follow her. Not because I don’t think she will kill me—one can never be too sure of the gods’ motives—but because I’m damn curious. I’m nothing more than a street rat.

      “I do.” Pausing before another door, she taps it once, then twice, before shoving it open.

      Steam billows out, smacking me in the face and blinding me. An electric charge fills the air as I step inside with Hera now at my back.

      “You want to join the academy of assassins.” Hera’s voice echoes all around me, no longer stemming from just one place.

      The steam recedes enough to reveal an ancient Greek pool full of crystal clear water. I should rethink this moment and realize that Hera is manipulating me in some way, but the hot water beckons me forward.

      I haven’t been clean in over five years, which is when I last felt the sting of hot water against my flesh. I swear I’ll never take hot water for granted after this.

      Laughter rings around me as I rip my clothing off, only to gently place my bread onto my filthy attire. Water splashes up my legs as I practically dive in. The liquid is fragrant with the scent of fresh lavender, turning the pool a milky color.

      Sinking low, I let the heat of the water cradle me and steal all the tension and strain from my body. As I float in the salty water and lavender oil clings to my skin, I can almost pretend that this is the life I deserved, the life that was stolen from me by those who murdered my parents.

      Truth is, yeah, I want to hurt those who murdered my parents—a blood debt for a blood debt—but inside, I’m not even angry at those who killed them. Not really.

      That is the world I was born into, full of blood and death and empty promises.

      I am, however, angry at my brother for leaving me alone. He left me to fend for myself after binding my wolf without a penny to my name, just the hope that the mortal world is more promising than the immortal one.

      Foolish idiot.

      When my lungs begin to burn for oxygen, I break through the surface, gasping for air. Wiping the water from my eyes, I blink away droplets that burn my sclera. A splash in front of me causes my neck to crack as I glance over. Soap floats there, so I snatch it up, the bubbles drifting all around me.

      “Why?” Hera’s voice rings through the ancient bathhouse. I know we are no longer in Nevada. We are probably somewhere I’d never get to visit on my own.

      For some reason, Hera is being generous with me, and that should terrify me, except my gut is telling me to trust her. “It feels right,” I answer as I scrub the grime from my body.

      “What exactly feels right?” she prompts, her voice echoing around me.

      Dropping my arms into the milky water, I glance at my hands, at the dirt beneath the fingernails, the caked on grime, and splashes of blood that won’t seem to wash off. I see through it all to the child beneath—a broken child who never got the chance to live, who never knew a world existed beyond the forest she grew up in. A child who knows nothing of this world, but knows one thing and only one thing right now.

      I am a born killer.

      “Assassins.” I drop my hands and search the bathhouse for Hera, for the goddess known to watch over the worlds and manipulate pawns on her earthly chessboard. “I’ve killed, you know.”

      “How did it make you feel?” Her tone turns hungry for my answer.

      Excitement thrums through me. There isn’t a single person I can speak to about this. I couldn’t tell my brother, nor my parents when they lived, and it sure as hell isn’t how you make friends.

      “It made me feel as though I was restoring balance. It felt right.” That last word holds a hard edge to it.

      Hera steps from the steam and walks the perimeter of the pool. “Do you know the story of the lycans?”

      I nod. “Yes, we all do.”

      “Is that so?” she challenges as though the authentic story is a secret, one I may never get to know—one she knows.

      “Zeus cursed King Lycaon as a wolf. Selene blessed him to hold dual forms.” As I said, we all know this story. It’s the fairy tale uttered at bedtimes in all lycan communities before we say our prayers to Selene, mumbling our thanks before our heads hit the pillow.

      “Close.” She smiles as she continues to walk around the pool.

      “What do you mean, close?” I’m not about to question Hera. If she says I’m close, then I believe her. Who in their right mind would question this woman?

      “My husband did, in fact, curse King Lycaon, and Selene felt guilty and blessed him.” She pauses at the edge of the pool, her eyes straying to my back where my lycan markings are hidden beneath my skin—markings Kade hid. “Your tattoos tell that story.”

      “They aren’t…” I trail off, feeling the loss at what makes me a lycan. At what makes me, me. Damn Kade to hell.

      “They are there. You’ll get them back, I promise.” She pauses, letting her words sink in, and damn me for believing her. A moment later, she continues her pacing and her story. “But he didn’t want to be outdone by Selene, not the great and powerful Zeus.” If I’m not mistaken, I believe I heard snark in her tone. “He commanded the lycans to be the watchers.”

      “Don’t you mean he gifted them the ability to keep the balance of the immortals?” I go back to scrubbing my body as I listen eagerly to Hera. “The ability to kill a god?”

      “A bit, I suppose. The thing is, lycans were flawed from the beginning.” She winces a little at that, but I take no offense to her words. “The mind of a mortal cannot hold the power of the gods. Yet Lycaon tried. He did his best to appease Zeus after that with his simple command to keep the immortals from gaining too much power.”

      “Is that not the same as keeping balance?”

      “Yes, no—sometimes. It’s more a matter of keeping the immortals in line.” Hera pauses, stopping to stare through me. “Even those who live forever lose sight of right and wrong. They need a reminder that they aren’t all powerful, that if they step out of line, they too can die, and they will die. Do you understand what I’m trying to say to you, Kendall?”

      I lick my dry lips. “I’m not sure,” I hedge. Liar, liar, because in this moment, I feel the pressure of her power on my shoulders, encouraging me to understand what she’s saying to me. My gut screams of the importance of her words, and yet I can’t seem to pin it down.

      “Kendall, I’m here to get you into the academy,” she says, softening her voice, and tension bleeds from my shoulders.

      “Why?”

      “I believe in my husband.” She gives me a look that shouts otherwise, but she is here to back him no matter the cost. I just hope I’m not the price she will pay for her marital disputes. “His execution could use a bit of fine tuning, but the thought remains. We live forever, Kendall. Death is no obstacle for those who hold power. In a sense, we are deathless. Endless. This is neither good nor bad. It just is.”

      I want to argue, but I bite my tongue until the tang of iron reaches my taste buds.

      “I see the argument on your tongue, and Kendall, you’d be right.” Hera sits on the edge of the pool, dipping her feet below the surface. “Without a balance of power in all things, the world erupts into chaos. Have you ever met him?”

      “Who?”

      “Chaos?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t realize Chaos was a god.”

      “An ancient god, but in chaos there is also order, Kendall. Your fated path will lead you there.” She pauses. “It won’t be easy, and you will remain lonely for a long time.”

      “I’ve only ever known what loneliness feels like.” I drop my hands into the pool. “Purpose drives me, Hera. Does my fate hold purpose?”

      “Only if you promise me something.”

      “Anything.”

      “Follow the path, follow what you feel here.” Hera presses a fist to her gut. “Trust in yourself, Kendall.”

      I nod, agreeing without words—they aren’t necessary here.

      “Good.” She stands up, teetering on the edge of the pool before winking at me. “We’ve got very little time. I believe you have a birthday to celebrate.”

      “I do.” I push through the water to rinse the last of the filth from my skin, leaving me clean for the first time in years.

      “Come now.” She stands by the steps with a plush white towel that practically dwarfs her. “I’ve taken the liberty of gathering everything you’ll need for the next several years.”

      “I have—”

      “No clothing?” She snorts. “My dear, I am Hera.” She winks at me.

      It’s in that moment I decide never to read another story about the goddess again. Nothing will ever compare to the real thing. A part of me wishes she could always stay in my life.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” She dries me off before tucking the towel around me. “I watch. Always.”

      I grind my teeth and nod, feeling foolish. I have mommy issues. Clearly.

      “Besides, I’m not sending you in alone.” She steps back, winking again before turning on a heel. “Come now, time is a dangerous commodity.”

      As I take my next step, warm magic kisses my skin, sinking into my bones before exploding outwards. Boots encase my feet, leather pants trail up my legs where knives are strapped along my thighs, leather squishes my breasts against my chest, and a braid hangs over my shoulder.

      “Kendall?” Hera pauses at the door to the bathhouse, impatience in her tone. “I’m no fairy godmother, and it is time to go.”

      Boots squeaking along the floor, I rush after her. The heat hits me first, followed by the creaking of iron bars shifting open.

      “Look at that.” Hera pauses, her feet still bare. “They are expecting us.”

      “What do you mean you aren’t sending me in alone?” I want to reach out and grab her, but Hera walks briskly down the path toward the iron gates that lead to an estate just beyond, hidden by magic and glamor.

      “I might not join you, but I’m invested now, Kendall.” Hera lays her hand on the iron bar. “I secure my investments.”

      I nod, not entirely sure I buy it, but it gives me a sense of peace.

      “I’ll be watching, Kendall. Don’t disappoint me.” With one hand on the bars and the other on my shoulder, she pushes me through just as the clock on the steeple chimes midnight.

      “Happy birthday, Kendall,” I whisper to myself. I don’t look back at Hera. There’s no reason to. She gave me all the tools I’ll need to survive in the form of words I needed to hear. The rest is up to me.

      Darkness swells around me as the doors to the mansion creak open and two women step outside. One dark. One light.

      Balance in power.

      “State your purpose,” the dark one commands.

      The gates never opened for me before, yet a lonely landscaper took pity on me. Her steel blue eyes were comforting when she told me to come back when I was eighteen, but it was more than that. She told me I wasn’t ready. Now she kneels at the edge of the property with a goat at her side.

      I’m ready now. The kindness Hera showed me gave me the confidence boost I didn’t have earlier. “I’m here to enter the academy,” I tell them with my head held high.

      Breaking away from each other, they step down the path—the sun and the moon. They reflect each other, moving with a synchronicity that hints at something otherworldly.

      Goddesses have the power to do that, yet Hera felt different from these two. She felt safe. These two feel as though they don’t just hold the power to destroy me as all gods do, but also the promise to destroy me if I step out of line.

      I don’t want to glance back, though everything inside of me screams that I should. I want this. That means going forward without a friend, without backup—not that I’ve ever had either of those. I want to train with the best of the best, and I want to annihilate those who step out of line.

      Those who gain too much power.

      “Who sponsors you?” the blond questions with speculation in her eyes.

      No one sponsored me. Hera led me here, but does that make her my sponsor? My eyes catch on the landscaper, who is watching me beneath her eyelashes as she cuts off the tip of a flower. Its dark petals spill to the ground, turning to rot, and even her goat sneers at it.

      There’s meaning there I can’t quite grasp, not yet at least.

      “I do.” Hera’s voice booms all around us, and this time, I turn back.

      She isn’t at the gates, nor is she here with us. She’s watching, just as she promised she would.

      “Hera,” the dark one purrs. “Well then, child, what’s your name?”

      “Kendall.”

      “That’s the name you choose?” the blond one asks.

      “Yes.” I vow my name is the only part of my past I will keep.

      “Come, I’m Themis.” The blond steps forward, wearing a cloak of red. Her movements are full of grace and poise, and the crimson fabric swishes about her legs as she pauses before me. Looking over her shoulder, she calls to the other goddess who stand back. “Nemesis.”

      I swallow. I thought I knew the goddesses who resided here, but that was only ever speculation.

      “Palm.” Nemesis holds out her hand for mine.

      With shaking fingers, I place my hand on hers palm up. My stomach churns. This is what I wanted, isn’t it?

      Yes, it is. Even if I don’t learn here, I will learn elsewhere, but that knowledge may not be the best that exists. Not like it is here.

      I stop shaking as I relax my hand in her icy grip.

      Pain slices through me as Themis cuts my skin, blood wells in my palm, and the skies darken.

      “Repeat,” Themis commands. “I pledge myself to serve and protect the innocent, no matter the cost.”

      Overhead, thunder grumbles and lightning zings from cloud to cloud. Even the gardener pauses. I repeat, “I pledge my soul to serve and protect the innocent, no matter the cost.”

      Magic claps and power explodes out of me. Themis and Nemesis look at each other, their mouths open in shock.

      “Is that supposed to happen?” I question as the magic dies down.

      “You answer to us, yes?” Nemesis questions as though she’s unsure of what just happened.

      “Yes,” I answer quickly, feeling a burn begin between my breasts.

      “Then find a room.” Themis steps away, her eyes cast toward the sky where the clouds part and the lightning quiets.

      “Go.” Nemesis drops my hand and steps back, the two of them treating me as though I don’t belong here.

      I rush toward the door, knowing in my soul something just happened, but I’m not quite able to put my finger on it.

      As I push open the door to the academy, I can’t help but feel as though the Fates just put something in motion that will one day either benefit or destroy me.

      Only one way to find out.
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      “You put the lime in the coconut and drink it all up.” Daisy, the parasitic nymph who calls herself my friend, sings and grinds on a poor random man just trying to sell pickles.

      Pickles are no joke. It’s the delicious, salty crunch that gets me. Daisy continues her shimmy and grind as I crunch on the last of my pickle and give the poor guy a sympathetic wince. We’ve all got that one friend. You know the one. That bitch who drinks far too much and pushes you to do things you would never do. At my age, I damn well know better, but then Daisy dances along with a bottle of fae mead and an itinerary of regret, and I forget I’m a badass assassin.

      Besides, a lady never tells her age. Don’t fucking ask again.

      “You put the lime in the coconut and drink it all up,” Daisy begins again, and this time the security guard in the corner eyes her up, but not because she’s smoking hot. Daisy knows she’s beautiful. She’s also psychotic and highly mentally unstable, which causes mortal men to fall head over feet for her. Since she is a nymph, she well and truly is crazy beautiful, and mortals love to stick their dicks in crazy.

      I’m also doing my best to ignore my parasitic friend.

      I didn’t want a friend. Hell, I didn’t want a family. I don’t need a family and I don’t need friends. That doesn’t mean I haven’t found clingers who just won’t leave me alone though.

      Also, the crazy keeps growing on me, especially as she moves onto her next victim—a small older woman standing beside a podium. Fraying gray hair peeks out of her bonnet as she stares out at the crowd with an evil eye. Unimpressed, she takes in the room, especially Daisy who, without an ounce of shame, saunters up to the woman in her white sundress and floppy hat, completely out of place for winter.

      “I’ve got a song in my heart, and I’d love to sing you a sonnet.” Brown hair sweeps over her dark gaze as she glances at the lady with her bedroom eyes.

      This bitch makes that poor Amish mafia superstar blush.

      Deciding I’m over her shit as she argues about the microphone, I grab a paddle with the lucky number thirteen on it and take a seat in the back row.

      The scent of cedar tickles my nose as I pop down on the old metal chair that squeaks beneath my ass—or perhaps that’s the leather I’m wearing.

      Daisy isn’t the only one who looks out of place. I do also, but that’s the point. With a scowl on my face, I sneer at the man in front of me with the faux top hat. He turns around as he shovels a cream cheese filled pretzel in his mouth. A little squirts onto his beard before he faces forward.

      Another town, another assignment. It’s just another job to fulfill my duty. Weariness of the role creeps up my spine, followed by sadness. In front of me, a young woman sits beside a man with a scruffy beard, resting her head on his shoulder as she gazes up at him lovingly.

      I won’t ever have that kind of love. I’m not built for it, and my life won’t allow me to have a happily ever after.

      After all, I’m the villain in this story.

      Daisy sits beside me, carefully handing me a key that I slide into my pocket. Maybe I did well by bringing the nymph.

      “So, bestie.” She elbows me. “Did you know there isn’t a single bar in this town?”

      “You looked, didn’t you?” I reply, indulging her. The auction won’t start for another fifteen minutes anyway, and I need to scope the place out, not to mention the scent of fried food keeps making my belly grumble.

      No food until I finish the job.

      It’s a simple rule, really, one that keeps me alive. I eat the night before, then nothing the day of. There is nothing worse than hunting an asshole from the shadows only to have to pee so badly that you have no other choice than to hop into a bathroom to relieve the pesky bladder.

      And also simultaneously lose the target.

      I’ve learned my lesson.

      Daisy, on the other hand, stuffs herself at all hours of the day and feels the need to shove delicious pickles under my nose, effectively making me break my own rules.

      “Of course I looked. I’ve never been to this little square of the country, and let me tell you” —Daisy leans in on a mock whisper, the scent of tobacco and whiskey on her breath— “I am not impressed… aside from the beards, because I do love a good mustache ride.”

      “It’s a small town.” I hide behind a smile as the auctioneer glares at us. He’s a stout older man with a graying beard that reaches his chest.

      “Full of freaks.” She snorts, earning another dirty look from the guy in front of us.

      He’s only offended because she’s right.

      “I think it’s charming.” I don’t, because truth be told, I’m sitting in the middle of a flea market in a small town where the directions leading to said flea market is a big green dragon.

      I’ve met a dragon before, and they sure as hell don’t look that happy.

      “No, you don’t.” Daisy props her pointy chin on my shoulder and bats those long eyelashes at me, giving me the same sultry look she gave the Amish lady up front.

      “It won’t work on me.” I elbow her off of me as they roll in the items for the auction. My eyes remain glued to innocuous objects, while the humans around us continue to be oblivious to the magic permeating through the curtain where the stout man pulls items from storage.

      I almost didn’t believe Themis when she handed me my little card. Small and white, it’s the same damn card I’ve been staring at since the day I turned eighteen. It has a name, a place, and the offense.

      My job? Kill the offender.

      It’s almost too damn easy.

      Except this time she wants me to retrieve an object of importance. Not once, in all these years, has she requested an object. The demand both intrigued and put me on edge.

      Daisy snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Listen to me,” she whines. “There’s a band playing not thirty minutes from here. I have one word for you. Drummer.”

      “Drummer?” I parrot absentmindedly as I gaze at the cedar box the stout little man rolls out. A shiver rolls up my spine at the magic wafting off of it, and I reach into the pocket of my leather jacket, feeling the comforting metal of the key against my fingers.

      “That’s it?” Daisy whispers in my ear before settling back against her folding metal chair. Her eyes remain forward, and her head is cocked to the side. “Doesn’t look like much.”

      It doesn’t. To everyone in this room, it looks like nothing more than a cedar chest with a key and a lock that doesn’t work. They have no idea what’s in that chest or why.

      Or rather, who.

      Themis and Nemesis didn’t just send me on an usual mission today, they sent me on a retrieval errand, which rubs me the wrong damn way. I worked my ass off to get the title of independent assassin, allowing me to take jobs from other gods—not that I often get the downtime to make that happen.

      The curtain wavers, and the stout Amish man who is going to die today emerges.

      Fox shifter. Thief. All-around vile little man posing as an Amish man in this little tight-knit community. He doesn’t belong here, and by the sweat I see beading on his forehead, he knows that.

      A door creaks open, bringing with it the bitter scent of winter.

      I fucking hate winter. It’s cold, miserable, and often wet.

      “It’s filling up,” Daisy muses, unable to sit still in her seat, her body twisting here and there as she smiles at strangers.

      “Stop people watching,” I hiss at her.

      “Best part of the job.” She points at a guy up front with a clean face. “I’m going to make him my bitch.”

      “Please don’t.” Shaking my head, I do my best to ignore her and keep my eyes on that chest. My heart thumps rapidly in my chest.

      The thrill of the mission begins at the base of my spine, and my excitement grows.

      I didn’t sign my life away because I had no other choice. I did. There is always a choice. However, I told my twin brother I had no choice because it helps him sleep at night. He’s the one who left me in the middle of nowhere, hidden while magically bound and unable to shift.

      I only hold a small grudge against him for that.

      Truth is, although I was young, I craved this—the anticipation and adrenaline rush, the taste of vengeance as it spills across my tongue and lights a fire inside of me that no man or monster can ignite.

      “Are you fucking turned on?” Daisy whispers. She doesn’t have to scent the air like me. As a nymph, she knows. Sex keeps her glowing and her magic restored. It’s also probably why she licks my cheek.

      I glance at her, turning my head slowly. I pretend to look through her and into the opening of one of the buildings in this maze of barns. It smells like jerky and body odor. The scents war for dominance in the open room, preventing me from separating them and determining if there are any other creatures present.

      “Yep,” I tell Daisy. Why lie? She already knows the truth. Maybe I will try this friendship thing.

      “You little minx.” Daisy cackles to herself, earning yet another dirty look.

      Annoyed, I lean forward and mutter into the voyeur’s ear. “Daisy here is the embodiment of sex. You wish you could grip her curves.”

      “Excuse me?” He spins in the seat, the cream cheese in his beard standing out in the dim light.

      I give him my very best I don’t give a fuck look and flutter my fingers toward the front of the room where the auctioneer steps up and grips the gavel with meaty fingers.

      He is one unhealthy shifter. His heavy eyebrows hold onto the remnants of the red coloring all foxes have, though they are nothing more than sponges for the sweat that pours from his balding head. His whiskey-colored eyes keep darting to the back of the room.

      Not at me though.

      “Who’s behind me?” I question Daisy, knowing she won’t hesitate to look behind me. Bitch doesn’t have an ounce of shame.

      “Come with me tonight and I’ll look.” She’s back on the clubbing idea.

      “Now is not the time to negotiate,” I hiss at my not friend Daisy.

      “It is the perfect time to negotiate. I want something, you want something. You give me what I want, and I give you what you want.” The devil comes out of her, reminding me that though Daisy looks young, she isn’t.

      She is centuries old, and she’s seen her fair share of bullshit, which is probably why she drinks herself to sleep on fae mead nightly. I don’t question it. We all have demons that haunt us.

      “Dammit, Daisy.” I shift in my seat as the auctioneer begins, rambling words that not one of these humans understand as he points to a wooden rocking chair.

      “Do it. We will take shots with the drummer and maybe” —she leans closer, stealing my attention for a meager moment— “you will get laid for the first time in, oh hell, how long has it been?”

      “Now is not the time.” People are looking at us, and I need to stay as innocuous as possible.

      Shouldn’t have worn leather to an Amish flea market then, Kendall. “Fine,” I grumble. What is one night out with a few drinks?

      I’ve done it before, just rarely.

      I don’t like the lack of control, and my life has been seventy-five years’ worth of no control.

      With a smug grin, Daisy turns in her seat to peer behind us. Her usual buoyant demeanor vanishes, and her normally olive skin goes pale.

      Fucking hell, I do not have the time for anyone getting in my way today.

      “Who?” I whisper too low for the humans to hear as my eyes remain on the fat little man at the podium.

      “Um, are you sure you want to know?”

      “Yep.”

      “I can’t give you that answer,” she replies, startling me. Like I said, Daisy is old. She has hundreds of years on me. She’s lived more lives than multiple cats combined. Yet here we are, and I can’t tell if she’s lying to me or not.

      My gut says yes. “We don’t have time for this,” I hiss, watching as the fox shifter rolls the cedar chest up onto the podium, lining it up to go next. It’s just about go time.

      This is potentially my ticket back to a normal life. Considering this isn’t my usual work, I can’t help but feel a sliver of hope that maybe this is the last job Themis and Nemesis will ask of me. Not that I want a normal life, I just know I want something different, something more.

      Fine, I need a challenge. Nothing challenges me anymore. Aside from torturing my sister-in-law, Sabina, my life is nothing but taking a card, reading a name on said card, assassinate, and restore the balance in the universe then move the fuck on.

      Nothing else.

      Perhaps that’s why my blood pumps a little faster. Intuition tells me I’m not the only one after this cedar chest. I’m unsure of who creeped in behind us, but the promise of a fight saturates the air—one I might not win.

      I chuckle a little, earning a dirty look from Daisy who glances back over my shoulder.

      I always win my fights. Whoever she’s looking at won’t out bid me. Not when I have the backing of a pantheon. Not when Themis and Nemesis pull my strings like a puppet.

      The gods have a rule. It’s a simple rule really, one that they must abide by or they will find themselves on the receiving end of Zeus’s wrath.

      No interference.

      I know, I know. It’s comical, really, and also utter bullshit. Hera alone meddled in the lives of mortals and monsters alike. Hell, Zeus cursed a king and, welp, here I am, a lycan in the flesh. Even Hades interfered by kidnapping a maiden and whisking her away to the Underworld, and look at how that shit show turned out for him.

      Here’s a hint—not great.

      There’s a difference in these stories. Well, three differences—the Fates. The three crazy old bitches who I thought were nothing more than old ladies in ratty clothes. No, these women aren’t just beautiful, they also know exactly what they are doing by manipulating the past, present, and future.

      As long as the natural flow of fate remains undisturbed, the gods can break that rule to interfere all they want.

      When that rule breaks and the path of fate distorts, they send me.

      My sister-in-law calls me a mercenary, an assassin, and sometimes a double agent, but only one of those is correct.

      At the end of the day, no one really knows which action will affect the balance of all things. Well, no one but Themis, that is. As the goddess of divine law and order, she knows, and she will do anything in her power to make sure that divine law finds restoration through me or any of her assassins. Like sending me to a flea market to retrieve a cedar chest that once belonged to Cypselus and telling me to kill the fox shifter who stole it, for example.

      Okay, so I don’t have to kill the shifter, but I’m going to. My fingers get twitchy when assholes like him don’t get what they deserve. I enjoy speeding up karma, it makes me feel good and maybe it turns me on a little.

      Dammit, Daisy was right. I guess I’m going to seek out a drummer tonight, except I’m more of a lead singer kind of gal.

      “Here we go.” Daisy looks at me, her brown eyes questioning before they dart to the hidden creature behind me. “You sure about this?”

      Anticipation hums in my breast. “Do this, and I’ll buy all your drinks tonight.” Not that she will get drunk off them. Her immortality prevents her from getting drunk unless she grabs a flask of fae mead, which she probably has stashed in her bra.

      “Done.” With a wink, she stands and stretches her arms to the sky as her head tips back, her flower crown falling to the floor as she mumbles incoherently.

      Distraction time. I was never going to buy that damn thing. It isn’t stealing if it isn’t actually owned by the seller.

      It only takes a minute before whispers of demonic possession reach my ears. I didn’t actually think this would work, albeit a few face forward, shaking their heads while the younger generation stands with gasps and the women run out, their husbands staring at Daisy with equal parts lust and contempt.

      Come on, call the cops, make a scene.

      Daisy stands on a chair, but the metal isn’t built to hold her weight, so the damn thing collapses in on her.

      Movement catches my eye as the pudgy man rolls the cedar chest behind the curtain.

      Yeah, no. “You win an Emmy,” I whisper to Daisy, officially accepting her as a friend as I stealthily slide out of my chair and head to the side of the room where wooden carvings line the long wall and wreaths decorate the shutters.

      I slip out a door and creep along the back, my boots crunching along the gravel drive.

      “Hurry up, they have found me,” the out of breath fox shifter wheezes.

      “Impossible.”

      “That woman is no woman, and I guarantee she is nothing more than a distraction.” Smart fox, which is why he knew to leave.

      It’s a shame he won’t get that far.

      No longer willing to play the charade, I will my scythe into my palm. It’s a gift from Nemesis, the vengeful bitch. There are few scythes like this in existence.

      One belongs to me, one belongs to Charon, and the other sits above Zeus’s throne.

      To kill a god, one must wield a weapon to kill a god. Though in fifty-seven years, I haven’t had to kill a god. I’m seventy-five years old, my soul no longer belongs to me, and I’ve done enough to give me nightmares.

      Nightmares are the sole reason I only sleep in bursts.

      I step out from behind the building, staring at the pathetic little man and the muscle he hired. My scythe blazes in the hazy winter daylight. It’s overkill, and I don’t need it for this job, but it will render him to nothing but ash.

      “You’re right, Daisy was the distraction.” I twirl my scythe, huffing into the cold air, creating little plumes of hot breath.

      The men pause, startling at my voice. I cough on the scent of dirty fox and sweat that drifts to me. These two fools have been up to some seriously disturbing shit.

      Piss and blood waft off of them in waves.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Another fox shifter steals my attention. A big beefy man well over six feet with red hair and freckles sneers in my direction.

      “Huh.” I look him up and down, taking him in from his cowboy boots to his too tight jeans and pressed flannel.

      “Huh what?” Those thick red brows pull together in confusion.

      “I thought all fox shifters were teeny tiny.” I hold up my thumb and forefinger and position his head in my sight, so it looks like I’m squishing his head. More fun for me, less for them.

      “I thought all lycans were men,” Giganto spits.

      I mean, he isn’t wrong. My kind primarily consists of men. But this guy? They aren’t the most intelligent of the bunch. In fact, they are terribly stupid.

      Dumbasses, the lot of them.

      “I taped up my dick.” I pretend like I’m adjusting my package.

      “That makes sense. You are far too tall for a woman.” This fox is officially my nemesis.

      Look, call me shallow, but we all have our hang-ups. None of us are perfect, not even the monsters that hide under the bed. We have body dysmorphia like the rest of the world.

      I’m tall, a decent five-ten. Small blessings that I stopped growing before I hit six feet. I mean, I move like a shadow, so it shouldn’t bother me that this asshole thinks I’m too tall. He probably hates curves too, and I’ve got enough of those for three grown men to each get a handful.

      Maybe I’m heading toward a heat. If that’s the issue, I’m going to have to hunt down a suppressing potion.

      I’ll just kill this guy to ease my PMS, and by that I mean pre-murdering syndrome.

      As he stands there with a jeer on his face and delight sparkling in his eyes, I pull out the knife hidden in my leather jacket while twirling my scythe in my other hand. Before the fox can take his next breath, blood drips from a minor wound in his neck. Okay, it isn’t a slight wound, in fact it’s a large slice where my mora knife sits lodged in his neck.

      Disappointed, I turn to the other fox, who moans as he struggles to get the cedar chest in his truck, his body wiggling as sweat pours down his face.

      “That won’t do, little man.” I saunter over, pop myself up on the ledge of his box truck, and watch as he struggles to lift the chest. Spinning my scythe once more, I let it disappear from sight.

      His head pops up, and those beady little eyes look at me with disgust. “I know who you are.”

      Would it kill one of these criminals to act surprised?

      “You belong to Themis,” he sneers.

      I roll my hand like a beauty queen. However, the pang in my chest is real.

      These creatures? They all know me, they know who I work for, and they know when they see my scythe that they have little time left in this world. “And you’ve been a bad, bad boy.” I jerk my chin at the chest. “Who are you trying to sell in there? From the scent of it, you’ve got some old bones.”

      “We all know who you are,” he carries on, ignoring my question. “You are no friend to us.”

      “Stop killing people and upsetting Themis.” Really, she can be a brutal bitch when she’s upset.

      His laughter stops me cold. It’s not the normal kind of laughter. Not the kind Daisy emits with her hint of crazy. Nor is it the kind of laughter that holds amusement. I know this kind of laughter, and I fight to stuff the nightmares of my past back into their little bottle before they carry me down memory lane.

      His guffaws carry around the little parking lot, full of malice. “Everyone dies, pet of Themis.”

      I bite my tongue, refraining from correcting that statement. Technically, I’m not just soul bound to Themis, but Nemesis as well. Both of them own pieces of me I never should have sold off.

      Before I can deny his words, no matter how true they are, foxy continues, “Your days are numbered, pet.” He opens and closes his mouth, saliva dripping down his chin as he makes small squeaking sounds as though he’s struggling to find his words.

      My fingers itch to take his head off, but my gut tells me to hear him out. The countdown to my death began the day I walked through the gates of the academy.

      I’ve played the role of assassin for over fifty years, and not once did I hesitate—until now. A part of me needs to know what he knows.

      “Tell me what has you all worked up, and maybe I’ll spare your life.” I won’t. We both know that.

      “Kill me.” Those beady little eyes glisten with defiance.

      “There are worse things than death, fox.” Like torture. I reach into my pocket, fingering the coin that will take me out of here, along with one extra.

      “And yours is coming.”

      Fuck, I’m going to have to torture it out of him, aren’t I? Well, I was looking for a challenge, wasn’t I?

      I glance between the chest and the fox. I hope I’m not making the wrong decision here. Fifty-seven years, and I’ve never broken a contract with Themis, but for the first time I listen to my gut. Instead of using the coin to teleport the chest and I out of here, I launch myself at the fox and take him along for the ride.
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      “I swear if you capture another one of those creatures and put it in a sandwich, I’m going to cut out your tongue,” my big surly brother growls at me, his booted foot squishing one of the creatures I hunted down for a snack.

      Honestly, it was for Seth, I swear.

      I chuckle. That’s a lie.

      Add a little barbeque sauce, and those little critters are finger lickin’ good. Damn, I’m hungry.

      I dive into the corner of the room and snatch one, holding it by its wee little tail.

      “I fucking hate you,” Barrett grumbles, turning on a heel and heading out of the little dungeon. “I fucking hate it here. Where’s Hades?”

      “Earth side!” I hold the dangling creature above my mouth, only for it to go flying across the room. My other brother, Seth, stares at me in disgust.

      “No.” He smacks the top of my head. “Bad doggie.”

      “That ain’t cool, man. Not cool at all.” I rub my grumbling belly. “Puppy is hungry.”

      “Then eat in the kitchen like a normal human.”

      “Newsflash, Seth. We aren’t human.” I flick his forehead.

      He doesn’t even flinch. His Mohawk remains in place, and that shaggy beard of his stays right where it should. I’m pretty sure he uses hairspray to keep it styled.

      I lean in and sniff.

      “Why are you sniffing me, Cael?”

      “Is that aqua net?”

      “No.” He backs away from me.

      “How the hell did you get hairspray in hell?” I throw my hands up, annoyed. Ever since we shifted for the first time in centuries, this guy keeps getting all sorts of products shipped here from earth, and he never asks me if I want anything. I’m fucking offended.

      “Artemis.” He turns on a sneaker-clad heel and walks out.

      “Those are fancy shoes!” I shout, even more annoyed as I look down at my bare feet. Lifting one, I wince at the blackened state of the soles. “Shoes shouldn’t have stars on them, Seth!”

      I want shoes.

      “Take it up with Artie!” Seth shouts from down the hall.

      I will do no such thing. I know all about that goddess and her spawn. They brought me presents, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t trickier than a rodent sandwich. Her hands are in every pot, and her eyes are everywhere. I glance at the dungeon walls where water seeps from a corner. “Are you there, Artie?”

      When no one replies, I saunter out of the little prison cell. I don’t know why they all hate it down here. I find it charming. It’s quiet, which allows me to think. It also reminds me of the gate we guarded for a long, long time. I also kind of miss them. We sat at the back entrance to the Underworld for a long time, trapped as our big, scary Cerberus form.

      Whistling, I walk down the long corridors, the scent of blood and death lingering here from ages ago. Hades hasn’t killed a soul—ha, get it?—in a very long time. Actually, dare I say he’s gone soft? I’d blame it on the fact that he’s mated to our baby sister, Vanessa, but he went soft long before he ever met her.

      He adopted us three when we were nothing more than a pup, which says a lot about the apparent ruthless god everyone fears. If they asked me, I’d say they have more to fear from our sister, but who the fuck am I to judge?

      Anyway, we are triplets. I know some chicks dig that, but we are just happy to have our own bodies for the time being. It’s been a long time since I had my own penis and, let me just say, I have been enjoying that benefit since I could shift again.

      Oh! There he goes again, acting up. I glance down at my ripped jeans and peek at my dick, which is poking through the top.

      “Look at you popping up to say hello.” I pet the tip because he’s been such a good boy today. He didn’t stay up in front of my brothers, and that is a good thing.

      We kind of shared a dick for a long time, and it puts a whole new spin on morning wood. Can we say awkward?

      We got over that real fast, considering any potential mate we find will belong to all three of us.

      Just the thought of our newfound freedom and the potential to find a mate after all these years makes me giddy.

      My brothers, on the other hand…

      Get your head out of the gutter and get your ass up here, Barrett, aka Bear, says through our fun little telepathic link.

      That’s a sarcastic kind of fun, by the way. These assholes are always in my head.

      Yes, it means that when I get aroused, they get stimulated.

      And we are sick of jerking off every five minutes. Control yourself and get up here. Seth sounds grouchier than usual.

      Maybe I should…

      If you touch your dick, I’m going to cut it off, Barrett growls at me in that primal way of his. It scares the fuck out of trespassers, but me? He’s just my cute, cuddly brother.

      No, you won’t, I reply, taking my time skipping through the dungeon. A shadow moves farther down, and I know it’s just one of the maids loyal to Hades, but I really want to mess with her.

      Or maybe she will pet little Cerberus.

      That’s it, he dies, Seth grumbles.

      Kill me, and you die too. I get a flash of her dark skirts.

      A hand on my neck pulls me backwards, the scent of brimstone filling my nostrils. “Leave the maids alone.” Hades guides me down another hallway and steers me up a set of stone stairs, his hand never once leaving my neck.

      “Hey, Daddy!”

      “Please don’t call me that.” Hades releases my neck, but I hear his chuckle. He finds me endearing, because I fucking am.

      “Where’s my sister?” I love that little dragon. She’s all hellfire with a soft, squishy center.

      “You don’t want to know.” Hades’s voice tells me she is not, in fact, tied to his bed.

      I pause on the never-ending staircase. Really, why do castles have to be so huge? There’s got to be a way we can just teleport from one room to the next.

      “I want to know.” I spin on the step, crossing my arms over my chest as I feel a grumble coming on.

      “She’s fine.” Hades turns me back around, pushing gently on my shoulders to get me moving. “She’s gone hunting.”

      “I miss her.” Is that a little bit of a whine? Why yes, yes, it is. All our other sisters hate us. Vanessa is the only one who loves us unconditionally.

      Hades chuckles behind me. “Hey, did Hydra show up at all?”

      I damn near stumble on the steps. Play it cool, man, play it cool. “Hydra?” That was so not cool. In fact, I sound like a squeaky toy.

      That’s what happens when a shifter gets trapped in their animal form for far too long.

      “Yes, Hydra.” Once more, Hades gently nudges me forward. “She was supposed to head right to the Underworld after a small mission she had with Sabina.” Ah, the little goddess who is besties with my precious and priceless sister. She’s a wily one, that girl, and spunky, with the power to destroy all lycans. I haven’t met her in an official capacity, but I know from the stories I’ve heard that I’d like her. Yeah, we’d be great friends.

      I pout. “I want a mission.” Even if it’s just guarding the gate.

      “Focus, Cael.” Light floods into the staircase from the bright kitchen above.

      A rumbling growl that is my stomach voices its demand for food. I’m hungry, and my brothers stole that from me when they freed the drat. “I am focusing.”

      “Your stomach is rumbling.”

      I glance down at my bare tummy. It is indeed speaking. “I must feed myself.” I step into the circular kitchen and glance around, finding only my brothers, who are all dressed up in combat gear. Hunger forgotten, I bounce inside. “Oh, a mission!”

      “Yes.” Hades walks over to a table. He’s smaller than me but more powerful, and he walks with confidence that can’t be replicated. Not only is he one handsome dude with his rocker vibes, but his eyes are completely black, making him look like a demon.

      Mortals think he’s the god of the Underworld, but he isn’t. He’s just the god of their souls. He is literally a reaper. Shh, I’m not supposed to tell anyone that.

      Who the fuck are you talking to? Seth grumbles in my head as he ties the laces on his shoes, not once looking up at me.

      Me, myself, and I. “Is it to retrieve Hydra?” I hop on a chair, feeling the need to be taller than anyone else in the room.

      “No.” Undeterred, Hades tosses clothing at me.

      “Is it to head to the fields to restore the wards?” Wards that fell and need to go right back up again. Those poor souls are living out their afterlife in a field. That’s hell if you ask me.

      “No.” Boots skitter along the floor to land at my feet, along with a fresh pair of socks.

      Sniffing, I squint at them. They do not hold my special brand of body odor. “These offend me.”

      “Put them on,” Barrett says, turning to Hades while I stand there in defiance.

      “I need you to go earthside for me. I have a favor.” Hades reaches into a back pocket, pulling out a small piece of paper.

      “What’s the favor?” Seth snatches the paper out of Hades’s hand, his eyes darting across the parchment as he reads it.

      “I need you to retrieve a cedar chest.”

      “Why?” Barrett asks, not missing a beat. He isn’t wrong. It’s a strange request. I mean, we will do it. We don’t need the why. It is Hades, and we owe him everything.

      Hades runs a hand through his dark hair, mussing it up further. He really is a handsome god, and I’m glad my baby sister snagged him up. “I’m unsure. Look, the favor is for Artemis.”

      “No.” Barrett takes off his brown bomber jacket.

      “Dammit. I was excited to go earthside.” Leaving one shoe untied, Seth leans back in his chair, his arms crossed as he glares at Hades.

      Good thing I refused to get dressed. I step up to stand on top of the lone circular wooden table, looking down upon my people. “No,” I answer, even though I know none of them are listening.

      They think I’m crazy.

      I am.

      “Look, I’d do it myself, but Artemis insisted I use you three. She said it was time you got out of the Underworld and did something with your lives besides never leaving my side.” Hades looks none too pleased about that.

      “You don’t want us to go, so we shall stay.” It’s settled. I’m never leaving the Underworld. I shall live and die here.

      Perhaps buried inside a fury. I hear they are screamers in bed.

      Oh, down boy. This is no time to erect yourself. I pat my crotch.

      “Please stop.” Seth pinches the bridge of his nose, glaring at me in annoyance. It’s not like I’m purposely annoying him, it’s just who I am as a person—err, dog.

      “Here’s the location.” Hades snatches the paper back from Seth and hands it to Barrett, who grabs it reluctantly, along with a wooden disk, our ticket out of the Underworld. “And the coin for travel.”

      “I don’t want to leave.” I cross my arms, and though I’m higher than all of them, they all ignore me.

      “Why?” Barrett asks once more, his head tilted up slightly. See, most people can’t tell us apart, aside from the different hairstyles, of course, but Barrett is all bear. He’s big and burly with a shaved head, and he looks like the badass he is. He’s also caving, so since he’s the decision maker in this trio, that means we are going earthside.

      Hades sighs in appreciation. “There’s a lot I need to take care of here. Artemis specifically asked for you three, and I think she’s right.”

      “You don’t want us anymore?” I whine, feeling dejected.

      “I think,” Hades begins, using the same patience he used while raising us, “Artemis is right. It is time for you to leave home.”

      My lips pull outwards as I assess him. “You are kicking us out.”

      “Dammit, Cael, you aren’t making this easy on me.” Hades paces. “Just do this job and we can talk afterwards, okay?”

      “Done.” Barrett tugs his bomber jacket back on.

      “That’s it?” Seth crosses his arms in refusal, and they all look at him with a seriousness they did not give me.

      Why does he get to look like a badass when he crosses his arms and I don’t?

      Because he is a badass and you are a pup, Barrett quips without looking away from Seth. “Yep, that’s it.”

      I am not a pup. We are all the same damn age.

      “No.” Seth takes off his boots.

      “Fine.” Barrett smiles, and oh boy, Seth is in trouble. He is one scary motherfucker when he smiles. In fact, he looks like one of those MMA fighters I’ve been streaming down here. “Stay.” Barrett shrugs before pointing at me. “Get dressed now.”

      “You’re going to leave without me?” Seth leans forward incredulously.

      “Yes,” Barrett answers in a monotone voice.

      I was already resigned to going. I hop down and dress, shaking my ass at Seth in the process while pretending I still have a tail to wag. In reality, I’m just waving my stinky fart his way.

      That’s when reality slaps me in the face. I frown and turn around, leaving my pants sitting low on my hips. “That’s it, isn’t it?” I poke Hades in the chest as he just stares at me, his obsidian eyes seeing straight into my soul.

      “Yes.” That’s all he says before he disappears, leaving us alone in the kitchen with a coin and directions to steal a cedar chest for Artemis.

      “What did you put together that we couldn’t?” Seth questions before he finishes tying his laces, still glaring at me.

      That face won’t work on me. I’m also not telling either of them. They will pluck it right out of my head anyway.

      “We’ve been a pup for too long,” Seth scoffs. See? I knew he’d pick up on it.

      I tug on the rest of my clothing. “Where to, Bear?”

      “Barrett,” my brother corrects. “Ephrata, Pennsylvania. There’s a flea market with a cedar chest that was stolen by a fox shifter.”

      “Tell me it’s not surrounded by farmland.” Seth snatches the paper back, closing his eyes. “I don’t remember what Earth is like,” he says before popping them back open. “I know I’m going to hate it though.”

      “Give it a chance.” All dressed, I face my brothers, sweatshirt in hand.

      “Your shirt is on backwards.” Seth tugs my collar down, flicking the tag.

      “I totally did that on purpose.” I shift my arms to fix my top before asking, “What’s special about this cedar chest?”

      “Aside from the fact Artemis wants it?” Seth shrugs, uncaring. “Does it even matter?”

      “It does. It’s a magical item going up for auction in a human market.” Barrett steals the paper back, sliding it into his pocket. “It also belonged to Cypselus.”

      “Of course that’s why Artemis wants it.” Seth rolls his hand. “Let’s get on with it, there’s probably a body hidden in there.”

      “Ew, are you serious?” I really, really don’t want to go now.

      Barrett frowns. “It doesn’t belong on Earth. We retrieve the chest and bring it to Artemis.”

      “Do you think he is in there?” I mean, as far as legends go, it isn’t off. Cypselus himself could still be in that chest.

      “It’s suspicious that it’s shown up after all these years,” Seth agrees, finally getting on board with the mission and shrugging on his leather jacket, which makes him look like a badass.

      “Why am I the only one who gets a hoodie?”

      “Because you look like a frat boy.” Seth smiles, and I want to punch him in his scruffy face.

      “I do not.” My fists clench, and just as I’m about to throw a punch to his jaw, Barrett grabs me, and we go tumbling through space and time only for it to shat us out in a field.

      Forgetting I wanted to hit my brother, I inhale slowly. “Oh.”

      “It smells like chicken shit,” Seth sneers, gagging.

      “You don’t even know what chicken shit smells like,” I retort on another inhale, letting the crisp air fill my lungs. It’s cold, but it feels damn good. Still, I tug on the black hoodie and turn to my brothers.

      Dammit, they took off without me.

      “Cael, you are on lookout,” Barrett says. “As soon as we are near humans, telepathy only.”

      “I’m going into the auction,” Seth states with a confidence I kind of envy.

      I don’t envy his big dick energy though. I mean, we all have the exact same size dick. There is no reason for him to think his dick is bigger than mine.

      Besides, it’s what you do with said dick that is important. Finesse that pussy like it’s a job. I’m pretty sure Seth pounds pussy like a jackhammer.

      Focus, Barrett growls in my head.

      I am, I am.

      For once, he might be right. Seth startles me so much with his mental reply, I nearly trip over a stalk of something that smells suspicious.

      That you pound pussy like a jackhammer? That’s what I’m calling you from now on, hammerhead. I cackle at my own joke as we step onto the pavement, going full-on telepathy.

      No, not that. Seth glares at me over his shoulder, his cheeks turning pink in the chilly air. While we are here, we should enjoy ourselves.

      Oh! I agree! Excitement thrums through me. A night out in this strange new world?

      No. Barrett shuts us down.

      I almost begin whining again.

      Listen to me. Barrett turns serious. We haven’t been earthside in centuries. Look around you. There are no milkmaids with skirts for you to lift.

      I do as he says, and I do indeed find all the milkmaids, but that isn’t all I find. Whoa. I glance down at my pants, then at the lady walking in the distance. She’s wearing pants like Vanessa. You mean to tell me all women wear pants like Vanessa?

      I hate it, Seth comments. Dresses are easier to flip up.

      He is not wrong. But I can see every little curve of their asses, so I support the pants trend. What’s the little string coming out of her ass? I want to pick up this woman and look, but I don’t think that’s allowed.

      No touching. Barrett slaps my hand away. Focus, the building is there. Alright, Seth, you go in. I’m going to head to the back, and Cael… Barrett trails off.

      I know, I know, just try to stay out of trouble, I finish for them as they walk off. Typical bullshit, but the joke’s on them. I’m more than happy to just stay here and human watch.

      A lot of creatures tried and failed to enter the back door to the Underworld, and I was always content to watch while my brothers growled their primal displeasure at the trespasser—except Artemis, she always brought delicious goat heads.

      I lick my lips. Fuck, I love the taste of blood, especially when I wiggle my teeth into an eye socket.

      Fucking delicious.

      Any who, immortal peeps are boring. The humans? Now they are interesting and yet vile, finite things. Take this chick, for example, wandering around in the middle of the cold season in a white dress and big floppy hat. I can even see her nipples.

      I sniff. Wait, nope, that is a nymph.

      Intrigued, I follow the creature and almost lose her in the crowd, but nymphs have a particular scent to them.

      Sex.

      Anticipating to wet my dick, I blindly follow the creature of male and female desire in complete disregard of my brother’s order. They are just lucky I’m not skipping my happy ass over to the nymph. We enter a building smelling like pine and wet dreams. An odd combination, but not at all unpleasant.

      I rest against the back and watch as she slides up to a sexy little thing in all black leather. It’s a shame that there are too many people in here, so now I can’t catch her scent.

      I think I’m in the wrong building, Seth mutters through our fabulous link that I want to shut the fuck down.

      Hey, I’m totally staying out of trouble.

      I agree, they are auctioning off baby goats, Barrett says.

      I want a goat for a snack. I perk up and lick my lips. Man, oh man, I do love me a goat.

      Where the fuck are you? Seth questions, even as I catch his scent when he steps up to me.

      Right here, brother. I jerk my head at the nymph with the dark nipples winking at me through her nighty.

      I told you to stay out of trouble, Barrett chides as he sandwiches me between him and Seth.

      Busted.

      I am totally in all the trouble right now. I adjust my raging erection. But soon I very much plan on being in trouble with a nymph.

      Following a nymph is getting into trouble. Seth elbows me in the gut, since I don’t move away quickly enough.

      That nymph led him right where we needed to be. Barrett jerks his head at the front where a portly fellow rolls out a cedar chest.

      It’s the perfect storm. The nymph turns, and her eyes find mine, but she does not look happy to see me. Not at all. She looks furious as she spins in her chair and whispers to the blond beside her.

      Seth chuckles. Looks like you’ll have to wait until later, brother. I’m totally paying attention. The auctioneer is only pushing rocking chairs, but that hot nymph who keeps bouncing around has an ass like a peach I want to lick.

      Pay attention, we have a job to do. Barrett glares at both of us just as the nymph gets up on a chair and prays to Hera, creating a scene that causes several people to stand and get out of her way, including the blond beside her who darts out a side door.

      She’s creating a distraction. Move. Barrett pushes off the wall and darts for the back door, not waiting for us.

      Outside, the cold air burns my throat as I inhale. We sure aren’t in the Underworld anymore.

      Where’s the blond? I wonder as I step onto a broken stone path, only a little behind my brothers who ran after the little fellow with the chest. I damn near barrel into them as I round a corner.

      We are just in time to see the blond grab him and disappear.

      My jaw drops as I get a whiff of her scent. She smells like honey butter slathered over the sweetest croissant. I don’t know her, and I don’t know her smell, but I know what it means… Mate.

      “Oh no.” My shoulders slump.

      “This was a complete setup,” Barrett growls, and yet he still marches toward the cedar chest and pulls out the little coin that will take us home. “Artemis set us up.”

      “Nope.” Seth shakes his head. “I refuse.” That would mean Hades also set us up.

      I glance down at little Cerberus. “Sorry, little dude, the hot nymph is off the table.” I tap his flaccid state. “You’ll only get hard for your mate now.”

      “Just as soon as we hunt her down.” Barrett clenches and unclenches his jaw.

      Seth still shakes his head even though he kicks the cedar chest. “Think she wanted this?”

      Barrett smiles in that way I warned about earlier. It’s not fucking handsome, it’s terrifying. “Only one way to find out. We take it and hide it.”

      A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go. High-ho the dairy-o, a hunting we will go. For a mate.
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      Traveling in an unconventional way never gets easy. Teleportation, sifting, any form of mage or witchy travel magic—it’s as though magic slurps you up through a straw, pauses, and spits up across the room.

      Did I just compare magical travel with hocking a loogie? Fucking right I did.

      Stumbling on the broken floorboards, I catch myself and toss Mr. Know-it-all into the corner where he doesn’t cower, but instead continues to laugh like a hyena on steroids.

      I rub my temples. The sound of his laugh is grating on my nerves and causing a splitting headache. I knew I’d regret this, and I already do.

      Cold, arctic air drifts in through the cracks in the walls, while the one lone window billows the black trash bag I taped there long ago. This room isn’t much more than a busted up space that was once something ancient and spectacular—a dream I can’t let myself dream.

      Once upon a time, I didn’t think I needed safe houses, but then I got smart. I get it, I’m not the immortal world’s biggest fan. In fact, the stout man over there isn’t wrong. I know most of them hate me. They see me as a traitor as I play a puppet to the gods.

      I bet they never had to choose between living on the streets or wielding a weapon. Unlike me, they slept in their warm homes in their cushiony little beds.

      I did, and zero out of ten, I would not recommend.

      “You’re going to die,” he singsongs as he flops onto the floor. Wearing once pristine simple slacks, he looks the part of a gentleman, or rather a religious gentleman who goes door to door with his little book praising the being that apparently wrote it.

      He’s full of shit, of course, considering he’s a fox shifter and they are all sly thieves. He is not even native to this world. But hey, who am I to judge?

      Ignoring his insanity is easy. I spent the last twenty-four hours with Daisy. If I can ignore her, I can ignore anyone.

      My boots creak the rotting wood as I peer outside, looking over the sprawling lawn covered in a dusting of snow. Feeling masochistic, I rip the trash bag off and let it flutter to the ground. My fingers graze along the sharp edges of broken glass as a cool wind kisses my skin.

      My reflection stares back at me in the shards of glass, my green eyes bright in the fading daylight. Refocusing, I stare out at the rolling hills and winter trees of the Adirondacks.

      Legend has it the fae once lived here, and maybe I bought this property just to wait out a will-o’-the-wisp. I’ve yet to see one, though I know they exist.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, the badass fading away. He’s going to die, so there’s no point in pretending anymore.

      Here in this condemned home, where a man will die by my hands, I don’t have to pretend anymore. I don’t have to be strong, and I sure as hell don’t have to put on a mask.

      I let it all fade away as the chilly air reminds me I’m still alive.

      “What does it matter?” he inquires.

      I glance over my shoulder, watching as his whiskey eyes trail from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. On anyone else, those eyes might be handsome, but on him, he looks like the thief he is.

      “It doesn’t,” I admit as I step to the side and lean against the wall. Bits of plaster crumble to my shoulders, dusting my black leather jacket.

      “You never bring your victims back to your house. To what do I owe the pleasure?” He pushes up to sitting, those beady eyes now taking in my safe house. It’ll be the last thing he ever sees.

      He isn’t wrong about that. Why did I risk everything to bring him here and question him? I could have grabbed the cedar chest, brought it here, and followed my orders. I didn’t. I broke them for this thief because my gut told me to.

      Either I’m an idiot or I’m losing my touch.

      “What do you know?” I cross my arms, keeping my voice soft. Over the years, I’ve found that the nicer I am, the more they talk.

      They fall for it every time, thinking I’ll let them go, that their crimes didn’t disturb the balance of the universe or some shit.

      “Why would I tell you anything?”

      “You have nothing to lose. Nothing at all.” I resist the urge to bite my nails. It’s a tell, and one I’m not proud of. We all have our vices. Mine is digesting my nails daily.

      Call it fifty-seven years of killing for a couple of goddesses.

      “Ah, ah, ah.” His chubby little finger points at me. “I don’t want to spoil all the fun.” Sweat beads on his forehead, and I inhale nice and slow, both to scent him and to center myself.

      He smells rotten, like a corpse. Closing my eyes, I blow out a breath, realizing just how expendable this idiot is. He’s not working on his own, but for someone else, and they only hired him because he’s already on death’s door.

      “What’d you take?” And why am I wasting my time? My stupid gut does not know what it’s talking about, leading me down a path that will result in me being tortured by Themis.

      Anything I do to this fox shifter will pale in comparison to what he took. Magic scents the air. It could be a mortal creation with a magical enhancement.

      “Nothing.” He coughs, the lie spilling from his lips with a white foam.

      “Cyanide capsule?” I shake my head. It won’t kill him right away, but it will draw out his death, unlike a human. It’s a slow way to die, especially by choice.

      “That all?” He coughs into his hand, splattering blood across his suit pants.

      I inhale again, catching the bitter flavor of something else, another toxin. This one is immortal, just as I suspected earlier. “You are a fool.”

      “No, you are the fool, thinking you could eliminate your own kind. They are coming for you.”

      “Who is coming for me?” I try to remain disinterested, but I fail hard. No one wants to know they are no longer the predator but the prey.

      An ominous feeling slithers up my spine, reminding me that a lycan can die. The Fates can cut my strings and end me.

      I’m already unwanted by my own kind. It doesn’t matter that I’m one of the few lycan females left. I’ve killed my own and then some. In their eyes, that is an unforgivable offense for a woman. It’s archaic, if you ask me. Pack princesses are an outdated commodity. They don’t matter anymore. Most women want to hold their own and keep themselves safe.

      I don’t need a mate to keep me safe.

      Bitter much? Maybe a little.

      “All the creatures,” he sings on a wheeze. “One, two monsters are hunting you.”

      “Oh no, please don’t.” I roll my eyes, uttering the words in a monotone voice.

      “Three, four can’t lock your doors.” Blood sprays along the wall as he laughs like a lunatic.

      Expelling a sigh, I blink down at him, chastising myself for fucking up and not following orders. That is the last time I trust my gut.

      “Five, six—”

      “I’m just going to kill you now.” I push off the wall, calling to my scythe, and take a step forward.

      “Send you to the river Styx.” Blood seeps from his eyes as my boots creak against the floor. “Seven, eight…” He stares up at me as I hover over him. “Better stay up late.”

      “Nine, ten, start over again.” I roll my eyes, remembering the nursery rhyme from the days I peered inside of dirty windows and into houses I could only ever dream of living in—except I remember it being far less sinister than that.

      “No, Kendall.” The stout man leans forward as a knock resonates from downstairs. “Never sleep again,” he finishes in a falsetto.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, swinging my scythe and watching in dissatisfaction as his head rolls across the floor a moment before his body turns to ash. His clothing drops to a heap on the floorboards. Using my boot, I kick it around, searching.

      There it is, a small little tracking device.

      I’m never listening to my gut again. I crack the device beneath my booted heel.

      Dammit, I knew better. I knew better.

      There’s probably a tracker on the cedar chest as well. Lose-lose. A pit of dread grows in my stomach. Did Themis set me up? Nemesis?

      The door groans open below.

      I know this house like the back of my hand. I know that whoever is downstairs went through the front door, as it creaks a particular way. Adrenaline floods through me this time, the taste of it turning bitter on my tongue as I remain still.

      Closing my eyes, I listen to the footsteps as they move across the broken floor, down a long hallway, and to the kitchen where they pause. A simple heartbeat sputters once in palpitation.

      Thump-thump.

      Cocking my head to the side, I slow my heart and my breathing, controlling everything I can about my aura. All anyone will sense up here is a squirrel.

      Friend or foe? There are but few beings who know about this safe house, though that tracker could have lured anyone here.

      Feet creak on steps, and I inhale, trying to scent my intruder.

      Nothing. Not a damn thing.

      Swirling my scythe, I store it away in the ether, where I have a little pocket of time and space. I made the hefty purchase before the death of a mad king in the fae realm. My scythe shall lie in wait until I need it again, which I won’t here. There are few beings who are able to hide themselves from me, and this signature feels like home.

      Like family.

      Hopping to the side of the door, I move just in time as the handle turns. A sense of calm rushes through me as a leg kicks it in, and in the next moment, I throw myself at my intruder, sending us crashing to the ground.

      “Ow, Kendall!” a man yells in a voice I know like the back of my hand.

      Our bodies tumble to the floor where not moments before a head rolled. It squeaks and groans beneath us.

      “Uh-oh.” I smile down at my twin as I pin him in place.

      “I swear, Kendall, if I go crashing through this floor—”

      He doesn’t get to finish his sentence, because we do indeed go crashing through the floor. The wood finally gives, and we tumble through the ceiling to the library below.

      Plaster and dust rain down on us in a billowing cloud of asbestos. Kade coughs and sputters before tossing me off of him. My ass hits an old chaise lounge where mold and mildew take residence. A cloud of dust puffs into the air, billowing out to reach the broken ceiling.

      Kade lies on the floor, heaving before his head rolls to the side so he can stare at me. “Why do you insist on safe houses that are condemned? Luxury, I taught you luxury is less conspicuous.”

      He taught me that, but most mansions hidden in the mountains remain occupied.

      “It’s easier to hide the bodies.” I blink down at him as I dust the plaster sprinkles off my jacket. This day has already been far too social, and I promised Daisy a night on the town, where I left her about a hundred miles away.

      For some reason, I want to make sure I’m there, and that disturbs me.

      Kade laughs then groans, trying to sit up. Wearing dark jeans and a white T-shirt, he shoves an unlit cigarette in his mouth. His matching leather jacket warms my cold, dead heart a little until he gives me the stink eye. “There’s a bounty on your head.”

      “Ah, that’s what the portly fellow was talking about.” I wonder how much time I have before whomever put that tracker on him finds me here.

      “What portly—” Kade pauses, slashing the air with his unlit smoke. “It doesn’t matter. Come with me to the pack lands where I can protect you and keep you safe.”

      I blow out a breath. I don’t want to go back there and hide. Kade isn’t wrong. I’ll find safety on his lands where they accept anyone and everyone and help find them a fur-ever home.

      I’m not a dog, I’m a lycan, and though I support my brother and his mates, I don’t want to hide behind his legs.

      “I have plans to get drunk tonight, but thanks.” I push up and dust off my pants, watching as horror flashes across Kade’s face.

      “Kendall, our alpha couldn’t persuade the council. They approved the hit.”

      “Well, that stings a little.” I frown at that news. Phoenix is the most levelheaded alpha I know. He rules with thought and justice alongside his friend Athos, who sits on the lycan council. “I’m assuming they met to discuss the bounty on my head?”

      “Naturally.” Kade stands, brushing his body free of debris. “Come with me.”

      “That is a terrible idea, and you know it.” I nibble on my lip. This fucks up everything. I can’t go back to the pack after the council already determined they wouldn’t intervene. Kade showed up here to check in on me, of that I’m sure. Besides, my presence would put them all in danger, and as much as his mate annoys me, she’s still the only sister I’ll ever have. Heading to Lunar Mile will be a last resort or if I need supplies. “Any idea who put it out there?”

      “Only that it’s one of the gods.”

      “They aren’t fucking around, are they?”

      “Language.”

      “You just told me that there is a bounty on my head put there by the gods.”

      “Yes, I am well aware, and I’m having flashbacks of my own mate and the death threats made against her. Come back with me and let me keep you safe.” Kade walks over as I wince a little at his words. His eyes twinkle emerald green, so healthy and vibrant.

      “I won’t do that to you.”

      “Kendall, please, I just got you back.” His Adam’s apple bobs a little as he swallows, and I know he’s remembering the pain he felt when he left me with a witch to fend for myself.

      “Then trust me, I will keep myself safe.” I reach for his hands, threading my fingers through his. I’m always mesmerized by the feel of him, knowing that he’s so like me and that our cells existed in a womb together once upon a time.

      “I—” He blows out a breath for all his posturing. My brother is a big softy inside.

      “Look, I’ve spent a long time watching my own back. You think this is the first time there’s been a bounty on my head?” I tilt my head to catch his gaze, forcing him to look at me. “I’ve been killing assassins for a long time. Kade, they haven’t killed me in the near sixty years I’ve been working for—” I pause, catching myself and biting my tongue.

      “Still won’t tell me who, will you?”

      “It’s safer this way.” Though I’m pretty sure his mate knows. I’ll have to send her a dozen doughnuts for keeping my secret. “We should go.”

      “Don’t want to hang out with me?”

      “No, the dead guy upstairs had a tracker on him.” I smirk at my brother, amused when shock lights up his face.

      “Kendall, you try my patience more than my mate.”

      “I’m offended by that.” I let go of his hand and peer out one of the dirty windows. Beyond, the forest sings with the wind as it rushes through winter branches. “I really liked this house too.”

      “It’s falling to pieces.” I hear Kade walk up behind me, the scent of tobacco enveloping us as he pops that unlit cigarette back in his mouth.

      “It feels right,” I mutter, watching the tree line, though I know a threat won’t come from the front.

      They never do. I know because that isn’t what I would do.

      “Let me send backup,” Kade implores, trying again.

      “It would just be more bodies on the line. I can’t have you do that.” I peer over my shoulder, blowing a stray strand of hair falling free of my bun off my face.

      “So what? You are going to take off and go clubbing with Daisy?”

      “How’d you know—” Kade gives me that all knowing brotherly look saying he knows who my friends are. “Fine. And yes, I may as well get a little dick while I’m at it.”

      Kade covers his ears. “La-la-la-la-la.”

      “Child.” I poke him in the chest. “Got a ride out of here?”

      “Only if this is a negotiation.”

      “I’m fresh out of negotiations today, brother. Either get me back to Pennsylvania or get out of my way so I can shift.” My boots crunch on the debris as I walk away from Kade, heading down the hall toward the front door where I plan on doing just that.

      “Fine.” Kade grabs my arm and spins me around with a phone pressed to his ear.

      There’s no time to guess whom he’s talking to as a chill rushes through me, drowning out my senses until we pop out of existence and into somewhere else entirely different, the phone still pressed to Kade’s ear.

      “She’s learning more,” I mutter.

      “Who, little ole me?” my sister-in-law drawls as she hugs me from behind, squeezing the life out of me. She’s so small she shouldn’t have that kind of strength.

      I pry her off of me as Kade stands there smug as fuck.

      “Come home with us,” Sabina pleads, the scent of baked goods wafting off of her.

      “No can do.” There is no prying this creature off of me, so instead I look at the cornfields she dropped me in. “Where are we?”

      “Followed your astral signature to this tiny little town.” Sabina gives up and launches herself at my brother and peppers his face with kisses.

      “Gross,” I say, though I’m impressed with how far she’s come into her own.

      “Look, I know the council said they won’t protect you, but I am not on the council. Let me protect you.” Her blue eyes glisten with unshed tears as she blinks up at me.

      I can never tell if she’s telling the truth or putting on a show. A small part of me yearns for her genuine nature. Though Kade is my twin brother, I spent more time without him than with him. Inside, I know there’s a tie between us, and I’ll always love him for who he was, but we don’t know each other, and we may never know each other as well as we did when we were kids. Perhaps if he meant nothing to me, I’d follow him and let the pack keep me safe.

      “I can’t,” I tell her, once more letting the badass facade fall before I pull it back up around me, using it as a shield. “Time to go.”

      “Fine!” Sabina yells at my retreating form. There isn’t a hint of anger in her voice. She saw more than she wanted to. Of that, I’m sure. “I won’t save you any food at the next family dinner.”

      My feet pause in the frozen mud as I glance over my shoulder, finding them already gone. Kade didn’t even say goodbye, but Sabina’s words ring like a gong in my head.

      Family. I snort and begin walking, hoping that I can find my way back to Daisy and the cedar chest I was supposed to bring to Themis. She’s going to be furious with me. I failed her by following a hunch that didn’t pan out.

      At least my brother confirmed a god has it out for me.

      I shouldn’t find that fact surprising, but something inside me feels weary, exhausted. No matter how much sleep I get, it’s disturbed by the ever-growing paranoia that builds inside of me. I no longer sleep deeply, as one eye always remains open, and my subconscious is tuned in to the very atmosphere around me.

      Being on pack lands with my brother is nice. I can rest, and I can sleep, but years of training won’t allow that ease to come naturally.

      Even if I chose not to be the boogeyman, who would I be and what would I do?

      Thoughts swirl around me as I stalk closer to the flea market. I step off the muddied cornfield and onto the gravel path as night falls. Patting my pockets down, I realize something.

      The key is missing. I pause and close my eyes as irritation sweeps through me. I bet I lost it at the safe house—the one with the tracker. I exhale my frustrations instead of allowing myself to get too angry.

      I’m just going to call this a detour, a long murderous detour, but a detour all the same.

      “So…” Daisy loops her elbow through mine, tugging me between two buildings where a vineyard set up a small table with wine tasting. Daisy winks at the man sitting there. He’s not the usual flea market connoisseur. He’s a younger man with bright eyes and an innocence to him that Daisy will easily distort and destroy.

      It serves the mortal right for blushing and calling her attention to him.

      Not skipping a beat, I pick up a little cup sitting in front of a bottle that looks sweet enough to give me cavities.

      I sip it and bite back a moan. “I want a case of that.”

      “I knew you’d love that one, it tastes just like grape juice.” Daisy grabs her own cup as the guy smiles at her and puts my bottles in a box. For someone who’s mostly drunk or stoned half the time, she sure is observant. Daisy picked up on my obsession with grape juice. “Where’d you go?” she questions.

      “Followed my gut.” I take the initiative and pour another cup of grape juice—err, wine.

      “Ew. Never do that. Ever. Only regret lives down that alley.” She grabs the bottle and starts chugging when the guy turns around to grab more bottles for my order. A droplet of grape juice spills out of her mouth, which she wipes with the back of her hand when she’s finished. “Trust me, I know.”

      “Classy.” I grin, putting the bottle back where it was.

      “Fucking right, I’m a classy bitch.” Her smile is mischievous, and maybe I shouldn’t, but she’s growing on me. I might keep her.

      “I’m learning,” I admit reluctantly. “What happened to the chest?”

      “You’ll never fucking believe it.”

      “No more than the bounty on my head.” I drink the last of my wine.

      “What?” she screeches.

      “What?”

      Shaking her head, she returns to my question. “Cerberus.”

      Fucking hell. First, I lost the cedar chest and then the key, and now I’ve got a three-headed dog sniffing my tail. There’s a saying that bad luck comes in threes. Let’s hope that’s all.

      Where’s that bounty fall?
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      “I shouldn’t be here,” I tell Daisy for the hundredth time as we walk down the street of a busy city called Lancaster. Sitting front and center in Pennsylvania, the town holds old-world charm. Tall brick buildings rise toward the skyline while townsfolk mill about with drunken laughter.

      The city wakes with nightfall, coming alive in a way only night may know and understand. After sleeping all day, the city is now energized with lights and music.

      Perhaps that’s why I follow Daisy along the busted sidewalk. Here, the city feels alive in a way I haven’t felt in a long time, and I want to cling to that feeling for as long as I can.

      Even if it is only for one night, there is no way in hell I’m going to make it easy on her.

      “It’s first Friday.” Daisy hops ahead of me. Wearing a silver sequin minidress and heels that a supermodel would balk at, she begins to walk backwards. She lined her dark eyes with charcoal, making her look like an Egyptian princess from her shoulders up.

      “That means nothing to me.” My combat boots crunch down on a cockroach, the little bug squirting across the pavement.

      “Gross.” Daisy cocks her head at me before turning around and muttering, “You could have at least changed. There’s blood on your jacket.”

      I did not, in fact, change because there was zero point in changing. The scent of blood and piss clinging to me will alert all the dumbasses taking on my bounty, but it will also deter them.

      I didn’t earn their fear by tickling them to death. Usually, my marks never see me coming, and if they do, it’s because I want them to know I’m there.

      None of that changes the fact I shouldn’t be here though. Hair brushes my cheek, so I reach up and fix my bun. The usual honey-colored strands are now silver, thanks to a salon appointment courtesy of my sister-in-law. Apparently, I don’t pamper myself.

      I think she just wanted me to look like her, which is also disturbing, or she’s been watching crime dramas again, because the appointment came with the warning that it’s always the Walmart receipt.

      Whatever that means.

      “There’s a bounty on my head,” I hiss at the friend I just can’t seem to get rid of, and, to be honest, I want to keep her and her insanity. Her crazy calls to mine, and those kinds of friendships go two ways.

      Either we will kill each other, or we will burn the world down around us together.

      Pulling a flask out of her cleavage, she twists the lid off with an expert thumb and tosses back the contents. Her red painted lips hover on the tip for a minute as we round a corner, and then she hands me the flask.

      One sniff is all I need to know what’s in there—fae mead.

      It’s a terrible idea to indulge. Someone could jump out at me at any moment and try to kill me. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling particularly reckless. I take a healthy swig, the taste of floral honey flooding my mouth.

      One would think fae mead would taste like shit. It doesn’t, and it’s potent enough to knock any shifter or lycan on their ass, so I take a second and hand it back to her.

      “That’s the spirit!” Daisy claps me on the back, sending remnants of plaster floating into the air. “You really should have changed.”

      I glance down at my ass kicking outfit, the same one I wore to the flea market. Brushing off the little bits of plaster, I clean it as much as I can. I totally fit in. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

      “Fine, kill the leather jacket.”

      I scoff at her. “And leave my torso exposed? I don’t think so.” She’s out of her mind. This jacket will stop a bullet. I’m the one who put the long-sleeved crop top on this morning. I should have opted for the chainmail, but hell, it’s not like I knew today would be the day I found out there’s a bounty on my head. One doesn’t plan for these types of scenarios. “I think Sabina’s bounty was a few million. What’s mine?”

      Daisy looks away yet grabs my hand as she skips down the sidewalk. “Oh! Listen to the music.”

      “Daisy.” I pull her to a stop. “You know, and you aren’t telling me.”

      With a huff of irritation and a little stomp of her foot, she faces me. “Of course I know what the bounty is. I still get the texts that tell me who’s the current prey.”

      I raise a slight brow at that unexpected bit of news. The nymph not only has claws, but she’s got some secrets. I want to peel them back and learn all there is to learn about her. Perhaps her latching onto me as a friend was no accident and maybe, just maybe, she saw a little of herself in me.

      Either that or I’m imagining all of this.

      “Well?” Giving nothing away, I cross my arms and tap a booted foot, but the devilish little smirk that crawls up my face can’t be helped.

      “One,” she begins before glancing around and stepping closer, entering my personal three feet of space, her eyes wild and glimmering, “billion.”

      “Oh, that’s bad.” I turn in a circle, seeing the entire city in a different light.

      Instead of the charming, dilapidated buildings, all I see now are the alleyways where assassins can hide and darkened windows where a sniper can point their gun at my head, hidden by a well-placed glare or shadow. Even the uniformed cops milling about now look just as suspicious as the drunken frat boy who doesn’t seem that drunk anymore.

      “This is why I didn’t tell you.” Daisy turns me around, choosing to step down a path with quaint little stones and flowers. “You go all psycho on me and assess.”

      “They really want me dead,” I mutter as I allow Daisy to manhandle me into a building with loud thumping music and up a set of stairs overlooking a dance floor.

      “Yeah,” she yells over the music as we slowly climb, her eyes scanning every man and woman we pass all while tugging me along. She seems calm, but she’s assessing just as much as I normally do.

      Right now, I’m processing.

      Fuck, I need to snap out of it. I knew the immortal world wanted me dead. I’ve been playing the role of justice at the order of Themis and Nemesis for a long time. They warned me the only way out would be my death.

      When I was a fresh, pimple-faced preteen, tracking assassins through the city, I found out about the school by accident—some would even call it fate. I followed screams and ran toward them instead of away. I didn’t hide either, and perhaps I should have known then that I never would.

      I watched the shrouded assassin gut a shifter. I made no sound, and I barely breathed, yet they knew I was there the entire time. No matter how many times I begged that assassin to take me back with him or her, they refused. Instead, they dropped me off at a shelter and left me with an address to head to in a few years.

      I went the next day, only for the landscaper in a floppy brimmed hat with a goat in her arms to turn me away. I went back again and again, but each time the gates remained shut—until my birthday when a goddess must have taken pity on me.

      So at eighteen, I signed away my soul with that warning rolling through my head.

      I’m seventy-five years old now. For a lycan, I’m still a baby—hell, to the entire immortal world I’m still a baby—and yet I’ve seen my fair share of death and destruction in that time. My twin and I saw our parents’ murder. He did his very best to hide me away and keep me safe from the horrors of our world, but he just didn’t realize that I’d end up on the streets begging for food. Sure, the lycans couldn’t find me then, and even now they wouldn’t want to find me.

      “Well, I guess that’s that.” I glance up at Daisy, who leads me onto a rooftop garden oasis.

      “Just like that?” She wavers, her heels digging into the grass as she gives me that squinty look that says she’s not at all impressed with me.

      “You’re right.”

      Now she looks at me with suspicion, as she should. I never give in that easily, but with a one-billion-dollar bounty on my head, I’m about to fight for my fucking life.

      I may as well get fucked in the fun way before I get fucked in the permanently dead kind of way. I don’t say that to my friend though, instead I give her a toothy grin.

      “I don’t believe you.” This bitch pats me down for weapons.

      She won’t find them, of course. Most are in the ether where I can retrieve them at will, and the rest are so tiny that she will never ever find them.

      Except for now when she pulls the pin from my sleeve. “How many do you have?”

      “Are you sure you want to disarm me with that kind of bounty on my head?” I tease her.

      The thought of stealing my weapons dissolves her expression as she carefully replaces the deadly pin before stepping back. “Fine.” A challenge crosses her features. “First one to get fucked…” She taps her chin in thought.

      “I’m not betting orgasms, Daisy.” I push past her and head toward the bar where a wooden trellis rises overhead with ivy clinging to life in the dead of winter. Space heaters line the corners, keeping the open bar toasty while the bartenders wear long sleeves and beanies.

      It’s a hipster’s wet dream. It also makes me feel just a fragment safer. Where there are hipsters, the odds drop for assassins. Everyone fears hipsters.

      By the time I make it to the bar, I’ve already lost Daisy, her laughter echoing to me as she flirts her way toward free drinks that won’t even get her drunk—unless she adds the mead to it.

      “What’ll it be?” an elven goddess questions. Her dark, cropped hair peeks out from beneath her black beanie.

      “Whatever’s on tap.” A stool beckons my name, so I hop up and spin around to take in the quiet space. In the summer months, I’m sure this place is a hotbed, drawing college students and adults alike into the fantasy atmosphere. I get why Daisy led me here instead of the band she just had to see.

      I didn’t call her out on it either, which means maybe I’m doing this friendship thing right.

      “Here ya go.” The bartender’s voice draws me away from my observations, and I grab my beer before laying down a ten and walking off.

      Daisy’s already on someone’s lap with her tongue down their throat as she recharges with what little energy she pulls from the man she’s kissing. Nymphs are interesting creatures. They can recharge their batteries, so to speak, through a number of means. The main one being the element they are affiliated with. Daisy won’t tell me much of her history, just that she won’t go home and she’d rather starve. Sex is like the Snickers of the immortal world—full of empty calories and making you feel like shit. She’ll regret her choices come dawn.

      Loneliness swells inside of me as I eye my surroundings, knowing that at any moment someone could take me out with a well-placed silver bullet or decapitation. Either way, the potential to die on this roof is high.

      So why don’t I hide?

      I was itching for a challenge, wasn’t I? Well, I wondered, and the Fates provided.

      The slight, very slight scent of crisp apple tickles my nose, and like the fool I am, I follow the aroma away from the brightly lit bar to the rest of the exposed rooftop.

      Out here, fewer people mingle as the chill of the winter drives them away. As a lycan, my body runs hot, keeping me warm against the elements, not to mention the fae mead that warmed my belly earlier, so it’s perfect.

      Perhaps that should have been my first clue something was off. Today just isn’t going well for me. I followed my gut, and the guy killed himself anyway. Now I’m following a tantalizing scent that reminds me of the apple crisp my mom used to bake before everything went to hell.

      With my mouth watering, I turn toward a darkened corner of the rooftop, finding a man sitting at a table holding a plate of apple crisp.

      I don’t know why I do what I do, only that my inhibitions are low. An assassin creeps toward me, the warning blowing in on the wind, but I want to live a little and take chances, so I sit down, grab his plate of crisp, and take a bite.

      Caramel apple and the perfect blend of flour and oats explode over my tongue with that sweet hint of brown sugar. Moaning around another bite, I hear the chuckle of the creature beside me.

      I sniff the air, scenting the shifter sitting next to me.

      “Fuck me,” I grumble around the next bite, my eyes flashing up to meet brown eyes blown with lust and need.

      “Is that an offer?” he asks.

      That’s when it hits me. Before I can even get a good look at him, before I can assess the situation or even digest the apple in my stomach, the mating curse clicks in my chest.

      “Nope.” I push the plate back, my heart skipping beat after beat as dizziness washes through me.

      “If I’d known all it would take were some apples to lure you in, I would have done that hours ago.”

      I refuse to look at him again, his smooth voice sending warmth rolling over every inch of my body. I shudder with need.

      “Fuck this shit.” Panic seizes my heart, my lungs, and sweat beads on my brow as I stumble backwards over a chair. I barely catch myself as my reflexes take over.

      I refuse to look at the man, the shifter, who the Fates deemed perfect for me.

      Now is not the time. In fact, it’s the worst time to find my mate.

      So I do what any lady would do in this situation—I panic and run. My muscles bunch and carry me around a corner toward a little brick maintenance shed hiding a ledge. My arms windmill as I steady myself then fall forward, my palms slapping the stone ledge. My hair falls down as I bend over the edge of the roof, while my heart beats in an uncomfortable rhythm that feels like a heart attack.

      Daisy will have to find her way back, because I hear his footsteps.

      I close my eyes. I don’t look back. I can’t look back. I can’t have him, and I know I’m about to fuck us both as I step onto the ledge.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?” he yells.

      Don’t look.

      Don’t look.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and launch myself off the roof, opening them a moment later when I feel the fresh breeze lick my cheeks. With my arms spread wide, I press myself toward the opposite building and kick off, my body taking over with muscle memory as I parkour my ass down five stories and away from my mate.

      My booted feet hit the pavement a little too hard, my body sinking into a low crouch. Shouts ring out from above as I dart down the street toward the parking garage.

      Of all the cities in the world, of all the places I’ve been over the last fifty-seven years, I didn’t once run into my fated.

      Yet here we are, and my body pulses and screams at me in frustration as I run away like a coward.

      Not waiting for an opening, I flex my muscles and jump through the gap above to the parking garage.

      The dim bulb flickers and buzzes while a gentle breeze spills through my hair. I pile it back on top of my head, knowing that current will just carry my scent.

      He was no lycan, that’s for damn sure, but what kind of shifter was he? I don’t know.

      First, the missing cedar chest, then Daisy admitting Cerberus stole it, and now this.

      I casually stroll through the garage, searching for something I can steal and take out of here as fast as possible. I’ve got my heart set on a crotch rocket.

      “Come on, come on, come on,” I mutter, knowing one of the hipsters in that bar had to have a crotch rocket.

      It’s a city, someone has to have a motorcycle.

      Frustration eats at me a moment before a nagging sensation tickles the base of my spine.

      My gut might have led me wrong earlier, but I know this feeling. Danger.

      I toss myself at the nearest truck and roll beneath it, my leather jacket earning scuff marks as I tuck and roll. Glass shatters as the echo of a bullet rings in my ears.

      The dumbass doesn’t even have a silencer on the gun. Annoyed that this is happening now, I roll out and stay low. “Hey, newbie.” With a stealth I was fucking born with, I move around the truck toward a car.

      At least he or she has the mind to keep their breathing calm and their footsteps muffled.

      “Maxim created silencers for a reason.” I project my voice across the parking garage, and that’s where he fucks up. I hear the squeak of his heel turning, and the new leather alerts me to his location.

      A very male voice curses.

      I repress a giggle. Not because he cursed, but because I found an unlocked car. Gently, I ease it open and lift myself inside as his knees hit the concrete.

      “Where the fuck are you, bitch?”

      Yeah, that’s a new one.

      Really, who are they training these days as assassins? It’s pitiful. Though in my defense, Themis and Nemesis personally trained me during hand-to-hand combat, while the others got stuck with whoever lived that day.

      Something tells me I’m about to dent their numbers.

      Keys lie in the center console, and while that may not bother any other thief, a seasoned assassin like me knows good and well that it’s suspicious.

      “You jumped off a building to escape my brother?” A very male voice tsks me from the back seat.

      This cannot be happening to me right now. My luck can’t be that bad!

      I bite my knuckles, debating my choices. It’s been a long time since another individual backed me into a corner, and I learned my lesson. Most trapped animals lash out.

      I already jumped off a building tonight.

      Now it’s either the assassin or the shifter in the back seat.

      I don’t have time to debate the odds, as another shot rings out, this one killing the pathetic lighting in the garage.

      “You should drive,” he says with a lazy demeanor that I envy for a bitter moment.

      Shoving the key into the ignition, I make a fatal mistake.

      I knew better.

      I fucking knew not to look them in the eye, but what are the odds I have more than one mate?

      A flash of brown iris with a red ring glimmers in the dim light, framed by long lashes, when I turn around to back out of the parking space. A shirtless male lies in the back seat, wearing nothing more than ripped jeans and a flirtatious smile.

      Every inch of me misfires as I look at him.

      “Better drive, kitten.” He flips his shaggy hair off his forehead and winks at me playfully.

      That’s not why I hit the gas though. I hit the gas when the assassin points a gun at my head from the open parking spot behind me. The car slams into him, his body thumping against the metal as I press the gas even harder, then the tires bump over him as I peel out.

      “Rule one, know your surroundings,” I mutter more to myself than the tantalizing male in the back seat that has my chest pinching with the telltale sign that he is, in fact, my fated mate. “And don’t call me kitten.” I swerve, knocking his catlike laziness off the seat and onto the floorboard.

      “Down,” he growls from the back seat, and for some reason, I listen.

      A moment later, glass shatters all around me, a bullet whipping by my head. “Not today, newbie.” I throw the car in park and crack open the door.

      “Are you out of your mind?” Kitty says from the back seat.

      “Yes.” I hop out, calling my scythe as I get a look at the creature I ran over. His face contorts as he snarls and snaps at the air. He looks more rabid than he should with his broken legs. “What are you on?” I have a moment to ponder this before he lifts his gun and fires at me.

      Long ago, when I was learning to become the lethal badass I am now, I realized that to feel fear in a moment is the moment that death rings the doorbell. Themis had a vicious way of teaching me that crude lesson by shooting arrows at me until I could catch them.

      All it took was slowing down to speed up. The mind is capable of infinite tricks that all creatures have yet to master. Using your breath, the heart rate can slow, then time may slow, and the most important lesson of all can take over.

      Intuition. Not that psychic hoodoo bullshit, but the very lesson built into us by the nature of our being. If relaxed enough, the muscle can move without thought, without hesitation, where the mind holds us prisoner.

      Release the fear and invincibility is just within reach.

      Granted, my long nights of learning how to kill a man with my thumb didn’t include a six-foot tall shifter mate, whom I just met, thinking he should save me.

      Silly puppy.

      My scythe knocks the bullet right back at him, and it lodges in his shoulder.

      “I’d stay away from the scythe if I were you,” I warn the handsome stranger as he nears me. My body moves with a fluidity learned from years of ballet.

      What? Nemesis is cruel.

      In a single strike, his head falls to the ground, my eyes registering his lion shifter form a moment later. It’s such a shame, but lions are lazy. I kick the head away and wait a moment before his flesh turns to dust before sending my scythe back to the ether.

      Kneeling, I check his pockets, finding a set of keys and a thousand in cash. Pocketing both, I spin on a heel to find the lazy shifter standing there with a tilt to his head.

      Fuck me, he has dimples so deep I want to lick them.

      “Did you just steal his cash?” There’s no judgment in his tone, only amusement.

      “No,” I lie because it’s pretty fucking obvious I just did.

      “Huh.” He takes a step forward on bare feet.

      “Why are you only wearing jeans?” That’s what gets you, Kendall? That?

      “I find clothing far too restricting.” His shaggy hair hangs to his shoulders in waves, and his eyes are full of curiosity as he takes another step.

      “Welp, it was nice meeting you.” I back away, intent on hunting down Cerberus because that asshole stole my prize. “See ya later.” I hold up the key fob, pressing the lock key over and over so I can listen to where he parked his car.

      “That’s it?” the delicious stranger asks.

      “That’s it.” Ha! There, hidden in a corner, sits a black Hummer. That guy was overcompensating for something.

      “I don’t think so, princess.” The deep voice freezes me in place, my eyes stuck on the Hummer. I was so fucking close.

      Escape is just within my grasp.

      That’s when he steps out from behind the big vehicle. I know him, even if I didn’t completely look at him. The voice isn’t his, but the residual apple crisp lingering on his lips wafts to me. His eyes are identical to the shifter’s behind me, though instead of shaggy hair, his is spiked into a Mohawk, the red tips shining in the light. The scowl on his face is unappealing though.

      My instincts scream, Mate.

      Taking my chances, I turn around, but I already know what I’m going to find—the sexy as sin shifter who was in the back seat and the other one who I can only assume is his brother.

      I turn slowly, my eyes catching his—brown with a red tinged rim. His face looks like the other two, but a little rounder, and his hair is cropped short. Wearing a brown bomber and pants that should be a sizer bigger, he looks like my kind of weakness.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I ask, trying like hell to stop my racing heart.

      “We could say the same,” the beastly brother counters.

      I don’t want to know their names. I can’t. Knowing means I’m humanizing them, which means they might mean something to me.

      Though my body floods with nerves, I spin on a heel and open the door to the Hummer, ready to walk away from my fate. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a three-headed dog to hunt down.” It shouldn’t be too hard in a city. All I need is a police radio scanner.

      “Cerberus?” the one with golden retriever energy questions, though his tone is full of amusement.

      “Yeah, what about him?” I plop my tired ass on the seat and glance out at my three mates.

      “Well, kitten, you found him,” Goldie says.

      My eyes dart from one to the other.

      Brown eyes with red rims.

      The aura of shifter permeating the air.

      The scent of brimstone clinging to their olive skin.

      I didn’t find Cerberus, they found me, and from the look in each of their eyes, they aren’t about to let me go without a fight—until they figure out just who I am, and then I’ll be alone again.
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      Tracking the female wasn’t hard due to the stench she left in her wake. I’d bet my left nut she didn’t shower. She left a trail of blood and death through this forsaken city that even Hades himself would jeer at. She even made it better with her trail of death. Trash litters the gutters, and the drains are clogged with pamphlets on how to save their souls.

      The only one capable of saving souls doesn’t reside in this world, and more than likely he doesn’t care. His eyes brighten only for my baby sister, a thought I’d prefer to steer clear of.

      Mate.

      Right now, my brothers watch her from the shadows while I sit here with an uneaten dessert before me, with caramel and apples oozing onto the black plastic plate.

      Plastic.

      I fucking hate this world. I hate the way it smells and the way the perfume of self-righteousness saturates the air. Every single one of these creatures walks with their head held high, their chins pointing forward with confidence.

      It’s the ones with their heads down and thoughts clouding their vision that were always worthwhile. Yet sitting here waiting on my contact, I find so few of them, all while I let my treat turn cold.

      That’s when I see her. Blond hair piled on her head, she scans the shadows that I hide in, her emerald irises that sparkle like the finest jewelry hitting the ambient lighting just right.

      Emerald. They are a jeweled green so deep that the Earth herself envies the color. It’s the same shade of jewel I once picked for the one who I thought would become my mate.

      Once upon a time, we wandered this world long before man built cities and temples to the gods. We walked the earth before technology existed, when kings ruled with bloodlust in their eyes and vendors lined the streets, which were nothing more than cobblestones where horses were the primary source of transportation.

      I recall traveling those streets and seeing merchants selling silk and jewels, none of which this world can ever imagine. I hand selected gems, scouring vendors for days.

      My fingers once touched the sweetest flesh, where I placed an emerald jewel upon a breast that I have craved for centuries.

      She should have been mine, with her midnight hair cascading to her waist and deep russet eyes that held the world in their depths.

      We lost her. Well, I lost her. She vanished in the winds of time, only for us to wake at the hands of a little sister we didn’t know existed in a world so full of change that it thrives on hatred.

      I hate it here. There isn’t now, nor will there ever be, anything to keep me here.

      Using the fork to slice through my dessert that Hades insisted I try, I shovel a bite into my mouth.

      That’s when she sits down, her leathers rubbing in a way that makes my fingers twitch while she reaches for the one thing that should be mine in this moment—my fucking crisp.

      “Fuck me,” she says around a mouthful of dessert, her eyes closing in bliss. Her pale face turns up so that the moonlight highlights the apples of her cheeks, which are ever so slightly pink with a speck of blood resting just above her right ear.

      Mesmerized, I watch as she swallows, the column of her throat moving with perfect symmetry.

      “Is that an offer?” I croak out, all my blood rushing to my cock.

      She won’t look at me, though her nostrils flare as she takes in my scent.

      She knows who I am to her. How can she not?

      “Nope.” She pushes the plate back, her eyes averted so she can’t look at me. When she does, she will know what I already know inside my shared soul—she belongs to us in a way that my long-lost love never will.

      The knot at the base of my cock throbs in a baser nature, highlighting that there is no denying who this creature is to me.

      I fucking hate her for it. I hate her for what she stands for. That she can just show up and try to erase all those memories of the one woman I loved that got me through being chained to a wall, guarding a gate to keep creatures out as much as in, in the Underworld.

      Disgust rolls through me. How dare she?

      “If I’d known all it would take was some apples to lure you in, I would have done that hours ago.” I try to hide the sneer in my voice.

      Her body shudders, and gooseflesh breaks out across her skin. A part of me wants to lick each little bump, while another part of me wants to slide a blade along her flesh to see if she reacts in the same way.

      “Fuck this shit,” she mutters. My nameless mate pushes away, the muscles in her legs coiling as fear radiates off of her with a bitter scent.

      I want to punish her for her fear at the same time I want to ease it. I hate myself for it.

      Not wanting to rush, I take another bite of the dessert and stroll around the corner, following her like a lovesick puppy. If only my contact had gotten here before she showed up, I’d know more about her.

      Like her fucking name.

      The flash of her bright hair blows in the bitter wind as she stands at the ledge of the roof, staring five stories down.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?” I yell to her, torn on whether I should charge after her and save her from herself or give her a push.

      I shouldn’t feel this way about my fated mate. I should love her upon sight, but all her face does is remind me of everything I lost.

      Her hair flutters around her, and though I can feel her independence, I can smell her bloodlust for the inevitable fight between us. Her eyes clench shut, she tilts her head just right so I can see the profile of her angelic face, and then she launches herself off the roof.

      That’s when I feel panic. It surges through me, sweeping through every fiber of my being, threading through every vein and artery. Fur erupts from my arms as the beast that lives inside me surges forth.

      I haven’t partially shifted in years. Though we all shift into the beast known as Cerberus, alone we each have the ability to shift into a creature known to the mortals as a hellhound.

      My jaw snaps as I rush forward, my ability to control myself slipping away until I watch her land in a crouch before taking off down an alley.

      She just jumped off a five-story building. Anger presses against my breastbone at the foolish choice she just made. She would rather jump off a building than look at me.

      Why does that hurt me so?

      Where is she heading? Barrett questions in that brisk way of his. All business, no pleasure.

      North, toward a parking garage, I respond.

      “She’s fast, isn’t she?” the voice startles me, and I glance over at the strange woman standing beside me. A pink bubble grows out of her mouth, and she winks at me with steel-colored eyes. The bubble pops, spreading across her freckled face as she struggles and fails to gather the substance before it gets caught in her hair.

      On her, Barrett replies. Get your ass down here.

      I will shortly, I tell my brother before shutting off our mental link.

      He doesn’t know I reached out to Vanessa, asking for an earthside contact. We needed someone to tell us what they know about our mystical and elusive mate.

      My gut is telling me there’s so much more to her than meets the eye. The leather, the blood, and that haunted look in her gaze—even though she refused to look at me—show just how troubled she feels.

      I need to know if I have to break this bond before it begins. Once it starts, nothing in this world or the next will have enough power to stop it.

      “Who are you?” I cross my arms over my chest, pulling at my own leather jacket. My eyes roam over the curvy woman with the scent of stolen magic rolling off of her. This woman is no friend. Darkness clings to her, deepening the inky shadows that stretch across the roof.

      Black magic accompanied by a warrior’s glare.

      No friend indeed. However, I’m going to need to have a conversation with my sister about the company she keeps.

      “Pepper.” She throws her hand out at me, which I just glare at… and maybe I sneer a little. I’m not perfect, and this woman looks like a royal pain in my ass with her green knit cap and the mischief in her eyes. “Fine.” Beneath her breath, she mutters, “Everyone’s a fucking asshole.”

      “Yes, I am.” I point to the manilla folder. “Is that for me?” I go to snatch it from her hand, but she jumps back, dancing on her toes before she skips away with expert grace.

      “You need to buy me a drink first.” She saunters away, not even waiting for me to answer.

      “I don’t have time for pleasantries,” I call to her, but she either isn’t listening or doesn’t care.

      “There’s always time for pleasantries,” she retorts over her shoulder, her cheeks turning a deeper shade of pink in the bitter cold. “Besides, I already ordered us drinks and more apple crisp.”

      “Dammit,” I mutter and choose to follow her back to the table. Before she can take the chair my mate sat in, I yank it away from her. I don’t need the taint of black magic to sour my mate’s smell.

      Dammit, this is not what I wanted to think about. Distance is the only way until I know more.

      “I got you a beer.” This Pepper flops into the chair I sat in earlier, her eyes tracking every movement I make. She reaches for a glass of amber liquid on the table.

      My movements remain slow, methodical, as I sit, never taking my eyes from her. “I have little time.”

      “You have exactly five minutes before I send you on your way.” Her ruby red lips stretch across her face as she grins at me. A chill works its way through me. She reminds me of a creature who sees its prey.

      “You’re friends with Vanessa?” I really need to speak with my sister about her choice of friends.

      “Tick-tock, Seth, I thought you had little time.” She throws the folder on the table while mocking me, then she chugs what smells like ale.

      It’s the wrong fucking color.

      My heart palpitates as I glare at the folder. I wanted this, I needed this, to keep us and our hearts safe.

      “Go ahead,” Pepper taunts, leaning forward, a droplet of beer falling from her lips onto the folder.

      I snatch it away from her and open the manilla paper. “Is this a fucking joke to you?” I toss the empty folder back at her, adrenaline flooding my system as it seeks an outlet but is unable to find one.

      She cackles at me like a deranged witch. “No joke.”

      “Explain yourself.” For the second time tonight, I lose control. Fur erupts across my arms, and I slow my breathing.

      My body vibrates with rage.

      “Oh, fine, you are no fun.” She pouts. “You are way too serious for someone who’s so pretty.”

      “I’m plenty of fun.” Or I was, but this is the first time I’ve been earthside in centuries, and I am not impressed. There’s no fun to be had here.

      Pepper hums as though she doesn’t believe it. “Kendall.” Pepper taps the manilla folder, and this time, papers fill the inside of it.

      “I don’t trust you.” Snatching the folder away from her, I keep my eyes trained on her.

      “Well, Kendall is like my BFF.” Genuine happiness spreads across her features as she talks about my future mate. “She is a badass. Seriously, she’s the boogeyman of the gods.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, while Hades had you chained to a wall—”

      “Not his fault,” I point out.

      “As I was saying, while Hades left you chained up” —she gives me a pointed look, and when I don’t interrupt her this time, she carries on— “you missed a lot. Like the world evolving and changing into the beauty it now is.”

      The snort that leaves my nose comes out a little too harshly.

      “Stop interrupting me,” Pepper scolds, magic lacing her voice.

      I roll my hand, cutting off her magic, though I hide a smile at her spunk. Maybe Vanessa knows exactly whom she became friends with.

      “Look, Kendall is a friend. A good friend.” Her eyes glimmer with a loyalty I know all too well. It’s a loyalty I gave only to my brothers and Hades. “She’s the primary assassin for Themis and Nemesis.”

      “That makes no sense. Those two are divine law and retribution.” Yet as the words tumble from my lips, I sit back, reality crashing down on me. The gods hate getting their hands dirty. They aren’t supposed to get involved in the affairs of humans nor other creatures that exist—like immortals.

      “Kendall’s a lycan.” Pepper’s admission sends another blow straight to my gut.

      I press back in my chair, toppling over. The chair clatters to the ground, but I ignore the pieces of wood as I pace.

      Laughter spills from my chest as the irony of it sinks in. Lycans were supposed to police the immortals and keep them in line, but word spread of their infighting and politics.

      Themis and Nemesis just needed a jaded enough pawn. “How long?”

      “She’s been their assassin for about sixty years. Soul bound,” Pepper admits with sorrow in her tone. My neck cracks as I look her over. Compassion burns in her gaze as she watches me intently. “She’s tired. She thinks we don’t see it. But we do. And now with a bounty on her head—”

      “What bounty?” I growl. The primal rumble vibrating my chest once made kings run in fear, but this black witch? She smiles as though my reaction pleases her.

      “One billion US dollars.”

      “Is that a lot?” I hate that I have to ask, but while Artemis visited the cave where we remained chained for centuries, I know nothing of current currency or diplomacy.

      “It’s unheard of.”

      “I assume in a bad way.”

      “Very bad.”

      Gunshots echo from the parking garage to the north. They are faint, but loud enough for my sensitive hearing, sending concern rippling through me.

      “Time’s up,” Pepper says, but she isn’t smiling as she stands, her heels clacking on the ground as she levels me with a look that screams predator. “Don’t hurt my friend, or I will kill you.”

      I almost laugh, but she’s dead serious. “No one has hurt us in a very long time.”

      She leans in, the spill of black magic causing an involuntary wince that she finds amusing. “I will kill you and I will enjoy it.” Her small hands, gripping the manilla folder, slap my coat, and in a swirl of black smoke, she transports us off the roof.

      Her magic rips my body to shreds as she brings us to the parking garage. Coughing up her magic, I glance back, expecting to find her there, but she’s gone. The only trace she existed lingers in the air with the scent of black magic.

      Wasting no time, I dart toward the shouts, the scent of my mate permeating the air. I stuff the folder into my jeans as my feet slap against the concrete. Turning a corner, I jump behind a large black vehicle as it beeps.

      Their conversation tugs at me. I can’t hear them, not as my blood rushes in my ears, drowning out all sound and leaving the sole feeling that I need to run to this woman, to claim her and make her mine.

      I swallow the bile in my throat. I felt like that once before.

      “I don’t think so, princess.” I step out from behind the car, my eyes glued to her form. Sweat clings to her skin, but instead of smelling awful, it only intrigues me. This woman, this lycan, chose the life of a killer, and there is only one way to go into a soul bond with the gods.

      By choice.

      I don’t hear what she or my brothers say as I struggle to keep my body in check. I have to stop myself from shifting and protecting her. If I fall, then all of those old wounds will open again, and that isn’t something I’m willing to allow.

      “Cerberus.” Surprise flickers in her gaze as those emerald eyes glance from me to Cael to Barrett. Again and again, they roll from one to the next. “You stole my fucking cedar chest.”

      “Commandeered.” Cael takes a tentative step toward her. “Hijacked maybe. Ransom is still an option.”

      “Stole,” she growls.

      “Why do you want it?” Barrett steps forward, his nostrils flaring. I wish I could get a read on how he’s feeling right now, but all his emotions look the same on his face.

      I know when I tell him just who she is he’s going to flip out.

      Why fucking wait? I pull the folder out and throw it at her feet. She never glances down as she takes me in, her cheeks flushed with the exertion of a fight I missed. The slender curve of her waist taunts me as she slides down to pick up the folder.

      As she crouches before me, her eyes gleam in defiance while the rage of a warrior seeps through. She’ll never fold, she’ll never break. Her spirit, her fucking fire, calls to me in a way it shouldn’t, lighting a path through my torso and straight to my cock.

      I want to destroy her and break her until she bends, until her very soul cracks and I fill in all the crevices. I want to force her to breathe me in while that fire dances in her eyes and I consume her.

      Her pink lips tip up at the edges as she slowly stands. Her body never wavers, unlike mine, which trembles for allowing just the sight of her to get under my skin.

      “Pepper’s handiwork?” Her fingers brush along the edges of the folder. “You’ve been checking up on me?”

      “You did what?” Barrett snatches the folder from her fingers, but she still stares at me, sparking an inferno in my soul.

      I want this creature. I want her beneath me, screaming and panting.

      “I wanted to know about the woman whom the Fates determined belonged to us,” I say, not breaking our stare down.

      “Why didn’t you just ask her?” Cael steps forward, and a part of me winces. She will destroy him. For a second, his hand hangs in the air as he offers it to her, and I want nothing more than to protect my brother. “I’m Cael.” He smirks and blinks at her, making him look ever the part of a lost puppy.

      That’s when she surprises me and reaches out, sliding her hand into his and gripping his fingers as they shake. “Kendall.”

      “See, Seth? That wasn’t so hard.” Cael smiles at me. “I’m going to call her Kitty Kat.”

      “The fuck you will,” Kendall grumbles, her lip curling ever so slightly. She cringes for a split second before she controls herself.

      “Kitty Kat.” Cael bops her on the nose and, for a second, Barrett and I hold our breath. Not even the least bit fazed, he yanks her into his arms and buries his nose in her neck.

      Kendall’s arms flail and her eyes widen in panic as she looks at us for help.

      I won’t help her. My help will only come if she hurts Cael.

      Barrett looks back down, dismissing them, and pages through the folder, a crease breaking across his forehead as he snaps it closed. “Drive us somewhere safe.” His eyes dart around the parking garage as though threats still lie in wait.

      They don’t. I feel nothing aside from the peace that Kendall’s presence creates—a dangerous illusion.

      Cael pulls back. “Can we have a sleepover?” He waggles his eyebrows, and to my surprise, this hardened woman beams at him.

      Or at least I’m pretty sure that’s a smile until she breaks out a fucking scythe and pushes him away. “Sorry.” She twirls the weapon with expert hands, her eyes showing she’s not sorry at all. “I’m going to need that chest.”

      “Kendall,” Barrett warns, his chest rumbling. “We need to talk.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “We can keep you safe,” Cael whines.

      She made him whine. That’s it I’m going to… to…

      Fuck, I don’t know what I’m going to do, but it won’t be pleasurable, or perhaps torture by pleasure is the way to go.

      “No one can keep me safe.” She jerks her head. “Go back to hell. Send Nessa my love.”

      I glance up at the sky, seeing it in my mind’s eye through the roof as I sift through my thoughts. “You’re friends with our baby sister.” Defeat rises within me. The fucking Fates screw up everything, intertwining this world and the next and the next with intricate little knots.

      I jerk my head down, waiting for her answer, but I won’t find one. She’s already mentally left this conversation. “I don’t want you, Kendall.”

      That snaps her out of it. “Your arousal tells me otherwise.” Her blond brow rises, and her chin juts out. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she is daring me.

      “My biological reaction to my mate is a given,” I growl at her. “I can no more control my cock than I can the sunrise.”

      “That’s a damn shame.” She tsks under her breath, that devious grin of hers rising on plush, kissable lips. “Having control of your cock would have been a benefit to this—” She pauses as her eyes roam my body, licking a fire from my lips to my balls. “Relationship.”

      “Kendall,” Barrett growls as he eyes me like I’m a child.

      She fucking started it.

      “If you won’t give me the chest, then I guess I’ll just have to steal it back.” She glances at Barrett, giving him a wink before that scythe of her twirls and twirls, blazing with fire before it snuffs out, taking our mate with it.

      “No,” Cael whines, swiping at the air. “Come back, Kitty Kat. I just want to play with you.”

      “Let her go.” Barrett tucks the folder under his arm and eyes the big vehicle before us.

      “You’re just going to let her go?” Cael protests.

      “I am.”

      “Good riddance,” I grumble.

      “She isn’t Esmerelda.” Barrett throws the folder in the vehicle, then the big brute climbs in and starts it up.

      “Ew.” Cael shudders, muttering about my lost love. “Thank the Fates.”

      “Get in,” Barrett demands. “I have a feeling I’m going to like the hunt.”

      “Esmerelda wasn’t that bad.” Muttering under my breath, I climb into the metal beast and sit on the outside, squishing Cael between us.

      “Yes, she was.” Cael shivers again.

      Ignoring him, I ask Barrett, “Do you know how to operate this thing?”

      “Nope,” is the only warning he gives us before the beastly mechanical box takes out a few smaller ones.
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      Bitter cold wraps around me, chilling me to the bone. Normally, as a lycan, I don’t have to worry about the cold. We run hot. However, after meeting my fated and traveling in a way I rarely travel, a chill settled in my bones that I just can’t shake.

      Bent over, I blow out several breaths, watching as my oxygen cloud puffs out before fading. My eyes stray to the cornfield I once again find myself in while the scent of manure wafts to my nostrils, singeing the hairs inside while I lean on the blade that presses into the frozen earth.

      “Who the hell fertilizes in the dead of winter?” Cracks pop along my spine as I stand and arch my back, the scent of blood and death still clinging to me. I’m not sure what’s worse, the odor coming off of me or this field. I’ll have to find shelter nearby for the night, though I doubt any hotels are going to welcome me inside with open arms no matter how much cash I throw at them.

      Themis and Nemesis gifted me the scythe that rests in my palm—the scythe that, if spun fast enough, will allow me to travel to any destination of my choosing.

      I rarely use it to travel for multiple reasons, one being the nauseating vertigo associated with it. Not all creatures have the ability to teleport or, as witches do, sift. Magical objects might allow for it, though, like the one in my grasp.

      The gods infused these objects with power. Not Nemesis or Themis, but those who came before them, and those before them. It’s old power, one that doesn’t belong to them, but one they manipulated, which means when I tap into that power, they are going to know. There’s no telling how much time I have before they show up. Of the two of them, I’d much rather deal with Nemesis, even though she’s the more psychotic of the two. More matronly than Themis, her forgiving nature might allow me time to get the chest back from Cerberus and figure out what to do with my life from here on out.

      Not that I even know.

      As best friends, and often, I suspect, lovers, Themis and Nemesis are frequently together. Their drive for order transpiring in an righteous manner borders on narcissistic. Yet here I am, doing their bidding as I hunt down clues for where Cerberus took the chest.

      Cerberus. I stomp a little too hard on the frosty stalks as I head toward the darkened flea market. My head spins at the realization that the beast isn’t just one person, but three. Triplets, if I had to guess.

      Seth, Barrett, and Cael.

      Cael feels playful, and he surprised me by making me laugh, not that I allowed myself to laugh, but he didn’t miss the smirk on my face. I will forever remember that first interaction with him and the way he casually lay in the back seat without a care in the world. He’s like a puppy, all round and soft with a mushy heart. I almost regret the look on his face as I teleported away. I just wanted to hug him and tell him I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Which is a lie and not at all like me. I’m not the kind of person who cuddles or sleeps in on a Sunday morning. No, I’d more than likely die in my sleep if I allowed that to happen.

      Seth isn’t at all playful like Cael. He’s more serious, and yet I get the feeling he wants to smile. He wants to allow his brother to yank him around and force him to have fun because he wouldn’t choose to do it himself. He’s guarded. Hurt lingered in his gaze when we locked eyes—a deep-seated hurt.

      I know that pain from feeling abandoned. My own brother, Kade, dropped me off and had me stripped of my ability to shift or even be who I am for a damn good reason, yet the hurt of him leaving me still feels like a betrayal after all these years. When they found me tucked away in the desert, forcing me to shift, I felt betrayed once more.

      Kade should have found me. Kade should have dissolved that magic. Not the lycan who kidnapped me to use me as a bargaining chip with my brother.

      That is the past, however, and even though the wounds hurt and bleed, I stuff them back where they belong, deep inside my soul, so I can never again pull them out.

      The last of the triplets, Barrett, is a bear of a man. Though they are all the same size and height, they each hold themselves differently. They have different degrees of confidence that they express in their stride. Barrett is the silent strength, speaking very little as he observes and watches, his eyes missing nothing.

      Protection oozes from him, as does his need to shield the innocent. I’m no innocent. Damn myself for wanting to feel that protection. I know they’d be willing to fight the assassins with me, and I also know they mean something to Vanessa, so I won’t do that to her.

      I won’t put their lives on the line just because of me.

      “Your thoughts race.” Nemesis’s voice flows over me like the sweetest lullaby. It’s a lie, of course. As the goddess of retribution, her judgment is as sharp as my blade and just as deadly.

      I also can’t lie to her. She knows, she always knows. I’ve often wondered if that was because of who she is as a goddess or if there was something in my contract that made sure I couldn’t lie to either of them. I haven’t once tried to figure it out.

      Besides, the alternative is that I don’t want to lie, and I’m not ready to face that kind of fuckery.

      As the daughter of Nyx, crisp darkness surrounds her with the fresh, clean scent of a snowstorm blended with ozone. Every time I look at her, it is like looking at the night sky after a thunderstorm where lightning lingers in the air and rain soaks the earth.

      That’s Nemesis. Wearing a simple black dress cut off at her ankles and thick combat boots that lace up her legs, she remains unfazed by the field. Long, thick black hair cascades down her back with a simple thorn crown lying across her forehead.

      Her eyes, however, peer through my soul, and her red tinged lips press into a soft grin. “Ah.”

      “Ah?” I question as my own boots step onto the hard pavement. All around me, the flea market sits as though it’s haunted and abandoned. Chains lock the barn doors, and the lights are cool in the dark from a day of use. I meander through the market, taking it in as I stroll around the empty wooden vendor tables. Dents and scratches litter their surfaces from years of use and abuse.

      “Yes, ah.” Nemesis steers me toward the auction, and a pit forms in my stomach.

      She knows—they know I failed. For the first time in fifty-seven years of service, I failed a mission. Fire dances quickly along the blade of my scythe, the only representation of my mood before I send it to the ether.

      “I—” Can’t apologize. Won’t apologize. I’m not sorry. I made a judgment call and followed my gut, intent on torturing the fox shifter to figure out what was going on. Only I never needed to.

      Hindsight and all that.

      “You found your mates,” Nemesis states without an ounce of judgment in her tone as she waves her hand and the door to the auction house simply opens.

      I swallow. A goddess of retribution holding no judgment? It feels wrong. It feels like she is leading me into a trap that I can never get out of, luring me into a web that I will somehow willingly climb into and roll myself up in.

      “I did.” Truth, I keep to the truth. To lie is to find yourself trapped where lying is the only way out. I’m not that creative. As a child, when we had to color, I stuck to normalcy and stayed within the lines. I never deviated too far from the rules. “How do you know?”

      I never strayed too far from their rules, either, until today.

      “Threads of fate.” She steps inside the dimly lit auction room, waving a hand. The dark doesn’t disappear, but it dissipates, turning the night into lighter shades of gray.

      My sight kicks in, allowing me to make out the sharp lines of the chairs and the podium. “You can see those?” The threads of fate are the golden ties that wrap around us, tethering us to our physical form—the threads that the Fates cut when they decide a life is over. Not even a physical death represents a true death. That is something only the Fates choose.

      Yes, those threads also reach for my mates, and then they may weave together, linking us for all eternity.

      “I can see them spiraling out of you, reaching and reaching. Three of them, yes?” Her eyes dart around my body as though she sees just that.

      “Yeah,” I tell her absentmindedly as I head back to where the chest was.

      “Sit with me.” Her body rests gracefully on the edge of the raised platform, her eyes scanning the building before they settle back on me. “A mate is a gift from the Fates. Tell me how you feel about finding them.”

      “Betrayed,” I blurt out as I sit beside her, my chest heaving with pain.

      “Betrayed,” Nemesis muses with interest in her voice. “By the Fates? Or by your reaction to them?”

      “Both.” I tug on the fraying strands of my jacket, not willing to look at her. This conversation is harder than I expected it would be. I don’t want to talk about the fact that fate shoved three men into my life I don’t want, or the fact that I’m just going to end up getting them killed.

      “You are angry at yourself, not at the Fates. You are angry because you cannot get out of the path you are on. You are angry because there’s no escape plan and you can’t just kill what hurts you.” Her words blast all around us, striking me over and over.

      “You see too much.”

      “I’m meant to.”

      “I can’t have them.”

      “The Fates wouldn’t have pushed them toward you if they didn’t believe your relationship could not work.”

      “Do you have a mate?” There are rules when speaking to the gods. One of them is to never, ever ask them about their personal lives, no matter how much they demand you spill yours.

      They just might smite you.

      Nemesis doesn’t answer me, only hums under her breath. It isn’t an answer, but it still speaks volumes. She is not responding to that question. I flush with shame for even thinking to ask.

      “What about this bounty on your head?”

      I groan but also relax. This is a conversation I can work with. Uncomfortable? Yes, but it’s also in my wheelhouse. “It seems the immortal community is sick of me purging the rapists and murderers from their equation.”

      “Their numbers dwindle,” she admits. “To them, even a killer is an important member of society.”

      Her words aren’t a surprise to me. I’ve heard the rumors, the tales that more and more immortal communities inch toward polyamory not just for safety, but to increase the chances of offspring.

      Vampires no longer hunt and kill off entire families, not after my brother single-handedly tore through several. Now they hide in their nests licking their wounds, probably watching reruns of Cheers.

      That’s what I would do.

      Lycans formed sub-packs, little communities with multiple mates to keep them safe, while surrounding themself with a larger pack like Lunar Mile, my brother’s pack.

      Shifters, witches, and all the spooks that go bump in the night have gathered for protection and to raise their numbers.

      “I’m not the only one who killed them off.” I’m probably just one of the few who did it with precision. These goddesses have many assassins.

      “No, you aren’t, but you are the only one who didn’t hide your reasons.”

      “Because I’m contracted out to you.”

      “Yes.” She doesn’t hold back the jab of her one worded answer. It’s no surprise, but it cuts all the same.

      “Even if I wasn’t” —annoyance spreads through my belly, and I struggle to keep my tone even— “I’d still kill the murderers and rapists.”

      “Yes, and therein lies the reason they perceive you as a threat to their community.” Though her smile stays soft, her words still strike like a viper. “You are everything they fear wrapped up in a beautiful package full of deadly intent.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Just let them think their actions are okay?” I turn away because looking at her hurts. She’s making me second-guess every moment I’ve lived up to this point.

      “Vampires are creatures with an insatiable hunger for blood. Did you believe for one moment that their very nature would ever change?”

      “I—” Confusion licks at my spine. “They have to consume blood, but they don’t need it from the source.”

      “Don’t they?” she challenges. “How sure are you of that fact?”

      I peer through the dark, seeking an answer I know I won’t find hidden in the shadows. “I don’t know.”

      “Blood isn’t just a source of nutrients for them, it is what gives them life. Drinking from a bag is like eating a candy bar. It will sate them for the moment, but it won’t nourish them. Without a source, they will wither to nothing more than a husk, their minds dehydrated until all they can think of is fulfilling their need. They kill out of starvation.”

      “You had me wipe out nests.” Horror spreads through me at the savage memory of me ripping through vampire after vampire.

      “Yes, because there’s not much hope for them when they reach that point.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Saliva fills my mouth. I spent years doing as I was told, never thinking there might be a reason why murderers are who they are.

      No. I refuse. I did what I had to in order to keep the community safe, even if they don’t see it that way. I have no regrets.

      “You need to know why they hunt you now. You killed them without seeing them as a living being with a soul, but as a bloodthirsty creature.”

      “Because they are!” I screech, standing. “Because you told me to!”

      “Yes.”

      Am I fucking losing my mind? “You aren’t making any sense.” I spin in a circle, the room tilting as I crash into a chair.

      “What of the lycans you killed?” Nemesis goes on in her matronly voice as though she’s asking me if I want tea and cookies. “You hunted so many of them when they killed men and women, their tongues tasting human blood. Tell me, Kendall, did you ever wonder why lycans such as your brother fell prey to that addiction?”

      She doesn’t move from her spot as I fall to the floor, my brain pulsating, my blood rushing in my ears. Why is she doing this? Why am I feeling so affected?

      “My brother?” Sweat beads on my brow as I stare at Nemesis. I wipe off the salty beads before they can fall into my eyes.

      “Didn’t you know, Kendall?” There is still no emotion from her other than that distorted caring. “Sabina saved your brother. But you didn’t answer my question. Why do you think lycans hunger for human flesh like little ghouls?”

      “I—” My body trembles as every kill I’ve made flashes through my mind. “Don’t know. Please stop this.”

      “I’m not doing anything, Kendall. We are just sitting here having a conversation.” She taps a pointed black nail on her chin, her heart-shaped face far too luminous in the pale light. “Perhaps it is because they hunger for what they no longer are.”

      “Human.” I roll to my knees, my leather squelching with my sweat.

      “Correct. They hunger for what they no longer are, and you kill them. They cannot help their nature, Kendall.”

      “There is always a choice,” I argue, but the words taste like ash on my tongue.

      Nemesis tsks under her breath. “You still don’t understand, do you?”

      “I do.” I understand she wants me to see that all of this is on me even though she took those choices from me. No. I sold her my soul. I handed over my choices that day so many years ago.

      “You don’t.” Her entire body stills, and I wait for the next blow. “Nature is the very essence of who you are. The fae cannot lie, yet you’ve killed them for stealing babes from cribs.”

      “They stole humans!” I argue, spittle flying from my mouth.

      “They exchanged them with their own for survival.”

      “Changelings do not belong here!”

      “No?” Nemesis questions, shrugging a delicate bare shoulder. “Perhaps it is to keep their royalty alive and well during their wars.”

      “There’s no war and you know it.”

      “How sure are you of that, Kendall? Would you bet your life on it?”

      I look away because no, I wouldn’t. The fae are always fighting amongst themselves.

      “A banshee warns of death. Do you fault them for their cry? What of the sirens? The puca? Shifters? The giants, ogres, and furies?” She finally breaks off her monotone voice, screeching the last word.

      “No more.” I slam my hands over my ears.

      “You killed them all.” I hear her words all the same, though muffled.

      “You told me to.”

      “According to you, there is always a choice.”

      I gasp at her words and swallow my sobs. I will not allow her to break me.

      “Nature,” she continues. “Didn’t you have a choice, Kendall?”

      “I had a choice,” I admit.

      “Tell me again, Kendall, what you would do if you weren’t my assassin. Tell me.” When I say nothing more, she continues, “Tell me or dance for me, Kendall.”

      Tears slip from my eyes at her threat. As a child, she cursed me to dance for her for hours. Lessons on discipline, she claimed, but mortals would have called it child abuse.

      Words tumble free of my lips upon her command. “I’d kill them.” I slam my eyes shut, unable to look at her after admitting who I am once more.

      “Open your eyes, Kendall.”

      I shake my head. I’ll see the judgment there, the fucking retribution, and I will deserve every ounce she throws at me.

      “Open your eyes, Kendall.” Her voice softens, but it’s deadlier, colder somehow.

      My eyes spring open, straying to her as sweat runs in rivulets down my face.

      “They cannot change their nature any more than you can.” This time she stands and bends over me slightly, her hair falls in a curtain around her face. “Never betray me again, Kendall.” Her hand rolls into a fist, and I feel the power she holds over me as an invisible hand clenches my chest.

      My heart burns as she crushes it, my breathing sputtering, as she draws the moment out, forcing me to feel every brutal clench of her fist.

      “Find the chest, Kendall.” All at once, she’s gone, her parting warning clanging around in my head.

      Darkness swells around me, casting me in shadows. Fear permeates the air, saturating the surrounding atmosphere.

      My fear.

      Hanging my head, I exhale slowly. Not once has Nemesis administered any kind of discipline. Themis, sure, but not Nemesis.

      “Fuck.” I groan. Themis is going to hurt me.

      A bigger picture reveals itself, though, as I struggle to stand on my shaking legs. They are pissed. Sure, that’s expected. I broke the rules, drove off course, and went off roading in a fancy new Mercedes.

      They not only want that chest, but they want it enough to hurt me. I need to know what’s in that chest first.

      I won’t make the same mistake again. Nemesis proved to me that I am a killer and I can’t change who I am inside, but I can change why.

      Why do they want this chest? “Fuck, I need to talk to Cerberus.”

      Annoyed at my life decisions, I push outside into the bitter air. Ahead, a streetlight flickers and dies, and the only sound around is that of my boots crunching on the gravel. My headache slowly ebbs away, and my mind is too exhausted to come up with anything new, which means no plans for the moment.

      Shelter and sleep. Those are the only two things I can focus on right now.

      Until the sound of a creature calls to me. Across the road, the rush of water reaches me, along with the little cry.

      Later, when I look back on this moment, I’ll analyze every microsecond that forces me to dart across the back road, slick with black ice, as I jog and slide, almost tripping into the brush.

      I’ll rethink why I charge forward through brambles and twigs and launch myself into the cold water.

      Like I said, lycans run hot, but the water carries chunks of ice and there, fighting for his life in the center of the creek, is the littlest goat doing his best to stay afloat.

      Teeth chattering, I grab him and launch both of us onto the bank, mud and ice clinging to me as I hug a damn baby goat.

      “Baa.” He flops on top of me, burrowing beneath my leather jacket and resting his little chin on mine.

      I gaze at the starry sky, wondering how I got to this moment.

      I kill goats. I don’t save them.

      So what changed?

      I damn well know what changed. The ordinary isn’t so ordinary anymore. Nemesis set my morals and values aflame, and now I know nothing. I don’t even know who I am anymore besides my nature.

      Chattering, I hug the creature to my chest. “Let’s find a warm bed.” He bleats into my neck, our bodies turning to ice as I head for the nearest development, hoping someone took a trip south for the winter.

      It’s not breaking and entering. It’s house sitting. If I can break in, then anyone can. I’m doing the owners a favor by unlocking and entering a welcome home. There are far worse creatures out there than me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Kendall

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m dreaming. I must be dreaming. That’s the only explanation for this fuckery. I’d also like to argue the fact that even for me, this is not a normal scenario. This shouldn’t be anyone’s normal scenario.

      Did I fall asleep drunk?

      No. I can’t get drunk by normal means. If it’s fae mead, then I wouldn’t even drink myself into stupidity. Too many people want me dead.

      The air around me turns hazy as my mind turns toward lucidity. My hands move slowly, a string of milky air ribboning in their wake. For a moment, it’s all I can watch, all I can look at, until my hands rest in my lap, my fingernails digging into the silk of my skirts.

      Skirts? See, this is how I damn well know I am dreaming. I would never, not in a million fucking years, wear a damn skirt. Tilting my head to the side, I run my hands up my body. Well, well, well.

      I won’t admit it, but silk feels damn nice against my skin, like cool butter, and it wraps around me like a lover’s touch.

      Maybe I like silk, or maybe I’m just yearning for a lover’s touch.

      I hear a bleat, and I swear my newfound baby goat smirks up at me in his all white glory. His little mouth pulls across his goat teeth as he grins. I pat my lap and he hops up, snuggling against me as my fingers slide through his fur.

      A sense of calmness spreads through me swiftly and shockingly, as though something inside of me was missing this creature.

      My subconscious is a bitch.

      How do I wake up from this dream? Pinch yourself. Again, my fingers leave a milky trail as my thumb and forefinger pinch my forearm.

      “Ouch.” Well, I felt that, but I am still dreaming.

      “She doesn’t even know she wants us in her dreams.” Seth’s voice makes me jerk up in surprise. I glare at him as he carries on. “Look at her.” His arm flings out. “She’s trying to wake herself.”

      He can say whatever snarky thing he wants to say because the man stands in front of me, along with his brothers, wearing nothing more than a damn loin cloth.

      “Yep, dreaming.”

      “The question is, Kitty Kat…” Cael smirks, his dimples deepening and sending my libido into a damn frenzy. “What are you going to do in this dream?”

      That’s a loaded question.

      Saliva fills my mouth, and I swallow it down past the lump of desire filling my throat. My gaze trails over to Barrett.

      I roll my eyes heavenward. “Why me?”

      “It’s your subconscious, princess,” Seth sneers, anger in his voice. I can almost predict his thoughts.

      How dare I conjure him up in my dreams and give him only a loincloth to cover his… package.

      I can’t help it. I glance back down at Barrett’s erection. Dream me must think that because Cerberus is a beast, then their cocks are beasts too.

      I point at his erection. “There’s no way that’s real.”

      “Of course it isn’t,” Seth grumbles.

      “You’re dreaming,” Barrett supplies, running his hands down his body, his fingers tugging on the ties of his loincloth.

      Couldn’t I have put him in a suit or something that covers him completely? Suits are just as sexy.

      He wraps a hand around that impossible erection as he continues to untie the sides.

      Well… When in Rome, I may as well taste the pleasures.

      I gently place my unnamed goat on the ground and stand, my silk dress gliding softly over my skin. Ignoring the other brothers, I step in front of Barrett.

      I didn’t get to talk to him as much as the others. While they wear their emotions, Barrett hides behind his stony façade, refusing to allow the world to see just who he is.

      Maybe that’s why dream me places a palm on his chest. Something about his haunted gaze calls to me, like to like.

      He drops his hand, and the loincloth falls to the floor as Barrett grips my hips, tugging me close.

      I’m no small woman. Hell, I’m tall and curvy. I’ve got an ass on me and thighs that allow me to run from my enemies.

      But dream Barrett lifts me as though I’m nothing more than a feather. Of course, since this is a dreamscape, his brothers fall away as Barrett slams me against a wall.

      My breath heaves out of my chest as my ankles lock behind his back. I arch into him, my lips seek his only for him to wrap a hand around my hair and tug my head back.

      That sweet sting of pleasure shoots through me from my head to my clit, and a moan slips past my lips.

      Leaning in, he speaks against my lips. “Why choose me?”

      “My dream, my rules.” I struggle to pull him closer to taste his lips. Desire gnaws inside of me. I need to know what he tastes like. I need to know if his kisses are full of passion or full of command. Here, in my dreams, I can allow that to happen, whereas in the real world I cannot. I need to keep my distance there. But here? I can indulge, and I intend to. “Fuck me, Bear.”

      Why did I call him that?

      “No.” Those thick, plump lips curve into a slight smile that presses ever so softly against my own, teasing me, tickling me.

      I want more. “No?” I question. “This is my dream. I can tell you to do whatever I want because essentially it’s just me telling myself what to do.” It’s also well-crafted masturbation.

      “Are you sure about that?” Barrett teases, though I prefer calling him Bear.

      Something about his words chill me. Those words are familiar. Someone else said them to me.

      But who?

      Bear chooses that moment to press his lips against mine. The kiss distracts me, though not enough, not nearly enough. Each movement only deepens the sense of familiarity.

      Are you sure about that?

      I pull away, staring up at Barrett’s brown eyes. “No red.” My fingertips press against his cheekbones, sliding down toward the scruff of his chin and neck.

      “Kiss me back, Kendall.” His breath drifts across my swollen lips.

      “No.” I pull back. I can feel my face pinching in worry and confusion.

      “Nemesis. She said that to me,” I mutter.

      The haze falls down around me just as I slip from Bear’s arms. My body slams against the cold, frozen ground, jarring my knees.

      Dammit, I’m in one of Nemesis’s dreamscapes. As a daughter of Nyx, she has the power to manipulate and sculpt dreams, but if you get hurt here, you get hurt in real life.

      The silk falls away, replaced by my leathers, and for a moment, I miss it. Leaning back, I look around at my favorite safe house. The compromised one.

      Blood splatters litter the wall, the floor, and the decaying furniture. Nothing remains aside from the broken pieces of whoever lost their life here.

      Nemesis stands in the center, looking like her mother, Nyx. Ethereal beauty radiates out of her, though her eyes hold a world of insanity that twinkle like the stars.

      Blood coats her hands, and her ruby red lips part as she stares at me with madness in her eyes. Her long black fingernails scrape the center of her tongue before she licks the blood off her fingers.

      One by one.

      “I told you never to deceive me, Kendall.”

      “I didn’t.” The words fall free from my lips, the lie spreading through the room.

      “Lie,” she states, her eyes glimmering with the sense of hopelessness and madness of the mentally unstable.

      That’s when I see it. My eyes catch the glint of a dog tag hanging from a collar, a black fingernail holding up the chain.

      “No.” I shake my head. Denial rises inside of me. I ran from them, going as far as my wet shoes could take me. I didn’t claim them. I’d never claim them. For this reason alone. This reason right here.

      Lifting my hands, I find blood dripping from my fingertips as Nemesis cackles. The symbolism smacks me in the face. Their blood is on my hands.

      “No.” I gasp, catching the scent of my mates.

      Brimstone and leather.

      Brimstone and leather.

      The world tilts around me as I struggle for breath, and I fall down into an abyss of despair.

      

      I wake on a gasp. Sunlight filters in through a window, spearing me in the eyes when I try to pry them open. The nightmare still dances at the back of my mind, the remnants hammering through my head. She killed them.

      It was just a dream. It was just a dream.

      No matter how much I struggle to assure myself of that, my subconscious already knows the truth—they will kill them.

      Mates I never claimed will die because of me.

      I struggle to sit up in the stolen bed. Breaking into a home was easy enough, but making sure no one lived there was a little trickier. In the past, I’d crawl into beds of empty houses only to wake up to angry owners.

      Most have a home office, even if it’s just a drawer in a dining room or a bedroom. The owners here were no different, leaving their scheduler open face up, which told me all I needed to know.

      They wouldn’t be home until Monday.

      I know how to play the role of a ghost. I perfected it over the years.

      How I’m going to remove the fur of the dog sleeping at my feet, however, is an entirely different story.

      I don’t need to question which type of creature it is.

      Black fur shimmers in a way it sure as fuck shouldn’t, while his pit bull face stares at me with red eyes. Slightly bigger than a normal-sized dog, he slowly crawls his way up my body inch by inch.

      “I’d ask how you found me. But—” I inhale. “I already know.” The stench radiating off of me says enough.

      The creature just stares at me, not giving into a whine which rules out Cael. The glare could belong to either Seth or Barrett, but I think I already know which of the triplets this is.

      My confident fingers thread through his fur, and while his tail doesn’t wag, he leans ever so slightly into my touch, not pulling away. “Barrett.” I exhale his name almost breathlessly. I don’t just say it, I allow myself to feel his name. The memory of his touch is still in my mind, even if it was only a dream.

      To me, he was real. My dreams, when I dream, have always been a place where I allow myself to feel, fall in love, and imagine a life I will never live.

      Ever the protector, he jumps off the bed and struts to the bathroom, emerging a moment later dressed in borrowed sweats that hang low on his hips.

      “How?” He doesn’t sit at the end of the bed, instead positioning himself at the closed door where he leans against the frame. His eyes scan the room for a danger that doesn’t exist here.

      Not this time. The fear that saturates this room belongs solely to me, and a part of me feels pleased he didn’t bring it up. Even though his nostrils flare and his dark eyes fill with understanding, he only questions how I knew it was him.

      “Cael would whine.” I smirk as I throw my legs over the edge of the bed, allowing my blood flow to warm my limbs. My borrowed sweatpants ride up my leg. “It would have been a toss-up between you and Seth, but—” Damn, half my boob is falling out of my borrowed tank. I carefully wiggle it back in. “He would have bitten my fingers off.”

      “Touching me was the test?”

      “Yes and no.” My blond hair falls over my face as I glance up and down my body, making sure nothing else is falling out where it shouldn’t. Feeling confident, I stand, my body aching in ways it shouldn’t. In a few hours, my healing will have that ache completely gone. “It was your eyes that told me who you were.”

      Barrett lifts his head, the hint of a beard hiding the dimples I know exist there. He won’t say it, but the curiosity in his eyes screams for me to tell him, as does the slight shift of his torso in my direction.

      “You wanted to be by my side. Maybe not to cuddle like Cael, or maybe not to hate fuck me like Seth.” There it is. That small dimple peeks out on his cheek. “You wanted to protect me.”

      “It’s hard to protect a mate who doesn’t need my protection,” he replies, speaking with a simplicity that rubs me the wrong way. His nature shouts protection. Either he wants to protect me and knows I’ll reject him, or he knows I don’t need him to.

      I nod, because I can’t deny either of those suspicions. My dreams speak for themselves. I want him, and I feel like that’s all he’d need. Admitting that means I accept his death, and that I just won’t do.

      “Your worst enemy is your mind,” he says, still not budging from the doorframe.

      “I thought we were going to ignore the obvious,” I grumble as I walk toward the door.

      His nostrils flare as I near, and his pupils dilate until all I see is black and red. I don’t expect him to reach out and grip me. His fingers dig into my forearm, and he tugs me close.

      The gesture is so much like the dream that for a moment, I stand there stunned as he manhandles me. I don’t even pull away, but I fucking lean into him and the promise of his warmth.

      A small smirk plays on his lips, drawing my attention. Heat spreads through me, igniting a path of desire that reaches out to every nerve ending I possess.

      “I smell your arousal.”

      I did not expect him to say that.

      Fine. If he wants to shock me with his words, I’ll play the game. I press my body to his, enjoying the surprise on his face.

      Watching him, I lean closer, only breaking eye contact when my nose presses against his skin. Underneath the brimstone, his sweet musk tantalizes me. “I smell yours,” I whisper against his skin.

      I should have pulled back then and there. I should have let it go. The me that existed a week ago would have stabbed him and run to get as fast and as far from this moment as I could.

      I must be tumbling into insanity, though, because I lick him. My tongue swipes along the column of his throat where his pheromones saturate the air and tease me. Tomorrow I can regret this when I can wash the taste of him from my tongue with bleach and vinegar.

      Yes, I know that will create a chemical reaction. That’s the purpose.

      For now, I close my eyes. One of us moans, and I’m going to say it’s him just because I refuse to admit the taste of him turns me on. But we both know it. Our arousal fills the air, taunting us with just how good sex could be.

      I swallow his taste, letting it coat my tongue as I pull back, only seeing parts of him in through my heavy-lidded eyes.

      “What purpose does the goat hold?” His question takes a full minute to sink into my brain. Confusion spreads across my mind until I remember last night.

      The chill of the water and then holding a damn baby goat as I marched my ass toward the nearest development in search of an empty house.

      “Goat.” I nod, feeling foolish at my inability to speak. “My goat.” I blink up at Barrett. His pupils are still blown and full of lust, and his scent still threads through me, tickling my senses and demanding more.

      “I want you, Kendall,” he says, and a part of me thinks I can put his thick lips to use. “But I think you might get angry if Cael eats the goat.”

      I rear back as cold water in the form of his words washes over me. “Fuck.” I swing open the bedroom door, nearly stumbling down the narrow steps as I fling myself down and around the corner.

      Hardwood chills my toes as I walk. My gaze catches on the butcher block island where my goat lies, blinking up at Cael who stands there with a meat cleaver.

      “Drop it,” I bark at him.

      “Good morning, Kitty Kat!” Cael raises the cleaver.

      “Drop it!” I shout once more.

      “I was just about to make breakfast.” His smile is full of confidence, and he licks his lips, more than likely imagining my goat in his belly.

      “Don’t hurt Snow White.” I grab my goat and back into a corner just as the cleaver slams into the butcher block right where Snow’s head was not two seconds prior.

      “Kitty Kat?” Cael cocks his head to the side and, for the first time, the playfulness falls away, revealing the predator that is the fabled Cerberus. Lifting the cleaver, he runs a finger along the blade. “You’re holding breakfast like it’s a pet. Care to explain yourself?”

      Just how psycho are these guys?

      Also, Snow is a pet. I admit it’s a terrible name for a male goat, but I never actually checked. The name just felt right in the moment.

      “Snow is my pet.” Am I really doing this? Adopting a goat? I should send him back to the farm he strayed from, but even just the thought of doing so makes me hold him tighter to my chest.

      “The goat,” Cael argues, “is a delicacy.”

      A timer goes off on the microwave, the sound obnoxious as it pierces my ear drums. Seth strolls out of the dining room, his torso naked and his red tipped hair a mess. Turning off the timer, he shoves a toothpick in his mouth before pulling open the oven.

      “I told you she wouldn’t go for the goat,” Seth remarks over his shoulder as he reaches into the oven.

      “Seth!”

      “What?” He pauses, annoyed at the interruption.

      “Oven mitt.” Holding Snow, I point at the counter where a red oven mitt sits.

      He scoffs and ignores me, and I gasp as he reaches in to grab a dish, uncaring of the sizzle of his skin.

      “Relax.” Barrett sneaks up behind me. “He won’t burn.”

      Sensations, so many sensations, rush through me as Barrett presses his front to my back. Desire burns through me, followed by a need to press into him instead of away from him.

      The scent of something delicious wafts to me, only overshadowed by Seth’s burning flesh.

      Cael slowly sneaks around the room, licking his lips as he clenches the cleaver in a white-knuckled grip.

      Barrett’s breath ghosts over my neck, fluttering my hair.

      I want them all, and I want to lean into them instead of away, and perhaps that’s why my fear explodes out of me in a wave—one I know Barrett senses.

      His body stills, and his chest presses into my back as he inhales. I don’t think he’s going to leave me until, all at once, his warmth disappears. Barrett steps around me, only to grab Cael by the scruff and toss him away.

      Both of them are oblivious to the damn cleaver, which nicks Cael’s skin. Blood wells around multiple cuts as they wrestle and the sharp blade passes between them.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as my nausea rises. I see blood all the time, most of it caused by me, but seeing him bleeding sets off something inside me. A hurricane of emotions spread through me in red. Seeing his blood feels wrong. It should stay on the inside of his body.

      Snow’s rough tongue licks my cheek, so I scratch under his, or her, chin. When I open my eyes, it’s to see Snow’s big, horizontal slitted gaze. “Such a sweet baby,” I coo, wondering whose voice is coming out of my voice box, because I don’t coo.

      I never fucking cooed until this damn goat popped into my life.

      “Hey, Kitty Kat.”

      I blow out a heavy breath, just knowing whatever Cael is going to say will annoy the piss out of me. “Cael.”

      “Can you talk to me like that?” He blinks his big puppy dog eyes up at me, which would be adorable if he weren’t holding a meat cleaver and if he hadn’t just tried to cut off my brand-new pet’s head.

      I’ve been a mama for twelve hours, and the little goat already got kidnapped by my psycho mate. I’m a terrible pet person. Ignoring his plea, I ask, “What do I feed him?”

      “Her.” Seth sets the dish on the island with a flourish. “Eat up,” he says before tossing forks on the table that each of them snatch up, preparing to dig in.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I move around them, searching for plates.

      “Eating the meal that was in the box.” Seth rolls his eyes at me as though that should explain it all.

      “The freezer?” I question slowly while making my way to the fridge and yanking open the freezer to see multiple frozen meals with simple directions written on top. “Easy enough for a centuries old beast to follow. I’m surprised you figured out how to turn on the oven.”

      I was seriously about to give him credit for making the quiche all on his own. I should have known better. From what I heard, Cerberus spent a long time as a dog, so it’s only logical to assume they do not know how to play the role of mortal.

      “I had to call Hades,” Seth admits with reluctance as he goes to dig into the eggy pie.

      “No.” I eye each of them, their forks poised to eat. “If I let Snow down, I want a promise that none of you are going to eat her.”

      “No can do, Kitty Kat.” Cael rolls his lips in while shaking his head, and somehow I believe him.

      “At least you are honest.” Not trusting them to leave my goat alone, I walk to the back door where I snuck in last night and set her free in the fenced-in yard.

      “Can we eat?” Barrett asks, a little wrinkle on his brow.

      “No.” Exasperated and feeling oddly domestic, I hand out plates.

      “What are we supposed to do with this?” Cael lifts the white ceramic to his lips as though he’s going to eat the plate.

      I grab his arm and lower his hand. “Do not eat that.”

      “You’re touching me.” Cael preens before wagging his brows.

      “To keep you from eating that plate.”

      “Let him.” Seth rolls his eyes before sneering at the plate himself. “We aren’t built like mortals. Our stomach acid alone will burn through that plate.”

      I look at Barrett for confirmation, knowing that of the three of them, he’s the one who will give me a straight answer. “He isn’t wrong.”

      “He still isn’t eating a plate.” I dig through a few drawers, pull out a serving spoon, and dish out quiche on each of their plates before serving myself. I basically split the dish into four. Like hell am I going to skimp on free food.

      If they are still hungry after this, they can heat the lasagna I saw in there.

      “That’s it?” Cael whines.

      Ignoring him, I take my plate to the dining room, unsure if they will follow. It also gives me a direct view out back where I can monitor my goat.

      When the hell did I become domestic Barbie?

      “Why are you sneering at your food?” Barrett sits down across from me, folding his gigantic frame in the small chair.

      “What?” I shake my head as the others file in, confused at the room and the table. I’m going to have to remind myself that these three haven’t set foot here on Earth in centuries. “Nothing.”

      “Look, princess…” Seth drops into the seat beside me, earning a whine from Cael.

      “I’m not a princess,” I argue around a mouthful of egg and pastry dough. Whoever made this knew what they were doing. Not only is it fresh, but it is homemade, which is something I yearn for—anything homemade, really.

      It’s made with love.

      “Princess,” he challenges, earning him what I hope is a scathing look. “We need to talk.”

      “Fine,” I grumble around a mouthful of food, not at all ashamed when a small bit flies out in his direction. Serves him right. “Talk.”

      “You belong to us,” Seth states.

      I clench my fork and debate my options. I could let it slide just this once. The problem that action creates, though, could be years upon years of just letting it go—not that I intend to allow him to stick around for years. This is breakfast before we part ways and I figure out what to do next. Like steal back my cedar chest.

      Actually, know what? He stole my mark, and he offended me.

      “Oh no,” Cael murmurs in astonishment, as though he knows what I’m about to do. Hell, I don’t even know what I’m about to do.

      Until I react.

      I stab Seth in the side, right between his ribs, and narrowly miss his heart—on purpose of course, I don’t want to kill him.

      I just wanted to prove a point. Admittedly, I could have handled the situation better.
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      The world is no longer how it was when my brothers and I last walked the Earth. My memory teases me with the images of brighter evenings, where the sky was full of stars. Long nights I spent lying in the hayfields fill my recollections, as does watching mankind and wondering if they would find purpose in this world.

      Purpose.

      The Fates play games, weaving their web without telling the creatures who fall prey to the sticky tendrils just why they remain stuck. For eons we walked the worlds, doing Hades’s bidding, and then we protected him at the back gate to the Underworld. All of this was because he earned our loyalty.

      We owe Hades our very existence.

      Now free of his domain, and free of him for the first time in our lives, we are unsure of our purpose. Aside from Artemis wanting a cedar chest that we hid, we remain here because Kendall interests us, not just because she is our mate, but because of the intricate and intriguing decisions she makes.

      One such action is the goat currently eating dead grass in the frozen yard. Another is her demand for etiquette as we sit at the table, even though she uses the back of her hand as a napkin, in a house I know doesn’t belong to her.

      “Was there any grape juice in the fridge?” she questions, her hair swaying as she huffs out a response to herself. “You wouldn’t know what grape juice is.”

      “I believe there is coffee,” Cael replies, unsure but wanting nothing more than to please his mate. Of the three of us, he will fall hard for her. He already sees her as his in his mind, heart, and soul.

      “Is no one going to fucking help me?” Seth groans, gawking at the fork protruding from his side in disbelief. His mouth puckers before falling open, then closing again. His body is rigid with tension, uncertain what to do.

      He should have known she’d stab him first and ask questions later. “Your mistake,” I reply, choosing to stand and check the icebox for this grape juice she speaks of.

      The chair creaks and groans as I push away from it and enter the kitchen once more. My eyes scan the open room where a kitchen and living room blend together. Along the far wall is one of those moving picture screens, and to the left is a wall of memories.

      Not wanting to overthink another family’s life, I open the steel doors and peer inside. Though we spent a long time as Cerberus with little to no visitors, our father, Typhon, visited us after he escaped the void—a prison far below Tartarus. At that time, he taught us how to read. We couldn’t write, but we could watch, and we could learn. He wove tales about the worlds, who reigned and who fell. A fact I don’t want to tell our baby sister. I won’t empathize with the dragon tyrant. He’s a ruthless bastard, and every move he makes is solely to his benefit. Nothing he does, or will do, is out of the kindness of his heart.

      Nothing.

      Cool air rolls out to ghost over my skin as I peer inside the fridge. Multiple containers sit with juice on the label. Taking a chance, I grab all three and pull them out before slamming the door shut and placing them in front of Kendall.

      Her emerald eyes peer up at me, and once more my breath seizes in my lungs. All these years and so much time wasted. This creature is a youngling by our standards, not quite a century old from the scent of her, but she’s full of ambition, and I know she’s seen a world most humans, and immortals alike, only read about in horror stories.

      Not one of us are younglings. Typhon abandoned us as pups, then Hades took us on, and we didn’t shift for years, not until we trusted the god of souls. Raised in the Underworld, we had to learn how to fight for the things we wanted, the things we needed.

      Hades was never a hard father figure, but he wasn’t easy on us either. We bear the scars of that first century. It’s always the hardest on any immortal with a long life.

      Shifters are no different.

      Kendall’s beauty strikes my heart like a double-edged sword. Her cheeks are a rosy shade, permanently pink, and she has lush blond hair that hangs to her waist—hair I want to touch and see if it is as silky as it looks. Her eyes, though, are filled with the haunted gleam of one who lived many lifetimes full of pain.

      As she dreamt this morning, her fear permeated the room as she slept. Her eyes rolled beneath her lids, the nightmare causing her to whimper in terror.

      I only meant to sit at her door to make sure she didn’t run again before talking to us first. I’m no fool. I don’t expect her to fuck one of us and accept the mating bond of a shifter.

      I did, however, expect her to stay and talk, and perhaps want to get to know us. At the very least, I expected her to act like the adult she is. I did not expect her to run off in that garage.

      Lucky for her, I enjoy the chase.

      When we finally found her here in this house, I crept up the stairs like a stalker and sat outside her door. That’s when her cries began. Her whimpers grated on me like a steel blade against my spine. Sitting there became foolish, so I shifted, ripping through my clothing, only to nudge the door open and crawl up the side of her clammy body.

      Unsure what my actual goal was in that moment, I gave her the only comfort I could—my presence. She didn’t instantly calm, and perhaps I was slightly naïve in thinking she would settle at my touch. She did calm after a while, though, her fingers sinking into my fur.

      The present drags me back into its clutches and the beautiful, fierce mate eating before us. I smirk at her before sitting down beside Cael while Seth still whines about the fork jutting out of his rib cage.

      Serves him right.

      “What’s that smirk for?” She points another fork at me, this one full of egg, but I don’t feel threatened by her. I’d be honored if she felt enough for me to stab me.

      Why? Because she feels.

      As Cerberus, there were days when we forgot that magic swirled deep within us with the promise of a shift. We forgot just who we were as individuals. Our personalities were so uniquely blended as one, we couldn’t decipher who was who. As the days passed, our individualism pushed through those boundaries.

      Each of which Kendall reacts to differently.

      “Thinking,” I tell her, scooping up the last of my meal.

      Her fork clatters to her plate. “About?” She squints at me, and though I scent her indignation, she’s asking me a question, engaging in conversation with me. Curiosity for me pulses in each syllable she speaks.

      “I’ll tell you.” I can’t hide my grin even as she seethes. “After breakfast.”

      “Are you flirting with me?” Disbelief shines in her gaze, and her lips tip up in the tiniest of smirks. She’s pleased.

      I did that.

      “For the love of Hades!” Seth grumbles. “Remove the fork.”

      Huffing out an annoyed breath, Kendall turns to Seth, blinking at him. “You are a crybaby.”

      “Cael—”

      “No,” Kendall cuts him off. “Cael whines for attention. I bet right now if I stabbed Cael, he wouldn’t whine nearly as much as you are whining right now.”

      “I wouldn’t.” Cael grabs Seth’s partially eaten plate and shovels the last bit in his mouth.

      Seth only partially protests as sweat pours down his face. Kendall lodged the fork precariously close to his heart, and only a small sliver of it sticks out of his side.

      She’s rather stabby, and from the look in Cael’s eyes, he is enjoying it just as much as I am.

      “Then stab him,” Seth blurts, “but take the fork out first.”

      However, Kendall already moved on, grabbing a container of juice and chugging it as she walks around the table.

      I sit back, ready to enjoy the show. For the longest time, the only one aside from me who put Seth in his place was Hades.

      Kendall will destroy him, and I anticipate every attempt she will make.

      “Stand up,” she demands as she wipes her mouth with the back of her hand before setting the juice container on the table.

      Cael pops up, towering over our curvy mate. His eyes are wide with the anticipation of her stabbing him.

      I’m pretty sure this is not how mortals court their lady loves, but as a beast born of the great dragon, this entire situation feels like foreplay to me.

      “Stab him and remove my fork,” Seth demands once more.

      He forgets just who our mate is. I read the file he procured over and over again as I sat outside her door. She is no damsel in distress. She is no soft woman needing a man to fight her battles. And Kendall won’t hesitate to fight our battles, and hers, all while holding that damn baby goat.

      Instead of stabbing Cael and getting it over with, she grabs the front of his sweats, wrapping her hand around his cock.

      Our reactions bleed together—want, jealousy, and the need to see just what she is capable of. I bite my lip as I watch. Seth’s audible gasp is followed quickly with a groan because of the fork pressing against his lung.

      Cael doesn’t grab her, no, his hands fist at his sides as his pupils blow out and his arousal permeates the room, but there, hidden beneath his arousal, is hers again.

      The scent of sweet, addicting honey butter swirls around the air, and I lean into it, hunger creeping up my spine. I want her hand on my cock, and I want her eyes on me, and dammit, I want her to stab me in the ribs.

      Her distraction works, and a moment later, Cael gasps and shudders.

      I know what happened without looking, and I’m almost embarrassed for him. Almost. Because I can’t say the same wouldn’t happen to me.

      “See? Like I said.” Kendall backs away, a smirk on her face as she stares down at Seth. “You are a crybaby.”

      “Dude, did you just—” Seth closes his eyes as Cael grips the knife in his gut and yanks it out, his eyes never leaving Kendall.

      “Come in my pants because Kitty Kat stabbed me?” Cael tosses the knife on the table and slaps a hand to the bleeding wound, glee written on his face. “Hell yeah I did.”

      I turn away as Kendall walks past me.

      Fuck it.

      I stand and scoop her up, throwing her over my shoulder and marching out of the room. “Talking. Now,” I grunt out. I’m lucky I managed to utter those two words.

      She doesn’t argue, and she doesn’t fight, instead she yells, “Don’t eat my goat,” at my brothers.

      Snickering, I hike up the steps of our borrowed home. A part of me wants nothing more than to make this home ours, to keep it just for us and play pretend.

      I know ghosts chase Kendall, and I know she’s going to run as soon as she can. The choice to snatch her up was a split-second decision I refuse to regret.

      Locking the bedroom door and throwing her on the bed is a fantasy I’ve had since she woke up beside me.

      Her body bounces on the soft mattress, the thin ribbed tank top barely holding her breasts in. Sharp peaks spread through the material, and I want nothing more than to taste her nipples, to taste her.

      “Barrett,” she warns as she leans back on the mattress, her eyes glazing over as I step up to her. I drink in every curve and fine line. Neither of us are laughing anymore.

      This woman is my mate, and I intend to make her mine.

      Her arousal scents the air, and the beast inside me growls his pleasure. The sound is primal and rough.

      “Barrett,” she repeats, her voice full of yearning for me. Me. “Think this through, if we mate—”

      “I won’t bite you.” Deep inside, I know I can’t, and I won’t. Besides, it isn’t my bite that should worry her. Still, I don’t move, not until she gives me the go ahead. Instead, I stand at the side of the bed, the mattress pressing into my thighs as I memorize every curve and my body hums with anticipation.

      “Barrett, you know as well as I do it doesn’t work that way.” Her eyes drink me in as she speaks, and I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from smirking at her.

      I raise a brow, meeting her gaze in challenge. “You think I can’t hold back my bite?”

      Her eyes roll to the ceiling. “Bear, there are things about me that don’t make me a worthy mate.”

      The fact she just called me a childhood nickname given by my brothers proves otherwise.

      “You believe yourself unworthy?” Taking a chance, I lean down, holding myself above her with care. My lips hover over hers as I soften my features and inhale her.

      “I believe I’m scared and backed into a corner I can’t get out of.” Her eyes widen at her admittance.

      I know she didn’t mean to tell me that, but honor and pride swell within me that she gifted me her trust, even if it wasn’t intentional.

      “Let us help you,” I tell her on an exhale. Her eyes close as she breathes me in, her nostrils flaring as she inhales my scent.

      I hold myself very, very still. Gooseflesh rises along my body as need surges inside me.

      To take her.

      To claim her.

      To mark her.

      Yet our mate, our assassin mate, won’t allow anyone to just take her. This moment is happening on her terms, and she won’t allow her vulnerability to go unpunished. She will take it out on me, and I can’t wait.

      “I don’t know how.” Once more, she is conceding a fact to me. Breadcrumbs to her heart. “No more talking.”

      Her lips press against mine, sampling my own with a slow caress. Each swipe of her lips is gentle and promising, testing to see just how I shall react and kiss her back. I can almost see the questions in her eyes. Will I take her like this? Rip off her pants and ease the throb pulsing in my cock?

      Or am I the big softy she sees me as?

      My actions don’t matter, though, as her mouth parts on a gasp and her lips press fully to mine. Eyes closed, I allow the movement of the kiss to take over. Desire swells between us as my heart thumps in my ears. A melody of passion resonates between us, creating music our bodies move to, though no sound fills the room.

      This is the dance between bodies as natural as time itself, and just as sensual as I remember. Angling my head, I take over, deepening our kiss as I taste her tongue with my own.

      Honey butter fills my senses, driving me higher and threatening to buckle the control I have at this moment. I focus on her kiss, each brush of her lips sending me to a place I only ever dreamed of.

      To me, this moment will mean so much more than it will to her.

      I lied to her. Not with my words, but with my thoughts. Her taste, her scent fills me to the brim, and my canines ache to bite her.

      I want to mark her. I want to sink my teeth into her neck and allow the bond to settle, to grow, until eternity lies at our feet.

      It isn’t just my bite that I want to place upon her, but the knot swelling with pressure at the base of my cock, the one needing to burst free but hasn’t yet. I want nothing more than to be locked inside of her.

      I pull away, intending to pepper her with kisses because if my lips remain on her mouth much longer, then I’ll lose myself.

      She maneuvers us until she straddles me, my body bouncing on the mattress as my hands settle on her hips.

      “Don’t move,” she commands. “You want to mark me,” she says as her hands slide teasingly down her body to grip the edges of her shirt. In one swift movement, she tosses the material across the room.

      I swallow thickly as this goddess presses her core against my cock. A hiss leaves my lips as my gaze follows the curve of her neck down to her full breasts. Her dusty pink nipples bead, and my fingers itch to touch her, to savor her.

      My eyes catch on a tattoo that rests between her breasts, depicting scales with a sword as the pillar. The black ink glimmers with magic as she lowers her body, and that’s all I get a glimpse of before her mouth finds mine again and all thought flees my head.

      “Are you sure?” I question, pulling away from her addicting kiss. I grip the soft comforter, the material tearing as I fist it.

      “Touch me, Barrett.” Her lips press against mine once more, and my control shreds as she whispers my name like a secret. One I’ll never be able to keep.

      My fingers dig into her hips, and I know I’m leaving bruises on her creamy flesh, but I don’t care, not as she whimpers and her heat soaks through her pants and onto mine. My cock feels her warmth, her heat, her need. The perfume of her slick permeates the air with her scent, and I want to fucking devour her.

      If she wants me to touch her, then who am I to deny my mate anything she desires?

      Flipping us over, I do as I wanted. I shred her pants with my claws as I seek my mate’s core, her scent driving me to a frenzy.

      Her breasts press up as her back arches. My lips cover one delicate cherry bud as my fingers find her other nipple. Her moans echo around me, driving my desire higher and higher.

      Slow, Barrett, slow, I repeat in my head over and over as my cock pulses with need, precum already dripping from the tip. The knot finally springs free for the first fucking time in my long adult life, the pressure building until it popped out. I knew it was a possibility. Her scent alone teased it out, but this moment solidifies it.

      It didn’t release the first time I saw her, though I knew by scent alone she was mine.

      I rip my mouth away, panting as Kendall’s glassy eyes peer up at me.

      “What?”

      Words fail me. Perhaps astonishment is the one I can claim.

      I can show her just why I’m now speechless. I crawl up her body, taking her mouth in a soft kiss as I guide her hand down my torso. Her grip brushes across the base of my dick, touching the lump that will lock us together.

      Pulling back, she searches my eyes. “Is that…”

      “My knot? Yeah.”

      “I didn’t feel it on Cael.”

      “Did you grip the base of his cock?” I challenge her.

      In answer or retaliation, she wraps her fingers around my knot and squeezes.

      My entire body fucking shudders in pleasure.

      “I’m not…”

      “I won’t knot you if you don’t want it,” I grit out through my teeth, my stomach clenching with a sharp desire to do just that.

      “That’s how you knew.” Her grip tightens.

      I see fucking stars. “Knew what?” I gasp and grind my teeth together, willing myself to breathe through the pleasure and hold on for as long as I can.

      She doesn’t answer me, instead saying, “These are in the way.” Once more she rolls me, and my head slams into the mattress as her thighs tighten around me.

      I’m going to spill my seed prematurely into her hands, just as Cael did earlier. My body craves hers, this warrioress of a woman full of just enough venom and just enough heat. She’s perfect for me, for us.

      If she will only allow it.

      A sting blooms on my inner thighs as she rips the pants off of me, drinking me in as she stares at my thick cock weeping my desire.

      “That’s how,” she murmurs while her finger trails down the thick head to the knot she wraps her hands around.

      “Kendall.” I shudder beneath her, needing her slick heat to wrap around me and squeeze me.

      “You really are a bear of a man.” She drops onto all fours, lining her heat up with the tip of my cock.

      My hands slap against her skin as I hold her above me. “I need to taste you.” I lick my lips, but I don’t move her. Instead, I watch as her cunt glides along my length until she settles against my knot.

      White-hot fucking pleasure ricochets through my body.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t see anything but her perfection as I hold her there.

      “Too fucking bad,” she whispers against my lips, and it’s all the warning she gives before she adjusts and impales herself on me.

      I roar to the heavens, to Olympia, to all the gods and monsters alike as pleasure sears through me. My brothers filter in before they fall to the side, sharing in this moment, this feeling, this utter bombardment of sensation as I fill her and she squeezes around me.

      I’ve had women in the past. I’ve never knotted them, though, as the bulge only appears with my mate’s desire, but not one of them could take me in a single thrust. Not one.

      I was either too thick, too long, or too rough. I was just too fucking much.

      But Kendall? The Fates designed her just for me, just for us, and that reminder slaps me in the face when I open my eyes and find her emerald green gaze staring down at me.

      She is by far the single most perfect entity in my existence. Her cheeks flush with desire, and her musk is so heady that my balls fucking ache. Her plush lips part in pleasure, and her teeth sink into the bottom one as a whimper of desire spills free.

      “Fuck me, Kendall.” I thrust upwards, careful not to force my knot inside her. She isn’t ready, not yet, if she will ever be.

      “With pleasure.” Her lips find mine and her hips move. Her nipples glide along my chest, teasing both of us.

      Our breaths mingle together, and the scent of our musky arousal fills the air, only drawing our combined desire tighter, higher with each swipe of our tongues against one another.

      Her body lifts and falls, again and again, until words fall away. Until life becomes nonexistent except for this one moment in time. I kiss her for all I’m worth, imprinting myself upon her, upon her soul, making it so that she will never fucking forget me when she runs.

      And I know she will run.

      A smile lifts my lips at the anticipation of the hunt.

      She can run, but she can never hide. I will always chase after her for as long as I live, even if that means I have to hold her damn goat hostage just to see her.

      Kendall rolls her hips, stealing the rest of my thoughts as her body bows in pleasure. She clenches around me so tightly that neither of us moves as she gasps and trembles.

      Beauty flows in every movement she makes, from the roll of her hips to the sway of her breasts, as the slick that spills between us guides her closer and closer to my knot.

      Logic pushes at my pleasure, reminding me not yet. My fingers press into the flesh of her hips, her body rolling over mine.

      I want to tell her just what she looks like to me, that she takes my breath away, and that she will forever star in every single fantasy I can conjure. Her and only her for all eternity.

      Kendall isn’t that kind of girl though, so I bite my tongue and tell her what she wants to hear. “Fuck me, Kendall, until you come again.” I surge up to meet her thrust for thrust, needing to feel her shudder and moan above me once more.

      Again and again.

      My hands slide up her torso, and I palm the weight of her breasts as she lifts and lowers, ever conscious of the knot that will bind us forever.

      My fingers and thumbs roll across her nipples, causing her to moan and grind her cunt along my length. Her hips move frantically as we spiral toward that epic release.

      I want to hold back, to bite my tongue as my canines lengthen and the need to place my mark on her neck damn near overwhelms me.

      Instead, I close my eyes and throw my head back, losing myself to the sensation that is all Kendall.

      “Barrett.” My name on her lips causes my eyes to spring open, our gazes meeting with one last thrust.

      Euphoria crashes into me with divine pleasure, my seed spilling into her tight cunt as her orgasm causes her to shudder and squeeze around me.

      My knot aches in pain, and I clench the tattered comforter.

      Agony chases each wave of pleasure, and I wonder just how long I can refrain from sinking my knot inside her slick cunt.
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      Shit. Shit. Double shit with an explosive orgasm on top of that big, stinking pile of shit.

      I still feel him pulsing inside of me, maybe because Barrett is still inside of me but not quite balls deep because he has a freaking knot at the end of his very, and I mean very, impressive penis.

      How does a gal handle a situation such as this?

      Hop off and say thank you?

      Ride him a little longer and see if I can milk out another orgasm because something tells me he would not at all mind that? Nor would I, obviously.

      I grip his biceps, the muscles flexing beneath my fingertips, and just for good measure, I roll my hips, pulling a groan from this beast of a man.

      My fight-or-flight instinct takes that special moment to kick in, and I roll off of Barrett and flop onto the bed.

      My legs are not going to hold me up should I choose to run away screaming, and even if I freaking tried, they might just nope the fuck out. That’s just how good he is. I’m already addicted.

      I want to regret this moment, but I refuse to.

      Sweat cools my skin and a chill races across my body, one this perceptive mate notices as he rolls toward me.

      “Don’t run, not yet.” His dark brown eyes gaze at me, reading my thoughts, and the red rings almost shine as he watches me with more compassion than my icy heart can tolerate.

      “We can’t lie here forever.” Damn, my voice sounds scratchy and sexy, like Barrett just fucked the ever-loving intelligence out of me.

      Which he did.

      “No.” His heavy palm slides up my thigh, pulling me close before his fingertips dip into the flesh of my ass. Those talented fingers sweep down and around the curve of my ass before they slide up to toy with my slit, and damn if I’m not ready for a round two.

      Seed drips from my pussy and my clit pulses.

      It’s been far too long since I allowed myself to enjoy this feeling, this bliss of pleasure, and I honestly want nothing more than to impale myself on him once more. But from that devious glint in his eyes, I know he won’t allow me to take over next time, and damn if I don’t want to find out just what he has in mind.

      “What are you thinking?” His plush lips press against mine, moving with care so that our skin clings each time he pulls away.

      Kissing shouldn’t be like this. It’s not supposed to be all-consuming, ripping apart walls I spent years building brick by brick.

      I’m no virgin, clearly. But kissing? I reserved that for him. For them.

      Like hell I’m about to tell him that these guys are my first kiss. No, they don’t need that ego boost. Seth already has big dick energy. They build their ego up well enough on their own, thank you very much.

      One more little caveat. Sex may not solidify our bond until each of them thrusts that knot deep inside me, but for me, they are it. I’ll become ill if I even try to mate with another.

      I’ve seen it time and again. When packs ravaged others, stealing their lone female, the lycan women would fall prey to their own primal insanity.

      I’ve seen it happen firsthand, and when another pack captured a fated mate, her mind dissolved, turning her into a shell as she watched her mates die.

      Death should whisk them all away, not leave one or more behind to mourn. Yet I learned in that moment it only applies to the males.

      Females? The Fates dicked that up in the ass without lube.

      “Stop thinking.” Barrett pulls me back to the present with little swipes of his fingers as he runs them through my slit, then back up to toy with my clit.

      “I can’t.” Though he is doing a damn good job to change that.

      “Can’t what? Come for me once more?” The pad of his finger applies the most delicious pressure that has my hips arching into his hand and my nipples rubbing against his chest.

      “Oh no, I can definitely come again.” My fingers dip into his biceps again, that delectable ache blooming in my pussy, dissolving my thoughts into nothing more than need—a need to fuck him again.

      If I do that, though, I’m going to knot him. I can already feel my body adjusting to accommodate the girth of his knot, and damn if I don’t want to feel it.

      “Then you should,” he whispers teasingly against my lips.

      “Your brothers…” It’s a terrible thought to have right now. Clearly, they heard my screams and know what we were doing up here by scent alone.

      “Have already come in their pants again.” Barrett pinches my clit with that bombshell, pulling my thoughts away from what he just said so that all I can focus on is the pleasure of his touch. “I opened our mental link so they would experience your pleasure.”

      I should be mad, but I’m not, and what does that say about me as a person? Perhaps a little exhibitionism might do me good. It’s got to be that, and only that. Any other option is not acceptable.

      Yeah, it’s hot as hell.

      “Give them something to scream about again.” Those talented fingers swirl around my clit again and again.

      “I want more,” I say as my hips jerk and thrust into his hand.

      “If I slide inside your tight cunt once more, I’m going to knot you.” He groans against my lips, thrusting his erection against my hip with his desire to do just that.

      His words as his fingers brush across my sensitive clit have me staring down a cliff, ready to jump.

      A second passes as my senses overload and an orgasm rolls through me in a gentle wave of passion so different from the one a moment ago. As pleasure devours me, all I can think about is yes. Yes, I want that. I want him and his brothers, and I want every ounce of pleasure that comes from that. Literally and figuratively.

      The passion dies down, though, and intrusive thoughts ride inside my mind like cowboys from the Wild West, demolishing all of that passion and desire and tainting it with the remembrance that I’m a hunted gal.

      I have little time to think about that as trouble knocks on the door and the doorknob jiggles in warning that whoever is on the other side is about to burst through.

      Unashamed, I pull Barrett closer for a kiss as his fingers draw out my orgasm until my body shakes and my clit can’t decide if the sensation is too much or not enough.

      Cael stumbles in, stealing our attention away from our kiss. My eyes go to him like a moth to a flame, taking in his disheveled appearance, and Seth, who leans on the doorframe just behind him. He takes me in, every curve and every inch.

      For once he isn’t sneering, but his lids drop low, and he licks his lips seductively.

      And look at that, he pulled out the fork.

      Barrett rolls to his back, unashamed of his erect cock pointing up with his knot on display. Ever so slowly, he lifts his fingers to his lips and licks off my cream.

      I need to get the fuck out of here, because otherwise I will never survive these three assholes.

      “You could have invited us.” Cael stands at the bottom of the bed with his arms crossed and a pout on his face.

      “No.” Barrett relaxes into the mattress, his arms behind his head. “What do you want?”

      “I want to fuck her wet pussy, that’s what I want.” Seth steps into the room, his eyes caught on my taut nipples before he looks at his brother. “Except that isn’t what we are here for now, is it?”

      “Someone’s jealous,” Cael sings before flopping down beside me and spooning me. He inhales my scent and pulls me back into him.

      “We have a problem, you can fuck later,” Seth sneers.

      We can’t, but I’ll let that go for now.

      “Define problem,” Barrett grumbles.

      I cut them all off. “Let me guess, assassins?”

      “After the first round of you two fucking, we took off. We needed to get away from the scent of sex and cum.” Seth grunts, though from the tent in his pants, I’m pretty sure he would walk over here right now if I invited him.

      Danger. So much danger.

      “And?” Still, Barrett doesn’t move, though his head shifts to the right, his ear twitching.

      “And there’s a motorcycle gang riding through town,” Seth says as though that bit of news makes all the sense in the world.

      “Your point?” I roll up and away from the overheated beasts and saunter over to my pants. Maybe I sway my hips a little more than usual and bend over, allowing them to see my swollen pussy dripping fluids.

      I might not want to keep them, but I sure as hell am going to torture them in the meantime. If that means letting them see everything, then so be it.

      One of them groans, and it sounds like there’s a slight whine, indicating the sound came from Cael. As I pull up my pants, I throw a wink over my shoulder, his eyes glued to the round globes of my ass.

      “As much as I want to punish you for that little stunt, we really do have an issue,” Seth remarks, surprising both of us.

      “Yeah, yeah, it’s the first Sunday of the month, guys.” I turn around, wiggling into my leathers as I slide them up my body and seek my tossed tank top. “During the first Sunday of the month, the local bikers all go for a ride.”

      “The mortals.” Barrett glances at me, still not moving. If he isn’t moving and rushing to take care of this supposed threat, then I won’t worry either.

      Besides, I’m not getting that feeling of danger at the base of my spine I’ve dubbed my assassin senses.

      “The mortals,” I reiterate, snatching my tank after spotting it on the fan and rolling it down my body.

      “Right.” Seth shakes his head at my complete lack of concern. “They aren’t a mortal MC.”

      “So? Some immortals are more allowed to have their moments of riding off into the sunset.” Once more, I dismiss him. “Besides, how can you tell from here that they are a danger to me?”

      “Because they are bounty hunters,” Cael answers. Even as he delivers that news, he says it as though he’s thrilled, as though he just can’t wait for that challenge.

      I’m understanding my perky mate more and more. On the outside, he’s excitable, thrilled most of the time, and he whines when he doesn’t get what he wants. I stabbed him, and he didn’t even flinch, getting off in the process. There’s a glint in his eyes as he gets excited about the challenge ahead, even if I don’t perceive an MC as a challenge. Insanity slips past his conscious thoughts until I can almost read it in his gaze.

      “Okay, so they are bounty hunters.” I shrug, grabbing my boots and slipping them on with a stolen pair of socks.

      I’ll leave the owners a few gold coins to make up for the mess we left and all the food we ate.

      “I don’t think you are quite grasping the severity of the situation, princess,” Seth growls, walking around the side of the bed to stand before me. A crisp clean scent wafts to me the closer he gets, telling me he showered, and damn is it delightful.

      “Did you shower?” I ignore him and his wet hair, knowing the hair is a dead giveaway.

      “Yes, are you listening to me?”

      “What soap did you use?”

      “Does it even matter?” Is that an upward tick to his lips? Why yes, yes, it is.

      “It matters.”

      “I’m going to humor you this one time.” He holds up a finger, even though the skin around his eyes tenses as those red rims glance at the window. “Irish Spring.”

      “Interesting.” I’m going to buy every single bar of that soap I can get my greedy little hands on.

      This is why I never should have slept with one of them. Not that we slept, but still. It puts my hormones into overdrive, then I react to their hormones and it brings on a heat.

      Ah, fucking hell. I groan out loud.

      “Why would you want to know the kind of soap I used?” Seth takes a step back, and the devil inside of me snaps her hands out to grab his leather jacket and drag him closer.

      “Pheromones,” I growl with hatred.

      Seth tries to pry me away, but it’s the sound of motorcycles that draws my attention. Dropping his jacket and taking one last inhale, I step over to the window to glance down at the cul-de-sac. “What are the odds?” I murmur to myself.

      “As I was saying, the MC?” Seth begins again, this time without an ounce of emotion.

      It’s Cael’s bouncing that draws attention. “Harpies,” he whispers.

      I hang my head. “That’s what I get for choosing orgasms over duty.” I drop my hand from the window and glance down at them, seeing the inevitable blood that will spill across my clean skin. I give myself a moment before I head out of the bedroom. My boots slam on the steps. “Hell’s Harpies? Lead with that pertinent information first next time.”

      No hope, Kendall. There won’t be a next time.

      “I tried,” Seth argues, leaning close to me. His eyes dance with amusement at my messy sex hair, and his breath flutters over my ear as I head down the hall toward the back door, grabbing my own leather jacket on the way and throwing it on. “You didn’t listen.”

      He isn’t wrong, and I refuse to acknowledge that fact. The other two thud down the steps as the sounds of motorcycle engines die. The problem is Hell’s Harpies aren’t a normal MC. Like I said, some of them accept other immortals into their ranks for muscle.

      Not usually though.

      Harpies? They are a vicious crew of women—women intent on destroying and killing for money. Yes, I’m aware of the irony and I accept that. Riddle me this though—why isn’t the rest of the immortal community hunting those bitches down?

      Because Hades endorses them.

      More fucking irony.

      “You were far too unrushed for that,” I grumble as I head out into the snow to grab my goat, who bleats and hops toward me.

      Look, I get it. There’s a bounty on my head and a crew of bounty hunters out front, but dammit all if I don’t pause to look at the cute little lady hopping toward me.

      She. Is. Perfect.

      From those wide, Beelzebub eyes that just warm my heart to her little cloven hooves, but it’s her full-on goat smile that does it for me. There are harpies on my tail, yet my feet refuse to move away from the bounding baby goat.

      There is nothing more wholesome and magical in this world. Literally nothing compares to the cuteness overload.

      Snow leaps into my arms, and without missing a beat, I keep on strolling down the yard and out the back gate. My mates remain hot on our tail, following close behind us.

      “Kendall.” Barrett’s deep timbre sends a shiver up my spine, and I have to remind myself that his dick was a one-time thing—a very good and delicious one-time thing, but it can never happen again. That is why I don’t look at him. I once had the will of iron, and now it’s gone to shit.

      “Bear.” I nuzzle my goat as she burrows in my jacket.

      “You need us.” It’s his smug tone that makes me turn, though out of the corner of my eye, I catch the harpies crunching around the side of the house. Time to move my ass.

      I dart out the rear gate, past the yard that backs up to the gates, and hop onto the sidewalk. Once I’m a few feet away, I pause and hold up my hand. I know how the harpies work. When they cannot fly in broad daylight, they will put a lookout on every corner.

      Choices, choices. I can’t just kill one because her shriek alone will alert the others, and I saw about twenty of them out the window. I can hide in another house or… My eyes catch on a sewer grate.

      “Hey, muscles.” I jut my chin toward Bear. “Can you get that open?”

      The smug look on his face disturbs me, and I realize my mistake. I just proved that I may actually need them. “Sure can.” His brothers don’t make it any better as their eyes stray to the streets, keeping a lookout for the harpies, each of them moving in expert formation.

      “I don’t need you. I can open that grate on my own.” Just not while I’m holding the goat.

      Barrett pulls the damn thing off, making it look like it’s nothing more than a Pringle lid, and peers down before grunting and looking up.

      Grungy water sloshes onto the road, and the ladder that should lead to our escape hides under the sludge.

      I’m already walking away. What’s the point of having a sewer grate if I can’t access and use it as an escape route? “Well, guys,” I call over my shoulder, “mind causing a distraction so I can get away?”

      “No.” Seth spins me around as he manhandles me, holding my bicep in a viselike grip that will bruise. Those aren’t the bruises I prefer…

      Snow, bless her little goat heart, snaps at Seth, causing him to drop his hand.

      “Should have eaten the goat for breakfast.” Cael walks up, his fingers in his belt loops, flashing me a little section of olive skin.

      “No eating the goat, you promised.” It is a promise I will stab him over, again.

      “You aren’t getting rid of us,” Seth growls at me.

      “Stuck on you,” Cael sings out of tune with a crack in his voice, “like glue.”

      “You’re going to attract the harpies.” Their confidence disturbs me. They aren’t running or issuing a battle cry, which is more troublesome than if they did. They don’t think they can catch me, they know they can. “Yeah, I need to move.”

      “Not before you agree that you need us.” Barrett doesn’t even ask, he commands, and a part of me bristles while the other part gets all the warm fuzzies.

      “I don’t need you,” I argue, convincing no one, not even Snow who bleats at me.

      “Oh, but I think you do.” Seth’s smugness pours out of him with his big dick energy, which reminds me they are triplets, so I damn well know he has good reason to have that big dick energy. “You may have spent your lifetime here on Earth, but we haven’t, princess.”

      “Kitty Kat.” Cael tugs me around to face him, his shaggy hair catching in the wind a moment before he tumbles both of us to the ground. He catches and rolls me carefully so that not one part of me slams into the hard, frozen earth. “Harpies aren’t just any bounty hunters,” he whispers in my ear as the winds shift.

      He isn’t wrong. I’ve heard rumors, but of all the immortal creatures that exist, I’ve only encountered one harpy, and she wasn’t as much of a challenge as I hoped—mainly because she wanted to die.

      “Get off of me.” I push at him. There was zero reason to tackle me.

      “No can do, Kitty Kat. I just saved your life.” He smiles down at me, the expression full of teeth and bloodlust. “You are welcome.”

      “Get off of her. We need to run. There are too many mortals.” Barrett lifts me and Snow up, ushering us down the street toward the cornfield.

      “The harpies’ presence means they think you have been a very bad girl.” Cael darts in front of us and runs backwards, excitement in his eyes.

      “You need us,” Barrett reiterates.

      “Only because you stole my chest.”

      “We will come to an agreement about the chest later. Right now, you need us to get these bitches off your ass.”

      “I’ll just kill them.” I snort. Blood first, consequences later.

      “That won’t work this time, Kendall.” Seth uses my first name, steering us down a hill that we slip and slide on. My feet barely make a dent on the snowy earth. “You can’t kill the harpies.”

      “Why the fuck not, they are after us.” I jerk my head again as the wind whistles in my ear, their haunting voices carried with it.

      “Because of Hades.” Barrett slips and falls on his ass, tumbling down the snowy field.

      Hades. I close my eyes. Shit. Vanessa would kill me if I pissed off Hades, and I kind of like the psychotic dragon. “Then what do we do? I need that chest.”

      “Again, we will talk about that damn chest later.” Seth tugs me close, but it kills my balance and I tumble on top of him. Like the worst fairy tale in history, we fall backwards and topple down the hill. His breath rushes from his chest, but his arms tighten around me as he takes the brunt of the fall.

      Cael cackles as he stands at the top of the hill, his voice ringing out over the little valley we landed in. “Hello, ladies. It’s been a long time.”

      “Don’t taunt the harpies, Cael,” I whisper as I climb off Seth’s chest.

      “Too late, princess.” Seth turns me around, his eyes wild as he searches for something in my gaze—probably a promise to stay. He won’t find it though. “If you run, I will hunt you down and tie you to the nearest bed. Do you understand me?”

      “That depends on the consequences of me running.” I raise a brow as Cael launches himself down the hill.

      “Don’t test me, princess.” He jerks away, turning toward Barrett who grabs Seth’s hand. Cael slides into them like he just hit a home run and passed third base.

      I never met Cerberus, not as a whole. Each of these guys has a very distinct personality, and maybe in the back of my mind I wondered how they came together to create the legendary creature.

      As Cael links hands with his brothers, they shift. Their bodies meld together perfectly, twining like tree roots as they pulse with the magic of the shift.

      I know I should run. Hell, that was my plan, but as their heads form and the first harpy shifts and flies down, I do something unexpected.

      I stay.
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      Regret itches my skin, making me feel uneasy and bewildered by my actions.

      I ease Snow to the ground and point at her. “Stay close.” She smiles with her cute little goat smile and bounds off, albeit unsteadily, toward a bush she dives into. Even amid battle, I can’t help the cuteness overload.

      Cerberus releases a growl that rumbles the earth, stopping the advancing harpies. Before I spoke with that one and only harpy on my kill list, I thought they were nothing more than disgusting, ugly creatures of lore.

      They aren’t. Not even close. The descending harpies move with a fluid grace that I damn well know I will never accomplish in my lifetime. I swear their movements are from their wings, which are absent at the moment. They barely slide down the hill in boots, jeans, and black leathers. All wear the same leather jacket, and if I had one of their little patches, I’d match.

      That’s all I get before Cerberus uses one of his enormous paws to push me behind him. I can’t decide if that’s manhandling or pup handling.

      “Our fight isn’t with you, Cerberus.” Even their voices sound pleasant and not at all like they want my head on a platter.

      I should have run.

      Of course my mates just growl at the harpies that stop in front of them, their shadows lengthening beneath their bodies to flood the snow covered field.

      “We don’t have time for this. Get the lycan and let’s get out of here,” another barks, spitting on the frozen ground as she chews tobacco.

      Knowing this will go nowhere if I don’t show my face, I conjure my scythe. As a last resort, I’ll teleport out of here.

      Except for the first time, I’m not sure I even want to use it as a last resort. My chat with Nemesis was enough to change my mind about alerting my presence, and if Themis shows up?

      Yeah, I’ll stay. Only problem is, I have a tendency to kill first and ask questions later, and that isn’t an option for me right now. I don’t want to get on Hades’s bad side.

      I step around Cerberus, catching the eye of one harpy. Her hair is shaved on the sides and a thick braid runs down the center of her scalp. She looks like a Viking queen, and she could destroy me. A part of me wants to take up that challenge while the other half wants to run.

      I’m outnumbered, and Cerberus is volatile right now with my life in danger. His low rumble continually shakes the ground, and his body heat creates a ring of melted snow that surrounds us as the harpies spread out, their auras radiating danger.

      “Kendall, come with us,” one harpy says with a melodic voice that almost makes me do what she asks.

      “I thought that was a siren trick.” I hop farther away from Cerberus, their body rumbling and jowls dripping with acidic saliva. Each drip sizzles as it hits the ground.

      Fire lights up before me as I twirl my scythe, hoping to appear dangerous and unfazed by their ranks. Their eyes slide to the harpy beside them before they each take a small step in my direction, all without muttering a single word.

      For a moment, their bond ignites jealousy in my soul. I’ve never had a bond with anyone in which we can all communicate without speaking to one another. Even just that slight glance with a friend, letting them know exactly how I’m feeling all without speaking, isn’t something I’ve experienced.

      Daisy pops in and out of my life, and for a little while, I thought maybe I could have that with her, but these women move as one unit, communicating as one.

      Not an ounce of hostility emits from them, their emotions guarded. The one in front steps forward, her blond hair spilling down her back from a large braid that gives her a Mohawk. Her black-lined eyes blink at me, and a smirk stretches across her face.

      “Pairing with Cerberus for protection was either exceedingly genius or stupid.” She assesses me from head to toe as I sink the curve of my scythe into the ground.

      Cerberus’s head—well, one of them—dips to my eye line. His skull appears as large as a dragon’s. Though the harpies don’t step back, they look at him with caution and respect. Lore says that he guarded the entrance to Hades’s domain for a long time, though neither Cerberus or the harpies could see the other. Cerberus remained chained at the gate, and Hades remained chained to the Underworld by Persephone.

      Hades continued to make sure the harpies were okay while Cerberus ate trespassers.

      Wait. Yeah, we are going to talk about that later.

      I press my palm against his neck, sinking my fingers into his thick fur. The head that glances at me blinks his massive eyes.

      I know this is Seth, and he’s telling me to back the fuck up with his eyes. The need to protect presses against my sternum.

      “That’s cute, big guy.” I wink at him. “But may I remind you that I’m no damsel?” I whisper the last part to him before turning to an amused harpy. “Why take the hit?” I question, because unlike the shifter from last night, these ladies move with well thought-out steps.

      If they wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be asking questions.

      “Nothing more on the guard dog?” the blond asks, dipping her chin toward Cerberus in acknowledgement. Neither move toward the other. It’s a battle I’m not sure would ever come to pass, mainly out of respect for Hades. “No?” she replies teasingly. “I don’t like you, Kendall.”

      “I’m surprised. I’m a lovable lady full of squish and marshmallows…” I draw out the sentence with an insinuation that I’d like to know her name, if only to do a full background check on her later.

      “You can call me Dae.” Thick brows rise with punctuation as her hip cocks to the side. “I took the job because of the payout.”

      “You can’t—”

      Dae holds up her hand, cutting off the brunette beside her. “How long are you going to run before you realize you may need us?” Her words remain factual and to the point, leaving me feeling confused.

      Why would I need her? Or them? Not only that, but immortal help comes at a cost. What would I owe these ladies?

      “I’m not sure I need you.” My fingers sink into Cerberus’s rumbling fur.

      “No?” Dae steps closer. Her torn jeans paired with her leather jacket make her look like a badass, which she probably is. “Do you have any idea how many took the bait to kill you?”

      “Not you though?” What do they want with me?

      “Yes.” She shrugs a delicate shoulder in nonchalance. “No.”

      “I don’t have time for riddles.” I squeeze my scythe, the blade flickering with flames the color of a deep blood orange.

      “No, you don’t, but you’re going to listen anyway here in this field where anyone can see you.” Her eyes dart to Cerberus, and her lips twitch.

      The insinuation is clear—anyone can come upon Cerberus. Fierce protectiveness zings painfully in my chest. I grit my teeth, but I don’t answer her, my mind picking out the next safe house we can run to and just how long it will take.

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious why there’s such a large bounty on your head?”

      Scoffing, I answer without thinking. “No, I don’t. I’m surprised this hasn’t happened yet.” It’s partially true. I thought it would take longer. “I’ve angered a lot of immortals in the past.” I bite my tongue before saying any more.

      She hums in answer. “What are the odds I can get you to come with me freely?”

      “Why? You won’t help me. You represent the Underworld. I’m nothing to you.” If she wants to help me, it probably means she wants something from me, and I don’t care what it is, she won’t get it.

      “True, yet maybe I’m curious about you.” She steps closer to me, ignoring Cerberus’s rumble.

      “Bullshit.”

      “I want to know who put such a desperate hit on you.” She pauses before me, meeting me eye to eye. Her tall, lithe form is more birdlike than what I could see from afar.

      “It doesn’t even matter.”

      “No?” She’s teasing me, and I refuse to take the bait. Then again, I don’t have to. “Rumor has it that it was a goddess.”

      “Impossible,” I blurt out, not at all believing her.

      “Rumor has it,” she carries on, “that whichever one it is evades the Fates, and the three psycho bitches are earthside, hunting her down.”

      There are so many things wrong with this, and though there’s a bounty on my head, a sense of dread creeps up my spine. Moves like this won’t go unnoticed by Themis or Nemesis. They could call on me to find out which goddess would defy the Fates.

      Unless they don’t want me to know. I glance up at Dae, my eyes wide. “They want me dead,” I mutter, though I don’t believe the words. After all these years, I can’t imagine Themis or Nemesis want me dead, but then again, my encounter with Nemesis spurred my suspicions. This?

      This raises more questions.

      “There it is, now you get it,” Dae murmurs. “I’m willing to offer my services,” she continues, though many of her girls grumble their displeasure. Again, a simple hand rises, and they all stop.

      It was enough though. My eyes dart around all Hell’s Harpies. Even if I took her up on this moment of peace, it wouldn’t last. I can see it in their eyes. They don’t trust me, and they don’t like me. Worse? They have good reasons for their gut reactions.

      I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “You won’t get this offer again, Kendall. Choose wisely.” Despite her words, respect dances in her eyes.

      “I won’t divide your MC.” I jerk my head to the women spread out around her. “They don’t want me here. You say you offer me safety because of your curiosity over who placed such a large bounty on my head, however, you don’t need me to figure out who is behind the hit. You don’t care enough.” I tap my leg as I think. “You are curious about me.”

      I’m going to find out who placed the hit though, because if it’s a goddess, I’m probably fucked.

      “Then we are going to have to at least make this look good.” Her words aren’t much of a warning, but it’s enough for me to throw my body backwards, the wind from her fist brushing the fine hairs on my cheek as she narrowly misses me—on purpose.

      Dammit, I don’t want to hurt this woman, which isn’t like me either. “What do you mean, we have to make this look good?” I shout over the roar from all three of Cerberus’s heads.

      “There’s always a bigger enemy just lying in wait.” She throws a right hook, which I easily dodge, my scythe swirling in my other hand. I itch to use it against my attackers.

      I twirl the scythe. “We’re being watched?” I question as Cerberus plows through all of Hell’s Harpies. Taking a chance, I swing at Dae, knowing she will easily dodge my blade.

      Or at least I hope so. Wood clangs against her forearm as she swipes the weapon away, uprooting my feet. “Good. Don’t send the blade away. Far too obvious.” I can’t tell if she’s teasing me or not. “This is going to hurt.”

      Pain slams into my lower back and my body flies through the air, my scythe falling from my hands only to disappear as it hits the cold ground. My arms fly forward, spinning, as I lose control of my balance and fall forward, the earth rising to greet my chin in a hard kiss.

      My body moves before the pain sets in, and I spin around just in time to throw a kick at Dae then her sidekick beside her as they both advance. My body moves as they recover from my kicks, barely fazed as the three of us dance in synchronized combat. Not one of us gains the upper hand, though I will say two on one clearly means I am outnumbered and holding my ground.

      Go me.

      “Stop pulling your punches,” I growl as I throw my fist into the brunette’s jaw, her body finally tumbling back a step.

      Dae punches me in the sternum. “Don’t leave yourself open,” she scolds as I recover and drop to the ground, sliding as I take out her feet.

      “Ditto,” I reply, feeling a little more breathless than I’d like to admit.

      “In thirty seconds, you’re going to take both of us out,” Dae orders, her eyes flicking to the side. I don’t look because I can feel a presence there. They are just out of reach, their aura vibrating toward me through the ground. “You’ll have five minutes to get somewhere safe.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you. I’m curious.” She bitch slaps me across the face, surprising me.

      A cackle spills from her as her sidekick does the same. I guess there are no girl codes in play today.

      “Now,” Dae says softly.

      When I fight, there are two sides to me. The first knows what’s going on. She’s aware of the movements, punches, and pain. Her brain dictates where and when to move, allowing the body to take hits and the mind to push through the pain.

      Then there’s the second part of me, the one that blossomed out of sheer survival from the brutal training my owner goddesses put me through. The long days and nights where my mind and body just couldn’t take any more.

      Still, they pushed and pushed until they created the mentally unstable woman I am today. The one who can slide backward into her mind and allow pure instinct to bleed through. It isn’t the magic of my wolf, but something born of pain, something only torture creates.

      I send a small prayer to whatever deity thinks I’m worthy and let the woman who spent years honing her body as a weapon to slip through.

      “Now we play,” Dae comments a moment before my hand slams into her chest and another open palm hits her sidekick. They go flying and land feet away, their bodies sprawling a moment before Dae gets up, her counterpart unmoving. Blood spills from her lip, a result of hitting her lung just right.

      I don’t allow her to speak this time, flattening my hand as I hit the side of her neck. She falls at my feet, my eyes darting to the other harpies charging Cerberus.

      My muscles bunch as I run toward him, my feet finding purchase on his lower back as I spring forward to rest on top of him.

      “We need to leave. Now.” My eyes dart around as adrenaline courses through me. On the hill stands a lone figure. My legs squeeze Cerberus, urging him to move his ass. “Grab Snow,” I demand as his muscles bunch in preparation to run.

      One of his heads leans down and gently picks up my goat in his mouth—Barrett.

      Behind me, the harpies issue a battle cry as I bend down and sink into his fur, my fingers wrapping around the strands as I hang on.

      “I hope you can run as fast as hell.” His body vibrates in answer. “Are you laughing at me?” I question as his large form rocks the earth.

      It might sound like adverse thinking, but I clench all my muscles, refusing to look back. I won’t, though I can feel not just the harpies on my tail but someone else, something else.

      Dae wasn’t wrong in her curiosity. This bounty on me isn’t normal. It’s the highest ever given, and it makes no sense. Sure, I’ve made mistakes in my life, and I knew I’d pay for them someday, but was it too much to hope for an assassin to come at me in the middle of the night and just take me out? I guess it was.

      We approach a forest with talls pines and old maples. Cerberus bounds through the forest as though he isn’t as large as a car and isn’t taking out trees, giving away our path as we go. His legs eat up the ground as they put distance between us and the assassins. Loping around trees, they are careful to prevent me from getting hurt as branches slap his muscular body instead of me.

      I feel him slow before he stops, and I slide from his back. My eyes dart around to the path he left as he shifts. Magic rolls off of him in waves, leaving a signature that announces our presence.

      I need to go. I need to figure out which goddess put me on the chopping block and why.

      “Do you have a safe house?” Barrett hands me Snow as he, too, sneers at the path of destruction his paired form created.

      “What?” I glance at him and the others, taking in their very naked forms. Shit, I keep my gaze up and away from certain parts of their anatomy. Are they really identical in every way? Nope. Time to go. “This is where we part.”

      “Like hell,” Seth yells at me. “This is deeper than you are aware of. You think we couldn’t smell your surprise, your shock? The betrayal that sloughed off of you?”

      “Stop sniffing me.”

      “Princess, I’m learning every little scent of emotion you give off.”

      “While he isn’t wrong,” Cael drawls, “you need us.” He tilts his head in thought, a wrinkle on his forehead as his lips purse together.

      “I don’t need you,” I protest as I hug Snow close. An itch burns at the base of my spine. “We need to go.”

      “Yeah, another assassin is on their way,” Barrett states, his tone devoid of emotion.

      “You. Need. Us,” Seth insists.

      “We need to split up, and I need to figure out who is on my tail.” As in which goddess.

      “Did you forget about the chest?” Cael says with an annoyingly smug voice.

      “Fuck.” I forgot about the chest. I need to get that to Themis as soon as I can, then figure this mess out.

      “You need us,” Cael carries on as his brothers watch. “Let’s bargain.”

      “Cael, we don’t have time to bargain. We need to go, and we need to go now.” I walk deeper into the forest, trying to move as quietly as I can.

      A hand grips my arm and spins me around—Barrett. “We will give you the chest if you let us protect you.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I shake my head. “I’ll just hunt the chest down.”

      “While dodging assassins?” Seth laughs cruelly, mocking me, underestimating me.

      “You’ll never find it,” Cael singsongs.

      “I don’t have time for this. Another assassin in on my tail, and something tells me he’s going to kill me, unlike the harpies.” He better be bluffing about the chest.

      “You won’t,” Barrett says. “He’s not wrong.”

      “It’s you and us, princess, from here on out.” Seth crosses his arms over his broad chest, his Mohawk flopping over with sweat as he speaks with confidence.

      “I need to go,” I insist, breaking out of Barrett’s hold.

      “Not until you agree.” Seth reaches out and grips my arms.

      So close. I was so close.

      “You’d really hand me over to an assassin?” I thought the mating bond forced them to protect their mate at all costs, not hand her over to another who wants to kill her!

      “I see what you’re thinking, but you’re being a stubborn bitch,” Seth hisses.

      Cael gasps. “Dude, you are so going to pay for that.”

      “Hurry this up,” is all Barrett says.

      “We will keep you safe and give you the chest when we figure out who is behind the hit. At the end, we will go our separate ways. It looks to me like this is a win-win for you, princess,” Seth cajoles, though his eyes dart to the way we came in.

      My muscles itch like hell. “Fine,” I grit out, knowing I’m going to regret my choice.

      “Let’s go.” Barrett throws me behind him as he and his brothers shift again, their muscles bunching as they take off once more.

      This time they weave carefully through the forest until we hit a logging trail. Moving faster than I ever could have alone, Cerberus climbs the road, though his prints sink deep into the frozen dirt. The threat ebbs from my spine the farther and farther we get.

      Day bleeds to night, and he still doesn’t stop. I didn’t tell them where I had a safe house, but he moves as though he has one himself. As we sink deeper into the forest, tension slips from my shoulders.

      I shouldn’t rely on them for protection, even if they didn’t give me much of a choice. They will only get hurt in the end. Except deep down inside of me, I’m grateful they stole my choice, and that’s a fact I’m not quite ready to explore.

      For now, I’ll play the game. I just hope we can still go our separate ways at the end of this. Relying on another person only ever hurts me in the end.

      Cerberus has the power to shatter me.
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      Naughty, naughty, naughty boy. Well, I do plan to play dirty—dirtier than those piggies in the Underworld that roll in their own shit.

      Okay, hold up here. No, not that dirty.

      I snicker to myself, which sounds like a doggie huff mixed in with a few snot bubbles and snorts.

      Focus, Cael. You’ve got a delicious mate riding your back, although not in the fun way yet, and she’s gripping you like she wants to ride that dick.

      She can.

      Any day or night. I’ll gladly roll over and let her work with me for our mutual, beneficial pleasure.

      I will kill you if you don’t shut the fuck up. Seth nips at my ear as we run.

      Are we there yet? I grumble, feeling Kendall slip slightly on our back before her little hands dig into our fur.

      Me likey.

      Can I kill him? Seth asks Barrett, who still has a goat in his mouth.

      The willpower with this one is just… Chef’s kiss on the pecker.

      What kind of meal would that be?

      Bear, he’s thinking about what kind of meal his load would be. Seth nips at my ear again, this time drawing blood.

      Protein, Barrett answers.

      Not you too! Seth whines. He really is a big baby.

      Kendall got his number and fast. When she stabbed him with a fork, I’d never been so damn hard in my life. I bet I could have used my dick as a hammer and nailed an actual nail into a wall. Not that doing so would be fun.

      And my knot. It popped out so fast—not that I didn’t know she was my mate before that moment because I could scent her, but now it’s confirmed.

      I sigh, which sounds weird in dog language.

      He isn’t wrong, Barrett adds.

      Seth just huffs in response, rolling his big doggie eyes at me.

      Okay, neither of you answered me. Are we there yet? I press, because a guy has needs, though it’s weird right now because we share a dick. It’s why Seth is super cranky. My thoughts alone have kept us hard throughout the entire run.

      No, Barrett admits, which instantly gets my hackles up.

      You do not know where you’re going, do you? I try to hide my amusement and go straight for condescending, but I fail because here I thought our great leader had a destination in mind. Turns out he doesn’t even know what’s up.

      “These trails,” Kendall yells at us, which is totally unnecessary. I can hear her just fine.

      We slow until we stop, and I look over Seth’s head to give her my perfected puppy dog look, the one that got me all the dames way back when, and I do mean way back when. Like turn of the century when.

      Ignoring me, she looks at Barrett. “There are cabins every eight miles or so on these trails. There should be one up ahead.”

      Barrett pushes us to move once more, but I don’t really need to focus on him, so I look over our shoulder at Kendall. Her little face is all pinched with stress. I mean, she has every reason to be stressed out. There are assassins on her tail, but those fuckers are just the messengers. The real problem, the one who orchestrated this mess, hides in the shadows.

      She doesn’t have to worry. I’ll bite their head right off.

      I love a good head pop. It makes a fun little noise when my teeth bite through, like eating grapes.

      Now I want grapes.

      Salvation up ahead. Shift. Seth pulls away from this form, forcing us all to shift.

      Lucky for Kendall, I’m already looking at her. As I shift, I adjust my body so that she rides my front in a promising way as we fall to the ground together. My naked ass hits the dirt, and I move so my hand lies on her hip and the other one is propped behind my head.

      I am one smooth pup.

      Kendall glares at me. How is she not impressed by that? I’m impressed by that move.

      “Aww, Kitty Kat.” Fuck, I love the way her eyes narrow when I call her that. She looks so angry, and it’s adorable. No matter how deadly she is, she looks like my kitten. “You aren’t still mad, are you?” I pout.

      She leans down, shifting her body just right. I moan as I stare at her and try not to go cross-eyed. “Am I mad you conned me into going with you?” She grinds her pussy on my very eager cock. My fingers dig into her hips, and I know I will never survive this bombshell.

      “How attached are you to those pants?” If this is how she acts when she is angry, then I want her furious, fuming even.

      “Yes, I’m a little mad,” she hisses, her arousal scenting the air like the sweetest butter ever.

      Fuck, I hope she tastes as good as she smells, because I’m going to eat her up. And, well, Hades taught me not only to play with my food but to make sure it’s begging before I consume it. Granted, at the time he was talking about my appetite for goats and bad guys and the need to get them to talk.

      It totally applies here as well.

      “Fuck me like you hate me.” Am I begging a little? I sure hope so.

      She remains angry, but her lips tick up at the edges. “Why do I feel like we are having two very different conversations here?”

      “I think they are the same conversation. They both lead to angry sex. Then make up sex. Then sex because… sex,” I say with a hip thrust for emphasis.

      “You’re incorrigible.” She huffs, though she doesn’t move from my lap.

      Win for me.

      “Then stop encouraging him.” Seth reaches for her hand and steals our mate from her rightful dick throne. My brother glares at me as though I’m in the wrong here, but I am almost never wrong. Most times they just aren’t aware of how right I am. “Stop referring to your dick as a throne.”

      Kendall doesn’t miss that bit of information. Her head tilts to the side, her blond locks falling over one lickable shoulder. Needing to touch her because I have zero impulse control, I hop up and reach over to wrap a silky strand around my finger. I don’t tug, I barely even move her head as I allow myself to feel the locks between my fingers.

      “My dick is a throne,” I say absentmindedly. Besides, I am still erect and thinking only where the blood pools.

      “Okay, several issues.” Kendall slaps my hand away. I pout because she looks at my lips every time I do. She likes it. “One, put that thing away.” She glances at the throne, and my sexy little mate licks her lips.

      “I think the fuck not.” I gasp and press a hand to my chest, wounded she would ever expect me to hide this kind of erect beauty.

      “Here.” Barrett tosses a pair of pants at my head. I allow them to hit me and fall to the ground. No one needs that kind of cloth negativity in their life.

      “Ignore his dick. It’s what we do.” Seth turns her drooling gaze away from my dick and toward him with a gentle knuckle to her cheek.

      He’s just jealous at the length of time the throne stands at attention. Honestly, they could bottle this shit up and sell it. By they, I mean Pepper. I hear she has a fabulous side business.

      “Two.” Kendall shakes her head. “You can speak telepathically.”

      “Nope,” Seth lies, stepping backwards. His cock lies in a sad flaccid state with his knot out. The damn thing swings around with him like the flare of a skirt. It’s fascinating really. I didn’t know dicks could do that.

      I’m tickled blood red.

      “Yes.” I turn to my mate, hoping the truth will give me all the delicious brownie points.

      “Huh.” She nods as though that answers that.

      “No longer mad?” I want to touchy touch.

      “Oh, I’m still mad, and put your damn pants on.” She turns around and heads toward the little wooden shack.

      Resigned because no one wants to humor me, I follow Kendall into the shack. Maybe we will talk about fun things, the kind that involve bodily fluids and heavy panting.

      A slap on the back of my head makes me stumble into the corner of the open door. “Ouch.” I spin around and push Seth away. “Why?”

      “Get your head out of the gutter.”

      “It likes it there, Seth.” I cross my arms and glare at him. He’s the same damn size as me, we are even in every little way—unlike Barrett, who has done nothing but beef himself up since our sister freed us from our chains. Anyway, I’m not sure what Seth is thinking. He literally can’t take me in a fight, especially because I fight dirty and he knows it.

      I don’t draw out my kills. I chuckle. That’s a fun lie. I like to see how long they bleed before they die. Call it a Cael experiment.

      “You’re going to scare her away.”

      “Oh, so you are on team Kendall now?” I don’t whisper like him, instead I keep my voice louder than normal. “I thought you still had a hard-on for Esmerelda.” I draw out her name, hoping with Kendall’s lycan senses she will hear it.

      “Who is Esmerelda?” My kitten steps up beside me, aiming all that ire at him.

      “Go get ’em, tiger,” I taunt.

      “What the hell are you smiling at?” Seth ignores Kendall’s question and sneers at me.

      I shrug like I have no idea, but I do. She didn’t just hear because she was eavesdropping. Although she wants to part ways with us, the bonds that tie us as mates brought out her jealousy, and I am here for it.

      I just wish I had a snack for the show. The goat? I glance at Kendall. No, she’d get mad, and I don’t want her mad, I want her happy. The goat stays. How unsatisfying for my belly. I’m not even sure she will ever allow me to eat a goat again.

      No, those are what the humans call intrusive thoughts, and we just can’t have that kind of negativity here.

      “Explain, Seth,” Kendall growls at him, her little lip doing this Elvis thing. I loved Elvis. The goddess Artemis would bring us a little box that played music and chatter away. I think she used us as her own personal therapy dog.

      I’m not mad at that.

      “Why do you even care?” Seth throws up his arms, deflecting.

      “I don’t,” she scoffs, clearly lying. Kitty Kat cares. She really cares.

      Do not smile, Cael. Don’t do it.

      “Then why ask?” Seth huffs, clearly over our shit. Kendall and I made a magnificent, irritating pair.

      “I just want to know what dirty whore your dick’s been in,” Kendall retorts, shocking not only herself but all of us.

      “Kitty Kat has claws,” I whisper, though I knew she had claws and she’s not afraid to use them. I saw that shit earlier.

      Seth squints. “I don’t fuck whores.” He steps closer. I should get out of the way, but I’m choosing to stay right here, risking my life. I won’t get better seats than this live smut. Oh, I hope it turns into a smutty little show, but then Seth fucks up, looking her up and down. I know she’s about to kill him. I can see him choose violence in this moment. “Like you.”

      Barrett tugs me out of the way by my hair just as Kendall punches Seth in the jaw. Still tugging, he drags me into the little wooden shack, wearing a cloth over his dick.

      “No more pants?” I point at what I’m pretty sure was a shirt at one time.

      “I gave you the pants.” Barrett glares at me before glancing outside as Seth howls. “He couldn’t shut the hell up.”

      “Nor can I, but I think she likes it when I talk.” I lean against the wall, looking at the basic living quarters. Honestly, I’ve had worse, like centuries worse, where all I had was the warmth of my brothers and the water dripping down a stone wall to drink.

      “I can’t figure out why,” he murmurs, a little wrinkle forming in his brow.

      I hear a crunch and go to step outside. “That sounded bad.”

      “Let them work it out.” Barrett drags me back into the room. “We will stay here tonight. The three of us will keep watch.”

      “Oh, assassins.” I clap my hands in anticipation. I love biting heads almost as much as I love sex, and if I can’t have one, then the other will do in a pinch.

      No. Barrett uses our link to speak this time, his eyes darting out the door to Seth and Kendall who tumble in the dirt.

      Ah, I get it, you think she’s going to run. The chase is almost as fun.

      She thinks we tricked her into staying with us, Barrett adds.

      We did. I point to a plank. “This one is mine, it looks comfy.” I sink to the wooden slat as the moonlight shines in through the door in this perfect little slice of heaven.

      The point is, she doesn’t want to be here with us, but she is because we are her muscle and we have something she wants. He licks his lips before sinking to the floor beside me. The wood creaks beneath his weight. He definitely got the harder slat.

      I missed something, didn’t I? I frown at my brother, unsure where he’s going with this.

      When she goes to cash in, we need her to want us more than that damn chest. Even in my head, he whispers as if he’s afraid Kendall will hear.

      Oh, wait. My brain skips a little as I process what he’s saying, and it’s a little dirty if you ask me. While I love to play dirty, I’m not so sure I want that for my mate. I don’t want her to come into this relationship because she has to. I want her to choose us and willingly pledge herself to us body and soul, not because the Fates deem it so—even if they put us on the path where we collided. I don’t like it, I tell Barrett as Kendall issues a battle cry.

      I just want her to get to know us first, Barrett reasons.

      We don’t even know us. I’m right, too, because he gives me that brother look, the one that says I’m a fucking idiot, but I’m not wrong.

      I am rarely ever wrong. Didn’t we go over this?

      I know I’m willing to protect her at all costs, Barrett continues. Not to mention she’s an assassin for two powerful goddesses. We need to figure out how to break that contract.

      She won’t be safe from them even in death, I add, knowing the soul contract is an issue. She doesn’t even have to tell us it exists. We can feel it as it sinks through the worlds and stifles the surrounding air.

      I’m also kind of sad she didn’t tell us about it, but there will be time for that as we dodge assassins. I kind of anticipate the big reveal. Maybe we can find a nice little cave to hunker down in and get to know each other in all possible ways.

      “Focus,” Barrett hisses at me.

      “I’m always focused.” I smile at him, my hair falling into my eyes.

      I want to keep her, Barrett states, though he quickly shakes his head. That’s not what I meant.

      Aww! To me, it sounded like you wanted to keep our mate as a trophy.

      I don’t.

      But that’s—He smacks me. I deserved that one.

      Let’s just get to know her and draw this protective thing out a little. Maybe have some fun, I don’t know.

      You want to court her, don’t ya, big guy? He is going to hurt me.

      Luckily, Kendall and Seth choose that moment to walk in, both of them wearing huge smiles on their faces as they sink to the floorboards.

      “And that, my brother, is your kind of foreplay.” I lean against the wall, amused at the horror on his face.

      Snap. I just committed that view to memory. I shall keep it through all of eternity. Seth understands foreplay. Who knew? Not me.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Kendall scolds me, but I’m not mad. It was worth it. “Not everything is about sex, you know.”

      “Did he tell you about Esmerelda?” I blink at her, knowing my brother did not inform her about the woman he wanted as a mate.

      Shit hit the fan when Persephone locked us out of the Underworld and we ended up chained at the back gate. There was no time for courting when the nearest bitch in heat was a spider.

      “He did not.” Kendall rolls her shoulders back as her goat clip-clops into the little shack and sits in her lap.

      I am not jealous of a goat. I am not, I just want to eat her.

      “We are above such trivial conversations.” Seth tries for arrogance and fails. He crashes and burns right into the ground.

      “No, we are not,” I argue, only to find Barrett’s hand over my mouth. I lick the sweaty palm, but his meaty hand does not move. Also, I want him to keep it there because it smells faintly of Kendall. Thanks for not taking a shower, I tell him.

      Sadly, he moves his hand, but her taste lingers on my tongue.

      “Esmerelda was a sorceress.” Barrett holds up his licked palm at Seth and me, warning us not to speak. I would not talk. Much. “She enchanted Seth.”

      “She did no such thing,” Seth scoffs.

      “You’d be able to smell it,” Kendall adds, though she still glares at Seth. I don’t get her anger until she speaks. “There was no enchantment, you chose this woman.”

      “She was horrendous,” I comment, adding fuel to the flame, hoping to work her up a bit.

      Kendall does not fall for my bullshit. “Did any of you smell an enchantment?”

      “She smelled like magic,” Barrett replies. “There is no way he would have chosen her without us.”

      “Explain.” Does she sound curious about that? She sure as fuck does.

      Barrett glances at Seth then me. I sit against the wall, my legs crossed in satisfaction. She is going to love this.

      “There had to be an enchantment because we are always attracted to the same woman. Only Seth thought she was beautiful. It’s impossible.” Barrett isn’t wrong. Not once did we ever find ourselves attracted to different women. When we wanted to release a little steam in the erectile department, we always gravitated toward the same woman every single time. It’s how we knew we’d have the same mate. It just made sense. Instead of trying to find three women to bed, we rocked one woman’s world and moved onto the next.

      Until Esmerelda.

      “Inconceivable!” I shout at the injustice of it.

      “Shut the hell up, both of you,” Seth grumbles. “Look, Heracles had just let us go after parading us around Greece.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Kendall’s voice turns all angry, and dammit, her irritation for us wins her brownie points.

      Barrett grabs her hand. It’s only because he is close to her.

      Seth waves a hand, dismissing the parading part. It was a secret little contract between us and Hades. I chuckle.

      “Why are you laughing?” Kendall questions, sounding exasperated.

      “You should have seen the look on Heracles’s face when we shifted. He really should have known better,” I tell my feisty mate.

      Her mouth forms the most adorable little circle.

      “Anyway,” Seth cuts in, demanding all the attention like the needy bastard he is, “we were free and in Greece. We wanted to check out the world before heading back to the Underworld.”

      “You mean you wanted to try the local women.” Kendall just blinks at him, seeing through his bullshit. She also isn’t wrong.

      “Yes, well…” Seth coughs, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

      “We were man whores, Kendall,” I chime in before slowing my words and punctuating each one. “Man. Whores.”

      “Dammit, Cael!” Seth glares at me, but he can’t deny it.

      “I said what I said.” Turning to Kendall, I say, “Do you have a problem with just how much practice we got?”

      Her mouth opens and closes. Look at that, she’s speechless.

      “Exactly, they were all just practice for you,” I continue, though the silence warns me I may have put my foot in my mouth this time.

      “Please, just shut up.” Barrett pinches his nose.

      Yeah, I fucked up, but I don’t know why.

      Seth coughs again before picking up his story of heartache. “There was Esmerelda. She was…”

      “At the right time, right place,” I finish for him, already tired of this conversation. There are better things we could be doing. Like Kendall. “She waltzed by us during a street fair, but none of us paid any attention to her, though she followed us around. Then she attached herself to Seth like the parasite she was, and we had to pry him off and toss him into the Underworld.”

      “It didn’t happen like that,” Seth argues.

      “It did.” Kind of. “I’m missing a few details.”

      “Did you all fuck her?” Kendall questions without an ounce of shame on her face. I bet I can get her to say all kinds of nasty things to me.

      “Yes. Can we move on?” Barrett yawns, trying to end the conversation, but Kendall will need more than that.

      “I didn’t get hard,” I tell her.

      “Seriously?” Seth smacks my arm.

      “Then how did you—” Kendall waves her hands at my junk. “Ya know.”

      “Spit and slip,” I tell her.

      “Why do you exist?” Seth pinches his nose.

      “Here’s the thing, Kitty Kat. She meant nothing. She never did, and hey, no knot, so that’s a benefit for you, isn’t it?” I waggle my eyebrows, trying to appeal to her. I’m not sure it’s working.

      She grunts, stealing her hand back from Barrett and running it through Snow’s fur.

      Which reminds me… “We will need sustenance.”

      “We will eat tomorrow when we arrive at the safe house,” Barrett states, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. I guess he has a plan now, one he did not tell us about. “Seth, you are on first watch.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you brought up Esmerelda again.” Barrett peeks at me through one open eye. “And you are next for bringing up the practice sex.”

      Seth sings like a canary. “Cael brought her up!”

      I settle down on the floor then think better of it, slithering across the room toward Kendall where Barrett and I sandwich her in.

      I promise myself one last dig at Seth, giving him a wink before curling up on her side with the goat.

      “Ridiculous.” He throws his hands up but listens, standing and stepping outside.

      “You two aren’t nice to him.” Kendall inches down to the floor, turning toward me, her cheek brushing against the fur of her pet goat.

      “He deserved it,” I tell her, but the wrinkle on her face tells me that my response wasn’t enough. “Esmerelda convinced him she was the one, that if we tried, his knot would come out with her.”

      A flash of vulnerability crosses her eyes. “Did it?”

      “No,” I tell her, because even that day when she had all of us in that room, she had him convinced we were her fated and she tried like hell to make it happen, even tossing potions at us. But it didn’t work, and we fled.

      I won’t tell her I smelled the magic on her and on Seth. Even now, sometimes I scent her lingering magic and wonder if she didn’t do something more to our brother. When we tried to talk sense into him, he still defended her while understanding the situation wasn’t good.

      “Good,” she replies.

      Despite Barrett wanting to trick her into staying with us, I think she genuinely wants to stay with us. She just needed a little extra motivation, or maybe she just didn’t want to make that decision on her own.

      I lean in, waiting for her to feel me. Her eyes flutter open but she doesn’t move, doesn’t flinch, and ever so gently, and I brush a kiss across her cheek.

      “What was that for?” she asks, confused at why I chose to be so gentle.

      “It’s my thing now.” I lie back down, resting my head on my hands. “Sleep, Kendall.”

      She blinks a few times before closing her eyes. I lie there watching her as her body stills and her breathing evens out.

      It only takes a few minutes for her to fall asleep. She doesn’t have to tell us she’s in love with us, but she knows she’s safe, otherwise she’d never fall asleep so easily like she did.

      It won’t take much convincing for her to mate with us. We just have to show our warrioress we are worthy.

      I hope it involves popping heads like grapes.
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      Angry whispers and an erection wake me from my dreamless slumber. I don’t even have a moment to think about the fact that I just passed out, sandwiched between two of my mates, and slept better than I can ever remember, though I slept on the floor with no blankets.

      And the reason isn’t because of that erection.

      It’s the voice I hear calling my name beyond those whispers that chills my blood.

      I push my body upwards, hot from sleeping between the two men, both of whom are wide awake and looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind.

      For a moment, all I can do is stare at them, my panic at their safety freezing me in place. My world is moving in slow motion, and all I can do is feel the fear creeping through me, taking over until I can’t breathe.

      They sense my fear.

      “No, no, no.” This is why I didn’t want a mate, let alone three of them. I can’t. My life isn’t all roses and fucking cocktails at midnight with my cousins.

      No, my life rose from something darker than pleasant fairy tales.

      “Kitty—” I slap a hand over Cael’s mouth, shutting him up. On the other side of me, Seth cocks his head, those red-rimmed eyes lighting up in the pitch-black darkness of night.

      I press a shaking finger to my lips and lean down, dipping my head between them so I can whisper, “Trust me.” It’s only two words, and I know I’ve done nothing to earn their trust. I’ve made myself clear on what I want and need from them, and I didn’t falter in stating those facts.

      Right now, I need them not to move, breathe, or think.

      She will hear, she will know.

      “What is it?” Seth goes on instant alert, while Cael looks at me like he sees my secrets and wants to play with them—including my nightmares and especially my demons.

      “I need to go out there.” I swallow, feeling her move closer. Her power grows stronger, calling to me. “I need you two to call Barrett in and stay here.”

      “Kitty Kat,” Cael murmurs, but I shake my head at him, my messy hair flying all around my face. I hope he can feel the fear coming off of me. The notion of Themis finding these three horrifies me because she will hurt them by calling upon the assassins she owns.

      She’d never get her hands dirty like that, unless it comes to her property, and I belong to her body, heart, and soul, even if I didn’t want to. She will lure me into the forest and then them.

      “No,” I whisper as Barrett carefully makes his way into the little shack, moving so that not a single floorboard creaks.

      “Let her go,” Barrett commands, suspicion in his gaze.

      I take it. I know he doesn’t want me to go out there, but there are facets of myself they can never see, even if I won’t be able to hide from the repercussions of my actions.

      “Whatever you hear, don’t move.” I push back, my leather pants creaking in the night. “Don’t save me. Please, just this once.”

      “Kendall, that isn’t how this works.” The argument dies on Barrett’s tongue when he hears her call for me. Like a fae guiding prey out into the night, her voice is a siren’s call.

      She doesn’t make much of a sound. No, she glides through the night. I don’t have to see her to know that. The memory of her and how she kept me on my toes for so many years tries to surface.

      Few creatures terrify me. Not anymore, but Themis? She is frightening, and she terrifies me.

      “Don’t follow.” I look down at my goat, pushing her sleeping form toward Seth, who tucks her into his side and nods. He isn’t happy, but he won’t tell me to stay. They already know me far too well. “I’ll be back.” I give them each a look before backing away.

      Everything my eyes land on shimmers in scales of gray. All light left as time ticked toward the dead of night, the hour upon which nothing stirs except the deadliest of monsters.

      Outside, the chill of winter presses upon my shoulders, making my heart feel too heavy, too big. My lungs squeeze, and for a minute, I wonder if Nemesis followed Themis.

      They rarely gang up on me together, but when they do, it’s a living nightmare no one wants to survive.

      My vision sharpens, and I glance at the quiet trail. The wind grazes the deadened branches, their twigs brushing against one another, creating a quiet ruffling.

      I follow the path to my right, following the worn trail past the shack and toward the heavier wooded area. I swallow my fear, knowing such an emotion saturates the air with its bitter scent.

      Themis will smell my distress and wonder what I have to be afraid of. She beat it out of me long ago and called it training. I don’t regret negotiating with her and Nemesis, and hell, I don’t regret the beatings and the brutal nights spent learning how to wield a weapon or die, including wearing high heels.

      Nemesis made it a point the other day to remind me that nature plays a part in where we end up in life. Whether or not I knew it at the time, my young self would have always ended up fighting in one form or another.

      If my parents hadn’t died, I would have had to fight for any kind of rights.

      The women of my species? We don’t get rights. I don’t feel bad about all lycan men being revolted at the sight of me. Let them fear me, because there are things that walk the worlds far more terrifying than me.

      Such as the goddess waiting for me at the end of this path.

      The moon slips through the winter trees, highlighting a form leaning against the trunk of an oak tree. Her presence makes my stomach turn, my back ache, and my teeth grind, and the hair on my arms stands at attention and fear.

      Wearing a cloak, she watches me approach, her golden eyes glinting in the moonlight. Her belt keeps the cloak closed as she presses off the tree, her expression remaining impassive as she waits for me to come to her.

      Chin lifted, she studies me as I come to a stop, her eyes assessing while her voice remains silent, her honey-colored curls framing her round, exquisite face. This is Themis. Her way, her cool nature. She is a goddess of divine law, with powers that can destroy as much as they can create. Many mortals once believed she was a psychic, a seer, or an oracle. She isn’t any of those. Her power resides in the ability to pull the sins and good deeds from those she observes.

      Then she weighs them, determining if you live or die.

      I’ve spent my entire life watching how she works, understanding how to keep my soul balanced. Good deeds don’t always balance the bad, but damn, I do what I can to try.

      I say nothing as I wait, knowing she’s seeing all the actions that affect my soul. For a moment, my pulse kicks up before I remember to exhale and slow my heart rate. Cerberus and the fact that the Fates decided I was their mate should remain hidden from her prying.

      The bottom line is, the only one who knows what Themis sees is Themis. She doesn’t even share the crimes she witnesses with Nemesis.

      “You angered Nemesis,” she states, still not moving. I’m not fooled. This goddess moves faster than a snake and she will strike just as swiftly.

      “I did.” I widen my stance and relax my hands at my sides, showing her that no matter what, she will never break me.

      “Good.” I know she isn’t saying good for angering her friend, but because I didn’t lie. Lies mean pain. It’s a lesson I will never forget. “Why are you here, Kendall?”

      If she’s asking questions, she possibly doesn’t know. Hope, you devious bitch. I squash that thought and the emotions hope invokes almost as quickly as they surface. Themis would ask and prefer the truth.

      I can’t lie. “Running from assassins.”

      A honeyed brow rises, though the rest of her face remains neutral. “Assassins?” she questions with far too much excitement and enthusiasm.

      It sounds fucking fake.

      “Someone put a hit on my head.” I leave out that it was a goddess. Maybe she knows. Maybe she doesn’t.

      “Why?” She shrugs a delicate shoulder, her humor lingering in the air between us.

      “Shouldn’t you know that?” I snark before I can bite my tongue.

      One moment I’m standing before Themis, and the next my back slams into a tree, knocking the breath from my lungs and popping a rib. I slide down to the cool earth, my ass resting on a split log as I thump my head back and slap a hand to my ribs.

      This time I bite my tongue until blood spills fluidly down my throat.

      “Let’s try that again, shall we?” Themis steps into view before crouching, her golden eyes never leaving me. “Save the snark for your mates, Kendall.”

      It takes everything in my power to keep my mouth shut, to not say anything, though panic tries to suffocate me.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t smell them?” Themis teases, a very bad sign. “Did you think I would miss the scent of wet dog? Or that Nemesis wouldn’t tell me?”

      “No.” Yes, yes, I had hoped.

      “Lie.” Her open palm slaps my face, sending my head to the side with a crack. Her excitement rises around us. “I thought I taught you better than to lie. I’ll forgive you this once because I’m sure your mates’ pheromones have made you temporarily stupid.”

      Yeah, let’s call it that and not the fact that this goddess is drunk on power. “I didn’t know you could smell them,” I reply, though I feel blood trickle down my nose to my lips.

      She hums under her breath. “You missed your drop off,” Themis begins. “You’ve never missed a drop off.”

      Kill, she means I never backed away from a kill. This is the first time she wanted me to play fetch with a tyrant king’s property. “I did.”

      “Because of the assassins,” she states. “Stand, Kendall.” Themis backs away, and her cloak drops to the ground. She kicks the cloth away, a sword resting on her hip.

      I know what’s happening before it begins, so I stand, my legs shaking as I face Themis.

      “Catch,” she says a moment before a sword goes flying, the sharp tip aimed at my face. I snap my hand out, catching the sword by the handle.

      There are few ways that the gods who can’t hurt innocents can, in fact, hurt them.

      One, sin. Stay as innocent for as long as possible. Don’t sin and live a life full of that Hallmark bullshit most of us drool over during the holidays. The moment you sin is the moment those doors open for the gods.

      Two, corruption. They will break you. If they find you have something they want, they will destroy you.

      Three, they own your soul.

      After I began at the academy, Themis turned me into a monster. I sinned as a teenager, pleasing her as she corrupted me, and then she claimed my soul, all of which I begged her to.

      I await her strike. This isn’t about me, not at this moment. It’s about her ability to punish me for my sins, for every wrong I’ve committed. Every ounce of blood I shed.

      When she strikes, it takes both of my hands to counter her attack. Her sword snaps toward me as she leans into the strike, and a gleeful smile stretches across her face.

      “We need to talk, Kendall.” She moves backwards, her sword at her side, her feet light and her body fluid. It’s a trick of course. She’s far deadlier than she looks.

      Nemesis taught all of us to dance, while Themis taught all of us to fight. These two aspects blend together, their years of lessons allowing me to fall into a rhythm of strike and parry. Thrust, touch, and dance. Remain light on my feet and flow with my weapon and watch. Observe thine enemy and seek their tells.

      Themis doesn’t have a tell. She moves lithely, though her face remains impassive.

      For long moments, we move through the forest, the sound of our clangs echoing around us. Her strikes become harder, more unforgiving as she builds her fight.

      Like a song reaching its peak, she moves, creating a dance that I know will end in my pain. The gods are unforgiving. It is in their nature. Involving oneself with those gods may either make or break you. There’s no telling which, because even the strongest of us can fall to them.

      Each strike is harder and harder to deflect, until I use all of my weight in my movement. I know I’ll make a mistake. It is inevitable. This is her talk. Her punishment.

      Even when I know it’s coming, the sting of her blade still surprises me. The force upon which she goes for the kill sends a flicker of betrayal through me.

      This is her nature.

      As her sword slices through my leathers, my skin, Themis catches me, my blood pouring onto her hands. She holds me up and keeps me steady while her blade pierces my flesh.

      “You’re getting better, you lasted far longer than you have before.” Her praise might mean more if she hadn’t lodged her sword in my gut. “The sun rises.”

      In the distance, the pink tones of dawn spread through the winter trees. We’ve been out here for hours. My body shivers and aches, and I worry that this time allowed assassins to surround us while Themis wore my body down completely.

      My hurt must show on my face as she lowers us to the ground. “No assassins got anywhere near us, nor your mates when they tried to look for you.” She pauses. “Kendall, your soul belongs to us. There is no escaping the choices you made.”

      Shivers wrack my body as exhaustion and pain war for dominance.

      “I want out of the contract.” I press my hand to my stomach where her sword still impales my body.

      “You want out of your contract?” She laughs, the disturbing sound sending my mind into despair. “To what? Mate the dogs? I thought you stood for more than that life, Kendall.”

      “Change,” I croak. She isn’t wrong. I begged them to take me on, to train me to be the blade of their retribution. I wanted this life, I chose it, and I begged for it. I swore I’d never mate.

      I didn’t expect my life to become what it is now either. I am the most hated lycan on Earth, but I found three shifter mates who want me, and I want to get to know them. The reason I can’t, however, just stabbed me.

      “You believe you’ve changed?” Themis brushes my hair off my forehead. “No one changes their nature, Kendall.”

      “No.” I can’t, but I can also hope for happiness, and dammit, why do I get the feeling that Cerberus can give me that happiness?

      My gut’s been a liar lately though, giving me false hope and dead ends.

      “Bring me my chest, Kendall.” She drops me, taking the sword with her. Pain slices through me, sharp and unbearable. My mind blanks as that blatant anguish steals all my thoughts.

      I gurgle and curl onto my side as she tosses a vial at my head. It hits my forehead and falls to the ground beneath me. I press my hands against my wound as I struggle to staunch the blood flow.

      All the while, Themis watches me with a detached sort of interest, as though she just can’t decide if she made the right or wrong call.

      Not quite finished with her game, she waits for me to grab the vial to heal myself. I swear she wonders if one of these times, I won’t reach for the vial, and maybe one day I won’t. Today, I look at that vial and see the blue healing liquid taunting me. If I move a hand, then my gut might bleed out. I can feel the heat of my blood pooling beneath me, the loss staggering.

      I inhale slowly, ignoring the goddess watching me as she lingers with a wrinkled, sour expression on her face. She is full of anticipation and curiosity to see what I will do.

      I ignore it all because I’ve already done this with her once before.

      I know her games like the back of my hand, and as I move my hand away while holding my breath, a soft gasp escapes her lips. Blood drips from my fingertips as I pop the top off the vial and throw the contents back.

      I look at her, the goddess who caused this wound and also healed it. The pain of healing will come next, so I brace myself, my eyes boring into hers.

      Her beauty flows off of her on a moonbeam of lies. I recall a young me falling for that beauty, seeing her for everything she wasn’t. I needed a matronly figure, and she wasn’t it. That doesn’t mean my mind didn’t put her in a role, no matter how much she didn’t fit.

      Perhaps a small part of me lives with Stockholm syndrome, except I chose her brand of violence. I chose her. I chose Nemesis.

      The two will never part.

      “I didn’t think you’d make it this time,” she says in a clinical, bored tone.

      Pain spreads through me as the vial kicks in, the healing magic spreading through my body, assisting my lycan nature. Then the pain of Themis kicks in.

      She’ll never be what I want her to be, what I needed her to be. I didn’t see her as someone to coddle me when I was younger, but I saw her as someone I could trust and confide in. I saw her as a friend, and I desired her as a lover.

      Fate had other plans.

      The illusion falls, and I see Themis for who she is—the first wife of Zeus, the broken goddess after their relationship ended. Her need for balance and justice became all she could see, and though her motives remain rooted in logic, her methods for training assassins are flawed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the hit?” I grit out as anguish spreads through me.

      “I had no reason to.” Themis crouches down, her eyes remaining on my wound. Her curiosity rises in the flicker of her gaze as she watches the injury heal.

      “I’m your greatest asset. Why wouldn’t you want me to live?” My skin knits together from the inside out, sending pain shooting outwards.

      “Your motives don’t remain.” She looks at me, her golden gaze apathetic. “You are no longer loyal.”

      “Themis.” Panic rises inside of me as I push to a sitting position, meeting her cold eyes. Years of knowing only her and Nemesis as friends are ripped to shreds. “I swear to you, I’m loyal. Let me prove it to you.” I leave the please out, knowing she will never fall for it.

      “No, you aren’t.” She pulls back with a vicious smile on her lips. “Survive,” she says before disappearing, leaving nothing but the feeling of betrayal in her wake.

      “Kendall!” A scream filters into Themis’s broken bubble before a body slides through the dirt to kneel at my side. Barrett’s hands hover over me, his eyes full of pain and insecurity. “Is all the blood yours?”

      “Yeah.” I gasp, feeling the healing magic reach my stomach. “I’m okay. I’m okay.” I am hurt that the two goddesses who taught me everything I know believe I’m no longer loyal.

      “Is she alive?” Seth skids to a stop at my side, sweat pouring off his face. He has scratches up and down his arms. His eyes roam my body, checking for an injury that’s already healing.

      “Healing vial.” I push up to stand, feeling my coagulated blood slide off of me.

      “Need to run!” Cael springs through the bushes, sweeping me off my unsteady feet and cradling me like an infant as he runs. Pain zings through me, and I hiss out a breath.

      “I need to rest.” And heal and work up my strength. Not run.

      “As soon as we get you somewhere safe, Kitty Kat, then you can sleep on me all you want. Might want to get the blood off of you though.” He sniffs the air. “Forgot the goat.”

      “Snow!”

      “Got her!” Barrett catches up to us, his heavy feet pounding the earth beside us.

      “Car.” I grunt, still feeling the residual pain of Themis’s blade. “Steal a car.”

      “That’s not being a good girl, Kendall,” Cael teases, but I don’t think he’s angry about it. “I like it dirty.”

      “Find a car, I need to doze.”

      “No can do, princess.” Seth charges ahead. “Got some shifters on our tail.” He jerks his head to the side.

      “There’s a creek.” Barrett sniffs the air.

      “I’ll freeze,” I complain, trying to push away from Cael but already resolving myself to sloshing through ice water. “Let’s go.” I hop down as Cael skids to a stop at the water’s edge. “What kind of shifters?”

      Please, no more foxes, I silently beg as I hop into the freezing water. The shock of it wakes me from the desire to rest and heal.

      “Cats, big black ones.” Cael hops into the water beside me. “Rawr.” He claws the air before lifting me up. “Easier to move faster.”

      “Are you saying I’m holding you up?” I cough, pressing a palm to my gut.

      “Yes, you’re far too slow and, well, big cats.”

      “Shut up and move,” Barrett growls, moving ahead, unfazed by the cold water.

      “Fast.” Seth hops ahead. Turning around, he maneuvers the creek all while walking backwards. “And don’t think you’re out of the woods. What the fuck was that back there and why couldn’t we reach you?”

      “You are in so much trouble, Kitty Kat,” Cael whispers into my hair, his body vibrating with laughter.

      “Yeah. I know.” Themis wasn’t wrong, my loyalty isn’t to her anymore, but she’s also wrong for implying my loyalty belongs to these three.

      No, it’s past time I became loyal to myself.

      Maybe my gut was right after all, just not in the way I thought.

      No, that can’t be it.
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      Healing a wound of the flesh is easy, especially when one ingests a healing potion. However, healing a damaged mind? Those kinds of wounds do not heal easily, and sometimes they fester for years and years when the owner ignores the fact that anything is amiss.

      Sometimes the festering wound lurks in the back of the mind until its sour, rotting scent slaps you in the face with its exposure.

      Healing those kinds of wounds takes a long time, but that’s only if one will look at themselves as the problem. I prefer to stuff those wounds deep down into the bowels of my soul where they can stay for all eternity.

      I’d prefer to do that now.

      But being manhandled and passed between my three mates because apparently even though I’m a lycan and will heal, and did, they think I’m fragile. I’m not fragile, and I won’t break easily.

      I’d prefer walking on my own. I’d prefer to feel the bitter cold and not the body heat drifting off of Barrett as he cradles me close. His fingers flex and tighten around my torso and thighs, each touch sending a thrill through me that defines what I want—him.

      I’m no small woman. In fact, after a brief stint where a god kidnapped me, an annoying story, I spent time recovering with my brother and his pack.

      One of them cooked everything under the damn sun and used me as a taste tester. It doesn’t matter that I willingly made sure I showed up for every meal. The fact remains that I have some curves on me, and with my lycan musculature, I know I’m not as light as a feather.

      Barrett embraces me as though I’m delicate, as though I just might break, and damn me to hell for wanting to feel fragile and safe in his arms. It’s a foreign sensation, and I’m going to need a little longer to determine if I like it or not.

      Instead of getting up and walking on my own, I allowed myself to lie in their arms as they carried me. I rested my head against each of their chests and scented them, digging beneath their unique, similar scents until I could distinguish the slight difference between each one. I memorized them so I’d be able to tell who is who just from essence alone.

      Even in the darkest of places, I’ll be able to find them now.

      Seth doesn’t realize it, but the scent of leather is hidden below the surface of his aura. When I buried my head in his neck, feigning sleep, there it was. Even now I can think about him and smell him, bringing that residual olfactory memory to the surface.

      Cael? He smells like the sun. Maybe it’s a weird description, but when I closed my eyes while I was in his arms, I could picture myself lying in a field while the sun beat down on me. The air was sultry from the sun’s rays on my skin. That’s Cael. Much like his personality, he is the sun, the brightest star in the sky.

      Then there’s Barrett. The wind itself clings to his skin, fresh and clean. His aura wraps around me with the crisp scent of air. Once more I bury my nose in Barrett’s neck and inhale long and slow.

      “You know,” he rumbles, his voice rattling my chest and making me freeze, “we know you’re scenting us.”

      “I’m doing no such thing,” I deny. Am I? Am I scenting them? I’m not imprinting my scent on them, just memorizing their scents. Fuck, he’s right.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to tell yourself?” he teases, and I look over his shoulder, ignoring him and his ability to see through my bullshit. “We’re just about there,” he tells me.

      “Where is there?” I wiggle, feeling pins and needles crawling up my legs. If I don’t move, I won’t be able to stand on my own two feet, and I need to stop allowing these three to walk for me. “Let me down.”

      “Alright.” Barrett comes to a stop, sliding me down his body.

      A shiver dances through me at the memory of him beneath me, naked and pressed against my body.

      Damn him and damn them for shooting me with their pheromone guns—aka biceps.

      “South,” he answers.

      “You don’t know where we are or where we are going, do you?” What I wouldn’t give for a cabin and something to eat.

      Cael pauses, my goat slung over his shoulders. “One of Hades’s safe houses.” He sounds tired, his features hold long shadows, and his skin is pale.

      “What’s wrong?” I push away from Barrett and walk toward Cael. I know I’m slipping and allowing myself to feel for them, but I can’t help it. Something inside of me knows he isn’t okay, while another part demands I assess the threat and annihilate it.

      I press my palm to his forehead. He’s warm, but that’s his normal temperature.

      “Look at you feeling concerned for me,” he teases, reminding me that his personality won’t just disappear entirely even though he’s exhausted.

      I snatch my hand back as Seth stomps down the trail, annoyance written on his face. “Just over that hill.” He hooks a thumb over his shoulder. “Right where Hades said it would be.”

      “How do you know where you’re going?” I question. I shake the ache out of my legs and walk toward the direction Seth came from.

      “Ingrained.” Seth pushes past me, stalking ahead.

      I’m getting the impression they aren’t too happy with me. “What did I do?”

      “Come on.” Barrett grips my elbow, leading me off the trail and onto one that’s overgrown and hasn’t been a trail in a very long time. Dead branches litter the way, while tall pines shadow us from above.

      “What did I do?” I question. I hate that he’s making me feel unsure of myself.

      I kill the things that make me feel insecure.

      “Look.” Barrett pauses on the trail while his brothers march ahead. “We’ve all got our secrets, and you can keep yours.”

      “I hear a but in there.” I lean my head back to watch the way his face moves as he talks. The little frown at the edges of his lips shows his displeasure, cutting through me in a way I thought I was impervious to.

      “But we want to keep you safe. We need to keep you safe,” he says.

      “That’s the mating bond.” I look away, hating how a mating bond can make another feel as though they need to jump in front of a bus for their mate instead of wanting to.

      There’s a fucking difference.

      “Yes and no. We like you, Kendall, and the lycan you are, but you’ve done some dark shit and landed in a shitty position. If we are going to stand beside you, we need to know what we are up against.” I swear his eyes peer through me, seeing all the assignments I’ve carried out over the years and every little deed that haunts my nightmares. I want to say I sleep like a baby at night. That’s what I let them think. It’s smarter, more logical.

      The truth is far harsher than I’ll admit out loud. I slept through the night for the first time in a long time between the two of them, on a hard wooden floor that had no business calling itself a floor.

      I slept better there than in my home, the only one I ever considered becoming a home. The very one I brought a fox shifter to. Although I have a mattress locked away in a safe room where no windows exist deep below the earth, I never once slept that well.

      I lick my lips, knowing I’m going to regret the words about to come out of my mouth. “I didn’t ask you to keep me safe.”

      “No.” Barrett rears back as though I slapped him. Nope, it was just a verbal slap. “You didn’t, and yet here we are.”

      “Bear.” I swallow, steeling myself against his anger. “Run now. Let me figure this out on my own.”

      “Is it that hard to let someone in?” He steps back, turning away from me. “One day you are going to need to depend on another.” He pauses halfway up the trail. “By then, it’ll either be too late or maybe, just maybe, you will want to let another in. I hope they will let you.”

      I watch his retreating form, the late afternoon sun sinking toward the horizon, threatening to shroud us in shadows. It’s an ironic reflection of just how I feel at this moment.

      One step forward, two steps back.

      Restless, I walk forward, the light of day ending quicker this time of year. Smoke billows into the air, the promise of warmth tempting me with a luxury I can ill afford.

      A little cabin sits in a nest of pine trees, still fresh with needles, appearing magical amongst trees that stretch to the sky. Snow forages through the dried and deadened foliage, her mouth chewing as she spots me. Her little legs race toward me, and I drop to the ground as she springs up to meet me.

      All my life, others have needed me—needed me to eliminate a threat that unsettles the balance of all things. I was supposed to eliminate the darkness that spread through communities, but I never realized that I was just absorbing it all these years.

      As I cradle Snow and sink to the hard ground, her tongue rough against my face, I realize I want her to need me. Her needs aren’t dark. They won’t taint my soul until no light shines through. Her needs are simple. She needs love and maybe a little food for her belly.

      “I’ve got blood on my hands.” I run my fingers through her soft fur as I speak. “Will they understand?”

      In answer, her little bleat echoes through the air.

      “Is that a yes?” I scratch under her chin as my eyes land on the door to the small cabin. I’m sure there isn’t much in there. Maybe a corner kitchen, a bathroom with barely functioning pipes, and a bed and a couch tucked into opposite corners.

      I’ve passed many cabins like this on my travels. Each of them was the same, and each of them only offered a temporary reprieve from the elements.

      The tight confines mean that if I go in there expecting them to run off, they just might.

      Or I can take a chance and give them a piece of me I may not be ready to give up, or one I’ll never get back.

      “Are the Fates ever wrong?” I ask my goat, setting her down on the forest floor where she grazes again. “Don’t run off,” I warn as I push to stand, my legs moving slowly as I question the powers that braid our threads together. “Are the Fates ever wrong?” I ask again, more to the forest than Snow at this point.

      Snow lets loose a little mewl, stealing my attention away from the door. Glancing at her and those horizontal pupils, I swear I see an intelligence there that a goat just shouldn’t have.

      “You better be a goat.” I point a finger at her, noticing a glint in her eyes. I swear it wasn’t there before. “Hmm.” It would be just like the gods to fuck with me by tossing a goat in my path.

      What’s the point of the damn goat? I eye Snow suspiciously before shaking myself free of my paranoia. I’m acting like a lunatic.

      “She’s just a goat, Kendall.” Just a fucking goat. Annoyed that I’m letting my thoughts run wild, I sprint for the front door, needing to feel the heat of that fire on my skin.

      Laughter and chatter pierce my ears, and for some reason, as I step inside the warm cabin, I feel like an intruder, as though I don’t belong here with them, and maybe, just maybe, the Fates were wrong in their matchmaking.

      “Hey.” I press the door shut behind me and lean against it. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I meet each of their eyes, hoping to tell them with a look alone how much they mean to me.

      Barrett stares at me from his crouch by the fireplace where he tosses wood on the fire, causing little flames to dance and tease his skin. It’s as though the fire wants to touch him. It’s concerning, but intriguing.

      Seth stands in front of the kitchen counter, his arms crossed as he glares at Cael.

      And Cael… Oh, Cael. He pauses in front of what must be the bathroom door, holding a rat by its tail, his smile full of sharp, pointy teeth.

      How did I not notice their teeth before? Shit, I kissed Barrett. Are his teeth that sharp?

      “Why do you have a rat?” I question, sidestepping him and heading toward the cabinets.

      “It makes a great sandwich,” he says, licking his lips.

      “No.” I point at him. “Tell me you’re lying.”

      “We have a similar creature in the Underworld called a drat.” Barrett throws another log on the fire and stands, his body stealing all the warmth.

      “Why is it called a drat?” Why do I even ask the question? I don’t want to know, not really, because Cael is looking at that rat like it will solve all of his hunger problems.

      “Because it has horns like a dragon,” Barrett states while turning to Cael. “You remember what Hades said. That is not sandwich material.”

      “Everything is a sandwich if you try hard enough.”

      “Put it in bread,” Seth suggests.

      I puke a little in my mouth. He can’t be serious, and if he is…

      I am never kissing them again.

      “Please let the rat go.” I gag when Cael lifts it to his mouth, all while winking at me. I wish he wouldn’t do that.

      “It’s a delicacy,” he argues with humor dancing in his eyes.

      “Don’t do it.” I’m going to puke if he eats that thing.

      “I’m hungry.” He pouts, using his other hand to pat his stomach.

      “Then I will make you food.”

      “Nope, not a good enough reason. I’m going to need something more definitive than you cooking for me, Kitty Kat. Even if seeing you in nothing but an apron sounds incredible.” Cael licks the rat’s whiskers while the creature twists and turns from him.

      This time I can’t hold back my gag. “They carry diseases,” I croak.

      He licks the side of the little rat’s body, making it squeal. Cael smacks his lips. “So good.” He opens his mouth and drops the head inside.

      “Stop!” I shout. Cael pulls the rat back out with a lift of his brows. The other guys just stand there as though they are used to Cael’s shit, but I’m not, and I am not about to stand here and watch him eat a damn rat! “I’ll never kiss you.”

      “That means there’s intent to kiss.” He moves the rat away from his mouth, and his look of hunger is now directed at me.

      “That’s what you got out of that?”

      “Of course. I don’t joke about kissing you.”

      He’s still holding the damn rat. And he fucking licked the rat. “I’m going to need you to gargle with bleach first.”

      “What’s bleach?” Cael turns to Barrett, who just shrugs his shoulders.

      “Is it something to clean the mouth?” Seth asks, squinting at me. “Like mouthwash?” To Barrett, he says, “We will need a gallon of this bleach.”

      “Agreed.” Barrett nods.

      I need to remember to keep everything literal with them and make absolutely no insinuations. “Forget the bleach, I’m sure there is mouthwash.”

      “Mouthwash?” Cael still holds the rat, which wiggles dangerously close to his face. I’m going to need the rat to die.

      “What if we cook the rat?” Seth suggests.

      I’m shaking my head, not ready to gag again. A girl has to have standards. “I’m sure there is something in this cabin we can eat.”

      “I want to go back to the possibility of kissing.” Cael hands the rat over to Barrett, but I can’t breathe a sigh of relief, not yet, because Barrett just stands there holding the rat with no intention of letting it go—preferably outside, where it can run far, far away from me. “Are there any other possibilities in this make out scenario?”

      “Not while you have rat tongue.” I look at Barrett. “Are you going to get rid of that?”

      “No,” he says, turning toward the fire where a pot sits to the side. “Seth, assist me with the spit.”

      “Don’t do it.” I point at them.

      “Protein, princess.” Seth ignores me and grabs the tripod to set it up over the open flame.

      “I can’t watch you do this.” I turn away, but Cael is right there with his shaggy brown hair and bright eyes lit up with his power. The red rims brighten the dimly lit room, making him look like the hound he is.

      “About that kissing…” He leans in to do just that.

      I pedal backwards, trying to get away from him as quickly as possible, my body hitting the door as I try to get away.

      “I’m offended.” Cael presses a hand to his chest. “Here I am, thinking you would want to kiss me, and there you are, jumping away from me. Kitty Kat, what is the issue here?”

      I point at him. “You know exactly what the issue is.” He leans in, and I slap a hand over his mouth, cringing. His mouth touched that rat.

      He licks my hand.

      “Nope.” I gag and dart toward the sink. “Please have running water. Please have running water.” I push the tap and tan water sputters out. “I don’t think it’s supposed to look like that.”

      “Like what?” Cael presses his body into mine, his hot breath on my neck.

      Normally, I might be all about this position.

      “Rat!” I squeal. Ducking under the water to rinse my mouth out. I don’t even care that the water is tan and most definitely shouldn’t be.

      “So that’s the issue,” Cael murmurs, pressing himself against my ass. “I like this position.”

      “Rat mouth,” I sputter under the spray of water.

      “Do you want me to rinse my mouth out like that?”

      I pull back and glare at him. “You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” I damn near growl at him.

      “Freaking you out with my rat tongue? Yes.” He tries to lean in, but I have nowhere to go.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will,” I warn him. He should know by now I am not above stabbing him.

      He leans down even more.

      “That’s it.” I elbow him in the gut, but this is Cael, not Seth who would double over in pain or Barrett who would catch my arm. Nope, the asshole laughs then lifts me up to set me on the counter.

      His iron grip brands my hips as he leans down and takes in a mouthful of water before shutting it off and swishing it around. Not letting me go, he spits before turning to me.

      “Again,” he dares.

      “You want to fight?”

      “I want to fuck.”

      “Cael!” Barrett scolds.

      “I won’t lie,” Cael continues with a smirk that would burn all of the Underworld to the ground. “I want to sink my knot into her sweet pussy after I see just how hot and wet I can get her.”

      I have a love-hate relationship with his smart mouth. I’m going to beg him to fuck me. I would love for him to rip me to shreds, and then I’d beg him to do it all over again. My core clenches at the thought, demanding he eases the ache.

      The only thing I hate about the situation is that he has rat mouth.

      “Getting wet already, Kitty Kat?” He presses toward me.

      “I’m not kissing you until you scrub your mouth clean.” Look at me putting my foot down even though in the back of my mind I know I don’t need to kiss him for him to destroy me.

      Cael reads my thoughts. “I don’t need my mouth to make you scream.”

      Except, I’ve got the feeling that he can make me scream just by speaking. I’m also no damsel, and though the rat really freaks me the fuck out, the challenge in his eyes might just break me. “Prove it.”

      The cabin goes silent.

      “No.” Barrett breaks the silence, startling Cael who sputters.

      “No!” Barrett reiterates.

      “No?” Cael parrots, his head whipping back and forth between us. “I’m about to rip her clothes off, so you need to give me a damn good reason why I can’t sink my hungry dick inside her.”

      “No,” Barrett says again.

      “No fair. You got your dick wet.”

      “For Hades’s sake, Cael, shut the fuck up!” Seth yells from across the room.

      It should offend me, him saying no, but it doesn’t.

      “Not until Kendall tells us what she did to piss off not one, but three goddesses.” Barrett once again proves he’s in charge here. His words are like a steel net that drapes around the room.

      “Bear,” I murmur, but the nickname isn’t appealing to him.

      “Fine,” Cael concedes, and that grates on my nerves.

      “Fine?” I sputter. “What happened to wanting to, ya know, break me apart?”

      “I never said I was going to break you apart.” Cael cocks his head to the side. “But I can.”

      Rolling my eyes, I push him away and hop off the counter, coming face-to-face with Barrett, who glares down at me. I hold up a finger. “One minute, and then you can resume your glaring.”

      “No,” he repeats, and I swear there’s a small flicker of amusement in his tone.

      “Too damn bad.” Unsure if I can hit him like Seth and Cael, I sidestep him and duck into the bathroom, where I slam the door shut and lock it.

      I came into the cabin with the goal to figure out something, anything. The only thing I even determined is that when I’m in their presence, they tear down all of my walls without even trying. Then they somehow turn my brain to mush.

      Now is not the time for that bullshit. I know they promised to give me the chest at the end of all this if I let them protect me. I know that is just the mating bond, the need to protect what fate gave them because it’s precious and not every immortal creature gets a mate.

      I should go back out there and tell them everything I can.

      My skin pulses, the tattoo between my breasts burning with the reminder of just whom I truly belong to.

      Themis and Nemesis reminded me of that.

      Maybe that’s why I do what I do next, though one day I might look back and yell at myself for the actions I’m about to take.

      Right now, though, I can’t overthink it. I turn on the bath, letting the cold water fill the space as I climb into the tub and prop open the little window there. The running water hides the squeak of the window as I pry it farther open.

      It will be a tight squeeze, but I need to escape. I need to slip away from everything. Trying not to brood over it, I launch myself through the window and barrel roll onto the frozen ground just as the sun dips below the horizon for the night, casting everything in shades of black.

      Stripping, I bundle my clothing into a neat little ball with a knot I can carry in my snout. Nerves spread through my torso, knowing they are going to be angry with me. I shift anyway.

      Don’t look back. Never look back.

      It’s the only motto I carried all these years—a rule I’ve never broken until now. After I shift, I glance at the cabin, trying not to imagine everything that we could have been but can’t.

      I’m getting superb at breaking all of my personal rules lately, as well as the rules of my owners. Because while I’m at it, I may as well figure out how to break the binds that tie me to Themis and Nemesis.
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      “What are the odds…” Cael trails off. Shaking his head, he groans with indecision, his eyes darting to the bathroom door then back to the rat roasting over the fire. His stomach growls loudly in the open room. His loyalty to his stomach wars with the need to run off and grab our runaway mate.

      It’s an easy answer for some, but not for a shifter. We burn through calories and struggle to keep up with our metabolism. All of our bellies ache with hunger.

      “I’m going to bet alone time with Kendall that she took off.” Barrett settles back in the oversized chair, a knowing smirk on his face. His enormous frame appears awkward in the chair he poured himself into, and yet he still does it gracefully, though it looks as though it’s a child’s chair.

      “Stay.” I point to both of them as I rip off the shirt tied around my waist, tearing it to pieces. I’m still pissed off I lost the leather jacket Hades gave me, and the next time I find a phone, I’m dialing the Underworld so Hades can send me a new one.

      Cael chuckles at me. “There is no way you can outrun a wolf.”

      “She’s a lycan, not a wolf,” I remind my brother.

      “Potato, tomato.” Cael pokes at the rat, looking at it lovingly.

      “That’s not how that saying goes,” Barrett chimes in, running a finger along his bottom lip.

      Cael’s forehead wrinkles as he stares at our larger brother, his thoughts stumped over whether he is right. “Are you sure?”

      “I think the saying refers to one object spoken two ways,” Barrett says.

      “So if I say potato,” Cael drawls, “πατάτα.”

      “Saying it in another language doesn’t work,” Barrett corrects with a frown, but he glances at me for confirmation like I fucking know. “Is it?”

      “Does it matter?” I snark back at them, annoyed with this entire conversation.

      “I thought you left already?” Cael rolls his eyes at me, though he makes no move to drag his ass off the floor—or his eyes away from his cooking snack. “She’s getting away.”

      “I already told you, she is a lycan.” I toss the shirt at the couch that butts up against the end of the bed—a bed I plan to tie our little mate to as soon as I drag her back. There are other ways to torture information out of an adversary.

      Pleasure is another form of torture.

      “Yes, and she’s getting away,” Cael whines. It’s his most annoying attribute, and it makes me want to hit him several times a day.

      “Brother, you forget we are shifters. Demigod shifters.” I roll my eyes at him.

      “Kill the arrogance, Seth.” Barrett leans forward, turning to Cael to explain as I shift my feet toward the door. My muscles itch to run, to chase and hunt. “Lycans are men at heart, at the soul level. They don’t think like shifters. They don’t know how to run through the forest without leaving a trail unless taught.” Barrett turns to me. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yep.” I pop the word with my lips. “I figured I’d give her a head start.”

      “That’s just mean,” Cael says with a smirk. “Will you bring her back here for punishment?” he asks hopefully.

      “Maybe.” I step silently across the floorboards as I near the door, proving my point. Kendall thought she was being sneaky by climbing out the window and leaving the— “Turn the water off!” I yell as I head out into the frosty night. “Save me some hot water.” Kendall and I are both going to need it when I’m done with her.

      Once outside, I shift into a Doberman, one of our many canine forms. My dark fur bleeds into the shadows of the night. Without making a noise, I head to the back of the cabin where the window overlooks the deep forest.

      Her scent of honey butter permeates the air, and I’m almost disappointed that this might be too easy. Her scent isn’t just easy to track, but every instinct inside me guides me toward her. Springing forward, I rush through the break in the trees, heading into the forest.

      All around me, the night expands and darkens. Shadows wash over me like a blanket. This is my element and where I feel the most comfortable in my skin. As I track Kendall, I think back to when I fought with her earlier and how she let me hit her. She stepped right into my punch, refusing to allow me to pull my hit.

      It was equally the hottest and most fucked up thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. She kept yelling at me to fight fair.

      I thought I was.

      It’s ingrained in us to treasure our mates, to place them on a pedestal and worship everything about them. Growing up, we heard whispers of such rare pairings, something that was once nothing more than a fable.

      I’m not so naïve to let the past couple of years slide. The Fates have been busy. Before two years ago, fated mates were so rare that immortals considered it a blessing by the gods. Though I spent a lot of time attached and chained, literally, to my brothers, Typhon kept us updated when he felt the need to torture us with news of the outside world.

      There was not one fated pair in the last thousand years. Not even Typhon himself has a fated mate.

      Not that he deserves one. That creature is pure demon.

      Either way, having a fated mate felt more like a bad omen than a blessing when we saw her for the first time in that auction house. Then, when we caught her scent, the very one I’m chasing through the woods right now, it confirmed what we suspected all those years ago—that our mate would smell like desire and perfection, and we’d do anything to keep her safe.

      Except then she stepped into my punch. Her head whipped to the side before she spat blood onto the forest floor with a crooked smile on her perfect lips.

      My shock gave her more than enough time to supercharge her fist which she decked me with.

      That was when I walked away. My cock turned to steel in that moment, and all thoughts of Esmerelda fled.

      She never wanted me to hurt her, she wanted me to worship her as all mates should. She wanted to fuck and procreate, all while wearing a tiara on her head.

      Kendall? She wants to crush all crowns and live loyal unto herself. She doesn’t need a mate, not like females needed a mate all those years ago to survive.

      No, Kendall can survive just fine without us.

      We need her to want us, and dammit, I want her more than I’ve ever wanted another female before, including Esmerelda, and that terrifies me.

      I don’t just want to protect her. I want to fight her battles with her and watch as she rips her enemies to shreds, a feat I know she can accomplish.

      Her running from us? I’m calling it foreplay.

      The sound of the same stream we walked up earlier reaches my ears, as does the splashing of paws. At least she has some sense of self-preservation, and she used the stream to hide her scent, but even from here, I can still smell the honey wafting off of her. It’s a scent expressed just for her mates. I know that now.

      I wasn’t kidding about the difference between a lycan and a shifter. I silently step into the freezing creek, my paws barely making a sound as I stalk my prey in the pitch-black night, using her scent to track her.

      There are several kinds of creatures affiliated with animals in this

      world.

      Lycans, like Kendall. They can shift into a wolf because of a curse cast by Zeus, then Selene. They have the ability to merge their forms so they can bulk up and stand as a distorted version of a wolf, yet their thoughts remain human, full of the flaws of man.

      Werewolves were once the villains of scary stories told by mortals when they saw creatures shift into men, then wolves, but they didn’t always exist. They existed once more because of a virus created by the god Pan. They are rare, and only one pack lives in this world. They keep close to the Lunar Mile sanctuary for protection.

      Shifters like me though? We aren’t normal. Our minds are first that of the creature whose form we were born into. We develop as that creature in the womb before we are born as a monster, and then we shift when our magic matures. While many shifters are born from gods, we are driven by the animal instinct that rushes through my blood right now.

      Our father is Typhon, the dark dragon. Our mother, Echidna, is a snake shifter. They are even rarer than other shifters in all the worlds.

      How they got a dog out of that pairing is something I have yet to understand.

      Kendall pauses, and I match her movement paw for paw. Water laps at my underbelly as I sink down toward the rushing water, allowing it to chill my heated body.

      She may not know who follows her, but I bet she’s aware that someone is watching her. I’m hoping she just assumes it is one of the goddesses she sold her soul to.

      That’s another discussion we will have at a later date, preferably one where I tie her to that bed and lick her slit until she screams.

      Insta hard cock moment. It’s a bad idea to get an erection right now.

      I sink closer to the water, allowing the chill to calm my libido.

      Once more, her paws slosh through the cold water, and then she moves again. Her body pushing through the liquid makes a distinctive sound before she jumps and pauses on the bank.

      Without making a single noise, I hop to the shore and crouch, watching the shadows and allowing my other senses to guide me.

      Pausing, she tilts her head to the side. She knows she’s being watched. Her breath hitches just slightly until a distinct flash of magic smacks me as she shifts.

      I don’t move, and instead lie in wait.

      The shadows shift as her body comes into view, allowing me a glimpse of her skin, her lines, and perfection that I want to memorize. The shadows lick her skin like a lover, the curves of her body distorted in the darkness.

      I should have stayed in the cold water.

      “I know you’re there.” Though her voice sounds confident, a slight tremble reveals her fear. I don’t think she fears us, though, and if she does, I’ll have to reassure her that there’s nothing to be afraid of.

      My tongue feels heavy in my mouth, and I know I should say something to reassure her, but Kendall was a bad, bad girl, and bad girls need a swift punishment.

      I know I shouldn’t, and that my brothers might get angry with me, yet something about this moment, here under the moon, drives me until I’m nothing more than a beast.

      A beast of legend. Of myth. Stalking his prey, his mate.

      Later, I can wonder when my shift in perspective occurred, but I’m sure it had everything to do with her stepping into my punch. She will never know that’s when I decided I will do everything to make her mine.

      She steps under a moonbeam, her eyebrow arching as she scans the surrounding forest. “I can feel you.”

      I drop my head to the earth, following her with my eyes. If I were a true adversary, I could kill her here and now. She makes it so easy by stepping into the light. Her skin pebbles in the cold as she clutches her bundle of clothing to her chest, hiding her torso from my curious eyes.

      She grinds her teeth before she turns and saunters away.

      I almost give up my location as the round, thick globes of her ass sway.

      Yet my beast remains in control, not the man, and he wants to punish his mate for running away. Staying in the crouch, I creep forward, making no sound as my mate marches through the forest with angry stomps. Her ass jiggles with each step she takes, almost distracting me.

      She should know better.

      I pause. Oh fuck. She knows better.

      I roll out of the way just in time, shifting as I do. A second longer, and I would have a dagger in my head. She didn’t hold back from attacking me, and damn if that doesn’t turn me on even more.

      “I told you I can feel you,” she says, her voice soft and carried by the wind a moment before she lands on top of me, which would be sexy if she wasn’t trying to strangle me as well.

      Breaking her hold, I throw her over my body so she lands softly in the dirt before I straddle her and pin her arms to her side. “I feel you,” I parrot back to her, her skin cold against my own, but her green eyes hold a murderous glint to them and not the lust I feel. “You should have stayed, Kendall.”

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” She tries to knee me in the groin, so I sit on her legs, which is the wrong thing to do because I shift my weight just enough for her to headbutt me.

      Blood spurts from my nose as her forehead connects with it, the bridge breaking with a crunch. I fling myself backwards and shift as I do, darting into the brush. The bleeding slows to a stop, and I hop into another bush to hide my scent.

      “I didn’t take you as a coward, Seth,” she yells to the forest. “I didn’t take you for a runner.”

      Is she serious? I don’t fucking move, though my muscles bunch with the desire to do just that. How dare she accuse me of doing the very thing she does?

      “Come out, come out, my prince,” she taunts while moving around the brush.

      I shift behind a tree and yell, “You’re the one who loves to run. I believe that’s an abandonment issue.”

      She growls a full-blown monstrous growl, telling the forest this woman isn’t at all a woman but a dangerous myth. It’s also sexy as hell.

      “I don’t have—” She catches herself before she continues, because we both know it’s true.

      “Why don’t you tell me why you ran?”

      “Why don’t you go fuck off?”

      “You forgot your goat.”

      She pauses. “I know.”

      “Cael will eat her.”

      “Barrett won’t allow it.”

      “Denial isn’t a good look on you.”

      “Pride isn’t a good look on you.”

      “Why’d you run, Kendall?” I move to another tree as she stalks toward me. When did I become the prey?

      Fuck it, I scale a tree as silently as I can.

      “Why’d you follow, Seth? I thought I’d never compare to your precious Esmerelda.” Is that jealousy in her tone? I believe it is.

      “Jealousy looks good on you,” I whisper.

      She hears me, as I expected her to. “Cunning looks good on you.”

      “Forget princess.” I jump up to a higher branch and launch myself to the next tree. “I’m calling you roadrunner,” I say as I catch myself on a thicker branch. The tree rustles slightly as I catch my breath.

      “Seth!” she yells once more, uncaring that she’s giving away her location.

      “We need to have a chat about your self-preservation skills,” I mutter but look out over the forest, just in case someone heard her.

      “It’s just us out here, Seth. No one is looking for us right now.” Kendall moves beneath the trees, not once looking up until she stands beneath me. “Found you.”

      “Why’d you run?”

      In answer, she pulls her scythe from the ether. The blade lights up with flames as she twirls it. Her smile turns malicious as she strikes at the tree with a single swipe, her body not feeling the push back of the tree as she severs it.

      “Fuck, woman!” I don’t even have time to fling myself to another tree before the great pine buckles and falls. Taking a chance, I fling my body backwards, spinning in midair. My foot lands on another tree, slapping it far too fast, and it cracks, the pain of the fracture zinging up my spine.

      Dammit. That makes two broken bones in under an hour. She really isn’t holding back on me. I regret holding back on her earlier.

      Knowing I’m probably going to break something, I prepare myself to land. Despite the tall tales, my bones are no stronger than anyone else’s—i.e. a mortal’s. They will break when falling from great heights.

      I land in a crouch, my knee cracking against the earth as I slap my palms to the ground. Without thinking, I roll out of the way just as Kendall’s blade sings through the air.

      I throw her words right back at her. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were enjoying this.”

      “And if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re hard.” She points at my erection with the tip of her scythe.

      I cover my dick with my hands and chuckle. Dammit, she keeps trying to kill me, and I just like her more and more for it. “Are you wet, princess?”

      “What happened to roadrunner?” She circles me, once more acting the part of the predator.

      “I prefer princess.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You aren’t a kitten like Cael calls you.” She raises her brows at that, and I decide to push her and see just what it will take for her to stab me again. Though I hate being stabbed, I almost yearn for her to strike at me. “You would never bend over and submit that perky little ass, but you are a princess. You might do everything for yourself, but you love to be pampered.”

      “And you want to get stabbed again.” She tries to jab the sharp end into my stomach. “Will you remove the blade this time?”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t that blade kill upon impact?” I’m hardly ever wrong.

      Her smile chills me to the bone. There’s no way she’s serious right now. “Fuck off, Seth.”

      “Why’d you run, Kendall?”

      “Why can’t you just let it go?”

      “I won’t let it go.” I drop my hands and meet her gaze, silently telling her I’ll never let her go.

      “That’s the problem, Seth. You need to let me go.”

      “Give me one good reason.”

      “No.” She turns away from me, her scythe vanishing. She’s going to keep running, and she won’t stop, not this time. If I let her go, I’ll never see her again.

      I can’t let that happen. My feet move just as snow falls from the sky, the flakes fat as they land and melt on my hot flesh. “No,” I say as I grip her arm and spin her around.

      “Seth, don’t make this harder than it needs to be.” All the fight leaves her as she stares up at me, her naked skin tempting to my eyes. I want more than her flesh though. I want her mind, her heart, and I won’t stop until I have all of her.

      “Why’d you run?” I punctuate each word. Large flakes land on her body, and she makes no move to brush them away.

      “Seth—”

      I cut her off. “Kendall, if you truly wanted to leave, you would have hidden your tracks and you’d be gone by now.” I believe that more than anything. She wanted me to find her. Despite her species, Kendall wanted us to find her. “You wanted me to find you, so I ask again, why did you run?”

      “You don’t deserve this, Seth!” she yells, and for once her walls fall and shatter for just a moment. “You don’t deserve assassins and a mate who can’t even allow you to have her completely, not really.”

      I cup her face and exhale slowly. “Kendall—”

      “No, you don’t get it.” She rips out of my hold. “I’ll never be free of them. I made a soul contract.”

      “I know.”

      She pauses. “You know? How?”

      “I can smell it on you.”

      “What?” She blinks with shock. “Impossible, no one knows this.”

      “You are our mate, Kendall. Did you think the Fates wouldn’t allow us to know if you have any other soul ties?”

      “You can see?” She takes a step back, her back thudding into a tree. “You can smell?”

      “The goddesses on you? Yes.” I don’t move because fear flickers in her eyes. “You ran because you thought we wouldn’t want you because of a soul contract?”

      “I’ll never be yours, not completely.”

      “You want us,” I say, realizing it in that moment. She didn’t run because she didn’t want us. She ran because she not only wants us, but she doesn’t know how to handle that and keep us safe.

      “Seth.” My name sounds sweet on her lips, except she runs—again.

      “Abandonment issues, Kendall!” I yell, but this time I don’t wait, and I chase right after her. She doesn’t want me to catch up to her as she darts through the trees, her naked flesh reflecting the moonlight here and there, giving me precious clues to her location.

      I use the power I reserve for predators I know I can’t fight off, or for sassy mates who think they are better off alone. I clench my muscles and dart through the trees, ending up ahead of her. I throw myself in her path, not holding back but giving it all I’ve got. Giving her all I’ve got.

      Our bodies slam together, and once more, I land on top of her.

      I don’t cushion her fall, and I don’t soften my hold on her. Instead, I glare at her, because how fucking dare she run away.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, princess.” I pin her arms to her sides and settle my weight so she won’t get away this time. “You don’t get to decide what I do and don’t deserve. The Fates sent you to us, and I’ll be dammed if I’m stupid enough to let that go.”

      “Seth—”

      I shut her up with a kiss that I don’t know if she will return.

      To my surprise, she meets me stroke for fucking stroke. Her breasts press against my chest with each breath, her hard nipples hardening against me. She tries to tilt her head to deepen the kiss, but I refuse to give her an inch of dominance. Our kiss turns sloppy, wet, and full of uncontrolled desire.

      I want more.

      “Fuck me, Seth,” she demands.

      “Are you wet, princess?”

      She bites my lip, pulling down until blood spills on her lips, staining them red. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”

      I pull back. Her arousal scents the air as snow falls faster all around us, blanketing the ground. Knowing what I want, what I need, I flip her over and press her chest into the ground as I lift her ass in the air.

      Her thick, sexy globes wiggle beneath me as I reach out and swipe a finger through her folds, pressing it into her wet pussy.

      “I’m not about to go easy on you, princess.”

      “If I wanted easy,” she says over her shoulder, “I’d have stayed in the cabin and walked out of the bathroom naked.”

      She moves to get up, and I snatch her back to my chest, holding her with my arm. I bite her ear, enjoying the way she trembles beneath my fingers.

      “Get ready,” I whisper.

      “You’re all talk, Seth, and not enough fucking.”

      I push her into the snowy dirt and grip my cock, my knot heavy at the base and sensitive to the touch. With one hand on her lower back and the other on the length of my dick, I line up and slide my tip through her folds as I glide it in.

      “Stop teasing me, Seth.” Her fists crunch the twigs, snow, and dead leaves, and she wiggles her body, teasing me with the wet promise of her pussy.

      “Never,” I vow and slam my dick into her heat. My knot, needy and hot, rests against the opening of her pussy. It’d be so easy to press it inside of her. Her body already knows what it wants by adjusting for me.

      Not yet. I pull out and slam into her again. The tips of my fingers dig into her ass as I control her movement. Slick spills over my cock as I retreat and thrust inside her again. I shiver, and a primal need to fuck her until my knot slips inside her wet cunt takes over.

      Not. Yet.

      I hang on to the thought that she isn’t ready by a fraying thread, except my wanton mate growls, “I want all of you, Seth. Give it to me.”

      I thrust, and Kendall pushes back, creating the perfect storm of bliss. My knot slips inside her, locking us in place, and pleasure unlike anything I’ve ever felt ricochets through me.
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      He didn’t…

      There is no fucking way he went through with it.

      “Question.” Cael holds up a finger and twirls it in a circle. “Can we eat their rat shares?”

      “That’s what concerns you right now?” Is he kidding me?

      “To be honest?” Cael blinks at me with an innocence I know he doesn’t possess. “Yes.”

      “He just—” I screech, which doesn’t sound right on me because my voice is pretty deep.

      “Knotted her, yes. I felt that too.” Cael stares at the rat, which is thoroughly cooked at this point.

      “Just eat it!”

      “Oh, thank Hades.” He grips the rat with both hands, uncaring of the flames that licks at his hands. It won’t burn him. Fire doesn’t bother us. “Why are you angry?” he asks just before he takes a big bite of the rat.

      “I thought…” Coughing, I turn around, stalk across the cabin, and look through the cabinets. I don’t even know what I’m looking for until I find juice hidden in the back of a cabinet. It isn’t the right color as Kendall’s grape, but I chug it anyway.

      “That she didn’t want us?” Cael supplies with a full mouth, uncaring that he’s spitting all over the place. “She wants us.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I say over my shoulder, not quite willing to accept his thoughts just yet.

      “Brother.” Cael groans. “Check the link. He slid inside her like a pro baseball player.”

      “You’ve never watched baseball.”

      “I sure as fuck did.”

      “When?”

      “When I conned Artemis into cable television discs.”

      “You’ve been watching television? In hell?”

      “Underworld.” He bites into the rat again. “But yes. Artemis brought me something called a DVD. I’ve become partial to baseball and The Bachelor.”

      “I hate you,” I scoff, but it’s full of amusement. “She accepted his knot?”

      “Can’t you feel her?” Cael’s eyes gleam with a light that should terrify me. “Wet like a slip and slide. He knotted her right.” He nods, ripping through his snack.

      “How would you know? You’ve never knotted a female.” I turn around and lean against the counter, my arms crossed.

      “I’ve been practicing.” Cael looks up from gnawing on the rat. “You want in on this?”

      “No.” I don’t want to know. I don’t even want to ask, but dammit, he can’t lead with that and not explain. I’m going to regret this and I know it. “How have you been practicing?” I ask with so much caution that I’m not even sure he can hear me.

      “You sure you want to know?” Cael looks up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. In so many ways, we are all still beasts in a mortal land.

      “No.”

      “I’m going to tell you, but only because you really want to know.”

      I regret this. “Know what? I don’t want to know anymore.”

      “So you remember Vanessa’s friend Pepper?” He pauses in his rat consumption.

      “Yes, she helped Seth find the information on Kendall.” I frown, trying to recall if I met her in the flesh. No, not officially. “When did you meet her?”

      “Oh, that, she helped Artemis set up my Nintendo.”

      “What’s—” I shake my head. “Can you just tell me so I can move on with my life and shut out Seth railing Kendall?”

      “Yep.” He pops the word and draws out the moment by taking another bite of his rat. “Pepper sells sex toys.”

      “Yeah, I’m out.” I push off the counter, intent on taking an ice-cold bath.

      “There are these devices that mortal men use called a stroker.” He shakes his head. “No, that’s not right. Sleeve, yes, that’s right.”

      “Please stop.” I rub my temples. “I don’t want to hear about this toy.” A toy that doesn’t sound like a toy.

      “No can do. So Pepper asked if I had a knot. I told her I did in theory. She and Artemis flash danced their way back to Earth then came back to the Underworld, and she threw this package at me. Said she was testing out a new product for shifters.” He wags his brow. “It’s a sleeve.”

      “Please don’t.” How many times must I beg before he shuts the fuck up?

      “A sleeve is this little jelly device that feels like a vagina.” Why does he feel the need to punctuate each word? Why? “If you have a dick, you slide it into that little device and pump away.”

      “Kill me now.”

      “So Pepper gave me one, only this one is for shifters.” Cael stands and gestures to his crotch, moving his hands all around as he mimics using this sleeve. “When I popped a knot, she said I could use the sleeve to practice. She… It magically locks me in and mimics—”

      “I’m going to cut you off right there.” The details… Hades, the details…

      “She gave me three.”

      “Cael, don’t.”

      “I couldn’t actually bring them all with me, but I’m sure I can reach into the ether pocket I have and pull them out.”

      “You have an ether pocket?” My headache blossoms into a migraine.

      “Do you want the toy or not?”

      I groan as the link to Seth strengthens. I can almost feel Kendall wrapped around me. “Just give me the damn thing.”

      “I thought you might say that.” Cael smiles mischievously, pulls the damn sleeve from thin air, and tosses it at me.

      I catch it one-handed and almost drop it because it’s squishy and slick. I hope he didn’t use this one.

      Fuck it, I stomp to the bathroom and slam the door.

      Time to take care of business.
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      Rat devoured. Stomach satisfied.

      Brothers are gone, getting their dicking on.

      It’s time for me to take care of this stiff, blood-filled flesh noodle.

      Fuck Seth for knotting our girl first. It doesn’t mean I won’t tap into his brain and get a feel for it while I practice with my squishy, masturbation toy.

      I won’t last long. Good thing I’m practicing. When I finally slide into Kendall’s wet cunt, I will outlast all her other lovers, including my brothers.
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      Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.

      “Seth.” Panic bursts out of me and adrenaline coats my tongue.

      “What’s wrong?” Seth freezes, his forehead resting against my neck, his hot breath spilling over my skin.

      “Did you just…” He did. I already know the answer to my question. I can feel him locked inside of me, my body pulsing around him as though it knew exactly what to do.

      Which is impossible.

      “Princess?” Seth hesitates. He can’t move, his cock won’t budge. I can feel it as I slide forward and he follows.

      “You knotted me,” I mumble, speaking the words into the dirt and snow, the frozen flakes dusting my back and chilling my overheated skin.

      “Oh no.”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh no.”

      “We already went over this.”

      “I didn’t…”

      “You did.”

      “What do I do?” He squeaks a little and pulls out ever so slightly before pausing, his groan filling the air around us.

      Gasping at the sensation of being so full I ache, I tell him the only logical action we have right now. “Fuck me, Seth.”

      “That’s how I ended up knotting you!” His hands flex against my hips before his fingers dig into my skin. His own hips move in brief pulses, hitting everything inside of me just right.

      “Seth.” I mewl into the dirt, the moment raw and gritty and oh so fucking perfect.

      I’m not mad at him, because he wasn’t wrong.

      I ran to get caught.

      I fought with him because it turned me on.

      I remained naked to get fucked.

      His knot slammed against my opening and I pushed back.

      I push back.

      “Dammit, princess.” Seth folds over my body, gripping my hair and tilting my head toward him. “I need to hear you say it, Kendall.”

      “Fuck me, Seth.”

      “You know that isn’t what I want.”

      I feel the mood shift the moment he accepts this fate. No, we didn’t talk about locking, about binding ourselves to each other for the rest of our lives, yet he melts over me, flexing his hips with small pulses. The tip of his dick hits parts of me I didn’t know would feel good, and his knot rubs against my G-spot, foreign territory no man has hit before.

      After all, lycans don’t have knots.

      “You need to tell me what you want.” His hand flexes in my hair as I speak, and his lips rest against mine before he bites down, drawing blood.

      “Tell me you want this.” He moans into my mouth.

      Swallowing each of his gasps, I bite back, reminding him I’m not a weak maiden. “I want this, Seth.”

      Pausing, he looks into my soul, his body trembling with the severity of the moment. “You can’t go back. You can’t run.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. He is right. I can’t undo this moment. For him, his knot is forever. For me, it’s my biting mark. “I’m tired of running alone,” I whisper against his lips, giving into him. Into fate.

      “You’re ours, Kendall.” Seth slams his hips into me with as much force as he’s able, rutting me into the earth. “Ours.”

      The truth is, I don’t want to come back from this moment. I’ve been fighting alone for so long, loneliness became my best and only friend.

      I press back into Seth and close my eyes, letting go of all my fears and reservations, accepting him, accepting them.

      I turn into his lips, demanding he kiss me.

      Seth doesn’t hold back, devouring my mouth the way his eyes devour me when he looks at me with a passion and devotion that only his brothers can match. His tongue tangles with mine the same way he fights, with his complete attention. Each stroke of his tongue is deliberate and thought out.

      Pulling back, he stares at me and begins a slow grind.

      Every encounter aside from Barrett was a quick fuck in an alley just to satisfy a need I couldn’t control. Quick and furious, every orgasm was pulled from me just to get it over with. No passion, no emotions, just two bodies seeking relief from the world.

      This? This is so much more. Seth stares at me as though he’s memorizing every inch of my face. His body hovers over mine as he thrusts slowly, his knot only allowing slight movements.

      Pleasure explodes through my body as my mind settles into the moment. Each thrust rubs in a way that I’ve never felt before, filling me in a way I can never go back from.

      Seth is about to become an addiction—an addiction that comes in threes.

      “I wish you could see yourself right now.” He grinds into me as one of his hands slides down my body, pausing at my breast where his thumb moves in a lazy circle.

      “I don’t…” I can’t even talk.

      The way he rolls above me, moving his body in such a way that hits every single erogenous zone…

      “Just feel me,” he whispers against my lips.

      I knew Barrett would be soft and gentle for the first time, allowing me to take the reins. From his eyes, though, and the intense way he held me, I knew he held back, wanting to drive into me hard and fast.

      I know Cael will be explosive, something I can’t wait to experience.

      But Seth… I didn’t know how he’d be, but I didn’t expect soft and gentle. I sure as hell didn’t expect fast and hard. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure what I expected from him. Perhaps a combination of both, which is exactly what I’m getting now.

      “You’re still thinking, princess,” he whispers against my neck, moving the hair off the skin there as he presses small kisses along my hairline.

      “I can’t help it.” Even though he’s doing his best to drive all thought from my mind.

      “You never let yourself go, do you?” He groans as my body clenches down on him. “Princess, we have nowhere to be other than right here.”

      “I am letting go.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Shut the fuck up and listen to me, princess.” He pinches my nipple. “That right there. The way you clench down on me when I do this…” He twists my nipple again, his cock jerking inside me. I swear he swells even more. “Let go, Kendall.”

      “I’ve given you so much. Why can’t you just fuck me and let it go?”

      “I want you delirious.”

      “I am delirious,” I argue just as he pinches my nipple again.

      My hips slam back into him, and my pussy floods with fluids that drip down my legs.

      “Not delirious enough,” he whispers. “I’d have preferred to knot you in a bed with sheets and maybe straps that tie your arms above your head.” He ruts into me with slow, steady pulses. Sweat drips onto my back as he holds himself above me.

      “How are you not delirious?” I want to drive him insane.

      “This isn’t about me right now, Kendall.” Thrust. “Now shut the fuck up and feel.”

      I hide a giggle that turns into a gasp as he lifts me up to straddle his thighs, my back glued to his front. My pussy clenches down on him.

      “That’s better.” He nips my neck, sliding his palms up my body before he pushes my arms out of the way. “Up.”

      I lift my arms and link my hands behind his head.

      “Good girl,” he praises with a quick thrust. “You like it when I call you that, don’t you, good girl?” Dammit, my body clamps down on him. “Is that it? Is that how I get you to let go?”

      “What?” I gasp as his fingers brush my nipples. His body rolls against mine, mimicking the way he teases my sensitive buds.

      He’s getting what he wants. I’m mindless with only thoughts of him. I struggle to remain coherent. I won’t give in.

      “Is that how I shatter your walls and make you lose control?” Thrust. Pinch. Bite. “Princess, keep clenching down on my cock like that and you’ll milk that first orgasm from me.”

      “First?” One hand continues to play with my nipples while the other slides down my body. His calluses rasp over my smooth skin, the abrasive sensation making me push back into him.

      “First, yes.” His fingers slide between my folds, where he gathers the liquid flowing from me. “Did you think this would be all of five minutes? Oh no, princess, my cock will stay inside of you for hours.”

      “How…” I lick my lips as his finger slides over my clit.

      “Losing the ability to think.” He presses his fingers against my clit, giving it the perfect amount of pressure, but not enough friction. “Good girl.”

      Moaning, I drop my head back. Why is that so hot? Why do I clench down each time he says it with that rumbling timbre?

      “So close.” He nips my neck, pressing his hips into me from behind. “I feel your heat wrapping around me and your walls vibrating with arousal.” He releases my clit, spreading his fingers as he massages it from the sides.

      My breath whooshes out of me, my body tensing.

      “Not yet, princess.” He licks the side of my neck and pinches my nipple until pain spears through me. I clamp down on him even more. “You feel so fucking good, squeezing me. Your body responding to every touch.”

      “Seth.” I try to wiggle and move his fingers, but his arm bands around me, holding me still. My heart rate picks up, and he just licks my neck again, right over my pulse point.

      I turn my head, stealing a kiss. Our lips sink into each other, molding together as he continues to tease my body and draw out the pleasure.

      He wanted me mindless.

      Two can play that game. I’ll just fucking bite him. I burrow my nose into his neck, stretching my own backwards as my canines lengthen.

      “I know what you’re doing.” This asshole pinches my clit and presses his body firmly against mine.

      I’m trapped by him mind, body, and soul.

      This time I’m not fucking running. “Seth.” No, I’m fucking begging. “I need…”

      “You want to come for me, princess?” He lets go of my clit, trailing his finger up my body so he can swirl my fluids around my nipple, his grip on my neck tightening.

      “Yes,” I whisper, my vision blurring. My pussy clenches on him, and dammit, I know he’s swelling, filling me further. His hips slow their thrusts, his movement restricted.

      “You want to bite me, don’t you?” He chuckles as he holds me firmer, not letting me go, not budging. “Then bite me, princess. Mark me and make me yours.”

      I turn my head and lick his salty skin. His unique flavor explodes over my tongue, and that’s when my mind blanks. It’s as though his taste is the point of no return. I lap at his skin as his body rolls over me like a gentle wave. My body grips him tightly as my arousal and desire rises to a peak.

      “Seth.” I mewl, my canines scraping along his throat.

      “I know, princess.” He turns his head to the side, giving me better access, releasing my nipple to move back to my clit, his fingers circling the swollen nub. “Feel. Just fucking feel me.”

      There’s nothing else I can even imagine doing in this moment. He steals all my thoughts with his taste, touch, and scent. My body melts into his, my every muscle clenching.

      “There it is.” He groans as though he can feel the second I release all control over him. His fingers swipe against my clit, teasing and pinching, driving me mindless. “Come for me, Kendall. Shatter around me, bite me, and fucking mark me.”

      I turn my head as far as I can and clamp down on his throat. My orgasm rushes through me as my vision swims.

      Every nerve in my body explodes with pleasure. Our moans mingle in the night, echoing off the trees only to bounce back at us, our pleasure the solitary song in the woods.

      Through it all, Seth holds me tight as his own pleasure rolls through him, making him pulse inside me, trapping his cum in my body. His knot rubs against my G-spot, and my vision dances.

      I release my bite, his blood dripping from my lips.

      The bond snaps into place between us, forever binding us together, and in that moment, there is nothing I want more.

      We collapse onto the snow covered earth, Seth’s body pulsing around mine.

      Panting, I hold his arm to my neck. “Don’t let go,” I tell him, feeling exposed and vulnerable. My life doesn’t just have a price tag, but an expiration date, and I just bound us together for eternity.

      “Never,” he whispers against my neck. “Don’t overthink it. Have faith in the Fates.”

      I nod, not quite believing him but wanting to.

      Then he moves again. The swelling decreases slightly, but our bodies are still locked together. Lifting my leg, he places it gently against his own, and then his fingers dip between my legs where he massages my clit again.

      “Feel me, Kendall. Feel us, our bond.” He moans against my neck as he thrusts. “Forget about the world for a moment and just exist.”

      Not having anywhere else to be and unable to move, I fall into his trap again, allowing myself to be his prey as his hands roam over my body, driving me to a peak once more.

      This time my orgasm rolls through me gently as he keeps thrusting, his moans driving me higher, and my need for him grows.

      “Again,” he demands, his voice guttural as he commands my body.

      Over and over, he destroys me on the snowy path. My thoughts slip from my consciousness until he breaks me down to nothing more than pleasure and bliss.

      When his knot finally releases, he rolls me over and begins again until the sun rises over the horizon and we pass out from exhaustion.
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      Once again, I slowly pull away from a deep, dreamless slumber. My body aches in all the right ways as I stretch my arms above me, the bed dipping with shifting weight.

      “I distinctly remember passing out in the forest,” I murmur as I blink my eyes open and brush the sleep from their corners.

      Cael’s unwavering gaze spears me as he lies with his head propped on a hand, his body naked from the waist up and, I assume, from the waist down as well, though the sheet does a damn good job of hiding what I’m most curious about.

      “You did.” He smiles before continuing, “Saving the best for last?”

      A surprised laugh spills out of me, startling me. I roll to the side, leaning into him and his warmth.

      “That depends,” I tell him, making no move to kiss him.

      “On what?” A heated palm slides to my waist, where his fingers sink into my flesh.

      “Did you eat the rat?”

      He rolls onto his back, vibrating with irritation as he flings an arm over his eyes. “Sustenance, Kitty Kat, sustenance. I must eat the meat to survive. I need all the protein and none of the fluff.”

      “I bet you’d love fluff,” I tease.

      “There’s actually fluff?” Interest sparks in his gaze.

      “Marshamallowy goodness.”

      “Stop fucking with him and get out of bed.” Seth throws clothes at my head before settling at the foot of the mattress.

      “Where’s Barrett?” I glance around the room, and for a moment, I fear he left me because I ran.

      “Right here.” The door swings open, and in his arms is Snow, my sweet little baby goat.

      “Stop right there.” I hold up a finger. “Sniff the beast.”

      “Sniff the beast?” Barrett hides his smile behind her fur, but I’m dead serious.

      “Sniff the goat.”

      “How did you go from protecting that thing with your life to being suspicious?” Seth pinches my big toe, and I pull it back as goosebumps break out all over my body—and not the fun kind of goosebumps.

      “No touching the toes.”

      “I’m saving that for later.” He winks before standing and heading toward the row of cabinets.

      “You broke him,” Cael whispers in my ear.

      “I did no such thing.” I glance at the humming Seth and wonder if I did indeed break him just a little.

      “He’s in a good mood. You broke him,” Cael insists.

      “Why am I sniffing the goat?” Barrett steps up to the bed, his nose buried in the goat.

      I sit up, and the sheet falls around my waist.

      “Kitty Kat, unless that pussy is on the breakfast table, I’m going to need you to put all the goods away.” Cael reaches for my nipple, and I lightly slap his hand while pulling the sheet up. “Didn’t think so.” He groans and falls back to the bed.

      “I don’t think it’s a goat,” I grumble while pulling a shirt over my head. The scent of mold assails my senses, and I wince a little, but beggars can’t be choosers right now.

      “You loved this thing.” Cael pokes at Snow. “Does that mean I can eat it?”

      “No.” I glance at Barrett. “Did you sniff her?”

      “Smells like goat to me.” He crosses his arms and glares at the baby goat. “Definitely a goat.”

      I hum under my breath, unconvinced, as said goat smiles a little and chuffs. That baby goat has too much personality. Seth walks back to the bed with a small container in his hands, stealing my attention.

      “What do you have there?”

      “Grape juice.” Dammit, his smile makes my day. I really broke him a little.

      “Gimmie.” I snatch it out of his hands and rip it open, chugging half the contents before I realize what a savage I’m being and wiping my mouth. “Thank you.”

      “What is it with the grape juice?” Seth grabs one for himself and tears the cap off before taking a tentative sip.

      “It’s delicious for one.” I observe him, hoping he will love something I love too.

      Which makes me a lovesick fool and not the badass assassin I am. This is what happens when a bitch finds her mate. She turns into a pheromone provoked serial fucker.

      “It’s good.” Seth shrugs and hands the bottle off to Barrett, who sniffs it and sneers, “This smells like sweet mead.”

      “You aren’t wrong.” Except for the alcohol content.

      “I bet I’ll love it,” Cael teases, snatching the bottle from Barrett. He sips the juice and smiles at me while moaning like a drama queen.

      “You are all full of shit and messing with me.” I steal his bottle and finish that one and my own. The sugar rushes through my system, giving me a boost of energy that coffee wants to be when it grows up.

      Nothing compares to grape juice, and I will die on that hill.

      Cael breaks first. “It really is like oversweet mead.” He gags a little.

      “I’m sorry, Kendall.” Barrett shudders. “How can you drink that?”

      “It’s delicious.” I pout, looking at Seth.

      “I don’t hate it.” Except the crinkle in his eyes tells me all I need to know.

      “You three lied.” I shake my head, my stomach growling with hunger.

      “We want to like it, we just don’t,” Barrett says softly. “You lied too, Kendall.”

      “We’re doing this right now?” I flop back to the pillow and scrunch up my face as I hide my eyes behind my forearm. “I know.”

      I can’t look at them, because looking means I need to face the past and acknowledge that it still exists in my present, if only because of the wounds that won’t heal.

      “Why don’t we play a game?” Cael suggests.

      I peek at him beneath the crook of my elbow.

      “I’m listening,” I hedge, deciding there is far too much sugar jumping through me to sit still as I roll out of bed, the shirt hitting just below the crease of my ass.

      “Tit for tat.” Cael smiles as I rifle through the cabinets.

      “That doesn’t mean what you think it means,” I tell him.

      “It means you tell a truth and I tell a truth.” Cael grins like he ate a goat. Luckily, he just sits there with my baby goat in his lap. Snow shifts her head from person to person, taking everything in.

      “I believe the game is two truths and a lie.” I find a cabinet full of dried foods such as Oreos. “Score.” I grab the entire package and jump back into bed while the guys surround me.

      There might be assassins on my ass, but here, I can almost pretend that this is the life I could have had as a pampered pack princess.

      I’m no princess, despite what Seth says. I’m a killer, and that will never change, no matter what illusion I drape over myself.

      I hold on a little longer to this pretend safety. “Want one?” I shove an Oreo into my mouth,  the guys’ large frames dipping the bed as they sit.

      “Truth.” Cael snatches a cookie and takes a careful bite.

      “I already hate it.” Seth grabs one and bites down, his nostrils flaring.

      Barrett doesn’t even grab one and instead zeros in on me. “Speak.”

      “So demanding,” I grumble as I swallow my cookie, wishing I had more juice to wash it down with. “Fine. I’ll answer one question if you three answer one question.”

      “Done.” Seth grimaces as he swallows the last of the cookie. “Why is everything on Earth so sweet?”

      “It’s just this country.” I nibble on another cookie, waiting for the question to drop.

      “Go ahead, ask me anything.” Cael pinches my leg, then makes a grab for another cookie. At least one of them likes my cookies.

      “I didn’t realize I was asking first,” I say, though a sigh of relief escapes my lungs. “Alright. Let’s start at the beginning.”

      Barrett leans back on his elbows, nodding. “As will we.”

      “You are triplets?” I realize the mistake as it spills out of my mouth. I need to ask better questions.

      “Yes,” Cael replies. “My turn.”

      “Oh, come on,” I scoff with a smile as I grab another cookie.

      “I’ll go easy on you.” Cael runs a hand under the sheet and rests it on my thigh. “You’re a twin?”

      “You went easy on me.” Why does that make me want to kiss him? “Yes.” Preening, I carry on, “My turn.” They sit in silence as they wait for me to ask my question, but it doesn’t come easy to me. There are so many things I want to know about these men that I can’t just narrow it down. There is one I’m curious about though. “Okay, so Cerberus is your animal form when you combine for a shift. Why triplets and not one big guy?”

      “Complaining?” Barrett teases, surprising me. “We get asked that a lot.”

      “By our sister, who doesn’t shut up,” Seth grumbles, but there’s a twinkle in his eyes.

      “You love your sister.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “She’s…” He shakes a finger at me. “Can be your next question.”

      “I have a theory, but when it comes to the gods, there is no right answer,” Barrett continues as though there were no interruptions. “Hydra shifts to one person, Chimera as well, and each of their forms has multiple heads. Vanessa is but one dragon. I theorize that when they were born, they only had one head and grew the rest.”

      “We were born deformed,” Cael states, and it’s so blasé that it hurts me that he sees himself that way.

      “My turn,” Barrett declares, cutting him off, and I’m a little irritated he doesn’t explain more. “What happened to you that made you run as a child?”

      “Diving into the thick of it, aren’t you?” I nibble on another cookie as my stomach flares with nerves I’m not sure how to tame, but Cael’s steady hand on my thigh gives me strength. “The lycan council we called family murdered our parents.” I blow out a breath, determined to give them a little more context. “They didn’t know I existed. They told the council they had identical twin boys and one died. I spent my life growing up in Kade’s shadow as they trained him to take over, hoping one day I’d live a life of freedom. That never happened. We watched the council murder them, and we ran.”

      “They hid you from the world?” Seth pauses, horror on his face.

      “My question,” I tease him. “But yes. Lycan females…” I trail off, shaking my head. “Tell me about Vanessa.” I know Vanessa. I’ve met her in the past and spent time with the dragoness herself. She’s as crazy as she is weird, though I suspect her crazy stems more from the cards the Fates dealt her than anything else.

      “She’s the only one of our sisters who saved us.” Cael picks at a thread on the sheet.

      “Chimera died at the hands of our father in an effort for him to raise Vanessa’s mother,” Seth tacks on.

      I nod, even though I knew this.

      “Hydra was in hiding,” Barrett reminds Cael. “Typhon made it so not one of them could release us from the collars that kept us in the form of Cerberus, but Vanessa didn’t care. She saw us as her brothers. Not a dog, not a monster. She only saw us as siblings.”

      “It does something to you.” Cael looks up at me with his puppy dog eyes. “To feel that kind of love. To feel that pulsing bond snap into place. When we first saw her, it was like all the puzzle pieces of our past snapped into place. All the trials and hardships that came before just washed away when she hugged us and accepted us for who we are.”

      “She didn’t hesitate,” Seth adds, looking away as emotion overrides his senses.

      For a long moment, I sit there in silence, jealousy pumping through me until I realize they aren’t comparing me to Vanessa. I’m doing that all on my own. She felt that familial bond and went for it.

      I felt the mating bond and ran and ran again. I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Your turn.”

      “Why did your parents hide you?” Seth asks, returning to his original question.

      Sighing, I grab another cookie, this time twisting the two halves apart to lick the cream.

      “I didn’t know they did that.” Cael grabs a cookie and tries for himself.

      “Our parents didn’t want a girl. Not for the reasons you’d think though.” I cough, reminding myself that these three were in the form of Cerberus long before I was born, so they don’t know how far lycans fell. “The gods tasked our kind with protecting the humans from immortals. Instead, we opted for infighting and stealing mates. Girls became treasured items, not living, breathing souls. Our parents didn’t want that for me, so they pretended to lose a baby and raised me to fight.” Saying it out loud makes me realize just how little choice I had in my life’s path. “My turn. You said Hades raised you. What about your parents?”

      “Typhon is our father.” Seth looks away, yet this time the emotion isn’t due to love, it’s hatred. Abhorrence rolls off of him until it saturates the room with its bitter scent, stealing my breath.

      “They imprisoned the dragon in the void for a reason,” Barrett supplies. “He’s manipulative, condescending, and the direct heir to the Underworld. But he lost his chance at that crown, thank the Fates.”

      “He would visit us at the entrance to the Underworld and bring us tastes of the world, but he wouldn’t release us,” Seth adds.

      “We wouldn’t have left Hades anyway.” Cael rolls his hand. “Our mother, however, was not the mom type.”

      “Zeus threw us into the Underworld after our birth, and Hades raised us,” Barrett chimes in with anger in his voice. “That’s the answer you’re looking for.”

      “Which is kind of weird if you think about it now.” Cael taps his chin. “Our baby sister mated the god who played daddy to us. Is that incest?”

      “I hate you on every level right now.” Seth smacks his brother in the forehead.

      “Never say that again,” Barrett demands.

      I hide a laugh and wait for Seth to rebound and ask his question.

      “Alright, so piecing your past together” —Cael winks at me— “what happened after you and Kade ran?”

      “It was the two of us for a while.” I shrug. “Honestly, it was the best year of my life after our parents died. He did not hide me away like they did, instead teaching me how to survive and also enjoy life. Kade and I ran, yes, but along the way we went to the movies, ate in restaurants, and shopped. Up to that point, I’d never even worn a skirt. I didn’t know they existed. Then we reached our destination—a little cottage in the desert surrounded by dead things. Kade begged the mage living there to bind my wolf and hide my scent, my power, so I could live.” I nod more to myself than the guys because this story, my story, only grows grim from there.

      And they are blowing the tight lid of my past off.

      “Questions!” Cael grabs another cookie while squealing.

      “Alright.” I lick the cream out of my Oreo as I struggle to think of a question to ask. “Hades raised you. Did you grow up in the Underworld?”

      “We did,” Barrett answers. “Hades was there for our first shift into three obnoxious teenage boys who had bodies for the very first time.”

      “Hormones,” Cael adds. “That’s what he told us anyway.”

      “Wait, you didn’t shift until you were teens?” I ask.

      “I’ll let that question slide.” Barrett gives me a partial smile. “Yes. Three teen boys,” he repeats slowly, “in hell.”

      “What he’s trying to say is we shifted ready to fuck or fight.” Cael waggles his brows. “Sometimes both.”

      “Hades made us fight it out that first day.” Seth shudders at the memory.

      “What happened after Kade hid you?” Barrett inquires, as though he needs to understand my entire story.

      “He dropped me off at an orphanage.” I stack the pillow behind my back and lean into the squishy cotton, ready to settle in for a story time. I exhale all my fears about bringing this back to the surface and my worry that the guys will hate who I’ve become. These guys? They are mine. The half-moon scar resting along Seth’s neck shows it. “This was over sixty years ago, and orphanages weren’t like they are today. Today, there are foster families, and orphanages are unheard of.”

      “We have them in the Underworld,” Seth says. “Hades made us stay there for a week when we destroyed an entire wing of the castle.”

      “I’m coming back to that.” I point at him before I rush on, needing to dig up all these emotions and finally let them heal. “It was awful. I had to fight for everything I had—food, blankets, soap. The girls were mean and the men who ran the orphanage? I slept with a knife because they tried to enter my room at night. I was young, but all that training paid off.”

      “Did you kill them?” Cael asks in a very serious and deadly tone.

      “No.” I pat his hand in reassurance.

      “Detour,” he tells his brothers.

      “Cael,” I murmur his name softly, bringing him back from his rage. His eyes glow red. “This was a long time ago, and they were mortal. They are dead now.”

      “Are you sure?” He frowns, as though that fact doesn’t satisfy him.

      “Positive.” I move on, even though it’s now my turn to ask a question. “I didn’t stay there for long, and I lived on the streets after that.”

      “How old were you?” Barrett asks, his voice hesitant.

      “Fourteen.”

      “I’m going to kill your brother instead,” Cael states with assurance that he will do just that.

      “He was doing his best. He was still a child as well.” I hide my smile. “What would you have done if it were Vanessa?”

      “I’m answering that as your question,” Barrett negotiates. “I don’t know. Our sisters never needed us in the way you needed Kade.”

      I want to argue that, but the truth is, I needed Kade. I didn’t know about the world. Our parents homeschooled us and kept me hidden, which meant no interaction with the outside world, and since it was a long time ago and there was no social media, it was easier to hide.

      “But if it came down to it, I don’t think I would have left her,” Barrett finishes.

      “We aren’t the same as Kade,” Seth supplies. “We would have fought to keep her safe and hoped she could fight her own battles.”

      “Even at fourteen?” I press.

      “The truth is, Kitty Kat” —Cael’s hand slides up my thigh— “we can’t answer that. The only situation we’ve been in that required us to act as big brothers was when Vanessa went supernova because of uncontrolled emotions.”

      “Now, what happened after that?” Barrett presses.

      “I knew what I was. I remembered shifting only once, but I couldn’t access my wolf.” I smirk, and it’s a dangerous thing, full of knowledge of how the Fates shaped a deadly assassin early in life. “I could fight, so I did. I fought my way through a group of drug dealers just for a pillow to sleep on and a warm blanket. I stumbled across witches and mages, even shifters.”

      “Ask a question,” Cael cuts in.

      Laughter spills out of me as he breaks up my origin story that he was so interested in hearing. “Alright, so fuck or fight. How long did the fighting part last?”

      “Jealous, Kitty Kat?”

      “I’ll kill every past girlfriend with a smile on my face.”

      Cael turns to his brothers and stage-whispers, “That’s hot,” then he turns to me. “Can we fuck now?”

      “No.” Seth drags him away from me. “Yes, Kendall. We fucked our way through the furies and most of the castle staff.”

      Rage spreads through me, red and hot.

      “Oops.” Cael smirks before launching himself at me and kissing me for all I’m worth, dousing my jealousy and building a different kind of heat. Pulling back, he looks into my eyes. “Tell me more.”

      I push him off of me and turn to the others, ignoring my moment of weakness. “I killed the immortals who left women bleeding in alleyways or in emergency departments ripped to shreds. I hunted and killed them without an ounce of remorse, and worse? I fucking loved it.” I rearrange myself to sit against the pillows again as Cael curls up by my side. “That caught the ear of Hera.”

      “Hera?” Seth rears back.

      “Not where I thought this was going,” Cael remarks.

      “Alright, the game is over,” Barrett states, leaning forward. “I’ll tell you everything about our past if you tell us what you mean by that statement.”

      “Deal.” I grab another cookie and twist it apart. “Hera found me and brought me to Themis and Nemesis, dropping me off on their doorstep.” I shrug and throw my hands up.

      “I refuse. That is not the end.” Cael pinches my nipple.

      I smack his hand away with a laugh. “The hell?”

      “I need more,” he whines.

      “Themis and Nemesis have an orphanage of their own.” I groan at that. “Kind of. They have an academy?” I shake my head. “I don’t know if that is even the right term there. It was a school for assassins.”

      “I thought you were a mercenary?” Seth questions.

      “Semantics.” I brush it off, but the truth is I’m their only independent assassin, and I killed a lot of very bad immortals to gain that title. Themis and Nemesis soul bound me as their assassin, but they gifted me the ability to work for other gods—something the other assassins hate as they see me as a free agent. The problem is, they still own their souls. I don’t. “They slammed the door in my face,” I finish, though emotion clogs my throat at the notion that I might never own my own soul.

      “But you are soul bound to them,” Barrett says. “I can smell the binding on you.”

      “That’s weird, but yes.” I keep licking the cream from my cookie. “I just kept killing the bad guys.”

      “That’s it?” Cael asks in disbelief.

      “Until they noticed me,” I say with a smirk, though it’s a partial truth. The fact is, Hera got me through the gates. After that, they didn’t just notice me, they judged me, weighing my sins and determining if I held the precarious balance between good and evil.
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      The Fates work in ways that astound me. Here we are in this little cabin, without proper food, and we are on the run from creatures trying to kill our mate.

      Mate.

      I still can’t get over that word or the fact that she sits partially naked in bed, wearing an old shirt, while telling us about her life. I want her more than anything in this world.

      We just need to survive, and I’ve got an idea—one I’m not sure she’s going to fall for, but one I’m going to bring up nonetheless.

      Just not yet. I’m not sure it’s the right time.

      It may never be the right time.

      I’ll know.

      “I need more.” Cael rolls over, blinking up at Kendall, intrigue and fascination written across his face. Our insanely immature brother is falling head over heels for an assassin.

      Kendall never once talked down to Cael. Even though she ran, she speaks to him as though each word he utters matters, unlike us who get annoyed with him every time he opens his mouth.

      “There’s not much more to say.” She gasps, her pupils blowing out.

      “Cael.” Seth grabs his ankle and twists it, yet it only makes Cael laugh.

      “Hands,” I growl at him.

      Ever so slowly, he pulls his hand out of the sheet, while Kendall watches his every move. Once free, he holds up his fingers and slowly rubs his thumb against his pointer and middle fingers. “I thought it was only fair I got a taste.” Cael’s eyes flare with his innate power, the red brightening around his irises a moment before it softens.

      That’s when Kendall grabs his wrist, yanks his hand to her lips, and fucking licks his fingers.

      She didn’t. Seth groans through our link.

      She did. Fuck, it’s all I can say as I pace over to the kitchen counter to hide my erection. Do I slide it against the marble?

      I sure as fuck do.

      “Kitty Kat.” Cael rolls on top of her, thrusting his hips between her legs with the sheet dividing them. “Tricky, Kitty Kat.”

      “Cael.” Kendall moans.

      If they fuck, I’m watching. Seth turns to me, his eyes wide. Is that weird?

      I can’t even look at him because my own dick is about to burst. I don’t know, but I’ll watch with you.

      Cael chuckles before rolling off Kendall, who lies against the pillows, her face flushed. “Well, that solves that.” Cael lifts his hands, only to rest them behind his head.

      “That solves what?” Seth asks with a suspicious glare.

      “Whether you guys would take part in an orgy.” Cael smiles, and it’s that surfer boy smile that makes me want to hit him. “It might take some coaxing, but I think we can make it work.”

      “Oh, Fates.” Kendall closes her eyes, shifting her body as though she’s seeking friction.

      Cael, the bastard, rolls toward her, not touching but watching and talking. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Kitty Kat?”

      Kendall’s eyes fly open, her scent saturating the room.

      I’m going to need another cold bath. Or another round with that damn sleeve.

      There’s a stream close by, but it won’t help, Seth says, though he doesn’t move from his spot on the edge of the bed.

      I’m not even going to ask him how he knows. It’s obvious.

      “Smells like you might. How many knots can you take at once, I wonder?” Cael’s hand lands on her hip, and she hisses, her eyes glazing over with lust.

      “What?” she asks, but she licks her lips and her eyes dart to me, then Seth. She knows exactly what he’s talking about.

      “Don’t play coy,” Seth chimes in. How the hell did he find his voice?

      And how the hell did we go from having a runaway mate to planning an orgy in less than twelve hours?

      “I’m not,” she denies, shifting under the blanket, her fists clenching the sheets.

      “Allow me to explain.” Cael fingers the sheet, slowly lowering it down her body until he exposes the skin of her creamy stomach.

      “Don’t.” Seth moans, shifting in his seat.

      I swallow past the lump of desire in my throat. I should stop this and remind them we are on the run and not in a nest where it’s safe.

      We aren’t safe, but it doesn’t matter, not when Cael pulls the sheet down farther, exposing Kendall’s pussy.

      “Knees up.” Cael presses against her knees, and dammit, Kendall listens.

      She was not this compliant last night, Seth observes.

      Because it’s Cael touching her, I tell him. She’s had a connection with him from the start.

      I did too, Seth argues, his eyes glued to where Cael manipulates our mate.

      Shh, Cael tells us as he looks over, winking at us. The rat eating bastard.

      His finger slides down her pussy lips, making Kendall gasp and writhe.

      I’m about to free my cock, and I don’t want to free my cock. Seth fists the sheets, adjusting his body so he’s got a front row view of Kendall’s pussy. She’s dripping wet, and the sight of her makes my mouth water.

      “Now I believe the question was, how many knots can you take?” Cael’s finger slides down until the pad of his thumb pushes against her ass. “We know you can take one, but what about two?”

      Kendall grabs Cael’s hand. “Make me come, Cael.”

      “So demanding.”

      Kendall swivels her hips, hoping to get Cael to touch her clit, but he pulls his hand back with a laugh, making our devilish mate growl as though she’s possessed.

      A knock sounds at the door and we all freeze, knowing there shouldn’t be anyone at that door.

      No one move, I tell my brothers as I creep toward the door, making no sound across the floorboards.

      Kendall rolls out of the bed, drawing her scythe, the end blazing with an ethereal fire that dances up the wood. Her hair tumbles down her back in a complete mess as she scans the room for threats.

      “Damn, that’s hot,” Cael whispers, voicing what we are all thinking.

      I hold up a finger as I creep closer.

      The knob jangles.

      Kendall swirls her scythe.

      Seth stands and pulls on a pair of sweatpants.

      Cael? He lies there with a lazy smile on his face as he watches Kendall.

      The door creaks open.

      I grab the knob and swing the door open, ready to attack, only to find a woman with freckles dusting her face and upturned nose.

      “Smells like sex in here.” She waggles her purple eyebrows, propping her hands on her hips.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I question.

      “Pepper.” Kendall exhales a sigh of relief, her scythe vanishing from sight. “Why are you here?”

      “If I told you boredom, would you believe me?”

      “Not a chance.” Kendall smirks a little at her antics.

      “Fine.” She groans, stepping inside the cabin and closing the door.

      I don’t move, keeping my glower aimed at her.

      “Aww, it’s okay, big guy.” She leans in and pats my chest, but I tower over her. “I know your sister, Vanessa, and your brother there. I supplied him with background information on Kendall.”

      “Seth.” Kendall’s scythe is in her hands again, and she has the pointy end aimed at his dick. Serves him right.

      “I didn’t know you then.” He crosses his arms.

      “Oops, did I let the cat out of the bag?” Pepper shrugs and steps farther into the cabin, shouldering past me without a damn care that I could break her in two.

      “Why are you here, Pepper?” Kendall releases her scythe, shaking her head. “How are you here?”

      “How? I think that’s obvious, don’t you?” Pepper hums. “You got a goat?”

      “Snow?” Kendall glances at the ground where her goat is not. “Where’s Snow?”

      “I’m just fucking with you. She’s outside.” Pepper rifles through the cabinets. “I don’t have much time.”

      “I didn’t let her outside.” Once more, Kendall grows suspicious of her goat.

      “I’m sure one of us let her out.” At least I hope so, but I’m not even sure anymore myself. I thought she was on the bed.

      “Things got heated, didn’t they?” Pepper leans on the counter, blinking at Kendall. “Tell me—”

      “No, Pepper, no.”

      “Anyone want to tell me who the fuck this is?” I point at the little witch in the kitchen, and I sniff the air. “Black magic.”

      My mate surprises us all by stepping in front of the witch. “You can’t harm her.”

      “Aww, I knew you loved me. I’m a loveable, squishy—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Pepper,” Kendall calls over her shoulder. “Look, you can’t hurt her.”

      “Why?” Seth eyes the witch, though I know he already spoke with her once.

      “You love me too, middle brother.” Pepper blows him an air kiss.

      “Shut the fuck up, Pepper,” Kendall growls once more. “Pepper is my…” Kendall trails off, her mouth opening and closing. Her cheeks flush, and words fail her.

      “It’s okay, Kenny, I’ve got this.”

      “Don’t call me Kenny.”

      “Sure will, Kenny.” Pepper moves out from behind Kendall and looks at the three of us. Two of us are on defense, while Cael closes his eyes.

      “Go ahead, I’m listening,” Cael says.

      “I like that one.” Pepper points. “Kendall is family.”

      “Princess?” Seth looks at her, unsure but not surprised.

      “Yes.” Kendall sighs, deciding she needs more cookies. She grabs another sleeve of them.

      “Told you that you love me.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re here.” Kendall shoves a cookie in her mouth while glaring at Pepper.

      “Right, so…” Pepper sighs, then takes a gulp of air. I cross my arms and wait, knowing this ought to be good. “It really smells like sex in here.”

      “Pepper!” Kendall throws a cookie at her head.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Pepper doesn’t miss a beat and picks up the cookie, nibbling it the same way Kendall does. I didn’t know there was a certain way to eat a cookie. “Have you seen Daisy lately?”

      “No.” Kendall blinks at Pepper. “Should I?”

      “I’ve got her down the hill, propped against a tree.” Pepper swirls a finger around her ear. “She’s going a little crazy if you ask me.”

      Kendall frowns. “She’s been out of her element for a long time.”

      Pepper nods before carrying on, “Look, you are in some deep doo-doo.”

      Kendall slumps back on the bed at Cael’s feet. “I know.”

      “We were getting to that before you so rudely interrupted,” Seth gripes.

      “Shut it. You still owe me for the folder.” Pepper hurries on before Seth can interrupt. “The lycans won’t help you, and you disappeared from the cabin after that rescue mission with the lions.”

      “I got a call.”

      “I bet you did.” Pepper raises a purple brow, not buying her answer, but she’s telling the truth, which means she knows about Themis and Nemesis. “Anyway, I killed a few assassins on the way here.”

      “Pepper.” Kendall jerks her head up, eyeing Pepper from head to toe. “Who?”

      “You won’t like that answer.”

      “Tell me.”

      “They belonged to the deadly duo.”

      “Don’t call them that.”

      “Am I wrong?” Pepper snorts. “Themis and Nemesis keep their hands clean by teaching assassins to do their dirty work. But yeah, I sent those bitches to Charon.”

      “Why are you smiling about that?” Seth breaks first because we know Charon, and there is no way he will accept a body without coins.

      “I only had two dimes on me.” Pepper shrugs without a care in the world. The assassins she killed won’t find a peaceful eternity in the afterlife.

      “Remind me never to piss you off.” Seth shudders.

      “Thank you,” Kendall says, “but it still doesn’t explain why you were out there to begin with.”

      “What, and let my girl run around without direction?” Pepper snorts. “Besides, I wanted to ask Cael if he liked the gift I gave him.”

      I can’t help it. My cheeks turn bright red and I look away.

      “I love it.” Cael peeks open an eyelid and smirks at Pepper.

      “What gift?” Kendall asks but instantly regrets it. “I don’t want to know.”

      “Oh, but you do.” Pepper turns to me, and I know I’m busted. “You enjoyed the knot, didn’t you, you big lusty beast?”

      “Pepper.” Kendall flicks her on the forehead. “Focus.”

      “Totally focused.” She turns to stare at Kendall. “I think you need to kill the asshole who put the hit on your head.”

      The goat bleats outside, so Kendall stomps over to the door and opens it, letting in her baby goat that she still gives the stink eye to right before she feeds her a damn cookie.

      “That’s the plan,” Kendall replies.

      “Then why are you running?” Pepper asks, exasperated. “And fucking? There are important things to be done before the fuckening.”

      “Don’t do that.” Kendall pinches the bridge of her nose. “It isn’t that easy, Pepper. I’ve got assassins I know chasing me now. They know all my tricks and all my hiding spaces. Everything.”

      “They don’t know you have us,” I tell her, trying to reassure her.

      “You sure you want to stick around?” Kendall asks again.

      “Without question,” I answer, meaning it.

      “Alright. Any ideas, Pepper?” Kendall asks.

      “I just gave you one.” The purple-haired sprite rolls her eyes. “First of all, you need to break the contract with Themis and Nemesis.”

      “Impossible.” Kendall shakes her head. “I’ve given it some thought the last week. It’s a soul contract. It’s not like Grayson’s.”

      “Grayson?” Cael sits up for the first time, his nostrils flaring. “I’ll kill him.”

      “I already did,” Kendall tells him, though she doesn’t sound happy about it. Actually, the fact she killed our baby sister’s mate hurts her deeply.

      “Good girl,” Seth purrs.

      “Not now, prince.” She points at him.

      “We are coming back to that,” I tell her, because apparently we missed a lot. Time doesn’t always run the same in the Underworld as it does on Earth, and it looks like we missed a few things. Last we heard, Grayson, our sister’s very human mate, ran off to the desert. We didn’t hate the guy, I just thought he made some bad choices.

      “Agreed,” Kendall says before reverting to Themis and Nemesis. “I’m bound to them.”

      “Then negotiate the terms,” Pepper replies. “Do they want something from you?”

      “A cedar chest.” Kendall glances at me.

      “Then bring it to them and negotiate the terms,” Pepper says as though it’s that fucking simple.

      “No can do,” Cael chimes in. “Artemis wants that chest as well. It’s a favor to Hades.”

      “You are all a pain in my ass.” Pepper rolls her eyes. “Artemis will listen. She’s chill like that.”

      “She’s crazy and you know it.” Kendall shakes her head. “One other problem. I lost the key.”

      “Oh, that’s bad. Very bad.” Pepper winces and turns a little pale. “Look, let me talk to Artie.”

      “How can you just talk to a goddess?” Seth snorts.

      “Did you forget I’m her granddaughter?” Pepper looks like she just might smack him. “You did, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe a little.” Cael holds his thumb and pointer finger about an inch apart.

      “As I was saying, I’ll talk to Artie while you find the key.” Pepper waves her hands in front of her. “Fuck a lot too.”

      “Didn’t you just say to wait on that?”

      “Why would you ever take advice from me?” Pepper scoffs. “I’m fucking crazy.”

      “You are.” Kendall looks at Pepper, hiding a smile as they share a silent secret. She won’t admit it out loud, but we see the love she has for Pepper, the familial bond that flows between them.

      “Fine, you live another day,” I grumble.

      “Aww, shucks. Thanks, big guy.” Pepper winks at me before turning to Kendall. “Please tell me what that knot felt like.”

      “Pepper!”

      “I have to know.” Pepper bends backwards as she whines. “I mean, I’m working on a whole new line of dildos. Picture this… an entire row of immortal dildos. Some doggie knots, some kitty. There might be a wolf in there too.”

      “Same thing as a dog,” I argue.

      “Tell that to a wolf shifter. I dare you.” Pepper turns serious.

      “Why are you threatening me with your eyes?” I take a step back.

      “Dildos are a serious business, Barrett. I’ve made it my mission to supply the very best to the lusty immortals of the worlds.” She relaxes then gives me a terrifying smile before turning back to Kendall. “I need to know for marketing purposes. How full?”

      “Full,” Kendall answers with a blush.

      “Details.” Pepper leans forward, as do the rest of us, especially Seth.

      “I don’t know. I knew I could take it.” She coughs a bit, looking away.

      Pepper nods as though she completely understands. “Practicing with a fist, were ya?”

      “Pepper!”

      “Look, sex positivity, my sister from another mister. Talk about the shit you like, but I bet I can market the animal line as knot practice.” Pepper frowns. “Is that bestiality?”

      “I like this one.” Cael smiles.

      “I’m not surprised by that.” Kendall turns to him and, surprising us all, she leans into his body, seeking him out for comfort.

      “Aww, look at you mating like bunnies.” Pepper skips—yes, skips—to the door. “Oh, one more thing.”

      “Yes.” I blink at the tiny little witch.

      “I brought you clothing.” She smiles deviously before disappearing into a cloud of black smoke.

      “Strange, that used to be green.” Kendall shakes her head before pulling away from Cael and stepping out of the cabin. “Uh, guys.” Kendall settles her hands on her hips, wrinkling her nose.

      I step up behind her, pulling her back into me as I peer over her head. “Why are you friends with the black witch?”

      “I like her.” Kendall peers up at me, blinking with mock innocence. “I thought you liked her?”

      “I did a moment ago.”

      “And now?”

      “She dumped bodies outside the cabin with shovels, and is that a note in the shape of a heart?” I push past Kendall and lift the note. “Hey fam, I left you a present. Thanks for burying the bodies. Love and kisses, Pepper.”

      “Fuck, she broke a cardinal rule.” Annoyed, Kendall steps onto the snowy path, grabs the black bag with a dusting of snow, and carries it inside.

      “What rule is that? Sanity?” Seth peers outside. “I’m not burying her kills.”

      “We don’t have a choice.” Kendall throws the duffle on the table and slides the zipper down.

      “We can set them on fire,” Cael suggests, peering into the duffle and pulling out a pair of black cargo pants.

      “Smoke will alert others to our location.” Kendall tosses me a bomber jacket.

      “Wait, this is mine.” I hold it out, shaking it a little, my eyes catching on the sewn spot under the armpit. “She fixed it.”

      “Is my jacket in there?” Seth grabs the duffle and dumps out the entire contents. On the top is his jacket. “Oh my god, it’s mine.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like Pepper.” Kendall grabs her leather pants and slides them on, a smile on her face. “She will drive you crazy, then do something so nice that it throws you off.”

      “Seems suspicious.” Cael frowns. “My sweatshirt is missing.”

      “Yeah, but…” Kendall pulls out a black duster and hands it to Cael. “She brought you this.”

      Cael lights up from the inside out.

      “Seriously, man, all we need to do to make you happy is buy you a coat?” Seth shakes his head as he gets dressed.

      Cael stands there hugging the damn coat.

      “Sometimes,” Kendall begins, pulling on a sports bra, and we all watch as her full breasts get squished, “all someone needs is a simple gift.”

      “Look at you going all soft and squishy.” Cael drops the duster. “Come here. Let me strip you and fuck you senseless.”

      “There are bodies to bury, Cael.” Kendall squeals as he lifts her up and throws her over his shoulder.

      “They are dead. What are they going to care?” He tosses her down on the bed.

      “Cael,” I say in a stern voice, but I can’t look at him because dammit, I haven’t seen him this happy in a long time and I feel like a dick spoiling it. “Help us bury the bodies and then—”

      “Fuck in the grave, good idea.” Cael hops back up and dresses with purpose.

      “No.” Kendall rolls off the bed and finishes dressing. “None of that, and he’s right. I need to get the key back. Who knew that damn thing would be such a pain in the ass? It was so easy to steal.”

      “How did you steal it?” Seth muses.

      “I didn’t, Daisy did,” Kendall replies. “She flirted with the lady at the stand, and with a simple flick of the wrist, it was hers.”

      “The nymph?” Cael looks up, his face going pale.

      “Yeah, how do you know?”

      “Oh no.” Seth chuckles, darting outside, avoiding the imminent confrontation.

      “Cael.” Kendall stalks Cael, an unknown gleam in her eyes. “Why do you look like that?”

      “He wanted to fuck the nymph,” Seth calls from outside, yelling for the entire forest to hear.

      “Cael!” Kendall shouts as he darts outside. She turns to me in disbelief.

      “If it’s any consolation, he told his dick it wouldn’t be hitting that or anyone other than you.”

      “He had to tell his dick this?”

      “We all have our quirks.” I flinch because that sounds awful.

      “Get to digging, Barrett.” Kendall stalks past us, a slight smirk on her angelic face.

      I follow her, my steps lighter. Yeah, our lives might be chaotic, but at the end of the day, we found each other, and I’ve never seen my brothers happier than they are in this moment, and that has to count for something.

      It has to.
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      “You know you don’t have to help,” Barrett repeats for the twentieth time while giving me that look—the one that says he is equal parts horrified and impressed that I’m burying my friend’s kills.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.” I lean on my shovel, one of the ones Pepper gave us. “Especially in winter.”

      “Is there a reason we are digging a hole to the Underworld?” Seth kicks the dirt again, annoyed that I’m making him dig a separate hole ten feet away from the one Barrett and I have been working on.

      “Also, why did you make me hunt down deer carcasses?” Cael tosses a body between the holes before setting his hands on his hips. “It’s a waste of good meat.”

      “You and I” —I wave my hand between Cael and me— “are going to have a conversation about your eating habits.”

      “Kitty Kat, I’m a growing boy. I need all the protein.” Cael smirks. It’s a smile I’m beginning to fall head over heels for. The edges of his lips tip up just so, and his cheeks dimple slightly, visible beneath the beard he’s growing.

      “You aren’t growing.” Seth tosses his shovel down. “Your turn.”

      “I am growing,” Cael argues though he bends over and picks up the shovel. “Well, parts of me are.”

      “Ignore them.” Barrett climbs out of the hole, and damn.

      Damn.

      I know my hormones are just reacting to the fact that my mates are nearby and available for the taking, but watching Barrett climb out of the hole we dug together does something to me. He took off his bomber and is wearing a fitted black shirt that shows all of his muscles—muscles that bunch and pull in all the right ways. I remember him hovering over me, flexing under me, and just the thought sends my body back into a tailspin.

      He reminds me of a bodybuilder, with thick muscles that can hold a woman like me up for hours.

      “You’re drooling.” Barrett steps in front of me, yanking me out of my daydream. Brushing a thumb across his thick lips, I press my thighs together. He’s sex and sin, and I want him now.

      “Am not.” I wipe the corner of my mouth anyway, just in case. One can’t be too sure.

      Barrett leans down into my space with a smirk. “Kendall, keep looking at me like that, and I’ll bend you over right here in the snow.” He moves to pull away then pauses. “I know you don’t mind getting a little dirty.”

      “Dammit!” Seth shouts at us. “This is turning you on?”

      Coughing into my hand, I walk over to one of the two dead bodies. “Yeah, a little.”

      “Aww, Kitty Kat.” Cael nods to himself as though he just realized something none of us are privy to. We don’t have to wait long before he shares though. I’m learning Cael can and can’t keep a secret, it just depends on what it is. “Mates that kill together stay together.”

      “We didn’t kill these two. Pepper did.”

      “Eh.” Cael shrugs. “Why are we burying them though?”

      I only answer because he looks genuinely confused. “Earth isn’t like the Underworld,” I begin.

      Luckily, Barrett understands it enough to carry on. “We can leave the dead rotting in the Underworld because there will always be a creature to come by and either eat it or break it down for something. Here, there are repercussions to death.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Cael scoffs, but he still hops into the hole and digs.

      “Different worlds, different rules,” I tell him.

      “So, what happens if humans find a dead body?” Seth kicks one woman in the leg while wrinkling up his face.

      “They avenge their dead and lock the murderer in a cell for life,” I answer, knowing where this will lead. “No, boys, they do not kill the murderer.”

      “What is a murderer?” Cael peers at me over the mound of dirt.

      “You can’t be serious.” I look at the three of them. “The Underworld is on a whole different level.”

      “It’s simple, Kendall.” Barrett drags the woman to the hole. “If a living being in the Underworld kills another without purpose, the Underworld will demand retribution or you get kicked out.”

      “Exactly. If a fight begins then ends in bloodshed, the only rule is death,” Seth answers. “Kill or die.”

      “The Underworld demands this?” I ask hesitantly, because it sounds preposterous, except it makes sense to me.

      “You’d fit in. You’d be the Underworld’s avenging angel.” Barrett blushes as he says that.

      “I’m no angel, Barrett,” I tell him softly.

      “No, you’re not. You are our mate.” He tosses the body into the hole before clearing his throat and looking up at me. “Did you know them?”

      Grateful for the reprieve, I answer, “No, not really. I’ve seen them around the academy, but I chose not to make friends. Themis often commanded us to kill or die.” I look up at them. “Much like the Underworld.”

      “It was how Hades raised us as well,” Barrett says while throwing one of the two deer carcasses on top of the dead assassin.

      Cael whines at the loss of the deer.

      Reading him like a book, I say, “I’ll introduce you to diner food. I’m sure there’s one around here.” Or better yet, I know of the perfect diner. Cael stops whining and looks at me as though I’m dinner. “Diners always have a lot of protein.”

      “I like to eat.” He tosses dirt out of the hole, going back to his digging. Satisfied with the promise of protein, he digs with purpose.

      “I’d love to hear about Hades raising you three,” I tell Barrett, returning to the conversation. Insecurity pierces its claws into my chest. I told them the CliffNotes version of my life, the early years all without the blood and grit. Though I know they understand all of that, they might also recognize the choices I had to make thereafter and why.

      All my life, I’ve traveled, breathed, and functioned as though I existed alone in this world. I never once bonded with the other assassins because if I did, they might die. I avoided that kind of pain, but I get that bonding and mating with these three might just hurt me even more.

      I grab my shovel and toss the dirt in while Cael and Seth bicker in the background, both of them grumbling about how hungry they are. We already raided their pockets for cash but didn’t find any, which is both a blessing and a curse.

      Themis and Nemesis taught us well—spell your body not to lose any hair or shed any skin, even in death, because it can and will be used against you if found. They also taught us not to carry cash, because even that is traceable, or credit cards, wallets, and identification.

      As an assassin, that is your entire existence. You belong to no one but the gods.

      “What do you want to know?” Barrett asks, doing his best to kick dirt back into the hole.

      “Tell me anything, everything.” I bite my lip and glance up at him. This coy bullshit isn’t my flavor, and yet these three keep breaking me down.

      “Let’s get this shit cleaned up first,” Barrett answers. “I’m hungry as well.” When he says that, he looks at me as though it isn’t just food he wants to eat.

      “Noted.” Silence descends around us, the morning sun hidden behind clouds heavy with snow just waiting to fall.

      While I shovel, I think back to the home I bought where I fell through the cracks in the floor—the one where Kade hunted me down and found me. I must have lost the key to the cedar chest there during my fight with the fox shifter.

      It was the home I wished I could spend eternity in. Secluded in the mountains on multiple stretching acres, it was once a mansion fit for a king or a queen. It’s not like the newer ones they build now, but similar to the ones Vikings built when they first landed in this country. Perhaps a miniature version of Bamburgh Castle, with peaks and a porch that rounds one side, and windows upon windows that overlook the forest beyond.

      It’s a dream that I have to shatter over and over again, because one fact remains.

      I’m not wanted here.

      Until I can end the bounty on my head, and I doubt I can, I will run for the rest of my life unless I hide in another realm.

      I hear Faerie is nice year-round, with perpetual twilight and a perfect temperature for the high court. Not that I’d want to visit the elemental locations like the winter court.

      Or perhaps some of the lesser known worlds, ones that rarely open their gates.

      Maybe the realm of shifters. I don’t even know if that exists.

      Olympus may accept me.

      Tossing my shovel, I march into the cabin and grab the duffle bag, irritation threading through my veins.

      It doesn’t matter where I go, it won’t be home, and I’ll never fucking belong. I’ll always be a killer, no matter where I am.

      “Why so glum, Kitty Kat?” Cael wraps his arms around me from behind, tucking me into his body where I melt.

      I fall into them so easily because although we just met, and we only recently accepted the bonds between us, they are the only sense of home I may ever know.

      I love my brother, I well and truly do, but he’s living his life on pack lands doing his damnedest to give lycans a better name by helping place displaced immortals.

      I just kill them.

      Cael nips my neck, demanding an answer.

      I lean my head to the side, giving him better access. Each nip and burst of his hot breath on my skin sends chills racing along my arms. “I don’t know,” I lie.

      Cael nips my neck in answer while growling, his chest rumbling slightly. “Bad kitty.”

      “I’m not a cat. You know this, right?”

      “Oh, I beg to differ.” He nips my neck again while his hand slides down my body to cup the only part of me that could hold the title of kitty. “Purr for me.”

      “You are incorrigible.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m not so sure that was a compliment.” I tug the duffle off the table and listen as something skitters on the floor, the telltale noise of a coin spinning. Metal and wood grind together softly, allowing me to trace its location until my eyes land on the little coin. I freeze as I stare at it.

      “Is it something I can kill?” Cael licks my neck, tasting me.

      “No.” I bend over, trying to get away from Cael, only to shove my ass into his erection.

      “I think this is even better.” Cael slaps my ass before trying to tug my pants down.

      “Stop trying to fuck her.” Barrett walks in, his feet silent on the hardwood. Seth follows him inside, carrying my baby goat in his arms.

      I grab my prize and shift away, facing the triplets while holding up a little wooden disc. “Pepper left us a present.”

      “Pocket change?” Cael asks, trying to grab the coin from my hands.

      “A travel coin.” I rub my thumb over the disc, feeling for the sharp point that will nick my skin and use the power humming in my veins to send me where I want to go.

      “That’s convenient,” Barrett states. “Where to?”

      “Food first. There’s a diner a few hours away from where I think I lost the key.” I mean, where else could that damn thing have actually gone?

      “I’ll take those odds.” Cael slings an arm around my shoulders, tugging me close. “Got to touch you to travel, don’t I?”

      “Yes, you do.” Finding the sharp pin, I glance at the guys. “Ready?”

      “Let’s go.” Seth grabs my arm while Barrett kisses me.

      His lips are warm on mine, erasing my woes and the chill of the outside world and replacing my thoughts with nothing but the feel of them. Even as I press my thumb into the coin and think about the diner I want to go to, I’m surrounded by them and the blanket of security they provide.

      Smoke envelops us, then magic tugs and pulls at the core of my being as it transports us to a location of my choosing. All the while, the guys hold on to me, never letting go.

      Why does that thought clog my throat?

      As we materialize behind the diner near a dumpster, fat flakes of heavy snow land on us. Barrett pulls away and inhales, his stomach rumbling in the process.

      The coin dissolves in my hand, the spell used and gone.

      “Come on.” I slide my hand into Seth’s and lead them around the building toward the front. “It’s a safe space here.”

      “It smells like lycan and wolf.” Seth’s body goes rigid as he glances around while setting Snow down to graze on the frozen grass.

      Barrett moves to the front of the line and Cael to the back, each taking a point and situating me in the center. I hide my smile because I’m just as dangerous as they are, not to mention we are on neutral territory.

      “It’s Route 666.” I want to tease them for thinking they need to protect me, but that’s a terrible idea.

      “That means nothing to us,” Seth snarks, his arm going around me as he glares at the cars in the parking lot.

      We round the side of the old diner. Round and tin, it’s more like an old-school recreational vehicle than a diner, but it’s safe, and with how much my brother patrols this space, no assassins would dare enter these lands. If they do, they won’t live long.

      “We are on the boundary of Lunar Mile Sanctuary and Shadow Pack lands,” I tell them as Barrett pauses in front of the diner. Small steps lead up and inside, where the scent of fried food and pie calls to me. “My brother’s pack,” I tell them in a softer voice.

      Barrett grunts, leading the way up the steps and inside.

      Behind me, Cael groans as though he’s having an inner debate. “I don’t want to meet him.”

      “I’ll kill him,” Seth adds.

      “Earth, not hell, boys,” I stage-whisper as I head inside the diner, pushing past Barrett and giving the hostess a smile.

      “Hey, Kendall.” Her cheeks puff out as she blows a bubble before she sucks it back into her mouth. “It’s been a while.” Emerald eyes the guys with suspicion.

      I jerk my head at the three of them. “Friends,” I tell her.

      “Does your brother know about these three?” Her violet eyes narrow on each of the guys.

      “She smells like a vampire,” Seth whispers in my ear, his body going taut.

      “Because Emerald—”

      Emerald waves me off. “I’m mated to one.” To me, she says, “Usual booth?” She gathers four menus, leading us away from the podium and the conversation.

      Emerald is an interesting woman. She’s a hundred percent human and not actually mated to a vampire. The other word is demeaning, and she hates it. A long time ago, we bonded over a few drinks, and she told me the choices she had to make as a teen that led her here.

      This is where she hides from the vampire that uses her as a blood bank.

      As we near the booth and the guys slide in, I turn around to whisper in her ear, giving her the offer I’ve given her a thousand times before. “Just say the word and it’s done.”

      For a slight moment, she looks at me with those piercing violet eyes, and I think she’s going to give in just this once. The bright red ascot poking free of her collar barely hides the bandage on her neck.

      Then I smell her fear and nod, letting it go. I slide into the booth and smile up at her even though I want to do nothing more than hunt down the vampire using her as a blood slave and gut him from end to end. She can only hide here for so long before he lures her outside the safety of my brother’s pack.

      I won’t act without her permission, however, so instead I tell her, “Four shakes. Mix it up. They’ll fight over what they like.”

      “Got it.” She lays the menus on the table and walks away.

      Forks clank around us, and the sound of chewing fills the air.

      “What was that all about? Actually, I don’t care,” Seth says, his eyes drawn back to Emerald before looking down at his menu with a frown. “I don’t know these words.”

      “You can’t read?” I blurt out, horrified at myself for saying something so mean-spirited.

      “We can read,” Barrett assures me.

      Beside me, Cael points to something on his menu. “Burger?”

      That’s when I get it. “You’ve never been to a restaurant, have you?” Why does this please me?

      Because it means I am the first one to give them something no one else has.

      “Is that what this is?” Seth glances around, his palm moving across the table. “It’s sticky.”

      “It’s a diner. It’s down here.” I flatten my hand and lower it before continuing. “While a five-star restaurant is up here.” I raise my hand but realize my words don’t mean a damn thing to them.

      “I like meat.” Cael pushes the menu across the table.

      “No diners in hell?” I collect the menus, already knowing what I’m going to order my guys.

      Shit, my guys? That’s a lot to handle. Either way, the thought makes me smile.

      “There are no diners in hell. There were some in Asphodel, but Hades banned us from ever visiting there,” Barrett replies, giving me an only honest answer.

      “What’s it like?” I turn toward him, propping my leg on the booth seat.

      “I assume you are ordering for us?” Barrett raises a singular brow as he rests his head in his hands, his pointer finger brushing his bottom lip.

      “Yep.” I push his shoulder. “Tell me more.”

      “Now you sound like me.” Cael bounces in his seat.

      “Please.” I bat my eyelashes at Barrett.

      “The Underworld is and isn’t like this one. We don’t have to hide what we are.” His eyes bore through me as he speaks. “Shifters change and walk around naked, furies fly, and even witches cast in the streets.”

      “No humans,” Seth tacks on. “They are not allowed unless they die.”

      “So the Underworld isn’t where souls go when they die?” I question.

      “It is,” Barrett answers slowly and with care.

      “Look.” Cael leans forward. “Hades is the god of souls. The Underworld is just another world with more gods and a lot of monsters.”

      “It also holds a prison under Tartarus,” Seth says, not to be outdone by his brother. “The void.”

      “It’s not a hell?” I lean back, absorbing everything they tell me with intrigue. I realize I know nothing about the Underworld and even less about its occupants. I always thought it was just a hell, the human version where souls go for punishment.

      “Not in your terms. If a soul is too evil to live, it’s annihilated. If it’s a god and cannot die, they go to the void,” Barrett answers just as Emerald saunters up.

      “Here ya go.” She sets my usual chocolate in front of me, and vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry in the center of the table. “Ready to order?”

      “Four double bacon burgers, rare.” I eye the guys. “And Cajun fries.”

      “You’ve got it.” Emerald winks and walks off.

      I tap my finger against my chin. “Strawberry for Cael.” I push it in his direction. “Vanilla for Barrett, and chocolate for Seth.” I hold up a finger for Cael to wait. “Try it.”

      Anticipation hums through me as I watch the guys try milkshakes for the first time.

      Cael dives in, wrapping his lips around the straw and sucking until his face turns red. Barrett and Seth follow suit, only at a much more leisurely pace.

      “Oh.” Seth pulls back. “This is good.”

      “It’s sweet,” Barrett states, but goes back to sipping.

      Cael, however… I shake my head at the fact that he drank half of his. I just wait in silence.

      “Ow!” Milkshake spurts from his mouth and onto the tabletop, and he grips his head in his hands. “My brain! My brain!”

      “Brain freeze. Take small sips.” I savor my own milkshake, watching as Cael melts in his seat, sliding all the way to the floor.

      “The sweet broke him,” Barrett observes, looking at his milkshake with suspicion.

      “The cold did that,” I point out. “Tell me something about your teenage years.”

      Cael slams his head against the bottom of the table as he tries to get out.

      “I can answer this one.” Seth pushes his milkshake out of the way, his eyes darting to Barrett, and I swear they have one of those silent communications.

      Which reminds me, I wonder if I can talk to him telepathically as well now. I bet I can.

      “Careful, brother.” Cael comes back up, groaning as he grabs his milkshake once more and finishes it. No chill with this one.

      “Hades taught us everything we know—how to read, write, and fight,” Seth begins. “He followed a strict academic schedule, while in the evenings, he put us to work.”

      “He said it was to keep us out of trouble,” Cael grumbles.

      “Did it?” I bet it didn’t. Cael just smiles in answer. Knew it.

      “The Underworld has villages and little schoolhouses. Once a year, all the students of the Underworld mingle at the castle.” Seth smiles a cruel smile.

      “Let me guess.” I lean my elbows on the sticky tabletop. “To find mates?”

      “Yep.” Cael pops the word. “We didn’t want a mate as teens.”

      “We wouldn’t have found one anyway,” Barrett supplies.

      “So we sabotaged the ball every year until Persephone ended the ritual.” At this, Cael frowns. “I wish they’d start it back up now that Vanessa is the almost heir.”

      “How’d you sabotage it?” Why do I imagine them as the three stooges and Hades busting them every year? I’m also a little sad I missed out on it.

      “The first year?” Cael giggles like a schoolgirl. “We were barely teens out of our first shift.”

      “We don’t have electricity,” Barrett supplies. “The castle and the surrounding towns are lit either by magic or fire.”

      “So we snuffed it all out,” Cael states with a devious grin.

      “How is that possible?”

      “One spell cast by Hecate fuels the magic to light the castle. Dumbass here found the source spell and destroyed it,” Seth replies.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Hecate cast a source spell as the main conductor for satellite spells. Think of it like having a bonfire with torches all around. The source is the bonfire, which lights the torches.” Barrett moves the saltshaker to the middle of the table while tossing sugar packets all around. “Take out the source, take out the satellites.”

      “You cast the Underworld into darkness?” I laugh.

      “It wasn’t like a true night when both our suns go down, but it was pretty dark because one sun was down.” Cael winces. “It was dark.”

      “Here ya go.” Emerald sets all the burgers on the table, interrupting our moment.

      “Eat up, guys, because I want to know what else you did to shut down this ball.” I dump ketchup onto my plate for my fries.

      “We’ve got a hundred years of those stories, and we only got craftier as time went on.” Seth laughs.

      Cael eyes his burger but replies, “Once we paid Hecate to remove everyone’s clothing.” He points to his plate. “How do I eat this?”

      “This is one of those sandwiches you’ve been trying to make with a drat,” Barrett says, but he glances at me for confirmation.

      In response, I lift my burger and take a hefty bite, spilling juice onto my chin. As I set my burger down and wipe my chin, the guys copy me. Each of them looks surprised.

      “Oh,” Cael says around a mouthful of burger. “I see what I’ve been doing wrong.”

      “Cook the drat and put it between bread,” Seth answers while nodding. Grease and cow blood drip down his chin, and he’s never been sexier.

      I chuckle. There’s no way I’m correcting them. They are enjoying their food far too much to ruin the mood.

      I savor each hum of satisfaction they make. Who knows how many of these moments we get in life?
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      “Baby sister.” I feel my brother before the jangle of the bells attached to the door announces his presence, and well before he calls my name.

      For a split second, I debate jumping through the glass and letting it shatter all around me as I escape. I’d definitely hurt myself in the process, but it might be worth it.

      The guys tense, turning toward me as my brother raps his knuckles on the table and leans against the old wood.

      “Kade.” I clear my throat and turn toward him, feeling moderately uncomfortable. I missed out on all of that brotherly love growing up. The dream that my brother would be the one to stick up for me in a fight. The one who would always have my back no matter what, even if I was in the wrong. Not once in our childhood did he have a chance to stick up for me, and then he whisked me away, protecting me, and while he took the ultimate sacrifice to keep me safe, we still missed out on so much.

      Loss pierces my gut at the thought of all those missing years. I wish we could go back and do it all over again, but that may mean I’d miss out on the three men next to me.

      They instantly go on alert, their eyes bleeding red with power.

      “Who do we have here, Kendall?” Kade looks at each of my guys, peering from one to the next. Even if they didn’t already know his name, they could tell from his appearance that we are siblings. It shows in the way we stand, in the way we assess the world, and even in the way we speak. Though we spent so much time apart, we still once shared a womb, and no one can steal that from us.

      “Kade.” I give him the stink eye, warning him not to be a psychopath. “Meet Barrett, Seth, and Cael.” I turn to each of my guys and give them the same look, promising that I can and will stab them if they aren’t nice—an action I’ve proved on multiple occasions. “This is my twin, Kade.”

      The guys give each other that bro nod, which instantly puts me on alert. Red flags go off in my head and adrenaline floods my veins. My hands grip the table until my knuckles go white and tension saturates our corner of the diner. A few patrons glance over, scenting the strain brewing between us.

      This will not end well.

      “Kendall, may I speak with you for a moment?” Kade doesn’t give me the chance to answer, grabbing my forearm and lifting me out of my seat.

      Oh no.

      Normally I’d kick my brother’s ass for manhandling me, but I’m about to diffuse a bomb called Cerberus.

      The guys all stand, knocking into the table. Their growls fill the air, and behind me, Cael wraps an arm around my waist, tugging me back into him with enough force to hurt a mortal woman.

      Kade shifts to face all of us, and the diner goes silent. “Kendall, I won’t ask again.”

      “Then we kill you,” Seth warns.

      He isn’t even the mate I’m worried about. Seth swings from psycho to sane like a pendulum, and Barrett is the overprotective type who wouldn’t hesitate to knock Kade out, but Cael? He’s a wild card, and I really don’t want him to hurt Kade even though Seth issues the warning.

      Kade laughs. “You think you three can take me on?”

      “Don’t.” I shake my head at Kade in warning. “Don’t do this, Kade.” I can see the look in his eyes, the one that says he has a lot of time to make up for. “Not this time, Kade.”

      “Kendall,” he warns again, his hand still on my arm though Cael holds me close.

      It’s how calm he’s acting that freaks me out. Cael leans his chin on my shoulder, his exhale warming my neck. “Kade, brother.”

      Nope, this is a terrible way to introduce my brother to my mates and vice versa. They are going to kill each other. For the first time, I wish my spunky sister-in-law would show up and distract him.

      “I’m not your brother,” Kade sneers, his emerald eyes looking at me as he slowly scents the air.

      He gets it at the same time Cael lets out an insane laugh. “Oh, but you are.”

      “Kendall, what the fuck?” Kade drops my arm, and I exhale a sigh of relief. He spins around, grabs a chair off the top of a stack, and slides it to the table. “Talk. I just saw you a few days ago, and you did not have mates.”

      I slump in the seat, and only because Cael sits down, but he doesn’t let me go, no, he tugs me close, keeping his chin on my shoulder and his hand splayed protectively across my stomach.

      Barrett sits back, his burger and fries gone, along with his milkshake. At least we got to eat before the shit show.

      I wait until the diner fills with chatter and the clinking of dishes before filling my brother in. “I didn’t.”

      “Mind telling me what the fuck this is then?” He glances at the guys, and I can see the curiosity on his face as he wonders just who I mated.

      “You know as well as I do that the Fates don’t give a fuck what overprotective brothers think,” I warn him, keeping my voice pitched low.

      “Kendall, I’m not angry.”

      “You sure about that, bro?” Cael asks.

      I elbow him in the gut, and the psycho just laughs. “Cut it out,” I hiss.

      “Kitty Kat, you are going to have to do better than that to deter me from killing your twin,” Cael says while licking my neck.

      “Kill me?” Kade scoffs. “Do you have any idea where you are?”

      “I told them where we are.” I rub my temples. This is going nowhere fast. I hoped to find my brother today if only to steal a vehicle so we could drive to my safe house. “Kade, meet Cerberus,” I say because it’s the only thing that will keep him from judging these three.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Kade swallows, his face turning pale as his eyes flick from me to them and back again.

      “I can see that you are trying to figure out if I’m in danger.” Danger only lurks around me when Cael goes calm, and that’s because I may end up in the crosshairs. I exhale as Barrett relaxes and Seth gives Kade a smug smile. “I am in danger, but not from them.”

      “I’m aware of the danger.” Kade lowers his voice. “We can talk about the pairing later.”

      “I want to talk about it now.” Barrett leans forward, his own nostrils flaring as he assesses my brother.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Kade retorts.

      Bad move, brother, bad move. “Then make time,” Barrett says, and though his body remains calm, his eyes turn hard.

      “I can’t. One of these idiots alerted the council of your presence. I hope the burgers were worth it.” Kade turns to me. “I’m sorry, Kendall, but you can’t be here, not with the amount of immortals on your tail. You are putting everyone here in danger.”

      “That’s where your priority lies?” Seth sneers, looking my brother up and down. “You’re fucking pathetic.”

      “You think I don’t want to protect my sister?” Kade’s voice turns hard and angry. “I want nothing more than to make sure she survives this, but the fact remains she is an assassin. The community is taking sides, and Kendall, they aren’t on your side.”

      “She should be able to count on you,” Barrett states.

      I can’t even process Kade’s words because surely he isn’t taking sides here and kicking me out. “After everything I’ve done for you?”

      “Kendall.” Kade’s voice falls. “If I could hide you on pack grounds, I would. I’d tuck you away and kill anyone and everyone who came looking for you. Believe me.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Cael singsongs from behind me, his body vibrating with tension as my emotions surge. He’s feeling what I’m feeling toward my brother.

      I rest my hand over Cael’s and use my big girl voice. “Believe him, I do,” I say, but it’s a lie and they can all smell it. My voice remains steady and strong as I tilt my head, daring them to call me out on it.

      Never look down and always keep your head held high.

      Themis’s voice rings through my head, then Nemesis’s.

      There is only one good reason to ever look down in the presence of another, and that is to let them know their worthlessness.

      I won’t look down on my brother. He and the others have been trying for cubs with Sabina. My presence here puts him between a rock and a hard place—protect me or protect his mates.

      “Kendall.” Barrett’s voice dips low, his eyes darting to Kade then back to me. “You deserve better.”

      “What would you—”

      “Kade.” I rest my hand on his arm. “Your choices are to either protect me or your mates. I won’t allow you to make that decision.”

      “Kendall, I’m so sorry.”

      “I know.” I grind my teeth as my brother leans backwards, his eyes unblinking as he stares at the table. “We will be on our way.”

      “What do you need?” Kade looks up, silently pleading with me.

      “Nothing,” I lie. I need a car, but the less he knows, the better.

      His lips tip up as he looks at my mates. “Cerberus, huh?” He shakes his head. “I’m glad it’s you.”

      “Why?” Seth crosses his arms, his Mohawk flopping over as he glares at my brother with judgment in every wrinkle of his face.

      “I can’t protect my sister, but I know you will.”

      “You won’t protect her,” Cael corrects.

      “Understand me when I say that my mate—”

      “Is right here.” Sabina pops up beside Kade and wiggles her way onto his lap.

      “You need to leave right now,” Kade warns her, only making my sister-in-law scoff. They still can’t control her, and right now, I hope she always fights them.

      “Why? I’m busy aiding a fugitive.” Sabina leans on the table. “Not a damn fry leftover?” She tsks under her breath. “Rude.”

      “Sabina,” Kade warns again, and from behind me, Cael chuckles.

      “Hush or I shall tie you to the bed.” Sabina winks at me. “Again.”

      “Gross,” I grumble, but there’s no heat there.

      “Where ya running to?” she asks, her long blond hair flowing over her shoulders as she leans forward and blinks at me with her steely blue eyes.

      “Can’t tell ya that.” Cael leans around to rest his chin in his hand, his head tilting a bit. “I like this one.”

      “I can sense the crazy in you,” Sabina replies before carrying on. “Fine. Don’t tell me, but I’m not about to tell you that there is a bag of supplies sitting at the post office north of here, and I will not tell you that there may or may not be cash in there.”

      “Sabina, what did you do?” Kade groans, wrapping his arms around his mate while he rests his forehead against her back.

      “Oh, right.” She snaps her fingers and Kade disappears, my small sister-in-law thudding into the chair. “That’s better.” She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Can take the boy out of the council, but can’t remove the rules shoved so far up his—”

      “Sabina.” I chuckle, feeling more at ease now that I know she left us some supplies. “Thank you.”

      “For what? Getting rid of your brother so you can make your escape?” She finds a rogue fry hidden under a napkin. “Or for assisting said escape?”

      “A little of both.”

      “She’s fun.” Seth leans forward. “Any sandwiches to go?”

      “I can make it happen,” she answers slowly. “You are more the savory type, aren’t you?”

      “Savory?” Seth questions.

      “Yeah, you like salty things over sweet.”

      “What is she talking about?”

      “Sabina, they have been in the Underworld for a while,” I tell her.

      “I know, I fed them a goat’s head a year or so ago.” She shudders and gags.

      “I knew it!” Cael exclaims. “You stopped by with Artie. She loves to drug us.”

      “Because we’d never have eaten them otherwise,” Seth states, unblinking. “We would have, in case you missed the sarcasm in my voice.”

      “See, this is why I know Kendall will be just fine.” Sabina scrounges the tabletop for more fries before sighing in disappointment. “Alright, you have about ten minutes before a pack of assassins comes through on motorcycles.”

      “Hell’s Harpies.” Barrett looks at me. “I thought they were helping.”

      “They have no loyalty.” I nibble my bottom lip.

      “I definitely did not leave keys in a truck I stole in the parking lot,” Sabina says, shocking the hell out of me. “Better get going.” She cracks her knuckles. “I’ve got an MC to join.”

      “There is no way.” I laugh and shake my head in disbelief. “The guys will never allow a possibly pregnant you to join a motorcycle club.”

      Sabina just snorts before replying, “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

      “I love my new sister-in-law,” Cael declares, lifting me up and placing me in the aisle. “Time to go.”

      “Have fun!” Sabina says before lowering her voice to Seth. “You shall find a cooler full of yummy deliciousness in the back of the truck.”

      “Yes.” He hops in front of us and out the door, letting the jangling bells echo around the diner.

      Waving to Emerald, I hurry into the parking lot and around the building where Snow shivers on the frozen asphalt. She gives me a salty squint, saying just how much she hates the cold.

      “Where to?” Seth questions, his eyes darting around.

      “I’m going to take a guess and assume none of you know how to drive?”

      “I can try.” Cael smirks down at me. “But we might die.”

      Ignoring them, I lift Snow and glance around the parking lot. At least our stomach is full. “There.” I point to a dark truck sitting in a corner. Rust covers the wheel wells and roof, and it looks as though it’s seen better days, but it’s a smart choice. Anything newer or older, and we might get flagged. At least this way we might blend in as we travel to the next town over.

      Rushing across the parking lot, I grab the handle, and in the distance, I hear the telltale rumble of motorcycles.

      “Hurry.” Barrett swings open the passenger side door, the metal squealing.

      Cael and Seth pile into the back, squished into the small back seat. I set snow between us and roll down the window, listening to the motorcycles as my hands hunt the keys to the truck. I flip the sun visor and they fall into my lap, then I close my eyes, trying to figure out which direction they are coming from.

      “We need to go,” Barrett says, urgency in his voice.

      “I can’t tell which direction the motorcycles are coming from.” I put the key in the ignition and slide the gear into drive. Indignation creeps through me. I hate all of this running and feeling the adrenaline to go-go-go rushing through me. And for what? To hunt down a key and negotiate my freedom.

      It’s a shot in the dark, and a part of me wants to give up and stand my ground, but then Barrett places a hand on my thigh and I slam the pedal, the truck jerking forward out onto the highway. I’ll keep fighting for my freedom, because it’s not just my freedom now, but theirs.

      “We assume they are riding in from both directions,” I say, turning off the road and onto a dirt path I know well. Dead branches slam into the truck, so I roll the window up.

      “So you brought us to meet the fam.” Cael leans forward, resting his chin on the seat.

      “Not now, Cael,” Barrett scolds, his body rigid as the truck bounces through the forest.

      “This is great. I think Kade likes me.”

      “You threatened to kill him.” The telltale slap of skin tells me Seth hit his brother.

      “That’s a show of love.”

      “Then all the assassins and mercenaries on our tail must love me.” I swing onto another dirt path, the truck’s undercarriage grinding as we hit a pothole.

      “Is the vehicle supposed to make that noise?” Seth asks.

      “Nope.”

      “Noted.”

      “There are seat belts.” I glance at Barrett and jerk my head toward the device, intent on keeping someone from dying in the case of a car accident. In fact, I grab the belt beside me and stretch it across my body, an ominous feeling swelling up inside me.

      The click of seatbelts fastening sounds in the cab as we bounce onto a main road, the truck swerving and the tires squealing. I can’t believe they all listened to me.

      “There’s a town north of here. It’s on our way to my safe house where I lost the key.” My hands clench on the steering wheel as that sixth sense creeps up inside of me, making my muscles tense and my mind restless.

      “What’s wrong?” Seth questions. “I don’t see a threat.”

      “I don’t know. I just feel wrong.” My stomach rolls as I give my concerns a voice. “It’s as though we are being watched. Judged. Do you feel it?”

      Silence rings all around me, and I slow the truck. These roads are windy enough, and with a little snow, they are even more dangerous. I give all of my focus to the road ahead, the forest looming over us with pines and bare maples. Inside, my body surges with adrenaline. I’m not just fucking with my life here, but theirs as well.

      That’s probably what I’m feeling, the fear of losing them or getting them hurt in some way. It just doesn’t sit right with me.

      “Is this what a date is?” Seth questions, sitting forward.

      “Seat belt!” I yell at him.

      “I have the strappy thing on.” I can almost hear his eye roll.

      “No, Seth, a date isn’t running from a motorcycle gang.” Cael drums a beat along the headrest, something that would annoy me if it was anyone else. “This is foreplay.”

      “You two idiots do not know what a date is.” Barrett turns slightly in his seat, his hand falling to Snow’s fur as she glares out the windshield.

      Weird goat. I swear she’s aware of everything going on around her, around us. She bleats as though answering my thoughts.

      “Kitty Kat, tell them,” Cael whines, earning a groan from Seth.

      I focus on the road, choosing to talk instead of allowing myself to worry. “A date is an event that two—” I pause, realizing that this is no normal relationship, and rephrase my words. “Let me start over.”

      “There are four of us,” Cael says, stating the obvious.

      “Right, a date is an event that two or more people go on to get to know each other. It can be to a dinner, a movie—”

      “That’s the long, animated sequence where people pretend they are something they aren’t that you watch on the big black box?” Seth asks.

      “Yes.”

      “I hate that date,” Cael sneers. “Why watch a movie if you are trying to get to know someone? How can you get to know someone and focus on the animated box? It’s impossible.”

      I smile despite myself. “I agree.”

      “What date would you prefer?” Barrett questions.

      “The slaughter of your enemies,” Cael answers with far too much confidence.

      He’s also not wrong. “Maybe.”

      “Then this is a date,” he announces without missing a beat.

      “Alright, this is a date,” I agree just to get him to focus. “But if we were to plan a date, I think I’d opt for something else.”

      “Like?” Seth prompts.

      The road bends, so I slow down a little, scanning the area. “Maybe teach you three how to drive.”

      “That’s a date?” Barrett inquiries, but there’s interest there, as though he might enjoy it.

      “The only time we drove, it did not end well,” Seth adds.

      “When did you drive?”

      “That big vehicle,” Cael sings. “Ran it right into a building.” Cael makes an explosion noise.

      I remember that vehicle in the parking garage.

      “Are there any other date options?” Seth asks.

      “I think I’d go on separate dates with each of you, spend some one-on-one time together.” My finger taps the steering wheel. “Seth, I’d take you to a shooting range. I think you might like guns.”

      “Acceptable,” he answers.

      “Do me next!” Cael damn near shouts in my ear.

      “Bowling,” I say without skipping a beat, and because I know he’s going to ask, I explain, “It’s where you roll a ball down a long lane and strike pins.”

      “Oh, I know that game!” He nods to himself, which I catch in the rearview mirror.

      “You do?”

      “I’m going to take a guess that it isn’t like bowling in the Underworld,” Barrett muses.

      “You don’t take a severed head and roll it down a lane to strike out severed body parts?” Cael sounds so disappointed.

      “Uh, the Earth version is far less bloody.” I hide my amusement, though I would enjoy trying their version.

      “That’s disappointing.” He sounds so dejected.

      “Where would we go?” Barrett asks as we round another turn, coming out of the forest and near the town that’s our destination.

      “The gym,” I answer. “There are a few that have a ring and fighters, where you can beat the shit out of each other.”

      “You want to fight me?”

      “A little.” I wink in his direction. Call it foreplay. “I fought Seth. I think challenging you in a ring would be fun.”

      “I want to go on that date,” Seth says.

      “We can all go together,” I tell them just as that ominous feeling sweeps over me once again. “Something isn’t right.” I shake my head, unable to put my finger on it.

      “Tell me what your gut is saying.” Barrett places a palm back on Snow, softly nudging my hand.

      “I can’t trust my gut.”

      “Tell me,” he commands.

      I’m not sure what he is demanding exactly, but I spill anyway. “My gut told me to run off with the fox shifter. He told me about the bounty on my head, but I should have just left him and taken off with that damn cedar chest.”

      “You took him home to interrogate him?” Seth asks.

      “I did.” I groan. “But I learned nothing, and all I ended up doing was losing my key.”

      “You’re looking at it all wrong,” Cael replies around a mouthful of food I assume he found in the cooler Sabina told him about. “If you took the chest to the retribution twins, you never would have met us.”

      I open and close my mouth. He’s right. He’s fucking right. I never would have gone back to that town.

      “If you just grabbed the chest and went, we wouldn’t have seen you and known you were our mate,” Cael continues. “We would have missed you by mere seconds.”

      “Perhaps,” Barrett reasons, “your gut isn’t wrong, just your interpretation of the feeling. Tell me what you feel right now.”

      “Danger,” I murmur. “My instincts were never wrong before.”

      “They still aren’t. Meeting us was always the fated path.” Cael tugs on my hair, the gesture making me feel wanted.

      “Then we are in danger,” Barrett adds, his eyes going to the windshield.

      “We are almost at the post office, just one more bend in the road.” I swallow past the unease in my stomach.

      Snow bleats a warning.

      It’s the only one we get.
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      There I was, planning the perfect date with Kendall. I had it all set in my head. I’d take her to the Underworld after experiencing her version of bowling and, of course, judging it unworthy. Then I’d take her to my favorite little joint in the center city of the Underworld, the one the golden castle overlooks.

      I’d bring her there and introduce her to the bar where you can get shrunken heads on a stick as a snack. Oh, how I miss that little pop when I bite down. Then I’d order her a real Bloody Mary.

      I’d take her bowling, let her pick out the perfect-sized head, and teach her how to hit all the limbs at the end.

      We’d end the night locked together for at least twelve hours.

      It was the perfect daydream ruined by another fucking assassin. Honestly, I’m getting really irritated with these fuckers.

      Anyway, luckily Kendall told me to put the strappy thing on because it kept me from falling out of the motor box. Really, if it weren’t for the burgers, I’d have begged Kendall to rush to the Underworld where she wouldn’t have to worry about her soul contract. Or hell, she wouldn’t have to worry about these assholes because our baby sister would just eat them on sight.

      It’s a shame humans taste bitter. They just don’t have the punch that a fury does.

      Beside me, Seth lets out a girlish little scream that I commit to memory just as another motor box rams into us from the side.

      That’s when I go flying, strapped to my damn seat. Things jangle and the cooler with my sandwiches spills.

      Oh, hell no.

      They are the most delicious sandwiches I have ever eaten, which isn’t much, but how dare they ruin the sandwiches for me.

      “Cael, don’t,” Barrett warns just as the truck settles on its own four paws.

      I’m already slicing through the strap and crawling out through the window.

      Our truck sits in the center of the street with the windows shattered. Humans and immortals alike peek out at me.

      I’ve lost about all the fucks I ever had. I’m not even worried about my girl, she’s probably already planning this asshole’s demise.

      I stalk across the street to the car that hit us and reach in through the window, yanking out the man behind the wheel. With a pungent inhale, I play name that species.

      I sniff his neck just as the slight man wakes up, his body jerking. “I’m going to eat you,” I whisper in his ear.

      Sirens wail as a human approaches me. “Sir, you could hurt him. He may have a neck injury after that crash.” The guy holds up his hands, his eyes wide and fearful.

      I shake the fox shifter in my hands. “You mean this piece of shit?” I shake him again just to hear his groans of pain.

      It’s music to my ears.

      “I’m going to flay your skin, peel it back from your muscles, and hang it in my den.” I don’t have a den. Hell, I don’t even know what a den is, but I saw it in one of the movies Artemis gave me.

      The onlooker tries again as the sirens get louder and louder. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to drop that man. That crash could have hurt him.” One would hope he got hurt. He looks fine to me though, and I itch to hurt him further. I wasn’t lying. I will eat him. I’m still hungry. Except something tells me we should leave before those sirens show up.

      “Like this?” I drop the squirrelly fox shifter.

      “Sir, are you okay?” The human rushes to his side.

      With a dramatic roll of my eyes, I pick the fox shifter back up and saunter to the truck where Barrett stands holding the baby goat.

      “I forgot about you.” I scratch under her chin as I use baby talk without an ounce of shame. What can I say? I am in touch with my feminine side, except for my dick which is always hard and full of testosterone.

      “Humans are looking,” Barrett grumbles.

      “Where’s Kitty Kat?” I peer behind him, but all I see are sandwiches scattered on the seat. Now I’m annoyed all over again, so I shake the idiot for good measure.

      “She ran to get the supply box from the post office with Seth. They are fine, by the way.” Barrett jerks his head at an alley. “We need to go now.”

      “I knew they’d be fine.” We’ve gone through much worse in the javelin tournaments.

      Horse accidents are no joke, especially when they roll with you stuck in the saddle.

      I shake the fox shifter, who keeps mumbling about his mommy. Or is it money? I don’t even care. I skip by all the humans with him dangling in my arms while other immortals try to distract them.

      Once in the alley, Barrett leads us through a door and into a room full of boxes.

      I may or may not slam the shifter into one before whistling and moving on. I call it a win because Barrett only gives me the stink eye once.

      “I can’t wait to taste your liver,” I whisper in the shifter’s ear.

      That wakes him up, and he mumbles more before the screams start.

      “Cael,” Barrett scolds before turning around and adjusting the goat with one hand as he punches the shifter in his temple.

      I shake him again. “You broke my toy.”

      “He isn’t a toy, he is a hostage.”

      I make him dance on his feet. “Toy.”

      “Move your ass before I knock you out as well for annoying me.”

      “You wouldn’t.” I follow him through another door and into a parking lot.

      “Stop testing me.”

      “You’d have to carry me, the goat, and this guy here.” I jangle the shifter like a bell. “You won’t.”

      “There’s no time limit on this, Cael.”

      I snort as I follow him around yet another building. Really, I’m already bored and ready to move on.

      An engine rumbles and pulls up to us. Kendall is behind the wheel of a little car in the shade of a grape. “What color is this car?” I peer through the window, groaning at just how little space we have inside.

      “Purple, get the fuck in.” Kendall goes full-on dominatrix. I stand there imagining her in barely there leather with a whip, calling me by my name and, well… that is the highlight of my day. “That’s him?”

      “Hmm?” I hum, still lost in the curves of Kendall’s thighs.

      “Pop the trunk. We’ve lost him,” Seth snarks.

      “No pussy for you,” I tell him and move to the back of the grape, tossing my prisoner in before heading to climb in. “Tight fit.” I pour myself into the car’s back seat.

      “If you lift your legs to your chest, it’s more comfortable,” Seth says with complete seriousness as Kendall pulls away.

      “You’re bleeding.” I point to the gash on his chin.

      “I’m healing,” Seth replies.

      “Another blood spill?” From the trunk, I hear the guy muffle a curse when Kendall hits a pothole.

      “Oops,” says Kitty Kat. “Sorry.” I damn well know she isn’t sorry.

      “Nothing major,” Barrett answers. “How far to this safe house of yours?”

      “Normally a few hours,” Kendall sneers, and her expression almost matches the face she makes when she comes.

      How do I know?

      I’m a pervy voyeur, that’s how.

      “But?” I prompt, imagining her butt sitting on my face. Suffocate me with her pussy, and I will die a lucky dog.

      “But we are going to have to make a detour.” She slams her hands against the steering wheel a few times. “I wish I had that travel disk, but it must have fallen out when the key did.”

      “Can’t use a coin.” Barrett lays a hand on her arm, the goat securely in his lap. “They emit a magical signature. It’s how they knew we went to the diner.”

      “It’s traceable,” Seth tacks on.

      “I know this, I know that,” Kendall growls. She must be hungry. Women get angry when they are hungry. “It would just be easier to get in and get out, and move on with our lives. Get the chest to the dynamic duo, and I don’t know…”

      “Go on a date,” I supply for her.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she replies, though it doesn’t have her usual spunk and that makes me sad.

      Operation find Kendall’s spunk shall commence. Now.

      “I know what will make you feel better,” I tell her with a singsong voice.

      “What?” she growls at me.

      I’m not mad because I know she’s hungry and needs to release some of that pent-up anger, and I have the perfect idea. “Torture.”

      “Cael.” Seth slaps his hand against his face before peeling it downward and eyeing me like a melted ghost.

      “Hmm,” Kendall hums, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. She’s thinking about it.

      “Torture?” Barrett asks her in an even tone I only use for my psychotic episodes.

      I read that in one of Hades’s books in his library.

      “I mean, yeah.” Kendall leans against the steering wheel before she peels down a dirt road. “A little bloodshed may be therapeutic.”

      I lean forward and whisper, “I’m so hard right now.”

      “Cael, you are always hard.” There it is! A smile. I win. I did that. Me! I made my mate smile.

      Cael, one. Brothers, none.

      “I am, but only for you, Kitty Kat. No one else.” I’ve got to make sure she is well aware that I can only knot for her.

      “There’s a supply shed out here.”

      “You know the area well,” Barrett observes.

      “Of course she does.” I slam the seat with my fist when the guy groans again. “She lived with her brother. Don’t you pay attention?”

      “Cael.” Barrett issues a warning as he says my name.

      I never listened to him a day in my life. Okay, that might be a lie. “What was she supposed to do? Her brother is mated.” I punctuate that word to get my point across. When they don’t get it, I hump the seat.

      “He isn’t wrong. They fuck like bunnies.” Kendall shudders. “I cased the area up to the borders of the northern and southern states.”

      “I do not know what that means, but I know you know where to take us,” I tell her as Kendall pulls down a bumpy little road that this car does not do well on.

      We need to travel by shift. I wonder how Kendall will take that.

      It would be our first date, a moonlit run.

      Would she find it weird if I mounted her in shifter form? I make a note to ask.

      “I do,” she says, turning onto one more dirt road and slowing as a broken-down barn comes into view. “See?” She smirks at me in the mirror hanging from the windshield.

      It’s such a strange contraption.

      Kendall opens the door, and I push the seat forward, practically falling out. My body cracks as I stretch.

      “Kitty Kat.” I snatch my mate as she walks by and swing her around. I don’t feel bad when she thuds against the big purple grape as I wedge myself between her legs and bury my nose in her neck.

      For a second, she freezes up, but then her arms go around me and she relaxes, her arousal scenting the air.

      “What’s this?” she mumbles into my chest.

      “I just wanted to feel you.” I want to do other things, but this will have to do.

      “You’re like a big puppy dog.”

      “Well…” I drawl before grinding into her pussy.

      A heavy hand lands on my neck, peels me away from Kendall, and sets me down. I blink up at Barrett, going for innocence.

      “I’m not falling for your bullshit.” Barrett jerks his head at the trunk. “You put on a demonstration for the humans that I’m sure Lunar Mile will have to clean up. This is your show.”

      “Aww, that makes me feel all gooey inside, like one of Hades’s pies.” I spin around and put on my psycho face. Kendall stands at the trunk with a gun aimed at our prisoner. He isn’t even tied. That’s what fear will do to a shifter.

      I sniff the air. He pissed himself. Damn, that is nasty.

      I grab him by the collar and drag him toward the barn.

      “What are you going to do with me?” he asks, his lip trembling. I don’t even have to look at him to picture him. All fox shifters are, mostly, the same—thieves, killers, annoying little pests who whine until they get their way.

      It’s exhausting just living in the same world as them.

      I don’t bother looking back, kicking in the barn door.

      “This is the Elysian Fields,” I muse as I glance around the barn in awe. Heaven, I’m in heaven, surrounded by knives of torture.

      “There is something wrong with you,” Kendall remarks as she steps up beside me.

      “Yes.” I nod and point to the rusty chains hanging on a wall. “This must have been a slaughterhouse.”

      Kendall steps in cautiously, heads over to the wall, and grabs the chains.

      Seth and Barrett enter behind us.

      “Some barn, Kendall,” Seth comments with an arched brow.

      “I know what you are thinking.” Kendall tosses the chains at our feet, a partial smirk on her face.

      “I very much doubt that.” I drag our prisoner over to her and sniff her neck. Fuck, I’ll never tire of her sweet scent.

      “You” —she pokes me in the chest— “are probably thinking about me naked.”

      “Want to use these chains for another reason?” There is no doubt in my mind I can’t convince her. I’m just that good with women.

      “No.” She pushes me away and walks toward the wall, her bubble ass swaying.

      “You have been here before.” Seth crosses his arms and leans against a rotten plank of wood.

      “A few times.” As she works a crank, a big hook lowers from above. The fox shifter sees it and begins blubbering.

      “Do I sound like that when I whine?” I toss him into the dirt and take a step back.

      Seth and Barrett, chime in with, “Yes,” from the couch.

      But Kitty Kat says, “No.”

      “Princess, don’t encourage him.” Seth doesn’t even look at Kendall, he keeps his eyes on the sniveling shifter.

      “Don’t hook him up yet. They don’t last long after that.” Kendall walks to another wall, her finger tapping her lips. She is completely in her element as she chooses the perfect weapon.

      I know she thinks it’s a bad thing that all the monsters of the worlds see her as the monster monsters fear.

      Well, I do not see that, not at all.

      We all play a part in this world. Some of us live a long ass time thanks to our godly DNA. Others, like mortals, flare and burn out really fast. In the end, though, we each have a purpose.

      See, the humans have creatures who police them. We were supposed to as well, but no one actually wanted to do it. That’s why Zeus chose lycans. Also, making others do his job is his favorite punishment. Everyone wants to give Selene the credit, but it was both of them.

      I’m still leaning toward Zeus as the main instigator in that situation, that sly fucker.

      Kendall? She has a purpose in this world. Regardless of her ties with the dynamic death duo, she would have ended up here anyway. At least with the goddesses, she had a place to sleep, even if it was with one eye open.

      The point is, I don’t see her as broken. I see her as the perfect lady she was meant to fucking be, standing there in her leather pants with her jacket tossed to the side. A little slip of skin peeks out, taunting me to lick it.

      Her complete focus is on the weapons hanging on the wall. It’s sexy as fuck, and I just cannot believe this is my mate.

      “Wipe the grin off your face. You look ridiculous.” Seth smacks my arm, drawing me out of the lude thoughts I just can’t control.

      “She’s perfect.” I sigh at him and wipe the drool from my mouth.

      “She is,” Seth agrees, his tone almost as reverent as mine.

      “Can you two focus and hop off Cupid’s cloud?” Barrett kicks the fox shifter. “What’s your name?”

      “Careful, the last one had a poison tooth he bit on to kill himself.” Kendall grabs a dagger, perfect for flaying.

      “I need a culinary name.” I reach for the dagger as Kendall nears, but she tries to stab me with it. Laughing, I hop over and grab another knife. It’s a little smaller, but it will cut the tissue away from the skin easier. “Chef Cael has a nice ring to it. Maybe Chef Fillet. Or Doctor Death!”

      “Cael.” Barrett groans before focusing back on the fox. “Name, or I let my brother begin his torture.”

      Kendall kneels before the fox shifter and yanks his mouth open, peering inside.

      For a split second, I get irrationally angry, but Seth grabs my arm. “Chill, she’s looking for the poison tooth, not trying to kiss him.”

      Shaking out of his hold, I ask Seth, “What does that even mean?”

      “Fuck if I know, but I want to know how not to get a poison tooth,” he answers with a shudder.

      Kendall glares at us over her shoulder. “His name doesn’t matter. What matters is why,” she tells Barrett, still kneeling before the shifter. “Why did you hit my truck?”

      “They paid me.”

      I groan and almost whine. That’s the problem with foxes. No loyalty. They follow the money.

      “Who?”

      “Some chick.” He tries to scuttle backward, but my kitten grabs him by the shirt and jerks him forward.

      “How did they know where I’d be?” Her eyes dart between his, her nostrils flaring.

      The shifter just chants, “No, no, no,” while blowing snot bubbles.

      We only just got that vehicle, Barrett says in my head, giving me a little more clarity. Honestly, I would have dismissed it all and set it on fire.

      Out of sight, out of mind, right?

      Which means someone knew what Sabina did, Seth tacks on.

      Kitty Kat will not enjoy knowing her family is in danger. I turn to the shifter. “Going to need to know more about that chick.”

      “I can’t.” He sniffles.

      “Fine.” I crouch down beside Kendall and give her a peck on the cheek. “Mind if I try?”

      She eyes the knife in my hand but nods.

      “Thanks, Kitty Kat.” I turn to the shifter, and before anyone can move, I stab him in the knee. A full body shudder rolls through me at that satisfying crunch. Blood splatters just a bit, but it doesn’t even get on my kitten. It spurts in a perfect little bloody arch.

      His screams echo all around us like the sweetest music.

      “Sometimes you terrify me,” Kendall says, though by the scent of it she is anything but scared.

      “Want to fu—”

      “Enough,” Barrett barks. He gets his dick wet once in a century and he’s the new world leader. “Get on with it.”

      “Fine.” I roll my body and creep toward the shifter, but he isn’t going anywhere. The knife went right through his knee and embedded into the floor beneath us. It’s cute that he’s trying though. “Shhh,” I coo to the shifter. “It’s okay.”

      Behind me, Kendall snickers. I did that. I made her laugh.

      “What do you want from me?” he cries.

      “Who paid you to hit our brand-new truck and destroy all of my sandwiches?” I lean in, watching as sweat drips down his ruddy, freckled face. “I was going to eat them.”

      “Goddess,” he rasps, holding onto his knee.

      “See, now we are getting somewhere.” I yank out my knife and listen to his blood-curdling scream.

      “Cael.” Kendall places a gentle hand on my arm. “Just because we are in the middle of nowhere, it doesn’t mean no one will be around.”

      “Then why are we here?” I ask her, trying to keep my irritation at bay. “No one blinks at torturous screams in—”

      “The Underworld. I know.” Kitty Kat cups my face, her thumb running over my bottom lip. “But we have to watch what we do here.”

      “Fine.” I pout. Turning to the shifter, I press the blade against my lips. “Shh.”

      He scuttles backwards. That’s fine. I will give him the chase he wants. “I told you what you wanted.”

      “But you didn’t tell me what she gave you.”

      “Is it even important?”

      “To me.”

      “She…” He pauses. “You really want to know?”

      “Why else would I ask?” Goodness, he’s not the smartest crayon in the box, is he?

      “She told me there was a pack that would take me and my family in,” he sputters, his red hair flipping across his forehead.

      Kendall places an arm on my shoulder. If she gives him empathy because he said family, we are going to have to spank her, I tell my brothers.

      “Lie,” Kendall growls, then leans into him, slapping on the floor where his blood drips. “I can’t smell pussy on you at all.”

      That was hot, I comment.

      I’m with him on this one, Seth agrees.

      You two cannot get an erection every time she says pussy. I can almost hear Barrett’s eye roll.

      Like hell I can’t. I’m taking it as a personal challenge.

      I twirl the knife, letting the droplets fling around us. “Try again.”

      “Artemis, it was Artemis,” he cries, his eyes wide as he stares at my knife that slips from my fingers to hit his calf.

      “Oops.”

      “Artie?” Kendall leans back, leaving a shifter blood handprint on her jeans. “Artemis paid you to hit our truck?”

      “That seems likely.” I nod.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Seth argues.

      “Listen, Seth.” I grab my knife and make a little nick in the shifter’s leg, but the wily coyote keeps trying to get away from me. “Stay still.” I grip his leg and drag him back while I continue carving my rendition of a smiley face onto his leg. Wasn’t there a serial killer who did this?

      “Cael.” Barrett is using his no-nonsense tone. “Explain.”

      “Ah, yes, well, Artemis does what Artemis does. She once brought me little baby pickles covered in chocolate. It doesn’t sound right, but—” I give a chef’s kiss. “They were delectable.”

      “Pickles are no joke,” Kendall agrees.

      “So if Artemis had this petty thief hit us, I’m going to say it was probably for a damn good reason.” I point the knife at the shifter. “Did she give a reason?”

      “She said you wouldn’t kill me.” He sniffles.

      I laugh. “Now that is a lie.” I raise my knife.

      Kendall stops me. “Wait.”

      “Your ass is on my to-do list, Kitty Kat,” I warn her.

      She smiles at me like she’s daring me. “Rough him up a bit. Send a message.”

      “To whom, your brother?” Seth asks.

      “No, he’s going to go back to Artemis to give her a message.” Kendall turns to me, bloodlust heavy in her gaze—except maybe that’s just lust. Those lines blur easily for me. “She can get to Themis and Nemesis.”

      “Anything, I’ll do anything,” the shifter grovels.

      “Tell them to meet me at the gate to the Underworld in three days.” Kendall blows out a breath. “I’ll have their damn chest and key.”

      I might be the only one of my brothers smiling like a loon. They don’t know it yet, but our girl just committed to us.
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      “It’s the final countdown,” Cael sings while playing an air guitar and doing a strange rendition of a guitar solo with his mouth.

      “How the fuck do you even know that song?” Seth peers out the barn doors once more, watching as the nameless fox shifter takes off into the woods.

      “Artemis.” Cael dances into the center of the barn. A moment later, he tosses himself onto the floor, skidding on his knees while playing the air guitar.

      “Fucking Artemis,” Barrett mutters under his breath.

      It’s a sentiment I can relate to completely. I’m just not sure I want to talk to her right now, even though I could call Pepper or Sabina and they’d send her my way in a heartbeat.

      A goddess contract got me into this mess, and I refuse to contact a goddess to get me out of another. No, we can do this on our own.

      “Yeah, she brought me something called a DVD of music videos.” Cael blinks up at us while rubbing his knee. “That looked way cooler in my head.”

      “I’ll just bet it did.” Seth pushes off the corner of the barn door. “We should get going.”

      “I have a spare vehicle hidden at the entrance of a cave close to here.” Several actually. I don’t move in the cave’s direction, not yet at least. I know I should bury everything I’m feeling and keep going until all of this is nothing more than a terrible memory I can gloss over, but I have three mates looking at me with concern, something I’ve never had before. They are a support system designed by the Fates.

      “What is it?” Seth’s eyes dart all around the barn, looking for an enemy he won’t find because the antagonist in my life is me.

      It’s just me in here, overthinking and overanalyzing. These three broke down all of my walls, incinerating them and leaving me unable to push my feelings aside.

      “Fuck.” I stalk toward the wall of weapons I’ve collected and hidden here over the years. They are all rusted and busted up. If anyone came across this barn, they’d think it was nothing more than an old slaughterhouse, which is a partial truth. I just repurposed the hooks, chains, and knives to kill.

      “We can do that too if you’d like,” Cael offers from his kneeling position on the ground, blinking up at me through his shaggy hair. “It’s a little dirty, but I don’t think you’d mind that, would you, Kitty Kat?”

      I run my finger over a blade, dusting off old blood and rust. “The colors are the same.”

      I hear the guys whispering behind me, unsure if I’m okay. The truth is, I’m fine.

      I’m also not fine. I feel like I’m hanging on by a thread that’s tied around my waist and dangling me over a waterfall, ready to tear and drop me to my death.

      I wouldn’t die, of course, but inhaling water is never fucking fun, and I’d rather not.

      “Guys,” I whisper, moving to the next weapon, recalling torturing one of Kade’s pack members. I found him taking pictures of other creatures seeking refuge on pack grounds. I brought him here, tortured him, and learned he’d been spying for a pack in California. They wanted to take over the East Coast, so I hunted all of them.

      I killed them without remorse, knowing that if I didn’t, then Lunar Mile would face an attack. My family would be in danger, and I couldn’t have that. Sure, they’d be able to fight them off with the amount of pack members they have now, but I didn’t want it to come to that.

      I told my brother I was taking a vacation to spend some time with myself. He believed me, and Sabina supported that move. They did not know that for me, however, a vacation is torturing those who deserve it.

      “Are you going to talk or wait for us to guess?” Cael hops up on a bench dangerously close to a few knives.

      “I realize life would be different if you three hadn’t walked into it.” I move to another blade, this one holding memories as well.

      “Of course it would be,” Cael grumbles. “There would be a serious lack of dick.”

      “Cael, would you shut the fuck up for five minutes?” Seth launches a blade at his head.

      Laughter rings out all around us as the psychotic shifter catches it midair and tosses it up and down. “Sure.” Pointing the knife at me, he says, “Carry on, Kitty Kat.”

      “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      “I’m your kind of crazy.” Cael winks at me before using the knife to clean dirt out from under his nails.

      “If you hadn’t shown up, I’m not sure if I’d just go through the motions of the day, hoping to sort this out, or if I’d just give up.”

      “No, you aren’t a quitter,” Cael states with complete seriousness.

      “You would not give up.” Barrett leans against the bench beside me. “What’s going on up here?” He taps my temple before brushing my hair off my cheek. The strands, in need of a good wash, feel dirty against my scalp.

      “I’m not sure. I feel like I’m having an existential crisis. I’m rethinking everything, and honestly, I’m pissed off at Artemis for paying that guy to hit us.” I drop the knife I grabbed and pace the room. “I feel overwhelmed, and I never feel overwhelmed. It’s as though hearing Artie’s name was the card that toppled my well-built house.”

      “The fuck is she talking about?” Cael stage-whispers.

      “A house of cards.” I throw my hands up, my boots squelching in the shifter’s blood, which I track across the barn floor. “You build it card by card, knowing that at any moment, it could just topple to the ground if you add one card too many.”

      “That’s a terrible way to build a house. Who would do that?” Cael isn’t getting the reference.

      “I think she’s saying it’s an analogy,” Seth explains, though he speaks slowly while watching me, unsure if he is using the right words.

      “Exactly!” I reply, still tracking bloody footprints along the busted wood floor. It wouldn’t be the first time. “It’s too much, and all over this stupid cedar chest.”

      I pause and turn on my heel, giving the guys a look that makes them all step back. Even Cael, who’s sitting on the bench, presses back into the wall of weapons.

      “No.” Seth shakes his head, his eyes shifting back and forth with his declaration. “I’m not giving up the chest.”

      “Don’t you want to know why that chest set all of this in motion?” I toss my hands up. “It’s bigger than any of us realize.”

      “And it could just still hold the tyrant king’s bones who, once released, will walk the world again.” Cael props his head in his hands, his elbows pressing into the fabric of his pants.

      “That’s oddly specific,” I tell him.

      “It makes sense.” He shrugs.

      “Or you’ve been watching too many movies,” Seth points out.

      “Cael.” I walk toward him, maybe adding a little sway to my hips as I do. “Why did you take the chest in the first place?”

      I can feel his panic as he glances at Barrett.

      “Cael, look at me.”

      “Kendall.” Barrett swings me around. “Does it matter?”

      “Oh, I think it does, big guy.” I push him away.

      “We took it because we saw you go after it,” Seth says, but he can’t look at me.

      “You’re acting shifty.” I point at him and walk across the barn. “Something’s up.”

      “We were doing a job for Hades,” Barrett answers, his tone even as he meets my gaze, but he’s too still.

      “Truth.” I rub a thumb across my bottom lip. “But it isn’t the whole truth.”

      “Artemis wants the chest,” Cael blurts out.

      “Cael!” Seth yells at his brother.

      “What? We should have told her from the beginning anyway. All it’s going to do is cause a problem.” Cael hops off the bench. “Secrets do no one any good, and they can do a lot more harm. I don’t want to lie to Kendall.” Cael’s tone is serious.

      “Artemis,” I repeat once again, stomping through the blood and creating more tracks. At this point, it’s therapeutic.

      I’m fucked up.

      “Kendall.” Barrett turns to me. “We would do anything for Hades, and this was a job for him.”

      “Where’s the chest?” I ask, dismissing him. I can’t decide if I’m even angry at this point or just seeking answers.

      “Hidden,” Seth says, ice lacing his voice.

      I can feel the tension rising between all of us like heat waves in the middle of summer. “Seth, I need to know what this is all about.”

      “It’s about you killing our kind,” Seth blurts, pressing pause on the entire room.

      “Excuse me?” I drawl. I knew the immortal world judged me, but I didn’t expect his judgment. “You know my story. You knew I had no choice.”

      “I’m so sorry, Kendall.” He steps toward me, and this time I take a step back.

      I nod because I can scent his apology in the air, but it still hurts. “I told you I was hanging on by a thread.” At least I thought I said that much out loud.

      “Kendall, listen, let’s stick to the plan and get the key.” Seth swallows, looking toward Barrett for confirmation.

      “It’s more than just me being the bad guy.” It has to be.

      “Kendall.” Barrett steps into my path and reaches for me, but I step back. Hurt washes across his features before he schools his expression. “You’re right.”

      I tilt my head to the side, looking for any sign that he is fucking with me.

      “We should have told you it was Artemis who sent us there that day,” he tells me. “We assumed she did that because she knew our mate was after the chest and she just wanted us to meet you.”

      “Artemis always has multiple reasons for doing anything.” I blow out a breath, the chill in the air turning my hot exhalation into a cloud. A bleat alerts me to Snow, who bounds her way into the barn with a goofy smile on her face. Crouching down, I gather her into my arms and walk out of the barn. We need to go. I look over my shoulder when I don’t hear the guys following. “You coming?”

      “You want us to come with you?” Seth asks, always with the damn questions.

      Closing my eyes, I admit what I’m feeling out loud. “One argument won’t break a fated bond. We work through it. But if you lie to me again, we will come back here, and I’ll slice that rusty hook through your skin and hang you.”

      “I call that foreplay, Kitty Kat.” Cael kisses my temple before stepping outside.

      “The cave is out back.” Outside, the wind isn’t just brisk, it’s promising a snowstorm. “Grab the supply pack.”

      Without looking back, I walk around the barn, my boots sinking through the snow piles and into the muddy earth below. The temperature is perfect for snow. Here in the northeast, the biggest and best blizzards show up in March. Once, at my favorite safe home, I got to experience the start of a blizzard before I was called away on a mission.

      Flashes of thick snow dance in my mind’s eye. I would love to be at the home I have in the Adirondacks with a warm fireplace and several feet of snow in March. It sounds perfect. I imagine the four of us snowed in, together.

      Then, we can work out all those little white lies we keep telling each other. I’m not mad that Artemis sent them—hell, I’m not even surprised by that—but I’m irritated they didn’t tell me.

      Now isn’t the time for it though. Now is the time to get our asses in gear.

      Long branches hide the truck I stashed back here in the summer. “Here’s to hoping it starts.” I carefully step over the branches, not worried about moving them out of the way, and then I head straight for the door. The metal squeals as I shuffle Snow in my arms and work my way inside. The keys remain in the cup holder, just where I left them.

      Setting Snow in the back where Cael climbs in beside her, I tell him, “We will have to change vehicles a few more times before we get there.”

      Seth wedges himself in beside Cael, their doors slamming unanimously. Barrett moves the branches out of the way, a large duffle hanging around his shoulders. There is no way he will be able to wedge himself between the truck and the cave wall.

      “Let him try.” Cael pokes me in the shoulder.

      “No more tomfoolery.” I glance at him in the rearview mirror. “We need to go.”

      “Who’s Tom?” Cael asks as I put the key in the ignition.

      “Here we go.” I turn it over. Nothing. “Fuck. Come on, come on.”

      “I’m not sure you can talk the metal box into purring.” Cael slumps back in his seat.

      I’m not giving up. I try again, then again, before settling back in the seat. Barrett eyes us from the outside.

      This time I turn the key, slowly press the gas, then gradually release it. I turn the ignition off and say a silent prayer to the Fates that it starts. Flipping the ignition, the engine rumbles and I heave out a breath I held just in case.

      “Let’s go.” I shift and drive out of the cave, hitting a rock and making a squealing noise that echoes all around us. Pausing, I wait for Barrett to climb in and then take off.

      Silence descends on all of us, blanketing us with tension.

      “New goal,” I tell them, a flutter of nerves in my stomach.

      Barrett turns toward me. “Kendall, you have to realize we didn’t know you were going to be there, and we didn’t know you were our mate. We got played too.”

      “I know, that’s why I’m not that mad.” Which implies I am, in fact, mad, and I can’t decipher if I really am. This relationship stuff is unfamiliar territory for me. “I’m annoyed, a little angry, maybe feeling the need to punish you, but I’ll get over it.”

      “I’ll take the first punishment,” Cael chimes in from the back seat. “Spank me, Kitty Kat,” Cael fucking purrs like a tiger in heat.

      We all ignore him because what the fuck was that?

      The road beckons us, but I turn down a path that used to exist last year when I first showed up in Lunar Mile. I found it when I plotted all my escape routes just in case I needed to run.

      “New goal,” I repeat, ignoring Cael again. “I don’t want to fight us.”

      “You don’t want to fight us?” Seth’s voice holds a lot of questions.

      “I don’t want to fight the Fates. I want you, but there’s a lot working against us.” Licking my lips, I press on. “No matter what happens from here on out, we will always come back for each other.” Please, please agree with that.

      “Unless one of those assassins catches me and tries to torture me.” Cael pauses, drumming his fingers on the seat. “It wouldn’t work. I’m far too insane to fall for most torture methods.”

      “Everyone has a weakness, Cael,” I tell him. “It’s a matter of finding that weakness and exploiting it.” Instead of shutting down about my past, I decide to press forward. “I always surveilled my marks, sometimes for weeks, until I found that weakness.” Shame washes over me at that thought.

      The world of monsters isn’t wrong in wanting my blood served up in a chalice.

      Problem is, unlike the humans, the immortals don’t have a ruling body. The gods and goddesses aren’t better than any of the other immortals that walk Earth. They just have a power that seems more spectacular than the rest of ours. Truth is, their power is just different.

      It has a unique flavor and packs a different punch.

      If I dared Artemis to race my lycan form, she’d lose just as I would lose to her in a gunfight. Artemis and her brother Apollo never miss their targets. It is a part of their gift.

      Even so, no one rules us. Zeus likes to think he’s the big bad god of all gods because he can manipulate the weather, but then again, so can an air elemental or a fae of the winter court. One would think it would be a great idea to monitor those of the same species, but not even that works.

      A part of me knows I got away with everything because the only one I had to answer to was Themis and Nemesis. No one would stop me. No one would dare try.

      Until now.

      “You did what you had to in order to survive.” Barrett reaches for me, threading his fingers in mine on the steering wheel. “Never justify surviving to anyone. Apologize to no one, Kendall.”

      “Look at you, getting all philosophical.” Cael leans his head back as he looks at his brother.

      Flicking his nose, Barrett continues, “You owe no one an excuse or an apology for doing what you needed to do to survive. Each of us has killed to save someone we love.”

      “Usually each other.” Cael sighs, his breath fluttering over me.

      I lean away, gagging. “Cael, my goddess, when was the last time you brushed your teeth?”

      Without skipping a beat, he says, “1592.”

      “We are making a pit stop at a drugstore.”

      “What is drug?” Then Cael adds, “I’d like to buy a vowel.”

      “That’s it.” I chuckle, loving his brand of comic relief. “You are no longer allowed to talk to Artemis.”

      “But she brings me presents.” He mopes.

      “Sit back. Please sit back and try to keep your mouth shut.” Seth grabs his brother and yanks him back.

      “You are just jealous. As usual.”

      “No, I’m fucking not,” Seth growls at him, his power filling the air.

      “Are to.”

      “Barrett, I’m going to kill him.”

      “Bad idea.” Barrett turns in his seat to look at his two annoying brothers. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Triplets. We had to be triplets.” Seth glares out the window, his head falling back to the seat.

      I reach for Barrett’s hand while I peer in the rearview mirror, and when my eyes catch Cael’s for a split second, I mouth, “Thank you,” to him.

      Either his timing is perfect, or he hates to deal with anything too serious. I’m betting on a little of both.

      “So I can tell you three are brothers, but you all look alike.” Seth and Cael look almost identical, with minor differences in their appearance. Of course, when they open their mouths, I can tell who is whom. But there is no way in hell I’m telling them any of that.

      “If we were born to humans, I would have been a single child. Perhaps an only child.” Barrett gives me a thousand-watt smile. “These two idiots would be twins.”

      “They look alike.” I smirk. “But I can tell you apart. All of you.”

      “I’m glad you can tell us apart, because my dick is two centimeters thicker than Seth’s and one millimeter shorter than Barrett’s,” Cael states, his tone devoid of emotion as though he is uttering facts. “Oh, and Seth’s curves a little, but I’m only a little jealous of that because I learned through commercials that you can get that pierced.”

      My god, he got his dick pierced? Wait, no. He said he’d get it pierced. That was more of a letdown than I expected.

      “You didn’t learn that from a commercial.”

      “I did,” Cael argues.

      “What was the website?”

      “Pepper set it up for me,” he adds, his brow wrinkling as he sorts through his memories. “Po—”

      “Cael!” I shout while belting out a guffaw. “That isn’t…” I shake my head, laughter spilling out around us. Even Seth leans forward in interest. “That website isn’t what you think it is.”

      “Sex,” he answers.

      “Okay, maybe you know what it is.” I’m going to kill Pepper.

      Or thank her, I’m not sure which, especially after learning about her business.

      “Of course I do. Pepper explained it well. She actually directed me to the audio section and told me that’s what girls liked this century.” Cael taps the seat, the atmosphere in the cab changing before he speaks. “Kendall, is your pussy wet enough to take my knot.”

      Thank Pepper. I’m definitely going to thank Pepper because Cael’s answer is yes, it is now.

      “I’d like to see this website,” Seth says, surprising all of us.

      “Alright.” I cough into my hand. “Next stop is in five hours. We are detouring west to change vehicles before heading northeast again. You should sleep.”

      “I’d like to learn to drive.” Barrett squeezes my hand. “When it’s safe.”

      “That would be helpful.” I’ve stayed up driving all night once to remain untraceable as I hunted down a mark. I would hate to have to do that again.

      “And Kendall.” Barrett softens his voice as the guys lean back in their seats. “From here on out, it’s us. No more you, no more me, but us.” He lifts my hand to his lips where he places the sweetest of kisses. “Until eternity, Kendall.”
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      There’s this feeling, you know the one, where you are lying in your bed, half asleep, and your whole body jerks you awake. It feels like falling off a building and your mind goes oh hell no and bam, reality slaps you in the face. It’s an odd sensation, one that is impossible to get used to.

      Lying in bed is a suitable spot for this sensation to creep up on you.

      Not driving on a highway heading for a safe house.

      My body jerks, and my hands clench the steering wheel, twisting it just enough to shuffle the sleeping guys around me. Barrett’s head slams against the window and he goes on alert. Seth slides off the seat, and Cael sleeps through it all.

      “Shit!” Headlights blare in my eyes, which haven’t quite adjusted to that microsecond of sleep. I jerk the truck to the side of the road, gravel spraying up around us until the wheels come to a complete stop.

      The adrenaline flees faster than it came on. My entire body has hit a wall. Throwing the truck into park, I lean back against the seat, closing my eyes before I can even tell them to stay open. My subconscious wrestles with my consciousness and drags me into a pit of slumber I can’t control, and one I’m not sure I even want to.

      My guys surround me, so I know they will keep me safe. They might try to drive the truck even though I didn’t tell them where we were going, but I’m not sure it matters. I’m far too tired to keep pushing on.

      Sinking into the seat, I allow my body to rest.

      

      Grunts and groans fill the air as the haze of the dream rolls away, revealing a room I know too well. It’s one that shaped and molded me into the deadly creature I am today. Once more, I stand in the dining room of the academy.

      Boys and girls line up in rows, each holding a bo. Nemesis paces at the front of the room, her booted feet thudding against the wooden floor with soft thumps. Her dark eyes take in the entire room, watching each student with a cold detachment that sends a shiver up my spine.

      I remember this room, and I remember it well.

      “Kendall, so nice of you to join us.” Nemesis pauses at the head of the dining hall. A space in which we should be able to sit and eat and chatter away about the day’s activities, but we had to fight to eat. If you lost, you starved.

      “Nemesis.” I glance around, watching as the students continue to move through their kata. Nemesis pauses, a red grin stretching across her alabaster face.

      A woman this beautiful should never smile at another like that.

      “We’ve missed you.” As though she’s more at ease in this moment than any other, she calmly steps down the aisle of students.

      The skin at the base of my spine tingles, and the sensation increases with each ominous step she takes toward me. Dressed in all black leather, she looks the part of assassin, even though she is a goddess, one whose mother owns the night.

      The night.

      Night.

      “Oh no.” I step out, spreading my feet to balance my weight. I don’t look down because I already know what I’m going to find—leather gear, head to toe, made and designed specifically to protect my body. It’s the same gear all the other students wear.

      “At ease,” Nemesis says, and each student in the room stops their kata and slams their bo onto the floor, rocking the hall. “Did you figure it out?”

      It’s a pointless question. I already answered it with my slip of the tongue. Here, during sleep and night, she rules every single action and outcome. It’s a small gift from her mother.

      One I often speculated about. I’ve had dreams in the past that didn’t feel like mere dreams where I fought to the death, and when I awoke covered in bruises, I’d find a fellow student being rolled out in a body bag.

      Nemesis always told us our training would come when we least expected it to. When we felt safe.

      For a moment, my breath lodges in my chest, preventing me from taking another, until I exhale what little air I could take in and breathe once more.

      She won’t fight me. She never did. But there are a dozen assassins in this room, which tells me I’m going to wake up sore and broken.

      A pleased smile stretches across her face. “Now, Kendall, what was it we asked of you?”

      I roll my shoulders and face her wrath. This is going to hurt. “You asked for the chest.”

      “Yes, we did. But what else was asked of you?” Once more, she begins her slow walk toward me, her eyes rolling up and down my body as she circles me like the predator she is.

      Unease crawls up my spine, and my muscles itch to run, to flee, but unlike reality, here in the dreamscape, I cannot run or hide. I could run out those doors and land right back here, facing her and the laughter I hear in my head on the darkest of days.

      “Not to disobey you,” I answer with honesty, letting my body go limp as I ready myself for the inevitable strike.

      “Simon,” Nemesis shouts.

      The assassin nearest to me barely moves as he drives his bo into my leg, and the slap of the bo hitting my shin echoes around the dining room.

      I lock every muscle in my body and wait out the sting, shoving the pain into the little dissociative box I reserve for these moments.

      His footsteps carry him to the front of the dining hall where he grabs a tray of food before heading into the hall where we actually ate in silence.

      “Tell me, Kendall. Did you disobey me again?” Nemesis steps to the side, her arms casually lying limp at her sides. Her fingers twitch, and I recall how much pain she caused me the last time we met, dropping me to my knees and stealing every breath.

      “I did not.”

      “Jacob, Lucille, and Emery,” Nemesis shouts.

      I barely have time to duck before the first bo flies over my head, then I throw myself backwards, avoiding the next. The third, however, slaps me in the gut.

      Too slow. I know better.

      “Stop!” Nemesis shouts. “Lucille, go.”

      I turn toward the goddess holding my soul hostage and face her heartless eyes head-on. How I could have ever thought these two loved me is beyond me. Compared to my family and my guys, she is nothing but a cruel mistress determined to destroy me and break me down until all I can do is think in their terms.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I say to her.

      Ignoring my words, she says, “You know the rules, Kendall. One strike, and they can eat.”

      Those were never the rules, unless Themis put an end to her games and this is her work-around.

      “You are angry with me because I might move on,” I tell her, not feeling unsure of my next step. My next move.

      “You will stand there and take the hit, Kendall.”

      “Fine,” I growl at her, not hiding my anger at Nemesis. A few of the students dare to look at me, their eyes wide with horror.

      They aren’t playing her game to eat, not here in this dreamscape. They are playing to rest, to allow their bodies to heal from whatever bullshit she put through them during the day.

      My ribs crunch as Jacob slams his bo into my side, stealing my breath, but I won’t give him or her the satisfaction of seeing me fall.

      The next assassin steps up and, with a cruel twist to her lips, she slams her bo into the same spot, cracking the rib further.

      This time I gasp. Only eight more to go. If they all hit me here, that lung will end up pierced. It’s a surprise a rib hasn’t pierced it already.

      Standing tall, I wait until those two walk out of the dining hall and then face Nemesis, who looks far too pleased with herself.

      I hate her. I hate everything she represents.

      “I’m hurt that you’d lie to me, Kendall.” She steps in front of me, her coal dark eyes seeing through me and into the lies I want to tell her. Her hand snaps out, grabbing my hair, and she rips it down until I’m looking up at her from a crouch. “Try to tell the truth this time, Kendall, or else it’s going to be an endless night for you. Did you disobey me again?”

      I honestly didn’t think I did. I don’t even know what I did to earn this kind of ire, aside from realizing I needed to move on from her and Themis. “Yes.”

      “I can see you don’t believe that.” She lets go and steps back. “Luis and…” Nemesis smirks at me in that vile way of hers. “Dominic.”

      This time, I close my eyes and just let it happen—or I try to.

      “Open your eyes, Kendall,” Nemesis commands. “I don’t want you to miss the hurt on Dom’s face at your betrayal.”

      I didn’t betray him, but I don’t say that out loud. I wouldn’t dare. Not here, not to her. Not until I can find a way to get out from under her thumb.

      Luis steps up behind me. I can feel the air as it moves with his bo, then he strikes the back of my neck with a crack. I grit my teeth, my nostrils flaring and my body shaking with the amount of pain I’m trying to lock away.

      Seven more. I can do this. I have to do this.

      Dominic steps up, his handsome face impassive. He isn’t hurt that we only had one night. My pain doesn’t faze me, nor does my presence here. I only slept with him because I overheard the others talking about how good he was in bed.

      He scratched an itch one fucking time, and I’m being punished for it. He wasn’t even worth the thirty seconds of my time he wasted. What Nemesis really wants is little assassin babies.

      She will not get them.

      That’s when he leans in, his sour breath gusting over my lips. “We could have run this place together, Kendall.” He shoves the sharpened end of his bo into my gut, the hidden blade slicing through my leathers to pierce my skin and embed in my stomach.

      “It was one night,” I rasp.

      Dominic isn’t finished with me, not yet. He twists the blade before stepping back. His cool veneer falls, and a malicious grin crawls up his face. “Was it?”

      He steps back, my blood spilling from the tip of his blade onto the floor. He departs the room so he can rest for the night.

      Meanwhile, my mates are probably losing their shit over my bruising and bleeding body. I should have told them more about my childhood, about Themis and Nemesis and all the games they play with those bound to them.

      “You broke his heart, Kendall.” Nemesis steps in front of me. “By mating those dogs.”

      My ire grows, and my lip trembles with a sneer.

      Never show emotion. Never let them see just how affected you are by their words, words that exist only to taunt, break, and suffer, and this bitch is baiting me.

      “Cerberus.” I raise my trembling chin at her as I keep my hands at my sides. My blood spills down my body, soaking my pants and socks, pooling in my shoes.

      She wants me dead.

      Gasps sound around the dining hall. It’s all the warning I get before Nemesis backhands me. Eyes wide, I stare at her in horror.

      All these years, she dictated our training, but she never once laid a hand on us.

      “Now look what you made me do.” She tsks under her breath. “You betrayed me, Kendall.”

      “I didn’t.” The words fall from my lips before I can swallow them. I can never take them back.

      “You betrayed me, Kendall.” She steps back.

      I want to ask her how. What did I fucking do?

      “Clive, Owen.” Nemesis pauses before looking around the room. “Thalia and…” She hums to herself. “Joan.”

      I almost groan when I realize just what game she’s playing today. “Everyone I ever spoke to in this academy.” I regret every moment. Every single one.

      “You aren’t as sharp as you used to be, Kendall.” Nemesis nods at the four assassins who now surround me.

      I spoke to Clive the first week here. He’s been one of their assassins for hundreds of years.

      Fuck it, I don’t bite my tongue this time. “I still surpassed you, Clive,” I taunt him, knowing it’s only going to hurt me in the end. “Owen, you were a good fuck.” He wasn’t. “Thalia, you tried to see if you could take me out in the middle of the night. I’m not even surprised Nemesis caught onto that. And Joan…” My heart feels heavy as I look at her and her bright blue gaze full of ice.

      “Nothing for me, Kendall?” she sneers.

      I thought she was the only friend I had here once. “Nothing,” I tell her, letting her know just what I think of her betrayal. She befriended me, learned my weaknesses, and was the only one here who got close enough to almost take me out.

      As one, they strike my body. A hit to the shin of my left leg, my right thigh, that fucking rib again, and then my right arm.

      My body shakes and trembles as they walk out.

      “Breathe, Kendall,” Nemesis commands.

      I exhale a sharp breath. My lung. I can’t breathe. That bitch Joan pierced it. I wobble as I stand tall. Two to go. I can do this. There is no other choice. I can handle this. I will not bow, and I will never fucking fall. My breathing comes in short pants as I face Nemesis.

      “Two more,” she whispers to me, “then we will talk.”

      I just want to rest, really rest, in my guys’ arms.

      “Brittany, Leanne.” Nemesis steps back, jerking her head at the last two assassins.

      They are two women I watched from afar, but I knew befriending them would break me in ways Joan could only dream of. Best friends in a way I envied, they move as one, each holding that cold, calculating look in their dead eyes.

      “Strike!” Nemesis commands.

      Once more, the slap of a bo steals my breath. One in the gut, the other against my back. It’s as though they strike there on purpose to keep me standing. The sound of my bones cracking splits the air.

      “Leave us,” Nemesis demands of the women who reluctantly move away and out of the dining hall. “Rest,” she says in a softer voice that feels like a trap.

      “I’m okay,” I wheeze, my left lung deflated while the right carries the weight of breathing.

      A glimmer of respect shines in her eyes before it falls away. “Kendall, did we not provide everything you could ever need?”

      “Yes.” No. They made me fight for it when I was just a teen, and they demanded things of me they never demanded from other assassins.

      “Then explain all this betrayal.”

      “How?”

      “You mated a male. We didn’t choose a male for you.”

      “You knew this.”

      “Yes, but now you follow their directive.” She paces around me, her boots landing softly on the floor. “You could have gotten the chest from them at any moment.”

      “You’ve been spying on me.” I huff out a breath that sounds like a dying kitten. Shit, I’m really hurt.

      “Of course, we spy on all of our assets.” She tsks under her breath. “Kendall, where is the chest? I needed you to bring it to me.”

      For the first time, I’m glad the guys didn’t tell me. “I don’t know.”

      I don’t expect the slap across my face, but I’m not surprised either. My lip splits with her ring, a half-moon with an emerald embedded in the center. The sting tries to take me down. It’s a cut so small compared to everything else, but to me, it’s just one more ache on top of a broken and battered body.

      “Truth.”

      “Then why did you—”

      She slaps me again. “Stop talking, Kendall.”

      My other lip splits. I still stand tall, my joints locked. The only thing holding me up at this point is my sheer stubbornness.

      “You lost the key and have your brethren on your ass.” Her laughter turns silky and dangerous. “They are all after you, Kendall. Minus the two the witch killed.”

      So much for keeping that a secret.

      “They want that bounty on your head.” She chuckles to herself. “Oh, and just wait until you figure out who placed it there, Kendall.”

      “You.”

      “I told you no talking,” she warns before carrying on. “Why would I ever put a bounty on my most prized possession? That is foolish of you to think, Kendall.”

      I’m not buying it, but I keep my mouth shut.

      “Assassins trying to buy out their contracts? I’m not happy about that, Kendall.”

      “That’s what this is about?” It’s not because I’m moving on. I still don’t believe her though. Themis and Nemesis always refused to get their hands dirty, so a hit would make sense.

      This time she doesn’t punish me for talking, she just continues. “I need assassins, Kendall. They keep everything in balance. They keep the humans quiet and unsuspecting, all while taking care of problems we run into. Without assassins, then vampires would run around killing and wolves would eat the flesh of mortals.”

      She doesn’t give a fuck about any of that. She’s just trying to appeal to me.

      It. Won’t. Work.

      With a sigh, she pauses in front of me. “I had so many plans for you.” In an unusual display of empathy, she cups my face with her palms. Fear floods my body. “Bring me the key, the chest, and your men.”

      Never.

      “Do this, and we will talk about your freedom.”

      “You’ll never let me go.”

      “You’re right, I won’t.” Her sly smile tells me there’s more up her sleeve. She’s hiding something I didn’t even think about. “Not entirely. We’ve built so much here, Kendall. This place is the cornerstone of the immortal world. We are the shadows that keep the monsters at bay. We hold a powerful purpose, Kendall. One you must accept.”

      I swallow and nod. I don’t like her ways, but I understand the purpose. It’s the very nature I live by.

      Kill or die.

      If I can kill, then I do so swiftly and without a trail.

      “What’s in the chest?”

      “They didn’t tell you?” Nemesis laughs, the sound echoing off the walls. “My sweet, naïve lycan.”

      “What are you talking about?” I want to take a step back, but I don’t dare.

      She steps close to me, sinking her black-tipped fingernails into my gut and reopening the wound. She doesn’t just stab me with her nails, she peels away my skin.

      “I’m talking about the reason I know you will always come back to me, Kendall.” She plays with my wound. My vision dances with blackness, and I struggle to stay in the here and now, but I know I have no control over that. “Mates aren’t worth it, Kendall. Kill them now while you can.”

      “What do they know?” I can feel my knees struggle to remain locked, my mind failing my body as it vibrates with shock.

      She leans in, her words coating my skin and chilling my soul. “They know who is in the chest.”

      Blackness washes through me as I give in just to escape this moment.

      Not even my dreams remain safe anymore.

      

      I wake to shouting, screams, and fighting. My head rolls on the back seat of the truck as Barrett sits behind the wheel, his body rigid as he swerves through traffic.

      “I can’t shake them!” he yells.

      “Open the damn window,” Seth commands, digging through something in the footwell. Probably my weapons bag. “Here.” He shifts his weight and sits on the ledge of the window, propping himself there as he takes several wild shots that make my ears ring.

      “Hey, Kitty Kat.” Cael turns my head toward him, his eyes sad and worried.

      “I look bad, don’t I?” Each word hurts, and my chest is in more pain than I’ve felt in a long time.

      It pales in comparison to the pain I feel looking at him.

      “You’ve been bleeding all over the seat for hours now.” Cael presses another shirt against my wound. “Want to tell me about it?”

      I do, but it looks like they have been hiding so much. “No.”

      A glimmer of hurt flashes in his gaze. Hurt I put there. But they hurt me as well. “A few of your besties caught up with us,” he says. “I hope you are okay if we kill them.”

      “Let them burn.” I should take down all of Nemesis and Themis’s students, even burn down the entire academy.

      “Thought you might feel that way.” Cael winks at me before turning to his brothers and whispering to them.

      I don’t try to eavesdrop, I couldn’t even if I wanted to. All I hear is the whoosh-whoosh in my ears as my blood thunders and my adrenaline spikes, trying to keep me alive.

      “Cael.” I tug his arm, drawing him back. “Why did you lie to me?”

      “I did?” His face wrinkles, but he isn’t joking as he searches my gaze.

      “You knew who was in the chest this entire time. Why didn’t you tell me?” I don’t mask the pain in my voice because I can no longer hide it.

      “We don’t know. I swear we don’t.” Except he doesn’t look so sure.

      Seth slides back into his seat, turning to look at me, at us, while Barrett glances at me in the rearview mirror.

      “Think,” I tell them as my body slips toward a healing rest.

      I close my eyes, feeling the weight of the moment press down upon us. Upon this moment. I need them to tell me the truth, to confide in me, and trust me. I just don’t know if I’ll be awake for it to happen.

      “I know who is in the chest.” Cael breaks through the silence just as my body falls into a deep, healing sleep.

      They better not betray me.
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      “You know—” I begin, only for my angry bear of a brother to cut me off.

      “Don’t even fucking start, Seth.” Barrett’s nostrils flare as he glares at the road in front of him as though that’s the enemy, not the truck behind us trying to run us off the road.

      “I think what Seth is trying to say is—”

      “Fuck you too, Cael!” Barrett’s hands clench the steering wheel as the truck behind us tries to slam into us once more.

      “Barrett, if you would just—”

      “I fucking can’t. I can’t.” Barrett swings the steering wheel to the side of the road, jerking the entire truck to the left and then the right as gravel kicks up and he stops the car.

      In the back seat, Kendall’s goat bleats at us in displeasure. When I glance back at Kendall, Snow eyes me as though she knows what’s going down and is not impressed.

      “We’re going to need to talk about the body in the chest that belongs to—” Cael tries once more.

      “I will murder you,” Barrett argues, stepping out of character. Usually, he’s the peacekeeper, but Cael kept a secret from us, and while my curiosity rises through the roof, I don’t want to know.

      If I know, then I will tell Kendall, and she’s passed out. She won’t be able to hear me in any way. “I want to know when you tell Kendall,” I confess as Barrett pushes the door to the truck open.

      “He’s about to hulk out.” Cael turns in his seat, completely relaxed and unfazed.

      “First of all, I have no idea what the fuck that even means.” I hold up a finger as I crouch down to peer through the back window, where Barrett lets out a thunderous roar and slams a fist into the front end of the truck.

      “Told you.” Cael nods to himself.

      “I still don’t know what the fuck that means.” Exasperation runs through me as I forget what I was about to say. Cael has that effect on everyone around him. You end up so tongue-tied that he eats your words with his bullshit.

      “Okay, so there is this long series of movies called Marvel.” Cael turns around as Barrett rips the door off to the truck and flings it into the woods. “Damn, he is furious.”

      I sink down in my seat. “The last time he was this angry was when Heracles bested us. It was a bad day.”

      “Let him have this moment. He’s worried about Kitty Kat.” Cael reaches out to Kendall and wipes the sweat from her forehead where her hair clings. Her long, thick lashes kiss her cheeks, and though she fell asleep and began sprouting wounds that had no reason to show up, she is still just as beautiful as before.

      A man’s scream pierces the air, and then a thud alerts us to a shifter whom Barrett just flung onto the road ahead of us.

      “So in these movies, there is this big green guy.”

      “Like an ogre?” I question, because a few of those lurk in the Underworld. There aren’t many of their kind left, and they usually keep to themselves.

      “No, but ask me about an ogre and his bestie, a donkey.”

      “I will not.” That doesn’t even make a lick of sense.

      Barrett roars as he walks by the truck. “Not so tough now, you pathetic weasel.” Said weasel tries to take off. I would run from Barrett as well. He doesn’t get very far as Barrett shouts, “Oh no you don’t.”

      “Anyway, this green dude is a regular guy, and then when he gets mad.” Cael lowers his voice into a deep growl.

      “The fuck is that?”

      “My Hulk voice.”

      “It sounds like you have to shit.”

      “I do.”

      “Cael.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, irritated with my idiotic brother. “No more talk of this motion picture box.”

      “You just have to find your genre.”

      “Know what? No.” I fling myself at him, just missing his head as he ducks to avoid my punch. “You knew! This whole time.”

      “About the Hulk?” He fucking laughs at me as he pushes me away from him. “You’re going to hurt Kitty Kat.”

      “You don’t even sound worried about her wounds.” I try to punch him again, but he just catches my fist.

      “You know who will win in this fight.” Cael’s voice changes. He’s no longer joking. It’s as though the beast inside of him creeps forward to peek at what is going on and it wants to play. “You’re angry and you shouldn’t attack when you are angry. It makes you slow.”

      Fuck him for always being right.

      “We are evenly matched, brother,” I counter.

      “Not to me.” Cael taps his head.

      “Oh, so you’re crazy.” I roll my eyes at him just as the hood of the truck crunches when Barrett throws the shifter on top of it.

      “You waste my time!” Barrett yells before charging to snatch the shifter back up again.

      “This is a waste of time,” I tell Cael. “You should have told us.”

      “So we aren’t fighting?”

      “Why do you sound so disappointed by that?”

      “I miss fighting you.”

      “Cael—”

      “You squeal like a little piggy, and I enjoy hearing that sound.”

      “Know what? I almost felt bad for you, almost.” Lies, I really don’t. I lean in and box his ears faster than he can block. I knew I still had it in me.

      Cael is the psycho brother. He has lowered inhibitions, which allows us to attack without overthinking. Barrett is the brawn, destroying everything in his path with a kind of grace we should possess. I bring the speed.

      “Like a little piggy.” Cael pitches his voice to sound like a squealing pig.

      Beside Kendall, the goat bleats at us, her little horizontal pupils squinting.

      “That goat is too smart,” I observe.

      Outside, the telltale crack of a neck splits the air, but Barrett isn’t close to being done with the guy. He bends over and lifts him up to toss him as far as he can into the forest.

      Barrett stands at the side of the road, his eyes trained on the thicket of trees until a thud sounds ever so quietly in the distance. He rolls his shoulders and cracks his neck before he turns around and stalks back to us.

      “The baby goat?” Cael smirks up at me with a lopsided grin on his face. “Funny you should mention her intelligence—”

      Barrett swings the back door open and barks, “Get the fuck out.” He lifts Kendall with a gentleness that would be adorable if he hadn’t just screamed at me.

      “What’s the magic word?” Cael asks, even though he lifts the goat and tucks her against his side.

      “The magic word is get the fuck out.” Barrett walks away without a backward glance.

      “You think he’s mad?” Cael frowns at me, and I can’t tell if he’s serious or screwing with me.

      “Yeah, he’s mad. Let’s go.” I shuffle across the leather seats that aren’t leather at all but synthetic leather, a strange combination of chemicals and compounds that should be outlawed.

      My boots crunch along the gravel as I hit the ground and slam the door shut.

      “Don’t forget the bags!” Cael skips toward the other vehicle, holding that damn goat close to his chest.

      “Why don’t you grab them?” I grumble, not expecting him to hear me.

      “Can’t, arms are full.”

      I’m going to kill him. Not really, but I might. One day.

      Grabbing the cooler and the pack, I stalk back to the truck, remembering something Artemis once said about trackers. I toss the bags in the back of the stolen truck and sniff around the vehicle.

      Cael leans his head out of the window, his shaggy hair falling over his eyes as he watches me. “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for a spell.”

      “They don’t use those here.”

      “Well, there might be something on the vehicle that keeps telling these assholes where we are.” I sniff the bumper, getting down on my hands and knees.

      “Here, doggy.” Cael snaps his fingers at me.

      “Don’t be an asshole.” Barrett climbs out of the back seat after securing Kendall in the newly acquired vehicle. He presses his palm to Cael’s head and pushes him back inside while looking at me. “You’re right. They shouldn’t have found us with that truck so easily. I did as Kendall instructed. I changed course multiple times.”

      “She said she wanted to switch vehicles,” Cael chimes in from inside.

      “He isn’t wrong,” I say, as much as I’m loath to admit it.

      “This one is risky.” Barrett runs a hand down his face. “I don’t know how to live in this world without her.”

      I pause from sniffing the wheel. “I know. This world…” I shake my head as I trail off.

      On a growl, Barrett drops to his knees and sniffs one side while I sniff the other. “That poses a unique problem.” Barrett shifts his voice low so that only I can hear.

      “What’s that?” I ask, but somehow I already know where he’s going with this.

      “I thought…” He trails off as he grabs a little blinking device and crushes it in his fist.

      “There could be more.” Fucking hell, not only is there a possibility that we were being tracked, but the assassins are also being tracked.

      “Keep searching,” Barrett commands, though I’m already sniffing the undercarriage, shifting until I’m on my back and sliding underneath. “Where do we live?”

      “What do you mean?” I smell something slightly off and reach upwards, feeling around though I have no idea what I’m touching. “We live in the Underworld.”

      “I mean Kendall. Her life is here, while ours is in the Underworld,” Barrett tells me softly, as though he already mourns leaving her here while we head home.

      I look over at him, not just seeing the anguish and grief on his face, but feeling it as though he’s preparing himself. “We don’t have to worry about that now,” I tell him. “We get through this, get her safe, let her heal, and face our battles head-on so we can argue over those trivial things.”

      “You’re right.” Barrett leans back. “It’s clear.”

      My finger brushes over something that doesn’t feel right, something that hums with electricity when the rest of the vehicle doesn’t. I pinch it and tug, removing another blinking device. “Found two. Are there any more?” I ask as I crawl out from beneath the vehicle.

      “Hey, guys, look what I found!” Cael shouts from inside.

      “What?” Barrett and I both say.

      I pop up and climb back into the passenger seat. This vehicle is a little more comfortable with soft seats and a fresh scent. I almost prefer the other vehicle, though it smelled dirty and like blood.

      “I don’t scent any more,” Barrett says, belatedly answering my question as he climbs in and turns the key that fits inside the lock. The car rumbles and jerks as Barrett pulls away, leaving Kendall’s vehicle on the side of the road.

      “Should we just leave that there?” I drum my fingers on the steering wheel.

      “No.” Barrett slams on the brakes and peels into reverse before slamming the brakes again and jerking forward.

      “What are you doing?” I brace myself just as Barrett slams into the back of Kendall’s truck, sending it over to the side of the road where it teeters and then crashes over and rolls until it’s completely out of sight.

      “Getting rid of the truck.” Barrett peels off down the road as silence descends on us. “I don’t even know where I’m going.”

      “I do.” I shuffle uncomfortably before I face my brothers.

      “Oh, you have been a very naughty boy, Seth.” Cael chuckles.

      Barrett glances at me, his nostrils flaring and his cheeks turning pink. “Explain.”

      “Okay so—”

      “You look like Dad when you do that.” Cael cuts me off.

      “Shut up, Cael!” Barrett and I yell at once.

      “The mating,” I tell them slowly, feeling Kendall’s essence in my soul. “I knew it would bind us.” I reach up and rub my bite mark, unable to lose the goofy smile on my face.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you two?” Barrett rages.

      “Do you want me to go into that?” Cael asks with a tilt of his head.

      “I really don’t,” Barrett admits, “but we never kept secrets from each other.”

      Cael once again tattles on me. “Aside from Esmerelda.”

      “You know what I mean, Cael. Don’t make this worse.” Barrett swings the truck onto another road.

      “You’re going the wrong way.” I almost wince as I say it, because Barrett throws the vehicle in reverse while glaring at me.

      “This is what I’m talking about.”

      “You’re just mad I knotted her first.” I know that isn’t the reason, but I’m going to bring that up every chance I get because out of the three of us, I’m the brother who isn’t as strong and cunning.

      Hell, I’m the one who brainstorms more than the others. I’m the one who uses caution and thinks through any situation, whereas these two idiots would run headfirst into trouble. The fact that I got something before them, well, it pleases me.

      “That isn’t it and you know it.” Barrett glances at me, one dark brow arched on his face.

      “True, he hit that before you did.” Cael smirks at me when I glance back at him.

      “Why are you the way you are?” I mutter as he sits there, petting the goat like an evil villain.

      “Do you want the answer to that?”

      “That cannot be your answer to everything,” I tell him.

      “Seriously?” Barrett yells at us, his rage suffocating the air in the cab. “We can’t keep these secrets between us. It isn’t right, and that is how we die. The moment we hold back from something is the moment we regret it. We can’t do that.”

      “Well, we can’t make a promise now that we won’t do that again, because odds are I will,” Cael mutters. “I enjoy secrets. They make me feel like I’m a king.”

      “Barrett.” I turn to our brother.

      “You can’t kill him, Seth.” Barrett shakes his head. “Can you just fucking tell me where we are going?”

      “We’re close.” The assassin was close to us, so I don’t want to stop again. I want to get Kendall to this safe house and get her all healed up. “Question.”

      “Why can’t you just ask the question instead of saying question?” Barrett side-eyes me, his thick arms bunching as though he is going to hit me.

      “Because you are cranky.”

      “I’m not cranky.”

      “I vote he gets Kendall next.” Cael leans forward, whispering, “He needs the orgasm more than us.”

      “Tie him up and toss him in the back,” Barrett barks.

      “You’d miss my commentary.”

      “Doubtful.” Barrett turns back to me. “Ask your damn question.”

      “Shouldn’t I be able to heal her?” I turn in my seat again, unable to keep my eyes off my healing mate. She looks so peaceful, though blood mats her hair.

      “In theory, I believe so, but I don’t know much more about mating bonds than you do,” Barrett admits. “Let’s just get her somewhere safe.”

      I nod, and for the next couple of hours, we remain silent. The only noises in the cab are my directions and the occasional bleat of the goat whom we have to pull over for several times for a pee stop. The damn goat is almost worse than Cael, who went from wanting to eat her head to petting the damn thing.

      Finally, the pulse that is all Kendall signals we are close. Finding this place was easier than I expected it to be. Though she sleeps in the back, there are places in this world that she fell in love with. That kind of love leaves an imprint, whether or not we want it to.

      Wherever we are heading, she loves it almost as much as the place down south back by the diner. There’s one more place, but I feel that location is a secret. She will have to spill on her own terms. She’s had it rough, and I won’t demand she tell me something before she’s ready to.

      “Here!” I lean forward, pointing at a driveway that winds through the forest. Overhead, trees hang down and brush the roof of the vehicle, while big potholes shake the entire car.

      That’s when I see the place where Kendall feels like home.

      “Oh, wow.” I lean forward, swallowing.

      Spread out in front of us is a large patch of open space, with overgrown topiaries leading the way up to what I can only describe as a small castle. Before it is a fountain in the frozen casket of winter, the driveway circling around it. We pull to a stop before a small walkway that leads inside.

      “I didn’t expect this.” Cael hops out, letting the baby goat free to roam. The first thing she does is prance toward the topiaries. “That’s it, Snow, make them nice and pretty for Mommy.”

      “Don’t say that.” Barrett climbs out of the truck once more, reaching for a sleeping Kendall. “It’s creepy.”

      “Your face is creepy,” Cael mutters, propping his hands on his hips as he bends backwards to eye the castle. “Yeah, I take it back.”

      Following my brothers, I climb out and walk ahead of Barrett to open the doors.

      “Wait!” Cael yells.

      There is a certain tone of voice that you learn to listen to from those closest to you when they feel hurt, appear upset, or feel danger. It’s like learning the cry of an infant and their needs. In response to Cael’s tone, Barrett and I pause.

      “This is Kendall’s safe space.” I groan, taking a step back.

      “It’s booby trapped.” Cael steps between us. “And no, I’m not explaining what that means. It was in a movie involving a group of young kids.” Cael snaps his fingers. “Hey, can that be our slogan?”

      I look over Cael’s head toward Barrett, our eyes asking the same thing.

      What the fuck is wrong with him?

      “Never mind, I doubt I can use the same slogan.” Dejected, he glares at Kendall’s home. “I bet the topiaries come alive when we cross the threshold.”

      “Or we get shot as soon as we enter,” Barrett adds.

      “I’m not so sure.” My answer earns me a glare. “I doubt many people know about this place, and Kendall is smart. She isn’t going to make any place a home if she doesn’t think she’s going to be safe there.” I jerk my head at the roof. “I don’t know about you, but that roof looks as though it’s seen better days.”

      “You’re right. Look at the windows.” Barrett jerks his head toward the nearest one. “There’s a trash bag over it.”

      “Exactly. She made this place home in her head, not in reality.” That saddens me more than anything else we’ve uncovered thus far.

      “Do you think she’s ever had a place she could call home?” Cael asks, rubbing his fingers across the material of Kendall’s coat as it hangs over Barrett’s arms.

      “No,” I reply, because she couldn’t allow herself to have even that much of a luxury. She was always far too dangerous to allow herself a moment of peace.

      “How mad—” Cael begins.

      “Pissed,” Barrett replies.

      “Utterly furious,” I finish.

      “So then it’s a terrible idea to fix this place up while she rests.” Cael doesn’t wait for an answer, and though he was the one to warn us about this so-called booby trap, he charges forward and bursts through the door.

      “Looks like you were right.” Barrett sounds surprised.

      “It doesn’t mean there aren’t any alerts,” I hedge, because I really didn’t want to be right.

      A gunshot rings inside the house, followed by a thud.

      “There it is.” Feeling safer, I head inside toward the direction of my brother. I walk across the soft, broken hardwood toward what should be a kitchen, but not only is it old and outdated, it’s falling apart.

      Cael lies in front of the fridge and partially open pantry door, passed out cold with a gunshot to his shoulder.

      “She booby-trapped the cabinet?” Barrett glances at me.

      “It is odd.” I lean down and throw Cael over my shoulder. “Lead the way. I’m hoping she has one room where we can lay these two down.”

      “Me as well.”

      I follow Barrett through the home and up a large stairway toward the second floor. As we step, the entire place creaks. At least we will know if an intruder enters. A door sits open farther down, so we push through, finding one lone clean mattress resting on the floor.

      Barrett gently sets Kendall down while I toss Cael over my head, his own smacking against the wall.

      “Really?” Barrett whispers angrily.

      “I do not feel bad, and you can’t make me feel bad about that.”

      “Right, let’s get this place cleaned up.” Barrett winces. “Or as much as we can.”

      “We have a few days before she’ll be healed, but we only have two before Kendall told the goddesses we’d meet her.” I want to rip my damn hair out.

      “Then we better hurry.” Barrett doesn’t wait for me, instead walking off.

      “Hey, Barrett,” I call to my brother just as he ambles into the hall. He looks at me over his shoulder, and I meet his eyes. “Check for grape juice.” With a smile and a nod, he walks off. At least when she wakes, she will have her grape juice.

      For a long moment, I just watch my mate sleep fitfully. She will need to wash the blood off of her.

      I guess I’m cleaning the bathroom first. Time to get to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Kendall

          

        

      

    

    
      Bleach. The scent of it stings my nostrils and throat, causing me to cough and wake from a dream where I was scrubbing the floors of my favorite safe house. Blood spilled along the hardwood, and I poured bleach on it to get it up.

      Which is ridiculous.

      I never clean up blood. It’s not that I’m too lazy, but if I cleaned it, that would mean this place held value to me, and that isn’t something I can allow. Not to mention bleach is the wrong liquid.

      Every female knows that hydrogen peroxide is the only way to remove blood. Either way, removing blood means that place holds sentiment.

      I’m not sentimental.

      Home is a person, not a place. I’d do well to remember that I have multiple men who fit the bill of home.

      Groaning, I roll to the side as all systems come online, and I realize I am, in fact, a sentimental bitch. As I process their flawless skin free of wounds and punctures, a tingling sensation races through me. My stomach feels like new, and the only ache I assess in my entire body is that from sleeping too long.

      “Shit!” I sit up yelling the word, feeling a little dizzy with the too fast movement.

      A hand presses to the small of my back, rubbing along my sacrum before it travels higher. “Sleep,” Cael drawls as he wraps his body around mine, pulling me closer to him.

      “Cael, I told the goddesses we’d meet in three days. I spent one of those days traveling, and I’m sure I spent the last two healing.” I tug at my hair, the greasy strands in dire need of shampoo. Hell, my entire body needs to be washed clean of dried blood and the memory of Nemesis. “That bitch is completely unhinged.”

      “Me? Yes.” Cael tugs me down, and I barely catch myself. My palm slaps against the mattress as I hold my body above his. Naturally, as Cael does, he whines, but now I know it’s all for show and just to get his own way. Tricky shifter.

      “Cael,” I whisper against his lips. “How long was I out?”

      “Fuck me first,” he counters. “Then I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Cael.” I close my eyes because despite the time crunch, I want nothing more than to climb on top of him and see just how wild a ride he is.

      “Kitty Kat, I have a question of my own.”

      “That ruined the mood,” I mutter, though I don’t move away from him.

      “Why was your pantry booby trapped?”

      “Got shot, didn’t you?” I open my eyes and stare down into his red-rimmed gaze. I don’t even feel bad.

      “Why place a booby trap for a jar of pickles and grape juice?”

      “They are my most prized possessions.”

      “Not anymore.” Cael tugs me on top of him, settling me to sit right on his erection.

      “You don’t play fair.” I moan as he slowly rolls his hips.

      “Kitty Kat, I told you I don’t play fair.” He takes my shirt in his hands and rips, tossing the frayed pieces of cloth across the room. “I play dirty.”

      “I need a shower. Can’t you smell me?” I try once more to deter him because at the back of my mind, that clock isn’t just ticking, it is a time bomb waiting to go off. I know we aren’t only out of time, but that my enemies are about to close in on us.

      “Why? So you can get dirty again?” Cael tsks under his breath. “We can shower together after I fuck you senseless. Then, and only then, if you can get up and walk, we’ll shower.”

      “Cael, that makes no sense.”

      He rolls his hips, stealing my thought and my denial.

      “Stop playing dirty.”

      “No.” It’s one word spoken so simply, but with enough force behind it to make me pause.

      “But Themis and Nemesis.”

      “We are not talking about them right now.” He sits up and leans in. He doesn’t kiss me, not my Cael. He nips my bottom lip, breaking skin until the sting of his bite travels up my spine. He pulls away, and his eyes flash red as he watches the blood drip from my lip to my chest where he trails a finger through the red liquid, painting a path to my nipple.

      I’m losing my resolve. Now isn’t the time, and it isn’t the place because I damn well know we are at my safe house. I can feel it in my bones.

      I’m losing the ability to care.

      “C’est la vie,” I whisper before launching myself at him. My lips crash against his in a brutal, messy, bloody kiss. My body comes alive as he wraps my hair in a fist and yanks back.

      Those eyes of his, those soulful, playful eyes turn into something deeper, more sinister. I knew the moment I met Cael that he had the capacity to destroy me in bed or wherever he fucked me, and the look in his eyes confirms that suspicion.

      “Stand.” He drags me away from kissing him again, gripping my hips and setting me on my feet a moment before he kneels before me. Raising one brow, I silently ask what he’s doing. “Strip for me, Kendall.”

      Smirking, I take a step back and peel my pants from my body as I toe off my socks.

      Tsking under his breath, Cael shakes his head. “You would not make it as a stripper.” There’s the playful shifter I know and love.

      Love.

      I pause, but only for a small second before Cael grabs my pants and peels them from my body, his hands rough as his desire floods the room with pheromones.

      “I’d make a damn good stripper,” I argue, though I know I wouldn’t.

      “You’d shoot anyone who touched you.” I step out of my pants when Cael taps my ankles for me to lift my feet, and then he grabs and tosses my pants across the room. Looking up at me from beneath dark lashes, he says, “As you should.”

      “I didn’t shoot you,” I whisper, because the way he’s looking at me says I’m not going to be able to talk much longer, not when he gets me naked and ready for him. My body clenches at the thought, and desire sinks through my skin, making me restless and needy.

      “You stabbed me,” he teases as he rips off his shirt.

      I shudder at the sight of him. Yes, he is well built and full of shifter muscle that doesn’t just make him strong, but deadly, yet that isn’t what turns me on. All of my past lovers have been of the immortal variety. Humans just can’t handle sex with immortals.

      We are too strong, and they are too damn fragile.

      We have pheromones, and humans don’t. That means the likelihood of them being able to keep up with us is slim to none.

      But what really sets us apart, aside from the difference in species, is that we are dirty. Cael doesn’t give a fuck that blood remains caked to my abdomen, or that my ribs cracked. Nor does he care that one rib pierced a lung. He didn’t baby me in that car, and I damn well know they didn’t baby me when they brought me here.

      They knew I’d be okay, and they ran with that. They treated me as an equal, and though the instinct to protect exists within them, as it does within me, they fought it, and from the smell of bleach in the house, they cleaned.

      Not Cael though. He looks up at me with smudges of dirt and my blood covering his body, and he’s the sexiest creature I’ve ever had the privilege to look at.

      Most humans vomit or pass out at the sight of blood. They demand to take a shower when they are caked with muck and sludge, and they sure as hell wouldn’t look at me covered in dirt and grime and think I’m beautiful.

      He does. Cael looks at me as though I’m the most exquisite woman in all the worlds. He stares at me as though all my flaws, including the damn tattoo on my chest, are just more aspects about me to love.

      I hope to hell I look at him the same way.

      His lips tick up in that half smile of his as he leans in and grabs my hips, his fingers sinking into my flesh as he draws me closer. His pink tongue peeks out from his plush lips as he leans toward my stomach and licks me.

      He licks away the blood and dirt, and he fucking groans at the taste of my dirty skin.

      “Cael.” His name is a plea on my lips, begging him to finish this, to fuck me, and to mate me, tying us together for all eternity.

      “All in, Kitty Kat?”

      “All in.”

      “Good, your safe word is red.” He pulls back, his breath ghosting over my stomach, chilling the skin he just licked and sending shivers to race through me.

      “Red?” I ask with a raised brow.

      “Red for the blood on your skin.” He grabs my panties and rips them off my body.

      “Oh.” I gasp. I didn’t think that was why he chose red. Also, I will more than likely never use a code word.

      If I can’t handle my mates, then the Fates were wrong, and they are never fucking wrong.

      “Can you come like this, Kendall?” Cael kneels and rips my bra free of my body, leaving indentations on my skin.

      “What?” Dammit, this fool has rendered me mute and unable to think.

      “I’m taking that as a yes.” He doesn’t allow me a moment to process his words, nor does he give me any warning before his tongue dives between my legs and assaults my clit.

      I grab his long hair in my hands and use the strands to anchor myself to him. His hands glide down my body, leaving a trail of desire in their wake, overtaking all sense of thought. Lifting one leg, he sets my foot on his thigh, giving him better access.

      That talented tongue of his, so warm and wet, licks my slit until the tip dances around my clit. My body clenches, needing him to fill me and satiate the painful arousal that rises inside of me.

      He pulls back with my slick on his chin and his pupils blown out with lust, and damn if there isn’t anything sexier. “Do you know what you taste like, Kendall?” He wipes my juices from his chin with his thumb and licks his finger before doing the same thing to the slick coating my thighs.

      Swallowing thickly, I reply with a pathetic, “No.”

      “Honey butter, Kendall.” His voice deepens, turning into a guttural growl that vibrates through me to my core. “So fucking sweet. I want you to drench me, Kendall, and if you don’t obey, then we will stay in this position until you do.”

      Holy. Shit.

      I nod, because what the hell does one say to a command like that? It sure as fuck isn’t no.

      He dives between my legs, gripping my ass as he licks, nips, and taunts my body as though I’m a meal I have denied him for far too long.

      And he is ravenous.

      My legs shake as his tongue dives in and out. In and out. Up and down. His thick, wet tongue swirls around my clit until I feel as though I may come apart.

      He doesn’t tease. He doesn’t prolong the pleasure. His goal is to make me come against his face so he can drink up every little drop of my slick I can produce for him.

      It glides down my legs, and he just fucking follows the droplets, leaving bite marks thereafter until he looks up at me with that devilish smile.

      His lips wrap around my clit, suctioning around it as he tugs my pussy closer to him, uncaring that he might not be able to breathe.

      I can’t find it in me to care, not when he nips me and licks me in a slow, methodical way before he speeds up. The back and forth between speed and texture throws me over the edge.

      My body convulses, but he still doesn’t let up. Stars dance behind my eyelids as they close, and my mouth opens on a silent scream. My orgasm rushes through me and then picks up all over again, as Cael nips and licks until my legs shudder and my slick coats his face. Only then does he let up, pulling away just to catch me and toss me to the bed.

      My back bounces on the only luxurious commodity I own—this damn bed.

      I do not regret that purchase now.

      Kneeling over me, he appears savage and primal in all the right ways. I grip the sheet beneath me and, feeling brazen and needing to taunt this predator, I let my legs fall open.

      His eyes travel down my body, leaving a trail that licks at my skin just as he did moments ago. His hand returns to his mouth where his thumbs brush my slick from his face.

      Just when I expect him to lick his thumb clean, he reaches out and presses the digit to my clit, making slow circles. He touches everywhere but my clit.

      I’m not sure if I want to curse him or thank him for the reprieve. I do know I want more of him. Above me, below me, and definitely behind me. I want to touch him, feel him, and learn every dip and valley of his body.

      “Cael.” I sit up and push his hand away. When he looks at me, I know I’ve hooked him.

      Whether or not he expects me to take his knees out is anyone’s guess. I hook our legs together and pull, rolling until he is once again beneath me. My hair drapes around us as I press my lips to his, my nose brushing against his as I trace the outline of his lips.

      I know this slow, methodical moment won’t last and that Cael will turn the tables on me far quicker than I can think. But for now, I fall into him, allowing our kiss to build the heat between us as my tongue memorizes each wrinkle of his lips.

      My tongue dives into his mouth as my body moves sensually above his. I grind my groin against his with a playful eagerness that, though I want to satiate, I’m content to wait on.

      Cael, however, doesn’t want to play games.

      He fists my hair and yanks my head back. The sweet sting of pleasure shoots a line directly to my clit.

      “Kitty Kat,” he warns, his eyes blazing hot with need.

      Once more, I tease him by licking my lips and tasting him there, along with the remnants of myself. My body squeezes, and my legs twitch as desire builds between us.

      “Cael.” I smirk down at my mate.

      “Are you finished playing yet?” He pulls my head down so he can nip my ear, his breath gusting over my pulse point, making my heart race in anticipation. “Remember the safe word,” he murmurs.

      “I won’t use it, Cael.” I press down on him, enjoying the rush of breath that leaves his lungs.

      “Then just remember I fucking warned you,” he growls into my ear, the vibration spreading throughout my body and igniting my nerves. “I just want to touch you, Kendall. I need to touch you.”

      “Then what the fuck are you waiting for?”

      “That.” Just like that, Cael flips us around. My back presses into the mattress once again, and this time Cael presses his body into mine, his head lowering so his teeth can scrape my neck before biting down. “I’m going to mark you here.” He moves farther down to bite the top of my breast. “And here.” He moves down until he bites my stomach hard enough to sting, to mark, and to bruise.

      My skin burns as he moves away. “Cael.”

      He nips my thigh before biting down, his chest rumbling with laughter. “Pleasure and pain, Kendall.” Cael rises above me, dragging his hands down his body until he fingers the button of his jeans. His erection presses against the constricting fabric. I reach out to him, wanting to free him, only to have him knock my hands out of the way. Tsking under his breath, he tells me, “I said I needed to touch you, Kendall.”

      “Don’t I get to touch you?” I run my hands up and down my body, amused as his eyes trace my movements.

      “Not today, Kendall.” He lowers his zipper and frees his cock. The thick head gleams in the daylight streaming through the window, the veins pulsating and his knot full and angry.

      He pushes his jeans down as far as his thighs before he leans over me, the head of his cock lining up with my opening.

      “Watch me, Kendall.” Sweat beads across his brow with the control he is using.

      “Why hold yourself back, Cael?” I lean up and bite his lip, my canines pressing into the plush skin, drawing blood. “I know you want nothing more than to—”

      He slams inside of me, stealing anything I thought to say as he fills me.

      “Fuck,” he drawls, giving his hips another little flex but still keeping his knot out of me—unlike Seth, who nudged it inside on the second thrust. “I know what you’re thinking,” Cael says, rising above me like an avenging angel.

      One hand presses against my lower stomach and slides up to grip my neck, while the other holds him above me. He’s so fucking still.

      “I doubt that.” I roll my hips up, hearing a groan from Cael that makes my toes curl.

      “You’re wondering if I’m going to slide my knot inside this wet pussy, just like my brother.” Cael leans down, tracing the outer edge of my ear with his tongue before he continues. “Not yet, Kendall, not until you beg me.”

      I run my nails down his back, scoring his skin until it bleeds. Cael arches, and his groans fill the air, spurring me on further.

      He looks down at me with a snarl and pulls out, flipping me over in one smooth move. His chest presses against my back, and he slams back inside of me, stealing my breath as he bites down on my ear.

      “You want to play dirty, Kendall?”

      Yes, yes I do, but I can’t answer him as he pounds ruthlessly into me, maintaining his control so that his knot doesn’t slide inside of me, at least not yet.

      Fire licks at my skin as desire burns a path through my body, leaving a trail of ashes behind. Cael takes and takes, demanding my body to rise higher and higher, all while he refuses to give me what I want.

      My hands clench and unclench as he thrusts into me, our bodies slick with sweat. I lower my hand, intent to end this ache within me.

      Cael grabs my wrist and yanks me backwards. Grabbing my other hand, he holds them behind my back, thrusting my chest forward.

      “If one of my brothers were in here, they could suck on your nipple while I fuck you from behind.” I clench down on him at that thought. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? What about having one of us fill every hole you possess?” His hand glides up my body to my face, where he presses a thumb into my mouth. “Especially this one.”

      I bite down on his thumb, sinking my canine into the pad. I don’t intentionally try to mark him, but mark him, I do. My power explodes out of me and into him as our bond tightens.

      Behind me, Cael doesn’t even skip a beat. He thrusts through the entire marking, his chest vibrating with laughter. Normally, the male would succumb to his mate’s bite, orgasming until he passes out.

      Not my Cael. No, he laughs in that daring way of his and bites my neck before licking the skin and demanding, “More.”

      I clench down on him, my thoughts turning mindless. Releasing my wrists, he slams into me, snaking an arm around so he can pinch a nipple. There’s no teasing, no easing into the sting of his brutality. He pinches as though he doesn’t just know me, but owns me.

      A fact that just might be true.

      “Beg me, Kendall.” He presses me down until I’m on my hands and knees as he thrusts in and out of me.

      “I refuse.”

      “Beg me to knot this pussy.”

      “Take what you want,” I tell him with a sigh.

      “And miss out on your sweet voice telling me what I want to fucking hear?” He thrusts again. “Never.”

      “Cael!” I scream as he angles his hips just right to hit that bundle of nerves. I almost come then and there until he pulls back.

      “Beg me, Kendall!”

      “Knot me, Cael.”

      “What’s the magic fucking word?”

      I thought we were doing that. “Make me come now, Cael.”

      “As you wish, kitten. Come for me, Kendall.” He snakes his hand around and pinches my clit.

      On the next thrust, he doesn’t hold himself back, and this time his knot slides right in, as though we were made for each other. Although I’m not a shifter, my body locks him in as Cael shudders above me.

      Too much, it’s too fucking much. My orgasm shatters me, destroying me in a way I doubt I’ll be able to ever recover from. My screams echo off the walls until my throat dries and I become boneless.

      I swear I pass the fuck out when blackness darkens my vision.

      Cael just fucked me until I blacked out. I knew he’d be explosive.

      I want more.
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      Duty, by Webster’s definition, is a moral or legal obligation not just to oneself, but to others as well. It is also what tugs at my soul at this moment. It is the difference between choosing to lie on this mattress, in a safe house I set up a year ago, or getting up and walking out the door into the unknown.

      Three mates stand by my side. One is wrapped around me, his knot having slipped free half an hour ago, but I still don’t move.

      The fact is, the only unknown in this situation is whether or not I will survive this, which means I don’t know if we will all survive what’s heading our way.

      I know I need to meet Themis and Nemesis.

      I know we need to find my key and open the chest.

      There’s also the matter of my brethren coming after me, chasing a bounty.

      It’s more than that though, isn’t it? “I didn’t put two and two together,” I mumble.

      “I believe the answer you are looking for is, in fact, four.” Cael presses a soft kiss to my shoulder. The tenderness of the gesture is ruined with my realization.

      “No.” I turn in his arms, watching that red rim around his brown eyes fade. He looks at me curiously as his hand rests against my hip. “The assassins don’t have the freedom to be free agents.”

      Cael rolls his eyes to the ceiling, and his lips purse as he thinks through what I’m struggling to tell him. However, the repercussions of what I now know slice into me.

      “Kitty Kat.” Cael uses his best soothing voice. “Explain it to me slowly,” he says with a small grin on his scruffy face.

      “I mean, the assassins don’t get to work on their own. In the dream, Nemesis told me they were after me.” I shake my head in disbelief. I’m a fool. “Don’t you know what this means?”

      “That I can eat heads and enjoy the squish of their skulls popping?” he replies hopefully.

      I never expect the words he speaks, and yet they are almost always amusing. “Yes, but no, that’s not what I mean.” Is he seriously considering biting their heads off? “It means that Themis and Nemesis didn’t just know about the bounty, they must have created it.”

      Cael’s mouth drops open as he finally gets it, then his teeth clack as he snaps it closed again. “Are you sure?” He wrinkles up his face. “It seems counterproductive. I mean, the fox shifter knew about the bounty before you got to the flea market, and didn’t the goddesses just send you out?”

      “It just means they put the bounty out before she sent me for that chest. That was the catalyst. Get me out and about, so if someone else kills me, I’m not their problem anymore.” Those bitches.

      “Eh,” Cael grumbles. “Not sold.” He bops me on the nose. “Compelling argument though.”

      “Cael,” I mutter and roll up, feeling my muscles ache a little before I reach for my sports bra.

      “Kitty Kat.” He runs his fingertips up my spine before wrapping his hand in my hair and tugging me back to his lips, where he kisses me with purpose, fervor, and promise. He pulls away with a smug grin on his face. “Tell me about the tattoo.”

      “What’s there to tell?” He lets me go, and this time I walk toward the chest of drawers and pull out fresh panties and new leathers, even though I want nothing more than to shower.

      Hot water sounds so blissful right now. Duty first, shower second.

      “Why does it exist?”

      “Because my soul belongs to Themis and Nemesis.” I run my fingers along the edges of the tattoo, the magic simmering beneath the surface. “I made a pledge to the academy, and upon swearing in, their symbols appeared.”

      “And the one on your back?”

      I turn around and glance at him, expecting him to be staring at my ass. Instead, he lies on the mattress, the sheet draped across his abs and his hands clasped behind his head while he stares at the ceiling.

      “My lycan markings.”

      “What does it say? It looks like a child drew hieroglyphics.”

      “You aren’t wrong.” I grab a pair of socks and my boots and sit on the bed at his feet. “I don’t know, if I’m being honest. All lycans have these markings, some are just a hair different. There’s a legend about them though.”

      Cael rolls his head to the side, his eyes boring through me. “Tell me.”

      “Alright, Mr. Demanding,” I begin as I lace up my shoes. “Legend says that after Zeus cursed King Lycaon as a wolf, he was trapped in that form, though his mind remained that of a human.”

      “Didn’t he kill his kid?”

      “So says the myth.”

      “Then his mind wasn’t human. It was all wolf, baby.”

      “Don’t say it like that.” Shaking my head, I continue, “So perhaps he didn’t get his mind back until after he killed his son. Either way, Selene took pity on Lycaon, though if you ask me, he didn’t deserve it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He was a dick. He deserved what he got.” I will die on that hill. “When Selene blessed him as a human, he shifted, and he wore these marks on his back.”

      “You think they have something to do with Selene?”

      “Makes sense. They weren’t there before.” Finished tying the laces, I kneel before him, watching as his mind rolls with the story, one he should know.

      “I think the marks have more to do with Zeus.”

      “Why do you say that?” I pause and sink down. The language is old. My brother once told me it was the primitive language of the gods.

      “You assumed it was Selene, but you wouldn’t have been able to see the marks on a wolf.” Cael sits up and presses a kiss to my lips before backing away. “I’d bet a sandwich it’s your curse.”

      My mouth opens and closes. “My curse?”

      “Yep.” He pops before rolling upward in all his Adonis glory. “Come on.” He wiggles his fingers, and I place my hand in his, letting him pull me up to standing then out of the room.

      Once the door opens, the scent of bleach stings my nostrils even more, causing me to sneeze. The hallway looks the same, the old floors creaking beneath my weight and centuries old wallpaper peeling off the walls in rolls, while mold peeks from beneath the old paper.

      “Wait.” I turn around and bounce into Cael’s naked chest. “Curses don’t remain forever. With enough power and magic, I could lift it.”

      “In theory,” he answers, steadying me with his hands on my hips.

      “Actuality.”

      “Eh.” He bobs his head. “Would you want it lifted? You’d be human.”

      “Holy shit. This changes everything.” It also means my soul bond would lift. In theory of course.

      “I could be totally wrong as well,” Cael chirps. “You could remove the markings and change into a wolf and get stuck in that form.”

      “Assuming I’m right,” I tell him slowly.

      “Yep.” He lifts me with ease, tapping my legs for me to wrap them around his body as he carries me downstairs into the kitchen, where he sets me on a stool.

      “Where did these come from?” I spin around before slapping my hands on the smooth counter.

      The blood drains from my face as I get a good look at the kitchen. “Oh no.” I refuse to love it. I won’t, I can’t. “What did you do?” I do a slow spin, finding Barrett and Seth sitting at a small nook where a window overlooks the snow falling outside.

      They renovated. No, there is no way they renovated that fast.

      “Don’t you like it?” Cael whines.

      “Of course she does.” Seth sniffs as though I offended him.

      “How long was I out?” Fuck, Themis and Nemesis are going to kill me.

      “A day and a night,” Barrett answers. “Before you freak out, we have until tonight to get the chest to the goddesses.”

      “Okay,” I say, slowly licking my parched lips. “What happened in here though?”

      “Well, we wanted to surprise you.” Seth stands and walks over to the pantry I booby-trapped. Confidence oozes from Seth as he opens the pantry and grabs me a small container of grape juice and a package of Pop-Tarts.

      “This is a surprise.” I grab both out of his outstretched hands.

      “But the castle was beyond repair,” Barrett finishes for Seth. “You never fixed it up,” he states, but I think he already knows the reason.

      “Home,” I tell him, them, as I twist the cap to my grape juice. “If I fixed it up, then it would be home and—”

      “You don’t want them to find your home,” Barrett surmises.

      “I don’t,” I admit, voicing my greatest fear. “If I fell in love with a place or with people, there was always the chance that they could steal them from me.” I wave my arms around. “Why would you do this?”

      “Because we wanted you to take the chance,” Seth answers, his brow wrinkling as though he just doesn’t understand why I’m not falling at his feet in praise.

      “That wasn’t your call.”

      Barrett leans back in his chair, watching me as he says, “You knotted two out of three of us. We wear each other’s bites.”

      “That doesn’t mean you get to make the call over whether I call a place home,” I argue, though I don’t know why I’m so angry. I have no damn reason to be angry.

      “Fuck, we will have to deal with this another time.” I chug my juice and then wipe the remnants from my mouth. “Did you find the key?”

      “We did.” Seth leans back, digging into his front pocket where he removes an old golden key and tosses it on the table. “We assumed it would be in the room where you fell through the ceiling.”

      “Thank you.” I sigh in relief just looking at the damn key.

      “And if you must know,” Seth snarks, “we used a spell, because your house was falling apart.”

      “Who did you get the spell from?” I hope it wasn’t Pepper. She isn’t above hiding sex toys is obscene places.

      Pickle jar with a purple pickle? Nope, that’s a dick.

      “We got one from Pepper and she procured this one,” Barrett replies.

      “How did you even get a hold of her?” Suspicion dances inside of me, though it has no reason to.

      “We found a cell phone in your room with numbers in it,” Cael answers as he dances around the kitchen with no real purpose. “Don’t be suspicious.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew what a cell phone was.” I relax a little, but the base of my spine itches.

      “What is it?” Barrett leans forward, looking across the lawn then back to me.

      “I’m not sure. I just feel uneasy.” It’s as though I’m waiting for an anvil to drop from the sky. “Did Pepper have anything to say?”

      “Not really. She just dropped off the spells and went on her way. Daisy was with her, drunk on mead and stumbling over her feet. Pepper wanted to get her sober, so she took off,” Barrett supplies. “Why?”

      “That doesn’t seem like her.” I nibble on my lip as I rip open my Pop-Tarts package. Something is up with Daisy. She isn’t okay, and I feel guilty that I’m not there for her right now. Shaking my head, I push on. Maybe it’s just the setting that’s throwing me right now. I’m used to seeing this kitchen falling apart around me, but now it’s pristine, white, and clean with blue gray cabinets, white marble counters, and gray wood flooring.

      It’s beautiful and exactly what I’d have chosen for my home. Until this point, the only color it could have been was black to hide the bloodstains, because those were inevitable.

      “Where’s the chest?” I ask around a mouthful of pastry.

      “Hell.” Cael sits on the stool beside me with jerky hanging out of his mouth.

      “You took the chest to the Underworld?” I’m an idiot. That should have been the first place I looked. I could have called Vanessa and ended this entire charade.

      Then I wouldn’t have multiple mates.

      Damn the Fates.

      “Where else would we go with it?” Seth scoffs.

      “How did you get it there?” I eat more of my pastry, enjoying the fake fudge with a moan of satisfaction.

      “We can head to the Underworld anytime we want,” Cael replies with a wink.

      “Wait a damn second.” I slap my pastry on the counter where it crumbles under my palm. “At any point, you could have teleported to the Underworld? You could have gotten us out of so many jams this entire time!”

      “And leave you behind?” Cael bops me on the nose. “Never.”

      “You can’t bring me there?” I sit back, feeling sheepish that I lashed out so easily. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m acting like danger is pressing in on us, but I can see into the yard from three directions, and there’s nothing out there. Nothing stalks us from the tree line, and none of my alarms have gone off.

      “Nope.” Seth leans forward. “You’re mad we didn’t whisk you away to the Underworld?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “That’s unreasonable,” Barrett tells me softly.

      “I know that,” I snap at him.

      “For someone who just had multiple orgasms, you sure are cranky,” Seth comments, earning him the look of death by yours truly.

      “Fuck.” I exhale. “You’re right, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “How about we change the subject a little?” Barrett raises a brow at me before turning to Cael. “Who is in the chest?”

      “It’s going to cost you,” Cael teases as my memories come flooding back.

      “That’s right, Nemesis said you know.” I turn to Cael before looking at Barrett and Seth. “But you two don’t know.”

      “Correct,” Barrett answers before pressing Cael. “It costs you a minute to open your damn mouth.”

      Like the asshole he is, Cael opens his mouth and pretends to mimic his voice being stolen.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Seth growls before standing and stalking Cael.

      I smack his arm. “Cael, please.”

      “Oh, fine,” he grumbles. “The tyrant king himself.” Cael taps his chin in thought. “Or his kid, but it is definitely one of them.”

      “Shit.” Seth sits back. “You’re right. It smelled of decay and something dead.”

      “Tyrant kings always smell rancid.” Cael nods.

      “How did I miss that?” I slash the air. “It doesn’t matter. Why does everyone want this stupid chest?”

      “Because myth says Cypselus has the power to create any kingdom he wished,” Barrett supplies.

      “So Artemis, Themis, and Nemesis all want the chest because Cypselus is inside and can raise a kingdom?” It seems so far-fetched it makes my brain hurt.

      “That’s about it. Whoever raises him from the dead can use him as a puppet. They can rule anything they want.” Seth snaps his fingers. “Except the Underworld. Vanessa would eat him without regret.”

      All three of them nod with little smiles of pride on their faces.

      “Then he isn’t dead,” I argue.

      “He should be dead,” Barrett says while shifting in his seat. “What are you thinking?”

      “Maybe someone preserved him before death, tucking him in the chest for the future.” I rap my knuckles on the counter. “They can’t have this chest.”

      “We could remove good old Cypselus,” Cael suggests.

      “And risk him coming to life? No, thank you.” I won’t allow a tyrant king to rise again. This world has seen the rise and fall of enough of those.

      “Throw him in hell.” Cael shrugs. “He’s mostly dead anyway. He can’t come back from dead, dead.”

      “It could work,” Barrett muses with suspicion in his eyes as he glares at Cael. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing, I’m bored,” Cael whines, laying his head on my shoulder. “Want to fuck again?”

      I shove him off me and watch as he falls to the floor. Grabbing my grape juice and my pop-tart, I hop off the seat and sit in the booth beside Barrett, leaving Cael to giggle on the floor.

      “What the hell did you two do to him as a child?” I shove more food into my mouth as I lean against Barrett, enjoying his warmth as he wraps his arms around me.

      All of this feels so natural and comforting in a way that I longed for, for so many years. I hate insta love in sappy stories, when women fall head over heels for a guy she just met. I’ve often thrown books across the room for that romantic bullshit. Yet here I am, falling head over heels for these three oafs, and damn if it doesn’t feel as though we’ve always been this way.

      That is the power of the Fates. They know what they are doing.

      “Stabbed him.” Seth scoots over as Cael pours himself into the booth. “Clearly not often enough...”

      Barrett presses a soft kiss to my temple. “Why here?”

      “What do you mean?” I may roll my forehead closer to him, and I may also press my nose into his arm just so I can smell him. I don’t hide it because these guys smell like home.

      “What he is trying to say is that through our bond, I felt three distinct places you considered home over the years. One is a little south,” Cael explains, ticking off one of his fingers.

      “Lunar Mile,” I tell him before he can continue. “It’s where I ended up when I was kidnapped.”

      “I will kill them.” Cael goes from zero to a hundred in a nanosecond.

      “They are already dead.” I smirk at him, though it wasn’t by my hands. “It’s my brother’s pack lands where he and his mates settled. They welcomed me and treated me as though I belonged. I always felt as though the pack was home. It was an instant connection that just felt right,” I tell them before hiding my face in Barrett’s armpit, partly to hide from their knowing eyes and partly to smell him a little more.

      “Two.” Seth ticks off another finger. “Farther south and west, almost to the other coastline.”

      “Ah.” This one I’m a little more embarrassed over. “The academy.”

      “Of assassins?” Seth questions with confusion. I understand why.

      I had to fight for my life every single day I lived there. I barely slept, and I had blood on my hands every day. Nothing came easy, and the goddesses trained my mind just as much as my body with their mind games.

      “Is it fucked up to say that I felt the most alive while living there?” I look up at Seth, telling him with my eyes the last little bit I left unsaid.

      Until you.

      “It’s not messed up,” Barrett says, brushing a kiss across my forehead. “Home has many meanings. You didn’t just grow up there, the academy shaped and crafted you into the person the Fates always meant for you to be. If you didn’t have the academy, you would have been sloppy, not deadly.”

      I pinch his ribs. “Thanks for that.”

      Squirming out of the way, Barrett chuckles. “Just stating the obvious.”

      “Three,” Seth says. “Here.”

      “I suppose you want to know more about this place?” I lean back, my pop-tart long gone, and sip my grape juice. There is nothing better than grape juice. “I don’t know. I was hunting a mark just north of here through the woods. After I exterminated the threat, I needed a place to bury him. It was strange. One moment there was nothing but forest, and the next there was this place.”

      “Suspicious.” Cael purses his lips. “Magic.”

      “Maybe. But it was love at first sight. And here we are.” I sigh, glancing out the window. “I wanted to make this place my home, decorate it, and claim it as mine, but I guess in the back of my head, I always knew I was living on borrowed time. Why plan for the future when the present has no guarantee. I couldn’t fall in love, because if I lost this place” —I turn to them, hoping they understand what I’m saying under my words— “I’d never survive.”

      Barrett kisses my forehead again while Cael and Seth look at me with sympathy, with compassion, and maybe a little bit of sorrow.

      “It’s okay.” I clear my throat and push up to sit. “I’ll be back.”

      “Kendall.” Barrett grabs my hand, giving it a soft squeeze before he exhales. “We will be here. I promised we weren’t going anywhere.”

      I nod, unable to talk over the emotion clogging my throat. “Snow,” I croak out.

      “Out back. I cleared her a patch of grass,” Seth says.

      Turning on a heel, I rush through the small castle, my boots thudding on the broken floorboards as the reprieve of crisp, fresh air beckons me. I fling open the back door and take in huge gulps of air as I try to clear my head.

      Snow grazes in the center of the yard, and I stomp through snow and ice to get to her. Falling to my knees, I shove off the panic threatening to take me down and stroke Snow’s fur.

      “They aren’t leaving me, are they?” I question the goat, who looks up at me with her horizontal pupils and bleats. “They aren’t.” It’s spoken with conviction and confidence. These guys are mine forever.

      She chews, and I swear she smiles, yet when she does so, I see something black fall from her mouth.

      “What’s that?” I reach into the patch of frozen grass and pick up something small and black.

      Fear seizes my mind as flashbacks dance behind my eyes.

      The fox shifter.

      The tracker I tossed.

      Oh, how could I have forgotten? I don’t make mistakes, and yet I did. I made a huge mistake, one that could cost all of us our lives.

      I led my mates to the lion’s den and forgot.

      I slam my fists into the ground just as a shot rings out.
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      “Man, you fucked it up.” Cael lifts a lip at me in distaste before tsking at me.

      “I did no such thing, Cael.” I sip on one of those little bottles of grape juice, the flavor growing on me. It’s sweet with a slightly bitter taste to it.

      “I made her delirious with happiness, and you fucked it up,” Cael argues.

      “I know what you’re doing.” Setting the juice down, I observe my brother. There’s a tic under his eye, and he keeps drumming his fingertips on the counter. His legs twitch, and every five seconds, he adjusts himself in his seat.

      “What?” he snaps at me, his neck cracking as he turns his head from side to side.

      “You’re itchy too.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean? Itchy?” Seth questions, tilting his head. “I don’t understand it.”

      “It means that you are gearing up for a fight,” I tell them.

      “I don’t think that’s what it means,” Seth argues, leaning forward.

      “You are itchy as well.” I shake my head. “All three of you are.” Crossing my arms, I lean back in the bench seat, the fabric protesting beneath my gigantic frame.

      “Itchy?” Cael scoffs. “Remember that time Hades sent us into the forest on an errand?”

      “And we came back with fleas?” I shudder. Hades sent us on a mission to bring back the tears of the dead. “Fields of Mourning?”

      “No way. That was the one time we went to the Elysian Fields,” Cael counters.

      “I can’t remember.” Which is strange. Usually I remember every time we entered other areas of the Underworld, and yet this one I forgot. Dammit, I’m itchy too.

      “I remember, and it was the Fields of Mourning,” Seth corrects Cael, who’s pouting. “I’d prefer not to remember that moment and never mention it to Kendall. She doesn’t need to know we ever got fleas.”

      “She’s a lycan,” I reason, even though I fully understand where Seth is coming from.

      “Therefore, she’d get fleas as well.” Cael catches on as though it took him a solid minute. “Oh!” he exclaims, nearly bouncing up and down in his chair. “Kendall has these markings down her back.”

      “Lycan markings.” Seth nods because, of course, he saw them as well.

      I didn’t use that position, but I will next time.

      “Right, so I think they are either a curse from Zeus or Selene.” Cael knocks his knuckles on the table as he once again shifts in his seat. “Problem is—”

      “If you remove the curse from Selene, then a lycan will be stuck in wolf form,” Seth states with a look of horror on his face.

      “And if you remove the one from Zeus, she will be a human mated to shifters,” I finish.

      “Yeah.” Cael hangs his head as though he regrets even bringing it up. “Terrible idea.”

      “Your heart is in the right place.” I lean forward, softening my voice. “But I think that’s a choice Kendall will have to make.”

      “I know, but I just wanted to help with something. I feel useless sitting here. I have to do something. Anything,” he whines.

      I hear him, but I’m not listening, as my eye catches on movement outside.

      We have a problem. That’s all I have to say to my brothers through our link. They are four seemingly innocuous words, but words that cause them to freeze, and as one, we slide to the floor out of direct sight of the windows.

      It’s a damn good thing too, because the window shatters a moment later, glass raining down on us.

      Kendall. Cael rolls and begins inching toward the hallway.

      She’s an assassin. She can handle herself. Seth rolls to the opposite hall where he rips open what I assumed was a pantry. It isn’t. One by one, he tosses us guns. Shoot to kill.

      I snort. He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I’ll do anything to protect our girl.

      And I mean anything.

      Cael laughs, going from restless and overstimulated to calm and deadly, like the flip of a switch. His eyes flare bright red, and his smile says more than enough. I’m taking the north.

      Go. Seth, head east. I’m going to check on Kendall and make sure she’s alright. My brothers don’t wait for me to embellish. They don’t need to.

      We’ve spent countless years working together in every single scenario, even in situations no one would dare enter. There were things that Hades couldn’t accomplish in the Underworld—things he sent us to do.

      This is no different. It’s just another world and another fight.

      I creep along the floor until I reach the hall. The difference in environment is disturbing. The spell made the kitchen look as though it doesn’t even belong in this house. It also looks out of place and wrong amongst the dilapidated house.

      The back door sits open, flapping in the whipping wind that feels more bitter than it should. Grunts and curses rise with the breeze.

      Staying low and out of sight, I peek out the door, finding Kendall standing in the yard fighting multiple assassins. Each wears black leather and wields small knives, while Kendall blocks and dodges without a single weapon, though I know she can access her weapons at any point.

      Pride swells inside of me as her face flushes with the thrill of the fight. She moves as though she’s dancing, and while the others do as well, they just don’t have her grace or anything even close to it. She’s perfect and ethereal and damn, I could watch her fight all day.

      Perhaps even write sonnets.

      Okay, asshole, Seth pipes up in my head. Enough of that shit.

      I’m going to agree with him on this one. Cael doesn’t disguise how freaked out he is by my thoughts. You are Cerberus. Go fucking act like Cerberus.

      Or a third of him, Seth chimes in. Oops.

      Can’t say oops, man. Cael grunts in our head before his laughter echoes around the house.

      Got gray matter on me. Seth gags through our link.

      Save it! Cael begins before going quiet and coming back. Makes a damn good soup.

      Know what? I’ve got shit to do. I back out of the mental link when I spot an assassin about to come after Kendall from behind.

      Not today, asshole.

      I may not have weapons on me like the assassin charging after her.

      Hell, I might not even be that fast.

      But what I have is power. I don’t bother to rip off my shirt as I turn into my hound form and leap out the back door. My paws thud into the frozen earth where they sink down, and once more, I’m bounding off again.

      The assassin has a moment of hesitation where his eyes widen and he pauses, unsure if this is the fight he signed up for.

      I don’t allow him much more than that, though, before I charge him. I know he fears what he sees. It permeates the air. As Cerberus, we are terrifying. As individuals, we are just as terrifying with our size, power, and dripping acidic saliva.

      I rush toward him, sink my teeth into his arm, and drag him farther from Kendall. With a quick jerk of my head, I toss him back into the forest as though he’s nothing more than a chew toy.

      I give Kendall a glance and see she’s fine before I move on to the west of the castle. My senses are on overdrive, and I search for any movement. Ahead, the castle sits open.

      We should have asked Pepper to create us a warding spell, one that wouldn’t just alert us but would also deter anyone from coming onto the property in the first place.

      Unsure of just how many assassins there are, I charge into the thick of the forest, moving carefully as I sink low and expand my senses.

      Now is not the time for a leisurely stroll, Seth chides in my head.

      I thought I locked you assholes out, I tell them, though I’m secretly happy they are there in the back of my head.

      We should suit up, Seth suggests.

      What the fuck does that even mean? Seth adds with a groan. Fucker stabbed me.

      Ignoring that, Cael continues, It means we should suit up. Okay, we should Cerberus up.

      Cael, that is the stupidest term I’ve ever heard. Seth moans again. Stop stabbing me. He says the last out loud and to us.

      Don’t die, Seth, Cael teases, amusement in his tone.

      While they bicker, I creep through the woods, staying low. Ears and eyes peeled, I listen and wait. Movement to my right makes my ears twitch, and I sneak toward the sound. Branches creak and break.

      Amateur.

      I move through the forest in silence, each step methodical and soundless. Sniffing the air, I scent nothing more than blood and sweat from the fight brought to me on the wind.

      Brambles slap my torso, their jagged edges attaching to my hide.

      Another branch creaks and groans, this time from the opposite direction.

      There must be two of them.

      Crouching even lower, I lie on the ground, my fur standing out in the snowy forest. My breathing remains calm and natural as I control every single emotion that swells inside of me.

      I catch a soft exhale, the only warning I get.

      I roll to the side, narrowly dodging the arrow that sinks into the earth where I lay.

      “Missed,” a voice states without passion, as though they are just making an observation.

      That’s when it hits me.

      I’m being hunted.

      I damn near laugh at the absurdity of it, yet it is no laughing matter when the wind shifts and carries the scents of the assassins near me—two females and one male.

      Knowing the jig is up, I spring up from my crouch and dart toward the nearest one. Ahead, color shifts just so, and I sprint for it.

      They are using glamor! I tell my brothers as I leap at the distortion.

      What I thought was an attack before becomes nothing but the distraction as all hell breaks loose. Knowing what to search for, my brothers spring into the forest, leaping at slight distortions.

      Each species has a power that is unique to them.

      Shifters have power and speed, something that also befalls lycans and werewolves.

      The gods have power that seems almost unreal, reigning over souls and fire and even earth.

      Elementals rarely show their faces, but they exist to stir shit up and make some noise.

      The fae, however… The fae have glamor. They hold the ability to change the way the world is perceived, even though nothing about them changes internally.

      These assassins are not fae, however, they are using fae glamor, hiding themselves in the trees, the foliage, and even in plain sight, like the shifter in front of me. Distorted by the magic of his glamor, he slowly comes into view.

      I skid to a stop as my eyes adjust to the glamor and distortion. His edges become harder, no longer blurred, his eyes sharpen as they settle on me, and the gun he’s holding?

      I stare down the barrel with a sneer.

      “You aren’t so frightening in this form, are you?” he scoffs.

      Need help? Seth offers.

      Watch for silver bullets. Cael snickers. Assholes don’t even know what we are. Silver bullets. What a fucking joke. I eat silver for breakfast and shit out those bullets. They are trying to shoot you with my shitty bullets.

      Shut the fuck up. I cut Cael out and creep toward the man. His hand never wavers as he holds his gun steady.

      My lips twitch as his brows rise.

      “I wouldn’t come any closer,” he sneers.

      I’m not giving him much attention, because it’s the two beside me who are going to be an issue. One to my right and one to my left.

      Taking a chance, I spring on him, moving under his arm just as the shot rings out, and then I sink my teeth into his legs. His cries echo all around me as I toss him to the side, his gun forgotten.

      Rolling, I shift and grab the gun, aiming it at the woman to my left while I watch the one on my right.

      “More’s the pity,” the one behind me says. “With a dick that size, you should be fucking something other than that whore.”

      Oh no she didn’t. Cael’s ire makes my own climb before I can get control of myself.

      The one to my left is nothing but a whore with a bow. However, the one to my right stalks me with murder in her glare.

      “Brittany, I warned you,” the blond coming toward me remarks, her eyes darting to this Brittany. Wearing all black with a gun strapped to her back, she saunters through the bushes and over fallen logs. Her steps are confident and sure. “No fucking the dogs.”

      Can I eat them? Cael whines.

      Heading your way, Seth chimes. We’re going to partially shift.

      Your size will be a giveaway. I pause as unease slithers through my veins. Something is off, where is Kendall?

      Safe. She’s slaying like she was born for this. The pride in Cael’s voice matches my own.

      She was born for it, I tell him.

      “It is a shame, Leanne.” Brittany pouts, and I focus on these two, knowing my brothers will come to my aid as needed. “Look at that dick. I just want to fall to my knees and suck him dry.”

      I can’t wait to pop her head like a grape. Cael sounds genuinely excited about that.

      “No dick, Brittany.” Leanne looks over my head and says, “Eat my pussy later to make up for it.”

      Are these two for real? Cael scoffs.

      They are distracting me, I tell my brothers, and waiting for something. I need to move, and I need to move fast.

      Don’t get shot, Seth warns.

      I pull the trigger and duck, my instincts screaming at me to move.

      “Bastard!” Leanne shrieks.

      Rolling, I shoot behind me blindly as I dart toward the bigger threat. Her eyes, more white than blue, dance with mirth and something close to insanity as she charges me. She stares me down without a hint of compassion or empathy in her gaze.

      Even well-trained killers hold empathy in their hearts. I see it in Kendall daily when I look at her. Without it, she would lose her mind, just as this woman before me.

      We slam together, our bodies sounding like thunder with how hard we clash. Overhead, birds who stuck around for the winter take flight.

      My fist slams into her ribs just as hers slams into my sternum. I can feel my heart stutter and pause before it thumps once more. With a roar, I spin around and fight, the gun skittering across the forest floor and sliding under a fallen log.

      Tall and lithe, she moves in a similar fashion to Kendall. Their training is similar and in sync. However, each punch turns predictable.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I tease as I dodge yet another of her punches.

      “Your death?”

      “No, you two work together. One fights or talks as a distraction while the other stalks from behind.” I spin around and duck just as Brittany throws a punch right into her lover’s jaw. “Yep, that’s it.”

      “Oh no.” Brittany presses her hands to her mouth, though she looks anything but sorry. “My bad.”

      “Just kill him already!”

      “You know, brother, I thought you’d have these two dead by now.” Cael saunters into the forest and slaps a hand to my shoulder.

      “Stop wasting our time.” Seth clasps my other shoulder.

      “Do not let them shift!” Leanne screams.

      Shift, I command my brothers.

      Like a thousand times before, our bodies blend and meld together, forming our beast, Cerberus. Sparks dance behind my eyes with the thrill of the fight. In this form, as the size of a horse, we are damn near indestructible.

      My jaws snap in the air as we lunge at the two assassins who try to dart out of the way.

      Cael, however, has a score to settle. He doesn’t care who the woman is before him. All he knows is that she is a threat to our mate, and that is more than enough for him to react in the way he does.

      Quicker than Seth or me, Cael jerks his head toward the one named Brittany and grabs her skull in his mouth. A moment later, a pop echoes across the forest and her head splatters all over us.

      Like a little, itty bitty, yummy grape. Cael drops her skull and looks over at us with blood painted across his face, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

      Look out. Seth draws our attention back to the other woman. Her eyes stare down the shaft of an arrow which she releases on an exhale. Got it. Seth snaps his maw and catches the arrow midair.

      Leanne’s eyes widen, and she drops the bow. Annoyed at the assassins, we bound forward, and once more Cael snaps his jaws at yet another head and crunches down.

      This time he leaves the commentary behind, and as one, we lope off toward Kendall. Trees shiver in our wake, the forest going still and quiet as we thunder through with one thought in mind—Kendall.

      As we break through the forest, we skid to a stop, our eyes falling on the most beautiful creature in existence. She stands with a long sword in her hand, the tip of the blade touching the ground, and her booted foot rests on a head, which she pushes to the side.

      Lifting the sword, she roars a battle cry, swinging the blade down to strike his head and thus the earth.

      Bodies lie all around her, while blood colors the snow, drenching it in red. Heaving a sigh, she releases the sword, her body teetering.

      As one, we shift and dart toward her. My arms wrap around her body just as she falls. I clench her to my chest and look over at my brothers. We all share the same look of worry. She isn’t one to fall from exhaustion.

      I lift her and run toward the castle, laying her on the concrete patio.

      “Kendall,” I murmur as I slide my hands up and down her body, looking for wounds I cannot see, but no blood wets my fingertips.

      Kendall peeks one eye open, a smile stretching across her face. “I just wanted you to carry me to safety.”

      “Dammit, princess!” Seth falls to his knees beside her, the bones crunching on the hard surface.

      “Tricky girl.” Cael sits in a snow dusted chair. “A bit cold on the ass, don’t you think?” His shaggy hair falls over his eyes as he smiles at us.

      “Are you okay?” I grab her hands and help her sit up.

      “Yeah. I’m just…” Her breath fogs as she exhales. “It’s worthless. All of this. All the death and destruction.”

      “To your house,” Cael pipes up. “Because I say we set these fuckers on fire and not give them another thought.”

      “Why are you so happy?” Kendall questions.

      “He got to pop heads.” Seth gives Kendall a crooked smile. “He isn’t wrong. You shouldn’t give them another thought.”

      “I can’t help it.” Her eyes fill with sorrow as she looks across the field. “I knew them all. I made it a point to know them well. That’s what they trained me to do.”

      “Kendall, look at me.” I tilt her head so I’m the only thing she can see. “This won’t be the first or last battle. You fight for your life every single time and never apologize for surviving.”

      “Never, Kendall,” Cael says with extreme clarity.

      “Fight to come home to us,” Seth adds. “I’ll replace the windows every single time too.”

      “It shouldn’t be this way,” she reiterates.

      “And yet it is.”

      “I don’t want this to be my life.” Her eyes dart between my own. “I don’t want to wake up every morning wondering if someone is going to come after me again, if someone is going to come after you. I don’t want that life anymore.”

      “Then we change the narrative.” I smile down at my perfect mate. “Live the life you want to live, and be the woman you want to be, but keep your senses sharp just in case.”

      “Aww, do you want little three-headed puppies bouncing around the yard? Because I’ll admit I kind of like that idea.” Cael melts to the ground and crawls over to Kendall.

      “Know what?” Kendall smiles, her eyes lighting up. “Yeah, I want that.”

      “Huh, I didn’t see that plot twist,” Seth comments, though laughter fills his voice.

      “Let’s end this so no one else has to die.” Kendall leans in, pressing her lips against mine, and her sweet scent washes over me. The moment is perfect.

      Until a shot splits the air and steals my breath.
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      Barrett falls on top of me, his weight crushing my lungs so I can’t breathe, but that isn’t why adrenaline floods through me. No, it’s the warmth of his blood as it soaks my torso. Hot and sticky, it glides over me to pool beneath us.

      “No.” I heave him off of me, my fingernails digging into the skin of his arms. “No, no, no,” I yell at him. My heart stutters in my chest until it feels like it’s going to burst and break apart. I just found these guys, and I’m going to lose them.

      “Kendall.” Arms grip me and heave me off Barrett. My cries echo all around us, burning my throat raw. “We need to shift to heal him.” Somewhere in the back of my head, I know that voice, that tone, that comfort I longed for, for so long.

      Blinking, I refocus my eyes on Seth as he leans over me, refusing to look away from my gaze. My heart aches in my chest at the sympathy written across his features. “Seth.” I blink again, my body shaking.

      “We need to shift and heal him, okay?” He speaks slowly, ever so slowly, and waits patiently until I nod. “Good. There’s a man in the tree line. Get him, okay?”

      My head cracks as it jerks to the side, my arms already pushing Seth out of the way. My nostrils flare and my eyes sharpen when I see a form crash into the brush.

      I spring into action, moving with the fluidity I only access when absolutely necessary. Using the power of my lycan, I give my muscles a boost and sprint through the tree line. When I smell the scent of gunpowder on the wind, I nearly fall over as I pause, scanning the forest floor for the gun that shot my mate.

      There, set amongst a log and a patch of moss holding onto autumn with its last breath, is a revolver. The odor of gunpowder throws me back to moments ago, the crack of the gun still echoing through my mind. The force of that shot pierced Barrett through his back.

      Digest later, Kendall. Kill now.

      I pry my eyes away from the cooling weapon and take off into the forest. He doesn’t get far, not with the amount of thrashing around he does.

      His blood leaves a trail to a small opening in the forest where, on any other day, it would bring peace and salvation. Yet today, a man I once had a fling with lies on his back, staring up at the sky as his chest rises and falls with unsteady breaths.

      Inside, my beast howls to break free, wanting to run until the pain dissolves and all of her enemies are dead, but one assassin remains—Dominic.

      Blood soaks his black fatigues, seeping into the earth where Cerberus’s acidic bite eats away at his flesh. His shirt lies in tatters around his rib cage, and his dark black hair, once silky enough for my fingers to comb through, is glued to his face, slicked with sweat.

      “Don’t you dare die on me.” I stalk into the opening in the forest where the sun shines on freshly fallen snow.

      Dominic chuckles, his breath wheezing and sawing in his lungs. The sound distorts the calmness of the moment, and all I want is more of it. “I’m already dead, Kendall.”

      I stealthily walk toward him just in case he has any more weapons. My scythe appears in my palm, blazing with the heat and light of a thousand suns, fueled by my fury that I struggle to control. My body vibrates and shakes as shock floods into my system, but I hold it away with thinly veiled patience.

      “I want to strike the death blow.”

      “Your mate took care of that.” Dominic chuckles and gasps, his death already permeating the air with its stench.

      Anger rises inside of me as I scream, “How dare you?”

      “How dare I?” Dominic pushes up as I clench my scythe, but he isn’t afraid of the flames.

      Dominic doesn’t fear death. Death is a reprieve from this life, from the pain of our childhood and the pain of living under the thumb of two goddesses.

      “You tried to kill my mate,” I say with deadly precision, my knuckles going white as I keep my weapon at bay when I want to sink it into his chest and watch him turn to dust.

      “You had everything, Kendall. Everything.” Dominic sits up, his hair falling in his eyes as sweat trickles down his face. Drool spills from his lips as he looks at me from beneath thick lashes. “All you had to do was stay in line.”

      For a split second, I drop my scythe before I right it and lock my joints. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “You were the perfect assassin, but you were also dispensable.” He coughs a little, blood splattering on his lips. “To me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You had nothing when you showed up. It should have stayed that way. No one was supposed to give you anything. You should have kept your nose to the ground and did what they asked of you.” Dominic chuckles, spittle flying from his mouth.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They had years left on you.”

      “Dominic!” I yell, my anger getting the best of me.

      “The perfect pawn,” he whispers, but the words may as well have been louder than a waterfall.

      My stance staggers and I take a step back, my chest heaving with stuttered and stunted breaths. “I’m no one’s pawn.”

      “You know that isn’t true,” Dominic replies, falling back to the cold earth, his eyes turning glassy as he stares at the cloudless sky. “Think back, Kendall. All those years. Think back, and even if you can’t be honest with me, be honest with yourself.” Dominic takes a breath and pauses before he exhales a wheezing breath.

      “I—” My heart pounds in my chest at the insinuation, at the horror of it, at just how meaningless my life was if his words are true.

      “It doesn’t hurt, you know,” he tells me as his breathing rattles. It’s a knock at death’s door, but I know death, and he won’t play the kind knight in his fantasies. “Death. I know my body feels the pain, but it’s as though my mind protects me.”

      I don’t tell him that’s how it works. Instead, I stare at him in disgust and anger because I won’t get to strike him dead. Even if I stabbed him now, it wouldn’t be my blade that caused that final blow. Death already came for him the moment my mate bit him.

      I shouldn’t be angry at them for that fact, but I can’t hide the way I feel.

      “Love was never yours to embrace,” Dominic utters with his last breath.

      Screaming fills the air as I charge forward and use my scythe to slice off his head, but he’s already dead as his body turns to ash.

      My throat turns raw as I scream and slash at his ashes, knowing it won’t bring me a moment of peace. I strike the earth and drop my scythe, falling to my knees there in the forest. My body falls forward as tears spring into my eyes and my hands clench into fists.

      Every vein in my body burns with fury so deep that nothing will contain the flames that lick at my soul.

      Memories dance behind my eyes and drag me into the past, whether or not I want them to.

      

      “Again!” Themis roars at me. Her frustration at my lack of strength bleeds through her words, infusing the air around us.

      I choke, her loathing suffocating me, yet I don’t speak as I strike the dummy in front of me with my wooden sword.

      Again.

      Again.

      Again.

      My muscles burn, sweat drips into my eyes, and my legs shake and threaten to give out, but I still push forward, refusing to give up because that isn’t something I am capable of doing.

      “Sloppy!” Themis shouts at me. “Again!”

      Parry. Strike. Two steps back. One to the side. Again and again.

      With laser focus, I strike the dummy until the damn thing finally falls to the ground, my cuts making it useless as straw splays across the sand.

      Twirling my sword, I turn and stand in front of the goddess I sold my soul to. I can’t contain the grin that stretches across my face. I deserved it. We’ve been out here for hours.

      Themis doesn’t praise me, she just stands before me with a raised brow, looking impatient and irritated. Wearing assassin leathers and heels that no woman should be able to wear, she waves her hands at me.

      Wearing slacks and a shirt, I look more like a peasant than a warrior, but that never bothered me. Not once. Not even the shoes I wear with holes in them.

      “Phase two.” A grin spreads across her face, one I know far too well. It sends fear slithering up my spine.

      I remain mute. My goddess did not ask me to speak. She did not ask me a question. I wait in silence with my head held high and lock all the muscles in my body.

      With a wave of her hands, my clothing changes.

      Simple fabric turns to leather that hugs my body. My pants knit themselves to my thighs and ass, and my top is nothing more than a vest that protects all vital organs. The heels on my feet, however, I could have done without.

      It takes every ounce of strength I possess to stay standing. We’ve been in this courtyard all damn day as Themis tests me while Nemesis looks on. Assassins line the stands in silence, not one of them daring to talk. If they do, they will earn the wrath of the goddesses before us.

      Not even I would risk it.

      Not even as my heels sink into the sand.

      “An assassin must move faster than her opponent.” A sword sings through the air as Themis materializes one from the ether—a lesson I haven’t yet earned. “She must learn to be quicker than death.”

      “To be slow is to die,” Nemesis calls from across the field where she stands in a similar outfit.

      “A woman must use every advantage she has not only to blend in, but also to appear as though she is nothing more than a foolish woman.” Themis smiles. “When an opponent believes you are nothing, then you become their worst enemy.”

      “And strike their death blow before they strike yours.” Nemesis walks over slowly, her eyes unblinking as she assesses me. “Stiff.”

      “She is.” Themis taps the back of my knees with her sword. “Loosen up.”

      I unlock my legs, doing as they desire, only for them to fail me and give out. My body falls to the earth.

      “So close,” Themis whispers more to herself than to me.

      “Ballet lessons then?” Nemesis sounds pleased with herself.

      “Indeed.” Themis drops her sword dangerously close to my head as she crouches down in the sand, peering through my soul.

      My arms shake and quiver as I struggle to sit up, to be the assassin they want me to be. Determination bleeds through my gaze as I heave.

      “Rest, Kendall.” Nemesis walks off with a saunter in her step, her laughter ringing through the air. “If you can.”

      “Tomorrow we do this all over again until you stand before me as a warrior and as a woman.” Themis raises her chin, set to rise.

      “I am both,” I blurt out, breaking their one cardinal rule.

      “Not yet, Kendall.” She pauses, her eyes twinkling with a secret only she is aware of. “But you will be.”

      I slam both of my hands into the soft sand, my ire growing more by the second. “So that’s it. You put heels on me, and because I fell, I’m done for the day?”

      “Yes.” Themis stands and backs away from me. Her curt manner feels cold and foreign to me. I want more of her, and that is something I may never gain.

      I barely remember my parents, my brother, all of whom were warm and loving in every manner when they interacted with me. This cool and aloof nature feels wrong and unfamiliar.

      Yet it is the world I live in now.

      My parents both fell at the hands of death.

      My brother? He’s alive but gone. He bound my wolf inside of me so I don’t even have that.

      I have nothing but this academy, this purpose that I don’t just want but need. Which means I have to prove myself to them.

      Though my body is exhausted and achy, I push through it all and stand on those damn heels they put me in.

      Legs shaking, I drag myself up, my wooden sword hanging from my limp hands.

      Themis watches me without emotion as I rise, then quicker than I can blink, she slices through my leathers. Wounds burn on my thighs, the pain knocking me to my knees. Blood pools in my leathers, and I bite my cheek to stop myself from screaming.

      Themis follows me down, her eyes boring into mine. “Rest, Kendall.”

      Refusing to scream or talk back, I bite through my cheek. The taste of blood spills across my taste buds, filling my mouth as it mixes with saliva.

      I give her a swift nod, my chest heaving, my eyes cast down.

      “One day, Kendall, you will be either our greatest asset or our swiftest downfall,” Themis whispers for my ears only, though I can feel the eyes of the others cast upon me. Their curiosity saturates the air.

      My head jerks up, my brows furrowing as I open my mouth to speak.

      Themis doesn’t give me that chance. “Go now. Rest and enjoy what little freedom you currently have.”

      “I don’t want freedom.”

      “Then what will you have, girl?” Themis’s tone turns amused, her eyes brightening for a mere moment before her impassive expression returns.

      “I—”

      “What will you have?” she asks slowly, enunciating every syllable.

      “Revenge,” I tell her, my eyes flaring with the anger of my young life and the path set before me.

      “Revenge.” Themis crouches before me once more. “What will you give up for that revenge, Kendall?”

      I swallow, knowing it’s a trick question. Answering it means my life no longer belongs to me.

      Yet I cannot find it in me to care. “Everything.”

      “So be it.” Themis slaps her hand on my shoulder, her nails piercing my flesh.

      My life dances before my eyes. My childhood and the choices of my parents and brother, choices that were not my own, ones the Fates decided should befall me in such a short amount of time. She pries the images from me, her eyes flaring with interest.

      “You vow to kill those who stole your life?” Themis questions.

      “Yes.”

      “You vow to make them pay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the choice is yours, Kendall.” Themis pauses, tilting her head to the side. “You will become our asset for your revenge.”

      I should say no, I should, and yet the word that falls out of my mouth contradicts me. “Yes.”

      “So be it,” she repeats.

      

      The memory slams me back to the present, my throat raw and my fists clenched at my sides. Pain squeezes my chest.

      The foolish bargain of a teen has the power to last an eternity. No amount of regret will pull me back from the past, and even if I could, I’m not sure I’d change a thing.

      That day, Themis and Nemesis saw me as the very asset they told me I would become—a blob of clay with the motivation to exact my revenge. They shaped and molded me to their desire.

      I fucking let them.

      I let it happen, not changing their course until recently.

      Why? Why did I change? What is so different about now?

      Revenge. It all comes back to revenge. Revenge that my brother stole from me.

      I scream to the Fates and all who listen. To Hera who got me into the academy, to my desire to change my future due to my past, and to my brother for killing the very creatures who started all of this.

      “Kendall.” Cael falls to his knees in front of me, his eyes sad and somehow understanding.

      “I lost my wolf,” I tell him, speaking nonsense, and yet not. I let all my feelings pour out of me. “Kade bound her.”

      Cael just sits there, not moving. He doesn’t offer me comfort, but I wouldn’t accept it even if he tried.

      “I was bound for years, honing my body like a human, turning myself into their asset. I became the woman kneeling before you today.” I damn near choke on my words.

      “Without your wolf?” Cael’s eyes dart between my own.

      “After a while, I let it be. I didn’t need her. I left the binding in place because her strength became a fantasy. Nothing more. Until they stole me.” Tears drip down my face and splatter in the ashes of my former lover. “My brother’s enemies found me and stripped my bindings. The very enemies that killed our parents.”

      Cael reaches out and cups my face. Still, he says nothing, allowing me to go on.

      “For so long, I saw their deaths and my motivation. I lived for revenge, and I clung to that excuse, making bargains not even an adult should make. I did it all in the name of revenge.” I choke on my tears. “But Kade killed them. My revenge no longer existed. My motivation was gone, and my wolf was free. He stole everything that made me who I am.”

      “Are you sure of that, Kendall?” Cael’s thumbs brush away my tears, smudging ash across my face. “Or did the actions that were out of your control guide you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “You tell me.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “The truth is, I gave her an excuse. One I clung to for fucking years. My answer was always revenge, and they smelled no lie because I believed it was true.”

      “It wasn’t true, was it?” The understanding on his face damn near breaks me.

      “No.” I hold back my tears, refusing to sob. “If my motivation was solely revenge, then I’d hate the feeling of my blade sinking into a man’s flesh. I’d hate every hit they assigned because it wouldn’t be the souls I sought to destroy. Not once did I hate how I felt when I killed another.”

      “The truth scares you.”

      “Terrifies me.” It’s a fact I’m ready to face. “I love it because it is who I am, Cael. At my core, I am a killer, and it’s a nature I can’t change. Do you understand that? I can never be something else. Dominic was right. I was a pawn because I loved doing what I did. Despite all the enemies and everything else, I loved who I was.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t know who I am.”

      “I see you, Kendall.” Cael leans in and brushes his lips across mine in a gentle kiss, intending to melt my icy heart. Pulling away, he continues, “You are a fierce warrior. A woman who looked at me and saw me, not the creature I become or the power I hold. You see my brothers for who they are, not what they can do for you. Hell, Kendall, you see the world as it is and all those who walk her sacred grounds. You see them for who they are and not how they can benefit you. You love and you care even when you deny it. I see you.”

      “And all the blood on my hands?”

      Cael presses his lips to mine, and his hands fall to intertwine with mine, the ashes of my former lover pressing between our palms. “Our hands.”

      The sob that breaks through, filled with centuries of heartbreak, spills into our kiss.

      Cael inhales every cry, he kisses every tear, and he holds my hands until I accept he isn’t going anywhere.

      None of them are. I might need the reminder for the rest of my life, but I know Cerberus is up to the challenge.
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      “Cael.” Seth’s voice breaks the moment of complete peace between us, crashing reality down on our heads. The strain in his voice is all it takes to get us running.

      Branches slap at my cheeks and torso, creating little cuts and slices along my limbs and leaving traces of me here in this forest. The frozen ground jolts my body as I skid to a stop in front of Seth and Barrett.

      “Why isn’t he healed?” I reach a tentative hand toward Barrett, my fingers shaking as they press against his pulse point just to feel his beating heart.

      Or just to make sure it still beats in his chest.

      “He needs time,” Seth tells me, though he can’t meet my eyes, drawing them toward his brother who leans heavily against him.

      Red rims Barrette’s eyes, the pink deepening as he strains to hold himself upright. His lips part as he expels a shuddering breath. Cael slips an arm under him, supporting the remainder of his weight, and they limp inside together.

      Their backs pull taut as they move, the strain obvious enough to get my feet moving as I dart in front of them to grab the door. Feeling foolish that I did nothing to this house, I lead them to my room, the one with the single mattress lying on the floor.

      Shame heats my cheeks as the guys lay Barrett down on the mattress, the sheets balled up at the bottom in a mess of gray. I don’t even have a comforter here to drape over him. No comforts and no luxuries. I’ve always lived this way, but now I feel like it matters so I have something to offer Barrett.

      “He just needs some rest,” Cael says, repeating the words Seth spoke moments ago. Both of them sound as though a deeper meaning lurks below the surface.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I look at them, but they only watch one another, speaking in that silent way of theirs.

      “We may need to return to the Underworld,” Seth states, tearing his eyes away from Cael.

      “But only as a last resort,” Cael adds, leaning back on his heels.

      I look at the seeping wound on Barrett’s back, his shoulders hunched in pain. “The bullet remains lodged in his back.”

      “We know,” Seth replies, his mouth opening and closing several times.

      “I’ll get my kit,” I say, watching as Seth’s shoulders sag in relief. They didn’t even think I had that here.

      My cheeks pinken because they aren’t completely wrong. I near the wall and press a plank, revealing a trap door. With a grind and a creak, it opens slowly. “I chose this bedroom for a reason,” I whisper as I step inside. It’s where I keep a refrigerator full of supplies and a lone cabinet. “When I first got here, I realized the dimensions were off, as though something was missing.” I reach for my medical kit—a simple black leather doctor’s bag that they used to carry around fifty years ago.

      “Whoa,” Cael whispers behind me, poking his head in the secret room. “Tell me this entire place has secret tunnels. Please tell me.”

      “It does,” I assure him with a pat to his leg before I step over to Barrett and settle beside him.

      “If the circumstances weren’t so shitty, I’d be really excited about that.” Cael sounds really disappointed his brother got shot.

      “Get out of there and get his feet.” Seth kneels at Barrett’s head and leans down. “We need to get the bullet out,” he tells his brother with a crack in his voice. “This is going to hurt like hell.”

      I open my bag as Cael kneels at his feet, ready to hold his brother down.

      “I have anesthesia.” I pause and glance back at the trapdoor. “It’s for humans, but it will work for a moment and give me enough time to pull the bullet out without pain.”

      “Get it out.” Barrett grunts before his body convulses in pain. “Lodged in my spine.” He speaks in short, clipped bursts, his fists clenching the sheets as he struggles to control his body.

      “I think there was something in the bullets,” Seth says, starting on a whisper before giving up and speaking normally. “I can’t determine what, though, because I cannot smell it beyond the blood.”

      I nod, feeling a little woozy. “I’ve done this a thousand times.” On myself, but never on someone I love.

      “I hate that for you,” Cael whines.

      “It was always inevitable. Themis and Nemesis made us all take classes at the local college.” I lick my dry lips, remembering those years well. I hated it, but it was helpful. “We all have a nursing degree. Most of us used that knowledge often, having to patch ourselves up.”

      “You’re immortal, you’d heal.” Seth’s forehead wrinkles.

      “There are weapons in this world that even an immortal will struggle to heal.” I look at the bullet hole. With their shift, it should have pushed the metal out, but if it got stuck in bone, the shift would only have made it worse. “Besides, Kade bound my wolf. I healed slightly better than a mortal, but not as well as I should have.”

      Silence greets my ears. I know they pity me, and they know I don’t want to feel that pity, so they remain mute.

      “Alright.” I grab a pair of long tweezers and glance at Seth as I lean forward. “Anesthesia?”

      “Just do it,” Barrett grinds out before shivering uncontrollably.

      Swallowing past all the emotion in my throat, I press the cold metal into his back. The skin tried to heal, so I open the tweezers slightly to see inside. Barrett groans, but he doesn’t move. Although I know Cerberus is immortal and his wounds will heal, a spike of anxiety leaves me breathless.

      What if I push too far and the bullet slips into his spinal column?

      What if I nick a nerve and leave him paralyzed?

      “Kendall.” Cael reaches out and grips my foot. “You can do this.”

      “I can,” I say, trying to convince myself. Inhaling slowly, I peel the skin back with my other hand and expose the bullet sitting in the bone of his spine. “It’s between the vertebrae.” Somehow, and I don’t even want to know how, it missed the bone and hit the disc. Not that I think that’s any better.

      “Out.” Barrett groans, the pain rendering him unable to speak.

      “Still bad, Kitty Kat.” Cael sounds really worried as he peers at the bullet over my shoulder.

      “Pull it out, princess.” Seth looks away, unable to see Barrett’s exposed bone. “Quickly,” he tacks on.

      I open the tweezers, grip the bullet, and try to wiggle it out, only for Barrett to scream. Panic flares through me, and I drop the tweezers and scuttle backwards. “I can’t.”

      I’ve spent countless nights doing this to myself, unfazed by the blood pouring out of me, the pain I should feel, and the damage the bullets created. I did what I had to do because the risk was my own to take.

      “Yes, you can.” Seth looks over at me, still avoiding looking at a shaking Barrett.

      “I can’t risk him.” I nibble my lip and glance to the ceiling. This isn’t like me. I usually charge forward, do the task, and move the fuck on, but with Barrett, it’s like my body suddenly can’t work and my mind wants to hide.

      “Kitty Kat, he will heal as soon as that bullet comes out,” Cael assures me. “Even if you hurt him, he will be fine.”

      “You don’t know that.” I glance at him while angrily wiping away tears.

      “Yeah, he does. He once pierced his spine with a sword,” Seth scoffs.

      “Hurt,” Barrett grunts, and I don’t know if he’s talking about that memory or his current state.

      “I know, big guy.” Cael pats his calf. “Kendall is just warming up.” Cael glances at me, just waiting for my move.

      Creeping forward, I pick the tweezers up and reach for the alcohol. I pour a little over the metal because I dropped it. Technically his body should expel any and all dirt, but just in case, I pour a little more alcohol over it.

      Leaning back on my heels, I steady myself with one hand on his back and one gripping the tweezers, once again adjusting his skin and gripping the bullet.

      Instead of wiggling it out this time, I wait until Barrett exhales and yank.

      He screams in pain, his body going taut. I fall back on my ass, gripping the tweezers as I hold it up. There, between the metal clamp, rests a black bullet.

      Seth grabs the tweezers from me and sniffs the bullet, his nostrils flaring. “I don’t know what this is.” He sounds surprised before he recovers and glances at Barrett.

      Cael looks up at him, worry on his face. “There aren’t many things that can hurt us, Seth.”

      “Is it silver?” I stand, my muscles aching in protest. “It doesn’t look like silver.” I inhale, smelling only Cerberus and the iron blood seeping into the mattress.

      “Can’t be, silver won’t hurt us.” Seth sounds confident, though he still frowns.

      “Other shifters, yes, but we are from the Underworld. That bullet is no earthbound bullet,” Cael adds, wrapping the sheets around Barrett.

      “Can you tell that from the scent of it?” I wonder if they can smell something in the air that I can’t.

      “No, Barrett’s blood hides the scent.” Seth drops his hand and leaves the room, heading toward the small bathroom. Cael and I follow quickly behind him.

      “Deduction,” Cael states. “Nothing normal will hurt us aside from cutting off one of our heads.”

      Seth snorts at his words. “Ironic, given that if you cut off one of Hydra’s heads, she has the choice of growing another one or two.”

      “You sound jealous.” I lean against the counter and impatiently wait for Seth to rinse the bullet off. This is one of the rooms they used a renovation spell on. It matches the kitchen with blue cabinets and white marble counters. The room feels clean, yet welcoming.

      “Of course I’m jealous.” He flicks on the water and dips the bullet under the flow. “Who wouldn’t be jealous of her? Growing extra heads? Yes please.”

      “Except she’s one person who can multiply herself,” Cael counters, as though it’s a bad thing.

      “And?” I prompt.

      “The Fates are weird. Hydra has countless heads, but only one body. We have three of us and only one body. I’d rather have it this way.” Cael shrugs, though I’m not quite grasping what he’s saying. “Each of those heads loses power the more she multiplies. She’s spread thin across all of them. She can die if she divides herself too much, and then she’s screwed when she shifts. It takes a lot out of her, and it’s just her.”

      “There are three of us,” Seth says absentmindedly. “Cael, what does this smell like to you?” he lifts the tweezers under Cael’s nose.

      “Like home,” Cael replies, snatching the bullet away and inhaling deeply once again. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yep.”

      “Hades is going to lose his shit.” Seth nods again.

      Cael drops the bullet onto the counter. “Hades? Vanessa is going to go ballistic.”

      “What’s going on?” I cut in.

      “Our sister is going to hulk out.” Cael chuckles at that.

      “What element is the bullet?” I question, feeling anxious at their reactions.

      “Si-O,” Cael sings.

      “What?” Seth questions him angrily.

      “The elements.” Cael rolls his eyes. “It’s lava. I mean, cooled lava, but lava nonetheless.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” I hold up a hand. “They shot him with a magma bullet?”

      “Yep.”

      “Doesn’t that shit shatter?” I eye the bullet once more, wondering why this one hurt Barrett so badly.

      “It’s made and infused with magic.” Seth sighs and hops up on the counter.

      “Why will that piss off Vanessa?” I question.

      “Two reasons,” Cael chimes in. “One, our brother got shot. She doesn’t take well to our family getting hurt.”

      “Two,” Seth continues, “that bullet was forged with the power of Tartarus.”

      “I didn’t think Tartarus would hurt you.” I rub my temples. If I recall what Vanessa told me correctly, Tartarus is the lava pit in the Underworld, which is actually the spirit of Tartarus.

      “Not necessarily, unless the creation of that bullet involved Typhon.” Cael paces in the small space. “Our father.”

      “He probably had the bullets made just in case. Look how many times he tried to kill Vanessa,” Seth adds as though this is a normal family trait. “That is far more logical.”

      It might be considering the people who killed my parents were those we considered family.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Cael spits out, impersonating Seth. “The problem is it’s hurting him because that was the intent.”

      “See, a bullet made in Tartarus will only kill the descendants,” Seth informs me. “Actually any weapon made of Tartarus would kill us.”

      “But—” Cael holds up a finger. “We can go swimming in the lava pits. It’s great for a sore back.”

      “That makes no sense,” I tell them.

      “It’s the Underworld. It isn’t supposed to make sense,” Cael quips.

      “We need to take this to Hades,” Seth says, silencing the room.

      “I don’t want to,” Cael whines.

      “If Barrett doesn’t heal in the next hour, we will have to go back anyway,” Seth argues, being the bearer of bad fucking news.

      “Why?” I question, my voice remaining strong even though the thought of them leaving me feels like a knife in my gut.

      “Princess.” Seth steps in front of me, palming my face and shrinking down so that we are eye level. “You must know we don’t want to leave you by now.”

      “I do,” I say, though my heart breaks.

      “I don’t have pretty words like Cael or vows of devotion like Barrett. I’m not like them, and all I have is a promise that no matter what, we will always find our way home.” Seth looks at me with so much love and devotion, I almost miss what he said.

      “Isn’t the Underworld your home?” I grip his forearms, my nails sinking into his skin.

      “Kendall, you are our home.” Seth brushes a soft kiss across my forehead before his hands fall away and he steps out of the bathroom with Cael right behind him, leaving me alone in the cold.

      I flick on the hot water and let it run while steam billows in the small space. Cupping my hands, I splash the water on my face and watch as it runs in dark rivulets down my cheeks, leaving little tracks of clean skin.

      The mirror that hovers before me reflects my image. Emerald green eyes stare back at me from an oval face with creamy white skin. I always thought I looked haunted, as though beyond the beauty was a nightmare, but the truth is, she always lies on the surface.

      Now I look in the mirror and see a woman worth loving. Not just from my mates, but from myself. I know I’m stronger with them, but even the thought of being separated for an insignificant blip of time hurts.

      I ran from them in the beginning and felt alright. Now, however, I don’t want to run away. I want to stand with them and fight alongside them, but Barrett is hurt and needs to mend in his own world.

      I leave the bathroom, listening as Cael and Seth murmur downstairs. I creep back into the bedroom, my eyes falling on Barrett who’s curled on his side, facing the wall. His breathing remains shallow but steady.

      “Come here,” he calls to me in the quickly darkening room.

      Feeling foolish, I walk across the wooden floor to lie facing him. My fingers grip the sheet, and I tug it up over his shoulders, needing something to do.

      “You have to go,” I say, unable to meet his gaze.

      “The Underworld.” He moves his head up so he can look me in the eyes. Sweat beads along his temples, and gray spills across his cheeks.

      “I know it will help you heal.” I understand their reasoning even though I don’t get it.

      “No, nothing so mystical.” He reaches for me, twining our fingers together. “Hades has healing potions.”

      “Oh.” That makes so much more sense.

      “But if you want us to stay, then we will stay.” Barrett squeezes my fingers in reassurance.

      “You are the one who got shot.” I lean in and kiss his forehead before pulling back. “You need to heal. Go, I’ll be okay here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Barrett, I’ve been on my own for a very long time.” Some days it feels like an eternity.

      “I promised it would be us from here on out.”

      “You can’t take me with you. You told me that once already, and that’s okay.” I understand completely. “I have a few bodies to set on fire and send Charon’s way anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t give them coins.” Barrett’s sheer power comes out in his voice.

      “I hadn’t planned on it.” Except maybe Dominic, but I already dusted him.

      “Good.” Seth walks in with Cael behind him, all still naked.

      “We won’t be long,” Seth assures me.

      “Take all the time you need. I don’t think much is going to occur right now anyway.” But it will. I leave that hanging between us. “All the assassins who would dare come after me have. The rest will learn of their deaths and stay away.”

      “Even for that much money?” Cael doesn’t sound so sure.

      “There is no such thing as an easy target, and I sure as fuck won’t make myself one.” I heave out a breath. “Besides, it isn’t the assassins I need to worry about now, but Themis and Nemesis.”

      I sit up, leaning against the wall I call a headboard.

      “Do not engage with them until we get back.” Seth tries to sound commanding, but it falls on my very deaf ears.

      “I’ve been dealing with them all my life. I can handle them.” Assurance laces my voice, and with a little smile, they buy it. “It’s the unknown goddess who put the hit out in the first place that’s still an issue.”

      “How do you know it’s a woman?” Seth questions.

      “A male would have revealed himself by now. Women have more patience.” I smile at the thought, though I now have a few suspicions on who it might be.

      “Are you sure?” Seth asks.

      “I’m sure on all accounts. I’ve got this.” Am I convincing them or me? “Do me a favor though?”

      “Anything, Kitty Kat.” Cael plops down beside me.

      “Bring the fucking chest back.” I crack a smile despite everything that’s going on.

      Barrett coughs out a laugh at me before rolling onto his back. “Give me a kiss.”

      I lean over him, my hair concealing us behind a curtain. Barrett grips the back of my head, kissing me so deeply my world rocks beneath me.

      He lets go far too soon, and then Seth tilts my head up and kisses me as well. It’s so different and yet perfect in every little way. His lips devour mine and leave me breathless before he, too, pulls away.

      “Come here.” Cael steals my lips, kissing me in his unique, playful way.

      This might be goodbye for now, but their kisses are a promise of tomorrow.

      Breaking the kiss, I lean back and nod. With saddened eyes, they fade from view, returning to the Underworld so that Barrett can heal.

      I press my fingertips to my warm lips, and for a long time, I sit and stare at the space they occupied moments earlier.
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      “This fucking sucks.” I drop my brother on the floor of Hades’s library. “Why’d you have to go and get shot, man?”

      “Sorry to ruin your plans.” Barrett grunts and rolls to the side, still bleeding because the bastard hasn’t learned that bleeding means he hasn’t healed yet.

      I resist the urge to yell, “Heal, motherfucker,” in my best tenor. I squint at him, irritated that he doesn’t have his shit together. How hard is it to heal? “Apology not accepted.”

      News flash, for us it isn’t that freaking hard.

      “I wasn’t actually sorry, you idiot.” Barrett slams his head on the floor, grunting in pain.

      “Hey.” The soft voice of the most beautiful sister in the entire fucking world breaks through our banter.

      “Vanessa!” I hop over the idiot who has yet to heal, grab my baby sister, and hug her to me. Inhaling her scent, I take in the smoky perfume that is all baby Vanessa. She squeezes me and buries her head in my neck, scenting me right back.

      I hug her a little tighter because, dammit, I missed my baby sister. This hug, this one right here, holds no comparison to a hug from anyone else in the entire fucking world. Besides Kendall, of course because her hugs are mate hugs, and this hug is a sibling hug.

      “Quit hogging the dragon.” Seth peels me off Vanessa and whisks her away. Her laughter fills the room as they scent each other as well.

      “Where’s Daddy Death?” I ask Vanessa, who wiggles out of Seth’s arms.

      “What did you just call him?” Vanessa hides her mouth behind her hand as she struggles not to laugh.

      “Daddy Death,” I say a little slower.

      “Oh, that is good.” This time she giggles, not at all hiding her amusement. “I can’t wait to use that.”

      “Don’t make it weird, Vanessa.” I point at her, suddenly feeling like she is going to spoil my nickname for Hades.

      “Too late.” She gives me a grin complete with dimples.

      “Dammit, Vanessa, don’t do that.” I groan, looking away. “I can’t deny those dimples.”

      Barrett groans from the floor. “I hate to break up the reunion, but could someone help me?”

      Vanessa, my sweet baby dragon sister, raises a brow at Barrett before tilting her head to the side. “Oh no, brother, I smelled you. I know you went and got yourself shot.”

      Barrett glares at Vanessa, and this time I’m the one to hide a smile. “Then what the fuck?”

      Vanessa tsks under her breath before kneeling down. “Language.”

      “Fucking bleeding.” Barrett looks as surprised as we are at Vanessa’s reaction.

      “I see that. Now why don’t you tell me how you let someone shoot you?” Vanessa questions, and it is the best thing ever!

      “That’s what I’ve been saying!” I raise a hand and let it slap against my thigh.

      “Seriously, Vanessa.” Barrett presses up to be at eye level with our sister. “I need a tonic.”

      “I smell Grandfather on you.” She leans in and sniffs his chest, then manhandles him until her nose is practically in the bullet hole. “You need a tonic.” She drops him back to the floor where he thuds against the hardwood.

      “I told you that.” Barrett rolls onto his back, staring at the endless library that appears to reach all the way to Earth.

      Vanessa hums under her breath before she rolls the ladder around the circular room and climbs. “How was your side mission?” Vanessa calls out as she continues to climb.

      “How was your side mission?” Seth counters.

      “Sabina’s place is always a festival of poor decisions and regret.” She pulls out a book and flips through it. “You’ve been gone for a while.”

      “It’s been like two weeks.” I snort as I flop into Hades’s chair and glare at my sister.

      “Months.” She finds the book she wants and opens it up, pulling out a blue tonic.

      “Weeks,” I argue.

      “Interesting.” She slides the book back and continues down the ladder before handing the tonic over. “Time seems to be glitching, or perhaps it is me. I’ll need to confirm what day it is.”

      “Ah.” I snap my fingers. “The Underworld does that from time to time. It hates to be linear. Once we lost an entire century to one Earth day.” I don’t want my sister to think she’s losing it, because there really was only one incident when time glitched here.

      “Interesting,” Vanessa repeats as her feet touch the ground. “Why do you smell like Kendall?” Vanessa crouches before Barrett and pours the blue tonic into his mouth.

      “Ah, right. So we mated her.” Seth scratches the back of his head.

      “Except for gimpy there.” I point at Barrett, the last of us who has yet to claim our Kendall.

      “The Fates chose well.” Vanessa smiles up at us, and it strikes me that she looks different. More at peace.

      “You look happy.” I give her a hand and help her up, smiling at Vanessa. Her skin glows and her eyes hold just a touch more magic than they did before. She looks utterly exquisite. “You should visit Sabina more often.”

      “You are right, I should.” She smirks as though she knows something I don’t, and it’s really off-putting.

      Barrett convulses a little as he heals. Not wanting him to feel as though I don’t care, I grab Hades’s healing stick and shove it in his mouth where he bites down.

      “Good boy.” I pat his head.

      Barrett growls at me, and I dance away before he can hit me in his pain-filled state.

      “He’s going to kill you one day.” Vanessa smirks and takes the seat I personally warmed for her.

      “That’s Seth’s job.” I jerk my head at my favorite grouchy brother.

      “So is that all you came here for?” Vanessa drums her fingers on the desk, and it’s like she knows that isn’t the entirety of the conversation. Being the daughter of Python, her foresight is often on point.

      “We came to see you, sister.” I smile, because that’s the truth, and she will be able to scent my truth.

      I’d never lie about missing her.

      “Lie.” She doesn’t even give me the chance to continue. “How did he end up shot?” I’m almost offended that she turns and asks Seth instead of me.

      I mean, I’d totally embellish a little, but she’d get the gist of the story.

      Job for Artie, find a mate, fuck, fight, fuck, fight, rinse, and repeat.

      “Assassins,” Seth tells her but glances at me. How much do we tell her?

      Why lie? I counter.

      Vanessa has been through enough, and she looks happy, so don’t hurt her, Barrett chimes in.

      Fuck, he’s right. Seth drags a hand down his face, regret gleaming in his eyes because none of us want to actually lie to Vanessa. She’s far too important to us.

      “Interesting,” she says.

      “Is that your new word?” I sit in one of the high-backed leather chairs. I always hated these because they made me feel as though I didn’t belong in them. “Interesting.” I run my fingers over the little knots of metal binding.

      “Yes.” Vanessa grins before standing. “I’m going to go find Daddy Death.” She winks before darting out of the room.

      She didn’t even give me time to cover my ears and block her out. “Alright, now that she’s gone,” I say, glancing at my brothers who wear equal expressions of disgust on their faces.

      “Never call Hades that ever again, Cael.” Barrett pushes himself to sitting. He scoots back a little until he’s resting against the cabinets.

      “Noted,” I agree, probably for the first time in forever, though future Cael did not agree.

      “She’s going to want us to bring the chest back.” Seth drums his fingers on the arm of the chair he’s sitting in.

      “Cael, who is in it?” Barrett asks. “Is it Cypselus or his son? And what did you do? Don’t think I didn’t see the look of panic on your face when you told her.”

      I shouldn’t tell them without Kendall, but… the circumstances have changed just a little. “First of all” —I wave my finger— “just know that everything I do, I do for a reason.”

      “What did you do?” Seth seethes.

      Barrett hangs his head. “We aren’t heading back to Kendall right away, are we?”

      “Dammit, Cael, we promised her!” Seth grips the arms of the chair so tightly the leather creaks in protest.

      “I know, but I also made a promise to Artemis.” I wince. They are going to be pissed at me.

      “What promise?” Seth is getting dangerously close to kicking my ass, and I might let him.

      “Right, so before Hades came to us and told us about the job Artie wanted done,” I begin.

      Seth cuts me off. “When you were in the dungeon eating drats?”

      “Oh no, like a week before that.”

      “I really am going to kill him.” Seth turns to Barrett, and honestly, I believe him.

      “Cael, you better tell us what the fuck happened.” Barrett thumps his head back on the low cabinets.

      “I’m trying to, but you two keep interrupting me, and I do not appreciate it.” I huff, because the story would be out by now dammit. “Now where were we? Right so there I was playing this game involving a tiny Italian man, a dragon, an elf, and this big hairy yeti.”

      “Cael!” Seth pops up from his chair and paces.

      Too far, I’ve gone too far. “Anyway, I was kicking ass on this rainbow road when in pops Artemis, looking ready to fuck someone’s shit up, and I’m sorry, but I’m far more terrified of her than I am of you two.”

      “Noted.” Barrett grunts.

      “Agreed,” Seth replies with a shudder. “She hates men.”

      “Not important,” I reply before carrying on. “There I was, kicking ass, with Artie staring me down, before she waves her hand and pops in a present.”

      Barrett thumps his head a few times.

      I’m not sure I blame him. “So she negotiated.” I pause and frown at myself. “Which, by the way, is worse than negotiating with a fae, but I digress. I agreed to do the task she had yet to explain and I got my present. Now don’t be mad when I tell you what it was.”

      “The present or the task?” Seth is going to kill me.

      “I’ll hold my judgment until after I know.” Barrett shakes his head, refusing me.

      “Nope, agree not to hurt me.” I will not tell them until they assure me my bones will stay intact.

      “No,” they reply in unison.

      I’m going to have to face the music and accept my fate. “So the present was this new game, which was incredible. I got to create an island and, wait for it…” I pause, hoping to build up the hype, but they are not amused. “Animals. It’s like a mortal game where they pretend they are shifters but all happy and shit.”

      Seth looks at Barrett, and I know they are communicating silently, so I blurt out the task. “The task was to not give Kendall the key,” I say in one swift breath. “Or was it not to give her the key right away? I’m not sure.”

      “Where is the key, Cael?” Seth questions me like he would one of our victims.

      “I swallowed it,” I say even faster. Then, because I’m an idiot, I point to my gut. “It’s right here.”

      Seth turns to me with his fists clenched as Barrett struggles to get up.

      “You are an imbecile.” Hades walks into the library, adjusting his cuff all fancy like. “Stay.” He looks at Barrett then Seth before he walks around to sit behind his chair. “Who is in the chest?”

      “About that,” I hedge because Hades is the father we never really had, even though he preferred to be compared to an uncle, but that just didn’t feel right.

      “I’m going to give you to the count of three,” Hades warns.

      “You haven’t done that in years.” I pout, but it never worked on Hades before, and it doesn’t now.

      “One.”

      “You won’t like it.”

      “Two.”

      “Cypselus!” I shout.

      “Syphilis?” Hades cocks his head to the side.

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “Who the fuck is Syphilis?” Seth asks.

      “I think it’s a human disease.” Hades shakes his head. “If it’s syphilis, then you can release it because it’s already rampant on Earth.”

      “It’s not syphilis,” I say with exasperation. “Cypselus,” I say even slower.

      “Oh, that makes a difference.” Hades leans back in his chair, drumming his fingers on the desk. “How do you know?”

      “I picked the lock before I got the key and opened the chest,” I rush out. “But I closed it right away. I swear.”

      “Oh no.” Hades snorts in amusement. “You told Kendall that you’d bring the chest back.”

      “We did,” Barrett replies slowly.

      “You brought the chest through the back door,” Hades continues.

      “Yes, we did.” Seth glares at me because he knows I fucked something up.

      “And he’s dead,” Hades finishes.

      “As a doornail. Not even a little dead. They shoved him in there, and he has been decaying for a very long fucking time. He stank so badly I had to shower three times after we dropped it off.” I shudder, remembering the smell of it. I could taste it then, and no amount of brushing my teeth alleviated that flavor of decay.

      “What is he implying?” Barrett asks, far too exhausted to deal with my bullshit.

      “The dead can’t leave the Underworld once they cross the river Styx,” Hades tells my brothers.

      “But it was just his body.” Seth’s brows lower as he sorts through all of this.

      “With his soul trapped inside because of the cedar chest. Once opened, you freed his soul, which I will now have to hunt down.” Hades glares at me. “So it doesn’t matter that you promised not to give Kendall the key, because you can’t take the empty chest back to Earth. I assume those who seek the chest expect the king to still be in there. Well” —Hades bobs his head back and forth a bit— “you can, but whoever wants Cypselus probably wants to raise him and he’s here now.”

      “Yep.” I nod. “I fucked all this up from the very beginning.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Barrett chuckles. “You really know how to put your foot in your mouth, Cael.”

      “Thank you.” I smile with pride.

      “That definitely wasn’t a compliment,” Barrett mutters, but he’s still laughing.

      “Who wants the chest other than Artemis?” Hades questions.

      “We didn’t say.” Seth tilts his head to the side as he stares at Hades, curiosity in his gaze.

      “I have my ways.” Hades leans back, his obsidian eyes taking in the three of us before he caves. “Vanessa said you found your fated mate.”

      “She’s perfect.” I sigh while leaning forward on my palm and rapidly fluttering my eyelashes.

      “She’s bloodthirsty,” Seth adds.

      “Honorable.” Barrett winces at that. “For an assassin.”

      “One of Themis and Nemesis’s assassins?” Hades asks with curiosity. “Kendall, I’m told.”

      “Yep.” I nod vigorously. “They want the chest.”

      “Interesting.” Hades raps the desk a few times before carrying on. “It’s said that Cypselus was buried in the chest that saved him. Unbeknownst to him, it trapped his soul in there with his physical body.”

      “Sounds like hell,” I say with delight. “He deserved it.”

      “Did he?” Hades raises a brow at me. “We do not know much of Cypselus.”

      “You sound pleased about that.” Barrett pushes up so that he stands on shaky legs, the tonic still working through him.

      “Sit, Bear.” Hades stands, offering him his chair. It’s a gesture that would seem normal to many, but an action that means far more to us than any other could know. Most gods don’t have any empathy for creatures they deem lesser than them, even though the truth of the matter is that our differences are just our power levels. Hades never viewed us as less than him, but as equals in this world.

      Swallowing his emotion, Barrett sits in the leather chair, his eyes fluttering in comfort.

      Hades saunters to the ladder, swiveling it around the room until he pauses. “In the early six hundreds, earthside, the Pythia at the time predicted the reign of Cypselus. The Fates prophesied he would be a usurper and a tyrant, so of course many did not take well to this knowledge.” Hades glances up at us as he climbs the ladder.

      “He’s old, it’s over, we move on,” I whine as I flop in the chair like a fish, throwing one leg over the arm and closing my eyes.

      Hades moves on, using a lesson he tried to instill so many times in the past. “To understand what you are up against, you should always study—”

      “The enemy,” Barrett finishes with a groan. “We all fucked up.”

      “A little.” Hades pulls out a book. “Ah, here it is.”

      “We assessed the wrong enemy.” Seth sighs, sitting back in his chair. “We should have looked at Artemis’s, Themis’s, and Nemesis’s motives.”

      “Yes.” Hades walks over to a stool and swings it around. He flips through the book and his finger lands mid-page, his head bobbing as he contemplates something. It’s fascinating to watch. The library extends so high we cannot see the top, and I know he knows every book in here.

      “My money is on Artemis meddling,” Seth snarks.

      I point at him. “What he said.”

      “She is quite good at that. Her and Allen.” Hades chuckles to himself. “All of this may be for the best.”

      “Who the fuck is Allen?” Seth asks.

      “Oh, just another player on a chessboard,” Hades states absentmindedly.

      “Are we talking pawn, knight, or queen?” Seth inquires. Considering he was the only one of us who took time to play chess with Hades, he’s also the only one who knows what Hades is referring to.

      Hades glances up. “Now that would be information out of your realm.”

      “Of what?” Seth argues.

      Hades taps the page, ignoring his question. “Here it is. Corinth and the tyrant king, Cypselus.”

      “Is this important to Kendall and the enemy we face?” Barrett asks.

      “Yes,” Hades states with simplicity. “A tyrant king is not what you believe he is. They ruled with power and gained their title by rising to the throne with force. In many aspects, the mad fae queen is considered a tyrant.”

      “If she’s mad, then yeah, that makes sense.” Seth snorts and shakes his head. “It doesn’t make them good people.”

      “No, it does not,” Hades agrees. “But as I said, the Fates prophesied the tyrant king Cypselus would rule with great power. To save him from death as a child, they hid him in the cedar chest so he could fulfill his destiny, and, as many know with magic…”

      “Once cast, it can make its own path.” Barrett rubs his forehead and sets his head back. “Why now?”

      “It is said that if the chest were opened and Cypselus was revived, he could restore any rightful crown. Artie probably didn’t even want the chest.”

      “Unless she wanted to keep it out of another’s hands.” I lean forward, forming a theory. “It’s just like on one of my favorite shows!”

      “No more television for you,” Seth tells me, but we both know if he gets sick of me, he will buy me a new movie.

      Speaking of. “I want to experience a movie theater.”

      “Anyway.” Hades chuckles, tapping his finger on the book in his hand. “The key word is rightful. I’m unsure why Themis or Nemesis would want the chest.”

      “Well” —I feel my belly grumble— “I’m about to shit out the key. That took forever!”

      “Dude.” Seth drops his head back.

      “What?” I shake my head at him. “It’s natural. We all poop, Seth.”

      “I don’t need you to announce it.”

      “Then how else will you know that I’ll have the key?” I roll my eyes at him.

      “Clean it off and bring it back,” Seth counters.

      “Guys,” Hades inserts, bringing the attention back to him. “The key is pointless now. Cypselus wanders the Underworld, which means I need to go find him.” Hades stands and looks at each of us before pausing. “I’m proud of you three.”

      “Thanks, Daddy Death.” I hop up and dart out of the room before any of them can hit me. Also, I can feel the key poking at my back door, and I have got to get that out.

      Doing the potty dance down the hall, I turn a corner, the bathroom in my line of sight. I’m so glad Vanessa updated all the restrooms. I fling open the heavy door and step inside.

      Startled, I squeak before muttering, “How the hell did you get in here?” I crouch down and reach for Kendall’s small baby goat, her white fur glistening in the light.

      She backs away.

      Magic fills the room, and my jaw drops as Snow transforms. “Oh, man, Kendall is going to be so pissed.” She really wanted a baby goat.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I step back, ready to leave the bathroom and find another.

      “This,” the voice says just before they hit me on the head.

      So not cool.
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      “You were a terrible lover.” I kick the dust that once formed Dominic, feeling nothing but annoyance at his entire existence. He cost me time with my mates, time I might never get back.

      Swirling my scythe, I move through the moonlight toward the bodies piled all around my home—a place that should be a sanctuary but isn’t anymore.

      “This is why you don’t get attached,” I grumble to myself, allowing flames to dance along the sharp edge of the blade before I stab it into the nearest dead body. “Covering my tracks,” I growl at myself for missing my guys and stab another body. “Covering their tracks.”

      The moon shines down on all those who, once upon a time, sat beside me in a cafeteria, who dared take the seat next to me in class, and who I spent countless hours sparring alongside.

      “Dead, all of you dead.” I should feel something. Anything. But instead, I walk amongst their corpses and stab them with my blade, watching with dispassion as they turn to ash and a gust of wind carries them away from here, away from me. In one simple afternoon, my mates and I took care of all those who dared come after me for a quick dollar. All but one.

      When the rumble of their engines spills across the open space where my home rests, I’m neither surprised nor willing to fight. As Hell’s Harpies pull up my driveway, snow begins to fall, mixing with the ash of the dead.

      I don’t look up and instead continue my plight. I know deep down I’m moping. Not only are my mates back in hell, but I don’t know who put the hit on me in the first place and why Themis and Nemesis are acting so cold.

      Not to mention I’m out of time. I told them I’d meet them, and here I am not doing that. It doesn’t matter. When I’m ready, I’ll use my scythe and travel. I just need that stupid key.

      “Looks like there isn’t a single assassin left who would dare to stand against you, Kendall.” The leader of the pack swings a leg off her bike, her thigh-high boots pasted to her skin, while long hair spills down her back in a braid.

      “Wearing a dress to ride,” I comment before looking down and stabbing another assassin, ending their life completely. No reincarnations, nothing. I could send them to Charon, but I won’t do that. Not one of these individuals did anything worth noting for me, nor I them. “Brave,” I mutter after a moment and move on.

      “The burn of the engine doesn’t bother me,” Dae remarks, pausing mere feet away, one hip cocked out as her flock stretches in a V behind her.

      “I’m out of steam. I won’t fight you.” Stab. Stab. Stab.

      “Taking your aggression out on the dead, Kendall? I thought you were better than that,” she teases with amusement in her tone.

      “Yep,” I say before glancing at Dae to end this stupid conversation before it goes any further. “What do you want?”

      “A truce,” she replies, surprising me.

      “Excuse me?” I drop my arm to my side, the flames on my Scythe dying out as I stare at the harpies.

      “I have plans for this life, Kendall,” Dae begins while resting her hands on her hips. Blowing out a breath that clouds before her, she continues, “Plans I’d rather carry on than waste my time fighting with one badass assassin.”

      “Complements won’t work on me.” Though the recognition feels nice. I slam the pointy end of my scythe into the ground and glare at them.

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      I grunt, could have fooled me. It sounded like a compliment, but she might only see me as an adversary.

      “The god who placed the hit removed it. I thought you should know.”

      “Bullshit. You never would have tracked me all the way out here for something so menial. Why are you here?” I squint at them but package away her words for dissection later.

      “A truce, Kendall.” She holds up a hand, warning off my comeback. “I’d hate to kill you now, considering you won’t fight me back.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I think in the future we could enjoy a relationship as business associates.” Her smile looks devious, but I stay quiet, letting her finish. “Besides, Hades would kill us all, and we have direct orders to leave you alone.”

      “And there it is.” I’m going to have to have a conversation with the god and warn him to stay the fuck out of my business.

      “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “I very much doubt that,” I scoff.

      “You think Hades is fighting a battle for you.” Dae nods, reading my expression before carrying on. “He isn’t. Hades fights his battles and his alone. Not even his mate’s.” A small chuckle rises between all the women. Vanessa would more than likely take Hades out if he tried to fight her battles.

      “What is it then? Does he want me for something?” I ask, though I’m sure when Cerberus returns, they will tell me anyway.

      “He has plans for you.” Dae nods to my scythe. “After all, you wield his weapon.”

      “What?” I glance at the scythe, a weapon I’ve had since my second year in the academy.

      “Don’t you remember, Kendall?” Dae smiles at me. “Take care. I’m sure we will see you again, and soon.”

      I wouldn’t count on it. “Goodbye.”

      I stand there as they retreat with unhurried steps, their boots leaving footprints in the snow. The wind turns crisp with that biting edge that promises one more good snowstorm for the year.

      I should collect wood, shower, or hell, ash the rest of these bodies, yet as the roar of the engines rumbles in the air, all I can do is stare down at the weapon in my hand.

      “Impossible,” I mutter to myself. I knew the scythe was rare, being one of three in existence. I grip the handle and rush through my memories, pinpointing the moment it landed in my possession.

      

      Rain pounds down on the stone walls of the academy, pelting the roof and drenching the courtyard. At the end of the long corridor, a window is placed with a seat below the ledge. Rain soaks the cushion and spills down onto the stone floor.

      Outside, thunder rumbles and lightning strikes. Long ago, my mother used to tell me that thunderstorms were nothing more than the wrath of Zeus. I know better now, yet as I kneel on the cushions and press my palms to the sill and observe the sky, I understand why she told me that.

      Lightning zips horizontally across the sky, lighting up the town a few miles away. It’s a mortal town full of normal lives where they wake and consume and die, full of sex and sin.

      To them, this place looks like nothing more than a dilapidated mansion that stands sentinel over the sinful city in the distance. To us, it is anything but simple. A veil sits at the edge of the property, and once an immortal walks through it, they can view the academy for what it is—a castle prison.

      My prison, one I signed up for.

      Enemies surround me. My peers see me as nothing more than a threat, individuals hand-picked by Themis and Nemesis themselves.

      All except for me. Hera chose me for a reason I have yet to understand.

      Today we chose our weapon, a task that I failed.

      I should be celebrating with the others in the cafeteria, enjoying the one night that Themis and Nemesis gifted us. A night free of training, free of pain. Yet not one weapon called to me.

      We rarely get the chance to enter the armory. It’s tucked away in a pocket dimension, and the door to access it changes. It moves here and there, always choosing to show itself only when it is needed.

      Today was one of those days.

      The door to the armory appears at the academy every five years, creaking open in the banquet hall at the head table. It appears as a wooden arched door with vines engraved into the framework.

      Each assassin walks up to the door and opens it.

      I watched as all of my peers walked up to that door with excitement, passion, and drive for the next step in our lives. Sitting alone in the corner of the hall, I waited for my name to be called as peer after peer walked out with the weapon they’d use for the rest of their immortal lives.

      Finally, my turn arrived. I walked up to that damn door and nothing happened. I waited and waited, holding back my emotions.

      Assassins have no emotions.

      Though tears burned in my eyes, I dared not shed them. Not even after waiting ten minutes with nothing fucking happening.

      Nothing.

      “Kendall, it appears as though you must wait.” Nemesis’s words should have been kind. They weren’t. Instead, they cut through me. I turned on a heel and walked out of that banquet hall.

      Next time the armory door will open for me. I vow it.

      

      I trained for the next five years with every single weapon this world created. I busted my ass and worked harder than any of my peers—only for disappointment to suffocate me five years later when the door remained closed once more.

      I waited as patiently as I could, learning not only how to use a weapon, but how to train my mind and body into the perfect weapon.

      If the armory refused to open for me, then I’d become my own weapon.

      And I did.

      

      “It’s armory day, Kendall. Are you going to show up?”

      The taunting begins at dawn with breakfast.

      I ignore them.

      I may not have a weapon that suits me perfectly, but I have a weapon—my body. I’ve proved time and time again that I don’t need the armory to open for me. The deadly duo didn’t think I needed to wait either.

      I am not bound to just one weapon, my body is strapped with them all. I’ve never failed a mission because I spent a decade mastering all that I could.

      It’s been ten years since that stupid armory door refused to open for me. I spent a long time wallowing in my pity, thinking of every excuse under the sun for why the armory refused me.

      I couldn’t access my lycan power, therefore the armory didn’t see me as an immortal.

      Or maybe I just wasn’t old enough—but when peers younger than me found their weapons, that theory got blown to pieces.

      Maybe my heart wasn’t cold enough. Maybe it wasn’t warm enough.

      Finally, I tucked all of those excuses away and decided I didn’t need a weapon. I didn’t need to limit myself, and I wouldn’t. Even if that stupid door opened for me, I wouldn’t step through.

      Instead, while this day of celebration began, I chose to leave the grounds. It was our one and only day off. Considering we got one day off every five years, I was going to make the best of it.

      Today I wouldn’t be Kendall the runaway lycan. I wouldn’t be Kendall the assassin. I wouldn’t be Kendall, the angel of death.

      I would just be Kendall, a normal girl in a normal town.

      As I run out of the academy, not one person stops me. They all know the story and they don’t care. Hopping on my motorcycle, I rev the engine and slide across the driveway, peeling out toward the town with excitement humming in my veins.

      Dawn stretches across the horizon as the city breaks away from night and into the dawn. All around me, the desert spreads out like a landscape of death. The cold desert night whips around me as buttes rise in the distance with the red rocks of Nevada.

      I think I might get my nails done or see a movie. Maybe I’ll have a drink and a romp with a stranger. A smile stretches across my face as I skid around a corner.

      There’s no time to get out of the way.

      In the middle of the road is a baby goat.

      My bike wobbles, and I push myself off, tucking and rolling along the asphalt. My leathers take most of the brunt of the fall as I tumble to the side of the road.

      Above me, trees loom and leaves rustle as I gather my breath.

      “What the hell?” Body aching, I heave to my side and look around. “Impossible.” I press upright, finding myself in the middle of a forest with trees with trunks the size of cars. “No, no, no.” I slam my fists into the earth. I hit a portal that probably sent me to another world.

      Bullshit. “One day,” I yell at the sky. “One fucking day. No one could give me that?”

      “That is a tall order, Kendall,” a voice replies, chilling me.

      It’s one thing to portal somewhere else and something entirely different for it to happen because of something else. I don’t turn around, not yet. I scan the area, looking for my bike that did not travel with me before I sit up and look behind me, taking my time.

      When I finally turn around, I see a man leaning against the doorframe of the armory. He’s shorter than I anticipated an armory spirit to be and a little odd. I glare at the man who smells like a human. A fucking mortal. White hair dusts his forehead as icy blue eyes twinkle at me from a round face. A mustache curls up at the edges where a genuinely warm smile sits.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I sneer. The day I finally decide to live for myself, this asshole shows up.

      “I never joke,” the man says, and I feel like he does, in fact, joke all the damn time. “You can call me Allen.”

      “You look like a lumberjack.” I nod at his red and black plaid flannel, complete with suspenders where his thumbs rest, and jeans that have seen better days. He rocks on his heels and nods to the side.

      “Are you coming in?”

      “No.” I turn around and walk away.

      The old man chuckles at me. “Finally ready, Kendall?”

      I freeze at his words. “Excuse me?” I am going to lose my cool on this guy. I spin around and watch him with interest.

      Mortal my ass.

      “Took you long enough.”

      “Why didn’t you open for me before?”

      “You weren’t ready. This kind of thing takes finesse.” His thumbs run up and down his suspenders as he smirks at me.

      “All my peers got their weapons before me.” I point at him. “Wait a minute, you never came out before.”

      “Nope. Sure didn’t.” Again, he jerks his head to the side. “Are you coming in?”

      I promised myself I wouldn’t, that I’d walk the other way if this damn door showed up. It’s all bullshit though. I’ve spent twelve years at the academy now, calling it home, and I’ve read all the tales about choosing a weapon.

      I deserve this.

      I take one step closer and pause, asking him, “Why didn’t you come before?”

      The mortal rolls his eyes, not answering me, and disappears into the dark open door.

      I remain unmoving for what feels like hours, but I know it’s only minutes. My muscles clench and unclench until I’m hopping from foot to foot.

      “Fuck it.” I stroll toward the armory, and with one small, hesitant step, I enter the dark space. A veil slithers over my skin before the armory lights up all around me. “What the hell…” I trail off. “This is not an armory.”

      “Not to your liking?” Allen calls over his shoulder, that mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “Just not what I expected.”

      Allen pauses, his thumbs in his suspenders as he tilts his head up, looking at the domed ceiling.

      I follow his gaze, and astonishment hits me. “It keeps on going.” The ceiling is never-ending. As I drop my head, I look at the rows upon rows of shelves. “A library?”

      “Is that what you see?” Allen raises a brow to me.

      “Is it not a library?”

      “Oh, it is.” Allen chuckles before heading to the front desk in the shape of a moon. “This is my—” Allen pauses on the name, tilting his head from side to side as the chair behind the desk spins, revealing a handsome man sitting there with thick-rimmed black glasses and a bored expression on his face.

      “Geek,” I supply for him, because he looks like a nerd, and since we all know nerds hate to be called geeks…

      “I’m the librarian,” the man says in a bored tone. “Another of Themis and Nemesis’s?”

      “That she is.” Allen pauses, rapping his knuckles on the counter. “But I have a special request for this one.”

      “Special requests take a decade to process,” the nerdy guy states.

      Anticipation hums in my veins. “What?” I swallow past the emotion clogging my throat. All these years, the armory didn’t show up for me because it was a special request.

      Impossible.

      “It’s been ten years,” Allen states. “It’s time.”

      “Fine,” the librarian grumbles. “Name?”

      “Kendall,” I tell him.

      “Last name.”

      I pause. I haven’t used that name since the day my brother stole me away and hid me from the world. Licking my parched lips, I tell them. After all, what do I have to lose? “Lo.”

      The librarian grunts, tapping away at a keyboard, the screen hidden behind the height of the desk. “Ah, here you are. Let me just…” A printer whirs behind him. He spins and grabs the paper then promptly hands it to me. “Go.”

      This is the weirdest experience of my life. I glance down at the little slip of paper—K-101.

      “Come on now.” Allen grabs my hand, leading me off into the library.

      My eyes catch on the shelves, ones that, from afar, look as though they hold books. “Are these…”

      “Weapons?” Allen glances back. “Yes, yes they are.”

      My fingers brush across what appears to be an ancient tome sitting sideways on a bookshelf. It’s settled between two thick wooden slabs, labeled with a simple letter and number glistening in gold.

      “That one is not for you, Kendall.” Allen grips my hand, leading me away.

      “Weapons. A weapons library.”

      “Armory.”

      “Is this a tomato, tomahto situation?” I give each word its proper pronunciation as I follow a stranger blindly through a magical armory.

      “This is my gift to the universe,” Allen says, dropping my hand and slowing his stride. “I’ve spent a long time gathering everything you see here.”

      “Weapons?” I ask him curiously.

      “Yes. There is a reason the door only appears every so many years. Weapons used by trained assassins must not enter the worlds lightly, especially that of immortal assassins. Even those who aren’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Allen pauses, turning around to stare at me with his knowledgeable eyes, eyes that hold the secrets of the universe. “This space is special. Not everyone gets to enter my main armory.”

      “You evaded my question.”

      “I didn’t realize you asked one,” he counters.

      Thinking back, I realize he’s right. I didn’t ask him anything specific. “Why do these weapons remain here? What makes them so special?”

      “Ah.” He points a finger at me. “Mortal means did not make these weapons. They have a story, a tale that spans time. These weapons are those of the immortal races.” Allen winks before turning around and leading me down an aisle with a letter K.

      Figuring out what’s going on, I push past him and skid to a stop at a shelf with the proper labels. My eyes immediately find 101, as though the universe held its breath waiting for this moment. I brush my fingers along the worn leather book.

      “Go ahead, Kendall, see what the Fates hold in store for you.” I glance at Allen and his ancient eyes before I reach for the leather tome and pull out my fated weapon.

      

      Snow falls on my nose as I sniffle against the darkness of the night. When I got back to the academy, I learned that the armory never showed up that day, nor did it show up ever again in that banquet hall. Shaking out of the memory, I send my scythe back to the pocket of ether it came from and march toward home.

      I pulled the scythe out of the tome that day. Allen smiled excitedly up at me. A man I met again years later in the oddest of situations, as the father of my sister-in-law. With a simple wink, I knew I’d keep his secret for life. He was so much more than the mortal man he presented himself as.

      I didn’t realize it at the time, but the weapons choose us.

      I just didn’t know this scythe belonged to Hades himself.

      Snow bleats from the open door, her little hooves stomping the stone steps. “I’m coming,” I grumble as I trudge up the icy steps. “It’s been a weird fucking day, Snow. I need a hot shower and an entire bottle of fae mead.”

      She just bleats and stomps her little cloven foot. Following suit, I attempt to stomp the snow off my boots on the steps to keep from tracking it in the house.

      “The weirdest thing, Snow, is that Allen must have known they meant for the scythe to be mine, but why would Themis and Nemesis imprint their magic into it?” The question swirls in my head on repeat as snowflakes land on my forehead, only to melt and bead down like tracks of tears. They must have known. Hades. Allen. Everyone but me accepted the scythe was mine.

      The air shimmers in front of me, and I glance down at the baby goat. Her irises shift to a steel blue a moment before her body morphs into one I know well.

      “I fucking knew it.” I glare at Artemis.

      “Haven’t you figured it out yet, Kendall?”

      “Figured what out?”

      “That you’re the main character of this story.”
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      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Artemis sniffs her button nose that turns bright red from the chill, while specks of white snow dust her hair. Somehow, she shifted while wearing a white sweater and matching pants. She looks almost mortal, approachable, and yet out of her normal element. Power still emanates from her body in waves that warn others away, but here on my step, asking for me to invite her in, she feels like that crazy aunt I wished I had.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me what the fuck you mean by that?” I cross my arms, content to stand on the steps. “The cold doesn’t bother me, Artemis.”

      She huffs at me. This cold-blooded goddess huffs like a petulant teenager who didn’t get to stay out late. I clench my teeth to keep myself from laughing at her.

      “Fine.” She spins on a heel and marches her ass into my abode, slamming my own door in my face.

      My head falls back as I stare at the sky, my neck cracking. Snow flutters down from the cloud-filled sky to kiss my cheeks. “Hera, what the hell did I do to deserve this?” I shake my head at her. “I know you are up there watching. You always are.”

      I wait a few seconds, wondering if she’ll zap her ass down here for another heart-to-heart. When no answer arrives and the forest around me remains quiet, I drop my neck to my chest and heave out a breath. If I had any more fae mead, I’d drink it, because dealing with Artemis is like dealing with a toddler with powers out of their control, except Artemis is in control.

      I swing open my door, the wood no longer creaking as I enter a foyer full of polished white marble and glistening wood stairs that lead to a second floor. Overhead, a chandelier sparkles with ambient lighting, casting dancing shadows on beige walls.

      “Seriously?” I throw my arms up as I stomp toward the kitchen. “Maybe I don’t like basic bitch beige.” I draw the word out as I trudge into the kitchen where Artemis dons an apron and pulls a dish out of the oven with a bright red mitt. “You didn’t make that.”

      “No, but you’ll eat it anyway.” She eyes me like I would challenge her over a good meal. She doesn’t know me well enough. I will eat her food and give her the stink eye in the process.

      “I can’t, Artemis.” I slump onto a stool and rest my head in my hands. The drive to get back to my mates negates the delicious smell of food. Maybe I can take a plate to go. “I am supposed to be at the gates to the Underworld, and I have no way there.”

      “My sweet girl…”

      “I’m not your anything, Artie.”

      “Of course you are. I’ve claimed you.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, knowing this conversation isn’t about to go anywhere. “Artemis. The guys were my ticket to the gates. Now I have to use my scythe.”

      “They would have tracked you anyway.” Artie removes the foil from the pan with a flourish, revealing lasagna. My stomach growls. “So why don’t you want to use the scythe?”

      “Their magic.” I pick at the hot edges where crusted cheese bubbles. My god, it smells fucking amazing.

      “Feels wrong, doesn’t it?” Artemis leans on the counter, her white sweater getting dangerously close to the pan of cheese and sauce.

      “Yes.” Feeling daring, I rip off a piece of crusted cheese and pop the molten deliciousness in my mouth.

      “Because it is.” Artemis gestures to the lasagna. “Eat, Liam made it.”

      “Artie, Sabina is going to kill you.” Even so, I give in and nod, waiting for her to cut me a piece. Liam is Sabina’s mate and a damn talented chef. Artemis regularly stops in to steal their food, so they took to making two meals nightly because they never know when she is going to show up.

      “Don’t feel bad. They made four dishes, so they will not miss one.” She cuts down the center before making multiple cuts in the opposite direction. “The magic feels wrong because the scythe is a fated weapon. You cannot mess with fate. They tried.”

      “So I’ve noticed.” I pull the plate toward me and take the offered fork.

      “That weapon chose you.”

      “All the weapons choose us,” I counter as I burn my tongue. Nothing in this world could make me care about burning myself. It’s too good to care. I’ll heal and probably do it again with fucking pleasure.

      “Yes, well, this one is special. It’s rare, and it’s yours, Kendall. Once the soul bond lifts from Themis and Nemesis, then the magic won’t feel tainted.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Have you ever asked them?”

      “No,” I grumble, my fork falling to the plate. “They sent assassins after me. It wouldn’t even matter though, because even in death, I belong to them.”

      “Oh.” Artemis pulls away, and I swear this bitch looks guilty. “About that…”

      “About what, Artemis?”

      “I interfered.”

      “Obviously, I recall a goat drowning in a creek that I damn near froze rescuing.”

      “I admit it was a risk, and one that you took!” she exclaims, slapping me on my shoulder. “I appreciate that. Drowning is never fun. All that coughing.” She mock coughs into her fist for dramatics.

      “You wouldn’t have drowned anyway,” I scoff at her.

      “No, not really. You’re right.”

      “What else is there, Artemis?”

      “Everything, Kendall, everything. But let’s start with the bounty on your head.” She smiles with her blood-red painted lips, and a chill works its way up my spine.

      “It was you.” I push the lasagna away. It’s probably poisoned. I should puke it up.

      Noticing my distress, she carries on. “Don’t be silly. You need your strength and a shower, but you’ll get one of those later.” She claps her hands. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”

      I’m going to outright murder this bitch despite the consequences of Sabina hating me for life. “No,” I grind out.

      “But, Kendall, I removed all your obstacles save for one.” She leans down, pressing a palm to my forehead. “No fever. You should thank me, Kendall.”

      “I’m not thanking you!” I screech at the psychotic goddess. “You put assassins on my ass. Assassins I grew up with.” I killed everyone I knew.

      “Yes, I did.” She rolls her eyes again. “You. Are. Welcome,” she replies with a bop to my nose.

      “What is wrong with you?” I whisper with astonishment.

      “Listen, you were getting sick of the life. I could see it. Everyone could see it. The immortal world was also sick of you. Therefore, you needed to make a stand, one that would end this life!” She rolls her hands as though that makes sense. “Kendall, don’t you see? You took out every single assassin who would dare stand against you and made sure that no one else would ever make an attempt. It isn’t something that Themis and Nemesis will ignore.”

      “They are going to kill me.”

      “Well, that was also a risk. They took the bait on that chest though.” Artemis smiles like that pleases her.

      “Oh my god, Artemis. What the fuck is wrong with you?” I’m going to puke up this food, and it was so damn delicious too.

      “Oh, come now, that was Hera’s idea.” She rolls her eyes at me. “Besides, you’ll figure everything out, and then you will have your happily ever after.”

      “Artemis, it doesn’t work like that.”

      “No?” Again, she leans on the counter, tempting fate with the sauce. Only a goddess can have that kind of confidence. “Tell me about your soul contract.” Her eyes light up as she waits for me to regale her with the tale of the day I pledged my life to the academy.

      “There isn’t much to tell.” I pull the lasagna back to me and eat, though my fork moves around my plate more than I bring it to my mouth.

      Artemis steals the plate back. “Tell me.”

      “First you want me to eat, and now you steal my food. What the hell is wrong with you?” I try to take it back, but the bitch just sends it somewhere. One minute the steamy cheese sits between us, and the next it’s gone. “Oh, that’s just fucked up.”

      “You’ll get your lasagna back after we figure this part out.”

      Still holding my fork, I point it at her. “Men have died for less.”

      “Goodness, what is it with you mortal raised girls and your food? I will never understand it.” Her face twists up, but she holds her ground. “Tell me.”

      “Fine.” For a moment, I debate shoving the fork in her eye but decide to do it next time. “Only if you tell me about the scythe.”

      “Deal.” She nods, relaxing.

      “I thought Hera was the only god who fucked with mortals.”

      “You aren’t mortal, therefore, all the fuckery.”

      “Fine, I had to pledge myself to them the moment I walked through those doors.” I set my fork down and lean back, knowing we are wasting precious time. “When I pledged, it formed a bond, I can feel it here” —I press a fist to the tattoos that sit between my breasts— “solidifying my commitment to Themis and Nemesis’s creed—to serve and protect the innocent at all costs.”

      “Did it now?”

      “Yes, I’m Themis and Nemesis’s little bitch.” She knows this, I know this.

      “Interesting. Tell me more.” She sets her chin in her hands, blinking her blue eyes at me as though my life is a movie and she just can’t wait to see what happens next.

      Neither can I, if I’m being honest. “I want to move on,” I argue with her.

      “No,” she purrs before asking the next question. “Where do you feel the bond lead?”

      I pause and frown. My skin pulls across my forehead because of the grime and blood coated there. “To the academy, Artemis. To Themis and Nemesis.”

      “More,” she demands as though she’s my therapist and we are on the precipice of a breakthrough.

      “There isn’t much else to tell, Artemis. I did what I was told. I followed orders like the immortal soldier I am.” I cross my arms, ready to move on and try to salvage what they left me of my life.

      “I disagree. Tell me how you found the academy?”

      “Hera.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Tell me about the scythe, because this conversation isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Oh, but Kendall, I just gave you all the answers you need to grip that happily ever after by the balls.” Her eyes widen with excitement. “I just need you to be smart enough to figure it out. I can’t tell you everything. The Fates don’t like that.” She winks at me as she emphasizes those two words.

      “The scythe, Artie,” I press.

      “Well, there are three in this world. Allen’s armory doesn’t just hold the weapons of the immortal world. He stores them while they wait for their owner to claim them.” Artemis stands, walking over to me. “Call to it.”

      With a single thought, I pull the scythe free of the ether to rest in my hands.

      “Do you know the story of the scythe?” Artemis asks as she stands in awe before my weapon, but she makes no move to reach for it.

      “Actually, no, I don’t.”

      “Good. The scythe was Cronos’s weapon.” My fucking jaw drops, making Artemis laugh at me and reach out to close it.

      “Are you telling me this is the scythe that belonged to Cronos?” I almost drop it.

      “Part of it, yes. When Zeus and his brothers, Poseidon and Hades, defeated Cronos, they took his weapon. Now, Cronos was a giant of a god, his scythe even more so. It held power to obliterate gods, cast divine magics, and send souls on or kill them for all eternity. They broke the scythe into four parts. Do you know where those parts are now?”

      I swallow as I glance at the weapon in my palm.

      Why me? I’m no one.

      “No.” But I do. I know where one part is, and it rests in my shaking palm.

      “Liar. But I’ll tell you because this is the best part.” Artemis claps excitedly. “Now, legend says that Poseidon cast his into the sea and it created an island. Zeus kept his because we all know he is selfish like that. But Hades? He got two parts.”

      “Why?”

      “He is the god of souls, my girl.” This bitch bops me on the fucking nose again. “He gave one to Charon. Everyone knows that. The old man needs it to stand.”

      “The last one?” I prompt, licking my dry lips.

      “Now, Kendall, you know the answer to that.” Artemis gestures to the scythe in my hands. “Hades took his to Allen for safekeeping. See, he doesn’t need the scythe to end a soul. He had no use for the weapon, so he made a deal.”

      “What was the deal?”

      “Ah, now you’re getting there.” Artemis’s eyes blaze. “The deal he made was that the weapon must go to someone worthy enough to wield it.”

      “That’s it?” I ask in disbelief. “I’m not worthy, Artemis.”

      She shrugs a delicate shoulder. “So says you.”

      “I do. I’m just a lycan who got dealt a bad hand at the start and is now trying to pull herself out of the grave. Worth isn’t my strong suit. I’ve lived more than one lifetime with one foot in the grave.”

      “Interesting choice of words.”

      “Artemis, I’m an assassin. We aren’t worthy souls,” I argue.

      “One day you will find your worth, Kendall, and I expect you to grip it by the balls.” Artemis pulls back, rapping on the counter. “Time to go.”

      “Wait!”

      “Oh yes, you’re right. You are going to need this.” With a wink, Artemis pushes the key, the damn catalyst of this story, across the marble countertop.

      “How did you get that?” I grip the golden key to my chest and slide it into my bra as the world blurs all around me and my body moves of its own volition.

      My legs tremble under me as my body materializes.

      “I told you she wouldn’t show,” Themis states simply.

      “Yet here she is,” Nemesis replies calmly, her body saturated in shadows, while her counterpart stands mere feet away.

      Positioned beside each other, they resemble night and day.

      “Did you bring it?” Nemesis steps free of the shadows.

      “We need to talk first.” I stand my ground, even though Artemis threw me into this situation alone and with no backup, because I damn well know she didn’t stick around.

      “We have nothing to say to you, Kendall. You killed them all.” Her voice stays calm, but her eyes burn with fury.

      “All of our assassins, gone,” Nemesis adds.

      “We will have to start over,” Themis states.

      “You’ve made quite the name for yourself.” Nemesis smiles, but it is cruel and unforgiving, so just another day when it comes to this goddess who mortals once adored. “The mate of Cerberus, the one who wields the scythe of Cronos.”

      “You knew?” It shouldn’t hurt as much as it does, but I feel used. They knew this whole time, which means… “That’s why the magic feels wrong. You shouldn’t have any claim on the scythe.”

      “Where’s the chest, Kendall?” Themis ignores me, her blond ringlets bouncing around her cruel face.

      “Safe,” I reply, never more thankful than I am at this moment that the guys ran off with it. “You can’t use it to build an empire or take over Olympus.”

      Themis and Nemesis look at each other, their eyes sharing a secret that sets off warning bells in my head.

      “You were never taking over or building an empire, were you?” This time I make a mistake and step back.

      A mistake they notice.

      I’ve lived a thousand lives in my short years, pretending day in and day out that I was someone else as I killed and saturated my hands with blood—blood they commanded I spill. I held no regrets because I researched my marks. They weren’t good immortals, and they deserved to die. I am more than confident of that.

      In all that time, I didn’t once feel as though my life was in danger. Not even when the assassins showed up, hell-bent to kill me so they could collect their due and be free of the two before me.

      I never bothered because my soul wasn’t my own, not even as a baby. My life, no matter the choices laid out before me, was never my own. Not even that scared me.

      Yet as Themis and Nemesis look at me, fear not just for my life, but my purpose, my fate, and my mates’ fates flares hot.

      My gut screams at me. This time I listen, and I trust my instinct.

      “No, no empire,” Themis answers as they both stare at me.

      “What was the plan?”

      “What are you negotiating, Kendall?” Nemesis counters.

      “My soul.” Except as I say the words, they feel wrong.

      That can’t be right.

      “Yes,” Nemesis hisses with excitement in her eyes. “Let’s negotiate the terms of your soul.”

      “If I give you the chest and the key, I want my soul to belong to me and me alone.” Oh god. Something isn’t right.

      This doesn’t feel right. I’m missing something, and I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “Interesting.” Themis smiles at me as though that pleases her greatly. “The chest for your soul.”

      “No,” I rush out.

      “No?” Nemesis smiles at me. “Then what is it, Kendall? Don’t you want ownership of your soul?”

      “Don’t you want to live the life you always wanted?” Themis adds.

      “I do.”

      “Then bargain for it.”

      “No.” I shake my head, my gut screaming that this isn’t right.

      “Then fight me for it, Kendall.” Themis drops her cloak, revealing the golden armor of a Greek warrioress. A red pleated skirt rests along her knees, while a gold bodice protects her torso. It’s useless and hinders movement, something Themis never acknowledges, instead telling us just to move faster.

      I shed my coat, not agreeing but feeling better about this than I did a moment ago when she told me to bargain with the chest.

      I’m missing something.

      I give a slight nod, acknowledging her offer, and pull my scythe from the ether, making Themis sneer at its presence. Her face distorts until she no longer resembles a beautiful goddess.

      Not a moment later, her spear flies at my head, and I narrowly dodge it.

      I’ve never won a fight with Themis.

      I’ve never won a fight with Nemesis.

      Why I believe I will now, I will never understand. Maybe after I die and greet Charon, I will understand the insanity that made me agree to this.

      I deflect her attack, sending her sprawling against the cavern wall.

      “Themis, control your emotions,” Nemesis yells at her friend.

      “Hey, no coaching,” I call, because her aggression hurts like hell.

      With a sneer, Themis lifts her hands and gathers the fallen stones scattered along the ground. They rise with several goat skulls along with Themis’s arms.

      Fucking hell, she’s going to throw them at me.

      Gripping my scythe, I widen my stance as Themis unleashes hell upon me. Stone after boulder after skull rushes through the air, aimed at my head.

      Twirling my blade, I swat one after another, sweat beading on my brow as I chuck them back at Themis, who easily dodges them.

      Anger infuses my next hit, and the boulder turns to ash.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper, stunned that I did that.

      Themis’s anger rises around me, and I barely move out of the way of her next attack when a rock slams into my hip, cracking it and sending me flying backwards. Raging that I allowed myself to get distracted, I ash the offending stone and stand up, hoping I heal that crack sooner rather than later.

      Themis raises her fists then slams them back down.

      The cavern rumbles beneath me, and debris falls from the ceiling.

      “That’s your move? Bury me alive?” I yell at her. “You’re pathetic.”

      “And you will never own your own soul,” Themis counters, still making the ground tremble, but she’s struggling. “It’s mine.”

      Her words send warning bells through my head.

      Darting forward, I dodge the raining rocks and ignore Nemesis, who’s sneering at me from the side. I know she is only just biding her time and will eventually attack me as well.

      My gut tells me that I can’t allow that to happen, no matter the cost to me or any other.

      Invigorated, I slash at Themis, who dodges my advance with a spear that morphs into a sword.

      “You aren’t the only one who mastered all weapons, Kendall.” She gives me a cruel smile before pressing back and shoving me across the room. My boots skin on the broken stone.

      I don’t reply, I attack.

      Fueled by the need to own my own life, I strike, allowing my emotions to fuel my moves.

      “Foolish, Kendall, still running on emotions.” She strikes me, her blade nicking my arm before I can move out of the way. Blood spills and drops down my arm as I push the sting of it away. “I thought we beat that out of you.”

      “You did,” I argue and strike back, matching not only her speed but her strength as well. Each hit sounds around us like a gong, her blade nicking my fingertips over and over. “But I recently learned that emotions aren’t a weakness.” I spin and strike her again, feeling the connection to my mates welling inside of me. “They are my greatest strength.”

      “I’ll beat it out of you again.” Murder dances in her eyes.

      It would be really nice to have a damn sword right about now, I think to myself as I spin and deflect Themis’s strike.

      Except it isn’t my scythe that strikes her sword, but a sword of my own. No, I didn’t feel a weapon change. My blade flares with flames, and I realize the scythe morphed into a sword.

      Cool. That’s really fucking cool.

      “No!” Nemesis yells, her anger breaking more rocks free.

      “Full of secrets, Kendall?” Themis strikes again and again, neither of us making headway. “I thought we taught you never to keep secrets from us.”

      I want to tell them that they kept secrets from me, ones like the scythe. Important secrets. Ones that would have changed the entire course of my immortal life.

      Instead, I attack, putting all that emotion into each strike of my blade over and over again as I press Themis back. I use my love for Cerberus as the fuel to regain my soul, to regain my independence. Our blades spark, and embers dance around us as we nick the stone.

      Her eyes widen as her body presses against the cold cavern wall, spiders and creatures scuttling backwards at her presence.

      “Checkmate,” I whisper, my arm shaking as I hold her sword above her head. Our noses close as I press my body against hers, refusing to allow her even an inch of movement. I will own this moment. I will win my soul. Me. I beat her. For the first time, I beat her. Fear flickers in her eyes at the realization. “I win.”

      “Foolish child.” Themis grunts, her nostrils flaring as she speaks. “You will never win against us.”

      “Us?” I look in her eyes, realizing my mistake. “You said you.” Magic doesn’t let in loopholes, she cannot get out of this.

      From behind me, Nemesis whispers, “Us,” right in my ear.

      “No.” Panic swells inside of me. This can’t be happening. I can’t allow this to happen. I know, with every fiber of my being, that if they take me, I will never belong to myself.

      “Yes, Kendall. You belong to us.” Nemesis presses her fingers to my temple.

      The last thing I see is the triumph in Themis’s eyes as sorrow swells in my heart. I beat her. The lying bitch.
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      “Where’s Cael?” Barrett glances around the library, swirling the amber liquid in his glass around and around.

      It’s not a good time to drink. I told him this.

      Hades insisted after healing Barrett, told him it would take the edge off.

      “Have you ever tried to shit out a skeleton key?” Hades chuckles as he stares into his glass of whiskey. A shudder racks his body before he sets his glass down carefully on his desk.

      “No,” Barrett grumbles. “He didn’t have to swallow the key.”

      “Does anyone ever wonder why Cael does the things he does?” I walk over to a row of globes sitting on a ledge. Each of them spins at a different speed. Each world is distinct, accurate to the one they represent. A long time ago, these globes drew my interest. Now they provide only a distraction as my gut churns with anticipation.

      “I do,” Hades answers honestly. “Think about it. He’s smarter and far more devious than you two give him credit for.”

      “I’ll give you that.” The hair on the back of my neck rises, intuition telling me that something just isn’t right. “We need to go.”

      I don’t wait for my brother. The healing potion will help, but it will leave him exhausted. It isn’t a cure all, and the body still requires rest and relaxation to heal, but a drive inside of me says we don’t have that time.

      My neck prickles and my spine itches. A sense of foreboding seeps through me, one I can’t repress or swallow. All I can do is accept it as the feeling settles in my soul.

      Either Cael found trouble or Kendall did. Both share a part of me that screams that I need to get to both of them.

      Knowing he went to the closest bathroom, I push open the door. The soft wood slams into the wall and I skid to a stop.

      “Who the fuck are you, and where is my brother?” My tone remains dangerous and lethal, and a part of me wishes I could pull a weapon from the ether and hold it at the throat of the creature before me.

      A hiccup echoes in the clean, sterile bathroom, and without hurry or worry that I may, in fact, kill this creature, she lifts a flask to her lips and swallows.

      And swallows.

      She burps and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “I’m offended,” she slurs.

      My nostrils flare, and I reach for the door handle to keep me from killing the nymph before me. “I will ask you once more, who the fuck are you?”

      With a dramatic eye roll, she struggles to get up and only slides down on the toilet before giggles escape her. The flask clatters to the floor, and her big brown eyes widen. Curses spill from her lips where lipstick is smeared across her face.

      I’m going to kill her.

      Grinding my teeth, I open my mouth to give her a five-second warning.

      I never get that far.

      “Daisy.” Barrett’s hand clamps down on my shoulder, probably more to steady himself than to keep me from killing the nymph. “Why are you here?”

      “I spilled my mead,” she slurs, pushing up to sit on the toilet. Her once white dress is splotched with dirt and grime, making her look homeless.

      Take care, brother, this one’s mind is broken. Barrett warns through our link.

      Blowing out a calming breath that does absolutely nothing, I try to look at the nymph through Barrett’s eyes, yet all I see is a creature out of her element. Nymphs recharge through immersion of their element. Some recharge through bodies of water, meadows, springs, mountains, or even trees. This one’s element is close to her heart. All, however, have the ability to charge through sex.

      “You don’t belong here,” I tell her.

      “You’re right, I don’t.” Her arms wave out, and once more she loses her balance. “But here we are.”

      I look over my shoulder at my brother. We don’t have time for this. Kendall and Cael need us. He should have been in this bathroom.

      You are right, he should have been, but think this through. This castle is locked down tight. The only creatures that can get through the wards are those who wish no harm to Hades or the heir, Vanessa. Which means… He trails off.

      “Who brought you here?” I take a step forward, only for Barrett to yank me back.

      “I have a note.” She holds up a finger, hiccupping once more before thinking about it and scratching her head. “That’s not right.”

      “Barrett,” I hiss after watching her hair move on its own.

      “I see it,” he says, not at all whispering.

      “Daisy,” I say, choosing to play this situation as though it isn’t me living it, but I’m not sure who to channel. I’m not soft on the outside, and I reserve my inner squish for Kendall. Not this woman whom I believe is her friend.

      “Let me.” Barrett goes to push me to the side, but this time I stop him. “Seth?”

      “I need to.” I have no idea why I suddenly feel as though I need to be all knight in shining fucking armor to this nymph, but I do. “Daisy,” I murmur as she scratches her head a little more. Her long brown hair cascades down her back in clumps in a rat’s nest that moves on its own.

      “I had it.” She blinks up at me wearily. “I lost Kendall.”

      Swallowing, I kneel before this creature, knowing I need to be gentle, not irritated. Nymphs, at their very core, are warm and kind. They only become malicious when there is no other option. Do you think Kendall and Cael are okay? I ask my brother, because if Barrett thinks they aren’t, then I’ll be a brooding asshole, and that isn’t who Daisy needs right now.

      I’m unsure, but we need to take this moment and make sure she is okay. She’s important to Kendall, and therefore important to us, Barrett tells me. He should be the one speaking to Daisy, he really should, but I take the reins.

      “Daisy, you didn’t lose Kendall.” Her head shoots up, and her thick brows pull low over her dark eyes.

      “At the club, I lost her.”

      “Daisy, that was weeks ago.”

      “Weeks,” she repeats slowly.

      “What happened to you?” I feel the urge to run to my mate, but I know I need to treat Daisy with kindness.

      “I don’t know.” She reaches down for her flask, nearly slipping off the toilet seat. Shaking it, she drops her arms to her sides in disappointment when nothing remains in the small bottle. “That’s not my name, you know.” She blinks at me.

      “I’m Seth. What’s your name?” I reach my hand out to shake her hand. That’s a custom, right? Except she just stares at my palm as though it’s disgusting.

      Laughter spills from her lips, and she shakes her head. “Daisy.” She bops me on the nose. “I have a note for you. I just can’t remember where I left it.” She drums her fingers on her thigh.

      Seth, in her hair, Barrett tells me.

      I glance at the long locks, finding them moving on their own again, but this time a little bit of white catches my attention. “May I?” I ask her.

      “May you what exactly?” She frowns at me, tilting her head to the side.

      “May I reach for the white in your hair?”

      “Oh, yes, but watch out for Noah.”

      I yank my hand back. “Who is Noah?”

      “He won’t bite.” She blinks at me. “Hard.”

      “I think there’s a note in your hair.” I take a step away from the bizarre nymph.

      “That’s where I put it.” She reaches up into the tangled mess and pulls out a balled up piece of white paper. “I found it.”

      A moment later, a white snake pokes its head free of her hair and slithers its way down her arm where the note sits.

      Grab it, I tell Barrett.

      Hell no, this is your show. My bear of a brother takes a step backwards, away from the curious snake.

      “Oh, there you are.” Daisy pets his head, giving him scratches under his chin like the reptile is a damn kitten. I’m not even sure she knows the difference.

      “Is this Noah?” I ask.

      “Sneaky snake. Hiding in my hair.” She chuckles, nearly sliding off the toilet seat. “I found him in a lair, then he made a lair in my hair.”

      Barrett. I snatch the note from him. We can’t just leave her here.

      I know, let me go get Hades. He takes off toward the library.

      “You should read that. I think it’s time sensitive.” Daisy blinks at me. Her pet snake Noah, which is a stupid name for a snake, curls around her body. The beast has to be about three feet long.

      “Thanks.” I stand from my crouch, my legs cramping as I do. Shaking out the note, I feel Barrett at my back again.

      “He’s on his way,” Barrett tells me. “Read it.”

      Opening the paper, I read, “Cerberus, I hope this note finds you well.” I pause and glance at Daisy. Mostly well. “I’m not holding anyone hostage. However, you should probably head toward the gate.”

      “That was the time sensitive issue.” Daisy snaps her fingers. “Kendall.” Daisy jumps up, swaying on her feet. “I lost Kendall. I know where she is now.”

      “P.S. I got the key out of Cael. You should grab the chest.” I crumple the paper up in my fist. “Suffocation and knives, Artemis.”

      “Doesn’t she mean hugs and kisses?” Daisy bumps into the countertop, steadying herself as her snake sways on her shoulders.

      “No, she probably means what she means.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Grab the chest.”

      “Cypselus isn’t in there,” Barrett argues.

      “Then grab a skeleton from the pits. It doesn’t matter. Cael already fucked that up.” For the first time, I’m glad about it.

      “Does she say where Cael is?” Barrett asks.

      “No.” I toss the paper at the shower. “Come on, Daisy, we are going to get you some help.”

      “Why? Is something wrong?” She leans toward me, her rancid breath smelling of rotten fae mead.

      “Yes.” Like the fact that she needs rehab, but I don’t say that to her.

      “Daisy?” Vanessa pushes me out of the way and storms into the bathroom, grabbing Daisy before she falls to the floor. “Oh, Daisy. Why do you do this to yourself?”

      Daisy presses her finger to Vanessa’s lips. “Shhh. I lost Kendall.”

      “No, Daisy, you didn’t.” Vanessa gives me a scathing look.

      “I didn’t lose her,” I defend, but Vanessa isn’t having it. “Aren’t you supposed to be looking for someone?”

      “Sometimes the lost prefer to stay that way,” she tells me. “Go, you have a fight to finish.”

      “And what about Daisy?” Why am I hesitating now?

      “Come back here after you get Kendall.” Vanessa pauses, looking over at me. “And Seth, I fully expect you to free her.”

      I don’t answer my baby sister, because I don’t know if I can. What I can do is follow my instinct and race down the hall and back to the library. As I enter, Barrett drops the chest at the back door to the Underworld.

      “It wasn’t this heavy before.” Barrett squints at it. “I couldn’t open it either.”

      “What do you mean? Where’s the key?”

      “We both know where the key is,” he growls at me, giving the chest a look of disdain.

      “Fucking Cael.” I run my hands through my Mohawk, feeling a little calmer now that Barrett grabbed the chest, but I’m still itchy, as though I have to run but I can’t decide if I’m running from danger or toward it. “Let’s go.”

      “Mind helping me?” Barrett grabs one end of the chest, and I pick up the other.

      “You weren’t kidding.”

      “I know. There’s something else in here now,” Barrett says as we enter the gate on the east wall in Hades’s library masquerading as a fireplace.

      We enter the dark tunnel and cold washes through us—a gentle reminder of the past, one we will face full circle. Our chains still sit in a corner of the cavern we know far too well, the very one we trudge toward with shuffled footsteps.

      I know that cavern almost as well as I know my brothers. The cold seeps in through the portal to the outside world that leads to a terrain full of glaciers and barren lands. I can almost hear the ice as it melts above us, dripping down the stone to fall on our backs.

      I recall the way the chains rattled as we moved, the way the collar that trapped us tightened around our throats when we dared to try and move out of the way—a creation of the fae that kept us in one form and one form only.

      Years passed us by as we slowly lost everything that made us, us.

      Here we are, though, marching into the unknown, back to a place that haunts me at night.

      “For Kendall,” Barrett whispers to me, his voice grounding me in the cold darkness where I’ve slowed my steps.

      “For Kendall,” I repeat, and I swear somewhere in the distance, I hear Cael repeat the sentiment.

      But we are already emerging into the cavern, into a battle that my gut warned me was occurring.

      The chest clatters to the stone, and Barrett and I take defensive stances as we face the goddesses before us. Themis smiles as Kendall falls into Nemesis’s arms. Her honey blond hair bouncing around her face, giving her an angelic look that seems out of place here in this dank space.

      “Boys,” Themis purrs, and it isn’t the fun kind of purr. This is malicious. “You are too late,” she says, but her gaze darts to Nemesis, whose dark eyes glaze over, lost in her own world far away from us. Her body sways and her shoulders tremble as her power dwindles with her focus. But on what?

      “No,” I tell her. “There is no such thing as too late.”

      “How noble,” she sneers. “But you are too late. You can’t save her now. She is and will always belong to us.”

      “The perfect soldier,” Barrett murmurs, an epiphany in his voice. “Is that who she is to you? The perfect soldier?”

      “Asset,” Themis corrects.

      “Right.” I take a step toward Kendall, only to have Nemesis jerk her head up at me, hissing at my movement.

      “Mine.”

      I laugh and crouch before her, uncaring that I give Themis my back. “Mine,” I tell her and push every ounce of belief into that word. “Now and for all eternity.”

      “Then you may sleep with her,” Nemesis hisses again before tapping her fingers to my temple.

      Barrett’s shouts fade as quickly as they begin. My body falls, but it’s two-fold—my physical body and my spiritual body.

      I tumble over and over, plunging through blackness, until I land on cold wood, my chin smacking against the splintered floorboards. My palms slap down and the breath in my lungs releases on a forced exhale.

      “Get up, get up, you idiot.” Kendall’s voice is neither a blessing nor appreciated. Her tone implies she’s annoyed that I’d dare come here.

      “That hurt.” My knees ache from slamming against the floor, and I kneel to stare up at the goddess before me.

      “Good.” She grabs my arms and hauls me to my feet at the same time, putting a bo staff in my hand. “Pain will keep you alive.”

      “What good will a broom do me?” I try to joke with her, but her face turns pale, and she yanks me behind her.

      “Welcome to Nemesis’s nightmare realm,” she whispers.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Shhh,” she hisses at me.

      “Why—” I squeal like a little girl when I see the spider crawling toward us and I finally take in my surroundings.

      Aside from the creepy crawly, we’re on a wooden platform set in the middle of a forest where tall redwood trees loom over us. Ahead, a spider the size of a small car thuds a foot onto the wood.

      “What do I call that?” I squeak.

      “Now is not the time to be a cry baby.” Kendall whips her head back and forth. “All you need to know is that if you step off this platform, you will materialize on the other side, and on the other side is that fucking spider.”

      “Noted.” I chuck the bo staff, only for Kendall to grab it midair.

      “Two, her barbs will kill you.”

      “It’s a nightmare. I’ll just wake up.”

      “Not here, Seth. If you die here, you die.”

      “I can’t die.” This time I grip the bo like my life depends on it.

      “You can.” She presses me to the side. “Don’t die, Seth. I won’t be happy if you die.”

      “How the fuck do we wake up?”

      “We don’t.” She takes up a defensive stance. “We survive until Nemesis finishes with her cruel torture.”

      “My god, how long?”

      “Just fight, Seth. Fight for me, fight for us.” Her bo snaps out, cracking the spider in the leg, causing it to rear back on four legs while two hover and the other two strike back.

      I tumble backwards, uncoordinated and surprised, before I regain my footing and snap the bo at the spider while simultaneously rolling over its leg midair, my back barely missing the barbs.

      “Don’t get hit!” she yells at me as her bo snaps over and over, pushing the spider back to the edge of the platform.

      “Right, okay.” I heave out a breath and decide the smart thing to do is just stab it. Simple, right? My muscles bunch, and I go to charge the damn thing, only to have Kendall swat me with the bo staff in the gut.

      “Won’t work.”

      “What?” I wheeze.

      “You can’t stab it and kill it.” Kendall wipes sweat off her brow. “This isn’t a kill or die situation. It’s like Gladiator. Knock it off the platform.”

      “Which is it, Kendall? Why can I die and not the damn spider?” Fucking Nemesis is going to die for this.

      “Ask the psycho goddess next time you see her.”

      “I thought she couldn’t kill you?” I screech. “Rules and all that.”

      Her laughter spills out over us as she strikes the spider over and over, gaining precious few feet. “She can’t. Her nightmares can.”

      “I hate gods.” I strike the other side of the spider, mimicking her moves and strikes match for match, confusing the spider and gaining ground.

      “Seth!” Kendall yells.

      I don’t think, I just duck and roll backwards, throwing my body out of the way.

      It’s too far. My body skids along the wooden platform and I hit a barrier, only to teleport to the other side and directly under the spider.

      “What do I do?” I hiss.

      “Back, go back!”

      “Can’t go back, can’t go back.”

      “Seth, scuttle!” Kendall grips her bo with white knuckles as I fling myself backwards, only to hit a wall. “Now!”

      “I can’t.” This is it. This is how I die.

      “Don’t be dramatic, Seth.”

      Right, she’s right. Fucking hell, I hate spiders. I’m going to stab it anyway. Snapping my bo in two, I bunch up my muscles, and in a move Cael would be proud of, I stab the spider in its underbelly and toss myself toward Kendall.

      The beast makes a godawful noise and stumbles back off the platform and into the woods.

      “I told you not to stab her, she’s just a baby, Seth,” Kendall chides.

      “You’re welcome.” I’m going to lie on the platform for a while.

      “It isn’t their fault, Seth. They aren’t here because they want to be here. She pulls them from their dreams as well. They are fighting for their lives.” Her voice softens.

      “Please don’t tell me you feel bad for the spider.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “No. I can’t have this conversation with you right now.” I reach for her hand and use her body to stand. “There’s got to be a way out of here.”

      “There’s nothing. Nothing at all.” Kendall tosses the bo on the ground. “Not even my conversation with Artemis was helpful. Oh, oh!” Her arms flail all around her, and she becomes animated. “Guess who Artemis was pretending to be?”

      “Snow?” I supply, hiding my smile.

      “Yes.” She huffs, flicking sweaty hair off her forehead.

      She’s never looked more beautiful than she does in this moment. I take a step toward her, pressing my body close to feel her warmth. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      “Here? Like this? They could attack again at any moment.” Her words deny me as her body sways toward mine.

      I reach for her, because no matter where we are, I will always reach for her. Though her skin has a sheen of sweat to it, I glide my fingers up her arms until I can cup her face and lean down toward her, allowing us a single moment to do nothing more than breathe each other in.

      “Until eternity, Kendall,” I whisper, our lips brushing with the sweetest of caresses.

      “Until eternity, Seth,” she replies.

      I steal her lips and lose myself in the feel of her. She exhales as she melts into me.

      My tongue spears into her mouth, tasting her sweat, her fight, her adrenaline, and the essence that is all Kendall.

      I can’t get enough. I will never get enough. I will always want her.

      Our noses brush, and our lips glide as the world turns and chills around us. Our bodies no longer press against each other, and the damp chill and musk of the cave settles its weight around us.

      “Get the fuck up!” Barrett yells.

      Dazed, I roll to the side and pop up, my eyes landing on Kendall’s shocked face.

      I don’t know how this shit works, but I don’t think we should have been able to break free of Nemesis’s nightmares.

      The fight is just beginning.
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      “What was that?” I roll to the side, my body aching from the spiders I had to fight off, and kneel on the hard, cold stone. In all the years I spent at the academy, I never once broke free of Nemesis. Why now?

      All around me, the world is paused. Themis stands to the side, her eyes wide as her mouth gapes open, shock written in every line of her face. Nemesis sputters next to her, her dark eyes revealing confusion, anger, and dare I say pride.

      I waited a long fucking time for pride to shine in her eyes, and now that the moment has arrived, I feel nothing but contempt for the goddess. I grew up believing the gods were something to worship, to honor, and above all else, to respect.

      But the older I get and the more I fall into their webs, I find there is nothing to worship.

      Nothing to honor.

      Absolutely nothing to respect.

      Summoning my scythe, I slam the end into the ground, rattling the cavern. “Enough!” I shout at them all, including my mates, before anything else can occur. Before anyone else gets hurt. “Enough,” I repeat softly.

      All eyes fall on me, on my weary body, as I stand on shaking legs, the key heavy against my breast.

      “You are the first.” Nemesis juts her chin out at me, and yes, there is pride there.

      Too bad it doesn’t mean a damn thing to me anymore. I also know what she’s talking about. “We escaped from your nightmares.”

      “I’d rather never go there again.” Seth stands in front of Barrett, the two of them guarding the chest with their lives. A shudder works through his body as he looks at Nemesis.

      “Kendall, you have to understand—”

      “No,” I cut her off, slashing a shaking arm through the air. “No more. There are no more assassins left. Not one. The academy is nothing more than a memory. Your guild lies in ashes. Release me from my bond.”

      “I can’t do that, Kendall.” Nemesis steps forward, standing tall and proud, her eyes dark as they fall to me.

      Themis steps up beside her, the two of them a balance of power.

      Night and day.

      Dark and light.

      Evil and good.

      They spent eons struggling to do what’s right, but in that time, they forgot what is right and what is wrong. Their balance was lost in the power struggle of the gods.

      “You will release me because you have nothing left,” I tell them, sweat rolling down my back. More than anything, I want to be free of this life, free of them. It’s something Artemis set up for me. I just wish I knew why. In all the years I’ve known her and Allen, I never thought I meant anything to them.

      I only had Kade, and even he walked away from me.

      “Our fight isn’t over,” Themis states.

      “We are done here.” I shake my head once more, prepared to move on, but these two won’t make it easy on me. Why won’t they just go away and leave me alone?

      “Negotiate.” Nemesis struggles to grasp one last thread connected to me.

      I’ll bite each one off.

      “You have nothing I want.” I laugh.

      “Your bond,” Nemesis cajoles.

      “That may be so, but you don’t have my free will.” My mind remains my own. If I have to fight against their will for the rest of my days, then I shall.

      “That’s where you are wrong,” Themis sneers. “We own you, and you destroyed our entire guild. It’s not up to you and you alone to keep the balance of power within the immortal world. These are the choices you made.”

      “I’m going with no,” I tell them again.

      Themis strikes out, only to be held back by Nemesis. For a moment, I think that maybe, just maybe, she believes enough is enough, until I see Nemesis’s lips move as a cruel smile stretches across Themis’s face a moment before Nemesis launches herself at me. The bo she materializes thwacks against my bicep. Twirling my scythe around her bo, I knock her off her feet.

      “You still wear our mark,” Nemesis screams at me.

      “It means nothing now.”

      “It means everything. You don’t understand. We have to keep the immortals from growing in power. We have to.” She strikes again, desperate in her plight, but I easily deflect it.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch the guys tensing up, ready to run to my rescue, but they stand strong, allowing me to fight this battle on my own.

      Fuck, I love them.

      The feeling of complete acceptance washes through me, and instead of them being my greatest weakness, I know they are my greatest strength.

      Our love can break any bond cast upon us—even a soul bond.

      I push Nemesis away. “No,” I tell her with far more confidence than I’ve ever felt. “I owe you nothing. You could have begun this journey with empathy, and you chose apathy, pitting us against each other. This is your fate.”

      Themis screams, and I know in the pit of my stomach, in my gut, that her intent is to kill me.

      Spinning around, I use my scythe. Flames erupt from the end as I twirl it around and around.

      What happens next isn’t something I expected. It isn’t even something I wanted to happen. The curve of my scythe slices her rosy cheek just as her sword pierces my ribs.

      Fate, it would seem, is a cruel fucking bitch.

      Her blade sinks deeper until the world pauses once more. Everything around us stills, and I swear I hear the gods gasp.

      My fire dies.

      The world spins and speeds up. Shouting begins, and yet nothing pierces the bubble that surrounds Themis and me.

      I don’t know if that small slice of the scythe will end her. I never thought to try. It’s just a simple cut, not like the ripping sensation of her blade in my gut.

      “You were everything, Kendall,” she rasps.

      Her blade holds me up, though I still slam the end of my scythe into the ground to keep me upright.

      It is but a flesh wound. I will survive.

      She may not.

      Guilt swims through me as I look between her eyes. In the background, movement catches my attention, but I remain focused on Themis. “I was just another asset.”

      “You are the future of the academy.” She gasps, and the slice on her cheek grays her skin.

      Shock splinters through me. “Gods cannot die,” I whisper more to myself than to her.

      “You still don’t get it, Kendall. You are the perfect storm. A creation of mortals and immortals, crafted by the Fates to continue what was always meant to be.” Her sword slides free of my ribs.

      I gasp and teeter into Themis and her dying body. Blood spurts from my side, but the pain of the wound doesn’t even come close to the shock of her words.

      “What?” We slide to the ground, supporting each other as her body turns gray and she hangs onto the last thread of life—the string of life the Fates cut with a cruel, rusty pair of scissors.

      “A lycan born to restore the mantle you once held and create a balance between us all.” Her eyes roll.

      “Themis.” I shake her as blood spills from her lips.

      “We just wanted to guide you,” she wheezes, her voice croaking. “We wanted to hold onto our purpose before you stole it.”

      I shake my head. “That isn’t what I want. Why didn’t anyone ask me what I wanted?” I yell to the Fates.

      “Not your fate.” Themis’s eyes flutter shut. Her veins turn black, and her body shudders one last time before she turns to dust. Themis’s power blasts outward, scattering her ashes on me and the cold, unforgiving cavern floor.

      The bubble pops and noise filters in. Eyes wide, I grip fistfuls of the ash before me. My chest burns as though a hot poker sears my skin.

      I’m grieving the death of my abuser. What world is this?

      “No!” Nemesis screams, falling to her knees as she slides in Themis’s ashes. “You killed her! You killed her!”

      “I didn’t mean to.” Horror swells inside of me as I speak, meaning it with every fiber of my being. “I just wanted to be free!”

      “You will never be free of me. Never.” Nemesis launches herself at me.

      Weary and exhausted, I am too slow to bat her away.

      My breath rushes out of me as I land on my back and she wraps her hands around my throat. Her fingernails sink into my skin, and blood beads and trails down my neck.

      “I don’t fucking think so.” Barrett grabs Nemesis by the collar of her shirt and yanks her back.

      “This isn’t your fight.” Nemesis strikes at him, only for Seth to stand at his side, holding her back. In this moment, she looks like nothing special, just a young woman throwing a tantrum. It doesn’t matter that she is a goddess, and it doesn’t matter that power flows in her veins. All that exists is her drive to have what isn’t hers.

      “Our mate, our fight,” Seth says, winking at me.

      “Then you’ll die.” Nemesis tries to strike at Barrett again.

      The big burly bear chuckles at her before he goes deadly still and leans in. “You forget your place, Nemesis. Your mother may be Nyx, but you forget who sired us.”

      For a second, an ever so pleasurable second, fear crosses Nemesis’s features as she realizes that Cerberus isn’t just another beast that shifts. They are demigods in their own right, and my mates would tear the worlds to shreds just for me.

      “Open the chest.” She licks her lips, her eyes lighting up with hunger.

      “I didn’t think you’d want to fight us.” Barrett jangles her a bit.

      I push up, my body shaking, but I’ve had enough of this bullshit to last a few lifetimes. Maybe in a few hundred years when I’m bored, I’ll dredge up some drama, but right now, I need a break.

      “Fine,” I grumble, pulling the key from my bra and earning a dirty look from Seth.

      “How did you get that?”

      “Artemis.” I stumble to the chest and slide the key in. “Let’s see what this bullshit is all about.”

      “Let me see!” Nemesis struggles. “Let me see!” she screeches.

      “Shut the fuck up before I knock you out,” Barrett growls.

      “You’d love my nightmares,” she retorts.

      “I will kill you, Nemesis.” I lean my head back and summon my scythe. Flames light up the space between us, the threat clear and weighted as it hangs in the air. I don’t have to look back to know I’ve got her attention now.

      Setting my scythe on the ground, I twist the lock and hear the click of the key. My hands rest on the lip just as the lid flies open.

      Stumbling back in shock, I come face-to-face with sexy as sin brown eyes and a lopsided grin that makes my panties melt.

      “It’s about time you freed me.” Cael winks at me and leans forward, resting his chin on the ledge while making kissy noises. “I was running out of oxygen. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but it hurts to run out of oxygen.”

      “What is this?” Nemesis breaks free and rushes forward. “No, it wasn’t you, it was never you. Where is he? Where is the king?”

      “Oh yeah, about that,” Cael says with a chuckle. “I made an oopsie.”

      “Where is Cypselus?”

      “Probably having a long chat with Daddy Death right about now.”

      “Cael.” Seth groans.

      Hiding my smile, I feel the weight of the world release from my shoulders.

      “Where?” Nemesis shrieks. “The king was going to control you!” Nemesis points at me.

      “That’s what this was all about?” I plop down on my ass, eyeing the woman, the goddess, I once looked up to with revulsion. “Controlling me?”

      Unlike Themis, her tone is filled with venom and ice. “The gods fated you, Kendall, to take over. We knew from the moment you pledged yourself to us we’d never have control over you. The bond would fade as you grew into the warrioress they fated you to be.”

      “Cypselus was to control me?” Anger surges through me. How fucking dare they? “I should kill you.”

      “Do it and face the wrath of my mother,” she taunts.

      “No, I have a better idea.” Now I smile at her. “There’s one place in this world you belong to now.”

      “The void,” Barrett finishes for me. The immortal prison buried deep beneath Tartarus.

      “I’d rather die.”

      “Good,” I tell her. “Death would be Elysium for you. You don’t deserve any of the isles.”

      “I’ll call for Hades.” Seth walks off, entering the gate to the Underworld.

      “That’s it,” I mutter more to myself than the guys.

      Nemesis laughs at me. “You do not know what you’ve done.”

      My heart feels lighter than it has in years. “I have an idea.”

      “No, you don’t.” A malicious grin stretches across her beautiful face, and the air electrifies with a sense of foreboding. “Check your chest, Kendall. We may never have completely owned you, but the power of your mind had you believing it—until now. Now the bond you thought belonged to us belongs elsewhere.”

      “Nemesis,” Hades booms, his voice crackling the air like a whip and cutting off her words. “I have just the place for you.” Cuffs dangle from his hand, which she sneers at.

      She twists, and I see the moment she thinks running is the answer. Though my body burns with exhaustion, I clench my muscles and spring after her. Her lithe form easily dodges me, and she’s just about to break for the portal to the outside world before I tackle her to the ground.

      Our bodies thud onto the cavern floor. Every bone in my body jars at the movement, my muscles protesting.

      Cael sighs with appreciation. “I’ll never tire of watching her kick some ass.”

      “Not now, Cael,” Hades scolds him.

      “Whatever you say, Daddy.”

      “Fucking kids,” Hades mutters as he kneels beside me, handing over the cuffs. His dark obsidian eyes are full of love and compassion for my wayward mate. “Do you mind?”

      “Not in the least.” Pressing my knee to her back, I slap the cuffs on Nemesis, her power draining out of her as I do. I almost feel bad for using these, considering a collar just like these cuffs kept my mates locked in their other form, except when I glance at them, all I see is relief in their eyes.

      “Nemesis, for the crime of manipulating another immortal, I’m placing you in the void for one century.” He yanks her up, ready to cart her off, but he pauses and meets my gaze. Hades and I don’t have a rapport, we aren’t friends, and yet he smiles down at me with something akin to pride—the kind of pride I longed for my entire life. “I’m glad the scythe found a worthy owner. It suits you.”

      Hades gets interrupted by Nemesis and her ranting. “Don’t do this, Kendall. You’ll never be able to run the academy on your own.” Her eyes turn pleading, almost desperate, as she clings to her last shred of hope.

      “The academy.” I sit back on my heels as Hades drags her up and away. “It’s mine, isn’t it?”

      “You’ll come for me, and when you do, I won’t be there to help you,” she vows. Her words turn muddled as Hades hauls her off through the gate, jostling her here and there as she struggles to look back at me.

      She’s wrong though. I won’t seek her out and ask for her help. Even if I need help, the men standing before me are all I will ever need. That is, if I accept the academy as my own, take that plunge, and shape it to become what it deserves. With these three at my side, I know I can.

      “Are you okay?” Barrett kneels before me, his brothers flanking him. He smells of sweat and blood with that underlying musk that’s all him, raw and perfect.

      I look up and see love shining in their eyes.

      “I love you, all of you, and I know it hasn’t been long and the foundation of our relationship has had some pretty fucked up moments, but I wouldn’t want to live this life with anyone else.”

      “We love you.” Barrett leans in and brushes a kiss across my lips. “Until eternity.”

      “Well,” Seth cuts in, “there’s one more issue.”

      “I refuse.” I use Barrett to press upwards.

      “We can head to the academy tomorrow.” Cael winks at me. “Think we can move it closer to the castle?”

      “The castle?”

      “Yeah, our home?” Cael rolls his eyes. “Artemis promised me a goat farm when she locked me in the chest.”

      “Artie and I are going to have a chat,” I grumble, leaning on Barrett who tucks me into his side.

      “That isn’t the loose end that needs to be tied up.” Seth looks sheepish. “Daisy isn’t well.”

      My stomach drops. “I left her in Pennsylvania. Alone.” I slap a hand to my mouth as horror consumes me, until I remember that Pepper brought her along to the woods. “You had her?”

      “It’s okay, she’s with Vanessa, but she isn’t okay, Kendall.” Seth threads his fingers through my own and tugs me toward the gate to the Underworld.

      We enter as one. Cold washes over us, and though my body aches and I want to spend weeks in bed getting to know my mates, I trudge through. My feet scrape along the walkway until the light of the library penetrates the darkness.

      Barrett leads me down the hall. The farther we go, the more the pit in my stomach rolls and pinches with guilt. I was such a terrible friend to her.

      I might have excuses, but none of them will ever be worthy, even more so when the guys lead me toward a door.

      Seth glances back at me as he knocks, and a moment later, locks turn and the door swings open on its own.

      Daisy sits on the bed, her eyes blank and unseeing. I want to rush to her, but I’m not even sure she can see or hear me.

      “Daisy?” I push past the guys and kneel before her hesitantly. “Hey.”

      “Kendall?” Her brow draws down as she struggles to focus on me. “I found you.”

      “You found me.” I swallow over and over, consuming my fears and the tears that threaten to break free through sheer willpower alone. “Oh, Daisy, what happened?” My throat burns as I look into her eyes, seeing not my friend but a shell of the creature she once was.

      Vanessa kneels beside me, and I swipe away the tears that dared to fall from my eyes. “Time,” she answers smoothly.

      “She needs time?” Why doesn’t that feel right? Why is my gut screaming at me that time isn’t the answer? “Time is the problem.”

      Vanessa’s own sadness washes through her. “I couldn’t see her future when we met. I knew she’s important to me, but I didn’t know how important she’d be to you.”

      I grind my teeth, because damn her for seeing through me. I’m beaten and tired, and I need to rest for days on end, but it’s in our most vulnerable moments when the world truly sees who we are.

      Instead of shutting Vanessa or the men at my back out, I let them in. “She was my first genuine friend.” I look up into Daisy’s broken eyes, knowing that I’d do anything to help her heal, even though I know I don’t have that power. “She didn’t see the monster that the world saw. She looked at me and saw me—the woman who I hid from the world, the one I didn’t even know existed. She saw me before I knew who I was.”

      Daisy reaches out, her dirty fingertips touching the tears tracking down my face. Her brow wrinkles with confusion. “No monsters here.” Her eyes drift up to mine, and with a sly smile and a peek of the Daisy I know, she says, “Only the wolf of justice.”

      “I like it,” Seth says behind me. “Sounds like a great logo.”

      “The wolf of justice.” Cael snaps his fingers. “Wasn’t that a movie?”

      A thwack echoes around us, followed by Cael’s grunt of pain.

      “You’ll be incredible.” Daisy leans in, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “They are going to take me away now, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know.” I look to Vanessa, the question I can’t ask on my lips.

      Vanessa turns to Daisy, grabbing one of her hands. “Do you know what’s going on, Daisy?”

      “I’ve been around a long time.” Daisy smiles and blinks at Vanessa. “Too much time.”

      “Yeah, and you’ve been away from your element for a long time, haven’t you?” Vanessa questions softly.

      “Noah says it’s time to go home.” Daisy reaches up into her hair and pets what looks like a white stick that slithers.

      “Is that…” I want to scuttle backwards, but I don’t. I force myself to stay right here.

      “A snakey snake,” Cael coos, earning him another slap.

      “Right,” I mutter to myself.

      “Alright, Daisy, it’s time to go. Are you ready?” Vanessa stands slowly, as though she’s trying not to terrify her.

      For some reason panic shoots through me and I stand with them, hugging Daisy, not quite ready to let her go.

      I don’t even care that she’s dirty or that there’s a damn snake in her hair. I hug her as though I will never see her again, because that is what this feels like.

      Goodbye.

      “Bring cookies,” she says into my hair, and I swear she’s scenting me.

      “What kind?” I can’t even hold back my tears as they fall into her hair.

      “You know what kind.” She hugs me tighter.

      “Oreos.”

      “Double stuffed.” She snickers at that, implying a double entendre. “Time to go,” she murmurs, sounding far more sober than she has in a long time. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Promise?” I hug her just a little tighter.

      “Promises are for those who can’t get their shit together.” She leans back, winking at me, her snake resting on her shoulder.

      “Ready?” Vanessa reaches out and grabs her hand, leading her from the room.

      Daisy pauses at the door, glancing back at me and giving me one last saucy wink before she follows Vanessa down the hallway. Their footsteps fade as I stand there, staring at the air.

      “I’m a terrible friend,” I tell the guys who were just waiting for me to break the silence. They swoop in and press kisses to my face, shoulder, and head.

      “No, you love her,” Seth protests.

      “Hit me in the feels,” Cael adds.

      Barrett presses a soft kiss into my hair. “We will visit her soon.” He laughs a little. “I’d promise you, but Daisy doesn’t seem to like promises.”

      “She doesn’t.” I lean into them. “She prefers action.”

      “So do it.” Cael nips my ear. “What’s next?”

      And just like that, the bubble breaks and the world keeps on spinning, even though my friend hurts and a goddess died. Even though the future is uncertain and not an ounce of closure made the events that occurred okay. “We go home,” I tell them.

      “You are our home, so you need to be more specific,” Seth replies in a grumpy tone.

      “The academy, then the castle.” I exhale, and with it, I release years of tension and stress. “I need to know what Themis and Nemesis meant.”

      “I have one favor,” Seth says.

      “What’s that?” I turn in his arms, enjoying his warmth.

      “A shower. Princess, you smell awful,” Seth tells me with laughter in his eyes.

      I’m not even mad. He’s right. We all fucking stink. “Only if you three join me.”

      The world spins under me as Cael throws me over his shoulder and takes off down the hallway. Their laughter echoes all around me, filling me with a sense of peace I never thought the Fates would gift me.
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      Home.

      To many, it’s just a word, one which mortals may or may not take for granted. It’s a place of comfort where they go to feel secure and safe to be themselves, where their personalities aren’t just accepted but welcomed. Home is a place where one should be able to relax and return to when the world falls to pieces.

      There are three homes in my life.

      None of them gave me that sense of security I longed for. Not one.

      My castle in New York has the potential to become a home that I always wanted, and yet I held off on allowing myself to feel.

      My brother’s home in Lunar Mile, Pennsylvania is another. I felt safe there and gained a taste of life I never experienced in the past. I shut the feeling down, though, because I grew up with the thought that those feelings were dangerous.

      They got you killed.

      Which leads me to the only home I ever knew in my life—the one sitting before me just outside the desert. Farther south is the unforgiving environment of Arizona, and to the west is California. Here, in this insignificant blip just inside Nevada’s Death Valley, rests a place I thought was home.

      The truth is, this place was never home. It was a means to an end I never earned until now.

      To anyone passing by, it’s nothing more than a simple building of brick and mortar, abandoned years prior and left to rot in the unforgiving sun.

      I know better.

      The guys stand tall behind me, their warmth blending in with the day’s heat as they remain silent.

      My entire world stands behind that ward, behind the veil that sits before us like a heat wave. It is the beginning and the end of my story, telling of second chances and blood debts bound by the soul.

      Home it was not, yet when I think of home, this is a place I immediately think of. How fucked up is that?

      Grinding my teeth and swallowing the last of the saliva in my mouth, I take a careful step forward. Wrought iron gates stand tall before me, acting as the barrier between what I see and what is truth.

      I grip the burning bars and push through, my stomach a bundle of nerves. What lies beyond shaped my past and will once more shape my future.

      I’ve come full circle with one element missing—a goddess who I hope smiles down on me at this moment. She set into motion something so much bigger than me, a fate that many would allow to define them.

      I know deep down that this won’t define me. Over the past several days and long, hot showers where I washed away the blood and grit of fighting for my life, I came to many conclusions.

      The most important of those conclusions is that I am who I am—Kendall Lo, lycan assassin. I can run from this life, I can hide, but a life of luxury wouldn’t satisfy my soul. A vacation is a hunt, not sipping Mai Tai’s on a beach. I’m too gritty for that, too hungry for blood and retribution.

      Accepting that I am and always will be an assassin didn’t come easily. I wanted a life with my mates sequestered away in the mountains of New York, in my castle, where we did nothing but explore each other day in and day out.

      Yet as we spent time alone, gathering the pieces that the fighting ripped apart and enjoying each other’s company, one thing became abundantly clear.

      We needed more.

      It’s not that I don’t love these men, these shifters. I love them so much that I can’t possibly think of ever being apart from them—a surprising notion, not just for me but for them as well.

      Over breakfast this morning, where I cooked and gave Seth lessons on how to make an omelet, we settled on heading to the academy.

      Perhaps it is the closure I need. Perhaps it is the next step in our long lives. Either way, we do it together.

      Pushing through the ward and entering the academy feels different than it did all those long years ago. The same spiderweb-like feeling washes over me, and the same magical scan pierces my thoughts and soul as it seeks my purpose for entering the gates, but this time, unlike when I first entered these gates, I feel a sense of peace, of rightness I never felt before. And as the large mansion sprawls out before us, I feel as though I’m finally coming home.

      “It’s bigger than I thought,” Seth muses, his boots crunching along the driveway where stones breached the concrete. “Looks unkempt.”

      “That it does, doesn’t it?” The mansion is simple without a single hint of personalization, the stucco estate rising from the desert like a mirage. It shimmers in the winter heat that only Nevada can provide, the open door creaking in a wind I can’t feel.

      “This is it?” Barrett steps up beside me, resting his hand on the small of my back, where his warmth seeps through my leather jacket. It’s too hot to wear, but we didn’t exactly know what we were stepping into here.

      “This is it,” I reply as we walk up as one.

      “It doesn’t feel like much,” Barrett comments, and I know exactly what he means by that. It’s as though the estate sits in stasis, holding its breath, waiting for our next step.

      As we step toward the front door, I choose to voice my thoughts. “It feels empty. As though with Themis’s death and Nemesis’s sentence, the mansion sits in stasis. When I first came here, it felt imposing, like I was entering a haunted building plagued by the emotions of those who inhabited this place.”

      “Why did you pledge yourself to them?” Seth questions.

      “Instinct.” I smile, thinking back to when I walked up this driveway with Hera at my side, leading me toward a place that would help shape and guide me into the woman I am. “I knew this place was important to me, that in the future it would mean something more than it did in that moment.”

      “I’m glad you listened to your gut instinct.” Barrett kisses the top of my head. “Without it, we never would have met.”

      “You’re right.” I press into his side as our footsteps falter before the door.

      “Wait.” Cael hops in front of the door, holding up his hand.

      “What is it?” Seth sighs as he stands toe to toe with Cael. I know that look, and it’s one that gets Cael into trouble every damn time.

      He can’t function as a normal mortal. Know what? I never want him to. I love him just as he is.

      Mine.

      “You never answered a very important question.” Cael rolls his eyes and huffs as though we should have been aware of what he planned to say and we are the idiots for not understanding his line of thinking.

      Truth is, I very much doubt anyone could ever understand Cael’s thought process.

      “What is it, Cael?”

      “Do you want the markings removed? Because I might know a guy,” he blurts.

      A shiver races up my spine. I’d almost forgotten about my conversation with Cael and his theory that the marks are nothing more than another curse. If I wanted to have them removed, I could seek that out.

      Feeling as though someone is watching me, I peer back down the drive. There, leaning against the iron gates with a smile on her face, is Hera. Her arms are relaxed at her sides, and she’s wearing the same damn dress from the day I first met her.

      Hera gives me a simple nod. Nothing more. Just a nod, but one that speaks volumes. It’s time I accept just who I am.

      I never want to remove my tattoos. “No,” I state with confidence as I look away from Hera and meet their eyes while smiling, feeling a sense of peace I’ve longed for my entire life. “I know who I am, and I wouldn’t dare remove those marks, not for the world.”

      “Great answer.” Cael leans in, and just when I think he’s going to kiss me, he sweeps me off my feet and cradles me to his chest. “Isn’t it tradition in this world to carry the bride across the threshold?”

      “I didn’t know I was a bride.” I nuzzle his neck, inhaling the essence of Cael.

      “You’ve got mates,” he teases me. “Well, almost all the mates. You still have to make Barrett official. Maybe we should stand out here until you’ve done that.” Cael wiggles his eyebrows as though the thought of watching me with his brother turns him on.

      “He’s right, you know,” Seth chimes in, and I feel as though they are ganging up on me.

      “Let’s find a bed first.” Barrett presses a kiss on my temple and pushes the door open.

      Nerves flutter in my stomach as Cael steps over the threshold.

      “Anticlimactic.” Cael pouts, setting me down.

      “What were you expecting?” My boots squeak on the tiled floor as I head to the wall and flick on the lights. Though sunlight streams in through the windows above the door and at the top of the staircase, the chandelier fills in the shadows and all the dark places the sunlight can’t hit. “It’s just a big ass house.”

      Cael scoffs at me. “Not anymore.” He takes off down the hall, darting for the entertainment room—or the kitchen that sits beyond. Yeah, that sounds more like him.

      “Does he know where he’s going?” Seth questions as he steps into the foyer.

      “Probably.” Somehow, Cael always seems like he is one step ahead of the rest of us.

      “I feel nothing.” Barrett runs a finger along the wood paneling, causing dust to clump and fall to the floor, while the rest flutters down like snow. “There’s magic here, but it’s preventing people from entering.”

      “Like I said, it’s just another mansion in a long line of mansions out here.” I know what he means though. Sometimes in the immortal world, places retain the horrors that filled the walls, but here, the building holds nothing of the past. “All I feel is a sense of hope for the future.”

      “Good.” Barrett steps in front of me, his eyes lighting up with lust as he stares at me with a desire so rich that I feel him everywhere he looks. When his eyes trace the column of my neck, it’s as though I feel him there—his fingertips, his tongue, him.

      “Are you seducing me, Barrett?” I tease him, already ravenous for his touch. It feels like a lifetime has passed between us since I last felt his touch, and I long for it. I hunger for him, for them.

      “We are seducing you, Kendall.” Seth steps up behind me, his hot breath gusting over my neck as he pulls my hair to the side. His nose nudges me, scenting me.

      My body aches and burns as though I will never get enough of them.

      “You smell richer.” Seth moans, gripping my hips and tugging me back until I melt against him. “As though with every lick you will taste like honey.”

      “Kendall.” Barrett moans my name, licking his lips as he scents the air.

      My senses shift into overdrive, and one thing becomes abundantly clear. “I need you, all of you.” I grip Barrett’s shirt, yanking him down to my lips where I press a kiss to his mouth.

      Each brush and stroke are like air on a flame, stoking it higher and hotter until my body aches with a sense of pain that only Cerberus can fill.

      “Heat.” Seth moans as he laps at my neck. “She’s in heat.”

      I want to tell them that’s impossible. In all my years, I never once went into a heat cycle. I always thought my body wasn’t made for that, that I was more mortal than lycan.

      Except now as goosebumps rise along my skin, I know Seth is right. As his hands run up and down my arms, I shiver in anticipation. His touch cools the ache that rises inside of me. I crave each of them to touch me, to chase the pain from my body and replace it with them.

      “Bedroom. Now.” Barrett lifts me up.

      Wrapping my legs around his body, I draw him close, pasting myself against him as I bury my nose in his neck, scenting him. I lick his carotid artery where I feel the thump-thump-thump of his heartbeat. I want to mark him here.

      Right now.

      My canines sink into his skin, and Barrett pauses on the steps, shuddering. “Here. Here is good.”

      “Barrett,” Seth says, though his voice sounds distorted.

      Sinking my teeth deeper into his skin, I feel my power seep into Barrett, marking him for all eternity.

      Releasing him, I lean back just as he sets me on the steps. “You’re mine now, Barrett. Make me yours.”

      Lust glazes his eyes and his lips slam against mine.

      Driven by an insatiable need, I tear his shirt apart, my fingers fumbling for the button of his jeans. I rip the offending button off and fling it behind me where it clinks along the marble floor and spins.

      “Lift her up,” Seth orders.

      I rip my lips away from Barrett and tear my jacket off of my overheated body, followed by my shirt. My breasts feel heavy in my bra, restrained, and the fabric is itchy, scratching my sensitive skin.

      It needs to come off now.

      “Slow down.” Seth kneels behind me, shifting me until I’m between his splayed legs. Seth’s fingertips drift down between my breasts where Themis and Nemesis’s brand once rested. “The tattoo.”

      “Gone.” I follow his fingertips and trace the replacement tattoo—a scythe. It’s a perfect representation of my own. I don’t even remember the other disappearing and this one forming. Magic has a tendency to work that way. The gods have a tendency to work that way.

      Artemis’s words rush through the haze of lust.

      I interfered.

      Where do you feel the bond lead?

      I just need you to be smart enough to figure it out. I can’t tell you everything.

      The bond always led here, to this place. That’s why I was always drawn back here. It may not be home, but I pledged myself to serve and protect the innocent, no matter the cost. Artemis had been looking out for me this entire time. She interfered with my pledge, she led me to make a stand against all those who would stand against me, and she removed all the debris from my fated path.

      Dammit, Artie. I owe you my entire world.

      Seth’s fingertips brush my nipples, and just like that, the heat inside me flares hot once more. His erection presses against my back, just begging for my touch. I slap my hands on his thighs, growling when I find his jeans in the way. Claws erupt from my fingernails as I shred them.

      “Strip,” I demand of Barrett, who watches me with fascination. “Now,” I growl, sinking my claws into Seth’s thighs. He hisses at me as I draw blood.

      I’m not fucking around.

      Barrett reacts, speeding up as he grabs my jeans and rips them from my body, peeling them down and off, my panties going along for the ride. Hot air brushes against my sopping pussy.

      “I am not above begging,” I tell him, hooking my legs behind his thighs and drawing him close.

      Seth’s hand travels up my body and encircles my neck, where he gently turns my head to the side for a searing kiss.

      My mind becomes lost to him and the sensations he creates, distracting me from Barrett who lines up his cock and slams it inside me.

      Seth captures my moan of pleasure that echoes all around us. Arching my back, I break the kisses, the heat in my core subsiding just a fraction.

      Dragging Barrett to my lips, I kiss him hard, my hips matching him thrust for thrust. Everything inside of me heats, as though everything is too hot and yet not hot enough.

      I feel Seth shifting, but Barrett steals my thoughts.

      “Aww, you started without me,” Cael whines, his footsteps pounding against the staircase. “Never made it to a bedroom, did you? I like it here, lots of potential.”

      Turning to the side, I see Cael standing there with a sandwich he bites into while his eyes fall to where Barrett thrusts into me.

      “That looks painful, man.” Cael points to his knot that acts as a barrier between us.

      It’s a little bigger than his brothers’ knots, and I just know it’ll feel incredible.

      “Lift for me, princess,” Seth whispers against my brow, dragging his lips across my skin.

      “Oh yeah, that’s what I was getting.” Cael tosses down packets that land beside us. “Lube.”

      My head falls back against Seth’s shoulder as Barrett pauses. “Now,” I moan, knowing their intent and needing all of them to fill me to end the ache flaring inside me.

      A packet rips open, and I grip Barrett’s arms as my hips roll frantically. Little mewls leave my lips as I beg them incoherently to fuck me.

      A gentle pressure pushes against my ass, and I try to press down, only for two sets of hands to stop me.

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Barrett cautions.

      “It hurts me that you aren’t fucking me, Barrett.” I wiggle again, needing Seth to stop screwing around and thrust into me. Didn’t he learn his lesson before? I’m not delicate.

      “Not this time.” Seth moans my name as he slides inside of me inch by inch, teasing me with his entrance.

      “So good.” Cael moans.

      He stands over us, inhaling that damn sandwich, his eyes closed. I snap out a hand, and with a claw, I shred his jeans. His erection pops free and his eyes snap open. “You better be talking about me and not that damn sandwich.”

      He squeaks, the sound turning into a heavy moan of pleasure as I grip him in my fist. I’m not playing nice, not right now when I burn for these men. My men. My mates.

      Here in the house that built me, I claim these three as mine for all eternity.

      Seth sinks deeper inside of me, the sweetest pinch of pleasure driving my blood to boil. As Barrett slips in farther, I ache to feel all three of them at once, to drag their bodies closer and bask in the heat they radiate.

      “Hold on, princess. I’ll give you exactly what you want.” Seth nips my neck, his fingers digging into my hip as he pulls his cock free of my body. Whimpers spill from my lips, my needy body mourning even the slightest loss of him.

      “Fuck, Seth. Give her what she wants,” Cael whines, and I squeeze him tighter, dragging him toward my mouth.

      My canines drop, and saliva fills my mouth as I lick my lips.

      “Nope, I won’t last.” Cael grips my shoulders and says, “Relax. No biting,” just as he presses me down and Seth’s cock slides into my ass. “Feels better, doesn’t it, Kitty Kat?” Cael pinches my chin, his shaggy hair falling over his feature as he looks at Barrett and commands, “Do it now, brother. We’ve got all night to worship her.”

      Mewling sounds fill the room. Barrett restrains himself, still teasing me, teasing us. Unwilling to wait for his brother, Seth guides my hips as his cock slips out before he thrusts inside, repeating the action again and again.

      With a moan of pleasure, Barrett sinks deep inside of me. Pleasure sparks and dances behind my eyes, and I rest my head on Seth’s shoulder as he and Barrett control my pleasure. They hold and guide me, stealing the thought of moving from my brain and leaving only the ability to feel.

      But there’s one mate I’m missing, and he stands over me with a thumb to his lips and a hand on his dick.

      “Open up for me, Kitty Kat.”

      Eager to please, to savor and consume him, I don’t just fucking taste him, I swallow him whole. Exploring the salty flavor of him, I run my canines along the length of his dick and enjoy the hiss of pleasure that leaves his lips.

      Barrett withdraws, then he presses his knot inside of me even slower. The thick bulge struggles more than the others, and he retreats again. My body grows slicker, wetter, and as he slowly thrusts, he sinks inside with a pop, locking us together. Only able to thrust in short bursts, he slows while Seth speeds up.

      They tug my body between them, the sensations stimulating me toward senselessness.

      This right here is home, the place I desire more than anything in this life. It’s the priceless treasure I spent decades searching for with every killing blow. As pleasure spirals higher and higher, I swear the walls rattle and lights full of magic swirl all around us.

      With every thrust of their hips, the world rights itself. No longer able to hold back the orgasm that threatens to decimate me, I let go.

      I let go of myself, my expectations of this world, and every predetermined path that was set before me. Free of chains and restrictions, my orgasm doesn’t just shatter me, it shatters all that bound me from thriving.

      Shouts ring through the air as the wind whistles all around us. Thrusts slow and chests huff with labored breathing.

      No one speaks, no one dares to spoil this moment with words because we all felt that—the moment our fates fully braided together.

      “Until eternity, Kendall.” Barrett presses a kiss to my forehead.

      Behind me, Seth nips my shoulder, repeating, “Until eternity.”

      “We’re going to need more sandwiches,” Cael says as he falls back on the step beside us. “I’m just saying if we are in this for eternity, I’m going to need more sandwiches.”

      “Anything you want, Cael, it’s yours,” I tell him, then look at Seth and Barrett. “Until eternity,” I tell them, putting everything I’m feeling into those two simple words. No matter what the world throws at us, and no matter where we go from here, it will now and forever be the four of us.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      One month later

      

      A lot can happen in a month. Even more can happen in two.

      The world can implode and force feed reality until there is nothing left to do but sit back and see where it leads. The Fates can present a path and remove all the debris and utter shit, but it is up to the beholder to see that path.

      One misstep could cause our entire lives to be different.

      We could have told Artemis no, stayed in the Underworld, and missed the fact that Kendall existed. Though the fate of our meeting may have changed, considering Kendall is friends with Vanessa, the fact remains that we’d have met her at some point.

      I can’t sit here and wonder too much about how the Fates may have chosen our paths though. All I can do is remain thankful for the moment that led all of us here, to this moment and this place.

      The academy of assassins.

      Like I said, a lot can happen in one month.

      Kendall accepted her fate that the academy was always meant to be hers. Each day, my brothers and I remind her why she is worthy of this place, and each day, she opens up to that fact.

      Right now, I watch from the stands in the arena we set up. Our doors are just about to open, and this is our last walk-through before we accept students.

      The decision to reopen was an easy one, one that many of the gods agreed upon. We sent word far and wide for the gods to send us their very best, those they thought deserved to train under the four of us. Word even went out to mortal governments.

      Today is the day—a day of excitement, happiness, and new beginnings.

      “Why is she angry?” Seth steps up beside me, our gazes glued to Kendall who stalks across the sand with heavy footsteps, her scythe dragging behind her as murder flashes in her eyes.

      “No way, this is not my fault,” Cael states, proclaiming his innocence before we even make an accusation against him.

      “No one is blaming you,” Seth snarls at him, grabbing the bars and rocking back and forth on his heels. “She is pissed.”

      “How do we handle this?” I lean down on my elbows, staring below as Kendall’s lips move. “Is she muttering to herself?”

      “Can anyone read lips?” Seth questions. “Cael?”

      “Don’t look at me.” Cael backs up until he falls onto a seat. “I’ve got nothing.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Crossing his arms, Seth stands over Cael, irritation vibrating off of him.

      “I swear,” Cael squeaks, his hair swinging around his face as he shakes his head. It’s longer than it’s ever been, he refuses to cut it.

      I’m letting mine grow out a little. Kendall likes it, but I think it looks fake.

      “Cerberus!” Kendall shouts, her fury vibrating the arena.

      We scatter like little bitches. We aren’t fools. Mates? They are difficult. Relationships are hard to begin with, but add a bond that we literally have no control over? Combustible.

      Luckily, the doorbell rings.

      “And so it begins.” I glance once at the arena where Kendall stalks toward the front door. Puffs of sand explode with each stomp of her feet.

      “Do you think we should get to the door before she does?” Seth hooks a thumb over his shoulder as Kendall exits the stadium. “I’m just saying she looks like she might kill the first student.”

      “I hope she does.” Cael hops up, heading for the exit, but he pauses when we gasp at him. “What? Think about the reputation we’d set.” He throws up his arms and stalks out.

      “I can’t decide if he is wrong or right.” My feet slap on the floor as I follow him out.

      “That is the kind of reputation we are trying to steer clear of,” Seth reminds me.

      It isn’t like I need the reminder. I know just as much as he does that we want to run things differently than Themis and Nemesis. We want to build trust and respect between our assassins. That won’t happen if Kendall kills the first student to show up.

      I take one look at Seth, then we dart through the academy. I swear this building grew in the month since we’ve been here. Either that, or we really need to get to Kendall.

      A voice filters down the hallway. “I’m here to apply for the academy.”

      Seth skids to a stop. “Oh no.”

      “Is that…” I look at him with horror.

      Cael cackles as though this is one of those movies he loves so damn much.

      Kendall’s voice follows the other one—one we haven’t heard in a long time. “What god sponsors you?” she asks. It’s the one prerequisite we kept from the deadly duo’s reign. Assassins must have an immortal sponsor.

      “No god,” the potential student replies with confidence.

      There’s no way she will ever be a student.

      Not when Kendall finds out who she is.

      “Cael?” our own personal nemesis questions.

      “Do you know Cael?” Kendall’s voice is full of a deadly calm I have only heard her use a few times thus far.

      “I do.”

      “Hurry up,” I tell Seth, though my own feet move slower.

      “I don’t want to deal with this confrontation.” He slows down.

      I grab his elbow and toss him around the corner where he skids and falls.

      Righting myself, I walk around the edge of the wall and come face-to-face with Esmerelda. She still gives me a bad vibe. Her aura has always had that web-like feeling, yet now it’s even worse than it was all those years ago.

      “You’re all here.” She cocks out a hip, and though she is just as beautiful as she was all those years ago, she still feels wrong. She also isn’t Kendall, and she will never compare to our feisty mate.

      I’m taking bets on what she does. Cael smiles at Esmerelda then Kendall, whom he steps toward. He wraps an arm around our mate’s shoulders and presses a kiss to her temple.

      Why? Why would you do that? Seth groans while he trembles. I don’t really blame him.

      Behave, I warn all of them.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Esmerelda purrs, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Kendall shrugs out from Cael’s arm, her nostrils flaring as murder flashes in her gaze.

      “Don’t you know?” Esmerelda smirks, and a dangerous scent fills the air—one of black magic and scorched earth. “I’m his mate.” She looks at Seth, her smile wide and full of yellowing teeth.

      Wow, she looks awful.

      Kendall tilts her head to the side, studying Esmerelda. “I know you.”

      She’s going to kill her, Seth says, and I can’t decide if he’s thrilled about that or not.

      “I assure you that you have no idea who I am,” Esmerelda states. I can see she’s itching to step inside.

      “Oh, I know your kind.” Still holding her scythe, Kendall lets it flare before her. The flames heat all our skin, but Esmerelda doesn’t even move.

      Big mistake. Cael chuckles in our heads.

      “My kind?” Esmerelda’s voice holds a dangerous note of amusement.

      “Yeah.” Faster than we can react, Kendall stabs Esmerelda in the gut. Her body explodes to ash that flutters around us like confetti. “There’s no place for that bullshit here.”

      She twirls her scythe, and we all step back.

      Cael laughs, and Seth refuses to acknowledge the situation, leaving me to diffuse the time bomb that is our fiery lycan mate.

      “Are you prepared for the reputation this will give us?” I say carefully.

      “I’m angry at you three,” she answers instead, ignoring my question entirely. Something is eating at her, and I’m getting the vibe she wants a fight.

      “Aww, Kitty Kat, do you need me to pet your pussy?” Cael says, making us all groan at him.

      Kendall explodes. “That’s what got us into this mess in the first place!”

      “What mess?” I question, watching her scythe flare and die with her emotions that are all over the place.

      “My first heat cycle ever!” she yells, and are those tears?

      She’s crying. How do we handle this? Seth takes a step back.

      Are we sure that isn’t the evil coming out of her? Even Cael sounds concerned.

      She’s clearly upset. We need to comfort her, I tell them, stepping forward and tempting fate by grabbing her free hand close to her scythe. I don’t know what will happen to me if she stabs me, but I also don’t want to find out.

      “What about your heat cycle, Kendall?” I rub soothing circles with my thumb across her knuckles.

      “It’s all your fault,” she sobs, and her scythe disappears.

      The other two chicken shits rush to her side now that the dangerous scythe is gone.

      Seth’s soothing voice eases us all. “What is?” He presses a kiss to her cheek.

      “The hormones.” She hiccups.

      “I call those pheromones.” Cael smiles with pride.

      Nope, don’t talk, Cael. She is combustible, I warn him.

      “It’s called a baby!” she shrieks, then adds, “It was my first heat, and you knocked me up. I don’t even know how many are in there. It could be one or two, and I swear if it’s a three-headed lycan I will destroy you.” Her voice turns dangerous, making us all take a step back.

      That’s when it hits me. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Isn’t that what I just said?” She glares at me with emerald green, tear-filled eyes.

      “I’m a father?” I drop to my knees, reacting before my brothers, and press my ear to her stomach.

      “Babies?” Cael questions.

      “Shh,” I tell them, closing my eyes and listening to Kendall’s stomach. The steady thump of her heart falls away and I focus on the small flutters in her belly. One, two. Yes, two. I lean back, emotion filling my eyes. “Two.”

      “Two?” she sniffles.

      “Twins,” I reply, my heart filling until it threatens to burst.

      Seth finally recovers, asking, “That’s why you’re homicidal?”

      Kendall doesn’t threaten him like she normally would. Instead, tears drip down her face. “Is it too soon?”

      “No, my love. It’s fated,” I tell her, earning a teary smile.

      “Until eternity,” she says, “with twins.”

      When I dreamed of my future as a child, it was full of bleak days, but I knew I’d always have my brothers beside me.

      I don’t need to dream anymore, however, because reality is far better than any dream I could imagine. With my heart full of love and peace, I press my head back against Kendall’s stomach, listening to the little heartbeats thudding away. I love them already.

      Until eternity.
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      Click below to read a bonus epilogue from Cerberus and find out what kind of pregnant mate Kendall is, and just how attentive her guys are.
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