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        This is a slowly developing Reverse Harem series.

        Trust me.

        When have I ever let you down? ;)

        Serena

        xoxo
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        Vampyres

        Signed by Coven Maesters:

        Nikolai Korsov

        Rule Dubeau

        Curzio Lisardi

        Lykaens

        Signed by Alphas:

        Dmitry Vasin

        Zeke Caron

        Dante Lucciano

      

      

      The Maesters and Alphas herewith declare their union. For every Vampyre, a Lykaen guardian shall be assigned. A trinity blood bond shall be enforced between the pair to protect the races.

      The Lykaen shall be the Vampyre’s sole source of blood. The Lykaen’s own needs, sexual or otherwise, shall be addressed by the Vampyre.

      If one dies, the other shall perish.

      If one finds a mate, the other will share that mate.

      If children are born to the bonded pair and said mate, their offspring will have two fathers.

      Each Lykaen and Vampyre must be thus entwined to protect the future innocents from destruction.

      By the power vested in the Maester and Lykaen councils we do decree; to cease the shedding of blood witnessed on this day, November 16, 1815, both Lykaen and Vampyre shall be enemies no more.

      Not allies, nor friends.

      Bound.

      As one.

      Until death parts them.

      No longer shall Vampyre and Lykaen be at war, forever seeking the other’s end. From this moment, and for every other, this union means blessed peace for two warring races.

      The gods are the witness of this treaty. May they protect this bondage and seal each pair with their power, for only they can authorize such a pact and ensure the protection of the blood of future generations.
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            Lyssa

          

        

      

    

    
      The day I discovered vampires—excuse me, Vampyres… Apparently, the spelling is important—existed, I didn’t freak out.

      The undead are among us, boohoo. Christ, I’m a noughties babe. A kid reared on Twilight, Buffy, and Blade.

      Hell, I was actually thrilled to learn they exist. Especially as the guy telling me he was one was my fiancé.

      Yeah, get that.

      Nikolai Korsov is a Vampyre.

      If you don’t know who Nikolai Korsov is, then where the fuck have you been these last five years? Under a freakin’ stone?

      I mean, Christ.

      This is Niko Korsov we’re talking about here.

      The computer coder who revolutionized the Internet. Who matched what Steve Jobs did for the industry during the latter half of the twentieth century.

      Niko is infamously famous.

      If you don’t know him, maybe you’ve been living in the Arctic or something. But wait. I think the polar bears know who Niko Korsov is.

      My fiancé decided to come clean about the whole existence-of-Vampyres thing the night before our wedding rehearsal dinner.

      I guess he mustn’t have realized how enlightened I am or known how cool his fiancée is. I mean, at first, sure, I laughed.

      It was comical.

      There we were, sitting in the tiny Welcome Inn where my father insisted Niko stay before we say “I do,” and out he comes with it all.

      Bloodsucking.

      Inhuman strength.

      Yadda yadda yadda.

      I dealt with it all. Handled it rather superbly, if I say so myself.

      Until I asked the question.

      The question that had popped into my head the instant he’d started talking about sucking blood. A question that had taken priority over every other, including the one where I wondered if there was a coffin somewhere in the basement for him to snooze in…

      Whose blood was he using for dinner?

      Okay, I guess it’s weird to freak out about that but not about the fact the world is far more than the “average Joe” human realizes. Nobody ever said Lyssa Jane Hamilton had her priorities in order.

      Hmm, that’s probably nothing to be proud of. But fuck it. Vampyres exist. Reality as I know it has tilted, and I’m allowed to be wobbly about this new information.

      Sue me.

      As it is, Niko’s answer didn’t exactly make me feel warm and cozy inside. I think I’d have preferred to learn he’d been “drinking” from other women. Better that than learn Niko’s badass bodyguard, Dmitry Vasin, is his version of a grocery store. And that if I’m to marry Niko, then this shitty old treaty that happened two hundred years ago states I also have to marry Dmitry.

      Some bullshit to do with a war that happened years ago, the blood of innocents being shed, blah, blah, blah.

      Now, I pay my donation to Greenpeace and to UNICEF. Technically I was baptized Christian, but I'm not a believer. I sure as hell don't go to church every Sunday, but hey, who does? Apart from all my family, that is. This is the Bible Belt after all. I'm as charitable as I can be, but this just takes the biscuit. Why should I have to marry two guys because of a war that happened two centuries ago?

      Does that sound fair?

      No. It fucking does not.

      Okay, I'll admit Dmitry is hotter than hell. And yeah, the idea of Niko clamping down on Dmitry’s throat and slurping up A Negative like it’s champagne makes bits of me tingle…

      But I ain’t frickin’ doing it.

      That’s what I told Niko.

      Yup. I did. I said no.

      N. O.

      I left the Welcome Inn in tears, heart breaking as I stomped away toward my rented car, and felt like I was dying when I drove over my daddy’s land and headed toward the lake where, as a kid, I’d spent nearly all my summer vacations. It had been my haven and bolt-hole. Adulthood hasn’t changed that.

      But now, after spending the night in the SUV, the crick in my neck hasn’t improved my mood any. The sun’s too bright, and my heart’s still aching.

      I could accept the whole bloodsucking thing. But two husbands? I mean, sure, I’ve read way too many ménage romances. What chick hasn’t? And what chick doesn’t try to figure out which bits go where while being the filling in a hunk sandwich?

      But the reality is, the bad girl stays locked up in the bedroom, glued to her erotic romances, and gorging on ice cream and chocolate.

      The good girl is the one who decides to get married, have kids, and settle down. The good girl goes to work, earns an honest dollar. The good girl diets and wishes she had the guts to be naughtier.

      If the bad girl has it better, then…? That isn’t life, is it? That isn’t how it works, right?

      Or is it?

      Nibbling my lip, I look out onto the lake. I’ve been staring at the goddamn thing for the last sixteen hours, hoping to get some clarity on this shitty situation. The only time I haven’t been gawking at the mirrorlike surface is when I slept and when I got out to do my “business.”

      I’ve been watching the ripple-free water under the shining light of the moon and through the glimmering rays of the sun. Through it all, I’ve ignored calls from my daddy, my sister, Niko—an impressive twenty calls an hour—and the minister who’s supposed to be marrying us in three days’ time.

      It makes no sense, then, that after squinting away the glare from the lake and reading Dmitry’s number on my screen when my cell buzzes, I finally pick up.

      I’ll be damned if I know why.

      “You do realize you have your entire family pissing themselves with worry over here, don’t you?” is Dmitry’s greeting.

      “Lovely to hear from you too,” I bite out.

      Fuck, the day a girl learns Vampyres exist, and that her Vampyre fiancé wants to hook her up in some kind of Big Love scenario, she’s entitled to be selfish. Right?

      “Cut the bull. Your father’s freaking out. I’ve had to stop him from calling the sheriff out. Your sister thinks you’re lying dead at the side of a highway. I’ve also had to stop her from calling in the sheriff. And Niko’s… Well, Niko is feeling as guilty as fuck for a situation he can’t change.”

      “He should have told me a long time ago the way the land lies, Dmitry.”

      The sound of a harsh exhalation crosses the line. “I know. He knows. I told him to, but he wouldn’t. He didn’t want to lose you.”

      “By waiting until the last minute, he has lost me.”

      “Look, we can both agree on the guy being a dick, but he can’t help what the treaty says. Neither can I. As much as you’re stuck with me, I’m stuck with you.”

      “Whoa. If that’s your idea of charming me into going through with the wedding, you’re a long way off.”

      “Screw that. I’m trying to get you to come home. That's all. Much longer and your family’s going to get the police involved, all because you’re a selfish brat. Couldn’t you have checked in once? At any time of the night? Christ, you could have left a message. But oh no, Lyssa’s got her panties in a twist and everyone has to suffer.”

      The fact he’s right pisses me off more. “I’m not a selfish brat.” I wince. “All the time,” I amend.

      He huffs. “What? Fifty percent?”

      “Thirty.”

      I know he doesn’t want to, but his begrudging laugh echoes down the line. “Look, we both know you’re on the rise over the lake. Stop pissing behind bushes, come home, and use the perfectly adequate bathrooms the ranch has to offer.”

      “You bastard.” I hiss. “Have you been watching me, pervert?”

      “You wish, babe. Golden showers aren’t my thing. I checked out the lay of the land, saw your truck, and put one and one together.”

      “I hate you, Dmitry.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Get over it. In three days’ time, we’ll be sharing the same roof.”

      “I called off the wedding.”

      “Bull. You said no to the treaty’s terms. You didn’t call off the wedding, and I’ll tell you why you didn’t. Selfish brat you might be, but you love Niko. Plus, this isn’t love as you know it, it’s a mate bond. You can’t call that off. It’s a part of your soul. So, stop with the tantrum because you’re twenty years too old for it, and get your ass back to the ranch.

      “Say sorry to your dad and sister, get a goddamn shower, and make yourself presentable. Then, come over and tell Niko you’ve thought about it and you’re willing to take me on too.”

      “What if I’m not?” I shout at him. “I don’t know you, and what I do know frightens the shit out of me. You’re not like Niko. At all.”

      “You’ve got that damned right. We’re polar opposites, and that’s something you’ll have to get used to. He might put up with tantrums, but I sure as hell won’t.”

      His orders don’t sit well with me, but something about them has me wanting to comply with them regardless. I don’t know if it’s because subconsciously what he’s telling me to do is exactly what I want to do. Or…

      What?

      There’s no way in hell I want to be bossed around by Dmitry Vasin.

      Glaring at a bird that has made ripples break the stillness of the lake’s surface, I bite out, “You’d better start talking nicely to me…”

      “Or what?” he interrupts. “You’ll tell Niko on me?”

      At his laughter, I slam my hand down against the seat. “Stop laughing at me, goddammit. This isn’t a joke. This is my life.

      “I can’t handle you, Dmitry. I can’t. You’re like my stepfather. I got out of his household as soon as I legally could. I can’t go back to another relationship like that.”

      Silence hovers over the line for a second. Then, coolly, he asks, “Did he beat you? Touch you?”

      At that, I can hear a quiver of anger slice through his words. I know any man would feel anger at asking a woman that kind of question, but still. This isn’t any man, and I’m not any woman.

      If, and it’s a big if, I accept this weird treaty, he’ll be my man and I’ll be his woman.

      An explosion of butterflies quiver through my gut and surge through my veins.

      Not necessarily in a bad way, either. How confusing is that?

      “He beat my mom. Not me. He tried to control me, make me…” I break off, not wanting to relive the past.

      When my mom and daddy divorced, I went with her, and Laurie, my younger sister, went with him. Like The Parent Trap without the happy ending.

      Laurie got the better end of the deal.

      I love my mom. I would have hated to be parted from her, but I’d have endured the separation simply to stay away from Stephen Markham’s clammy paws.

      “Make you what, Lyssa?” Dmitry’s voice has dropped an octave. He’s trying to be sensitive. The thought alone has me wanting to chuckle.

      I could never have imagined Dmitry being sensitive. Not in a million years.

      I met Niko and Dmitry on the same day about fifteen months ago. I’m a designer, and Niko was thinking about floating his company, Coven—that weird title finally makes sense now—on the stock market. He hired me to handle all the publicity brochures, be it fliers or the manifesto. At the same time, he was looking to rejuvenate his website and company logo. I did all that.

      Coven’s logo had been a rather rudimentary lion. Kind of like a drawing. I’d updated it. I couldn’t get Niko away from the crappy big cat idea. Instead, I shifted it up a notch. Took a lion’s head, removed all curvature and fur, and created a graphic version. Gold and black shadows with misty bronze striations to take the place of the mane. It looks pretty cool, in my own humble opinion.

      The day I met both men, Niko caught my attention first. I won’t lie, Dmitry did too, but Niko, well, he’s fucking adorable.

      I guess terming a Vampyre as adorable wouldn’t be considered a compliment to said Vampyre, but he is.

      From the neatly cut hair that, no matter how short he has it trimmed, always flops over onto his forehead, to the crumpled linen shirts and trousers he wears…

      He’s like a mad genius.

      What am I saying?

      He is a genius. And he looks it. But he’s sexy as fuck too.

      That first day, he’d been barefoot.

      In his house, which is also his remote office for Coven, a sleek glass-steel number perched on the top of a cliff and overhanging the sea, my heart had been snapped up by the geeky coder.

      Dmitry, on the other hand, had inspired other emotions. I hadn’t thought of him as being adorable. Not in his two-thousand-dollar suits and neat-as-a-pin hair. Sure, he was gorgeous, but he was…threatening. Dominant.

      Something I’ve always backed away from in relationships.

      When they had turned to see me, I’m not being bigheaded when I say I knew they’d found me attractive.

      Niko had stumbled and fumbled. Stuttered and blushed. Christ, that flush of heat on his cheeks had had a burn of its own starting in my belly.

      Dmitry’s heated gaze had traveled down over my neat pantsuit, mentally stripping me bare.

      Everything inside me had rejected Dmitry’s blatancy, whereas I’d melted at Niko’s flustered self.

      And now, Niko’s telling me I’ll have to start cozying up to this guy if I want to be with him?

      Like, seriously cozying up.

      Penetration kind of cozying.

      As I purse my lips at the thought, Dmitry’s concerned voice slips through my concentration. “Lyssa? Are you okay? Talk to me, sweetheart.”

      His tenderness is unexpected. In my head, I’ve always classed him as being a bit brutish. Maybe that’s not fair. Especially when he’s as sleek as hell to look at. Nothing brutish, aside from the sheer bulk of his muscular form. Still, the first impression had stuck, and though I’ve been with Niko for over a year, I know as much about Dmitry as I did that first day. Jack.

      “I’m fine. I’m returning from a trip down a shitty memory lane.”

      “Please tell me your stepfather didn’t touch you, because if you don’t, I’m going to have a pissed-off Pyre on my hands.”

      “Pyre? You don’t shorten Vampyre to ‘Vamp’?”

      Dmitry snorts. “No. That’s for the movies. We’re Pyres and Lykes. Now, it’s time to stop prevaricating. Tell me.”

      Lykes? What the hell’s a Lyke?

      The question throbs through my brain.

      When Niko mentioned Vampyres existed, he failed to mention anything about shape-shifters…because that’s the only thing that can mean, right?

      I’ve read enough paranormal romances to know that.

      My guts twist because aren’t shape-shifters and vamps supposed to be, like, enemies?

      Nibbling my lip again, thoughts focused on this new twist, I mutter absentmindedly, “He tried. Almost succeeded a few times, but I got away before he could.”

      A long hiss pounds down the line. “Screw Niko, I’ll kill this fucker if I ever catch sight of him.”

      I try to tell myself the burn of tears at the back of my eyes comes from the sun’s glare, but it isn’t. I’ve never told anyone about my stepfather’s almost assaults before, and I wasn’t even sure why I’d done so now. But Dmitry’s reaction was reassuring.

      There’s always that fear someone won’t believe you. That they’ll call you a liar. Especially when your attacker is such an upstanding member of the fucking community and you’re a troubled teen who hasn’t managed to get over your parents’ divorce.

      Yeah, I knew at fourteen who’d be believed if I ever said a word to anyone about Markham’s lecherous ways. That only made me misbehave all the more.

      Such frustration, such exasperation had manifested in mischief.

      At least the hours of detention I sat saved me from that bastard’s presence.

      The only consolation, all these years later, is that Mom divorced him a few years after I left home. She caught him in bed with an eighteen-year-old intern from his company.

      I’ll never have to see him again.

      Aside from in my nightmares.

      It took me two years with a gentle boyfriend to actually like my breasts being touched. Prior to that, I’d always kept them covered by a bra during sex. I hated looking at them in the shower.

      That was his fault.

      Shuddering, I whisper, “Thank you, Dmitry.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, princess.”

      “No, I do.” A bubble of laughter bursts out. “Do you know, you’re the only person I ever told that to?”

      I hear him suck in a breath. “I’m honored. Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess.”

      “Now, are you getting your ass back home, or do I have to come and drag you back myself?”

      The swift about-face from tender to aggressive has me glaring at the lake again. “I’m coming home.”

      “Correct answer.”

      “You’d better not be at the ranch.”

      “And if I am, what are you going to do about it?”

      Sniffing, I retort, “There’s not a damned lot I can do, but don’t push your luck, buddy.”

      “When are you going to come and see Niko? He’s…” Dmitry hisses. “Damned Pyres, I’ll never get used to their high-maintenance emotions. Look, let’s say he’s not happy.”

      “I’m not happy either,” I snap. “When he asked me to marry him, he didn’t mention I was getting a two-for-one deal.”

      “You know, some women would consider themselves lucky to be getting such a bargain. Niko’s, what, at last count, a billionaire, and I’m not that far up the ladder, but I’m hardly poor.”

      “Money doesn’t come into this. It never has.”

      Begrudgingly, he says, “No. I know that.”

      “Well, why bring it up? I can support myself. If I couldn’t, my daddy could. He’s not exactly on the breadline either. You know, what with owning one of the biggest, privately owned ranches in Texas,” I bite out.

      “You’re right, you’re right. I get the point. I shouldn’t have brought dollars and cents into this.”

      “No, you damned well shouldn’t.”

      “It has to be about the Vampyre thing, then?”

      I frown at two things.

      One, the way he says Vampyre.

      It’s not how they say it in the movies.

      It’s more like Vam-peer. I mouth the word, trying to get the pronunciation down pat.

      Two, his inability to understand this is about having two guys in my marriage.

      Look, before you start thinking I’m stupid and/or crazy, I don’t want two guys.

      I only want one.

      One is complicated enough. Especially Niko. He’s a handful as it is. Stir Dmitry into the mix, and sure, it’s a girl’s wet dream, but I don’t think I can cope.

      Not long-term.

      Forever.

      After sucking in a very, very deep breath, I mutter, “It’s nothing to do with money or bloodsucking. How the hell am I supposed to handle you, Dmitry? You don’t like me.”

      He sniffs. “What gave you that idea?”

      “You mean I overreacted to over a year’s worth of dirty looks?”

      “They weren’t dirty looks,” he snaps. “For Christ’s sake, Lyssa. I can only imagine the shit explanation Niko gave you about the bond we’ll have, but fuck, can’t you understand? For a year, I got all the hard-ons and none of the goddamn pleasure.

      “Niko and I…we’re connected. Like one being. It’s the nature of our bond. When he experiences pleasure, I do. Can you imagine how frustrating that was? Christ Almighty, the two of you go at it like jackrabbits, and I’m left with a sore hand and a still rock-hard cock.”

      “You could have slept with other women.” I make the suggestion, though it makes something ugly inside me creep out and snarl.

      Whoa.

      Some part of me doesn’t like the idea of that and likes his quick rejection of such an idea.

      “Why would I do something stupid like that?” he grinds out, and I can tell he’s pissed that I even made that suggestion.

      Come to that, I’m pissed at myself, too.

      “You’re not just some pussy, Lyssa. You’re mine. You just don’t know it yet. With Niko on the cusp of binding you to him, I didn’t want another woman. Another woman won’t do.”

      “Well, there’s no need to sound so pissed off about it,” I grumble.

      “Tell that to my dick.”

      An image pops into my head. Me, on my knees, chatting with Dmitry’s cock.

      Before slipping the zipper down, taking out his shaft from between the fly, and sucking him down my throat.

      Now where the fuck did that come from?

      And why the hell does the idea make me wet?

      Scowling, I grit out, “You like me as much as Niko does?”

      “Like’s too piss-poor a word to describe the way you make me feel, Lyssa. You’ll find out the night of the bonding.”

      Eyes widening at that slippery promise, I whisper, “You’re awfully sure of yourself. I might not go through with the wedding.”

      Another sniff. “Don’t play me, Lyssa. We three, we’re already bound. We just need to dot the i’s and cross the t’s.

      “It’s time to come home. I won’t be here, and I won’t be in Niko’s room at the Inn. You have some breathing space. Don’t make me regret giving it to you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikolai

      

      

      “What did she say?”

      “She’s pissed off, Niko. What the hell do you think she said?”

      My glare doesn’t faze Dmitry. “Why are you mad at me? It isn’t my fault that I’m a Vampyre. Maybe I should blame my father. While I’m at it, why not my grandsire too?”

      “Don’t pull that card.”

      “I’m not pulling any card.”

      “No, just the self-pity one. It’s your fault you left this important discussion to the last goddamn minute. What's wrong with you, man? The day before the wedding rehearsal…” Dima shakes his head. “You mean to tell me you thought that was the best moment to share something as huge as there being a whole other world out there, one few humans know exists?”

      When he shakes his head at me, I always want to smack him in the face. After two hundred years of being shaken at, it starts to wear, and I don’t care if I always do things that make him chide me; it reminds me too much of my father.

      And comparing the man I fuck—hell, love—on a daily basis to the man who sired me isn’t the best way to put me in a good mood.

      After running a hand through my hair, I pause to pull at the back of my neck. Tension has been gathering there like a storm in a Texas midsummer, and explosion is imminent.

      Shame that the only way to break the tension is for Dima to get screwed out of his skull and for me to take from him. That means I have to suck up to him, not piss him off.

      Shit.

      “Do you realize how hard it was explaining it yesterday? Do you? I think you’re underestimating how difficult it is to tell a woman everything she knows to be fact is, in reality, skewed. That nothing is how it seems.”

      “Don’t be melodramatic,” he growls at me. “Our kind don’t infringe upon human society.”

      That makes me huff. “Maybe not, but we belong in her horror movies, Dima. It was hard trying to explain the way of it to her.”

      “I don’t doubt that, but did you have to wait until the last minute? I mean, Christ, couldn’t you have told her before she sent the wedding invitations out?”

      After sinking onto the mattress, I rest my elbows on my knees. It’s the position of prayer, but I’m not praying to anyone. There’s a god out there who could probably help with my predicament, but I’m no theologian.

      If there was ever a time for prayer, though, it would be now.

      She hates me. Lyssa hates me.

      The thought still hasn’t sunk in.

      She ran away from me, disgusted, horrified. At me. At everything I am.

      How can a man not be affected by that?

      How can a Pyre’s pride not be hurt?

      But worse than all that, worse than pride and ego, it’s my goddamn heart that’s aching. A soul-deep agony that feels like I’m free-falling into a chasm.

      My mate, a woman I’ve been seeking for the last three hundred and fifty years—since I knew what a cock was for—is terrified by everything I am.

      “Don’t get down,” Dima mumbles, his voice gruff now that he can see how affected I am by all this. He steps over to the bed and puts his hand on my shoulder.

      “Too late,” I retort, then, realizing I have an in, continue, “I need you to do something for me.”

      “What?”

      “Help me get drunk.” Before he can say anything, before he can say no, I make my move. Staring at him square in the eye, I reach for his buckle. There’s nothing more important to a shifter, especially a lion or a wolf, than maintaining eye contact. If you don’t, it’s easy for them to believe they’re in charge, and in this relationship, we’re equal.

      Hard as it might be to believe, in the past two hundred years, we’ve had fights, sure, but we’ve always managed to maintain a lack of domination between us.

      The only issues ever stem over blowjobs.

      As I unfasten his fly, I stare straight into those gem-like eyes and pull out his shaft. It’s hot, heavy, and already hard in my fist. Grabbing hold of it, I clench my fingers down and retort, “Get the JD.”

      He frowns at me, a look of concern on his face, but he relents with a sigh.

      I release his cock from my grasp and let him stride over to our luggage, which contains the few bottles we always pack when we travel. It’s the only alcohol that gives me this reaction. I’ve tried other brands of scotch, all to no avail.

      Watching him stoop low, the material of his shirt pulling taut against his torso, I appreciate the play of muscles it takes for such a simple action. Saliva pools in my mouth when he grabs a bottle, pulls the cap, and in the next thirty seconds, as though it were a bottle of water, glugs it down.

      To him, it’s like slurping up an energy drink.

      After the first bottle is ready for the recycling bins, when he looks at me, I can sense a change in him, a change the alcohol always produces. It’s an energy buzz, but it makes his eyes shift. Over the years, I’ve come to associate that not only with getting drunk but also with arousal.

      He bends down, picks up another, sinks it back, and does this twice more.

      By the time the fourth bottle has gone, and only ten minutes have passed, he’s unsteady on his feet. Again, not because he’s drunk. Simply because he’s on a rush. A rush that will only be released once I drink from him.

      There’s a tremor running through his limbs. Like a fourth-grade kid who’s eaten too much candy on Halloween. I get to my feet and save him the few steps it would take to reach me. When I do, he grabs hold of my shirt and pulls me to him. When our torsos collide, he swoops down, and our lips clash. Fury, desire, passion, and need course through the kiss.

      It ramps up my hunger for him. A kiss from him always does. He’s a part of me, a contrasting part that knows my every flaw and weakness, my strengths and goals. A kiss is more than a lip-lock with us, it’s an acceptance. Of what we are to each other, what we will always be.

      The strange thing is while Lyssa doesn’t like Dima, something we’ve never been able to figure out why, he’s never resented me for it. I won’t lie, I appreciate that. It would be easy for him to be jealous, and I don’t know if I would be as big a guy as he is.

      Every now and then, his exasperation appears, and I let him take it out on me.

      Since we met her, our touches have become angrier, more violent as he burns through his need for his mate, using me to quench the flames. I don't mind; it’s the least I can do.

      His fangs have popped out to play, and they nick my lip. As blood beads there, he hisses, the sound deliciously feral, and I know his lion is close to the surface thanks to all the JD.

      I fight back, my tongue plunging deep into the cavern of his mouth. The thrust and parry sets my own cock to twitching behind my jeans. Before the afternoon is out, I know either I’ll fuck him, or he’ll be fucking me.

      I can’t wait. I shudder at the thought of his cock piercing my ass, and I pull away from his kiss, needing to get this started. Needing to feel the oblivion of the blind drunk coming my way.

      He growls at me as my lips retreat from his, but I ignore him to sink onto my knees. I pull down his pants to about upper thigh level and feel like drooling at the sight of his pulsating hardness.

      If he hadn’t been hard before, the JD did my job for me.

      My fangs throb with the promise of what’s to come. I pounce and, with the speed inherent to my race, slurp up his shaft as though it’s the best goddamn ice cream in the world, and I’m in need of a sugar fix.

      Through all these years together, it still comes as a shock how perfect his cock is for me. Not only does he fill my ass to overfull, somehow, he’s easy to swallow. Making it easier for me to torment him, something I always appreciate when it comes to these power struggles.

      His low growl ricochets around the room as I take him deep. The muscles in my throat massage him as they dance with the motion. The speed is what hits him between the eyes, though. My head shoots back and forth at a pace that to humans would only be a blur.

      His next cry is more like a wail.

      And then, I hear it.

      The roar.

      The roar that signifies the end is near, and that’s my cue.

      I pull away, ignoring his groan of frustration, and strike. My teeth sink into his groin, into that thick pad of flesh, and blood fills my mouth, loaded with the alcohol.

      I shiver. There’s no pretty way to describe it. It hits my system like a speeding car to the safety rail. It bounces through me, filling me with the blackness I needed. Filling my brain with the sleepy haze that comes with no thoughts. No responsibilities. And as I bite, and as blood gushes into my mouth, I feel his cum spurt through the air and splatter against my face.

      I’m too far-gone in my JD haze to give a shit, but the instant I drink my fill, I pull away, a growl escaping me.

      His heavy-lidded eyes speak for themselves. He’s in a haze of his own.

      The orgasm combined with the bite of a Pyre is the most potent aphrodisiac in the world. It’s my kind’s version of a self-defense mechanism. With every bite, venom pulses through my fangs and penetrates the bite-ee’s bloodstream. It enables us to strike, feed, and then retreat, leaving our victims in a soporific state of lust and need, release and relaxation.

      Without them ever realizing they were somebody’s dinner.

      Lykaens have a venom of their own, but it only comes out to play with their mates.

      If she ever forgives me, Lyssa’s in for a fun time with both of us nibbling on her like she’s a choice steak and we’re solid antivegetarians.

      Neither of us is steady on our feet, but with his blood still lingering in my mouth, I grab hold of his arms, and together we shuffle over to the bed like we’re two geriatrics in need of a Zimmer frame. When we reach the mattress, I push him down, chuckling when he bounces on the bed. I have enough wits about me to roll him over onto his front, and then it’s my turn for release.

      Shuddering at the thought, I spit into my hand. Too far gone to grimace at the blood-speckled pink saliva. I fist my cock, coating it in the mixture. Then, blinking dumbly, realizing it’s not enough, I seek the bedside table and the bottle of lube stored within.

      After coating my cock, I’m inches away from what I’ve been needing ever since Lyssa ran off. Oblivion. I don’t bother to prepare Dima’s ass for my invasion. Lions like the pain of penetration. At least, my lion does.

      To a degree, anyway.

      I spread his ass cheeks apart, my mouth watering again at the tight pucker. And I’m unable to help it when my fangs drop, and something in me urges me to scrape them over the taut, muscled pads of his butt.

      He’s a lot heavier than I am. A lot more muscular. It’s at these moments I appreciate that.

      He groans at the sensation, but I ignore him. Instead, I pull apart his cheeks to slip my tongue down to rim his asshole. His fists bang against the bed, and his moans of pleasure fill me with lust. Of the blood variety, and the physical too.

      Grabbing my dick, I finally press it to the pucker and slowly slide in. My eyelids twitch with the deliciousness of the moment. He howls again. The sound makes all the tiny hairs down my spine quiver to life. I close my eyes, reveling in the moment as I fill him. I should have realized he wouldn’t be fucking me tonight, not with the amount of venom I slammed into his system.

      But I don’t mind, because this is better. This is what I need.

      He might have quibbled over the blowjob, but not this. He’s too far gone.

      The heady vein of power thrills me, and I roll my hips back, slamming into him, rejoicing in his grunts and the small whimpers, the tiny sounds that are unlike Dima and that let me know I’m hitting the right spots and in the way he needs.

      I fuck him. With every ounce of energy left in my body, with the high coursing through my veins thanks to the JD-laced blood, I enjoy the moment. Delight in the knowledge that this man is mine, and that somewhere, though she isn’t talking to me, while she may never talk to me again, I’ve found my mate.

      Our mate.

      It’s my fault, this situation. Dima’s right. I should have told her before.

      But I can only regret my idiocy, and the JD doesn’t let me do that for too long.

      I slam my hips into his ass, pummeling him with my shaft. And when he clenches down, the stimulus against his prostate too much to bear, his ass chokes my cock, squeezing my orgasm from me.

      The relief is instantaneous.

      His cum is wasted on the sheets after he dry humps the bed. Mine spurts deep into an ass that has belonged to me for the last two hundred years.

      I have the wherewithal to pull out, knowing if I don’t, I’ll fall asleep on top of him, and it’s too fucking hot to require a humanoid blanket. Texas weather is always a bitch. It reminds me why we didn’t put our HQ here, though there is a huge population of Lykaens in the vicinity.

      Falling flat on my back, Dima on his face, and to the sound of his heavy snores, I tumble into sleep.

      Blessed, dreamless, regret-free sleep.
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      “Niko?” I murmur as I pop my head around my fiancé’s door a few hours after Dmitry’s call.

      My daddy’s ranch might be the biggest in this part of Texas, but it’s in one of the smallest towns in the state too. Small towns mean everyone knows your business, and asking for privacy is like asking for the Internet to be censored. Impossible. If news got back to my daddy I was in Niko’s room, I’d be back on the naughty step before I could grumble “unfair.” Hence the quiet whisper.

      Sneaking past old Mrs. Pritchard is one thing, but having her overhear me up here is another.

      A faint grumble echoes around the room as I peer into the darkness. Light bleeds in from underneath and above the curtains as well as from the bathroom door.

      Considering I’ve seen Niko walking through the sun—Christ, we’ve sat on a beach together in Mykonos—the fact he’s Pyre, as Dmitry calls him, suddenly makes me realize he shouldn’t be able to do that. ‘Vampires’ can’t walk under the sun’s rays. That’s like one of the basic rules, right?

      Apparently not.

      I don’t think the curtains are shut for any other reason than the fact the room also stinks of alcohol.

      And I mean reeks.

      Blegh.

      Stepping into the room, I leave the door open to let some light filter in and penetrate the gloom. Another advantage of small towns. Nobody’s going to do anything; it’s as safe here as a convent.

      Heading over to the wall of windows, I hesitate over opening the curtains, in case Mars has to be in alignment with Saturn for Niko to be able to go out in the sun, and move toward the sounds of drunken snoring.

      I’ve never seen Niko drunk. In fact, I’ve never seen him drink anything other than soft drinks. Maybe an alcohol-free beer if we’re out at a club or something, but nothing major like the stench of the room suggests.

      As I near him, I almost collide with the sofa. When I think I can save myself from falling forward, momentum shoots me over the side, and Niko’s grunt tells me I’ve landed on him.

      His dazed, “Lyssssssssssa?” makes him sound like a snake.

      He sounds utterly adorable. I know it’s odd calling a Vampyre adorable, but he is. The jerk.

      “Yes, baby,” I murmur, unable to be mean when he's so fucking cute he makes my heart melt.

      “You’re here.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You came back.”

      “I did.”

      “You forgive me?”

      “Maybe.”

      He groans. “S’not my fault, Lyssie. Swear. Any other guy but Dima, I’d cut his balls off for looking at you. But it is Dmitry. I can’t deny him. He’s a part of me.”

      The two of them are telling me a lot, but I don’t have a clue as to how to piece all the bits together to form a cohesive story.

      Grr.

      This bonding thing… What do they mean? And  Niko said Dima is a part of him. What the fuck?

      And I’m assuming we’re talking about something a lot more serious than male bonding, because, Christ, from what Dmitry said, he could sense when Niko and I were intimate.

      Maybe it’s time to start freaking out about the whole supernatural thing?

      “Do you love me, Niko?” I ask, because I have to thrust everything else to the side. Nothing else is important if he does.

      His answer is to sit upright as fast as a springboard, so fast he nearly knocks me off the seat. He grabs me by the arms, his fingers dig into the soft flesh of my biceps, and he gently shakes me as he whispers, “Of course, I do. God, I love you more than you know, enough that the idea of telling you my secrets has been killing me.”

      I hide a smile, suddenly understanding what Dmitry meant by high-maintenance emotions.

      Most of the time, Niko wafts around in a cloud of vagueness. Jumping from code to code, cracking some and creating others. But when his emotional limits are mined, there’s a definite avalanche.

      “And I love you.” I suck in a breath. “We’ll get through this. We have to.”

      Niko pulls me down against his chest before I have a chance to utter another word. His arms are tight around my back, and one of his hands starts to comb through my hair.

      The gentle touch, the deep embrace, and the knowledge that I’m stuck with a bloodsucker because my heart would probably shrivel up without him, have me relaxing for the first time since I learned about Vampyres.

      The hours of tension, fear, and heartache have taken their toll on me. I was already nervous about the wedding, regular old jitters about the event itself, you know? But throw this into the pot?

      I feel like I haven’t slept in a lifetime.

      Within five minutes of the tender stroking, I fall asleep on top of Niko, and the sounds of his deep breathing follow me into the land of Nod.

      I love him. I trust him.

      That’s all that matters, right?

      (We’ll shove the three-hundred-pound bodyguard to the back of my mind.)

      For the moment.

      For as long as Dmitry will let me keep him there.
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      “Goddammit,” I mutter under my breath at the sight of the open door.

      I don’t give a shit if this is Hicksville, Texas. When will Niko realize he can’t leave doors wide open? I don’t bother to question when it happened. A drunk Niko is a mobile Niko. I once saw him jump off a balcony in mid-drunk.

      He can’t seem to accept he’s a billionaire and that times have changed. He's a kidnapper’s wet dream, for God's sake. Yet no matter how many times I try to tell him that, he just blanks me, refusing to concede that I’m right by tuning me out.

      He thinks because he’s a Pyre, he’s safe.

      Ha. Sure.

      That’s how we all got into this damned mess. With the wrong Lykaen, Niko would be toast. He isn’t completely invulnerable. He can still die.

      I know I’m being harsh, but the thought of him hurt or dying, all because he doesn’t look after himself, makes my heart clench. For the last two hundred years, ever since we signed the treaty and bound ourselves to one another, I’ve had to get used to being terrified about his welfare.

      The triple blood bond merged us in ways I think neither of us expected. The union between us is far deeper than we ever imagined it would be. That shitty day when, with thousands of dead Lykes at my back and about the same number of dead Pyres at Niko’s, we signed our fates over to the gods. To do with as they wished.

      It all worked out for the best, miraculously enough, even if there are some days when I’d like to throttle him. How the hell he’s the Coven Maester for North America is beyond me. The most powerful Pyre on the continent, and he forgets where he left his shoes most of the damned time.

      Without me, he’d probably forget to eat, brush his teeth, and/or get dressed.

      It will be a relief to share the burden of responsibility with Lyssa when we’re all bound. Niko takes a hell of a lot of looking after.

      Not that I begrudge it. Two centuries with a man, and you get used to his quirks, and God help me, I love the dick.

      The thought makes me cringe, as does the stench of alcohol in Niko’s hotel room. An hour ago, I stank like that, but this place smells worse. I shut the door behind me and stride over to the curtains with the intention of opening them and opening a damn window.

      I know my granddaddies and their granddaddies before them are probably rolling in their graves at the idea of my loving a Pyre, but Niko and I, as well as the other signatories who revolutionized our way of life, changed how a Lyke looks at the creature who had once been his natural enemy.

      Lykes, creatures of the light. Born of the sun.

      Pyres, creatures of the night. Born of the moon.

      It’s Hollywood bullshit about the sunlight turning them to ashes. Vampyres are naturally fond of the dark, as they’re children of the moon. But not me. I suck in a contented breath as the sun hits me when I open the shades. My skin soaks up the rays, and my inner beast purrs with pleasure, his fur rippling with delight.

      Tingles run along the length of my spine at the sensation, and I turn around and spot a dead-to-the-world Niko and find Lyssa staring at me sleepily.

      I should have scented her, but with the stench of booze filling my sensitive nostrils, something that tells me Niko will be out for the count for a few hours if I don't wake him up, I failed to realize she was in here. That she did as I asked. Well, if we're getting technical, told.

      The momentousness of her doing as I told her is enough to make me falter. But a sleepy snore from Niko puts me back on track. In three hours, he has the rehearsal dinner to attend, and I’ll have to prod him awake.

      There’s no way in fuck he’s missing that goddamn dinner. The sooner we bind ourselves to Lyssa the better. I’m not sure my cock can fucking stand any more cold showers or handjobs.

      I swear to God, I didn’t masturbate this much when I was a horny cub.

      Thoughts of hard cocks and masturbation as well as having Lyssa in my line of sight create a predictable reaction. My shaft starts pounding out a message in Morse code.

      Please. Stop. Let. Stop. Me. Stop. Fuck. Stop. Her.

      I’m. Stop. Dying. Stop. Here.

      “Didn’t trust me to show up?” Lyssa finally asks, a slight tinge of bitterness to her tone.

      At the sound, I frown and shake my head. “You wouldn’t leave him in the lurch. I knew that.”

      “You know everything,” she bitches.

      “Actually, I do.”

      A titter of shocked laughter escapes her at my arrogant assurance, and she shakes her head as she tries to remove herself from Niko’s clasp.

      How they're wedged on the tiny sofa is beyond me.

      Niko is six-four. He might look lean, but he’s muscle-packed. He takes up a shitload of room.

      And Lyssa? Well, she has curve after curve to squish onto the small settee. Fuck, the thought of how curvy she is has my cock reacting again.

      Down, boy. Three more days.

      Lyssa is what the fashion industry would call fat and what every hot-blooded man would call sex on a stick. With curves in all the right places, tits that don’t quit, and an ass that’s made for pounding, she’s a wet dream come to life.

      How do I know she’s all that?

      I’ve seen her in a bikini. Plus, Niko leaves his bedroom door open for me when they fuck.

      Yeah, that might seem creepy. But I’m not a peeping Tom, okay? That woman is as much my mate as she is Niko’s, only she took an instant dislike to me.

      Why she did has had both of us scratching our heads for the last year and a half. Today, she gave me the answer.

      Her motherfucking stepfather.

      I contacted a member of the Lykaen council to find out more about this Stephen Markham. Any more news about underage sex… Let me put it this way, there’ll be one less pervert walking around the earth.

      Lykaen justice is a lot harder than the puny system humans have.

      You fuck with the natural order of things, you don’t enjoy the punishment.

      My blood lust for the man who marked my mate with terror, who turned her against me before she had the chance to know me, will only be settled once justice is served.

      Perverts like that don’t stop. Their acts escalate. I know his death will be occurring soon, and that fact is the only thing keeping my cat at bay.

      After a good two minutes, Lyssa manages to untangle herself from Niko’s grasp. Every maneuver gives me a perfect glimpse of something. A tit, her ass, a luscious slither of panties as her skirt edges ever higher…

      Fuck, I can’t wait until she’s mine.

      Ours.

      I meant ours.

      It’s weird thinking about sharing a mate. It goes against a Lykaen’s natural perception of the man or woman their soul cries out for. We don’t share anything that means as much to us as a mate does.

      Mates are priceless.

      To both Pyre and Lyke alike.

      Sharing, before the treaty, was unheard of. Now, it’s as common as twilight.

      Not for us, though. Not until Lyssa.

      It’s ironic that the three Lyke and Pyre pairs who drafted and signed the Treaty of FourWinds are still unbound.

      That will change for us in three days, but not for our other brethren.

      It seems as the leaders and harbingers of change, we had to wait to be blessed with our gifts. I can only hope they don’t have to wait much longer.

      Four hundred years I’ve roamed this earth, Niko for a few years more. We have spent half that life as foe and now, as one. I can only pray that we may live as long a life with our mate.

      That would only be fair.

      But who said life for a Lyke was fair?

      The idea is ludicrous.

      Our kinds are capable of living long lives. Until the treaty, most survived to their hundredth year. If they were strong, two hundred.

      To have survived for four hundred years pre-treaty would have been unheard of.

      We have no real idea how much longer we have left. It could be another ten years or another thousand. All I know is I’m grateful that my remaining time will be with my mate.

      Blessed be the gods for that gift.

      Sentimental thoughts like these don’t sit well with me. Where my mate’s concerned, however, I’m as sentimental as a greeting card. Call me Pussy.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I ask as Lyssa drags me from my thoughts with the audacious move of strolling past me. Obviously with the intention of leaving the inn.

      Christ, I’m sick of her trying to get away from me.

      The minute my venom is pounding through her blood, the better.

      “I need to go home and get changed.”

      I look at my watch to check the time. “Since when do you need three hours to get ready?”

      One good thing about our mate, she’s not like most women where primping is concerned. Thirty minutes at most for the most formal of occasions.

      Which means she’s running from me.

      Again.

      Goddammit.

      “This is my wedding rehearsal,” she tells me, looking at me as though I’m an idiot.

      “Bullshit. I never took you for a coward.”

      I want to laugh but prize my balls too much. Her spine straightens, lifting her to all five feet four of nothingness, and she glares at me.

      “I’m not a coward.”

      “If you’re not a coward, why are you running?”

      I can see her teeth gritting down and grinding off a layer of enamel. “I told you. I have to get ready.”

      “And I told you, you’re lying.”

      She stalks toward me, every step loaded down with her orgasmic scent.

      My cock starts to talk to me again—that’s how bad she has me. My balls are literally in a twist because of this woman, but I ignore it and take a second to breathe her in.

      She stops an inch away from me, gets right in my face, and then, index finger stiff, starts to poke me in the chest.

      “Prod me all you like, babe,” I tell her. “Although I’d prefer it a bit farther down.”

      She glares at me. “Pervert.”

      Her hiss has me grinning. “I’m all yours, sugar.” I can’t help it, her continued glare rubs me up the wrong way, and I reach down to cup her ass. I tug her against me to let our hips collide, and as my cock butts her belly, we groan.

      Now, I’d expected nothing less from myself.

      The first sexual touch between my mate and me? Christ, it’s a wonder I haven’t come in my pants.

      But for her to groan as well?

      Hallelujah.

      A sudden grunt from behind has us both jumping and leaping apart.

      Niko is no longer dead to the world; instead, he’s sitting up, watching us. His eyes have turned from cobalt blue to quicksilver. They do that whenever he’s horny, hungry, or pissed off. How the hell he’s kept that shift from her for all these months is beyond me.

      “I think that’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my goddamn life.”

      A nervous laugh escapes Lyssa. “I need to be going.”

      She tries to run past, but Niko, lightning fast, leaps over the sofa and blocks her escape.

      That’s one thing the Pyres have over us Lykes. That speed. Their movements pass in the blink of an eye and sometimes are impossible for the retina to capture, making them a blur to the average human’s sight.

      At this moment, I’m grateful for that speed.

      “Don’t go, baby,” Niko pleads. He pulls her against his chest and starts to rub a hand up and down her spine.

      “I have to get ready for the rehearsal, Niko.”

      Her whine has both of us smiling at each other over her shoulder.

      “This is more important, love. This is our future. Without me, there is no Dmitry. Without Dmitry, there is no me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve been together too long, love. I can’t survive without him, and that’s reciprocal. We need each other to breathe, and as soon as you enter our circle, you’ll be our oxygen too.”

      “Talk about overwhelming her, Niko,” I complain and glare at him. With a roll of my eyes, I mutter, “Come on. Let’s go to my room. It stinks in here, and I’d rather not have this conversation in a pigsty.”

      Herding them out the door, I lock up and move across the hall. Opening my own door, I wait for them to enter the room before shutting out the outside world.

      I don’t fail to notice the look of panic in Lyssa’s eyes. No matter how deep her feelings for Niko, if he continues to say shit like that, she’ll run.

      She’s as nervous as a newborn filly. We have to tread carefully.

      I tell him as much. “Back the fuck down, Niko. You’re scaring the shit out of her.”

      Lykes aren’t telepaths. Pyres are. The blood bond means the two of us can converse without uttering a word.

      “I’m trying to make her see how vital she is to us. I thought a woman would appreciate that.”

      Niko’s befuddlement that not all women are the closet romantics they’re purported to be is amusing to behold.

      Well, it would be funny if the woman in question wasn’t our own.

      And Lyssa is as far from being a closet romantic as I am.

      “Stop stereotyping her, for fuck’s sake. When has she ever been into that sappy shit?”

      Niko glares at me, and I cock a brow in lieu of a reply. What the hell else does he want me to say?

      “You know she isn’t like that, jackass. I mean, I told you she doesn’t like them, but what does she do when you buy her flowers?”

      Behind Lyssa’s back, he flips me the bird, but rather than get pissed off, I grin.

      “She kisses you, and then, accidentally on purpose, leaves them at our place. She kills them, for Christ’s sake. The woman has less of a green thumb than I do.”

      “All right, smart-ass. What the fuck should I do?” Niko eventually grouses.

      His irritation is like the sound of nails scraping a chalkboard in my head. No matter how often I hear his voice in there, I’ll never get used to the sound of his “psychic” annoyance.

      I can only describe it as when you get water stuck in your ear after a swim. You keep on shaking your head, trying to loosen it. It’s cringe worthy.

      “Hold her, and go steady. Tell her the truth but don’t be sappy with it. And whatever the fuck you say, be careful when you mention we sleep together.”

      Niko sighs. “Maybe I shouldn’t mention that at all.”

      “Oh yeah, leave that part out, why don’t you? When she eventually learns the truth, she’ll go insane if you don’t share everything now. At the moment, we can blame it all on the treaty. She doesn’t have a clue what it all means. The longer you wait, the harder it will be to tell her and the less understanding she’ll be. Trust me on this, Niko.”

      “Right. Tell me to shut up if I go down a road you think is best avoided.”

      “Don’t worry. I will,” I tell him wryly.

      The whole providing-for-each-other part of the treaty has been the hardest part of the bond to acclimatize to. Essentially, we are asking the bonded pairs who are of the same sex to sleep together. Be they gay or not.

      Problem is, a Lykaen needs sex.

      A lot of it.

      And if they don’t get it, a Lyke can be aggressive, violent, and generally bad for the population.

      Regular sex is the only way to ensure Lykes on the rampage are few and far between.

      It helps that because of our need for sex, we’re generally more at ease with the whole idea of it. Humans get pissy about the lines demarcating hetero and homosexuality. Lykes don’t.

      Still. You try telling a Lyke that until you find your mate, a mate you’re going to have to share, the only person you can fuck is your bound partner.

      Yeah.

      That didn’t go down well, hell, it still doesn't.

      Sex causes problems. When we wrote the treaty, all six of us were aware of that.

      Pyres and Lykes share surprisingly similar backgrounds. We both share a predestined mate. When we signed the treaty and asked the gods to bless us, we were asking for this side of the treaty to be upheld by our deities. We were asking them to combine our predestined mates. To give us only the one to appease both our souls.

      We didn’t know it had worked until twenty years after the treaty. Two decades of terror and fear on every single Lyke’s and Pyre’s part. When the first triad had bonded, relief had flooded the international community.

      The gods had favored our treaty and us. Their blessing had urged the most vocal of the treaty’s protesters to bind themselves to a creature who had once been their sworn enemy.

      Mates are notoriously hard to find. We always mate with humans; always. It’s the way the gods have willed it. Our communities are smaller, secular. The humans lead different lifestyles, and simply meeting them can be difficult. Such an act, creating the one mate for the bound pair, increases the odds in our favor.

      According to the treaty, aside from a mate, the only one to satisfy the sexual needs of a Lyke could be their assigned Pyre. A sexual partner would fail to understand the bonded pair was waiting for their mate. They might fall in love, try to break or destabilize the union between Lyke and Pyre… We simply could not allow that.

      As an Alpha who had fought at the battle of the FourWinds, bound to a Pyre who had fought against me, it still astounds me how successful our idea to unite was.

      To the younger generations, the joining ceremony where a teenaged Vampyre and Lykaen are bound at fourteen is much like a Jewish bat/bar mitzvah. A sign of adulthood. Easily accepted, celebrated, and rejoiced.

      For us, these unions were bloody battles at first. For the children of today, it is a way of life.

      Telling Lyssa any of this, trying to make her understand why we did what we did, won’t be fun. Even telling her that we expect to have two children, fathered by each of us, is another nightmare we'll have to broach eventually.

      In fact, I can feel the beginnings of a tension headache starting to claw at my skull.

      The Welcome Inn’s rooms are surprisingly large if old-fashioned. No modern furniture here. All floral-patterned squashy sofas with doilies decorating the tops. Old televisions that look as though they were working before Lyssa’s birth. Beds that squeak but are large and comfortable.

      Everything’s well cared for. Pristine. Yet old-fashioned. At this minute, the best part of my room is that it doesn’t stink like Niko’s room does.

      Feeling the heat of the stuffy room and longing for central air, I unbutton my jacket, then chuck it onto the side table beside me, and collapse onto the sofa.

      A grunt escapes me as the cushions wrap around me in a comforting embrace.

      It’s hardly my mate’s arms, but I’m not greedy. I can wait a while for her to cosset me.

      The idea of Lyssa being in any way kind to me has my cock reacting predictably again.

      Fuck, I’m getting to be a soft touch. But Lykes are tactile creatures. Having to endure such a hellishly long time with but without my mate has worked a number on me.

      I can’t wait for all this to be resolved.

      Regardless of the ache, if Niko does a shitty job of explaining the situation, I’ll be ready to jump in and stop the sinking ship from submerging entirely.

      Lyssa’s watching me as though I’m in my shifted form. A prowling lion roaming around the room, rumbling my anger, roaring at her.

      Hell, she’d probably be safer if I were.

      As a lion, my baser urges are actually under control. I want to eat. I don’t particularly want to fuck.

      “I won’t bite, Lyssa.” I’d like to. “You can sit next to me. I don’t have rabies.” Not after my last shot.

      “I’d like to stand,” she tells me, voice prim.

      Niko’s sigh and mine are as one. He shakes his head. “You’re going to have to get used to him, Lyssa.”

      Her lips purse, and it takes every bit of my strength not to stand, walk over, and cover her in kisses until her lips are far too busy to do anything but purse.

      I swear to God, when my venom is roaming through her blood, I’ll be a lot happier.

      For the last fifteen months, it’s been like being locked out of the human version of heaven. Only St. Peter is kind of sick and the gates are transparent. I can see everything but can touch nothing.

      And we've had to wait over a goddamn year for this conversation because Lyssa has been a pain to pin down. She wouldn't agree to move in with Niko or to marry him. Every little thing has been a fight. I bitch at Niko over his taking a lifetime to tell her about what we are, but in all honesty, Lyssa has been fighting us all the way.

      “What is it you don’t like about him, Lyssa?” Niko asks, his voice a mixture of puzzled and befuddled.

      The truth of it is, and I don’t have a big head before you can accuse me of that, no woman rejects me. If anything, they’re pissed off when I turn them down.

      Which I have to.

      Thank you, treaty.

      Not.

      To have the one woman who counts systematically reject me? Yeah, that isn’t normal.

      Her gaze flashes between us both, and she jerks a shoulder, looking adorably uncomfortable. She sidles forward, shoulders hunched like she’s on her way to detention, and perches on the edge of the sofa.

      The breath she releases is low and silent. Only, not to my hearing.

      My eyes close at yet another rejection.

      The beast deep inside rumbles, pissed off that its mate is close and yet so damn far away she might as well be in the Serengeti.

      I could have coped if my lion hadn’t become involved. I could have stayed away if she hadn’t pissed him off. Instead, I leap and grab her by the waist, hoisting her into the air and onto my lap.

      Before she can shriek—I might not be as fast as a Pyre, but I can move like quicksilver too—she’s on my knee and my mouth is planted on hers.

      Nearly one and a half years’ worth of pent-up tension, frustration, and need boils down through that kiss.

      At first, she’s tense, another rejection. My lion takes umbrage and goes to work. Nipping her lips, teasing her tongue, stroking it with my own before fluttering away.

      In my head, Niko’s shouting, “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I answer when a certain realization flushes through me. A realization that nearly has me weeping with relief. “She isn’t pushing me away.”

      Her tongue tangles about my own. Her hands aren’t pushing, trying to get free; they’re caressing my shoulders. Her fingers are plying the thick muscles, and the cat is purring at being petted by its mate.

      My cock is a hot and heavy brand against her ass. Every time she wriggles, trying to get closer to me, we groan as we kiss.

      We only break off for air, and the instant we do, her tension returns.

      She leaps off me as though I’m contagious and stares at me with horror. Pressing a hand to her mouth, she mutters, “I didn’t mean to do that. You shouldn’t have made me do that.” Her words taper off in a shriek.

      Before Niko can yell at me in my head, she turns tail and runs. Either of us could catch her, bring her back. My beast screams at me to do that. But I don’t.

      I fucked up.

      She deserves some breathing room.

      It’s the least I can do for forcing her to kiss me.

      Maybe if I tell myself that often enough, I’ll start to believe it.
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      Why did he have to do that?

      WHY?

      I could have coped, handled it all if he hadn’t touched me. Instead, he grabbed me like I was a sack of flour and forced me to kiss him.

      I don’t know in how many states, but I’m sure that’s assault.

      Okay, during the kiss, I didn’t complain. Christ, I enjoyed the bastard’s kiss. The memory of his hard shaft burning against my ass makes me flush. My pussy is…there’s no other to describe it…wet. Embarrassingly, excruciatingly drenched.

      How can I want him but reject the idea of him?

      It makes no sense.

      But this isn’t the first time I’ve made no sense to myself.

      I can’t deny he’s hot.

      Delicious. Compared to Niko’s crumpled gorgeousness, his long, lean, but strong frame, the pale magnolia skin, eyes as blue as a stormy ocean, strong, stubborn jaw—well, simply put, there’s something elegant about Niko. Something old-world. And now I know he’s a Pyre, well, that explains a hell of a lot. Dmitry is the opposite. Big. Handsome but, dammit, big. Niko, at six-four, towers over me. Dmitry is closer to six-seven. In my six-inch heels, heels I almost break my neck in, I’m short stuff next to him.

      On top of that, he’s wide. Bulky. Golden skin that I know ripples with muscles. I can’t lie to myself; I’ve watched him in Niko’s pool. Slicing through the water like a pro, his limbs working in speedy synchronicity, that golden flesh glinting in the sun.

      He could be mine.

      Mine to touch. Mine to caress. Mine to love.

      The thought makes me suck in a breath. Out of nowhere, panic shoots through me, and in the middle of the hall, on my way to the staircase that leads to the reception desk and the exit, I stop, stagger over to one of the frilly, patterned sofas the Welcome Inn has lining its corridors, and sink into the cushions. Dropping my head between my legs, I force myself to calm down.

      I’m a strong, independent career woman.

      I can handle anything.

      Anything.

      Including three-hundred-pound guys intent on nailing my ass.

      The mantra rolls through my mind. Combined with the extra oxygen from my forced, deep breaths, I start to feel better quickly.

      I take a few more minutes to calm myself. Sitting back on Mrs. Pritchard’s comfortable if ugly sofa, resting my head on the doilies you can watch her make when she’s at the reception desk, I try to relax. To clear my head.

      The panic dissipates, but how can I empty my mind?

      I know I unjustly class Dmitry as aggressive because of his size. He can’t help being built like a brick shithouse. He can’t help that his biceps are the size of my thighs. And, if I’m honest, the idea of his strength is a turn-on. So why his size freaks me out, I can only blame on my stepfather.

      Big equals danger.

      Danger equals me backing the fuck off and getting the hell out of Dodge.

      Dmitry has never done anything mean to me. In fact, lifting me up and dragging me onto his lap is probably the most aggressive thing he’s ever done.

      And when the kiss deepened, he had me melting on his lap, not crying rape.

      Something in my brain is short-circuiting because I’m not making any sense. How can I intrinsically reject him, yet the instant we touch, accept all that he is?

      Shakily, I stand, knowing what I have to do. On trembling knees, I make my way back to Dmitry’s room. I turn the handle and walk in.

      For a second, I freeze.

      Niko and Dmitry are hugging.

      Not a bromance hug. Not a slap-on-the-back kind of hug. A proper hug. A lover’s hug. Arms fully around each other, Dmitry’s head is bowed and resting on Niko’s shoulder… Niko’s head is turned, and I can see him rubbing his cheek against Dmitry’s hair.

      What. The. Fuck?

      Stomach churning, I step into the room and shut the door behind me.

      “Is this another part of the treaty?” My voice is hoarse as I ask the question and watch the two of them jump guiltily apart.

      For a second, their frozen tableau is almost comical. And then, out of nowhere, the earlier panic attack starts up again. I can’t breathe. Oxygen won’t slip through my mouth to my lungs.

      My breaths turn into gasps, desperate pants for air. Eyes wide, Dmitry rushes toward me, ignoring the hands I throw out in rejection. He forces me forward and onto the sofa, where he promptly shoves my head between my legs.

      In my panic, I notice a few things.

      Firstly, his eyes are wet.

      He was crying. Literally on Niko’s shoulder.

      Secondly, his hands are always tempered with tenderness.

      Thirdly, those tender hands are rubbing my shoulders, working at the tense muscles there. Soothing me, though deep inside, I’m riled up.

      Unlike outside in the hall, it takes me an amazingly short time to get my breathing back under control. The instant it is, I lift my head and glare with accusation at Niko. “Well? Another treaty rule? I think I want to read this goddamn treaty before I agree to anything. It’s obvious I can’t trust you to tell me about the small print, you son of a bitch.”

      Niko comes to kneel before me. “I didn’t mean for you to find out like that.”

      “What? Find out that not only am I supposed to have two husbands, I’m expected to share them as well?”

      Niko nods, his face set in grim lines that tell me there’s more I don’t want to hear.

      I turn my head to the side to look at Dmitry. Any signs of moisture in his eyes have disappeared, but there’s a disturbing emotion there instead. It’s longing. A longing for me, a longing for me to understand.

      How the hell can I?

      This is falling deeper into the land of porn. Only, I guess this isn’t about sex. Not with the way they keep going on about mates.

      I never expected to love one person, never mind have two people shoved at me. Two people who have been together for God knows how many years. Doing stuff—loving each other, living their lives—probably since before my grandparents were alive.

      Running my hands through my hair, I only notice from a slight tug at my scalp that Dmitry is playing with the ends of my corn-colored curls. I don’t say anything. I’m starting to feel like Alice down the rabbit hole, but the gentle touch settles something deep inside me. I can’t explain it. Don’t particularly want to either.

      “Explain, Niko. I won’t run off,” I promise them both. “Just explain. No more surprises. I don’t think I can handle any more.”

      I happen to look up and see Niko pulling a face at Dmitry. From the corner of my eye, I see Dmitry jerking his chin up in a warning.

      Frowning, I ask, “Are you two talking to each other?” Blinking, I wonder if my ears aren’t working, then realize this is no longer the world I’ve always known.

      If Vampyres and Lykaens exist, why shouldn’t they be able to talk to each other without saying a word?

      Something else to add to the freaky-as-shit list.

      Dmitry clears his throat. “We’re bound, Lyssa. That means we can converse in our heads.”

      “You realize how crazy that sounds, don’t you?”

      He shrugs. “All of this is crazy for a nonsupernatural. You’re coping remarkably well. I’m surprised you haven’t come at us with a knife.”

      “There’s time yet,” I warn him, a glint in my eye that has him chuckling.

      “Nah. You’re far too strong for any of that girly bullshit.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or not.”

      “If it sounds like an insult, you can guarantee it’s a compliment. Lykes are grouches,” Niko tells me, a gentle smile on his lips.

      “Lykes… That means you’re a shape-shifter, right, Dmitry?” I ask, ever hesitant over the terminology.

      Apparently, I don’t fuck up by using that phrase. Christ, it’s a vocabulary minefield. “It does.”

      When my mom told me reading trashy paranormal romance novels would get me nowhere, she obviously didn’t realize fate had other plans for me.

      “What do you turn into?”

      It’s his turn to hesitate. “I’d never hurt you, Lyssa. Not in this form or that one.”

      If I know anything, I know that. That’s why my discomfort at his size is irrational. “I know, Dmitry, and I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel like you’re an ogre. I didn’t mean to.”

      He continues that gentle sweep of his hand across my shoulders. Somehow, I can sense it’s more for his pleasure than my own.

      “Hit me with it,” I tell him. “What do you become?”

      “A cat.”

      My lips twitch at that completely unhelpful phrase. “A house cat?” I ask, a grin playing at my mouth. The idea of him turning into a Siamese ball of fluff is too amusing.

      Niko coughs, and Dmitry glares at him. “Well, no. I’m a bit bigger than that.”

      “How big?” I ask Niko. A flustered Dmitry is a sight to behold. And I can tell he’s going to prevaricate out of fear I’ll overreact.

      “Lion-sized.”

      My eyes flutter shut as I blow out a calming breath. A lion. My fiancé is sleeping with a man who can turn into a lion, and he wants me to sleep with him too.

      Great.

      A lot to process.

      “Okay,” I mutter, then it's my turn to clear my throat. “Hit me with anything else while my ears are working.”

      I don’t have to look to know a silent conversation is going on without my know-how. “When… If…” I shake my head. “Would I be able to talk to you like that, if…?”

      “If you bind yourself to us, then yes. You’re a part of the circle,” Dmitry tells me as softly as his voice lets him. It’s a rough rumble that has parts of me twitching inside.

      The man’s half-lion.

      When I got out of bed yesterday, I enjoyed how boring the world was.

      Now men can turn into lions, the stuff erotica novels are made of is what my life is devolving into, and the sheets my lover sleeps on could probably tell a tale worthy of a porn movie.

      Great.

      “Two hundred years ago, Vampyres and Lykaens were natural enemies. Every few decades, there’d be peace. The peacetime would be a chance for each side to recoup their losses before the next war would start.”

      “Why did you fight?”

      Weariness casts a pall over his face. “It was our way. Vampyres are night to our day. Literally. But it started when a Vampyre drained a Lykaen Alpha’s mate. Ever since, war was the way.”

      “Do Vampyres drain people often?”

      Niko shakes his head. “No. To be satiated, a Pyre only needs a pint of blood. No more than what the average person donates voluntarily.

      “This was an act of aggression. That Lykaen Alpha had snatched the sister of this particular Pyre’s mate.”

      “It was tit for tat?” I ask, brows raised.

      “Basically,” Niko says with a sigh. “Hundreds of thousands of supernaturals died and all for, as you say, tit for tat.”

      Seeing his genuine sorrow, I reach over and grip his hand. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      He smiles sadly at me and continues, “War was a way of life. Each battle could cost at least five hundred lives from either side, but nothing was as deadly as the battle of FourWinds.” He closes his eyes, hiding his haunted gaze from me. “A thousand, two… Every time there was a clash, the soil drowned in blood. And this battle went on for a week. Thousands lost, and all for a cause that had been triggered hundreds of years before.

      “No family was untouched by the endless war. The pointless war. We’re natural enemies thanks to each other’s affinity. Dmitry is right. Lykes are creatures bound to an animal. They’re earthy, have a strong connection with the Mother of all.

      “Pyres are creatures bound to humanity. We need blood to survive. To Lykes, we were bringers of death. Parasites.”

      “It created discord between the two of you,” I insert, understanding his point.

      “Exactly. I’m… I might not seem it, but in the Pyre community, I’m important. And Dmitry is too.” Niko scratches his forehead. “We were leaders at the battle, generals if you will.” That has me blinking. “And this war was two hundred years ago?”

      Dmitry admits, “I’m four hundred and ten. Niko has twenty-three years on me.”

      My mouth quivers at that knowledge. “You were born during the Renaissance.”

      As they nod at me, a surge of emotion overwhelms me. I’m a baby compared to these two. How the hell can they want me? I must be immature to them.

      Shit, I’m immature to guys my own age.

      “Before the treaty, it was unusual to live longer than a hundred years. We’ve both lived a lot longer than either of us imagined as children.”

      “Wait.” I butt in, stopping Niko’s flow. “Vampyres can be children? They’re not made?”

      Dmitry shakes his head. “That’s a fallacy. You can’t ‘make’ a Lyke or a Pyre. Like you can’t change skin or eye color.”

      That makes me snort. “To the human race, werewolves and vampires are legends. Not sure you can have fallacies where legends are concerned.”

      “Stop being pedantic.” He tugs a strand of my hair.

      “It’s what I do. Technically, I’m a smart-ass,” I tell him with a weak grin. “But I get your drift. You can’t make supernaturals. They’re born. You’re both ancient, and I’m looking at marrying a real old sugar daddy. Go on. Hit me with more before I pass out from info overload.”

      Niko jerks a shoulder. “The treaty was made to bring peace to our warring races. We had to unite our people in every which way possible. It was the only way to stop the bloodshed.”

      “You two talk about being as one. Dmitry said he can sense when we’re having sex.” I’m twenty-seven years old. Way too old to blush at using the S word, but tell that to my cheeks.

      “He can, Lyssa. That’s the way of the triple bond. It unites two and merges those two separate souls into one. How could we be at war with our other half? Our logic was tight, and it worked. We haven’t battled since.”

      “Whoa. You’re getting ahead of yourself, Niko. What’s this triple bond?”

      Dmitry murmurs, “It’s an exchange. Of blood and sex. Niko’s taken my blood into his body when I’ve been in both this form and that of my cat, although he’s only fed from the lion once, and my cat didn’t exactly appreciate that.

      “He’s fucked me and been fucked by me. I’ve taken his blood as he fucks me and as I fuck him. We’re bound as much as we possibly can be, and every time he takes from me, that bond is strengthened.”

      His bluntness is both appreciated and resented. There’s no hiding from what he said and no way can I misunderstand it.

      I jump up from my seat and then stride over to the window. After lowering the glass panel, I breathe in the hot and humid air.

      At the back of the inn, the yard is lined with pebbles because in this heat, the lawn died a short death a long time ago. Mrs. Pritchard’s done her best. Pots of flowers are dotted around, along with benches and sets of outdoor tables and chairs. Behind a fence, there’s a parking lot. The usual battered, dusty pickup trucks and a few horse trailers, but Dmitry’s souped-up SUV, and Niko’s sports car are the only oddities in the mix. Their vehicles aren’t the only ways they don’t fit in here.

      “Where do I come into this mixture?” I ask, trying not to sound perturbed by all I’m learning.

      The next time you read a book and judge a heroine for not leaping at the chance to live with and love two men, be kinder.

      That’s all I’ll say.

      Fuck, I’ve learned my lesson.

      “Bang in the middle,” Niko tells me, bursting into my thoughts. His chest warms my back, and he props his chin on top of my head for a second. “I don’t want you to be frightened or disturbed. It will be as easy as breathing with us, Lyssa. I swear.

      “I know we’ve put a lot on you. It’s my fault. Dmitry told me to tell you a long time ago. I was a coward. I couldn’t tell you, couldn’t watch you run away.”

      “He was, Lyssa, but you have to understand,” Dmitry inserts. “You have no idea how long we’ve been waiting for you.”

      “He’s right. Mates are rare. We wait for them, never knowing if they’ll pass us by. Never knowing if they’ve already passed us by. Praying that if the gods took her from us in infancy, they’ll give her back to us in the form of someone else.

      “Your antagonism to Dmitry shows the mate bond isn’t infallible. It isn’t a case of insta-lust and instant love. It doesn’t work like that. There’s a connection. And that connection is as insidious as a snake. It winds its way around and around, trapping you inside. The mate bond is a trigger. It’s up to each individual to catch their mate.”

      Well, that disproves the majority of my paranormal romance e-book collection.

      When I look back to that first meeting with them, I can sense what they mean. I met them, and it was like I’d known them a long time. There was an ease I don’t often experience with strangers.

      At the same time, there was an unease. I couldn’t understand why I felt comfortable with them, and that put me on edge.

      I fought my feelings for Niko because he was a client. Only when our business together was over and he’d asked me out had I said yes. And then, only after a lot of deliberation.

      The connection I felt wasn’t instant. Not like a punch to the head. More like a snowball. The farther it rolled, the more entrapped I became by him.

      The proof of that entrapment is the fact I’m still here. Listening to him. Not outright rejecting what he’ll ultimately expect of me—to take Dmitry to my heart as I’ve taken Niko.

      Where this bond is concerned, it hasn’t done Dmitry any favors. That’s for damned certain.

      The thought makes me feel inexplicably guilty. I mean, if meeting me was as momentous an occasion to these two as it sounds—wow, how bigheaded do I seem—then I must be a real letdown.

      Christ, I do everything to stay out of Dmitry’s way. And all the time, when I run from him, he’s thanking his gods for the fact I’ve come into his life.

      Totally unfair or what?

      After nibbling my lip at the thought, I whisper, “I just have to become a part of your relationship together?”

      Niko grimaces. “I know it’s a big ask, baby. I know I should have explained all this before, and I certainly shouldn’t have let you walk in on us both like that. The idea of losing you, it’s held me back. The truth isn’t always kind, and this sort of truth definitely isn’t.”

      “Better late than never,” I tell him weakly.

      “We’re lucky you came here today. It’s a wonder we haven’t driven you away.”

      He sounds so cut up, I can’t help but turn around and wrap my arms about him. He instantly embraces me, tucking me against his chest and making me feel as he always does. Loved. Cherished. Important.

      And while I feel all those miraculous emotions, guilt pounds through me. There’s a man over there who cares for me as deeply as the one in my arms, who’s been locked out of the zone.

      Who’s on the edge, looking in.

      With my head still tucked against Niko’s chest, I hold out my hand for Dmitry.

      It takes two seconds for him to be there, gripping my fingers with a gratitude that brings me to my knees.

      This could be my life.

      Two men to love me, two men for me to love.

      One man who fits me like a glove, and the other who fits parts of me I’d like to deny exist.

      These are my mates.

      Plural.

      I need to get used to the idea of being a social pariah. Either that or a liar.

      How the hell am I going to tell my daddy I have two husbands?

      I think a white lie might be in order.
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      Two weeks before I hired Lyssa and invited her to our home for a design consult on Coven’s branding, Dmitry and I had still been arguing over the need for a designer at all.

      I’m old-school. Christ, who can blame me? I walked the same earth as Elizabeth I and Galileo. I’m set in my ways. Dmitry, on the other hand, isn’t. He’s embraced this modern world we live in. It was his idea to bring Lyssa in, and I thank the gods every day for listening to my stubborn-ass Lyke instead of ignoring him.

      I’m the coder; Dmitry’s the business brains behind Coven. Not that anyone knows that. They all think it’s my brainchild. That Dmitry’s hired muscle.

      It’s worked to our benefit over the last six years of Coven’s existence. We’ve steadily worked our way up in this crazy world of business and created a solid foundation for ourselves.

      Coven is a haven for supernaturals. Nearly 70 percent of our staff are Lyke or Pyre, and the remaining 30 percent are humans mated to a supernatural.

      In North America, we’ve created a base for all those in our care, because, like it or not, no matter how modern the world is, I’m still Coven Maester, and Dmitry is still Alpha.

      Coven, the corporation, was a great way to keep an eye on our integrated packs and to ensure that there is always a job to be found at the company for any supernatural.

      Controlling a Pyre or Lyke's aggression is easier said than done. We’re bred for war. Bred for fights and battles. A lot of pairs settled for the army, and for those of our kind who have infiltrated the human government, task forces have been created that enable a bound pair to always stick together while using our special abilities to the max.

      It’s a whole new world out there, and I only realized how new the day I met Lyssa.

      At twenty-seven, she’s a baby in comparison to Dmitry and me. The age gap is wrong, in fact, it’s ludicrous. Not that it stopped us.

      No supernatural with a mate close to hand would have acted any differently. There’s no need for us to feel any shame. It’s only on days like today I’m reminded of how alien my world is to a human. It’s a wonder our kind ever settles with a mate at all.

      How do we ease a human into this way of life?

      A life that rejects everything humans cherish?

      A life that will see Lyssa share her husbands as well as be mated to them.

      Her life is the fodder for a porn flick or purple prose. It doesn’t take into account the love, the bond that underlies our relationship. No one in society will ever take note of that. We’ll be branded as odd if we’re lucky, and perverts if we’re not.

      Dmitry’s awe-filled tone shakes me from my gloomy thoughts.

      “She invited me over,” he tells me, sounding like a kid on Christmas morning.

      Considering this is probably the first time Lyssa has actually welcomed Dmitry, beckoned him close rather than push him away, I can understand his excitement.

      He leans against me, pressing his front against my back. From our bond, I can sense Dmitry’s pleasure as she twines her fingers with his. The sensation of being surrounded, totally, by those who matter to me is overwhelming.

      I’ve dreaded this moment for a lifetime, having to share the truth behind my relationship with Dmitry, having to tell Lyssa what her relationship with him must be if she wants us to be together… I’m not going to feel settled until she’s as bound to me as Dmitry is, but this is good. Her reaction isn’t too disturbing. After all, she hasn’t run away again. That can only be a good sign.

      Nuzzling my chin against her temple, I sigh with pleasure, my eyes on the brink of closing, when a sudden movement outside catches my attention.

      Stiffening, I blink, trying to make sure my sight is clear and not blurry. When the vision of Zeke Caron, a European Alpha and a fellow FourWinds Treaty signatory, doesn’t disappear, I ask Dmitry, “Were we expecting a visit from the European pack?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      I don’t have to look to know he’s frowning. His head comes to rest on my shoulder, and he looks out the window and down onto the backyard.

      I’ve taught him how to look through my eyes, to see exactly what I’m seeing, but he rarely uses that particular gift. Says it freaks him out.

      A child born in the seventeenth century using phrases like “freak me out” is what disturbs me more than anything.

      It’s hard not to feel superior when Lykes are accepting of our increasingly modern and free world. Pyres prefer order, history. We have class.

      “I need to go out and speak to him,” Dmitry says aloud.

      Lyssa’s head whips back, almost bumping into the windowpane behind her. “Go out and speak to who?” she asks, surprise clouding her tone.

      I jerk my chin forward, indicating outside. She twists in my arms and looks at the man standing between two rose bushes.

      “Are you sure it’s safe? I know Jefferson is small, but here, we get crackpots every few decades.”

      Dmitry snorts. “He isn’t a crackpot. He’s a Pack Alpha. A pretty important one too.”

      That has her frowning. “What’s he doing here if he’s important? Did you invite him to the wedding?”

      “We sent him an invitation, but we didn’t expect him to attend. It was only issued out of politeness.” I tilt my head to the side, encompassing Dmitry in my stare. “Why’s he here? The last time he was in the States was for the final battle.”

      “I’ve no idea. I’ll go find out.”

      “Why’s he waiting between the rose bushes? Hasn’t he heard of front doors?” Lyssa complains, and hiding my smile, I buss her forehead.

      “Lykes are strange creatures, honey.”

      “I heard that,” he grumbles.

      “I fully intended for you to hear it.”

      Flipping me the telepathic bird, Dmitry stalks off to confront Caron. I can’t deny, it’s a shock to see Zeke here. Not a pleasant one at that.

      A few minutes later, Lyssa and I watch as Dmitry strides over and clasps Caron in the traditional, overexuberant Lyke embrace. Their emotionality was one of the hardest parts of their natures to acclimate to. Dmitry isn’t as bad as some of them, but he has his peculiarities.

      “What are they saying?” Lyssa butts into my thoughts. “Can you hear?”

      “Not from this distance,” I tell her.

      She tuts impatiently. “I thought you’d have superhearing.”

      “I do.” Amused, I hide my smile. “But not when there’s double glazing separating me and a thirty-foot space; plus the conversation is between two Lykes who don’t want to be overheard. I can, however, listen in. Telepathically.”

      “Well, do it.”

      “Since when were you Ms. Impatient? For someone who doesn’t particularly like Dmitry, you’re awfully concerned.”

      She stiffens in my embrace. “I don’t like surprises. Especially weird ones. And enough weirdness has invaded my life over the last two days. That’s quite enough, thank you.”

      Deciding it's wise to remain quiet on that front, I turn my focus to the conversation happening outside.

      It’s never comfortable experiencing something through another person. Like shoving your head through the downpour of a waterfall and trying to make sense of everything.

      The minute I get a clearer idea of what’s being said, it takes a second for my brain to process the actual words. Because Rule Dubeau, European Coven Maester, cannot have been kidnapped.

      Blinking at the idea of it, I’m on the edge of laughter, thinking it’s some kind of practical joke. Then Dmitry contacts me. “Are you hearing this? Dubeau has been kidnapped.”

      For a second, I’m astounded, and then years of training leap to my aid. “Does Zeke have an idea of who or what group might be behind this?”

      “Hyenas.”

      One word. The bane of the new Vampyre and Lykaen society.

      Hyenas.

      The only shape-shifters to refuse to uphold the treaty. In the 1830s, they completely segregated themselves from the mainstream supernatural society. Turning separatist within our community. Following their own religions, maintaining their own strict standards within their microcosmic culture.

      “Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What?” Lyssa bites out, switching her gaze from Dmitry to me.

      “An important man in our world has been kidnapped.”

      Her mouth rounds out into an O.

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, I can’t help but chuckle. “I think that’s the first time I’ve seen you speechless. Well, apart from the first time I made you come.”

      She blushes. “You promised you wouldn’t hold that against me.”

      “I’m not. It’s the truth. You don’t do silence well.”

      “I’ll get a complex,” she chides.

      “I doubt that,” I retort. Rubbing my forehead, I stare down at Dmitry and Caron and mutter, “This is some kind of coup. I can feel it.”

      “Coup? If everyone’s happy with the status quo in your society, why would there be a revolt?”

      “Ninety percent are happy. Of course, there are the naysayers, and they, like the hyenas, exclude themselves from our ways. But the hyenas are different. They’re evil fuckers, and terrorists to boot. What the fuck are they trying to start now? We’re damned close to the second centennial celebrations too, so they might be trying to shit stir.”

      Lyssa shakes her head. “You’re losing me.”

      “It’s been two hundred years since the signing of the treaty. We celebrate every year. But when we reach a milestone, there’s always a large celebration. Top it off with the fact this country’s leaders are now bound… We’re walking propaganda for this way of life.”

      “Hang on a minute. Leaders? You and Dmitry are important? I mean, I know you said you were the generals at this war, but still…?”

      Grimacing, I nod. “It doesn’t mean as much as it used to, thanks to the end of the war. Yet every year that passes, we’re a lot less formal. Less rigid. We’re stronger than a figurehead and have more power, but not as much as in the past. We had absolute rule. Now, it’s more of a democracy.”

      “It’s not a democracy unless you’re voted into power.”

      “Of course it is. Look at royal families in democratic countries. This is the same.”

      She pulls out of my arms and stares at me, aghast. “Are you trying to tell me you and Dmitry are kings?”

      Pulling a face, I wave my hand from side to side. “Sort of.”

      “What do you mean, sort of?”

      I narrow my eyes at her mimicking my words. “Well, we don’t wear crowns.” Of sorts.

      “What a fucking relief.” she snaps, glaring at me. “You are, aren’t you? I bet your pictures are on the little folks’ walls. Ordinary Americans pledge allegiance to the flag, but your guys pledge it to you. And you weren’t going to tell me any of this, were you? You fucking dickhead.”

      “I didn’t have a chance.” I growl. “Look, forgive me for not throwing a thousand years’ worth of culture and tradition down your throat the instant you learn what your fiancé is. Credit me with some intelligence. There’s a lot to tell you, I have to pick and choose what’s more important.

      “At the minute, the three of us are what counts. Without you, Dmitry and I are nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing. It doesn’t matter if we’re considered royalty to our people. That doesn’t matter worth a damn if you’re not in our lives. Do you understand?” At her shaken nod, I glare at her. “I’m trying not to freak you out when everything about me is enough to terrify the average person. The more I tell you, the more frightened I am you’ll run. And there’s more to tell you, more to scare you away. You don’t even know the basics of what Dmitry and I are capable of.”

      Thinking about what there’s left to tell her, not only about our capabilities but what will be expected of her as our consort, is enough to make me have a panic attack.

      And I don’t breathe.

      Fuck. Why does life have to be complicated?

      Turning away from her, I close my eyes and rest my forehead against the windowpane. I don’t realize how clammy my skin is until the relatively cool glass sticks to me. A gentle hand touches my shoulder, and it takes every inch of my willpower not to shrug her off.

      She didn’t mean to anger the beast. I know that. None of this is her fault, and her reactions to this entire situation are almost heaven-sent. A day’s exile and a handful of hours where I was left to stew in far too much of Dima’s JD-laced blood are the least I deserved.

      Instead of pulling away, I reach up and grip her fingers with my own.

      “I’m sorry, Niko.”

      Her unnecessary apology makes me sigh. “You shouldn’t be saying sorry. None of this is your fault. You thought you were marrying a normal man. A human. Instead, we’ve thrown you into this strange new world, and trying to prioritize what you need to know and when is easier said than done.”

      “I guess you didn’t expect this Rule guy to be kidnapped. That’s muddied the waters.”

      “You’ve got that damn right.”

      “Is Rule like you?”

      “Yes.” My throat closes with emotion. I have to clear it to say, “He’s my cousin.”

      “Oh. Niko, I’m sorry.” She presses her front to my back, mimicking Dmitry’s earlier position. “Is the guy down there related to Dmitry?”

      “No. It’s more complicated with packs and Lykaens. They’re about power and power struggles. With Vampyres, it’s about blood. Lineage.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What else can I do?” I say wearily.

      “What do you mean?”

      As I shove a hand through my hair, I whisper, “What can I do but go to war?”
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      Gripping the back of my neck to cover my awkwardness, I try to avoid looking at Zeke Caron’s eyes.

      He’s crying.

      Honest to God crying.

      Can I say if Niko had been kidnapped, I wouldn’t be crying?

      No, I can’t. That’s why I’m not judging Zeke for his emotions. Only problem is I don’t have a clue as to how to deal with them.

      “When, Zeke? When did this go down?”

      It isn’t the first time I’ve asked him this question. Every time I do, he starts to cry. And I’m lost as to how to handle him.

      Turning around to look up at the window, I spy a grim-looking Niko and a concerned Lyssa staring down at us. I know Niko’s heard the little Zeke has said. I also know time is of the essence where abductions are concerned. Coming to a decision, I wrap an arm around Zeke’s shoulders and shove him forward, toward the inn.

      He’s silent, as still as stone. Trying to urge him forward at a decent pace is hard. I can only imagine how tough it was for him to get here.

      How he knew where we are at all is a security concern.

      Considering the security aspect of our lives is one of my major roles, that potential hole nags at me. I don’t care that someone on my side of the fence discovered our location. It’s the people on the other side who worry me.

      In our relationship, Niko is the most powerful one. He’s the one in need of protection; he’s fucking royalty, for God’s sake.

      As Pack Alpha to the North American Lykaen population, in my own way, I’m pretty important. I have half our joined numbers under my control, after all, but my position is in place for two reasons.

      Firstly, I’m strong.

      We might not know how long we’re capable of living, I might be in the middle of or way past my prime, but I can still pack a wallop. My people know that. I don’t look as though I’m in my dotage, and every four years, we have our own sports congregation. Our version of the Olympics, where Lykaens and Pyres from the world over come and compete. I take part in nearly every event. I don’t have to win, but I have to show my strength. It’s a reminder of my power.

      All those years ago, when the war with the Pyres was still running strong, I battled my way to the top, and I’m still there.

      Secondly, I’m bound to Niko.

      For as long as Niko lives, I’ll be Alpha to the NA Lykaen population.

      Not fair, but putting up with Niko is actually harder than a goddamn Alpha challenge.

      The man is one huge security risk. I spend half my life keeping his sorry ass safe because he forgets to. Either that or he’s grown used to my picking up after him. He’s grown slack.

      If Rule Dubeau, Niko’s cousin, is anything like my bound partner, then fuck, it’s no wonder Zeke failed to keep him safe.

      Shuddering at the thought of Niko in danger, of him being held by enemies of our state, I guide Zeke through the inn and up to my room. A few feet away from the door, I tell Niko, “I have no idea how to talk to him. He’s frozen up. Maybe you can read his mind? Or Lyssa might be able to help. He’s crying, for Christ’s sake. What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      Niko replies, “I’ll try to read his mind, but Rule will have placed safeguards in there to protect Zeke.”

      “Have you done that to my head?” I ask, not entirely sure if I like the idea of telepathic padlocks in my mind.

      Niko snorts. The sound echoes around my skull. “Of course. You don’t think I’d leave you unprotected, do you? I don’t want any Pyre knowing how kinky you are.”

      “I refuse to be embarrassed by that comment,” I tell him stoutly, though I can feel the tips of my ears start to heat.

      Niko’s laughter has me scowling at the door seconds before I open it. Lyssa’s gaze flickers from my face to Zeke’s, and she hurries over, takes Zeke by the arm, and guides him to the sofa.

      Considering my mate isn’t the most…well, she’s not the most sympathetic of people, her behavior comes as a surprise.

      “What the fuck did you do to Lyssa?” I ask Niko.

      “Nothing,” he says, looking as shell-shocked as I feel.

      Lyssa’s the sort of woman who doesn’t cry when the dog dies in a movie. I’m not saying she’s hard, because she isn’t. She has different triggers.

      A girl dying of cancer? She’ll get emotional.

      A meme of cute, furry kittens will make her grimace.

      In truth, she’s the perfect partner for two guys who can’t handle female tears.

      Why do you think the sight of Zeke's tears has had the effect of a mental roadblock? Not because I’m a mean SOB, but because I’m not used to seeing people crying.

      Zeke sits stiffly on the sofa, looking completely out of place against the floral pattern. But then, I guess I did in my three-thousand-dollar suit. At least I looked neat. Zeke’s a biker through and through. From what I can recall of Dubeau, he’s not far off. The last time we heard from him, Zeke and Rule had headed off on a road trip around Sweden. There’d been some rumblings from the hyenas over in Scandinavia, and rather than fly over, like any sane supernatural, they’d biked.

      In a white tee, rough leathers, and huge-ass boots with metal trim, he looks exactly like what he is, but isn’t. He looks like a biker, yeah. You wouldn’t think he was one of the most important Lykaens in the world. Bears are always rough around the edges, though.

      Huge bastards too.

      At six-nine, even seated, he towers over Lyssa. The only reason I’m letting him anywhere near my mate is that he’s distraught. And we need answers.

      “Times like these I wish we could prompt Lyssa,” I tell Niko.

      “A few days, Dima, that’s all we have to wait.”

      “Dmitry told us your”—for a second, Lyssa flounders, obviously racking her brain for the right words—“bound mate”—I give her the thumbs-up—“has been abducted.”

      Zeke sucks in a breath. The sound is disturbingly quivery. He’s on the brink of tears again.

      “Please, Zeke. Don’t cry. That won’t help us help you,” Lyssa urges.

      “She’s right, Zeke,” Niko inserts, stepping forward and sandwiching the Lyke between the two of them. “We need to know what happened.”

      The sight of the bear’s bottom lip quivering has me blinking. I shove away my discomfort. There’s no place for it here. What’s happened is unprecedented. In two hundred years, the royal family has never been attacked. Or targeted. Christ, if I think about it, my own bottom lip might start wobbling.

      “Look into my memories,” Zeke says, choking around the words. He shakes his head. “I can’t believe what happened. It’s like a fucking nightmare.” He swallows. “Rule said if I was to ever allow anyone to read my mind that wasn’t him, I had to tell them prism.”

      “Prism?” Niko repeats, and Zeke nods.

      “Any idea what that means?” I ask him.

      “Not a clue.”

      Wearily running a hand through my hair, I head over to the coffee table and sit on the side. Elbows on knees, I wait for Niko to do his thing. There’s no point trying to rush it, no point in doing anything but try to be patient.

      Feeling a gentle tug at my sleeve, I look up. Lyssa’s pointing at Niko. “What’s he doing?” she whispers.

      Great, now she’s curious.

      Standing, I beckon her to follow me. Knowing Niko needs quiet, I head into the bathroom and close the door behind us. I try to ignore the fact she doesn’t look too happy to be tucked into such a small, closed space with me.

      Tough.

      My lion likes it fine.

      “He’s trying to read Zeke’s mind. Weren’t you listening?”

      “Well, yeah, but I didn’t expect for him to start now.”

      “What? You thought there’d be a half-time bell?”

      She glares at me. “A warning. Something. Not just silence.” She bites her lip. It takes everything in me not to lift a hand and tug that fleshy morsel from between her teeth. “Can he do it? And what did Zeke mean by prism?”

      “It’s hard to say if he can do it or not. Technically, he’s capable. What Zeke means by prism, we won’t know until Niko gets back.”

      At my phrasing, she looks concerned. “You make it sound like he’s gone away. He’s still there.”

      “He is. But he’s a shell. What makes Niko Niko is currently trying to read Zeke’s memory.”

      She nibbles her bottom lip again. “Niko said I didn’t know everything about him.”

      Snorting, I tell her, “I’ve been with him for two hundred years, and he still manages to surprise me. You won’t even learn a fingernail’s worth in a day. Niko is complex. All Pyres are.”

      “Aren’t Lykaens?” she asks, resting her butt against the washbasin.

      Seeing as she’s getting comfortable, I sit on the toilet seat. It’s a weird-ass place to have this kind of conversation with my mate, but screw it, I’ll take it. She’s actively talking to me, not trying to push me away. It’s a start.

      Christ, how the mighty fall.

      “No, not like them,” I mutter, trying to shrug off the gloomy thought. “Lykes are simple compared to Vampyres. We turn into animals. That’s our magic. We’re half-beast. That means things are pretty base with us. Plus, a rule of thumb is whatever you’ve seen or read means jack in real life.

      “You can guarantee what Hollywood believes to be true isn’t the way of it. If anything, when moving pictures came along and a group of supernaturals decided to make some money off our culture, the only way the royals would allow it was to put as many misleading facts into the stories as possible.”

      “You don’t change when there’s a full moon?”

      I shake my head. “No. We don’t. We can shift at any time. The animal is ours to control. It isn’t a virus or a disease to pass on to unsuspecting humans. Lykaens are actually controlled. If there’s ever an attack, there’s a reason for it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I grin. “You go after a lion and it turns out to be a shifted Lyke, you can bet your damned ass you’re going to get bit.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Be we in our skins or furs, the animal and the man are always in perfect harmony. If a Lyke comes after you, there’s no bullshitting it away. There isn’t a frenzy that comes with the shift. There’s a purpose. Sometimes it’s easier said than done to figure out what that purpose may be.”

      “You’re talking about the hyenas.”

      “Horrible fucking creatures, hyenas. No honor. None at all. I have nothing against matriarchal societies. The lionesses are great. They keep order and make sure things run smoothly within the Pride. Their reports are always punctual, and as long as I’ve listened to their arguments or their opinions, they’ll follow my strictures and make sure the Pride does too. It’s same with the other cats. But fucking hyenas… The males are a joke, the kids are psychotic, and the females have their heads up their asses.”

      “What do you mean, they’re a joke?” She reached up and began to play with her bottom lip—shit, I wanted to slip it free and bite down more than I wanted my next meal.

      “A lion accepts a lioness’s rule because she makes it good for him. Sex on tap, food. That kind of shit. A lioness only wants a lion’s protection. His bulk. As well as his seed. Alphas are males because we were traditionally the fighters, the generals. We consider our kits, our children, to be of more importance than any stupid war. Women were warriors too until they mated and bred. Otherwise, a female would hold that position, too.

      “The hyenas don’t have a fucking clue what’s going on. The males are repressed. They’re beaten for disobeying their females, but they don’t have any respect. They go out, cause havoc, and the females always either clear it up for them or take credit for the chaos because it’s easier than actually giving a shit about their males.”

      Lyssa looks down at her shoes, then up at the rosy-pink-tiled ceiling. “You really turn into a lion?”

      Like she could doubt that now. “Yeah. I do.”

      “Do you have a problem with authority?”

      Now that makes me laugh. “Lyssa, I am the authority. So, no, I have no problem with it. Wolves have problems with authority, not lions. Cats are far too smart to question things imprinted on our DNA.”

      My scorn at my lupine brethren makes her smile, and that small gesture fills me with warmth. “Wolves, hyenas, lions. I'm guessing there are more breeds?”

      “Yeah. Bears, birds… we're linked to predators in the animal kingdom.”

      “Even snakes?” Her nose wrinkles at that.

      “No. They have to be carnivorous mammals, love. Well,” I amend. “Apart from birds of prey. Those shifters are rare, though.”

      She ponders that for a second. “You said wolves have a problem with authority; are they as complicated as hyenas?”

      “No way. Wolves are essentially like us where our groups are concerned. We know our roles, and we don’t fight them. It’s futile. Pride or pack, we stick to our boundaries. Canines are much simpler than cats, though. Give them a scratch behind the ear and a bone, they’re happy. But of late, things are slowly changing. Female wolves have started to demand more power, a higher position in their society. It's causing waves.

      “Pride society has always allowed for females of power,” I explained with a shrug, “So, we have different needs to wolves. In the wild, we don’t mate for life, but as Lykaens, our mates and cubs are cherished. It’s difficult for a cat Lyke to find its mate. We find it a lot harder to integrate with humans, which means we’re out of the loop. Wolves don’t find it as tough. Like I said, pet them on the head, and they’re anybody’s.”

      She ponders my words, then, with a coy tilt to her head, one that warns me she’s up to mischief, asks, “Do you have a happy spot, too?”

      “Are you sure you want to ask me that?” It kills me not to tease her back, but I don’t. I withhold the urge. Barely.

      Her gaze flickers up to catch mine, and I can see her sense of humor dying to come out and play.

      My lips twitch, and I nod. “I do have one. You’d have to come closer to figure out where it is, though.”

      She sniggers, her amusement plain for me to see, then unsurprisingly, she changes the topic. “Why are Pyres more complicated than Lykes?”

      I jerk a shoulder. “Their talents are varied. Plus, the older they get, the more they can do.”

      “What? Like tie a knot in a cherry stem with their tongue?”

      The dryness of her retort has me grinning. “You know, you’re exactly what he needs, Lyssa.”

      She grimaces. “I don’t know if that’s the truth. It seems like I’m severely misinformed. About everything. Including the fact I was on the brink of marrying royalty and I didn’t realize.”

      “I wondered if he’d tell you.” Scratching the bridge of my nose, I mutter, “It’s the way of our world. Our mates are humans. Sometimes we find them, sometimes we don’t. If we get impatient, find love among those like us, we can never have children. Making us find mates outside our circles is like Mother Nature’s way of keeping the gene pool fresh.” There, that neatly avoided the fact she’d be Queen of the Vampyres the minute Niko said ‘I do.’

      “But surely the ‘talents’ start to wean out of the gene pool. After time.”

      I shrug. “Yes and no. Our genes aren’t recessive. They’re dominant. We always shift, and Pyres always need blood to survive. That’s our foundation, and it’s yet to change. I can’t see it ever happening. Think about dogs and how they’re bred. What’s healthier, stronger? A pedigree or a mutt? It’s exactly the same thing.”

      She heaved a sigh. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why doesn’t it? Until yesterday, you didn’t know we existed. If what we are is extraordinary, why shouldn’t the way we reproduce be, too?”

      Her cheeks flush again. I can tell she’s thinking of herself, pregnant. Her look of unease also tells me the idea of cubs doesn’t fill her with glee. Like I didn’t know that anyway.

      Christ, a less maternal person I’ve ever to meet.

      She’s the sort of chick who will duck out of a room if she sees other women going gaga over babies.

      A few months ago, a friend of hers gave birth. She had to attend the baby shower and helped her friend out with the shopping.

      Lyssa complained the entire time. Not to the mother-to-be, who probably would have asked a friend who did like kids to help her out. Nope, Lyssa complained to Niko. Repeatedly. And he complained to me about her moaning to him. Although he’d mostly fretted about the fact she didn’t want kids, and as King, he needed heirs.

      Yeah. Major. Problem.

      Watching her hold the kid the first time had made both of us laugh, though. She looked like she was holding a sack of flour. The baby looked pissed off, too.

      “What happens during this magical process, then?” she asks, tone bitchy. “Does each egg need a dose of Pyre and Lyke cum to be impregnated?”

      As bland as I’m able, I say, “Don’t be ridiculous.” Only to watch her eyes flash with impatience. Fighting a smile, I continue, “Bound pairs tend to beget a child each with their mate.”

      “Two kids?” she asks, sounding sick.

      “Yeah. Consider yourself lucky. Before the treaty, before the gods blessed us, Lykaen mates used to have five, even six kids. At once.”

      She blanches.

      “There was a high mortality rate, too. For both children and mother.” I grimace. “Pyres, on the other hand, have never been all that fertile. They averaged two.”

      “You must have outnumbered them during the wars.”

      I nod. “We did. Heavily. But their skills are a lot more advanced than ours are. Not that I’d have admitted that back in the day. We can shift. We have the strength of the animal on our side. We can use our senses, both human and animal in daily life. That gives us a major advantage. Over humans. Not Pyres. You’ve seen a tiny amount of what Niko can do. His powers are incredible. Telepathy is just one of his gifts.

      “Pyres have different kinds of talents. They’re bound to the earth in a different way to us. Air, fire, wind, water. They can usually manipulate one of them. Aside from the mental and psychic fuckery.”

      She ponders my words and says after a few seconds, “I think it must be cool to turn into an animal. But being able to fuck with people’s minds, that sounds pretty fun as well.”

      I snort at that rather vicious remark. “Shame you don’t get a choice.”

      She looks disappointed. “There’s no advantage to being mated to both of you?”

      I try not to show my excitement at that inclusion. Shit, it’s the first time she’s used the “you” plural. That can only bode well. She’s coming to terms with it and isn’t running out of the four-feet-by-four-feet Pepto Bismol-tiled bathroom at the prospect.

      “Well, you get to live as long as we do,” I offer and see her rub her hands together.

      “You’re shitting me?” she bursts out, excitement overclouding her earlier gloom at the prospect of having kids.

      “No. There’s a catch, though.”

      She scowls. “Isn’t there always?”

      Lips twitching, I tell her, “Of course. If I die, you and Niko die within hours of me. Same goes if Niko dies. Your death is entwined with ours.”

      I watch as she nibbles her lip and then ducks her head. That reaction pricks me with curiosity. She isn’t a ducker. Not ordinarily. Lyssa’s more of a head butter.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      I’d like to beg to differ, but I don’t want to push her.

      She looks around the room with a sigh. As little as I know about interior design, I do know pink and avocado bathroom furniture do not a match in heaven make. Her nose wrinkles at the sight, and she says, completely off topic, “Niko’s wealth is corrupting me.”

      “Hardly. You said yourself your daddy’s rich too.”

      A scowl puckers her brow. “That was kind of a half-truth. Land rich, asset rich, but money poor. Always the way with ranchers. It’s why my mother left him. One winter, we had ravaging rains. For three weeks solid, we were stuck inside the house. Couldn’t go to school, couldn’t go out to get food from the store. We lost a ranch hand when he went out into the barn to feed the few animals we kept there. They found him after the water receded.” She shudders.

      “By the end, we’d lost a lot of stock and a huge amount of the total herd. Daddy was on the brink of bankruptcy.”

      “What happened to save him?”

      “He got a loan from one of my uncles. By the time the money came through, Mom had left him. Said she couldn’t cope with the lows of ranch life.”

      A faint shadow clouds her words, and it’s more than the topic causing it. It’s disapproval. She didn’t and still doesn’t approve of her mother’s actions.

      “Was she from around here?” I ask cautiously. I don’t want to piss her off. Today is the first time she’s told me anything about her personal life. I wouldn’t be surprised if Niko didn’t know this story.

      Her fingers grip the vanity. “No, Dallas. They met when Daddy was at college there.”

      “How old were you when the divorce came through?”

      “Thirteen. My sister was nine. I don’t suppose divorce exists in your world, does it?” Her smile indicates she thinks that’s a positive.

      Score one for the mate bond.

      “No. We’re stuck with each other. Through the highs and the lows.”

      “That’s how it should be. Marriage and divorce… They don’t go hand in hand. When Niko asked me to marry him, my gut instinct was to say yes. It killed me to tell him I had to think about it, but it would have been irresponsible to have blurted out my answer.

      “I had to go through the pros and cons. Weigh up if we were a good match. Marriage isn’t throwaway to me. Not like my mom. She’s on her fifth husband now.”

      I blow out a low whistle. “Five husbands? Christ. No, that’s not the way of our world. I can’t say life is perfect. Shit happens, troubles happen. No matter how wealthy or powerful you are. In fact, Niko gets himself in some situations simply because of those two assets. Take today. Two days before the wedding.” I check my watch. “About two hours before the wedding rehearsal, and we’re having to deal with international intrigue. Life isn’t easy on us, but it’s a whole hell of a lot easier for us than humans.

      “When you pick a partner, what are you going on? Blind faith. In yourself and your reading of your choice, of your trust for that person. That’s it. For us, though, we’re blessed. The gods have put us together. We fit. Like three pieces of a puzzle.”

      As she folds her arms over her chest, she eyes me with curiosity. “I’d have thought life was harder with three people in the mixture.”

      I shrug. “It is, I guess. You manage. A friend of mine is mated. He says the weird part of their relationship is the way the three complement each other. Each person is tuned to deal with the others’ highs and lows.”

      “That’s pretty damned special.”

      Slowly, I nod. “It is. The day you walked in with your portfolio, dressed up for a business meeting, deadly serious with it… Niko and I were hard-pressed to speak. All the time you were telling us the details of your proposal, we were yelling at each other, celebrating. Silently.” I can’t help but recall the moment with fondness. “On the outside, we were so goddamn proper.” I chuckle. “I have no idea how we pulled it off.”

      “And I thought it was my portfolio that made the good impression,” she teases.

      “Oh, it did. Don’t worry about that. We hired you for your talent.”

      “Nepotism didn’t play into that decision? Not even a teeny weeny bit?” she asks scornfully.

      I shake my head. “No. Niko would have had his PA send you a letter of refusal. I’d have done some research on your background—” She doesn’t have to know I did that the instant she left our office anyway. “—seen where you like to hang out, and Niko would have ‘accidentally’ bumped into you.”

      Humming her disbelief, she mutters, “I’ll believe you when thousands wouldn’t.”

      “You’re too kind,” I tell her, a mocking twist to my lips.

      “I know. It’s my nature,” she retorts. “You’re mated to an angel.”

      I know I shouldn’t push my luck, but these comments… I’d be lying if I said they weren’t getting my hopes up.

      Where she’s concerned, I’m such a fucking pansy. It’s sickening. Until you take into account I’ve been waiting three hundred and ninety years for her. As desperate as all supernaturals are to find their mates, through childhood we share the delicious nonchalance all kids have.

      The belief that someday, somewhere we’ll find our soul mate is inherent in us all as children. It’s only as the years progress, alone for the most part, casual sexual encounters—pre-treaty, I’m talking here—easing the burn but not fighting the fire, does a person come to grips with how hard it is to find a mate.

      A human lives for seventy or eighty years. We’re capable of five, six, seven times that. Imagine being alone for a great chunk of a couple of centuries.

      As difficult as it was to grow accustomed to the binding, I think most of the ancient supernaturals like Niko and myself take to it with a certain ease. A bound partner is a mate of a different ilk. He or she is a person to share one’s life with, the highs and the lows, and, most importantly, to keep each other sane as the years passed mate free.

      Rather than focus on my being her mate, I concentrate on Niko. He’s the trigger for her. “Are you going to break his heart, Lyssa?” I ask, the words sly but the tone tempered to string her out. Cruel, perhaps, but I need to know.

      Her cheeks turn pale, and she looks down at the aged, fuchsia bath mat. Clean, probably clean enough for a hospital as is everything in the Welcome Inn, but antiquated. And definitely not worthy of all the attention she’s giving it.

      Her silence has my heart pounding, because I thought her reply would be quick and painless.

      Why is she taking so goddamn long to answer?
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      Prism. Of the optical variety.

      Creating a triangular psychic prism is obviously easy for my cousin, Rule Dubeau. As for me, it takes a hell of a long time to visualize the shape, to create a transparent block of glass, to smooth it down and to finally shine a light through the mental padlock of Rule’s making to burst it open.

      His work is impressive.

      In truth, even though I’ll have a headache at the end of this, I know I’ll be doing my best to reproduce this in Dima’s head, and, when she eventually accepts us, Lyssa’s too.

      I’d say, on estimation, only ten Vampyres in my ken are capable of handling such delicate work. In the world.

      Zeke and Rule obviously had a backup plan in case anything like this was to occur.

      I immediately feel guilty for not having some such organization in place. I tend to leave the security in Dima’s capable hands. He likes to feel put upon, does Dima. Not in an irritating way. If anything, it’s a sign of how insecure he is. He likes to feel needed, so over the years, it’s become a habit to let him take charge of certain aspects of our life.

      In this, though, only I can put such a plan in place. Mostly because the plan would have to be subconsciously buried in the depths of my bound partner’s mind.

      It’s like a bypass system, which is why the mind lock is interesting. The abduction was a trigger, and as far as I can gather from Zeke’s memories, as soon as he discovered Rule’s absence, he didn’t inform his pack or the Pyre council. Instead, he immediately booked a flight to the US and headed toward us.

      He wasted a few hours trying to ascertain where we were, but the bypass system integrated into his psyche meant that he couldn't rest, not unless he was at the precipice of sleep, until he found me.

      Such a system tells me something else. And not only that I’ve grown lax over the years.

      It’s worse in Europe than Rule ever let on.

      I’m not surprised, to be honest.

      Europe is, after all, the motherland. Where we merge and shift, bend and break within the one continent.

      North America, my territory, is for the most part a settled nation.

      Hyenas try to undermine my rule every now and then. We have a few passive-aggressive folk who still aren’t happy with having to bind themselves with a Pyre, but that’s pretty much it.

      As is the case with all North America, it’s the land of the American dream. All supernaturals, while retaining their close proximity to their true natures, have been corrupted with the superficial ideology of a consumer society.

      Pyres are too busy wanting to buy tablets and cars with engines faster than the speed of light to fight with the Lykes. It’s a case of let’s make money not war.

      I’m not exactly proud of the reasons behind the peace here, but it isn’t my place to judge. I’m relieved we have peace at all.

      Evidently, this isn’t the way of it in Europe.

      Zeke’s memory tells me nothing about the actual event, more of the aftermath, because he wasn’t there when Rule was taken.

      That in itself comes as a shock. We’re not sewn together, but it’s rare we’re apart. Especially the elder members of society who, like us, have been bound for centuries. It’s why Coven is important to our world. Creating a place of work for a body of people who are bound to another was imperative. Being in the same building is enough, but creating an environment where, for whatever reason, a bound partner can visit the other’s department without being frowned upon was the goal when Dima and I discussed the kind of corporation we wanted to build.

      The fact Zeke was apart from Rule is even more telling. Especially as I dig deeper and find a redhead is the reason for Zeke’s absence. As well as being the source of his guilt.

      His guilt is misplaced, however. Within seconds, I can see she’s Rule and Zeke’s mate, and there's a problem with the binding.

      It’s difficult not to riffle through Zeke’s memories and see what they told their mate when they came clean about their true natures. I can’t help but wonder if they fucked up as enormously as I did.

      I fear my attempts at sharing the other side of myself to my mate will go down in the record books as the world’s worst introduction to this world.

      Oh, well, I can’t be good at everything, and Lyssa seems to have forgiven me.

      For the most part.

      I think.

      I hope.

      Grimacing, I stride through Zeke’s memories, pulling back only when my head is pounding, Zeke’s shuffling beneath me in shared agony, and when I’ve gathered the sparse details of what went down. Which, in the grand scheme of things, is hardly anything.

      The instant I pull out of his mind, I realize I’m on my knees beside the sofa. My eyes are blurry, the pain is excruciating, ricocheting through every limb, echoing in all my joints. This is another of Rule’s safeguards. Only the strongest telepaths could retain their link with another’s mind while suffering such acute physical pain.

      “Dima,” I call out, verbally and telepathically.

      The only way this ache will go is by blood.

      “Come alone,” I order.

      I can sense his gruff understanding, his immediate awareness that breaking Rule’s mind lock took its toll on me.

      My ears are pounding with the dull throb of blood. I’m dually reminded that while I’ve fed today, it’s like I haven’t, and the pain means I’ll need to take a larger amount than usual.

      The thought of taking both Dima’s and Lyssa’s blood, one after another, has my mouth pooling with saliva. I know it’s far too early for that. Lyssa is nowhere near ready for such an experience and all it signifies.

      If wishes were horses, beggars would ride, as my sire used to say to me.

      I can’t focus on what’s being said, but the sounds of arguing erupt from the bathroom. Their muffled shouts have my brain cringing, everything inside me shutting down. Of all the times I’ve done such a deed as this one, probing another’s mind, never do I recall such a debilitating aftermath.

      Simply staying on my knees, sitting upright is hard. My body is weaving from side to side. More gruff voices, low and pissed off, make their way over to me. The door opens with a bang, and I can hear Lyssa’s heels on the floor before I hear the dull slide of Dima’s Italian leather loafers.

      “I didn’t want her to see me like this,” I snap, using too much energy to send such a simple message.

      When Dima replies, his first word has me crying out, staggering forward, and falling. I only manage to save myself from colliding with the floor by pushing my hands in front of me. Thankfully, he keeps quiet after seeing the aftermath of one word on my clamoring head.

      I hear footsteps close to me, the tap tap of high heels, and Lyssa is there, helping me sit up. She kneels beside me. The citrus soap she used earlier fills my nose with the scent of hot summer days and moon-filled nights. A whisper of relief curls through me as she presses against me, supporting me, keeping me upright.

      I hear dull thuds, grunts, hisses, and can only assume Dima is taking Zeke into the bedroom to sleep off the ache. If it’s any way as bad as mine, I pity him. I’d like to curse Dmitry for taking the time to remove Zeke from the room before seeing to my desperate need to feed, but Lykes are funny about giving blood.

      Dima only lets me feed outside the bedroom when it’s a situation like this; where his blood is the only thing that will heal me.

      In two minutes, he’s back and lifting me up against his chest. My arms hang limply as he settles me on the sofa. Once there, he kneels on the cushions at my side, positioning himself for the bite to come. My ears, desperate for the sound of a beating heart, cease to throb with the sound of my own blood. Instead, I can hear the enthralling call of Dmitry’s pulse, of Lyssa’s too, but in my hungry state, I know I can’t feed from her.

      As much as I’d like to.

      He handles me as if I were a babe. Gently urging me closer to him, half resting me on his knee, tilting his head to the side, and pressing my mouth to his throat. He grunts the instant my teeth bury into the thick, pliant flesh, and a sigh escapes him as I start to feed.

      The process of feeding is generally unpleasant for the donor if no sex is involved. I can spell him into a thrall of his own, put him into a daze where he experiences little. But naturally, my Lyke is far too proud for that. He endures the discomfort; it soothes his ego not to require any aid from me during times like these, where my body is too exhausted to do more than sup, never mind get a hard-on.

      I can sense Dima’s weakness as I take from him. Twice in a day is far too much an amount to lose.

      I need more, but I pull away, licking the wounds shut with my tongue.

      The bruises will stay there for another three or so hours; the punctures are already sealed. My mouth is still parched. I know it’s not enough, but I can see again. Hear again.

      Even with my discomfort acute, relief powers through me.

      His expression is sour as he says, “You need more.”

      I shake my head, relieved the throbbing has lessened. It’s still there but not as bad as before. In a few minutes, I could probably stand.

      “You’re already weakened.”

      He snorts at my statement, taking it as a bash to his ego. Especially as Lyssa is there, watching. Fuck knows what her reaction is to all this. I don’t have it in me to second-guess how she feels about what she’s just seen.

      “I can manage until tomorrow.”

      “Zeke would probably be relieved to have you feed from him,” Dima points out. “I’ve told you, when you don’t feed, or miss a day, I feel like hell. How long has it been since Rule disappeared?”

      “From Zeke’s memories, nearly three days.”

      “He’ll be feeling like shit. I’ll go get him. He looked as rough as you did. This might ease him.”

      “It would break the treaty.”

      He snorts at me. “Yeah because this isn’t a life-or-death situation. You’re the goddamn king, Niko. If you can’t take advantage of your position when everything’s fucked up, then you never can.”

      I grimace, staring with longing at the bedroom door. My mouth can still taste Dima’s blood, a taste it’s long grown accustomed to. The idea of another Lyke’s blood is repulsive to me, but at the same time, I know I need it.

      I don’t have time to be under the weather thanks to a lack of sustenance.

      What I saw in Zeke’s memories has to be dealt with. Now.

      My mind isn’t focused on the abduction of a cousin or on the frailty of his empire. It’s centered on blood. My hunger. My weakness.

      A Lykaen’s blood is strong. Not as tasty as a human’s, but it packs a hell of a stronger punch. It can sustain me for longer, which is an added benefit.

      As saliva starts to gather in my mouth at the thought of more blood, a small voice fills my ears.

      “What about me? I can help, can’t I?”

      As she speaks, she moves to my other side, sandwiching me between both my mates. Her generous offer has me patting her knee, my mind still focused on the beating heart over in the bedroom. “That isn’t necessary, darling. Thank you, though.”

      “You’re petting me like I were a dog,” she complains with a scowl I can see from the corner of my eye.

      “No, not at all. You’re not ready for me to feed from you.”

      My blanket statement has her huffing. “Says who?”

      Dima chimes in. “You don’t want to do this, Lyssa. Not yet. If you let him take your blood, then there’s no going back. You’re his mate. The instant he feeds from you, the blood bond is triggered. There’s no escape from either of us if you start what you can’t finish.” His tone turns frosty at that, a reminder that if she wants to escape anyone, it’s him.

      The reminder seems to urge him to move away from both of us; he obviously wants to pace out some of the aggression that builds whenever he thinks Lyssa is going to reject him.

      The throb at my temples isn’t as bad as before, but the pounding starts as the two of them snipe at each other. Granted, it’s not as bad as their usual bickering, but the topic has never been so important.

      The bedroom door starts to feel as far away as Jupiter. With every breath I take, that distance increases until I know Dima will have to carry me into the room.

      Whatever Rule placed in that mind lock to cause this sort of reaction… Hell, the instant we get him back, I want the blueprint.

      I could lock down any key personnel and ensure that if anyone was to try to tamper with my staff, for whatever reason, they’d regret it moments later.

      Raising a hand to my temple, I start to rub. “I need to do something, Dima. This is bad. I haven’t felt like this since that last rebellion.”

      Ten years after the treaty, some of the cougars over in the Catskill Mountains decided to revolt. They’d torn a part of my throat out by the time Dima managed to get to me and let me feed from him.

      Lyssa’s golden-hued wrist shoots out in front of me, almost bashing me in the nose. I turn to her with a frown, spot the blood rushing to her cheeks at her clumsy behavior, and inwardly groan as what I’d managed to block out—the sound of her pulse—suddenly assails me.

      Where a Lyke’s heart beats twice to every human’s, it was easy to focus on that swift throb instead. With her pulse point inches from my face, it’s like offering a beggar a feast.

      “Don’t do that, Lyssa,” I chide her. “You’re not ready for this. Trust me. You’re not.”

      She huffs once more, turns her wrist over, and looks at her watch. “In ninety minutes’ time, we’re supposed to be going to a wedding rehearsal dinner. I will not have you passing out at the table or not attending because of this.” Her strident tone wanes as she mutters, “You will take from me because you need to. This settles it. You look like death, and I won’t have anyone saying that I don’t look after you.

      “We might be in the twenty-first century, but around here, they’ll say all sorts of shit about me and my capabilities as a wife if you turn up looking like crap warmed over.”

      “That’s the weirdest excuse I’ve ever heard,” Dmitry growls. “What a bullshit reason. All you’re doing is passing the buck. You don’t have a fucking clue what you want. If you do this, a month down the line, you’ll probably blame us for coercing you. Well, screw that.”

      “Fuck you, Dmitry,” she spits at him with such venom, my aching head splinters at the words. “You don’t have a clue what the two of you are asking from me. You think because you’ve been waiting four hundred years for me that I should be A-Okay with the prospect of being your mate. Well, I’m sorry, buster, but sometimes a woman has to think about this kind of shit.

      “My fian—” She breaks off with a hiss. “My mate is currently sick. Look at him; he makes Dracula look robust. I can help. In a few days’ time, I’m going to marry him, and this will happen then. I will state now, for the record if it makes you feel better, you didn’t coerce me. Christ, neither of you considered me.

      “You’re too busy thinking about another Alpha’s blood and breaking the fucking treaty than to think of me. The right person for this.” Her glare snaps between the two of us. “Now, fucking feed from me, Niko. Don’t play with me on this.”

      She wiggles her wrist in front of my face, and I grab it, pressing it closer to my nose. Beneath my fingers, I can feel a gentle tremor start to work through her, and I can scent her fear. As well as her resolve.

      The essence, the sheer mouthwatering perfume of Lyssa and her blood, is enough to do what I thought my body wasn’t capable of—give me an erection.

      Praying that her resolve is true, I concede to temptation and flutter my tongue along the pulse point, shivering with her as she trembles at the touch.

      My words whisper against her tingling flesh. “I take from the throat, Lyssa. It would cause you too much pain to take from your wrist.”

      Her exhalation is deep, but she straightens up, lifts a leg, and straddles my thigh. Moving up, she pins her knees to my side. The heat of her cunt, even through my pants, is enough to take the throb from my head and replace it with the dull pounding of my cock.

      Her eyes shy from mine as she tilts her head this way and that, trying to figure out the angle.

      I grab her chin, stroke her jaw with my fingers, and force her to look down at me. “Are you sure about this? Once you do this, there’s no going back. Eventually, you will have to accept Dima.”

      The timidity in her gaze is replaced with bulletproof resolve. “I wouldn’t be sitting here if I wasn’t,” she snaps. “And I’ll deal with him when the time comes.” She shoots him a sizzling-hot glare. One he returns.

      Shaking my head at their fury with one another, when that fury could so easily be passion instead of anger, I mutter, “If you insist.”

      I press my face into her throat. Unable to stop myself from inhaling her scent, I groan as Lyssa permeates my senses. Pure, unadulterated woman. My mate. Our mate.

      My groan, close to her skin, makes her quiver slightly. Her hips shift on my knee, and I’m not too far gone to realize she’s grinding herself down against my thigh, rubbing her pussy. Inadvertent or not, this is getting to her, and not in a way I’d have imagined.

      I thought she’d be terrified. Either that or repulsed. Instead, she’s turned on.

      Praise to the gods for that gift.

      I trace the sinews of her throat with my nose, sucking in her scent, and then rake my teeth down the same path. Each jerk and judder from her has my cock twitching.

      She resists when I try to put her in my thrall, and I’m too exhausted to question why.

      When I bite down, her cry sounds confused. Pain and pleasure? The perfect combination but that she enjoys the bite comes as a surprise.

      Her shudder reminds me of how a smidgen of salt in a sugary treat can make it taste all the sweeter.

      This is exactly the same.

      But her enjoyment of this stuns me enough to break though my hunger.

      For me, I can sense two things.

      Firstly, she’s no longer riding my leg by accident. She’s purposely grinding down, fucking herself on my thigh.

      Secondly, her blood is like champagne. The best vintage, the best vineyard, and the best crop. It tingles on my tongue like the highest-quality bubbly, and I sup her, groaning with remorse when too soon I feel her tremors switch from pleasure to weakness.

      I stop before I take the full pint, not wanting to take too much from her this early on, and shudder with pleasure as I seal the puncture wounds with my tongue. The bruises, two perfect circles on her throat, are like a badge to my kind.

      She is claimed.

      Being human, it will take a day for them to go, for the puncture wounds to disappear completely.

      No amount of super spit from my salivary glands will heal a human quicker. But by the time they disappear, I’ll have fed again, and the badge will once again adorn her neck.

      I feel precum surge out of my shaft at the thought.

      Drawing back after bestowing a gentle kiss on the tiny wounds, I switch my focus from Dima, who looks to be on the brink of climaxing, and Lyssa, who appears to be equally as desperate.

      My grin is wicked as I whisper to a dazed Lyssa, “Do you want to come, baby?”

      I can only tease her because she’s weak from blood loss. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have to ask. She’d grab my hand and shove it between her legs, or reach for my fly, pull my cock out, and be fucking me before I can say, ‘Come.’

      As it is, she’s slow. Sleepy. Stuporous. Fully cognizant but woozy.

      She nods at me, the act dreamy. I look behind her at Dima and tell him, “Go slow. Be gentle. Come up behind her, support her. Touch her and make her come. Let’s end this the way her first feeding should end.”

      “Are you sure?” Dima asks, his voice uncertain. For all that he’s my strong, proud Lyke, he spends half his time feeling insecure where our mate is concerned.

      It’s about time that changed.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Shouldn’t you be the one to do this?”

      I scowl at him. “Dmitry, do it. It doesn’t matter who pleasures her. She’s our mate. Her pleasure is ours. If you don’t act soon, she’ll freeze you out again. As it is, she’s susceptible to us.”

      “It feels like we’re taking advantage of her.”

      Begging for patience, I suck in a breath. “When you feed and you want to come, does it feel like I’m taking advantage of you when I fulfill that need?”

      “No.” The word is drawn out in my head.

      “This is no different. This is her reward, our thanks for protecting me.”

      When he still hovers, uncertainty lining his face, I grab his hand and lay it on Lyssa’s skirt-covered thigh.

      The instant I do, she rocks her hips and presses down, a low moan caroling from her throat.

      Eying Dima pointedly, I watch as he sucks in a breath, closes his eyes, a mutter on his lips that I know is a prayer to the gods, and gives Lyssa what she’s never known she’s always needed.

      Her second mate’s touch.
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      The minute Dmitry touches me, his hand sliding up my thigh, and then along the length of my arm with a reverence that could make me weep, I feel the connection binding us together.

      The strange thing is, with Niko, that connection is soothing and it has settled deep inside me. A part of me—my soul—that was solitary until Niko filled it, giving me a sense of safety and security I'd never had before.

      With Dmitry, it’s anything but. It’s dangerous, like a heart attack waiting to happen, only you can’t resist eating that third concrete mixer of frozen custard.

      In my current languorous state, I can still sense the power he has over me. The power he has over Niko as well.

      It’s frightening, but at the same time, everything inside me stands to attention. Figuratively, of course. Hell, I don’t have enough stuffing in my arms and legs to sit up properly, never mind actually stand.

      A shaky sigh escapes me as his hand reaches my shoulder, and he cups the joint with hands that are strong, calloused. The faint rasp is delicious against my tender skin, and with the loss of blood, somehow my body feels all the more sensitive. Back arching, I sigh again when his fingers reach and clasp my throat, gently rubbing the puncture site where Niko fed from me. That tender touch is like a brisk rub to my clit. Everything inside me slows down, then speeds up.

      His stare pierces me, and like that, I melt. The whisky-colored orbs are like citrine with bronze striations. Now I look, really look. I know those eyes aren’t your average color. No other man walking this earth has eyes that color unless they’re a Lyke as Dmitry is.

      “You’re mine,” he rasps, his voice low, pitched to get every single one of my juices flowing.

      “You’re mine,” I snap back, refusing to let him overpower me. Which is how we got ourselves into this mess in the first place.

      If he weren’t such a domineering jackass at times, I’d have probably seen the light a lot earlier, or Niko would have been compelled to share the truth of this weird situation with me.

      As it is, because everything inside me wants to battle the beast inside him, we’ve been at a weird impasse.

      When he nods in reply, elation floods me. The surrender of sorts sits well with me.

      “As long as you know it,” I tell him cockily even though my head still feels woozy from Niko’s feeding. And Christ, what that noun does to my pussy. Feeding. Internally, I shudder at the memory.

      “Oh, I know it, babe. You’ve had my cock in a vise for the last year.”

      “I think it’s time you apologized to Dima for his suffering,” Niko inserts gently. “Don’t you, Lyssa?”

      From his position against the sofa cushions, he looks calm, relaxed. Only when you look into his eyes can you see a difference. And, like Dmitry’s, there’s something going on there as well that’s totally inhuman. I’ve never seen the gray hue drowning his irises before. But now, it’s like looking into two pennies forged from mercury. I don’t know how I could have missed that before, but safe to say, there’s no missing it now.

      Niko sits up and leans over to reach Dmitry, who has settled on his knees beside the sofa. My heart threatens to stop when Niko casually rakes his fingers across the other man’s crotch and starts to work on the fly. When a thick, ruddy-purple shaft pops out from between the zipper’s teeth, a fine tremor has my body shaking. The tremor turns into a full-out quake when Niko’s hand grips the shaft and starts to pull at it, inciting moans from Dmitry.

      The sight before me is stark.

      I’d never imagined enjoying something like this. Not outside of books. But…

      God.

      It looks right.

      Niko’s slender but strong fist around that thick, long cock… it’s enough to make my mouth water.

      Like with the feeding, the need for release overtakes me. My pussy feels empty. So empty and neglected that the ache is not simply physical but emotional.

      It’s then I realize my body has accepted what my mind still finds hard to understand.

      That feeding has done something to me.

      It’s made me realize I belong to these two, as they belong to me.

      It’s like a recognition.

      When I see my sister, I feel the connection, and this is similar, only I don’t want to fuck Cass—ew.

      The emptiness inside is painful, I recognize. I need them more than I’ve needed anyone, and seeing this side of their relationship, the intimacy between them, amplifies that need all the more.

      Watching these two, who have somehow become my men, I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.

      It’s like the sight of them together is written into my DNA, hardwired into me to make this reaction…of desperate arousal.

      Any fear or uncertainty, any need for a power play to make Dmitry realize I won’t be made to submit to him or made to cower, has disappeared in the face of my body’s needs overtaking my brain’s rationalizations.

      “I won’t break your heart, Niko.”

      The words flutter from my mouth and make both men freeze.

      I’d never gotten around to telling Dmitry in the bathroom. Seconds after the question had settled over us like nuclear fallout waiting to drop, he’d rushed off to Niko’s aid.

      Niko’s quicksilver eyes focus on my own. He draws me into them, sucks me deep, and asks, “Will you break this man’s heart? The one who owns a piece of my soul?”

      I shake my head. “No. I won’t hurt Dmitry.”

      “How do you know? Can I trust you not to do him harm?”

      Drawn deeply into his gaze, I feel like he’s reading my mind. Sorting through my thoughts, filing information for future reference. The thought—which probably has a whole lot of truth at its root, considering the man can read minds—has me blinking and pulling back from Niko. The connection lost, I don’t feel as compelled to answer as I did moments before, but I answer nevertheless.

      Although, if he tries to do that again, I’ll probably knee him in the balls.

      “I won’t harm him, as long as he doesn’t harm me.”

      The sound of Dmitry’s exhalation is loud in the quiet room. “Why would I harm you, Lyssa?”

      “You could hurt me, Dmitry. Badly.” When his jaw tightens in anger, I continue, “Don’t get mad. I’m not saying it to upset you. And I’m not saying it’s physical.” I place a hand over my heart and whisper, “Here. You could hurt me here.”

      “Why would I want to?” he growls. “Call me Dima. I’ve heard you call me Dmitry for way too long.”

      Today is the first time I’ve ever heard Niko call him by that nickname, but it fits him somehow, makes it all the more intimate. Like it’s a name only his lovers use.

      While the thought has fireworks exploding at the back of my eyes, with jealousy at the idea of his other lovers and the knowledge that soon I could be joining the ranks, I tamp down my emotions. This is important. I need to make sense here, and lust scrambling my brains isn’t the best way forward.

      “Okay, Dima, I’m not saying you want to hurt me. I can’t help what I feel. What you make me feel.”

      Niko wraps an arm around Dima’s shoulder and, in a language I can’t understand, murmurs something.

      It sounds like Russian, which, considering their names, would make sense.

      It’s another first. Niko has never mentioned he could speak another language. If he had, I’d have made him talk dirty to me in it. As it is, he could be talking about clearing up dog crap and the soft mumblings would still do something to me. The guttural sounds passing between the two of them, pitched low as they are, turn me into mush.

      Dima, in the most vulnerable display I’ve ever seen from him, rests his head on Niko’s arm.

      In defeat.

      Seeing him like that makes me frown. I don’t like it. That’s my visceral response.

      He isn’t made for defeat.

      He’s made for conquering.

      That I’ve brought him to this makes me feel inordinately guilty, but I can’t help the way he makes me feel… Or can I?

      Reaching out, I press a hand to Dima’s cheek and cup his jaw. “With Niko, it’s easy,” I admit, then feel like a bitch when he stares at me, a confused hurt glimmering at the back of those expressive citrine eyes. “I don’t know why, and I’m not saying it to hurt you, but with you, it’s a battle. I know it is. I can feel it. That isn’t to say the battle isn’t worth fighting and winning. But I’m being honest with you. Would you prefer me to lie?”

      He nuzzles into my hand. The bristles of his stubble scratch my palm. The gesture is utterly feline and damned cute.

      Yeah, that’s probably not something Dima gets called often. A two-hundred-and-eighty-pound man, nearer seven feet than six, can turn into a man-eating lion at will… Yeah, only I could call him cute. Just like I do Niko, because to me, they’re adorable.

      Hot as fuck, but adorable nonetheless.

      He turns his head into my palm and kisses it dead in the middle. “How are you feeling after Niko’s bite?”

      The change in subject has both Niko and me frowning.

      “I’m okay, I guess. Still a little punch-drunk, but that could be to do with watching Niko jerk you off.”

      His lips twitch. “You’ve come quite a way in what, an hour? Maybe two?”

      “Well, I’ve learned a lot, and if you don’t roll with the punches, you end up with black eyes. I’m not walking down the aisle looking like a panda.”

      I can sense the relief they both feel at my not-so throwaway comment. I wanted to put them at some sort of ease about the wedding.

      I don’t understand why I’m accepting all this after outright rejecting it last night.

      Maybe it’s the paranormal stuff I’ve read over the years. Drooling over Edward Cullen and Jacob Black probably helped. Especially as for most of those movies, I was wondering why the hell Bella didn’t take both on.

      Maybe I’ve always been a pervert. I simply needed the right guys to do the drilling to get me out of cold storage.

      Or it could be that deep down, I’m finding all this pretty fucking cool.

      Sue me, okay?

      I mean, you wake up one morning to realize bloodsucking men and big-ass dudes that turn into beasties roam the earth…it’s damn exciting. Throw in the fact that once Niko, Dima, and I bond, I’m a queen, well hell, a part of me is wondering how big a crown I get to wear.

      And I mean that in a totally unsuperficial way.

      Scout’s honor.

      “Can you handle another bite tonight?” Dima asks, voice hesitant but eyes burning with a rekindled heat.

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “What’s going to happen, of course.”

      “Now I’ve taken your blood, Lyssa, the mate bond is cemented with us. Once Dima bites you, it will cement your own with him. Before the treaty, that was enough for both races. Now, after the treaty, things are slightly different. Once your body processes Dima’s bite, you need to bite both of us.”

      “Then we’re fully bound?”

      Dima affirms, “You’ll be joined to both of us. Separately. Later, we can deal with binding you to our own bond.”

      I scowl, then after some thought, my mind clears, and I grin. “You’re talking about both of you fucking me at the same time.”

      Niko coughs. “Let’s not mention that, Lyssa. We’ve both been waiting a long time for you. Let’s not test our control any more than you usually do.”

      I’m not sure if that’s an insult or a compliment. Either way, I keep quiet when Dima nods again, a little fervently, as though he’s in total agreement with Niko.

      Before I can start to wonder what the hell it is I do to test their control, Dima gently murmurs, “Are you ready to accept us? Both of us?”

      A part of me wants to say that I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, but that would be like kneeing him in the balls again.

      “Yes.”

      I answer simply because for over a year I’ve been with Niko, and the God’s honest truth is I’ve never felt more complete than I have with him. Living without him isn’t something I want to contemplate.

      That’s nothing new. I came to that conclusion when I accepted his proposal, and last night at the lake cemented it.

      Dima, on the other hand, is a whole other kettle of fish. And not necessarily in a negative way.

      Can I forget the fact that I’ve grown used to having Dima around this last year?

      Do I lie to myself and say he was a third wheel when he wasn’t?

      Do I say that when, in the window’s reflection behind Niko’s bed, I screamed in outrage when I saw him watching us through the open door as we made love?

      Because I didn’t.

      I make the admission now when I’ve never made it before.

      I chose not to scream.

      Instead, I remember with mortifying clarity rolling my hips and wriggling around on Niko’s lap like some kind of stripper with a hundred-dollar tip burning through my G-string.

      I moaned and groaned, cried out, and played it up. For him.

      Every time.

      Not once or twice. A lot.

      What does that even mean? That deep down, I knew something bound us together? Or I'm into voyeurism?

      When Dima’s words penetrate the embarrassing memory, it takes a moment to understand him.

      He patiently repeats, “Are you sure you can handle it tonight? We can wait.”

      Niko shakes his head. “It’s better if we do this now, Lyssa. You’re still weak from my feeding. It will help when Dima takes you.”

      That bodes well. I need to be punch-drunk for whatever Dima is about to do to me. Wonderful.

      “I’m fine. Let’s do this.”

      “Ignore Niko, Lyssa. If you’re not ready, then I can wait. We can do it on the night of the wedding if you want.”

      I frown at Dmitry. “No. I don’t want to wait. I told you, I’m fine.”

      He grunts. “This isn’t something to get over and done with.”

      “Now who’s being tetchy?”

      “This is a serious moment for us, Lyssa. Nearly four hundred years of waiting for you. This isn’t a Band-Aid moment.”

      I can’t help but snicker at them. “Am I the sappy sort, Dima? After a year of you staring at me like I have the answers to the universe, I’d have thought you’d have learned that by now.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Staring at you?”

      Cocking a brow, I smile. Slowly. “Yes. Staring. Did you think I didn’t see you?” I turn to Niko, and taking the bull by the balls, state, “And always leaving the bedroom door open? It’s only now I realize what the hell was going on. You were letting him watch.”

      “If you knew, then why weren’t you mad?”

      I can tell they're pissed at me. But I shrug because I honestly don’t have any answers. Unless… “I must be a cock tease. That’s the only real explanation.”

      Dima’s lips twitch. “Well, it worked.” He jumps to his feet and holds out a hand. “We’ve been underestimating you, apparently.”

      “No apparently about it,” I tell him cockily. “Just because I don’t turn into a cat or have silver eyes doesn’t mean the pair of you shouldn’t watch your backs.” With that, I reach for his hand and tug him down.

      Don’t get me wrong, he’s heavy as fuck. Only surprise enables me to pull him down, and even then, within seconds, he’s righted himself so he doesn’t fall on me.

      “That was a stupid thing to do, Lyssa. Do you know how heavy Dima is?” Niko snaps.

      “Or that you could have done serious damage to my cock?”

      Grinning at them both, I pull up my skirt so I can wrap my legs about Dima’s hips and with his bare cock so close, say, “I didn’t. But now I do. Anyway, why would I want to damage my new play toy?”

      “Oh Christ, we’ve created a monster.”

      I chuckle at Niko’s glumness. “Considering you two are the monsters in my world, I think you should be relieved I’m taking this well.

      And if you can get me off this couch without my letting go and can take me to Niko’s bedroom, I’ll let you have your wicked, monstrous way with me. Do we have a deal, lion man?”

      For the first time, I look up into Dima’s eyes. They trap me, and I sink into them, only this time without the soporific effect of Niko’s prolonged stare. Involuntarily, I swallow at the intensity of the emotions he’s banking.

      My amusement dissipates in the face of what I mean to him, and once again, I’m left feeling humbled.

      And while I’m not ready for this step, while I’m putting on a brave face for these two, while in the morning I’ll be wondering if today was a huge dream, I tell him, “I’m yours.”

      A shudder ripples down Dima’s body, strong enough that I feel it myself.

      He bows his head and presses his forehead to mine. “You won’t regret this, Lyssa. Every day, Niko and I will make you happy you’re ours.”

      My smile’s gentle. An answer in and of itself, but I compound it by reaching up and instigating, for the first time, a kiss.

      The tender press of our mouths doesn’t last long. Dima’s tongue swipes along the relaxed line of my lips and pushes in between.

      When it rubs along mine, it’s my turn to shudder.

      Hands suddenly dig underneath me on the floral-print sofa, and I feel them get a grip on my sides before he holds me tight to his chest.

      It’s only then I remember my dare, and I tense, waiting for him to drop me. But in less than two seconds, I swear to God no less than that, we’re standing. I have no idea how he did it, whether it was some kind of weird Lykaen fuckery. All I know is that in this position, his cock is right where it needs to be.

      As he walks across the room, our hips jiggle, rubbing his shaft against my panty-covered pussy. His mouth reaches for mine again as a breeze brushes my back. Footsteps follow us after the sound of the door closing hits my ears, and I know Niko is with us, something that calms me deep inside.

      Once in the hallway, we stride toward Niko’s room and the unoccupied bed, when a shriek makes all three of us jump. My lips pull away from Dima’s to turn toward the shrieker.

      Spotting the seventy-year-old Mrs. Pritchard gawking at the three of us, my legs wrapped around my bridegroom’s best man, with said bridegroom a few feet away, the situation couldn’t be much more precarious.

      My mouth works for a second as I wonder what the hell I can say to make this look better than it is. When I come up with nothing, I mumble, “Mrs. Pritchard, good afternoon. The weather’s holding up for us, isn’t it?” As I smile, I whisper, “Move.”

      Niko suddenly appears to our left, another breeze hits my back as the door opens, and thankfully, Dima steps inside, hiding us from the elderly woman’s astounded gaze.

      As soon as we’re locked in, I can feel Dima shaking, and knowing it’s laughter, I smack him across the back and glare at him. “What the hell are you laughing at? You do realize this news is going to be all over East Texas within the hour?”

      He grins at me, still unabashed by his humor. “The weather. You talked about the damn weather.”

      Niko’s chuckle hits my ears as his hands smooth down the length of my back. He presses a kiss to my nape. “Relax.”

      “How? My daddy will find out I’ve got something going on with two guys, and he’ll lock me in my room until I’m ready to claim my 401(k). Can’t you do some weird mind-bending tricks to make her forget?”

      He shakes his head. “Some of my kind can, but not me.”

      “Typical. When you need someone who can fuck with someone else’s mind, no one can help.” I sigh, dreading the thought of what my father will say when he finds out.

      I’ve never liked getting him angry.

      As a kid, after the divorce, I always tried to behave, tried to be good when I stayed with him during the summer.

      I did everything I could so he’d fight for me, let me stay with him and my sister. It never worked, but the behavior has become ingrained.

      I press my face to Dima’s throat and mutter, “He’ll go apeshit.”

      “He’ll have to find out sometime, honey,” Niko murmurs, pressing his front to my back.

      “Yeah, but not via Mrs. Pritchard.” At my words, I feel Dima relax with the clasp of my arms and legs. “And I wasn’t going to hide you away forever, Dmitry. I’d have just liked to control how he found out.”

      “Not your mom?”

      “No, Niko. Not Mom. She’s…” Another sigh. “Well, she’s a bit of a slut anyway.” When both of them look at me, astounded, I grimace. “I love her, but she can’t judge me. Not after all the men she’s gone through. But Daddy can and will.” Nearly head-butting Niko with the back of my skull as a thought occurs to me, I twist back and forth to spear them both with a look and ask, “What if she tells the minister? He won’t marry us.”

      Dima shrugs. “Then we go somewhere else. Somewhere we’re wanted.”

      “What if we’re never wanted?” I ask, hating how vulnerable I sound and feel.

      “We will be in our community. Some human families can accept this bond, but we never tell them we’re supernaturals. They think we’ve chosen an alternative lifestyle.”

      Outsiders. ‘Alternative’ was a nicer way of saying that.

      Oh Christ, there's no way to accept any of this without diving headfirst into the maelstrom.

      With that in mind, I turn to Dima and, with narrowed eyes, demand, “You know in there, you promised you’d never make me regret this?” When he nods, I purse my lips. “You can start now. I’m in serious need of a distraction.”

      He studies me a second, those eerie golden eyes of his flaying me alive with molten heat. He blinks, and that’s all the hint I have.

      Suddenly, his lips are back on mine and his tongue is deep in my mouth.

      Enjoying his aggression, I bite down on his tongue and, hearing him grunt, rock my hips against his shaft. Pumping back and forth, I feel him stagger forward, and it comes as no surprise when my back hits the soft mass of blankets that cover the bed.

      His lips torment mine after my little snap. His tongue plays and teases, licking the roof of my mouth with flicking motions that have my pussy quivering with a choking need.

      I start to wrestle with his clothes, shoving my hands between us to grab at his shirt and tug at the buttons. Once my fingers touch bare skin, the heat of him suddenly hits me. My palms feel like they’re burning, but it’s a controlled heat. Somehow, it slips through my skin and powers through me, shooting my internal temperature up.

      The heat gives me strength. My legs, still clutching his hips, tighten around him, and with a strength I didn’t realize I was capable of, I power upward, shoving him flat onto his back.

      That both Niko and Dima are stunned is a given. But I don’t care enough to wait. The heat throttling me demands I act.

      It feels like I’m choking, suffocating with this peculiar need.

      I start to rip at his shirt, baring his chest to me. The rippling flesh atop corrugated muscle, golden skin marred with scars that add to his danger and strength, are the first things I see.

      I let my hands slip down to his cock, I brush the shaft once with my fingers, and a keening sound suddenly escapes me. It’s a weird howl, a sound that has a source so deep, it feels like my soul is crying.

      I jerk my panties aside, hardly baring my pussy to the man lying supine on the bed before my skirt falls down to cover it, and with fingers that suddenly start to shake, I grab his shaft and put him at the entrance of my body.

      I’m not exactly prepared for his large size.

      I’m wet but not wet enough, but the pain somehow makes the long slide all the more pleasurable.

      Each inch conquers him, and when he’s finally seated deep, that strange howl echoes around the room again.

      The sound’s pitch seems to shoot every one of my senses, bringing them to life rather than dragging them to their death.

      Every pore feels, color overloads my eyes, scents assail my nose, and my tongue hungers for the taste of Dima. And every inch of me is focused on him now.

      I can sense Niko at my back, hovering, unsure of what to do, but everything I am is Dima’s, and in a way I hadn’t expected. An intrinsic part of me is his.

      With all my senses wide open, I begin to ride him. Slow and steady, letting his cock almost slip out of my swollen sex before pushing down and wriggling my butt to seat him as deep inside as he can be in this position.

      His hands cup my ass cheeks, his fingers digging into the soft flesh, and as my pace increases, a strange scent fills my nostrils.

      I open my eyes and look down at him, see that his eyes have grown more golden.

      They’re literally glowing as they pierce me with his emotional overload.

      The fingers gripping my butt suddenly start to hurt, and I realize the weird scent has a tinge of animal to it. Because if those are nails digging into my butt, then he needs a manicure.

      His claws scratch the padded flesh there, and another scent appears. The metallic tang of my blood.

      At this new essence hovering in the atmosphere, Dima rears up, grabs me to him, tilts his head, and strikes.

      His teeth aren’t the regular blunt-edged variety like they were twenty minutes ago. These are tipped. He bites down into a huge chunk of my throat, and the pain of the bite is nothing in comparison to the sensation of something slugging its way through my system.

      Foreign fingers brush my sides, making me jolt. Only when I realize it’s Niko do I calm.

      Those digits burrow between Dima’s sweat-slick skin and mine and work their way down to my pussy. His fingers aim for my clit, and his aim is true.

      With the pain of the bite, the tugging as Dima pulls at my blood and in return pushes something into my system that is like napalm to my veins, the sudden burst of pleasure is unexpected.

      Niko’s free hand grips my hip, and he encourages me to start moving again, to keep my hips active.

      I start slowly at first, then my momentum increases as the napalm begins to sling more heat inside me.

      The pressure is intense. It feels like I’m going to implode, only this is the good kind of implosion.

      Niko’s hand slides down the curve of my butt, hovers at the crevice exposed by my widespread thighs, and nudges at my ass with a finger. As he forces the finger in deep, no lube to guide him in, the ache sets off the detonation.

      Everything that makes me me shuts down. Pleasure, pain, acceptance, rejection, fear, excitement, all of it disappears in a blinding flash of light.

      The last thing I know is the sound of a roar vibrating through the room.

      There’s no white elephant in this room, just a great freakin’ lion.
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      When you’ve lived as long as I have, you don’t often experience surprises.

      It’s pretty hard to shock me nowadays.

      I’ve seen so much that what humans usually come up with, be it inventive, disturbing, or amusing, usually goes over my head.

      Trust my mate to be the one human to change that.

      Or should I say, half-human.

      Although that might be a tad generous.

      Her scent is human, as is her blood; not an ounce of Lykaen to it, so maybe she’s a sixth or an eighth Lyke?

      Either way, the lioness dormant inside her, awoken only because of Dima’s power both as an Alpha and as a lion, was not how I expected the bonding night to end.

      Her face has shifted into a faintly feline form, and the sight is both bewildering and enchanting.

      Even like this, she’s beautiful. So fucking beautiful she makes my heart ache.

      Lyssa’s asleep, thank fuck, because as brave as she’s being about this whole damned situation, I think this would be the cherry on the cake. And not in a good way.

      Dima’s heavy breathing is the only real sound in the room, aside from the faint purrs escaping our mate who is still astride Dima, her body connected to his.

      Those tiny rumbles that pour from her throat with each breath undoubtedly feel like heaven around Dima’s cock. I’ve been in his ass when he starts to purr; the sensation is incredible. Like having a vibrator tucked up against my prostate.

      She’s slumped against him, face turned to the side on his shoulder, which is how I can see the shift.

      That and the thin tail that’s suddenly sprouted above her ass. Literally, on her tailbone.

      “Dima?” I ask, hesitant to disturb my bound partner when he’s this close to the throes of a climax.

      He can be an aggressive SOB if I pester him postcoitus. He likes to sleep it off.

      Within minutes, I can guarantee he’s snoring away. Either with me inside him or vice versa.

      “What?” he snarls, true to form.

      “She has Lykaen blood.”

      “I just drank her down. She didn’t taste Lykaen,” he grumbles around a yawn.

      “Yeah, I think one of her ancestors was one. If you open your eyes, you’ll see I’m not bullshitting you. She has a tail.”

      That gets his attention. Dima jerks upright, making Lyssa grumble atop him, and as he turns his head and sees the downy hair on her cheeks, the new almond shape of her eyes, the golden tinge to her skin, he blanches.

      “How’s this possible?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “After all your research, you’ve never come across this before?”

      “No. All I can think of is we had big problems down here a century ago. You remember? Some Texan Prides and Packs started to reject the treaty?

      “Before we could get here and limit damage control, some had already procreated with mates they weren’t willing to share. Lyssa must have a rogues’ blood in her veins.”

      A hundred years ago, with a base close to New York, organizing a small army to come and deal with a bunch of rogues in the Texas Panhandle had taken a hell of a lot of planning. The traveling schedules alone had been an absolute nightmare. Never mind actually quashing the uprising.

      There’d been no such thing as planes back then. No commercial or private flights to get a three-hundred-strong detail down to the Lone Star State. We’d had to arrange trains, horses, and carts, even a goddamn boat.

      In fact, those rebellions are one of the major reasons I love my private jet. Convenient isn’t the word. And when you’ve lived through a time where everything was inconvenient, be it the mail or visiting a relative cross-country, you start to appreciate modern conveniences.

      Even crusty old Pyres who tend to side with the antique rather than the new.

      That’s an idea of how bad it used to be.

      “Shit, that means we probably had one of her great-great granddaddies or grandmas killed,” Dima says.

      I grimace. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Why didn’t you taste it in her blood?”

      “Why didn’t you?” I counter. “There wasn’t a trace of it. I think it only came out because of who you are. Your lion’s strong, we both know that. Plus, it’s close to the surface, which is why your eyes are always slightly golden. You triggered the shift with the venom in your bite.”

      “Shit, she wasn’t supposed to pass out. How do we arrange for the blood exchange now?”

      “That’s the least of our problems.”

      I reach for Dima’s wrist, press it to my mouth, and bite down, then press the bloody gashes to her lips. Another grumble comes from her, but instinct has her opening up to suck at the puncture wounds, officially sealing the bond. I do the same with my own wrist, then hold back a groan as she sucks down my blood like a babe would its mother’s milk.

      The instant she’s fed enough, it’s like an internal ping. A click that resonates through my system and tells me it’s done. She’s ours.

      Dima’s grin is grim but satisfied.

      I feel the same way but I’d been hoping the blood exchange would make her wake up.

      No joy.

      Dima gently lowers himself back down to the mattress. Lyssa stirs on his chest but rearranges herself on top of him, snuggling close in a way that has Dima’s beast reacting. The sound of two purring lions fill the room, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      In less than forty minutes’ time, we need to get to a rehearsal dinner. My bride-to-be looks more like a cat than a human, my bound mate wants to sleep, and I still stink of JD. We’re ready for a party, all right. Just not the one that’s waiting for us.

      Heading to the bedside table where I dumped my cell to charge last night, I call Derek, Lyssa’s father. “Derek? Hi, this is Nikolai. We’ve had a problem. Lyssa’s had a bit of a meltdown, so we’re going to be late for the rehearsal. Can you tell the minister we’re sorry? If we need to reschedule, that’s okay.”

      “What kind of meltdown?” Derek asks, voice suspicious.

      He doesn’t particularly like me. Or trust me. Lyssa says he’s like that with everyone and that I shouldn’t be offended, and considering I’m the male fucking his daughter, I guess I understand his dislike. It’s the only reason I let him get away with incivility.

      I don’t think the man’s ever greeted me with politeness.

      “Something to do with her wedding dress fitting.”

      Derek grunts. “She spent too much time with her mother, did that girl. Damned tantrum over a dress. Don’t she know old Sampson is nearing ninety? We can’t mess him around.”

      That the minister is that young comes as a shock. Wrinkled like a raisin, he’s a walking advert for sunblock. I’d thought he was one of those ancient reverends that refused to retire.

      “I know, I’m sorry, but things got on top of her. She needs an hour or so to cool down.” Fingers crossed. I don’t want to think about what we’ll do if she doesn’t revert to her human self. “If you want to give me the minister’s number, I’ll make the arrangements.”

      “No, it’s all right.” Derek sounds extremely put upon. “I’ll handle it.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that. She needs me right now.”

      Another grunt. “Tell her to get her ass in gear. She’s got forty minutes to get over her hissy fit, and I’ll be generous and give her another half hour to get ready. You tell her that from me.”

      He's probably the only human male who can get away with talking to me like that. I'm four centuries older than him, but he's still my father-in-law, so I tell him, “Oh, I will, Derek. Thanks.”

      I cut the call before I can chuckle. Lyssa, out of all the women I’ve known in my long life, is the least likely woman to have a hissy fit, as her dad calls it.

      Then the realization comes to me that her father mustn’t know her all that well if he doesn’t know that, and my humor disappears. Especially as I know how much Lyssa loves her father and desires his respect.

      I climb onto the bed, settle my hand on her lower back, and start to stroke her tail. I know it’s a weird thing to do, but it’s like a happy spot for cats. Dima usually gets an instant erection if I do it. Either that or he tries to maul me.

      Females relax with it, though. Calms them down. And Christ, does she need calm.

      Promoting a serene environment is the only way to get her to shift back.

      The alternative is traumatic: a mental probe, and I don’t want to go down that path.

      Knowing that, I lie there, petting my mate, feeling the heat Dima emits like a radiator against my side.

      This first moment as a triad is a hell of a lot weirder than I’d expected, but in some ways, it’s perfect. My mates are perfect.

      I’m hard-pressed not to fall asleep myself, but I manage to stay awake, not wanting to further piss Lyssa’s father off by fucking up his rescheduling.

      My first move is to think about a subject that’s been pushed to the back burner because of our impromptu bonding—the bear in Dima’s bed, and my cousin and fellow ruler’s disappearance.

      I suppose I should feel guilty for not dropping everything and rushing to Rule’s aid, laying here relaxing as I am, but… This is the mate bond we’re talking about. No one, not even a king, puts anything before that. Rule would understand.

      That being said, it’s time I acted, and while Lyssa’s still sleeping.

      “Dima,” I yell at him, jerking him from his slumber.

      “What the fuck, Niko? How many times have I told you not to wake me up that fucking way?”

      “I had to do something. It looked like a stick of dynamite wouldn’t shift you, and before Lyssa’s properly awake, I needed to ask you what to do.”

      Niko sniffs. “Like you ever ask me.”

      “Like I never don’t. For God’s sake, stop being a baby because I woke you up. Have you forgotten the three-hundred pounds’ worth of comatose bear in your room?”

      “Shit.”

      I’ll take that as a yes. I won’t guilt-trip him. The man’s been waiting for  months to finally touch his mate. I think, given the circumstances, he can be forgiven.

      “Yeah. Shit. What the fuck do we do?”

      “Contact the council. It’s the only thing we can do. It’s not like you can go over there yourself. Me either. You know other regents can’t enter another’s territory. Not even in emergencies.” He hesitates a second, then asks, “What was it you actually saw?”

      “A peculiar display of old magic.”

      “Magic?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought the witches were on our side now? After we stopped killing each other, and the gods blessed our treaty, they sent those doves. Remember?”

      How could I forget?

      When the first triad of Lykaen, Vampyre, and human had produced their first offspring, the event had caused such a huge outpouring of relief that for once, rules cast aside for the celebration, the three Vampyre kings had been in the same territory.

      In the once small town of Bangor, Maine, life had been formed that day, but it had meant so much more to our races.

      That one babe had promised hope for us all, that we too could find our mate and produce offspring as three.

      Then, with relief a dull throb in our veins, outside the house of the new parents, a cloud had burst, and instead of rain falling to the ground, birds had cascaded from it.

      Thousands of pure-white doves had flown overhead. A formal acknowledgment from the witches that our triads were working.

      Witches have always been a kind of conduit between the Mother Goddess and the rest of the gods and humanity. Their gift of doves had been further proof of the strength of the treaty.

      While they’re the goddess’s chosen people, witches are usually wily bastards, untrustworthy for the most part. Fickle, too.

      This particular small act of celebration had been over one hundred and fifty years ago… Not exactly current.

      “Who knows what side the witches are ever on. You know how greedy they are. Offer them an ancient book, and they’re anybody’s. We seldom communicate with their councils, so I’ve no idea if they’re with us or against us. And if they are against us, I don’t know whose side they’re on.”

      “We need to send a team out. That’s the only thing we can do. What kind of magic was it?” he inquires.

      “You’ll freak when I tell you.”

      Dima sighs.” I’ll freak anyway. What is it?”

      “Alchemy.”

      He groans. “You’re shitting me. Not that load of bullshit. Again. How many fucking times do we have to quash it? You’d have thought with all the technical advances, some of the oldest minds would realize that if it could be done, it would have happened by now.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, Dima, but that’s it. Rule’s done it. Uncovered the way to turn base metal into gold.”

      He freezes next to me, eyes opening. His head turns slowly to stare at me bang on. “Tell me you’re not being serious.” His voice is hoarse with sleep and his earlier cries of pleasure. But at its base is shock.

      Hell, who could blame him?

      I nod. “You know how Rule was always interested in the oldest magics. I didn’t realize he was fucking with that particular impossibility… Although, it’s not impossible if he’s managed to do it, is it?”

      “Well, now we know why the hell he’s been kidnapped.”

      While he’s right, the diffracted images that had bombarded me once I’d entered Rule’s memories via Zeke’s, somehow don’t fit that picture. Not exactly, anyway.

      “I don’t think he was actually abducted by a particular group. I know we always leap to conclusions. We’re always ready to blame the hyenas, but in this instance, I don’t think we can.”

      “Well, who the hell can we blame?”

      “The gods.”

      “The gods? Are you out of your mind?” he yells at me, making Lyssa grumble in her sleep.

      “Of course not. I’m only telling you what I saw,” I snap.

      “And you happened to see a god floating down and taking Rule up with them?”

      I jerk a shoulder. “Alchemy is a science covering a matter that only the gods can handle. If Rule’s pissed them off, then we both know they’re capable of dealing with the perpetrator in their own way.”

      “Tell me true, Niko. Did you honestly see Rule being taken by a god?” I rub my brow and try to sort through the still-fractured images my brain is attempting to process. “Not exactly.”

      He studies me quietly, his stare steady until I start to squirm under his gaze. I always tell him he would have made a good teacher if he hadn’t already been a general. With that god-awful gimlet stare, he has the inquisitor look down pat.

      “I trust your instincts, Niko, you know I do. But until you can tell me exactly what happened to Rule, I can only advise you to contact the council and have someone sent over to investigate.”

      “They’ll have their own teams looking for him by now. Both of them, probably, because Zeke’s absence will have been noticed. Anyway, he came to us specifically for help. We can’t send a team over and consider our duty done. There’s a reason for his presence here.”

      “Yeah, well, until he wakes up, we’re not going to learn a damned thing. He’s been traveling for a good three days straight. I know time’s of the essence, but dragging him awake won’t be of any use to us.”

      “So, I contact the council and inform them of the king’s abduction? But we don’t act until Zeke’s awake?”

      Dima grimaces. “Protocol demands that we do, but thinking about it, if they don’t already know, then the European council hasn’t contacted them with the news.

      “If that’s the case, then they’re trying to keep this under wraps. I don’t think we should be the ones to break the silence. And Zeke will be awake soon enough. There’s no way he can rest easily with his bond-mate in danger. We can find out more, then.”

      Knowing he speaks the truth, I nod in acquiescence. He can be a hothead at times, can Dima, but there’s a reason he’s the financial brains behind Coven. He’s a tactical genius.

      “It’s time to get up. We have to make our move to the rehearsal soon. We don’t have a lot of time to get ready.” Having warned Dima, I press a kiss to Lyssa’s downy shoulder and murmur, “Honey, it’s time to wake up. We have to go to the wedding rehearsal.”

      Another grumble, followed by a mewling yawn as she stretches atop Dima, is her reply.

      At his groan as she wriggles on him, her eyes open to reveal sultry green orbs with an icy heat burning in their depths, a freezing scorch so intense that it makes my concerns about Rule sizzle away.

      Her shift is a strange mixture of lioness and human. So much so that I can honestly say I’ve never seen anything like her before.

      She’s retained some aspects of herself, like her eyes, but the cat is evident in the new tilt at the corners. Her smile reveals pointed fangs.

      Prides are usually elitist. They’re one part of the Lykaen community who value bloodlines more than any other.

      Before the treaty, it wasn’t uncommon for lions and lionesses to mate with each other rather than a human. Their desire for purity meant they’d go cubless, but to many, that was a better alternative than sullying their family’s name with more half-human offspring.

      It’s an unusual mindset for Lykaens, who place more weight than most on having a family, but still, cats are funny creatures. I guess the word that best suits them is snooty.

      If Lyssa were to shift amid a Pride collective, she’d be mocked because her beast is a watered-down version of the original. To them, she’d be a freak. To me, she’s adorable. I can only hope Dima feels the same way, because I won’t have her hurt because his background cherishes pure bloodlines. Screw that.

      “Don’t mention her shift,” I tell Dima, who rolls his eyes at me.

      “Yeah, because I really want her to hate me again so soon.”

      Lyssa interrupts our mental bickering with a mumbled, “You look funny.”

      The irony of that statement has me hiding a smile. Because if I don’t look how she expects me to, then she sure as hell doesn’t either. “I need to shower,” I excuse myself, hoping she’ll buy in to that and not realize her eyesight is a ton better than it was twenty minutes ago, and those are the differences she’s noting. She’ll probably be able to see every one of my pores, the length of the stubble on my chin. Hopefully, her fatigue will help me con her. Otherwise, I’ll be fucked. She’s far too sharp, usually.

      “I want you to do something for me, Lyssa. Do you hear me?”

      “Uh-huh,” she mumbles.

      “I want you to close your eyes. I want you to breathe nice and deep, long and low.”

      Making her calm herself, find her center, is the only way I can think to reverse this bizarre shift.

      Considering that what she’s done is unprecedented, and I reckon totally unheard of, I’m going off gut instinct that this will work.

      Yogis have been preaching this stuff for hundreds of years, no?

      “Why?”

      “Do it, honey. Nice and slow, deep and easy.”

      I start to follow my own advice, breathing loudly, hoping she’ll catch on. When Dima follows in my footsteps, after a quick glare from me, Lyssa obeys within seconds.

      Our deep inhalations power around the room, swiftly followed by long exhalations. All three of us are breathing as one, and sure as dammit, my gut was right. Lyssa’s body slowly returns to normal.

      Her skin envelops the thick, downy-haired surface that had replaced it moments before. Her eyes return to their usual slant, dimming down into a regular human color.

      Both Dima and I share a glance filled with relief.

      “What time is it?” she asks around a yawn, apparently too tired to have noticed anything amiss.

      “Time for the wedding rehearsal.”

      Rather than burst up in a flurry of frenetic energy as I’d expected, she slumps onto Dima’s chest. “Oh God, I can’t be bothered. I wanna sleep.”

      Dima chuckles. “Tough. We have to see to the proprieties. Even if it’s only for your family’s sake.”

      Her lips pout into a sulky moue, which I lean down and kiss. Her soft sigh as our mouths touch has my heart twisting.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Your dad’s already had to reorganize everything once.”

      At that, she stiffens like she’s been Tazered, sighs out her tension, then makes a move to stand. “All right, then, if we must.”

      Both Dima and I watch as, half-dressed, she struggles upright and starts to make her way to the bathroom.

      “That’s the attitude every bridegroom loves to hear from his bride,” I tease to her back.

      She starts to strip on the path to the shower, both covering and obscuring her body as she lifts fabric over her head or shimmies her panties down her legs. The bird she flips our way couldn’t be clearer, though.

      When Dima turns to look at me, both of us burst out laughing.

      God, this woman was worth the wait.
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      In Russia, where I was born, the concept of family is different from the American version.

      Naturally, over four hundred years separate the ideology, but still, being at Niko and Lyssa’s rehearsal dinner is a sight to behold.

      Pre-treaty, most gatherings had something to do with the war between Lyke and Pyre.

      They were celebrations of great victories or commiserations of a battle lost.

      Family was merely a blood bond. The true binding came from brethren who had fought together, who were united in their hatred of a common enemy.

      When you’ve lived as long as Niko and I, the amusing thing is taking note of how little the human race actually changes.

      As supernaturals, we stay out of most human matters until we’re mated. Then we’re tangled slightly, but we tend to bring our mates into the supernatural fold. Considering how long we live, that only makes sense. Especially after the mate’s family has perished due to old age.

      For Niko and myself, we’ve been more exposed to humans thanks to our positions.

      The government of every nation is aware of the supernaturals’ existence; at only the highest levels, of course. Trying to keep radio silence among a race as populous as mankind would be foolhardy, and Lykes and Pyres are anything but that.

      Except when our pride is called into question.

      As it is, this is my first exposure to a human family, and I can’t deny, it’s amusing.

      There's a cousin who’s about three whiskys away from being dead on his feet. Another uncle, the dirty old bastard, keeps leering at some of his nephews’ partners. I’ve watched him accidentally pour ice tea down one woman’s blouse. The sight of her puckered nipples had turned his face a ruddy purple. And during the hour or so I’ve watched him, he’s had the barefaced cheek to pull that stunt three times. Three.

      One woman is sitting on the side, head bowed as people dance and laugh around her. The term wallflower fits her perfectly. Another tries to flirt with Niko as Lyssa dances with her father, who keeps on shooting daggers his ex-wife’s way. Our mother-in-law is knee-deep in martinis and, while she’s seated beside her fifth husband, keeps sending starry-eyed looks my way.

      I can imagine how a human child feels the first time they visit a zoo.

      But the star of the show, as always, is my mate.

      She’s the Queen of this particular jungle.

      As Lyssa’s father swirls her into a turn that has her spinning off the dance floor, her laughter fills the room to bursting. Or at least, it does to me.

      I’ve seen her happy, sad. Aroused, exhausted. Excited, bored. But I’ve never seen her like this.

      The energy she has tonight is astounding, especially compared to her fatigue earlier. I’m not sure whether it’s the mate bond settling into place, or if she’s simply happy to be with her relatives. Either way, she’s effervescent with vitality, and a veritable sight for sore eyes.

      The rehearsal dinner is being held in one of Derek’s barns.

      It’s amusing, really.

      Niko is one of the richest men in the country, and he’s being beset upon by drooling, jealous cousins in a wooden structure with hay on the floor.

      In fairness, the crowd of eighty of Lyssa’s family couldn’t be contained in any other part of town. There’s no restaurant large enough. Hell, there’s no hotel large enough. Most of the family is trebling up here at Derek’s house, or at Mrs. Pritchard’s motel.

      As it is, they’ve done their best with the raw materials provided.

      Long tables are joined together in a square separated only by four thin walkways that lead to the center of the tables and the dance floor.

      For me, it’s a perfect position from which to observe. I can sit here behind the checkered tablecloths, beer in hand, my stomach nicely filled from the steaks I’ve just consumed as I watch the mayhem.

      Watching Lyssa sashay through the crowds at the center of the dance floor, I cock a brow as she comes to stand in front of me.

      “Aren’t you going to dance with me?”

      “Ask Niko. I don’t dance.”

      “Never?”

      “Never,” I confirm.

      She leans over the table, bending low in a way that she has to know will drive me crazy. The little black number she’s wearing swishes about her calves but clings to her upper body. Her tits are cupped by the fabric, lifted as though in offering, and as she bends, the intriguing tunnel has my cock longing to slide between those full curves.

      Later, I promise my dick. To Lyssa, I say, “Not even that will work.”

      “It’s terrible that you won’t dance with your mate,” she murmurs, dropping the word into the conversation with the subtlety of an atomic bomb.

      “No, I won’t. Because my mate wouldn’t want me to do something that I hate. Especially because if I do dance with her, which I’ll never do, the only way it’s going to end is with us fucking on the floor.” I tilt my head to the side, a pleasant smile on my lips. “Does my mate like the sound of that?”

      Lyssa narrows her eyes at me. The amusing thing is, I can tell she’s pissed. Not because I won’t do as she bids, but because she likes the idea of my suggestion.

      She’s an odd one, gods love her.

      She nibbles her bottom lip, turns her head to the side, and sweeps a glance over the crowd, then sighs. “Okay, I’ll shut up about dancing. But I’m going to hold you to that, Dima,” she warns.

      “Honey, if I get to fuck you at the end, I’d dive off a cliff.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      There’s a twinkle in her eye as she perches a hip on the side of the table and, in a smooth move, lifts her legs up and over before climbing down the other side.

      “You couldn’t have walked a few steps to the table opening?”

      She grins at me. “What? And not flash Niko?”

      “Evil woman,” I tell her, even though I grin back.

      My gaze flickers to my bound partner, who’s staring straight at us. From this distance, I can recognize the heat burning at the back of his eyes. I’m used to its scorch, so used to it that it bathes me in a comforting warmth while getting me riled up at the same time.

      “Just reminding him why he’s with me, that’s all.”

      “Like he needs the reminder.”

      She snorts at my dry comment. “From the way he’s flirting with my cousins, I think he does.”

      “If you watch, you’ll see that they’re doing all the talking. Niko’s being polite. It’s a Pyre thing.” I put a finger under her chin and tilt her head in Niko’s direction.

      My chair creaks as I settle deeper onto the wooden slats and sit back and watch her watch Niko being pounced upon.

      “You get used to it,” I tell her. “Wherever we go, he’ll be bombarded with women. He doesn’t want it, doesn’t ask for it. It’s the power he exudes.” I figured she’d be okay with that by now.

      Maybe being claimed today has riled things up today?

      Lyssa nibbles her lip as her gaze flashes between him and me. “Strange that I never felt that way with Niko.”

      “You didn’t?”

      She shakes her head. “No. To me, he was always absent-minded. Like a half-crazy, half-sane genius. I thought he was sweet. I liked how his wealth and status hadn’t corrupted him.”

      “That’s one place where you’re right on target. His position is of no real importance to him. Don’t get me wrong, he sees to his duties with the proper amount of care and diligence, but Coven’s where his heart is. Not his actual coven.”

      “I guess I’ve read too many vampire stories if I can tell the difference between the two.”

      I grin at her. “Yeah, his coven is like his Vampyre family. For me, they’re my Pride. To him, the company gives him more pleasure. His position as the head of the national coven is more of a pain in the ass.” My earlier grin turns into a grimace. “Take today. We’re going along, living our lives, fulfilling plans we’ve made, and what happens? Something comes in and knocks Niko’s house of cards down.” I scrape a hand over my jaw. “It’s easy to see why it gets on his nerves.”

      “It’s crazy to think that all this stuff has been going on, and I’ve never been aware of it.”

      “I’m going to assume you don’t mean on a global scale.”

      She snorts. “Oh yeah, international issues are what concern me here. Not. I mean…how you two managed to hide so much from me without my being aware of it is terrifying.”

      My sigh is soul-deep. “Don’t think that wasn’t hard for both of us.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Considering the propensity the pair of you share for lying, I’m going to have to keep my eye on you both. Not that that will be a hardship, mind.”

      I grin. “Considering we both want to be in the bull’s-eye of your attention, that won’t be a hardship for us either. Seriously, you never have to worry about Niko and other women. Even if you weren’t his mate, he’s a loyal SOB.

      “Pre-treaty, that was one of the only things we Lykes had to say about Pyres that was positive. They’d die to retain their honor or kill to protect their loyalty to another. Considering you are his mate, there’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “I think I like this mate bond. It’s like an internal chastity belt.”

      That makes me grimace. “It works both ways, you know.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You think I won’t have enough on my plate, handling the two of you? Like I’ll need to go searching elsewhere for more trouble.”

      I reach for her hand, turn it palm-side up, and move it toward me. It’s risky doing this here, but I need the connection.

      Pressing a kiss to the center of her palm, I tell her, “We were lucky the day the gods chose you for us.”

      Lyssa cocks a brow. “You were?”

      “Yes. I don’t think anyone has ever processed so much in one afternoon.”

      Her cheeks bloom with heat. She ducks her head to stare at her lap as she mutters, “You might scare me, Dima, but I’ve never been able to ignore you.”

      Inwardly, I cringe at that. I swear to the gods, every time she says she’s afraid of me, even if it’s only in a small way, it’s like a goddamn ice pick to the heart. It pisses my cat off as well. I can feel him stretching his claws as tension hits him.

      “Tell me why you’re afraid of me. I’ve never done anything to cause you to fear me, at least not that I can think of. If your stepfather was a bastard, how do I remind you of him?”

      From the corner of her eye, she peeks up at me. A sheepish cast to her face has her nibbling her lip as if she were a girl of fifteen and not closer to thirty than twenty. “Look at you. You’re huge. You’re aggressive. Powerful. I might not be a supernatural, but I have instincts. Without knowing the truth, I could sense you were a predator.” She sighs. “In my world, that sounds bad. Like a murderer or something, and I don’t mean that. It’s difficult to explain what the hell I mean…”

      She breaks off and starts to drum her fingers on the table. Staring down at her wineglass, a pensive frown on her brow, she eventually says, “Every time Niko steps into a room, something inside me relaxes. It’s like once I can see him, once my eyes are on him, I can be happy.

      “With you, everything tightens. Until today, I presumed I knew why, but I didn’t understand it. Until you kissed me, it made no sense. Then it clicked.

      “You’re exactly what you’re supposed to be: Niko’s opposite. Yin to his yang. Just because I feel nervous around you doesn’t mean I’m afraid,” she murmured slowly, as though trying to analyze the words herself and make sense of them. “It means that I react as much to Niko as I do to you. Only in a different way. And different doesn’t mean bad,” she assures me quickly and presses her hand to my knee, slightly hidden by the tablecloth, and squeezes.

      It’s then I realize something Lyssa still doesn’t know, and Niko and I only learned this evening… The reason she’s afraid of me is the dormant cat resting within her.

      I’m Alpha.

      My pheromones are loaded with my essence.

      To a cat who has never seen the light of day, my presence was bound to cause Lyssa agitation.

      That her cat came out to play today after we bound ourselves together when she knew she was safe with me and that I was no threat to her makes complete sense now. In a random, rare kind of way, that is. Especially as a human mate having any kind of Lyke blood is highly irregular.

      Seeing her peeking up at me again, this time looking concerned, I smile. “It’s okay, Lyssa. I think I understand.”

      She blows out a relief-ridden breath. “I didn’t want to offend you.” A grin suddenly twists her lips. “Amazing how this morning I’d have wanted the exact opposite.”

      “You know how to charm a man,” I tell her with a laugh.

      “It’s good to see you two getting along.”

      After two hundred years, I should be used to having Niko pop into my head at will. It never ceases to make me jump. Spotting it, Lyssa scowls. “Is everything okay?”

      With a quick eye roll, I tap my forehead with a finger. “Niko’s interrupting.”

      “Tell him it’s rude to butt in.”

      “Why don’t you tell me yourself?”

      I can’t help but grin as Niko activates the telepathic link on Lyssa’s side via the blood connection uniting the three of us. For a second, she freezes. Her eyes widen, then clench shut. “What. The. Fuck?” she asks, eyelids still clamped closed.

      “You never get used to it,” I assure her.

      An eye pops open to glare me. “Thanks for that.”

      “I didn’t mean to shock you, Lyssa.”

      “Yeah…if…you really…that…”

      “Not bad for a first go,” I tell her. “Try to concentrate on each word, say it clearly in your mind, and it comes through. It’s not like speaking. Your mouth has nothing to do with it. Vocalizing the sounds won’t pass the thought over the link.”

      She blinks, and with the cutest frown of concentration on her brow—man, I’m soft in the head for her—screams, “If you hadn’t wanted to shock me, you could have told Dima to warn me. Jackass.”

      The screech has us rubbing the backs of our necks.

      “No need to make me suffer too, Lyssa. Think quieter. If you keep on that loud, you’ll give the pair of us migraines.”

      “A big, strong Lykaen like yourself gets migraines?” she asks. This time her voice is low and surprisingly clear.

      “Not bad, Lyssa. It took Dima two hours to get used to communicating this way.”

      “After two hundred years, I’m still not used to it,” I complain.

      Lyssa’s gaze flickers over to Niko. “This is handy being able to talk like this. I don’t have to walk over there and drag my slut of a cousin off you. You can do it yourself, and get your butt over here without me making a scene.”

      “She’s being friendly.” Niko tries to comfort her.

      And fails.

      “Men,” she huffs. “If that’s your idea of friendly, then you need to reevaluate the whole concept of friendship. Bethann’s always been cock-mad. Even before she knew what boobs were for.”

      My lips twitch. “You mean for babes to suckle and feed?”

      I receive an eye roll for my pains. “Yeah, yeah. You know what I mean. The first time she managed to tie Bobby-Rae Hutledge into knots by flashing him a bit of bra, she knew just what to do with her boobs.

      “I don’t care if your dick is magically bound to me, she doesn’t know that. What she does know is you’re Niko Korsov. Ya know, the billionaire?”

      Niko grimaces into his wineglass, but Lyssa and I watch as he disentangles himself from Bethann. Much to Lyssa’s cousin’s dismay.

      “More arms than an octopus,” she grumbles, watching as the illustrious Bethann clamps a hand on Niko’s arm and leans into him.

      “I don’t think most men would complain,” I tease.

      “Not with a set of double E-cups,” she mocks. “Considering he’s the groom… she never had any class.”

      “I would like to wax lyrical about your breasts. Unfortunately, I never actually saw them today.”

      “Bull,” she tells me, ceasing to glare at Niko so she can glare at me instead. “Don’t let on you didn’t see them plenty of times when Niko was screwing me.”

      “A gentleman never tells,” I reply, as, from the corner of my eye, I spot Niko swerving in behind her.

      He swoops down and in her ear whispers, “We didn’t screw.”

      Saying she jumps a foot in her seat is an understatement. Both Niko and I chuckle as she pats a hand to her chest, presses down, and then turns to face him, eyes narrowed. “What did we do, then?”

      “Yeah, Niko,” I tease. “Did you make love?”

      Lyssa grins. “Would you prefer me to call it that?” A heat behind her eyes has a reaction of a similar nature sparking in Niko’s. “Or how about fucking? Do we fuck, Niko? Until we’re both drenched, muscles aching, need pouring through our veins, our bodies calling out to each other, waiting for a response only the other can provide?”

      “We do that,” he whispers hoarsely, bending down to press a kiss her lips.

      The instant he does, the entire room explodes into applause like it’s the first time the bride-to-be and her groom have ever touched.

      Yeah, right. These two fucked halfway through their first date.

      I heard them screwing like rabbits in the back of the limo as I drove them back to the mansion.

      Lyssa’s many things, but patient isn’t one of them.

      That being said, neither Lyssa nor Niko seem to be aware of the clapping.

      My own cock twitches as a flash of tongues appears, the two of them eating each other’s mouths, fighting for control of the kiss.

      Lyssa’s nipples are like two Maraschino cherries popping through her tightly fitting dress, and in his tailored chinos, Niko’s cock is making a rather impressive tent.

      “The entire room’s watching,” I tell them, only for them to ignore me. “Now’s not the time to start tongue fucking.”

      They listen this time. Slowly, inch by inch, pulling apart. I can tell from Lyssa’s tortured moan that the last thing she wants to do is to stop kissing him.

      For the first time since we met her, I feel no bitterness at that need. I hate to say that I was jealous of Niko, of his effect on Lyssa, where my own appeal seemed to be nil to her.

      I’d be lying if I said these last fifteen months hadn’t been fucking difficult. Envy had reared its head far too many times to count. Only knowing that this was all meant to be, that it would all work out eventually, stopped me from turning into the Hulk.

      My gaze lingers on Lyssa’s mouth, on the wet, succulent flesh of her bottom lip. My own tongue longs to sup there, to drag her under my spell as efficiently as Niko has done, but instead, I see her flick a glance at her cousin, watch the smirk of righteous satisfaction lie heavy on her lips as Bethann glares at her.

      “I’d say you won that round, mate,” I tell her and am rewarded with a happy smile for my pains.

      “I know. And I didn’t even have to flash my boobs.”

      “That would have worked as well,” Niko butts in, making Lyssa chuckle.

      “As Dima has informed me, I’ve done him a disservice because he hasn’t seen my tits yet. I guess we’ll have to remedy that. Later.”

      “I’m sure Dima would be more than happy with that.”

      She winks at me, then looks away when her mother pops into her line of sight. Standing directly in front of her, weaving slightly on her feet from one too many shaken-not-stirreds, Corliss Hamilton waves woozily at the three of us. “That was quite a show, Lyssa Jane.”

      “Don’t call me that, Mother. You know I hate it.”

      Corliss flicked her hand. “That’s what’s on your birth certificate. Everyone will hear it in two days’ time.”

      “Yeah, well, we can have our ears cursed then. Not now. How much have you had to drink?” she asks, scowling up at a giddy Corliss.

      “Not nearly enough to stay in the same room as your father.”

      “Don’t start on Daddy, Mother.”

      Corliss pouts, then turns to me. “My ex has one of the biggest ranches in Texas. But what did he give me in the divorce? A piddling little townhouse in New York.” She sniffs.

      “Which Daddy nearly had to bankrupt the entire ranch to fund,” Lyssa half-yells.

      “Nothing more than I deserved. Being made to endure those god-awful years in this nothing town.”

      “For a woman who hated it so goddamn much, who hated her husband as much as you do, you don’t stop blabbering on about it. I’d have thought you’d prefer to forget. But no.” She drawls out the word. “Not my mama. She can’t even get rid of her hated hubby’s surname.”

      Corliss glares at her, then, sweet as pie, turns another smile my way and promptly changes the subject. “And who might you be? I saw you chatting cozily with my eldest.”

      “I’m Nikolai’s bodyguard, Dmitry Vasin, Mrs. Hamilton.” I know I’ll get my ass whooped for it later, but I stand and make a short bow.

      I can feel Lyssa shooting daggers my way, but when a man meets the mother of his mate… Hell, what can he do but behave like his own mother taught him?

      “Blame my mom,” I direct at Lyssa. “There’s protocol for meeting mothers and fathers-in-law.”

      “Don’t lay it on so damned thick,” she complains. “The last thing I want is for her to develop a crush on you. God, how embarrassing would that be? Like this isn’t mortifying enough.”

      Niko rests a hand on Lyssa’s shoulder as I bow over my mother-in-law’s hand.

      “Corliss, please,” she simpers.

      My smile is tight as I retreat to my seat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Corliss.”

      “Oh, no,” she tells me, her regard raking over my form in a way that is a hundred times worse than blatant. “The pleasure’s all mine. I can’t understand how I’ve never met you before.”

      “I was directed to the servants’ quarters when Nikolai and Lyssa visited your home in Manhattan.”

      “Dima, that was a genius thing to say, ” Lyssa informs me, and the three of us watch as Corliss’s cheeks start to burn a bright red.

      “I can only apologize that you were treated so poorly under my roof.”

      Lyssa snorts. “That’s a lie.” She eyes me with amusement. “My stepfather’s an attorney. But he sees clients at home. She won’t let their PAs through the front door.”

      “Lyssa Jane,” Corliss snaps. “Are you trying to make me look bad here?”

      “The truth shall set you free, Mother.” Lyssa’s smile is borderline angelic. Something my mate certainly isn’t. I met an angel about a century ago; they’re not as pious as you think, but no way would Lyssa be a shoo-in for the ranks.

      Corliss’s mouth flatlines. “Don’t you think we won’t have words about this, missy.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      She shoots another sickly sweet smile my way. “I hope to see you again, Dmitry.” A cursory nod is all Niko receives from his soon-to-be mother-in-law.

      “Seems like I’m the only one with her approval.”

      Niko chuckles. “Don’t believe it. I told you she’d tried it on with me too. The instant you rebuff her, she gives you the cold shoulder.”

      “Dammit, do you know how humiliating it is to know that she does that?” Lyssa sighs. “What the hell’s wrong with her? She never used to be like this. She used to be nice. We never used to argue. Not even when I was a teenager and I wanted to be with my dad instead of with her in Florida.”

      “You’re beautiful, Lyssa.” Niko presses a kiss to her head. “She’s, well, she’s getting old.”

      “She’s still beautiful.”

      “True, but for some women, old and beautiful don’t belong in the same sentence. For thirty years, she’s traded on her looks to get what she wants. Leaping from husband to husband, trying to find a richer one, and using her appearance as a commodity for them to purchase. You’re coming into your power. She’s losing hers. She’s jealous.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “Of course not. The explanation doesn’t make it hurt less. Still, it helps to understand the person who’s causing you such pain.”

      Lyssa reaches up to clasp the hand Niko has on her shoulder. I watch as she squeezes, and gently press my hand onto her knee. When she connects her fingers to mine as well, I feel like I’ve won a gold medal at the Olympics.

      Acceptance… I never knew how sweet it could taste.
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      The wedding rehearsal and the subsequent dinner had pretty much gone down as I’d expected. My mother and daddy doing their level best to hide the fact they never should have divorced, each glaring at the other with a hatred that proved there was a fine line between it and love.

      My cousins, the tramps, had all drooled over Niko, and they’d have tried their best to do the same with Dima if he’d moved from his seat once throughout the evening.

      My family, on the whole, had enjoyed the festivities, the BBQ, and dancing. And the minister, old Sampson, who’d christened my granddaddy and buried him, hadn’t been too pissed by our late arrival at the church.

      These last two days have made me realize a few things. I hadn’t gone the whole Bridezilla route, but I’d been feeling the pressure this week. Tying all the loose ends together, making sure nothing could upset my plans… Everything had all grown to epic proportions in my head. While the wedding and getting married had been Niko’s idea, I’ve been finding myself getting caught up in the mania of it all. But now, a weight has definitely been lifted off my shoulders.

      I guess Niko’s news made it all seem petty. Indeed, what we did this evening, the joining and the sex, was their version of a marriage ceremony. In their world, we’re married. What happens this weekend is a formality to please my family. Plus, to legalize the bond between Niko and me in the human world.

      Christ. Human world.

      In the backseat of Niko’s soft-top sports car, my back on the cushions so I’m staring up at the stars, the realization hits me. What had once been the world now had a qualifier. There was more than one kind of world, and yesterday, Niko had introduced me into a totally new, hidden society.

      Maybe I’m weird… In fact, screw it, I know I’m weird. But I’m excited. The idea of exploring what few humans know exists makes me feel like some kind of explorer. On the cusp of traversing through a completely new kind of society.

      I want to know more, am thrilled at the prospect of having to learn so much.

      It seems crazy that I’m finding all this easy to accept after less than twenty-four hours. I’m probably weirder than I imagined.

      Some things take longer to change… I’m still nervous around Dima, even if he makes my blood tingle.

      I taste his name on my tongue, savoring the new sounds after always calling him Dmitry. And usually snottily. The thought makes me smirk.

      Dima still feels like a wild card to me, although, after tonight, what we did, I can sense how we’re bonded. With time, I know I’ll get to feel as strongly about him as I do Niko.

      When I first met Niko, I hadn’t trusted the ease I’d felt in his presence. It had made no sense to be relaxed with a man who could make or break my career if he’d signed a contract with my firm. Seconds before meeting him, and all that morning, I’d been tense as fuck. Both dreading and waiting for my meeting with him and his adviser to be over. Then, when I’d stepped into his office in the mansion that I’d eventually come to live in, something inside had sighed. It’s the only way I can describe it.

      That was why I hadn’t trusted my feelings for him.

      Why I’d made him wait before accepting his invitation for dinner…even though we’d fucked on the way home.

      In his limo, no less.

      I still cringe at that particular memory even though it had been one of the best nights of my life; I just hadn’t made him wait for sex. But in most things, I did make him wait.

      When he asked me to move in with him, I’d taken an age to give him an answer.

      Not out of cruelty but out of necessity.

      I’d drawn up a list of pros and cons, wanting to see if I was ready. Really ready, or if that weird sense of satisfaction I always felt when I was with him was doing the choosing for me.

      When he’d asked me to marry him, I’d ummed and aahed, though by that time, I’d known that my life was and always would be with him. A marriage certificate sealed the deal.

      My reaction to both men, when from what they’ve told me, the mate bond is equal, is strange. I feel bad for Dima. Although, not so bad. I did fuck him tonight. After fifteen months of commitment to Niko.

      Unsure if that makes me feel better or worse, I sigh, feeling strangely replete. Something I feel is because I’m with them.

      The restlessness that’s dogged me my entire life, dragging me into college to study for a degree in graphic design that had come out of left field when I’d always shown an aptitude for languages and a complete lack of interest in art all the way through school. That had made me move from Florida, my home and the place of my birth, to California…

      All of it seems kind of destined, now.

      I was meant to become a graphic designer, and this transplanted East Coast girl was meant to move back to the West. Both life choices had put me in the radar of these two.

      Fate had stacked the deck, and we’d played the hand, falling right into her bluff.

      “You’re thinking hard,” Niko murmurs, making me jump.

      Whenever he talks to me, telepathically, it makes my left eye twitch. I guess I’ll get used to the feeling of our communicating this way. At the moment, it makes me feel like he’s scraping his nails against a blackboard. My head cringes. And that’s weird as fuck.

      “I’ve a lot to think about.”

      He turns in his seat to look at me. I can feel his gaze on me, watching, staring, but I ignore him, continuing to look up at the sky. I’ve always loved this time of the month. When the moon is at its fullest, so heavy and ripe with light. The gleaming rays burn my skin with a power equal to that of the sun. It’s a luscious feeling, sensuous.

      “That’s my fault,” he says, sounding guilty, once again shattering my thoughts to the wind. “I should have shared all this with you a long time ago.”

      “You’ve got that damned right,” I reply, but there’s no heat to my words. How can I be angry when I feel so at peace inside? “No more lies, Niko,” I state, tone firm. “No holding back. I might be a baby in comparison to you two sugar daddies, but I’ll go batshit if you keep anything from me. And I mean anything, Niko.” I sit up and shove my head between the rests. “What's happening with that man who came here tonight? Are you going to check in on him before we go to bed?”

      Before we dashed over to my daddy's ranch for me to get changed, they had peered into the room to check on Zeke but that was all.

      “He’ll probably need you to feed from him, Niko,” Dima butts in with words that have me freezing internally.

      “You’ll take his blood?” I shout. It’s hard not to hear the jealousy in my voice. Probably because where once peace had reigned, now my insides are frothing.

      “I promise it will be as hard for Niko as it will be for us, Lyssa.”

      “You wanna bet?”

      “Dima’s not wrong, honey. For two hundred years, I’ve taken only his blood. Today’s the first time I’ve even tasted yours. Relieving Zeke won’t be pleasant.”

      “Don’t do it, then.”

      “I have to. Lykaens evolve at advanced rates. After two hundred years of providing for Rule, Zeke’s body is accustomed to producing more blood. I don’t know what will happen after a few days without Rule feeding from him.”

      “That’s why we can’t travel apart, Lyssa,” Dima inserts. “We have to be together at all times. It won’t affect you as badly, but it will start to after only a day. It’s no wonder he collapsed today.

      “After all that’s happened, add to it the excess blood running through his veins… His blood pressure is probably through the roof.”

      Okay, now I feel like a bitch because, knowing that, I still don’t want Niko to feed from him. I wouldn’t class myself as possessive, but I guess this is a day for firsts.

      “I guess you’ll have to do it, then, Niko. What are we going to do to get your cousin back?”

      The idea of Niko having to do this every day is not a pleasant thought. The sooner we can bring back the correct Pyre to suck up the red stuff and deal with the bear’s blood pressure, the better.

      “There’s nothing we can do. Apart from investigate further. What I saw in Zeke’s mind created more questions than answers.”

      “Care to share?” I ask, though he doesn’t have a choice.

      “Do you know what alchemy is?”

      I snort. “I read Harry Potter. Of course, I know what it is.”

      Dima laughs. “It’s nice to know your knowledge stems from pop fiction. That’s reassuring, right, Niko?”

      “I’ve never felt more at ease.” Niko’s telepathic voice is wry. “You know that it’s impossible, right? We can’t turn base metals into gold…”

      “Why does that feel like a leading question?” I ask, wondering where this is heading.

      “Well, I’ve no idea how he did it, but Rule has discovered the key. I saw it in Zeke’s thoughts. Rule had locked up his mind tighter than the Bank of America’s vaults. I know why now.”

      “Was he there when Rule was kidnapped?”

      “No, but Rule transferred some images over to him, and Zeke’s mind has soaked them up like a sponge.”

      “Did you see who might have done it?”

      “That’s the weirdest thing. I did, but it can’t be.”

      “Why can’t it?”

      Dima’s voice intrudes. “Because the gods stay up high or down below. They don’t mess with humans or this world.”

      Floored by the casual mention of gods, I sit back in my seat and look up, then down. “Shit, are they watching us?”

      Dima chuckles. “Probably. Although I doubt we’re entertaining them.”

      “Whoa. This is freaky. I-I’m an atheist, for fuck’s sake. You’re telling me more than one god exists?”

      Niko turns back so he bestow a frown upon me. The moon’s rays illuminate his scowl as he grumbles, “Why the hell are we getting married in a church, then?”

      “Because of my dad, of course.”

      “Yeah, of course, Niko. Duh,” Dima teases.

      “I might not be devout, and he isn’t either, not like my sister, but there’s a proper way to do things in these parts. Getting married in a church is one of them. Hell, it’s either that or I’d never hear the end of it. He’s traditional, is Daddy. Likes things done his way.”

      “And we wondered where you inherited that from.”

      “I know you’re driving, Dima, but so you know, I’m sending a little bird your way. Tweet, tweet.”

      Niko studies my finger and confirms, “She is, Dima.”

      He chuckles.

      “Anyway, how many gods are there?”

      “Hundreds,” Niko says unconcernedly. “They don’t often meddle with human lives. Not anymore, at any rate. When they created Lykaens and Vampyres, they kind of agreed they were fucking with the world too much. There was a universal agreement to back off. That’s why this makes no sense.” He shakes his head, looking at nothing in particular, just navigating the thoughts running through his mind. “If they’re pissed, they don’t interact with us. They’ll send Death if they have to. They wouldn’t abduct someone.”

      “Maybe he is dead, Niko. Maybe they did send Death.” Look at me, talking about Death like it’s a real creature, and all without fainting.

      It’s Dima’s turn to shake his head. “No, Lyssa. Remember, I told you. Once we’re bound, we die together as we live together. If Rule were dead, Zeke wouldn’t be here either.”

      “Oh.” It’s weird how when he first told me that, I didn’t think about it. Now, it’s a little freaky. After this conversation, I think I need to back the fuck away from topics that freak me out. Gods, plural, being one of them, and the fact they’re snooping on us as we speak. “Well, if they were meddling, who would they send? I mean, do angels exist?”

      “Funny you should say that. I was thinking about angels today,” Dima murmurs, a strange smile on his lips.

      “Because of Rule’s kidnapping?” Niko asks interestedly.

      Dima laughs. “No, I was thinking Lyssa might look angelic, but she’s no angel.”

      Rather than be offended, I grin. “You got that right, babe.”

      It’s not my fault only white-blonde chicks can rock the angelic look. Forgive me if I use it to my advantage, say, when a traffic cop pulls me over.

      Niko rolls his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. This is serious, you two. The sooner we get Rule back, the sooner we can go on honeymoon. I, for one, am looking forward to five weeks of Maui. White sandy beaches, azure seas, lots of sex under the sun and stars. Yeah,” he stated with a growl. “I want this FUBAR situation dealt with.”

      Dima shrugs. “We both do, Niko. But the gods aren’t involved. They can’t be.”

      “I’m assuming from what you said, Dima, that angels do exist?”

      “Of course. Most mythological creatures, or in this case, theological, exist. Apart from Bigfoot. At least, I’ve never heard of anyone actually coming across a yeti.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring. Means demons exist too.”

      “Yup,” he tells me cheerfully.

      “You have to be kidding me.” I slump back in my seat at the notion.

      Niko butts in, “Now I think about it, guys, it could have been angels. They have the same aura, don’t they, Dima? As gods? You remember Yasmin, right? She had that weird golden glow. Looked like she’d been sprinkled in glitter.”

      “Better than dandruff, I guess.”

      Niko’s mouth pops open, and he frowns at me. “Dandruff?”

      I shrug at his confusion. “It popped into my head.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not helping. Dima, tell me I’m not wrong. She did have a golden aura, didn’t she?”

      Dima nods. “But that makes even less sense. Why would angels actually need gold? There’s no trade in heaven. No physical objects exist.”

      Niko slouches in his seat. “Shit, they don’t. But I swear, that’s what made me think of the gods. There was this blinding flash. It wasn’t yellow, wasn’t like an explosion. There was no heat. It was golden. Pure light. I’ve never seen anything like it until that time we met Yasmin. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      For a second, Niko’s silent. He turns his head to the road, looks out onto the prairie, and blows out a breath. “There was a woman.”

      “A woman? In Zeke’s head?” Dima demands, and I wonder why, of all things, that gets his blood pumping.

      Talk of angels and demons, he’s fine. A woman? Shock, horror, gasp.

      “Yeah.” Niko released a sharp breath. “His and Rule’s mate.”

      “They found her? But she isn’t claimed?”

      “No. Not yet. She was a redhead.”

      “Fuck.”

      Dima’s curse has me frowning. “What’s wrong? What does that mean?”

      “Contrary to popular belief, Lyssa, angels don’t have blond hair.”

      “Oh.” My eyes widened as I read between the lines. “You mean they’re redheads?”

      “Yeah. Angels don’t live on earth. It upsets the balance between good and evil. If they come down, then demons come up, and that FUBAR situation I mentioned earlier gets ten times worse.

      “The gods send a few angels down every now and then. Mostly it’s the watchers, the Archangels. But angels come down too, to keep an eye on things the gods aren’t happy with.”

      “You mean, like Vampyres turning base metals into gold? That kind of thing?” I ask.

      “Shit.” Niko exhales the word.

      “Yeah. Shit’s the word, Niko.” Dima runs a hand through his hair, then grips the back of his neck. “The Archangels can be naughty. They like to have fun, you know?”

      “What? They like to propagate little redheads?”

      “Exactly. Every redhead on earth has an Archangel in their lineage. Somewhere.”

      “Life’s a bitch, then. Considering how ginger kids get teased.”

      Niko snorts. “You do have a talent for saying random shit at tense times.”

      “It’s what I do best, honey,” I tell him, sugar sweet.

      He shakes his head and sighs. “That means either Rule and Zeke’s mate is an angel, sent to monitor the situation with Rule’s alchemy. Or she’s a human with an Archangel somewhere in her lineage…”

      “Fuck. How did this get more complicated? I mean, it was tough to handle knowing there are people who can turn into animals… Plus, Vampyres do exist, only they’re not allergic to the sun and can actually eat red meat. Like that was easy to process. I mean, shit.”

      Backing out of their discussion to process this new information, I sit back against the supple leather seats. Seated between their chairs, I have a direct view out of the windshield, and from there, on to Mrs. Pritchard’s motel.

      I’m too busy pouting to be interested in the darkness ahead.

      Until it’s not so dark, that is.

      When a light starts glowing from one of the windows, so much stronger and brighter than any of the others illuminating the exterior of the small building, I lean forward and grab Niko’s shoulder.

      Pointing at the light, I whisper, “Is that what you meant by golden?”

      Both men freeze at my question, then, following the direction of my pointing finger, gawk at the light.

      Before Niko can nod, Dima slams his foot down on the accelerator and proves the car can go from naught to eighty in five seconds flat.

      As we barrel down the road, my eyes start to water as the golden light seems to glow ever hotter, ever brighter. It’s like no other light I’ve seen. More blinding than staring at the sun for thirty seconds.

      The car swerves to a halt outside Mrs Pritchard's inn, and as Dima climbs out and jumps onto the sidewalk, he yells at me, “Keep your goddamn ass in that seat, Lyssa.”

      Niko is slower to move. His head is tilted up toward the window with the supernova light gleaming from it. I reach forward, grip his shoulder, and ask, “Honey, are you all right?”

      He swallows, his face as white as chalk when he stares up at the window and whispers, “I don’t think things will ever be right again.”

      As if his words were a trigger, a scream suddenly pierces the air, bursting from the open windows and penetrating the still night sky.

      I don’t know how I know it or even why. All I do know is that it’s Dima. He’s in danger, and that knowledge alone has my survival instincts kicking in.

      The question isn’t fight or flight.

      It’s whose butt do I need to kick?
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      The scream acts as a trigger; both Niko and I scramble at the door, and leap over the side when we can’t work the easy mechanism and fumble over it, then rush through the front entrance of the inn within seconds. Ignoring the dozing proprietor, who’s sleep-watching a rerun of some godforsaken game show, we head up the stairs.

      A part of me questions why she hadn’t heard the scream and woken up, but I’m too busy trying to climb the stairs, maintain the same speed as Niko, and all without breaking my goddamn ankle in my too-high high heels to concentrate on anything else.

      When we reach the second floor, the scent of scorched flesh singes my nostrils, and when Niko coughs, I can tell my nose is not alone. His is also being assailed by that weird-ass smell.

      He wheezes at it and staggers, falling to his knees. I catch him before he lands, just, then prop him up and half walk, half drag him along and down toward the end of the hall and Dima’s room.

      The door’s open, and by the time we reach his quarters, the light that had triggered our arrival has disappeared. Our panting breaths are suddenly loud in the silence of the room as we rush onward. Reaching the bedroom door, both of us nearly fall to our knees at the sight of Dima standing, hands over his eyes.

      He’s alive.

      For a second there, I wasn’t sure. I swear to God, I thought we’d lost… I break off the thought, not wanting to form it in my head.

      I bypass Niko, who seems to have frozen solid in the doorway, and head for my mate. The swift pace of blood throbbing in my ears tells me that this man might have been unwanted at the start—hell, a damned encumbrance, but now the situation is way more complicated. I can’t say I love him. I can’t say I like him, because damn, he can be a jackass. But I need him. My heart, not the organ but the intrinsic part of my soul, needs him. And for now, that’s enough.

      Without that supernova glow, I’m finding it hard to acclimate to the semidarkness. Sheesh, it totally fucked with my eyes!

      I pat the walls in search of the switch, and when light floods the room, I swiftly take in the surroundings.

      Everything seems normal. No chairs are upturned, nothing has been destroyed, but for all that, everything feels weird.

      And I mean at an atomic level.

      The room and its entire contents feel charged. Like if I touched anything, I’d get an electric shock.

      I look at Zeke lying supine on the bed. My gaze drifts down, and then I spot it. A black scorch mark. Frowning, I take a step toward the bed, when Dima moans.

      The sound freezes me to the spot. For a second, I can’t move. Can’t breathe. The utter agony in that faint ululation makes me quiver in panic. I spin around, turn to face my mate, and stagger. Hard enough that I almost fall to the ground.

      His eyes… His beautiful, beautiful golden eyes, are black. From the pupil, drained into the iris, and into the eyeball itself.

      Burned?

      How the fuck can that even be?

      I can’t be seeing things right.

      My eyes aren’t working properly.

      That has to be the only explanation.

      “Dima?” I whisper, unable to stop staring at him.

      His hand wafts out, reaching for me, and the move melts any ice from my bones. I rush forward, then cry out when he grabs me and pulls me to his chest. His embrace is painful, but it’s something my body needs. The violence in his arms tells me he’s alive.

      “Lyssa, you have to shift. I need your venom.” The words tumble out. “I need you to bite me. I don’t have much time. If you don’t bite, if your venom…” He sucks in a breath and releases me. His head tilts, and I can tell he’s listening. Relying on his ears to provide him with information. I guess I should have cottoned on sooner, but I realize then he’s blind.

      His beautiful eyes truly are…

      My stomach clenches. Everything inside me clamps down in rejection of him being so badly harmed and in such a short space of time. How can we go from bitching and laughing at the rehearsal dinner to one of my mates being this cruelly wounded?

      It takes a second for his words to penetrate my mind, and when they do, my confusion hits a previously unreached stratosphere.

      Shift?

      Like him?

      Why the hell would he ask me to do that?

      I have no time to think, no time to protest, because he turns in Niko’s direction and grits out, “Niko, you have to make her shift.”

      My other mate fails to respond, and I know he’s as shell-shocked as I am. It’s selfish, especially after whatever the hell it is that happened to Dima, but if he’s anything like me, his brain feels a whole lifetime out of sync. Struggling to keep up isn’t the word.

      I look at Niko, half-slumped against the door, his dazed regard on Zeke’s form. I take a peek at the other shifter myself, and once again notice the weird tangle of arms and legs. The angles of both don’t sit well with me. I also can’t help but see the black scorch mark on the sheets.

      As well as the charred flesh underneath.

      Before I can do more than gag, Dima screams, “Niko. You have to help me. Only her venom will revert this. You know a shifter’s venom is an aggressive regenerative.”

      Niko stares blankly at Dima before whatever thoughts had swallowed him whole seem to spit him out again. He blinks, gawks at Dima, and hisses. The sound is more like a snake’s than I like. It reminds me of all the bad vampire films I’ve watched over the years and of the spitting and hissing a cornered vamp would make.

      Once the hiss echoes around the room, Dima seems to relax. Before I can process that and what it means, Niko is stalking forward. My attention switches to him, and once he has me, his stare connected to mine, I have no choice but to dive into his thrall.

      I’ve never understood that. The thrall. Always wondered at it in books, questioned if it was a form of mesmerism, how it was even possible. Now I know it’s not like that at all, and yet it’s exactly like that.

      His eyes are bottomless pits. Not like Dima’s now, but somehow the pits are swath after swath of black velvet. I’m cosseted by the luxurious trap he sets for me, as he wraps me up in his control. I’m sheltered, so deeply embraced by him, that when pain hits me, I don’t feel it at first.

      It starts off small, at the base of my spine. Then suddenly, as if black widows are crawling over my skin, I feel as if my flesh is on fire. My eyes start to ache and water, the bones of my body shriek in a silent agony of their own, and blood gushes into my mouth.

      Only when a roar oscillates through me, making every part of me sit up and screech, can I pull back from Niko’s gaze. For a second, I stare at him, wondering how and why he caused my pain. He flinches at the accusation in my gaze, but Dima hoarsely whispers, “There’s not a lot of time, Lyssa. Please, bite me.”

      Maybe some part of Niko is still controlling me, because when he says that, I don’t want to tell him to grow up and stop acting like a high school jock.

      Bite me?

      Har-de-har-har.

      But… no. If anything, my mouth waters. I stare at him a second, my eyes seeming to take an age to focus on him. When I catch sight of the dead black of his eyes, another roar vibrates through me.

      The part of me that reacts whenever these men walk into a room, one half relaxing when it’s Niko, and the other half tightening and clenching when it’s Dima, starts to shriek.

      It’s that part that has me leaping forward, acting on an instinct so intrinsic to me I don’t know where it’s based. It has me angling down, and piercing flesh, forcing my not so blunt fangs through tough skin.

      “Suck.” Dima groans, pressing a hand to my head and holding me down. “And swallow.”

      The idea should make me feel nauseated. Instead, my stomach rumbles, and I do as bid. As blood fills my mouth, Dima begins to cry out. He didn’t make a peep when I bit him, but now it sounds as though he’s in agony. Some part of me, a small morsel of instinct, has me maintaining the position, biting down on his flesh. The woman at my core wants to let go, knowing this bite is the reason for Dima’s pain, but something else is in charge.

      When Niko grips my shoulders and gently massages, murmuring soft words in a language I can’t understand, I know I can finally let go. But it’s hard.

      The blood, so much of it, is in my mouth, warming my belly. I want more. Only knowing it’s Dima’s blood can I pull back, and as I do, I understand how a crack addict feels when denied his fix.

      My panting breaths have my whole body shaking, the tremors take the starch from my knees, and I know I’m upright only thanks to Niko at my back, supporting me.

      Another shudder racks my spine, but I ignore it as the need for more of Dima’s blood—shit, I can’t believe I’m even thinking that—recedes. I suck in a huge breath, scenting the air and feeling those weird vibrations pulsing through it, and then, as my eyes come back online, I see Dima slumped on the floor, writhing like he’s having some sort of fit.

      In my ear, Niko’s mumbles are calming but uninformative.

      “What’s happening, Niko?” I ask, my voice plaintive.

      “You’re healing him, Lyssa.”

      Before I can ask another question, he pulls me around and tucks my head under his chin as he wraps his arms around my back to hold me close.

      It’s strange because I can see, hear, feel, and smell, but not in the way I normally can. Everything takes double the time because I have to focus on what I actually want to do. It’s the only way I can describe it, and it’s still as confusing as fuck. How can I use my senses as I’ve always done but only after a time delay?

      It’s as if a wall of ice holds me apart from the rest of the world.

      When Dima’s moans of pain finally hit my ears, I start to struggle, understanding he’s suffering and needing to be there for him. Needing him to know he’s not alone.

      Niko holds me back, and at his continued refusal to let me go, a sound rumbles through me.

      A growl.

      An honest-to-God growl.

      Now, I know sometimes, when you grit out an insult, I guess it’s kind of considered a growl. In comparison, this is anything but. This is of the feline variety. Part howl, part grunt, part screech, part roar. Yeah, those are a lot of parts. And it came from me. Me.

      Before I have the chance to panic, a loud shriek of Russian bursts through the room. Staccato, guttural, loaded with agony. The sound triggers tears, and feeling the wetness on his throat, Niko freezes.

      “He’s going to be all right, Lyssa. I swear he will. This will all be okay. Soon.”

      I nod miserably, my forehead nuzzling against the stubble on his throat. Only now, there’s no scratch of his beard against my tender skin. The lack of that itch has me frowning for a second, but I let him soothe me. Let his hands calm me as he moves them up and down the length of my spine, and let my thoughts drift away.

      I fall into his embrace, waiting, waiting for the all clear because I need to hear it. Any more tonight and I’ll have hit breaking point. I know it.

      A sudden scream as piercing as the one that had dragged us out of the car and up the stairs has me choking on a sob, and this time, I manage to turn around and face Dima.

      He’s blinking at me, relief on his face as he tries to climb onto his knees, but weakness hits him like a sledgehammer and topples him over.

      He reaches for me, this time for comfort, not to beseech me, and everything in me reaches for him.

      I pull out of Niko’s arms and join my second mate on the floor. The instant I’m an inch away, I clasp Dima’s cheeks and force his head up so I can stare right at him.

      “Are you okay? Can you see now?” I ask, trying not to flinch at the new coloring of his eyes. The irises have reverted to that brilliant gold, but there’s only a dilated pupil. And when I say dilated, I mean like a cat’s. Not a circle like a human’s. Where the rest of my eye is white, his is still that disturbing black. There’s faint sheen now, though, instead of that dullness of before, which makes me feel as though they’re carved out of obsidian.

      Inside, I’m revolted by them. On the outside, I show nothing, knowing he can never see how deeply his eyes disturb me.

      “I can see,” he gasps out, lowering his head to my shoulder and letting me wrap him up in my arms.

      At my side, Niko drops down to the floor, and on a line that I know is unique to him and me, he whispers silently, “Thank you, Lyssa.”

      I turn my head to look at him. As our gazes catch, I tell him, “He’s my mate.”

      “I know that, and he knows that, but I didn’t think you did. Not yet, anyway. Not so soon.”

      “Maybe I didn’t either. Now I do.”

      He watches as I wrap my arms tighter about Dima and murmurs on our private line, “Hell, what did we do to deserve you?” He shakes his head. “We’re lucky SOBs.”

      My grin is weak but there nonetheless. “It’s good that you know it.” I wink at him, then press my face against Dima’s, trying to tell him, silently, that I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.

      That’s one promise I have no problem making.

      What a difference a day makes, eh?
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      “How’s Zeke?”

      Watching Dima, I split my attention between the view of his back and my conversation with Dr. Hendricks, one of the best Lykaen healers in the world, and the best in the US.

      I can feel Dima’s tension from a mile off, but it’s been this way for the last five weeks; there’s a wall I can’t breach between us.

      Mostly it’s to do with his sight. The other half of the problem is his pride and ego.

      I can’t chide him for the latter; greatness and the strength to hold and maintain a position of power coexist with pride and confidence. Still doesn’t stop me from wanting to whack him every time he stiffens up on me.

      “He’s holding up as well as can be expected. A burn that severe…” Dr. Hendricks breaks off. “Well, you know we didn’t think he’d survive the first night. The extent of those…” A deep inhalation reminds me of the severity of the internal burns Zeke had suffered. “I don’t know what to call it. How the hell does the heart get burned when no other part of the body does?” Before I can reply, he grumbles, “Yeah, I know, I know. The issue is classified. Let me say this, he’s coming on as well as can be expected.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Hendricks.” I cut the call and once again stare at Dima’s tense shoulders.

      Dima knows how those internal burns happened. He almost lost his eyesight for it.

      A creature, hands deep in Zeke’s chest, slowly charring the other man’s heart like it was a burger on the barbecue. Dima’s punishment for walking in? Blindness. A life of eternal darkness.

      Had Lyssa not been there, had she not had Lykaen ancestors in the soup of her family history…?

      The what-ifs could drive a man to insomnia. Blindness doesn’t equal death in the human world. There are ways and means to adapt to life, to adjust. But for a Lykaen, any kind of disability is distrusted. Packs and Prides alike cherish strength. They abide by that ancient, primeval law: survival of the fittest.

      A blind lion, therefore, is a useless lion.

      A blind lion is a dead lion.

      She has no real idea what she did that day. She didn’t just save his eye sight, she saved his life. Our lives.

      “How is he?” he asks, turning around and away from the window he’d been staring out of, a view that obsesses him now.

      The cliff-side views from our house in Ventura are particularly beautiful. But it probably helps that Lyssa’s been spending a lot of time outside recently. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s actually watching her rather than looking at the bluffs.

      The shades he’s wearing are on his face twenty-four-seven. He wears them to bed, for fuck’s sake. His eyes freak him out. He can’t stand to look at them, and while we mostly deal with supernaturals, he doesn’t want them to be aware of this new change, either.

      Can I blame him?

      No, I admit to myself on a sigh.

      They’re difficult to behold, but by contrast to what staggered me that night, the flatness, the dead and singed char… I gulp. No, now they’re fucking beautiful in comparison.

      “Zeke’s hanging in there.”

      “It’s been nearly six weeks since Rule was kidnapped, and Zeke’s been in that goddamn coma for almost as long. We need to do something. We need to act.”

      I sigh. “I know we do, and I know holding back feels wrong to you, but tell me what other options we have. Seriously. Tell me, and we’ll do it. Whatever it may be.

      “As it is, we have jack to go on. Aside from the fact that our suppositions were correct. Angels or something are involved with this…whatever the hell this is.”

      After scrubbing a weary hand over my face, I cast a glance around my domain.

      My office is spread over two levels. The higher level, a raised platform, consists of the wall-to-wall windows that overlook the cliffs. There are two large sofas on that dais, as well as shelves loaded with various bits and pieces I’ve collected over the years.

      The second level consists of desks. Three belong to me, one to Dima.

      I watch as he ignores the five stairs between the levels and jumps down. I cringe when I see him falter as he lands, knowing it will only incite his bitter anger all the more.

      I hear him suck in a breath, listen as he blows it out between gritted teeth, and wish to God I knew what was actually going on inside his head.

      According to the best Lykaen medical facilities in the world, according to Dr. Hendricks and his team, Dima’s eyes should be A-Okay. Yeah, they’re not what they were before. That would be impossible. But they’re average for a Lykaen.

      Humans set great store by their twenty-twenty vision. Lykaens’ eyes are incredibly strong. They possess twenty-five vision. Dima’s current twenty-fifteen, and his brain’s inability to adapt and adjust to his poorer sight are the reason why Lyssa isn’t Mrs. Niko Korsov yet, and why we’ve come back to the house in Ventura rather than being on the last few days of our honeymoon.

      It’s also why Dima, for the first time since the treaty, when the idea of sharing a bed with the enemy was still too hard to contemplate—even though there was no other alternative—has taken to sleeping in a guest bedroom.

      Saying it’s difficult trying to reach my bound mate is a bit like saying diamonds are malleable.

      The crazy thing is, I’m relieved he can see at all. I wish Dima felt so blessed. It would make things a hell of a lot easier.

      “Reports confirm there’s more demon activity, which means it has to be an angel I saw, right?” He butts into my thoughts, steering the topic onto another level.

      Thankful he’s focusing on anything but his less than steady footsteps, I watch him stumble around.

      “That doesn’t tell us anything. We’re not demon hunters. Nor are we angel hunters.”

      “Maybe we need to start being them, then. No one else is going to step up to the job. The humans aren’t going to do it. Shit, they’re still in cloud cuckoo land where angels and demons are concerned. The hyenas sure as fuck aren’t going to save our asses. There’s no one else to do it but us.”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I grimace at the truth in his statement. “We’re not trained to hunt them. We have no idea what their markers are, how to snare them. We’d be going in blind. Sending thousands of men into situations that they have no training to handle. Can you sanction that?

      “Because with all the will in the world, we can’t suddenly magic up some people with knowledge on demons.”

      “The witches could help.”

      I snort. “Because they’re helpful. They live to serve. Anyway, you know they’re pacifists.”

      “They’re pacifists when we don’t have angels and demons roaming the cities. As it is, the situation has changed. Maybe their viewpoint has, too?”

      Seated behind my Coven desk, a sleek piece of glass artwork shaped into a work surface, I stare longingly at the code I’ve been trying to work on for the last two weeks.

      There’s nothing I’d love more than to get to grips with it, to pull it apart and reconstruct it. But I can’t.

      Instead, I push my chair away from my desk and roll over to my second one, a boring wooden table, a place where I work begrudgingly.

      Nudging the mouse, I turn on my instant messenger and scroll through my contacts. Finding Beatrice Luna’s e-mail, I notice she’s online and connect to her.

      The sound of Skype's bubbling dialing tones has more tension invading Dima’s shoulders as the IM tries to connect, and while I keep an eye on him from the periphery, I focus on the screen, waiting for Beatrice to appear.

      When she does, I smile. Actually meaning it, as well. I like the witches’ leader, even if I dislike most of her people. She’s candid, smart, and a damned fine chess player.

      “Niko Korsov. Long time no hear,” she chides me.

      “The same could be said for you, Bea. After all, we’re only on the end of a webcam these days.”

      Her grin is childlike. “Do you remember those god-awful times when we had to physically travel to meet with one another? To that damned house of yours on the cliffs.” She shudders. “In a car, I’d imagine it’s about bearable. But by  horse and carriage?” Another shudder.

      I chuckle fondly at the memory, even though I'm very glad handy things like motorcars exist nowadays, too.

      “Like you can talk. Halfway up a damned mountain. The asses were breathless by the time we made it up there.”

      “I think we’ve contacted each other less now it’s far easier to communicate.”

      “Irony, I guess.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Things have been quiet of late. Especially since you and the fur balls stopped fighting.”

      “Two hundred years of peace. It has to be a record.”

      “It’s only a record if the peace is broken.”

      “Now you're being pedantic. Before, we barely managed a year without another war starting.”

      “Well, either way, I'm just glad there's peace at all.”

      I eye her through the webcam, staring into a face that looks as youthful as my own. Only she hasn’t adapted well to modern life.

      Her robes are of the old style. White, sweeping swaths of fabric that fall down her arms when she rests her elbows on her desk, and so long that they’re a danger when descending any stairs.

      Behind her, there are books. Row after row of them, ancient and new, worthless and priceless. The shelves are carved oak, inscribed with runes and wards to protect the tomes and keep them in pristine condition. Personal libraries are a witch’s most precious possession—the lengths they will go to acquire a new one, would stagger most people.

      Even knowing Beatrice as little as I actually do, I know the most modern thing about her office will be her computer. The rest will be old, as old as she or having seen at least fifty to seventy years. Anything new will be knickknacks or a new interpretation of an old work.

      Witches are like that. Set in their ways. Slow to move with the times, keen to pigeonhole modernity. They’re similar to Pyres in many ways, which is probably why they and the Lykes, or beasties, as Bea called them, don’t get on.

      With a glum sigh, I mutter, “I’d hazard a guess and say that peace on earth is definitely in danger at the moment.”

      Beatrice frowns. “The treaty? It has been breached?”

      I shake my head. “There will always be outsiders, and the hyenas have never accepted the terms, but no. The treaty is still being upheld and actively supported by millions of our people.” It’s now or never. “I’m going to trust you with Lykaen secrets, Beatrice. Can you swear to me this is a secure and unrecorded line?”

      She casts me a knowing glance. “I handle calls of more importance over this connection than whatever you’re about to tell me, Nikolai Korsov.

      “The room is warded. The computer is too. It’s as safe as I can make it. And you and I have always been friends. It’s a shame our people haven’t always been as simpatico.”

      I look over the camera to Dima and silently ask him, “Are you sure you want to get them involved? Once we do, there’s no going back.”

      His answer is resolute. “Do it.”

      “We’re currently experiencing a slight increase in demonic activity.”

      Beatrice frowns. “Yes. I’ve had similar reports. Although our notion of demons is a little different. This close to Samhain, I suppose it shouldn’t come as a surprise. You know as the autumn equinox drifts by us, there’s always some disturbance.”

      “If we were to look at it statistically, I think you’d see there’s more activity this year than usual.”

      “Why would I do that? We’ve been able to handle the attacks.”

      Sighing, I rock back in my chair. “Because this time, the situation is different. These aren’t random demons who have escaped hell and are looking for a bit of torture to celebrate their newfound freedom. We suspect that some angels have come to live on earth.”

      Noticing the tilt to Beatrice’s head, I can tell I’ve caught her attention. “How is it you have come to know this?”

      “A fellow Pyre was kidnapped. His bound mate came to me to ask for aid. After looking through his memories, I learned something about the Pyre. He’s been dabbling with alchemy.”

      Beatrice snorts. “They always try, and they always fail.”

      “No. That’s just it, Beatrice. He didn’t fail. He did it. Actually created gold. I’ve seen the memories. There’s no way they’ve been tampered with.”

      For a second, I can tell I’ve stunned her. Then, as her eyes grow wider, she whispers, “I’ll send a squad of witches to help you find the kidnapped Pyre. A man with that knowledge can’t be roaming around the streets.”

      “Do you hear yourself, Beatrice? He isn’t roaming around anywhere. That’s the problem. He’s been abducted, and the angels have him.”

      She scoffs. “Why on earth would they be interested in a man who can create gold? Aside from punishing him, that is. It’s not like there’s a Chanel flagship store in heaven.”

      “That’s exactly what got us thinking. Why would they do that, interfere with lives they’re forbidden from touching, unless they actually needed currency?”

      “Which is why you believe they’re on earth? Living here?” Her doubt is evident.

      “That, combined with the increase in demon activity, because we know as soon as angels appear, they upset the balance. Plus, the bound mate of the abducted man… He was injured by an angel. Dmitry saved his life and was in turn injured for his troubles.”

      “My condolences, Nikolai. I’m sorry to hear that Dmitry is unwell. If there is anything I or my brethren can do for him, please, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      The words draw Dima away from the wall he’d been leaning against. His heels tap on the floor as he moves toward me and stands in front of the camera.

      “You can tell me how the hell I can make this go away.” He whips off his shades, and Beatrice’s gasp as she takes in his eyes makes me cringe.

      “Kissed by the Other,” she whispers. She reaches forward, as though she’d like to take a closer look, her nose almost brushes the computer screen so intent is she.

      “Kissed by the Other?” Dima asks, sounding both impatient and hopeful.

      None of the doctors have been able to explain why his eyeballs have turned black.

      After Zeke’s injuries, the supposition is that the angel scorched his eyes. But there was no evidence to sustain that train of thought.

      If the burns were like regular ones, then Lyssa’s blood, weaker than a normal Lykaen’s but potent nonetheless, might have healed them, but Dr. Hendricks said the Lykaen blood would have concentrated on fixing the internal wounds, which in this case were more extensive than the external ones.

      Saying that, both attacks are unprecedented. Angels have never maimed or attacked before, so we’re going into every part of this farce blind.

      “To be touched by one of the Otherworld. What you call angels in your culture, we call spirits. What you call heaven and hell, we call Otherworld. Some spirits are good, some bad. Like humans, they are diverse. When you are touched by an Other, you are forever…” She sighs. “I want to say tainted, but that has negative connotations. You are marked. It never leaves you.

      “Black is a spiritual color. It draws in light and energy. As you well know, Dmitry. This is not a curse but a blessing.” Suddenly, eagerness whizzes through her voice. “Tell me, what has changed since you were touched? You must have noticed…”

      Before she can continue, Dima’s hand slaps down against the table, rattling the computer and the cam. “Nothing has changed. Nothing apart from the fact I trip over my damned feet now. There’s nothing you can do to eradicate this? To take it away?”

      Beatrice’s young-old face tightens with sorrow. “This is a gift, Dmitry. You must embrace it. Whether you were touched with the intention to do good or ill, you have been blessed. With time, you will learn of your new gifts. If you are ever in need of counsel, then you know where I am.”

      Dima sucks in a breath, steps away from the desk, and stalks out of the room. When the door slams shut, I flinch, my stare trained on the quivering plank of wood.

      “You have my condolences, Niko,” Beatrice says once more, breaking into my thoughts. “A man such as he is not made for a gift like this. Lykaens are creatures of the body, physical in all ways. In touch with their souls only in their most bestial form. It would have been better for you to have received the gift. With your talents for telepathy, they would have gone hand in hand with a Kiss.”

      Running a hand through my hair, I mutter, “I wish it were me. He can’t get over it. Can’t seem to accept it. We thought he’d be blind. Instead, his vision isn’t what it was, but he can see. That in itself is a miracle.” I don’t tell her why we managed to beget a miracle thanks to our mate’s unknown ancestry. As much as I’m trusting Beatrice here, I’d never trust her with Lyssa’s safety. “Can you tell me what gifts he may have received upon experiencing this ‘Kiss?’”

      Beatrice shrugs. “It could be anything. A heightened sense of empathy, the ability to move things with his mind alone. He might see spirits, might be able to communicate with them, or they with him. The list is endless. But whatever it is, it will be a natural enemy of his inner beast.

      “He is at war with himself, Niko. Until there is peace, he will not be the man you knew.”

      “Thank you for your honesty, Beatrice,” I murmur, closing my eyes at such news. I’d realized there wouldn’t be a quick fix. But I’d hoped for hope. The prospect of finding a way to cure Dima. Of taking this away from him.

      “Both of you seem so sad at this news. In truth, it is a time of celebration. It shall be when he comes to terms with this new aspect of his nature,” she tells me, a promise lingering in her voice.

      “He’s a stubborn bastard, Beatrice. The gods only know how long that will take. And until then, I still have a Pyre in the hands of supposedly good spirits, as you call them, who wish to live on earth regardless of the stink it will cause with the bad spirits. On top of that, I have no idea how to go about rescuing him.”

      Beatrice smiles. “I see my sisters were wise when they told me I should watch more television.”

      Curious, I lift a brow in question.

      “Follow the money, Niko. Or in this case, the gold. If the spirits or whoever they are, are offloading gold onto the market, you’ll find a lead.”

      With a groan, I bring my hands together and make a slight bow. “Why didn’t we think of that? My thanks, Beatrice.”

      Her laughter is a gentle tinkle, like rain coursing down rock. “It takes a woman,” she teases. “If you have any need of either advice or physical aid from me, be in touch. Let us not be strangers. Especially—”

      “Especially what?” I ask.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “When Dmitry comes into his powers, I would consider it a favor if you told me of his gift.”

      “You might be waiting a century, for you know how obstinate he can be… But, of course. Thank you, as always, Beatrice.”

      When she dips her chin in dismissal, I cut the connection and rise from my seat. Heading over to the window that transfixes Dima whenever he’s in here, once I reach it, I look down and, 'lo and behold, spot Lyssa.

      She’s attacking a patch of soil with a small trowel with enough violence that I know my gardener will probably have a heart attack when he spots the mess she’s made in the pristine ground.

      Dima’s behind her, studying her with an intent that has heat rattling through me.

      Since the accident, not a one of us has touched in any way sexual.

      In the last two hundred years, neither of us has gone so long without. He submits to feeding, but no longer as I pound my shaft into his ass and clutch at his neck.

      He simply sits there, neck tilted, staring into space. The feeding has become impersonal enough that it frightens me how far he has separated himself from me.

      After two centuries together, the Dima-shaped void in my life is unbearable.

      Speaking to Beatrice has provided me with some answers. The realization that I must be patient, that I must wait for Dima to come to terms with his new and unwanted gifts, has me groaning.

      As patient as I am by nature, one would have to be a saint to try to outlast Dmitry Vasin.

      And whatever I may be, a saint isn’t one of them.
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      Can I say I have a green thumb?

      Not really. Prior to the “incident,” as Niko and I term it, I hated the garden. I didn’t particularly like plants, and whenever Niko gave me flowers, they always died within two days.

      Now, however, I find a certain kind of peace here. Something that only comes when I touch the soil and feel it between my fingers. As the wind batters me, the sun’s rays warm my head, or as rain drizzles me with its moisture, I’m centered. At one with the universe and myself.

      I’ve never particularly wanted to be at one with the universe, but now I’ve reached that peculiar equilibrium, I’m finding I like it.

      At this moment, I should be inside, working on a contract that came through from an agent the other day. A logo redesign. Simple work in its own way, but creative.

      I’ve always enjoyed taking a crappy logo and making it fresh, exciting. Marketable. And, after my work on Coven, the projects are rolling into my hands. I can pick and choose between some of the world’s biggest brands.

      Yet I don’t particularly want to.

      A job I would have once loved, holds no interest for me. Not at the moment, at any rate.

      I want to be outside, come rain or wind. Clouds or clear skies. Have done ever since that night.

      Those life-changing six hours when I became a third of a triad, discovered that humans are not as alone as I once believed, and where my mate could have died.

      Let’s put it this way, I’m not the Lyssa of before.

      Niko’s house, now otherwise known as our place, is a monument of glass and brick, steel and wood.

      It shouldn’t work, it really shouldn’t.

      Especially as parts of it were built in the nineteenth century. But it does. It’s a beautiful place to live and be.

      The front facade consists of nothing more than glass and supports. The windows look out onto five-hundred-foot drops, rocky cliff faces, and the Pacific Ocean. In the morning, in certain rooms of the house, it’s advisable to wear shades. The sun pouring in through the windows is incredible.

      The first day back, when Niko got up and walked into the kitchen, one of the rooms that drowns in sunlight from dawn to around twelve, I freaked.

      Weird how knowing he’s a Vampyre and actually seeing him walk around in the sun somehow snapped in my brain.

      I actually jumped him. Toppled him over onto the floor and shielded him with my body. Even as slow as Dima’s been since the incident, he was there within seconds after he heard the crash of our bodies on the floor.

      Crazy as it sounds now, I’d been on the brink of hysteria, certain he was going to die, though I’d seen him make coffee a hundred times in the kitchen throughout our relationship.

      Dima had knelt beside us, nuzzled his face into my hair, sniffed; then his teeth had raked over my nape. Not his human teeth either. The sharp, pointy fangs of his shifted ones.

      Instantly, all the bones in my body had turned to mush, and I’d relaxed atop Niko.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” they’d murmured in unison. Rubbing my back, stroking my arms, holding my hands.

      It was then I’d realized the moment of truth had arrived. I’d accepted everything they’d thrown at me until that point.

      Absorbed new information about gods, plural, actually existing; angels and demons capable of cohabiting unpeacefully on earth; Vampyres and Lykaens, witches, and Christ only knew what else roaming around… I’d handled it.

      That moment had been my breaking point.

      The idea of losing Niko had seemed horrendously real.

      Imagining him dying, like in the vampire movies, hisses and cries seeping from his mouth as the sun turned him to ashes, had filled me with dread.

      I’d truly been waiting for his flesh and bones to turn to dust, his screams of agony to tear through the air.

      With Dima’s own injuries still hitting me hard, that had been the moment my mind crumbled.

      It had taken thirty minutes for me to calm down, and ever since then, I’ve stayed out of their office, stayed out of their discussions about the coven and Prides and Packs, and God knew what else.

      As well as the fact that, while they aren’t saying anything, something’s going on with me. Something that makes no sense. Because if I’m human, why did my bite save Dima’s sight?

      Huh, I’m a poet and didn’t know it.

      Safe to say, for the moment, I’m choosing to stay isolated from all information. Which is another reason why being outside is damned freeing.

      Something fucking freaky is happening, and I’m not sure I want to know what it is.

      Cowardly?

      Maybe.

      All I know is, I can’t process much more without going psycho on their asses.

      “Do you want to go into the city?”

      Dima’s voice pops out of nowhere, but I’ve grown accustomed to that.

      They tend to leave me alone, then all of a sudden bombard me with their presence. Bombard sounds like they’re unwelcome. If anything, it’s the opposite.

      I’m not a clinger. I’m really not. I’ve always been independent. Always liked my own space, and my relationships used to come to a natural end because the guys couldn’t get that I liked to be alone sometimes.

      It’s crazy, then, that I could be with these two twenty-four hours a day. Some days, the distance between us makes my stomach burn. And they’re usually twenty feet away.

      How fucked up is that?

      A wall separating us is apparently too much for me to cope with at the moment.

      Definitely not something to appreciate.

      “No. I don’t want to go into the city.” I turn my head and stare at him.

      Dressed in shirtsleeves, expensive navy chinos, and loafers that look softer than my behind, he’s a veritable wet dream.

      Apart from the shades.

      They make him look like a reject from a Bond movie.

      I cock a brow. “You know I don’t like it when you wear those things with me.”

      His mouth purses. “You know I don’t like it when you make me take them off.”

      “Tough. Shit,” I retort, glaring at him. “Mate privileges.”

      There are definitely some perks to being two guys’ one and only. If anything, that’s part of our relationship that has come easy to me. Bossing around the big boys.

      I grin at the thought, then smother it when he sighs, the sound more of an irritated hiss than anything, but he does as I ask.

      I simply stare at the eyes he’s intent on hiding behind shades while he glares back at me.

      “Happy now?”

      “Yes.”

      I won’t lie. At first, his eyes freaked me the fuck out. Now, whenever I look into them, it’s like a lightning bolt to my pussy.

      I know what those eyes can see; not even Niko does. Dima hasn’t told him yet, hasn’t shared the news.

      While I’m kind of MIA on most other parts of the supernatural world, I can’t be when it concerns my mates and their nature. The idea that Dima can see time makes me damned horny. It makes me wish he’d ram his cock into me right out here on the deck.

      Not that there has been any sex of late.

      Strange, that. With two virile guys, you’d think my pussy would be sore from all the attention it was receiving.

      Unfortunately not.

      “You look pissed. And not just at me making you take those god-awful things off your face.”

      He walks over to the patch of soil I’m tilling and sits cross-legged on the deck a foot away from me. It’s very, very hard not to look at the bulge of his crotch.

      I’m a pervert. Shoot me.

      “That’s because I am pissed.”

      “Come on, then, what’s got you mad this time?”

      “The head of the Witches’ Council says the spirits gave me a gift. A fucking gift. I can’t see straight enough to walk without stumbling, and she says they gave me a gift. That bastard tried to take my sight. That’s not my idea of generosity.”

      I snort, and he eyes me curiously.

      “Your sense of humor is whacked,” he mumbles, staring out at the ocean.

      As the sun’s rays beat down on him, he stretches his neck to the side and shudders, obviously enjoying the warmth of the day.

      The action is so inherently feline, exactly like the lion that is his other half, I can’t help but smile at him.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised how much there is about me that’s whacked.”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      I wink. “It’s whatever you want it to be, babe.”

      He chuckles. “How do you do that? Take me from pissed off to laughing and without saying all that much.”

      My shrug says it all. I don’t have a clue either.

      Dima sighs. “I need to tell Niko about this new issue.”

      “I’ve been telling you to tell him for the last two weeks.”

      “I know. But it’s hard.”

      “It actually isn’t. You walk up to him and say, ‘You remember that psycho angel that tried to burn my eyes out? Yeah, you know the one, right? Glows like a supernova, hands slip through flesh, that one? Well, he’s made me see time. Pretty nifty, huh?’” I shoot him a grin. “See, how easy was that?”

      He huffs. “I need to give him more details than that, Lyssa. That’s why I’ve been holding back. How do I explain that I can ‘see’ time? You make it sound so damn easy, and it isn’t.”

      Reaching for the pack of wet wipes I’d brought out with me, I clean my hands up, rid them of the dirt.

      When they’re clean, I crawl to him, cup his face, and stare deep into the freaky-as-fuck eyes that he can’t accept.

      “Tell him what you can and can’t see.”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know what I’m seeing.”

      “Then tell him that. For God’s sake, you don’t have to make sense of it yet. He won’t expect that. But keeping it from him will…” I sigh. “You know it will hurt him. It’s not like he wants to use you as a tool. He’s your mate, Dima. You shouldn’t be keeping stuff like this from him.”

      “Since when did you become an expert on what mates should share with each other?”

      There’s a bite to his words that has me prodding his shoulder with a finger. “Less of the attitude, lion man. I’m having to roll with the punches every damned day here. I either have to learn quickly and accept it all, or go insane. Which would you prefer?” I ask, voice sickly sweet.

      His eyelids snap down, blocking off the brilliant glimmer of gold. “Sorry. I shouldn’t take this out on you.”

      “No,” I tell him easily. “You shouldn’t.”

      His lips twitch. “It’s probably a good job you’re here to keep me in line.”

      “You got that right.” I trace my finger along one of his eyebrows and murmur, “One good thing came out of that evening, Dima.”

      He stiffens at that. “It did?”

      I nod. “’Course, it did. Do you think I’d be sitting on your lap, cozying up to you?” I snort at the idea. “I was getting accustomed to the idea of sex with you, honey, but not being affectionate. That night fast-forwarded everything. Made me put things into perspective.”

      “I refuse to be grateful for almost losing my sight,” he grouses. “No matter what the witches or you say.”

      Chuckling, I press a kiss to his nose, trail my lips over the curve of his cheekbone, and in his ear, whisper, “I didn’t ask you to be, I’m telling you how it is. And I’ll say this, I have no idea what you can see. I don’t know how this new ‘gift’ works, if it works, or if it will be helpful or a pain in the ass. But do you know what?”

      “What?” he rumbles, his voice gruff.

      “I know it’s weird, but it makes me horny.”

      When he freezes, I realize how inappropriate it is. That’s cemented when he jerks away from me, stares at me as though I’m insane and, even though I tumble from his lap, jumps to his feet.

      “This is singlehandedly the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. I’ve lived through a centuries-long war, endured countless bloody battles, and actually managed to understand twenty-first century slang, and you think this is sexy?” he bites out, pacing back and forth in front of me.

      It kind of reminds me of the times when my daddy’s ranting at me for some misdemeanor. I sit there, on the sofa in my father’s office, and watch as he stalks within the confines of the room, hands waving all over as he tells me off for whatever it is I’ve done. I swear, the man treats me like I’m five. I really don’t appreciate that my mate can make me feel that way, too.

      “What can I say? I’m a girl who finds power hot,” I mumble, seeing how upset Dima is by my admission and feeling embarrassed because of it.

      He comes to a halt and frowns down at me. “You realize how inappropriate that is?”

      Considering I’d used the word myself, yeah, I get it. Still, I don’t have to like him throwing the word back at me, do I?

      I eye him. “Why not? I can’t help how you make me feel.”

      When he flinches, I know that was a good comeback.

      “I suppose horny is better than you feeling afraid of me.” His nostrils flare. “Or revolted.”

      My grin is tight. “Be grateful for small mercies, eh?”

      I think back to the night I saw him shift for the first time.

      Niko had us flown into this medical facility over in Bethesda.

      Behind a window, Dima had been poked, prodded, and probed by the staff, and when that had become too much, his lion had reacted. Literally.

      Out of the body of a three hundred pound man had sprung a fully formed, five-hundred-pound lion.

      One of the doctors had shifted in fright, so a smaller lion had appeared in the sterile medical area.

      Guards had appeared in what Niko called a half-shift. Something that made them stronger than humans but capable of handling pissed off, pained Lykes.

      “I stopped being afraid of you that night in the hospital,” I tell him, meaning every word.

      When you’ve seen a guy turn into a lion when he’s pissed, I guess you could feel more afraid than ever. Not me. I realized that if he’s in pain, I'd better not touch his owies. If I don’t, I reckon I’m safe.

      Plus, when the half-shifted guards had failed to calm him down and make him shift back, Niko and I had had to enter the cubicle.

      I can’t deny I’d been frightened then. But who wouldn’t be? Coming across an uncaged feline with teeth bigger than my pinkies wouldn’t exactly make a girl feel brave, would it?

      Unfortunately for me, Niko had had little effect on the lion. Only when he’d nudged me forward and made me pat him on the head had Dima calmed down enough to revert to a half-shift. He’d had the height and the erect spine of his human side, with the claws, teeth, snout, and fur of his lion.

      In that form, he could also speak, and he’d roared, “When I tell you somewhere hurts, do not keep on prodding it.”

      The doctors had quickly nodded, and after a gentle ear rub from me, he’d reverted to his human self.

      That was when I’d stopped being afraid and started being pissed off.

      Of the six-strong team of doctors, four of them had been women, and they’d all been drooling over his rock-hard abs and extra-long cock. All of which belonged to me.

      I’d stepped in front of him and said, “Look away now.”

      Something had powered through me, I don’t know what, but it had made all the doctors bow their heads and look at the floor.

      It wasn’t just the strength in my voice, my determination that they wouldn’t look at my mate. It was a weird power that I can only assume came from being a mate to two of the United States’ most powerful supernaturals.

      Dima had pressed a kiss to my shoulder and wrapped himself up in a backless medical gown. Niko, a small grin on his lips, had directed me out of the room, to Dima’s order of, “Behave yourself, little cat.”

      That night, fear of Dima had gone out the window.

      I can see I’ve shocked him with my declaration of seconds ago, though. “What? You didn’t think I was still frightened of you?”

      He makes a motion with his hand, waves it in front of his face, indicating his eyes. “How can you not be? These are fucking hideous.”

      “I won’t lie, they were at first.”

      He frowns. “But not now?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “You know when you watch a movie, and the hero’s flawed, but you crush on him anyway? He might have killed a battalion of soldiers, but he feels guilty about it? Plus he’s cute…”

      His brow puckers. “Right?”

      “Yeah, you don’t know what I mean. I—well, it’s sexy. That you can see time. That you manipulate it.” The thought makes parts of me clench in hunger.

      When he’d practiced, for the first time, holding my hand as he’d spun back the clock thirty seconds… How can that not be hot?

      His scowl slowly turns into a grin. “You are a power whore.”

      My lips twitch. “You call me that again, your balls will be as black as your eyes.”

      He takes a step toward me. “Do you think Niko’s revolted by them?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t speak for him, Dima. He’s never said anything to me about them. He’s concerned about you, more than anything. And I know he’s concerned about the distance between you two.”

      His Adam's apple bobs. “After two hundred years together, I don’t need his pity.”

      “You’re not going to get his pity. For Christ’s sake, what does it matter anyway? I mean, for two centuries, you’ve lived and fucked. Broken bread together, endured humanity’s escapades. Why has this floored you? I don’t get it.”

      “I’m the guardian, Lyssa. I’m the protector. I’m supposed to look after both of you, make sure you’re safe. I’m more than his bodyguard, but that’s a part of my role in this relationship.

      “These fucked-up versions of eyes are making me useless in that role. How can he respect me when I’m deadweight?”

      I snort. “I didn’t realize you were so melodramatic, Dima. God, you’d think you couldn’t see at all. Which, by the way, even if you were blind, we’d never think that.

      “Your background might have made you feel that you have to be the best all the time, otherwise you’re a failure, but life doesn’t work like that. Especially not in a dynamic like the one the three of us need to have.

      “We all have our strengths and our weaknesses. We can’t put the other down simply because the status quo has changed.

      “By your reasoning, I'm completely useless. Is that what you think? I have no role to play in this relationship other than as a sex doll?” I know he doesn't think that, but it needs to be said.

      He shakes his head, spins on his heel, and stares out over the cliffs ahead.

      The crashing of the sea into the cliffs is a backdrop to our conversation. At this height, the sound should be faint. Before I bound myself to Niko and Dima, it was. Now, it’s loud.

      Another mystery I don’t particularly want to be solved.

      “You don’t understand. I have to be the strong one. I can’t be stumbling over stools or falling down stairs. That’s for Niko to do. You know how much of a goofball he is. He needs me to watch over him. That’s my role.”

      “Roles change,” I tell him gently. “Things were always going to change. Your relationship with each other couldn’t stay the same when I moved in here, when I bound myself to both of you.

      “You’ve rolled with the punches before, honey. It’s time to do that again.” I stand and slowly approach him. Sliding my hands around his waist, I press myself into his back.

      I find myself doing this. More and more. Taking comfort out of touch. Not sexual touch either. Which used to be my regular MO. Even with Niko, at the start. Preferring to turn every caress into one with sexual intent. But not with Dima. Never with him.

      The press of our bodies comforts us both. And I know, the creature his bite awakened, the one that has suddenly started growling, who prefers to be outside more than in, who can hear stuff she never realized existed before… It pleases her too.

      I rub my face into the line of his back, at the point where ribs meet spine, and find myself shuddering with the joy of it.

      This man is mine.

      The man in the office, currently pulling his hair out as he works on some code or other, is also mine.

      What did I do to get so lucky?

      I say as much to Dima. “I must have been a real good girl in a past life.”

      His voice is low, thready. Audibly telling me how much our position is affecting him—as strongly as it is me. “What do you mean?”

      “To have two guys like you in my life.”

      “I think we’re the lucky ones. We’ve dumped a lot in your lap. It’s a good thing you’re strong. Many would have crumpled. The transition after the binding has always been a recognized tough time. At Coven, we give extended leave to newly bound mates because of that. But you’ve had it a lot harder.”

      “Are you going to give me a gold medal?” I murmur into his shirt, pulling in his scent. Another disturbing gesture I’ve found myself doing of late. I’d stop, but it comforts me.

      Some intrinsic part of my nature recognizes Dima’s scent and purrs at its presence.

      He holds my hands and turns in my arms. “If you want a gold medal, I’m sure Niko and I could magic one up for you.”

      Standing face-to-face now, I look up into those eyes that should repulse me, yet, if anything, they attract me to him. I could fall into those depths and drown in them.

      “I can think of a better prize,” I whisper, my lashes fluttering at the intensity of his stare.

      “Oh?” he asks, voice a low purr.

      “The three of us. In the same room. In the same bed. Both of you, together, inside me.”

      Ever since Niko told me that if I wanted to marry him, then Dima came as part of the package, an insidious voice in my head has been talking to me. Whispering about what it would be like to be with both of them.

      “You sure you’re ready?”

      I shudder. “God, yeah.” At his laugh, I grin, refusing to feel embarrassed. “I’ve started to feel neglected.” I pout. Coming to stand on my tiptoes, I rock my pelvis and rub it against his. His low groan has everything inside me locking down.

      “Niko. Get your ass down to the pool,” Dima commands, letting me hear him open the line with our mate.

      I still can’t instigate communication among the three of us. I can take part, but either Dima or Niko have to start the conversation.

      Telepathic communication is strange. There are no real rises in pitch or tone, nothing to indicate tension or emotion. But somehow, you just know what’s happening. It's more of a sense, and that sense can trigger an ache or can make you cringe, have you on the verge of tears or laughter. The instant Niko talks, I can feel his panic as he senses Dima’s ache and misinterprets it. “What’s wrong? Is it Lyssa? Is she okay?”

      “Calm down, honey. I’m horny,” I butt in, trying to reassure him with as few words as possible.

      His low chuckle is more of an internal rumble rather than a sound my ears pick up on. “I’ll gladly be of assistance,” he murmurs. “Never let it be said that we denied our mate anything, eh, Dima?”

      “Shall we move this to the bedroom?” he asks, rather than respond directly to Niko.

      “No,” I state. “Outside. In the fresh air. With the sun on our backs.”

      Niko’s husky groan sets off quakes deep inside my belly. “I’ll be out in two minutes.”

      If it took him two minutes to get his butt out of the office and down to the deck, then my mother’s as innocent as a nun. I’d say it took fifty seconds. Tops.

      But in those few moments, Dima presses his lips to my ear and whispers, “Niko will feed from you, Lyssa. Don’t be shocked if he does. It’s natural for Pyres to feed during sex. It’s what they do.”

      “It must have been hard for him not to do it before I knew what he was.”

      Dima pulls back, a wry twist to his lips. “Let’s say he put me to hard use after.”

      The other little voice that has been niggling at my brain starts to speak to me.

      My imagination is way too strong; within seconds, I can picture the two of them touching, kissing, fucking. So, rather than be repelled, I'm enticed by the notion.

      “I think you like the idea of that,” he rasps.

      “I think you’re not wrong,” I tell him, and see his eyes flash with a reciprocal need.

      “Later,” he promises. “Today is about you. As all these wasted weeks ought to have been.”

      I lift a hand and rest it on his cheek. “It’s been nice getting to know you, Dima. In a way, I wouldn’t trade the time we’ve had over this month. I feel like I know you now. The real you. That’s why I’m not afraid.

      “We’ve both seen each other at our worst. And we didn’t run away. I guess that makes us a pretty strong unit.” Before he can reply, I hear Niko open the terrace doors and walk down the steps that lead to the deck and the pool and call out, “Someone’s eager.”

      “You have to be kidding. Eager isn’t the word,” he tells me, the instant his chest presses against my back so I’m sandwiched between them.

      Right where I want to be.

      I’d never had a ménage fantasy even if I’ve read them. I’ve had a few disturbing ones, though. Ones where I’ve been held down, forced to climax against my will. Others where I’ve played doctors and nurses with Niko.

      But ever since Niko told me the truth, the idea of a ménage has taken center stage. I want nothing more than for both of them to take me at the same time.

      Christ, I can feel my pussy grow wetter at the idea.

      When Dima pulls in a breath and growls, I know he can scent my arousal. The knowledge is both arousing and embarrassing, but my lust is honest, genuine, and therefore, nothing to be ashamed of.

      Niko’s head drops to my bare shoulders. The camisole I’m wearing with thin straps gives him all the access he needs.

      A whimper escapes me when he nibbles all the way from the ball of my shoulder and up along the curve of my throat. I can’t concentrate on the rasp of his fangs against the goose-fleshed skin, though, because Dima’s mouth descends on mine.

      The clash is epic.

      With a dominance that once would have had me bristling, his tongue thrusts deep into my mouth.

      I don’t submit to him.

      I can’t.

      It’s not in my nature.

      Yet his strength thrills me. The knowledge that I can push him is equally exciting.

      His tongue grazes against mine as his hands cup my jaw, holding me in place. Knowing he’s urging me to surrender, I do the same, lift my hands and hold him in place.

      I pull away, bite down hard on his lip, and his hiss of pain has pleasure rumbling through me. I lick at the tiny wound, taunting him with my mark, then thrust my tongue against his, flicking the tip against the roof of his mouth and forcing him to back down. It lasts all of two seconds. Niko suddenly bites down on my neck, not enough to break the skin but enough to have juice slip down from my pussy to dampen my panties.

      I pull away from Dima, gasping as Niko holds the bite, his hands dropping down to cup my breasts. He tweaks the tips, making me moan. And as my back arches, Dima moves to take advantage of my vulnerable position.

      He bends, slides my skirt up my legs, then grabs my thighs and urges me up and onto his lap. His cock is right where I need it to be, and my moan communicates that to him.

      “The daybed,” he growls to Niko before stalking away, me clinging to his shoulders, as we head toward the outdoor bed with its curtains flapping in the wind.

      Rounding the pool, he approaches the bed, but rather than toss me onto the thick mattress, he lowers us both down. His weight, so heavy, pushes me down, but his cock is still in the right place, and that extra pressure makes me cry out.

      He grabs my arms and pins my wrists above my head with one hand. Immediately ducking down to nip my bottom lip, he rears up again, and with his spare hand, he starts to pull at the waist of my camisole, tugging it up and over my tits.

      Niko appears to his left, and he helps, dragging the top up and leaving it tangled about my wrists like a set of makeshift cuffs. They lean down as soon as Niko pulls down the cups of my bra to sup from the peaked nipples.

      Teeth raking across the hardened nubs, lips kissing, tongues plying… They tease and taunt me with that barely there contact.

      My hips rear up, my body eager for them to take me. To surge into me in a way my sex has severely missed this last month.

      The chastity has been hard on me, I won’t lie. And their touch is breaking all the barriers. Quickly.

      With brute strength, I drag my hips down so his cock is rubbing against my pussy, and he accedes to my need, rocking his hips once, twice, then pulling away. Niko’s hand suddenly delves between my legs, pulling my panties aside to plunge a finger right into my core.

      The much needed but most surprising action, especially from my usually gentle lover, has a shriek escaping me. It also has my back arching off the daybed. When he gently penetrates me with another finger and starts to thrust, the need that’s been humming in my system for the last month slowly starts to navigate through my veins, sending gooseflesh over every inch of my body. The heightened state of awareness drags my every sense to the edge.

      With the heel of his hand, he grinds down against my clit. My shout is swallowed by his mouth as he tongue fucks me, containing my squeals and moans as another set of lips go to work on my body.

      A tongue prods at the lips guarding my sex. It slides down through the copious juices flooding me, slips down to my butt, and gently laves the area with a flicker that has the pucker clenching down harder.

      I cry out, the sound once again swallowed by Niko, as Dima’s voice suddenly bursts into my head: “Please, gods, tell me you brought the lube, Niko.”

      “Back pocket,” Niko grits out, then grunts as Dima cups his ass and drags out the tube from the pouched fabric.

      All the while, his tongue has been flicking back and forth over the tight little hole guarding the most private part of my body. In combination with the heel of Niko’s hand currently grinding against my clit, I can feel the fire of a climax roaring behind my eyes, turning me blind with its ferocity.

      When a finger slick with lube prods the rosette, my body reacts naturally, clenching down, trying to force the intruder out. But Niko’s cock has prepared the way for Dima. In fact, I love it when Niko’s behind me, rutting into my ass. It’s usually the roughest he ever gets, and it’s one of my favorite positions because of that.

      I know now that Dima is the sexual yin to Niko’s sexual yang. Both will give me what I need. A bit of roughness with a tender touch. Force with a gentle stroke to remind me of how cherished I am.

      These two are my fantasies come to life.

      It’s only now as they work together that I can sense it. And only then because I’ve never been dragged to the edge of climax so quickly before.

      It isn’t the abstinence, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m not a sex-starved nutjob. This need has suddenly burst out of me because of the two men who feed it.

      When a second digit slides into my butt and presses down against Niko’s in my pussy, all three of us groan. All imagining how it will feel when their cocks are there, pumping into me, uniting us in a way that few will ever experience.

      I can’t fucking wait.

      Dima’s fingers scissor apart, and more cool lube pools at the curve of my ass, only to be pushed into the crevice to slick his way later.

      Niko’s mouth moves away from my slack lips. His tongue fucking leaves me panting as he nibbles one of my nipples, biting down hard as he pushes his fingers deep.

      The slight edge of pain makes my vision blur. I gasp out, “Now. Dammit, now. Please. Please.” I draw out the last, pleading around another moan as Niko once again grinds his hand into my clit, making the nerves in my eyes spark with fire.

      “What do you think, Dima? Does she deserve it?”

      Dima’s reply is a husky laugh. “Oh, I think so.”

      I open my eyes, gratitude embedded in them as I stare at him. That gratitude burns into dust when I see him, hand on his cock, jerking himself off. I flicker my gaze over to Niko and see him doing the same.

      Precum has beaded at the tips of their shafts, making my mouth water with the need to taste the liquid proof of their desire for me. At that moment, though they hold power over me and my body, it’s nothing compared to the power l have over the two of them.

      Their cocks literally belong to me, and each other, but my inner egomaniac prefers to ignore that for the minute. Because the idea that these two men are mine gets all my juices flowing. In a totally cerebral way, that makes me hotter. Guess I am a power whore. Huh, who knew?

      “I want your cock in my ass, Dima,” I tell him, a smirk on my lips, one filled with the power I feel. A confidence in who I am. Something these two have given me with their attentions.

      For the first time in too long, he grins. An honest-to-God, punch-in-the-gut grin. Not because I’ve teased him into it or tried to coerce him out of a bad mood. This is honest. Real.

      About damned time.

      Looking back at him over my shoulder, I let my lips part before sweeping my tongue across my bottom lip. His eyes, those strange black-and-gold orbs, shift. The pupil turns from the thin oval of moments before into a thin line.

      Before I have a chance to yelp, he grabs me by the hips and drags me against him. Knees bent and kneeling in front of him, I feel his thumb at my ass again, grunt as he pushes it in, then, seconds later, mewl as it retreats and the tip of his cock moves in.

      My neck refuses to support my heavy head, and it drops down to the mattress as inch by inch, his cock forges a path deep in my butt.

      I’m used to Niko fucking me there, but Dima’s shaft, which is thick at the glans and the base, has a keening cry wailing from my lips as he pumps his dick into me until his hips bump against my ass.

      Hands gripping the sheets, I feel my knuckles throb as they tear at the fabric. Eyes clenched shut, I make myself breathe, try to calm down my madly beating heart, because this is only going to get tougher. When Niko’s in my pussy as well… Huh, maybe I miscalculated this.

      Before I can gasp out a plea for Niko to get involved a smidgen later, Dima smooths his hands down over my hips, then slips them along the length of my inner thighs. He pulls my legs apart and, using brute strength and the precarious grip, hefts me up and back so his chest is against my spine.

      Before I can do more than yelp, he’s arranging us on the daybed. As he hooks my legs over his, the position widens my pelvis, and the faint sea breeze scores down the length of my cunt.

      That and that alone takes my attention from the huge presence in my butt, which feels a helluva lot huger in this new position.

      That cool drift of breeze over scorching-hot tissues has my vision blurring for a second. Like a chilled tongue, it makes all my nerve endings sizzle.

      My head rolls from side to side against Dima’s chest, a low moan spilling from my lips at a position that has me feeling utterly exposed and more goddamn alive than I’ve ever felt.

      Vision clearing enough to spot Niko shucking off his clothes, I watch cautiously as he approaches the bed and maneuvers so he’s in front of me. Head between my thighs. Hot breath and cold wind merging to create a little hurricane of activity down below.

      A sigh shudders through me as the messy waves of his hair brush against my inner thighs, making the sensitive skin tingle. That tingle is nothing compared to the fire that carouses through my veins when he flicks his tongue over my clit.

      My back arches, making Dima’s cock retreat in my butt. The one-two punch as Niko flicks, then sucks has my eyes crossing.

      Not the sexiest of looks, but neither man is watching.

      I drop one hand to grab his hair, to tug and play with the waves as he torments me, using it to force him against my clit. The other reaches up to settle behind Dima’s neck. Tilting my head to the side, I force his lips down to mine.

      As his tongue penetrates my mouth, slowly fucking me, he starts to jerk his hips back and forth. Moving slowly, gently, but making that thick tip of his dick create some kind of firestorm deep in my ass.

      He swallows my wail, and both men hiss as my fingers tug at their hair. My legs, spread so wide the tendons in my thighs ache, flounder, thrusting my hips up and actually helping Dima when I’d prefer both of us to stay frozen.

      A fine quiver comes over me, a sudden stillness that’s the calm before the storm. I can hear my deep, panting breaths, feel the pounding of my heart at my clit where Niko’s tongue is lashing it.

      But in a split second, that all changes.

      I watch, as though it’s happening in slow motion, as Niko’s head whips to the side, his teeth baring for a second, before he strikes. Biting down against the artery at my thigh, his fangs tear through my flesh like scissors cut through paper.

      The pain is like nothing I’ve known, but in conjunction with the firestorm in my ass, the pleasure is equally as incomprehensible to me.

      I can feel the blood being sucked from my body. His venom, as Dima calls it, slips inside, curling through my veins. Filling me with another part of him.

      Suddenly, an orgasm seems paltry.

      That jump over the cliff rather ordinary.

      This is like slow torture.

      If coming is like the aforementioned one-two punch, then this is like a fight in the ring with Mike Tyson.

      It’s endless.

      A peak I’ve never reached before, only there’s no drop. An endless climb to the summit.

      As the pain of Niko’s venom hits me, that climb stutters to a halt. I can’t go any further. The pain is too much. It’s too good.

      My heart can’t stand it. It’s already fluttering like a trapped bird.

      My lungs can’t cope. They won’t let me inhale enough. Aren’t letting me absorb enough oxygen.

      Everything inside me is giving up. Shutting down. The last thing I’m aware of is Niko’s mouth returning to my cunt. When his fang rakes over my clit, that’s it.

      I’m a goner.
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      “Christ, I need to come.”

      My gasp and Niko’s chuckle are swallowed by the wind.

      “I’d rim your ass, but I’ve better things to do with your butt than lick it.”

      The words are a warning, and I watch as, with his incredible speed, he jumps upright and over onto the floor again. Beside the bed.

      He moves behind me, then slides his hands along the curve of my shoulder and traces the post digging into my back, which is the only thing keeping Lyssa and me upright.

      When he settles his arms around Lyssa and me and gently tips us forward, as one, we maneuver it so we’re back in the position we started in. Lyssa on her knees, me covering her. Only Niko will be at my back in a few seconds, not rubbing against my dick in Lyssa’s pussy as I’d imagined.

      The thought doesn’t disturb me. In all honesty, after two hundred years together, we’ve spent way too much time with our cocks shoved up each other’s asses…enough so that these last few weeks have been like a drought.

      My head’s fucked up. Seriously. Caved in. I can’t think properly at the minute, and the few thoughts I’m capable of, when I’m with Niko, are not of the sexual variety.

      That isn’t to say my body didn’t need them to be. But my big head was in control of my little head. More’s the pity. Maybe I wouldn’t have been such an aggressive prick, as Lyssa has taken to labeling me, around Niko if he’d fucked it out of me.

      My ass clamps down, knowing his thick cock is going to be pumping inside. At the same time, my beast purrs at the notion.

      When I feel his fingers, slick with lube, rubbing against the pucker of my butt, I shudder, then hiss as, mere seconds later, his cock slides against the rosette.

      Beneath me, Lyssa is a strange mixture of limp and rigid. My hands are supporting her, but there’s some stuffing somewhere aside from her ass, that is keeping her legs pinned to mine.

      When Niko’s dick begins to penetrate the thick ring of muscle, a groan escapes me, and my hips rock. As it shoves my shaft deeper into her ass, that’s Lyssa’s wake-up call. Her groan is deeper than mine, and tension invades every one of her muscles.

      “Please tell me Niko’s fucking you in the butt.”

      Her breathless comment has Niko chuckling. I’m too strung out to do anything but close my eyes and pray for his dick to sink in deep.

      That pleasure-pain sensation tugs at my nerve endings, especially as his cock brushes my prostate, leaving me shuddering as he tilts his hips to rub it again.

      “I am, Lyssie. Is that going to be a problem?” he asks, more amused than diligent in his reply to our mate's question.

      A moan this time. As breathless as her words. “Not a problem. I wish I could see.”

      Niko’s voice deepens. “You remember what I taught you?”

      “Shit, Niko, I can barely remember my first name.” she complains. Her head drops down to butt against the mattress, then pops back up. “Crap, you told me I can see through your eyes. Do it, Niko. Do it.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he teases.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

      Her high-pitched cry floods our ears, and beneath me, she shudders.

      Niko starts to move again, his cock finally hitting home. I can breathe at last. The sense of fullness is one I’m used to. It’s actually a comfort, especially after these last few weeks of my sleeping in one of the spare rooms.

      I let my head bow, hanging over Lyssa’s shoulder. She mewls. It’s the only way I can describe it as Niko’s thumb starts to rim the pucker, pushing into the already maxed-out hole that is my ass but obviously giving Lyssa a show.

      When her ass clamps down on my cock, it sets off the explosion. My hips slam forward, burrowing my dick deeper. It sets off a momentum I soon lose control of as Niko starts to pump into me, no longer thinking about playing it up for Lyssa and fucking me in earnest.

      The sounds of sex, squelchy moist noises, grunts and groans, the slap of skin against skin, permeate the air. Behind us, the wind whistles as it drops over the cliff. None of us care that a storm is brewing, that the waves are crashing against the shore. We care only about our own personal storm.

      As my shaft forges through Lyssa’s tight, hot depths, the pleasure is nothing compared to the agonizing joy of Niko’s cock rubbing my prostate. But the tight cushion gloving my dick and the knowledge that it’s Lyssa has a light as bright as the one that blinded me all those weeks ago shining fiercely at the backs of my eyes.

      And as the joy of release swims through my veins, as Lyssa’s cries of joy and Niko’s shouts of triumph echo in my ears, suddenly, I’m no longer there.

      I’m not on the daybed. I’m not in the cliff house in Ventura.

      I’m back at FourWinds. I’m standing beside the table, my fellow Alphas at my sides, grimly staring at the blood-soaked Pyres in front of us.

      The treaty, written in our blood because we’d had enough of it leaking from us to act as ink, flaps slightly in the wind.

      I remember the moment like it was yesterday. Niko had started to read from the scroll. His voice had been quiet, yet the throb of his words, their importance, and their vitalness to our races had them exploding like cannonballs against our eardrums.

      Two days of negotiations. Forty-eight hours of trying to forge a peace deal between the two of us.

      The fields behind our campaign tents had been soaked with blood. Of both races. The rolling hills, the lush greenery had forever been tarnished by our warring.

      FourWinds had been our most ferocious battle in centuries of fighting.

      Never before had three top Alphas, our generals, worked together. Never before had three Maesters, the Pyres’ generals, fought as a unit.

      We’d had more men than ever. Each of us fighting to pitch a plot for ourselves in America. In the new, unsullied turf of a brand-new world.

      We’d fought valiantly for the cause. But when our two sides had hit an impasse, our wounded outweighing the number of healthy soldiers, neither of us able to take any more ground, we’d been at a stalemate.

      It wouldn’t have stopped us.

      We’d have carried on fighting. Until the death. Until there were no men standing on what had once been verdant territory.

      Only the storm had stopped us.

      A storm so fierce, so ferocious that an oak tree, as thick at the trunk as three of my strongest men, had been split in two by the lightning.

      The Mother Goddess had waded into the melee.

      The end of the battle had come.

      The stalemate had, in many ways, been easier to solve than finding a solution that would enable our two warring races to find peace.

      As we’d worked, our men had seen about burying our lost brethren.

      To the sounds of agony as our wounded lay dying or healing, to the thud of shovels being sunk into the ground to create a pit for the thousands of dead, we’d felt the pressure. The need to find an answer.

      It had been Rule Dubeau who had broached the subject of us binding ourselves together.

      He’d been watching some of the warriors in the fields. Lykes and Pyres working together to create mass graves for the thousands of dead in need of burial.

      When he’d made the suggestion, after two days of constant drizzle, the sun had burst through the clouds. The drizzle had disappeared, taking with it a chill and harsh breeze that had frozen us from the inside out.

      The sign had enabled us to see that a united future was the only viable path. It hadn’t stopped us questioning ourselves, wondering if it would work. That doubt hadn’t disappeared until the first child born from a triad was brought to life in Maine.

      The images swirl through my mind. Impossible to stop, impossible to make sense from the blurring reel of memories. But at the center, amid the circling past, stands the oak tree.

      Split, destroyed, forever sacrificed to allow our races to survive.

      My eyes, turned inward, stare at the tree, focus on it, and the merry-go-round of memories comes to a standstill.

      A gasp bursts from me, dragging me from those memories, forcing me back to reality.

      I awaken, panting for breath, sucking in air as if I haven’t breathed in a lifetime, and stutter, “The tree. Niko, the tree.”

      Only as the words escape do I return to all my senses.

      I’m on my back now, all traces of pleasure having disappeared, not only for me but for Niko and Lyssa too.

      They are standing over me, staring down at me with terror scored onto their features.

      For a second, my tongue won’t work. It feels like a lead weight in my mouth. I try to talk, try to form words, but I feel mute. I blink up at them, and somehow, I know that frightens them more than my slinking off to wherever the hell I went.

      “What the fuck just happened? Niko?” Lyssa asks, hands reaching for mine. “Talk to me, baby. I don’t like this. Why’s he lying there like that?”

      Her frantic terror soothes the beast inside me. After months of rejection, it’s relieved to hear she cares.

      “I have no idea.” A frown puckers Niko’s brow, but it isn’t of confusion. I can see the fear in his eyes… The fact they’ve turned quicksilver is as big a demonstration as I’ll ever get from Niko. That fundamental shift tells me how much I mean to him.

      Not that I didn’t already know. But still, it’s nice to be reminded.

      Especially after being a complete and utter shit for the last month.

      Throw in my turning into a freakazoid with black where the whites of his eyes should be… I look like something out of Blade. Either that or Predator. Not the best of looks.

      This probably isn’t the time to realize I’m a lot vainer than I ever imagined.

      “Why can’t he speak?” Lyssa’s fear is coming out in more than just her words. She’s starting to panic. One of her hands clasps mine. The other is on my belly, kneading the muscles there. Beneath her fist, I can feel her quivering.

      At her terror, I try to speak again, and this time, I manage to croak out, “Tree.”

      A sigh of relief escapes Lyssa, but she quickly asks, “Tree? Did he say tree?”

      Niko shrugs. “Three?”

      They stare at each other, then back down at me. “T. R. E. E.” Baby-speaking the letters doesn’t make them any less confused because the sounds are garbled. “Tree?” they say at the same time and watch me nod.

      “A specific tree? Here in the garden?” Lyssa questions, turning to look at the luscious greenery surrounding us. When she spots nothing, she huffs, “What the hell’s he going on about? Talk to him, Niko. You know, there…” She taps her temple with her finger.

      Niko grunts. “Sex with you fries my brain, honey. How the fuck did I forget that?” He rubs his temple with his pointer finger and asks, “What the hell happened?”

      Now Niko has started the conversation, Lyssa can join in. “Screw that. Are you okay, baby? Why can’t you talk?”

      The weird thing is, I can “hear” their words clearly. Just like I could when they were speaking aloud, but my own reply is still slurred. “Vision. Had a vision.”

      “A vision?” Niko squawks, his feathers irreversibly ruffled. “What the hell do you mean a vision? Since when can you see?”

      Lyssa nibbles her bottom lip. “As far as I know, this is the first real vision. He can trigger flashbacks, Niko. Something weird’s been going on since that night.”

      Niko stills. Tension invades him. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      She sighs and answers for me. “He was frightened, Niko. Hell, still is. He can’t control it yet. He says he doesn’t understand it. That’s why he hasn’t told you. I’ve tried to get him to talk, but you know what he’s been like these last few weeks. Bear with a sore freakin’ head.”

      “Am h-here, you kno-ow,” I stutter out.

      She taps my arm. “I know, sweetie, but this is the best way to tell him. While you’re paralyzed and can’t stop me.” Her smile is sweeter than honey. I glare at her, but she ignores me, then, around a sigh, murmurs, “Do you think my venom would help? Like it did that night?”

      It’s my turn to freeze, and Niko is still frosty from her revelation. Both of us stare at her, a question in our eyes. She shakes her head at the sight of it. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on with me or why I have venom, but it helped that night. If it will cure you now, then do whatever you did to me, Niko. I-I’ll bite him again.”

      Finally, my muscles start to work again. Not much, but enough for my hand to move and to clamp down about her fingers. “Thank you,” I whisper, my voice less taut than moments before.

      “I don’t see how it would hurt,” Niko murmurs. “We need to contact the witches again. Maybe they can give us answers. The sooner the better.”

      Without waiting for my reply, Niko’s eyes shift back to normal, then revert to quicksilver once more. They do that twice as he reaps his own brand of magic on her, and within that time, our semi-shifted mate appears, kneeling before us as naked as a cub. She’s panting hard, and her newly turned nails bury themselves, claws deep, into my side.

      “Sorry,” she gasps out, then, seeing her hand, closes her eyes. “I don’t want to know why I’m furry. I can guess. I’m not an idiot, but let’s not freak me out any more today.” She blows out a breath, leans over me, and settles her teeth against my throat.

      As her needle-sharp fangs stroke over the tendons of my skin, a whimper escapes. From me. Not her. Not the manliest of sounds, but it’s all I’m capable of. Within seconds of shimmering from the uncertainty of that vision to the frozen fear of being trapped inside my body with no escape, the sudden burst of arousal seems inappropriate.

      When she bites down, her teeth slicing through my skin, it triggers something I didn’t think my body could manage at the moment. The wet splash of cum against my belly comes as a surprise to me, and to Niko, who chuckles. I can sense his amusement, but his words, “Someone’s addicted to venom,” is the biggest giveaway of his mood.

      I ignore him, too content to revel in the slight pain of my mate’s venom slugging through my veins. It’s not as strong as mine, just as her cat isn’t. But it still packs a punch. My banging head, the pain from the vision, dissipates as it’s appeased by the regenerative.

      A Pyre’s venom can be found in their saliva. For Lykes, it’s more complicated. When the fangs burst free through the gums, the gaping wounds take a while to heal. Even for our fast-working immune systems. The venom comes from a mixture of that blood and our spit. Together, it’s the best curative on earth, more powerful than the Vampyres’, and it’s like walking through a cloud of dope. I’ve never had a sexual response to a bite before. Not really. The pleasure-pain of the bite can be sexy, but never enough to trigger orgasms.

      Something else my little mate is capable of.

      She purrs at my throat, and her lips vibrate against my skin. The sensation is delicious, too good to stop. Only when I can sense Niko approaching, mentally whispering, “Enough, Lyssa, time to stop,” am I aware of how long she’s held her mouth to my throat.

      Her pout, mouth rimmed with my blood, is sexy as fuck. If I didn’t feel weak and like shit warmed over, I’d have grabbed her head and forced my tongue between those ruby-red lips. As it is, I can feel my cock starting to rise at the idea of tasting her and my blood at the same time.

      Her eyes are slumberous, the lids heavy, and beneath, her irises glitter with the presence of her cat. She looks down at me, gaze taking all of me in, and then she starts to purr again. A louder sound. It rumbles through her body, making me realize she’s seen my cum.

      Then she does the damnedest thing. She leans down again, this time over my belly, and as if she were a regular house cat with a pot of cream, starts to lap at my seed as though it were the tastiest thing she’d ever eaten.

      Fuck. This woman is perfect for me.
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      Lyssa in human form is one of the sexiest women I’ve ever come across.

      She’s all curves. Rubenesque. A delight to look upon and to hold. In her cat form, she’s dynamite.

      As the Lyssa I’ve known for close to two years, there’s a brusqueness about her. Something that stops her inherent sensuality from striking through.

      She walks like she’s on a mission. Her gaze is direct. Her body language aggressive, watchful, and waiting. She doesn’t ooze sex, apart from in the way the gods graced her.

      As this new creature, that sexuality seeps through her pores.

      Considering she isn’t a powerful shifter, her pheromones pack a mean punch. On top of that, when she moves, there’s a sensuous slither to it. She’s slow, her body rippling in a way that drips sex. And now, watching her lick Dima’s cum, I can feel my own shaft start to pound out a message of its own.

      These insta-hard-ons are miracles in themselves. Both of us climaxed only minutes ago. Yet, my cock makes a pike look limp.

      Blowing out a breath, I look at Dima’s stoned expression—he looks like he’s high.

      When she finally stops, another rumbling purr quaking over her, she curls up at Dima’s side, settling her leg over his hips and tucking herself against him. The move is protective, and I see that she’s defending her mate.

      The sight is a sore one. Not in a negative sense. In that, it’s something wonderful to behold.

      For close to two years, Dima and I have feared how she’d respond to the mate bond. How she’d interact with Dima once the three of us became an item.

      In a way, Dima being attacked is one of the best things to have happened to him. He probably wouldn’t agree, but for Lyssa, any barriers she had up have come tumbling down. Dima was off guard. He’d been hit below the belt. That meant he wasn’t the arrogant, aggressive man Lyssa had come to know. He’d become vulnerable, and Lyssa was susceptible to that.

      It also helped that Lyssa’s cat had accepted who and what Dima’s was to her.

      Her purrs have yet to stop. They probably won’t for a while yet.

      “I think it’s time to let her come out of the shift by herself,” Dima whispers, his voice back.

      “Her venom did the trick, then?”

      He nods. “Yeah. It was like a cloud over my senses. Weird as shit, but her bite worked.”

      “I think you’re right. She can revert herself. Now, tell me, what the hell happened?”

      Dima blows out a breath. “I wish I knew. Wish I could explain it away. But I can’t. Ever since that night, something weird’s been happening to me.”

      “I wish you’d have said. I’d have contacted the Witches’ Council sooner. Look how Beatrice explained it all away. You could have had answers by now, rather than fearing the unknown.” I sigh. “This ‘kissed by the Other’ business is serious, Dima. We need to get it under control.”

      He blinks, a rueful quirk to his top lip. “You think I don’t know that? What do you reckon I’ve been doing this last month? Trying to handle it, trying to figure out a way to explain to you what it is I can actually see.”

      “Have you figured it out yet?” I ask, trying to be sensitive, but my irritation at his keeping secrets from me still bleeds through.

      Rubbing his forehead with one hand, he shakes the other in front of me. “Sort of. Up until now, I’ve been able to go back a few minutes. Not far, and not physically. Just in my head. It was like rewinding time.” My frown of confusion has him scowling. “See what I mean? Why do you think I kept quiet? It makes no fucking sense. You can’t move time.”

      “Stop jumping to conclusions. You’ve been processing this for a month. I’ve had ten minutes. What do you think I’m going to do? Immediately understand what the hell’s going on?”

      “Sorry. I’m tetchy about this. It’s freaking me out. Christ, in comparison to that, what happened just now was nice.” He runs a shaking hand over his head.

      “What did happen?”

      “I went back to FourWinds.”

      “To the day of the treaty?” I ask, shock lacing my words.

      “Yeah. We were hashing out the details. Do you remember?”

      I snort. “How could I forget? We were all so goddamned battle ready, it’s a wonder we managed to arrange the treaty as quickly as we did. Hell, it’s a wonder we didn’t start up the fight again.”

      He grimaces. “I don’t think that was possible, not after the storm.”

      At his sobering glance, I settle back on my haunches.

      He’s right.

      The battle had been cursed by the elements.

      Considering Pyres and Lykes were children of the gods and goddesses above and below, they had not been happy to see us fighting. Most of our battles had had a backdrop of terrible weather, the gods always showing us how furious they were with our misbehavior.

      The Battle of the FourWinds had been the worst ever. In my own years of fighting, I’d experienced floods, snowstorms, and more rain than could ever fill the Atlantic. But there, in the depths of Virginia, we’d been besieged by a hurricane, followed by more rain and plenty of thunder and lightning.

      It had been a strike of lightning that had brought a definitive end to the fighting. It had splintered an enormous tree bang down the middle.

      “The oak tree,” I remark, understanding his earlier comment now.

      “There’s something in it. In the carcass.”

      “Like what? It will surely have been taken by now. The lightning hit it over two centuries ago. We’ll be lucky if a council somewhere hasn’t had the tree removed.”

      “The gods would never allow that, Niko,” he chides. “It’s a visual missive. I don’t know how I know that. I didn’t see anything. Not in the vision. It was just a sense that something was there. A clue of some sort.”

      “To help with the demons?” I huff. “Or the spirits, as Bea calls them.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand any of this.” He quiets, turning his head to the side to buss Lyssa’s forehead. She purrs again, curling into him.

      “She doesn’t retain the same senses in that form, does she?” I ask, seeing how she’s content to bask there under the light of the sun, nude, when the two of us are talking about some serious shit… That’s the biggest clue.

      “She’s a baby, Niko. At least, her cat is. The first few times we shift, it’s a hard process to get used to. Our senses are clamoring. Fighting. What I could sense in this form is heightened tenfold when I’m in my cat skin. Making any sense of that takes time.”

      “It probably doesn’t help that her blood is watered down.”

      “No,” he agrees. “It doesn’t. I don’t think, if I weren’t who I am, she’d ever have shifted. Her cat’s weak. She can’t shift fully. This is as far as she can go.”

      “How do you know?”

      He shrugs. “My lion does.”

      “How is it reacting to her?”

      Dima tilts his head my way. “What do you mean?”

      I grunt. “Don’t bullshit me, Dima. I know what you Lykes are like. Anything weaker than you is not something to be cherished but annihilated.”

      He stills, then glares at me. “You’re lucky you’re my bound mate, Nikolai. I’d have killed a lesser man for saying that to my face.”

      “The truth hurts,” I state.

      “She’s my mate,” he spits. “Christ, as a human, she’s weaker than me. My lion didn’t want to devour her then. Now she’s stronger, he’s happier.”

      “That’s all I needed to know,” I tell him. “There was no need to get offended. I’ve been around a lot of lions thanks to you. You can’t deny their bloodlines mean more to them than anything.”

      He sniffs. “I’m not an average lion.”

      I concede that point with a sigh. “What now?”

      “We go to the tree. Find whatever it is the gods left for us all those years ago.”

      “Don’t you think we should contact Beatrice again? She might be able to give us some insight into your gifts.”

      “I don’t want any insight. Whatever they are, whatever they mean, I’ll come to terms with them in time.

      “Involving the witches, telling them about a weakness of mine, doesn’t sound like the best tactical move in what is, essentially, a war.”

      “We’re not at war with the witches, Dima.”

      “Maybe not now, but change is coming. You can’t ignore that. Not when the gods are getting involved.”

      His words have me jumping off the daybed and pacing at its side. Ahead of me is the best view of the Pacific Ocean you could ever hope to see.

      Mile after mile of an unbroken view of the ocean. Swathe after swathe of cloud-free blue sky. The sun glares hotly in my face, and for a few seconds, I bask in it.

      “I know this sounds crazy, Niko, but this…all this, happening now? This has been in the works for the last two hundred years. Everything, it’s seamless.

      “Two centuries ago, we ceased fighting and created a new, revolutionary way of life. A hundred years ago, people rebelled. Lyssa’s ancestors were born from that rebellion. We were supposed to share our mate because the spirits were always going to come here. They were always going to bring the demons with them. And I was always going to be blinded, only for Lyssa, our shared mate’s venom to save me.”

      Dima’s words, the awe in them, have me shivering. And I’m not the shivering sort.

      “Destiny… We’re not humans, Dima. We know fate exists.”

      “But for this to have been in the works. For so long? I was meant to have this gift. I was meant to find whatever the hell is buried in that tree.

      “I don’t know what it is. I don’t know what answers it holds, but this is far larger than any of us imagined.”

      Gripping the back of my neck, I close my eyes at the sight of the beauty before me. I’m looking at something awesome. And my life is a part of that awesome pattern planned by the gods. I’d be stupid to think we weren’t their marionette dolls, that we didn’t exist to amuse and entertain them.

      But this?

      “Niko?” Lyssa’s voice is a slur shaped around a hiss from the new shape of her mouth.

      I feel the heat of her at my back, and her arms circle my waist, wrapping me within her embrace. The soft downy skin has every inch of my flesh reacting. She nuzzles against me, her face pressing like the cat she is into the space between my shoulders.

      “What, mate?” I ask, a sigh in my voice.

      “I love you.”

      The simplicity of her statement has me smiling. What else matters but that?

      I’ve always been a pawn in someone else’s game. As have Dima, Lyssa, and the rest of the world. But not being aware of it and then being made aware of it are two different things.

      Who isn’t to say that the gods created Vampyres and Lykaens for this day?

      That our ancestors were supposed to trigger animosity between the two races, and that we were to battle forevermore…until we reached FourWinds.

      For a man of my position, I’m unaccustomed to feeling like a small cog in a large mechanism. Talk about ego crushing.

      “I love you too, baby,” I tell her, wrestling one of her hands from their position on my belly and lifting it to my lips.

      When Dima silently moves around me, standing in front of me, and mimicking Lyssa’s hold, he does as she did. Nuzzles against me, my cheek against his.

      “That’s all that matters, Niko. It doesn’t matter that we were always meant for something more. That we’re not in control here. Of this, what we have here? We’re totally in control of that.”

      My smile is weak. I have only one thing to say. “We need to go to Virginia.”
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      There's no hiding from it anymore, no ducking away from the truth…I’m a shape-shifter.

      How shitting awesome is that? I mean, where the hell did that come from? Talk about out of left field. I, Lyssa Hamilton, soon to be Korsova-Vasina, can turn into a fucking cat.

      The best part, though, is being able to turn back.

      That sounds a bit cowardly, but hell, you try it, and tell me it’s fun. I guess the change will be of help in the future. And it means that Dima will always have a curative close to hand, but I don’t see myself shifting all that much in the years to come.

      While that sounds boring, I’m okay with it. I’m happy as I am, thank you very much.

      From what I heard of the conversation between Dima and Niko, I’ll have enough excitement in my life without needing to become a lioness at will.

      Especially when the shift itself is goddamn painful.

      I mean, seriously.

      Only Niko telling me that I’d have to shift before I could get on the plane to Virginia actually made me figure out how to do it. The threat of a rabies shot packed more of a punch, to be fair.

      That being said, I’ve done it. I know how it works without having to involve Niko. It’s a bit of visualization, a lot of hope, and a twist of magic. That’s the only way I can describe it, but because I’ve conquered the shift, my gift is a passage on Niko’s plane.

      I guess it’s Dima’s plane, and mine as well now.

      Fucking A.

      I swear to God, or the gods, as Niko and Dima say, flying private is like nothing you’ve ever experienced. The sardine can of economy, even the tight confines of first class, hold nothing to the opulence of having the entire cabin to yourself. Of having your own private bathroom, of being able to sleep in a king-size bed on board, or eating or lounging in your own private sitting area.

      Niko’s wealth was never an issue. If anything, it was a bit of a deterrent at the start. I’ve been around wealthy men since birth.

      My dad is one, but most of it is on paper, land assets rather than easily liquidated ones like Niko has, in many different pots around the world. Daddy’s friends were rich. And my mother, her pals, and her husbands were always wealthy.

      I only went to Niko’s house that day for the business. When I met him, felt the strange connection, the ease of knowing without ever having met the man…only that made me say yes to him when he asked me out.

      Rich men are dicks.

      Usually.

      They’re big babies. They believe everyone can be bought. For a price. And the sad thing is, most of the time, they’re right. It makes their egos all the larger and harder to handle. Even my dad is a pain.

      Their arrogance knows no bounds. The power they hold corrupts, twists them. Like it did my pervert stepdad.

      With all that experience, the knowledge of how big a jerk a rich man could be, Niko was lucky I went anywhere near him.

      Of course, now it turns out it was all fated.

      My lips twitch at the thought. The irony is, I never believed in fate. I’ve always been one of those sorts who has my feet planted firmly on the ground. Now I’m talking about fate, gods, and I’m a shape-shifter. Funny how life turns out, isn’t it?

      “What are you smiling about?”

      Niko’s voice trickles inside my head. I’m getting more used to this method of communication. It no longer makes my left eye twitch. Instead, it does things to my insides. The emotions imbued in his words act as a trigger in my body.

      If he speaks with desire, I can feel his desire. Just like now, I can feel his amusement, as well as his tension about what’s going on around him.

      Niko is a man in control of himself. He has to be. What with the two different covens, one the IT company and the other his actual family of Vampyres, he has a lot on his plate. Being like that, even if at times his coding work shoots him off to Mars for a few hours, he’s unused to feeling like a pawn. It’s pissing him off. Big-time.

      “I’m thinking how strange it is the way things have panned out.”

      “It always comes as a surprise to realize how little control we have over our lives. Even myself.

      “Today, it hit home how often we are manipulated by those we cannot see. I can’t say I like it, Lyssa. I can’t imagine you do either.”

      “No,” I tell him, my tone considering. “I won’t lie, it isn’t nice, but at the same time, I get you, and I get Dima. I’m not going to start moaning about my fate. Not when I have two guys like you.”

      “I think we’ve turned her into a closet romantic,” Dima butts in.

      “That’s cheating,” I inform him. “I thought you were asleep.”

      He’s doing a damned good impression of it. Lying flat out on the sofa, legs crossed at the ankle, arms above his head, it’s not like we could think he was writing a book.

      “How is it cheating?” he mocks. “All I’m doing is lying here. Thinking.”

      Niko chuckles. “We’ve turned Lyssie into a romantic, and Dima’s now a philosopher. Christ knows what I’ll become.”

      “These things are sent to try us,” I tell him piously. “Who knows, you might turn into a knucklehead.”

      Dima grunts. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen him fight. He might look like the nutty professor half the time, but he’s a damned fine warrior. I’m glad that whatever happens out there, with the gods wading in to fuck knows what, he’s on my side.”

      “Same could be said for you, Dima.” He turns to look at me, fingers ceasing their tapping on his laptop keyboard. “You’ll never see a finer swordsman. What he can do with a blade is sheer magic.”

      “Ain’t that sweet,” I tease. From the sofa opposite Dima, I stand and cross over to him. Before I reach him, I duck down and settle my lips on Niko’s temple. Breathing in his scent, which is so much more powerful now, I nuzzle my cheek against his forehead before moving away.

      Pressing one knee into the cushion at Dima’s side, I swing over to straddle his lap. “A mutual admiration society.”

      Dima’s eyes pop open to look up at me. “What are you doing?”

      I pout. “Can’t a girl sit on her mate’s lap?”

      “Depends what you’re after.”

      Tutting, I turn to Niko and say, “You see? The ungrateful wretch.”

      “I think you’ve milked him dry,” Niko remarks, focus back on his laptop, on whatever code it is he’s fiddling with.

      “No ‘think’ about it.”

      My smile is pleased. “Who knew a human could outlast a Lykaen?”

      “Every Lyke since Christendom,” is Dima’s dry retort. “It’s the venom. Always does it.”

      I glare down at him. “What the hell do you mean?”

      “Before you get your panties in a twist, Lyssie,” Niko butts in, “all he means is that Lykes have a high sex drive. Compared to human males, Lykes can rut every day, three times a day. It’s the animal in them. Human females couldn’t sustain that amount of sex.

      “The Mother Goddess, in her infinite wisdom, made the Lykaen’s venom an aphrodisiac. It turns the tables on the Lykes. They have to work hard to satisfy their mates, not vice versa.”

      My grin is slow. “I think I like that.”

      “We’ve created a monster,” Dima mutters.

      “Then I fit right in with you two, don’t I?”

      For a second, they still at my words. Then, gleam in his eye, Dima starts to tickle me. His fingers hit places I didn’t know were ticklish. My sides, the bottom of my legs. My calves. Niko’s no help. He’s sitting there, safely behind his laptop, chuckling at us.

      “Who said we’re monsters?” Dima asks.

      “Mmm, everyone. That’s what Pyres and Lykes are, duh.”

      “The concept of monsters is a relative one, Lyssa,” Niko tells me in his scholarly tone. I call it that when he gets all serious on me. I held my own at college. Graduated cum laude. Still, the stuff he goes on about not only puts my panties in a twist, but also my brain.

      “What do you mean?” I gasp out as Dima tickles the sole of my foot.

      “Well, to us, humans are peculiar. Therefore, they could be considered, to us, to be monsters.”

      My derisive snort speaks for itself. “We can’t turn into animals. We don’t need to bite people to feed.”

      Dima laughs. “Have you forgotten you can turn into an animal?”

      “I’ve always been weird. Hopeless, that’s me.” Lifting a hand to my forehead like a damsel of old, I dodge away from his hands and swoon back onto the sofa. It saves me from his tickling fingers momentarily, but seconds later, he’s rearranging my legs and settling himself between them.

      “Beautiful, that’s you,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss to my lips.

      That has my insides melting into a gooey mush. “You’re such a sweetie.” I shake my head. “How was I ever afraid of you?”

      “I don’t think you were afraid, per se. But your cat was wary of mine. That probably had a lot to do with it.”

      “She isn’t anymore.” I arch my hips, rubbing my pussy against his cock. I can feel a twitch but no hardness.

      “There’s no use pouting at me. It’s not my fault you had to fuck me in the shower before we headed out for the hangar.”

      Niko turns his head away from the laptop. “When’s your period, Lyssa?”

      Despite myself, my cheeks bloom with heat at that question. Something which makes Dima howl with laughter. “After all we’ve done together, you blush at that? Lyssa, baby, you’re right. You are hopeless.”

      After slugging him on the arm, I mumble, “It’s due in the next few days, I reckon.”

      Niko’s once again in scholarly mode. “She’s in heat, Dima.”

      Dima closes his eyes and shakes his head. “Dumb-ass, you did not just call it that.”

      Amused at their byplay, I wink at Dima. “Don’t worry. I don’t mind being lumped along with animals. Plus, I’m used to his insulting frankness.”

      Niko frowns. “I was stating a fact. That’s all.”

      “Uh-huh, honey. I know,” I soothe.

      Dima scoffs. “If that had been me, you’d have slugged me again.”

      “We have to make concessions for the Niko version of Rain Man,” I tell him, and seeing Niko glare at me from the corner of my eye, I grin. Dima grins back, and that starts the two of us howling with laughter.

      “That was a politically incorrect term, Lyssa,” Niko chides me.

      “Technically, so was telling Lyssa she’s in heat, jerk-off.”

      “Exactly,” I state, cocking a brow at Niko, who sheepishly looks down at the code he’s amending.

      Dima sighs, then lowers his nose to my throat. He pulls in a breath and murmurs, “You’re good for both of us, honey. And you smell fine.” I run my hand through his hair, letting the crisp ends brush against my palm.

      “You’re both good for me. It’s a two-way street, baby.” I press a kiss to the side of his face. “Now then, I think we need to talk about our game plan. Aside from making the arrangements for this flight, that’s all we’ve done. What are we doing, and where are we going once we arrive at the airport?”

      The sound of Niko closing the lid on his laptop is followed by his “Perfect timing, Lyssa. We’ll be landing soon.”

      “We’re heading toward a place called Hanover County. You ever heard of Berkeley Plantation?”

      “Not outside of history class,” I tell him, wrinkling my nose. “Civil War History. Oh, the joy.”

      “Don’t worry, our battles predate the Civil War, so you’re not going to get a quick 101 on the lay of the land. FourWinds, the place where Lyke and Pyre battled that final time, is close to the plantation. That’s where we’re heading as soon as we land.”

      “Then what?”

      “It depends on what we find at the site.”

      I eye Dima and ask, “What do you think we’ll find?”

      “I have no idea, Lyssa. None whatsoever.”

      “What did you see?”

      “A tree. The Battle of FourWinds stopped when a lightning storm hit us. It split a large tree at the top of a hillock.

      “I have no idea why I believe there’s something there, but I could sense we’ll find answers in a place that, for us, is where this new society came into being.”

      I nod. “Then what? Do we go back home? Or stay in Virginia?”

      “We’ll stay at a friend’s place. Overnight. Tomorrow, we’ll have to figure out another game plan.”

      “Okay. At least we know what’s what, right?” I smile at him and press another kiss to his cheek.

      It’s amazing how five weeks ago, this man terrified me. Now, like Niko, I can’t imagine waking up without him being somewhere close at hand.

      Someone once said that the only guarantee in life is that people will change. As well as die. But I prefer not to think about death, I prefer to focus on the fact that this marvelous man is now mine. And I’m his.

      The ramifications are awesome. To belong to someone so deeply, so inherently, is the most secure I’ve ever felt. The world around us might be in chaos, and in the days to come, more chaos might strike, but we’ll still have a port of calm in each other.

      After arriving at Richmond International, we are shuffled off the plane and directly into a waiting limo. Seriously, this kind of service is addictive. Man, I love it. Unlike before, though, Dima isn’t up front driving us about. He’s in the back, looking out onto the road.

      “How long’s it been since you’ve been back to Virginia?”

      Niko’s grin is grim. “Two hundred years.”

      “Seriously? You haven’t been back since the battle?”

      When they both shake their heads, I let silence fall between us. I can tell they’re thinking about that time and the men they lost. I can see it in the somber cast of their faces, the down-turned mouths, and the tautness about their eyes.

      Sinking back into my seat, sandwiched between them, it’s hard to imagine what’s going through their minds. I’ve never been in a fight. Not even a bitch fight. The most I’ve ever done is smacked my cousin, Bethann, when she borrowed—read stole—one of my dresses. The spanking I got from Daddy was worth it; slapping Bethann had been mighty satisfying, but still, that was the sum total of my aggressive behavior.

      Actually fighting a war… Christ, I can’t even contemplate the images rolling around their brain.

      I wish I could do something, but I know all I can do is stay quiet and be here for them.

      Niko says that my presence is a tonic. That the knowledge their mate is with them acts as an analgesic. But being compared to a painkiller is about as romantic as Niko gets, so I never expect too much from him.

      We eventually drive past Berkeley Plantation. A grand house for a grand setting. As beautiful as it is, not one part of me wants to get out to explore the land or the house. I hated history as a kid. I guess it’s fate that I ended up with two guys who could be classed as ancient.

      The rolling green fields around us are not what I’m used to. My surroundings have always been either dry brush, with scorching heat burning the little greenery there is, or the seascape. Such rich verdant land is a culture shock. The moisture in the air and the crisp freshness from so many trees are pleasant.

      The limo pulls to a halt on a side road. We’re surrounded by more trees and fields, and I don’t know why we’ve stopped as there’s nothing here in particular. There’s not even a gate to let us cross into the field. I guess we’ll have to jump over the hedges. Fun.

      I suck in a breath the instant we get out of the limo. More clean air, more smells of trees. I can’t deny I like it.

      I slip out of my boots with the low heel, grateful for the fact I’m wearing skinny jeans with enough give to let me leap over a bush and a sweater that won’t hinder my jump.

      Letting the guys go first, I throw them my boots, then nibble my lip, terrified that I’ll land on my ass in front of these two who made leaping over the two-foot wide bush look easy. The only thing that pushes me over is Dima saying, “You can wait in the car, Lyssa.”

      Considering I had to fight to get to come on this trip, there’s no way in hell that’s going to happen.

      Apparently, this place is dangerous. The two of them had turned into he-men on me, but I’d quickly nipped that in the bud. I’m not going to turn into a shrinking violet now.

      Wishing I could close my eyes, I take the leap.

      And land perfectly.

      Eyes round, I turn to look at how far I leaped.

      “You’re a cat, Lyssa,” Niko informs me matter-of-factly. “Jumping is what you do best.”

      “Tell that to my high school coach.”

      Dima grins. “Sucked in gym class, did you?”

      “I’m better at sucking cock, let’s put it that way,” I retort as I slip on my boots. Both men freeze, and I walk past them, leaving them behind to catch up with me.

      I’ve no idea where we’re going, but we trudge uphill pretty much in silence. After twenty minutes, it’s my turn to freeze.

      “Is that the tree you’re talking about, Dima?”

      At his nod, I suck in a breath. It’s enormous. I swear to God, huge. But pretty much a carcass. Dima said that lightning had struck the tree. He hadn’t said that it had burned the damned thing to char.

      “How has it lasted for two hundred years? Why haven’t they cut it down or something?” I ask, still shocked by the tree’s enormous size.

      In summer, with a full canopy of leaves, it must have been a sight to behold.

      “If Dima’s right and something is tucked inside the bark, then either the magic of whatever that something is kept it from totally deteriorating, or the gods have played a helping hand in stopping humans from cutting it down.”

      Like that makes sense.

      I swear, it’s a wonder I haven’t gone around the friggin’ bend.

      The hill is damned steep, and by the time we make it to the top, I’m panting and sweating. Not the best of looks, and I’m starting to regret the choice of a sweater.

      Tugging the wool blend away from my perspiring lower back, I glare at the two guys beside me. Not a hair out of place, aside from Niko’s usual bedhead, not a gasp out of breath, and they both look like they belong on the pages of a magazine.

      It’s a good thing I’m fated to be their mate. Otherwise I don’t have a clue what they see in me.

      I mean, sure, I dress up well. Even wake up looking pretty good. But these two have something I don’t. An inbuilt class, an elegance that my mother didn’t manage to bequeath to me. Instead, my sister, Cassie, got the full whack of it.

      I was always more comfortable in Western shirts and jeans, cowboy boots on my feet and a Stetson covering my bowl-cut hair. When I moved to Florida with my mom, she had a stylist cut my hair and bought me a new wardrobe. Ever since, I’ve followed the basic pattern she set for me, but I’m still always more comfortable in attire like I’m wearing today. Casual gear.

      These two, dressed casually, make it work.

      Damn, they’re fine.

      “Stop staring at our asses,” Dima comments. Though I can hear the smile in his words, he’s grown all serious now we’re standing in front of the tree.

      “Didn’t realize you had eyes in the back of your head.” I stick out my tongue and waggle it at him. “Anyway, I wasn’t just drooling at your fine behinds. I was drooling full stop.”

      Niko chuckles and, on the line I know is private, the one that belongs to him and me, says, “Thanks, Lyssie. I can rely on you to calm him down.”

      I hide a smile at that. Niko’s certain that Dima is the partner incapable of controlling his emotions. And Dima’s certain Niko is. Not that either realizes that.

      In lieu of a reply, I shoot him a wink and stalk over to the tree trunk.

      “What are we waiting for?” I ask, looking at both of them. Still five feet away from the oak, they’re just gawking at it.

      I know they’re dreading looking inside the carcass. I know they hate being here. I can’t usually sense their emotions unless they’re talking to me. Niko’s trying to train me to get used to sensing them. It’s hard work, and not particularly nice either. The last few times we’ve worked on it, I’ve had a splitting headache as a reward.

      But now I don’t have to concentrate on their emotions. They’re projecting them nice and loudly.

      Seeing how frozen they are, even though our byplay lightened the tension a smidgen, I shrug my shoulders and peer into the tree’s split trunk.

      I’ve seen a tree damaged by lightning before, but this isn’t what it should look like. It can score the bark or strip it. Cause enough internal damage that the tree topples in half.

      But this is weird.

      It hasn’t been scorched or scored. Yes, it's charred but the bark is fully intact, making this a miracle tree.

      Down the center, another miracle, it’s been split to about three feet from the ground.

      This is definitely a weird act of nature.

      Climbing trees is my forte. At least, it was as a kid. Before either guy can stop me and they would try—I feel them tense as I approached the oak alone—I jump up and catch one of the lower branches. Swinging, I find a toehold in the knotted bark and climb up higher.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dima barks.

      “Get your butt down here, Lyssa,” Niko yells.

      I ignore them and climb higher still. I didn’t need to go too far. I just needed a better vantage point.

      After looking directly into the small cavern within the tree cavity, I glance at them and mutter, “You won’t be needing those axes in the trunk.”
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      “What do you mean?” I ask her, frowning at her refusal to obey either of us by getting her behind back on the ground where it damn well should be.

      “You don’t need the axes,” she repeats. “Come up here, and you’ll see what I mean.”

      It’s a shame that approaching the tree feels like I’d be walking into a fire.

      I’m not scared. Not exactly. Okay, so I am.

      It’s not your average fear.

      This is an overwhelming moment. And that’s the only way I can describe it.

      Whatever Lyssa can see is about to shape our lives and the rest of the world’s too.

      I think a dose of fear is healthy at a moment like this.

      Dima sucks in a breath, and, like ripping off a Band-Aid, he runs toward the tree and leaps. There’s no climbing involved for him. That one powerful jump takes him to a branch farther up than Lyssa’s.

      I could laugh at Lyssa’s mumbled, “Show-off,” but instead, I’m focused on Dima’s face. There’s no fear. Only confusion.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “A near-as-dammit perfect hole.” He blinks at said hole, looks down at me, and shakes his head in confusion. “Like it was drilled out.”

      Curious, and relaxing now that Dima’s perplexed rather than cowed, I move toward the tree and join them in its branches.

      “Isn’t this cozy?” Lyssa remarks wryly.

      “Be quiet, minx,” Dima tells her, but shoots a grin her way.

      Once settled on the limb, I stare down, and Dima’s right. It’s a perfect hole, only it’s not empty.

      Peering down into the central well, I can see two things. And both of them are like a punch to the gut.

      “Dima, please tell me that isn’t Nuada’s arm.”

      “Nuada?” Lyssa asks. “Who’s he and why does he have a silver arm?”

      Dima stares down into the hole and grimaces. “Nuada was a Gaelic High King, Lyssa.”

      “Gaelic High King?” She scowls at both of us. “When?”

      Blowing out a breath, I mutter, “He was supposed to be a myth.”

      Her mouth rounds into a perfect O. “I guess if his arm’s here, then he wasn’t a myth.”

      Dima nods. “Exactly. He lost his arm in battle, and his fellow gods created a silver arm for him. Without it, he wasn’t allowed to act as king. With it, he could ascend to the throne once more.”

      “How do you know so much about this stuff?”

      “We read.” Dima and I chuckle as we both make the statement pretty much at the same time.

      Lyssa scowls. “I read, too. Only not about Irish mythology.”

      “Lyssie, we have four hundred years on you. In four centuries’ time, I’m sure you’ll have a fine literary collection.”

      That seems to mollify her. For the moment. “Why the hell would this silver arm be here anyway?”

      “Christ knows,” Dima mutters. He squints into the hole again. “Is that a sword?”

      “Looks like a broken one to me,” Lyssa comments. Closest to the hole, she bends down and reaches into the opening. “Yep, it’s in two pieces. The hilt isn’t attached to the blade.”

      From above, the pit is a perfect circle, but the “throat,” the means of accessing the stuff hidden there, looks narrow.

      With minimal reach from her position on the limb, she wriggles around, slides her hand in further, and chuckles.

      Looking up at both of us, she grins. “This thing’s warm. Like the lightning only just struck the tree or something.”

      Hand reappearing, she pulls out the silver arm. All of us blink at it. The silver gleams like it was polished days ago.

      The Celtic and Gaelic patterns lining the limb are as clear and clean as though it were created yesterday. Tattooed into the metal flesh are pictures and words. They beckon for further study. The scholar in me can’t wait to research the detailing on the limb.

      It seems incredible that, in our possession, is the mythological silver limb of High King Nuada.

      I have no idea why this was left for us, what clue it will give us, but to be honest, I don’t care. The collector in me thrills at possessing such a piece. Even if it’s only for the shortest of times.

      I know, technically, Dima and I are myths. But the Tuath Dé, ancient Irish gods, were legends to our people, too.

      That they existed at all makes this a more than momentous occasion.

      I reach for the limb, and Lyssa passes it to me.

      She’s right.

      Beneath my hand, the silver is warm to the touch. As though Nuada had just handled it and placed it in the tree.

      Breathless, I trace the tattoos, then look up at the two of them.

      “Kid in a candy store,” Lyssa murmurs, a pleased smile creasing her lips and not a trace of mockery there either.

      I smile back. She knows how much I love stuff like this. One room in my house is dedicated to artifacts Dima and I have collected over the years. Anything from Ancient Roman torques to Egyptian embalming tools. This piece would be the king of my collection.

      If I could collect it.

      Unfortunately, I don’t think the Mother Goddess, the mother of even the Tuath Dé, left us this particular gift for it to languish in my gallery.

      “Be careful with the sword,” Dima tells her. “That blade looks sharp.”

      “Gee, ya think?” she mocks. “I’d managed to figure that out myself, genius.” Huffing, she reaches for the hilt. Once it’s in her lap, she bends down again and brushes the blade with her finger. The instant she does, she stills. “It’s vibrating.”

      Dima and I glance at each other. “Vibrating?” I ask, and she nods.

      “Maybe I should use the hand?”.

      “Here, take it.” I pass the limb over to her, and awkwardly, because of its not insubstantial weight, she reaches down, using one hand to hold the silver arm and the other to maneuver the fingers into grasping the blade. It’s fiddly work, and only manageable because she's clinging to the tree like a monkey. By the time she manages to pick it up, she’s red and panting from the uncomfortable position.

      The instant she moves the blade out of the hole, she drops it to the ground. It falls, its tip slicing right into the earth. The instant it slips through the soil, thunder rumbles.

      Beneath us, the tree shakes.

      All three of us, as one, look to the sky, but it’s as cloudless as it was five seconds ago.

      Not a storm in sight.

      Frowning at the blade, Lyssa murmurs, “Well, that was freaky.”

      She looks at the hilt, then back up at Dima. She hefts the arm back to me, then reaches over to pass the hilt to Dima. The instant he touches it, though, he starts to wobble on his precarious perch.

      Before Lyssa can cry out a warning, I leap to the other side of the tree to the branch above Dima. I grab his shoulders, steadying him, then grip his arms tightly in my hands.

      Within seconds, I jump to the ground and settle him beneath the tree’s barren canopy.

      “Is he having a seizure?” Lyssa cries out, fear in her voice.

      I’d like to say he isn’t, but he is. His limbs jerk on the ground. His eyelids are flicking open and closed. I can do nothing but watch until whatever holds him in its grip chooses to release him.

      Above me, Lyssa is sobbing. I can hear her, feel her terror for our mate. But I can’t move. If I look away from Dima… It’s a ridiculous notion, but as long as I’m watching him, he’s safe. That’s all I know.

      I hear her stumble to the ground, and from the corner of my eye see her kneeling beside him. She moves, sits close to Dima, and urges his head onto her knee. The instant she does, he starts to calm. His flailing limbs cease to thrash, and he finally stops shaking.

      Lyssa’s tears slide down onto Dima’s cheeks, and she presses them away with her thumbs then starts to rock, crooning to him in a way that touches my heart. When Dima opens his eyes, looking dazed and exhausted, she murmurs, “It’s all right, baby. You’re safe.”

      “Fragarach,” he mumbles in my head.

      Then his eyes flutter shut, and he sinks into sleep.

      “Why does this keep happening?” Lyssa cries. “Is he all right? Should we take him to that healer looking after Zeke?”

      I shake my head. “He wouldn’t go.”

      She grunts. “He’s unconscious. He wouldn’t know he was there until he woke up in the clinic.”

      “I don’t think it’s a healer he needs.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Licking my suddenly dry lips, I whisper, “It’s the price he must pay for his gift.”

      “What if I don’t want him to pay it?”

      I sigh, and no matter how I figure it, the sound is as sad as her tone. “We have no choice in this, Lyssa. We have no say in it. Neither does he.”

      With a mutinous purse to her lips, she sniffs.

      Regardless of the seriousness of this situation, my own lips twitch at her annoyance. That’s one thing that has come out of this whole mess: Lyssa’s slowly growing into her power.

      For a woman so many years younger than Dima and me, it must be hard going for her. We’re stubborn, set in our ways. Hell, we’re old. But she’s gradually building her confidence.

      Now, she’s railing against fate for daring to hurt her mate.

      That’s the Lyssa I’ve always known existed at her core. None of the hesitancy that comes from being a human.

      The problem with humans is they know they’re mortal. It makes them weak. Fear of death is their Achilles’ heel.

      It’s always interesting watching how mates blossom after they’re bound to a supernatural. It’s like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis.

      These last few weeks, Lyssa has been learning how to fly. She can take us on because we’re her mates. In the presence of others, I doubt she’ll be as confident. That takes time, but it’s nice to see her growing into her own strength.

      What man wouldn’t want his mate to be strong and sure of herself and her place in the world?

      “What are you smiling at?” she snaps.

      “You,” I tell her, being honest. “It’s nice to see you like this.”

      She scowls. “What, pissing myself with worry for Dima?”

      Shaking my head, I murmur, “Caring for him enough to wish the situation was different.”

      She lowers her gaze from mine and focuses on Dima’s face. He’s calmed down now, breathing quieter, a lot more relaxed. “He’s my mate.”

      The words and the meaning are simple, but to her, they have a profound effect.

      I can understand that.

      There’s nothing simple about knowing you’re intrinsically bound to another person. That their happiness has a direct correlation to your own. That your heart beats for them.

      Again, humans can never understand how all-encompassing a mate bond is. They think if they read a few paranormal romance books, they get the idea of what it means, but they don’t.

      Your heart is no longer your own. Neither is your body.

      It’s the most terrifying and most wonderful feeling in the world.

      Nothing like it.

      I reach for her hand and squeeze gently. She squeezes back but keeps her gaze focused on Dima.

      “He’ll be okay, won’t he, Niko?” she asks, a quiver in her voice.

      “He has to be. For us.”

      “Now who’s being arrogant?”

      “He’s dealt with worse in his life, Lyssa. He’ll come to terms with this, and this gift of his.”

      I look up and over to the field where, two centuries ago, the man lying here, a man I’d kill and die for, was my bitter enemy.

      Every day of the battle, I’d tasted his blood on my tongue. Dreaming of the moment I’d wrench out his throat and swallow his blood.

      What a difference two hundred years makes…

      “Do you know, he lost three brothers on this field? And three others over the countless battles between our races?”

      “Six brothers?” She pulls a face. “He said Lykes were fertile. That’s such a shame, though. Is he the only one left?”

      I nod. “He has cousins, but they’re not close—they were against the treaty for a long while.

      “Lykes always find the passing of their family hard. Harder than most,” I correct when she frowns. “They’re close, live in each other’s pockets. Most don’t leave the family den until they’ve met their mate.

      “Living without them is impossible for either of us to comprehend, Lyssa. But he survived that, and he can survive this.”

      She blows out a breath, then traces a finger along the line of his jaw. “It’s amazing how five weeks ago, I pretty much hated this guy. At least,” she amends, “hated being around him. Now… I can’t imagine being without him. Or you. It’s much worse than before. I used to think I was a freak, wanting to be with you so much.

      “I’ve never been like that before. Never needed someone as much I did you. It should be crazy, I should feel crazy, but I’ve never felt as good as I do when I’m around you both. It’s like I’m the best Lyssa I can possibly be. Does that make sense?”

      “It does, and it’s mutual,” I murmur, pressing the hand I’m holding to my mouth.

      Her sigh is replete with the contentment my reply stirs. “I never thought I could be so worried about this man,” she whispers, but before I can reply, she clears her throat and asks, “What are we going to do? We can’t sit here all morning.”

      “I’ll carry him back to the car.”

      “You damn well won’t.”

      The pissed-off retort is a welcome intrusion. I grin at her. “Did you hear that?”

      I didn’t have to ask. The joy sparkling in Lyssa’s eyes turns the green orbs into dazzling emeralds.

      “You frightened me,” she chides him, and mock glares when his eyelashes flutter open. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s still hard to talk, baby.” He blows out a breath, managing to imbue the exhalation with a bone-deep weariness.

      “Can you get down to the car? It’s far away after what you’ve just been through.” I eye him with concern. His skin makes wallpaper paste look florid.

      “Tell me about it, but I refuse to let you carry me.”

      “Don’t be a macho man, Dima. For Christ’s sake, if you need help, you need help.”

      His eyelids flicker open to glare at her. “Not being a macho man.”

      “Are too.”

      When he sticks out his tongue, Lyssa grins. “My ass is cold, and you can’t be comfortable on the goddamn ground.”

      He sighs. “Let me lie here for a bit longer. I need to get my bearings.”

      “What happened? You mumbled Fragarach at the end. What is it?”

      Lyssa blinks. “Fragarach? What the hell’s that?”

      “It’s the sword,” Dima croaks.

      “Swords have names?”

      “Have you never heard of Excalibur?”

      “Yeah, but that’s a legend,” she says dismissively.

      “So is this one.” Dima groans, but in a flurry of energy, manages to sit up. His back bows as he slumps over, then yawns.

      “How do you know its name?”

      “I saw its history. And like I said, I read. I’ve read about this sword before.”

      She scoffs. “It’s a good thing you two are mythology buffs. Otherwise, we’d be up shit creek.”

      His grin is weak. “Well, we’re not out of the woods yet, babe.” He looks at me, eyes somber. His words say one thing, but that look says another.

      “Later,” he whispers in my head.

      My nod is minute, so small a movement Lyssa doesn’t notice it.

      “I think I could make it back to the car now,” he comments, “but I need a hand up.”

      After jumping to my feet, I bend down and heft him up. “Lean on me, Dima. That fit was pretty nasty.”

      “I had a seizure?” he asks, sounding astounded.

      “Well, I’m no doctor, but it looked like one to me.”

      “Shit,” he grumbles.

      “Yeah, shit.” Lyssa retorts. “Now you know why you frightened the life out of us.”

      Rubbing his temple, he grits out, “I need to sleep.”

      “Okay, the sooner we get you to the car the better. Lyssa, you stay here, love. Look after the artifacts. I’ll come back and help you with them.”

      I can tell she’d like to argue. Instead, she purses her lips again and nods. Once. With that, she manages to convey how pissed off she is.

      Man, is it any wonder I love this woman?

      As Dima and I hobble down the hill, we do so in silence. Dima’s leaning on me but not enough. It makes the journey harder, because any minute, I know he could fall.

      It would be a lot easier for me to carry him. But I get why he doesn’t want me to… In front of Lyssa, I’d have refused as well.

      By the time we make it back to the limo, we're panting. Bearing in mind I can bench-press a Buick and run faster than Usain Bolt while running a marathon, making me pant is harder than it sounds. But Dima’s managed it.

      I suck in a breath when I lower him carefully onto the backseat, then reach into the small cool box integrated into the console and grab some water. I swallow a huge gulpful, give the rest of it to Dima, then say, “Rest. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I can tell how exhausted he is when he nods. That’s it.

      Whatever the hell happened to him more than just zapped him of his energy. I’ve never seen him look this tired. And I’ve watched him in the middle of war campaigns, where sleep is nigh on impossible.

      Trying to dismiss my concern because over the upcoming days I know there will be more rather than fewer things to worry about, I head back to Lyssa.

      With her back to the tree and crouched down on the rise, she’s looking over the fields.

      “It’s hard to think a war happened here,” she murmurs when I step up behind her and rest my hands on her shoulders.

      “That’s nature for you. She’s more resilient than us.”

      “How is he?” she asks, otherwise ignoring my comment.

      “Tired. But he’ll be fine.”

      Her nod is followed by her standing, then shrugging out of my hold and starting off down the hill, sword hilt in hand. Using the silver arm, I awkwardly carry the sharp blade down to the car and dispose of it in the trunk.

      Taking a seat, we study our sleeping mate.

      I knock on the limo’s roof, and the car immediately sets off.

      “Are we going to your friend’s place now?”

      I nod. “Yeah, he needs some downtime.”

      “Not only him. I feel like I’ve been through the wringer today as well.”

      My grin is naughty. “You’ve been a busy girl.”

      A smug cast to her pout makes her look like the cat that got the cream. Oh wait, she already did.

      She grins back, then settles into my side. I curl my arm around her shoulders, sighing with pleasure when she relaxes into me.

      And like that, we doze until we pull up outside Freya Adison and Blake Newel’s plantation home. I wish we were going for a visit, just to spend time with two people who have been friends of ours for centuries.

      Unfortunately, at the moment, that’s an impossibility.

      If change is coming, then a simple visit with friends might be a thing of the past. I can only hope it isn't, that life doesn't revert to those dark days when a stranger was an enemy, a friend chosen because of their side in a battle.

      When the gods get involved in our world, it's for epic reasons, and that means life, as we know it, will forever be skewed.

      I'd like to deny it, but there's no denying the truth.
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      My daddy’s ranch house is big. Nice, comfortable. A bit worn.

      Some of the rooms hail back to the eighties, but then, my grandma’s bedroom still looks like a flapper lived there.

      The bathrooms in the guest rooms are all pretty tired, and only the ones that are regularly used house modern bathing facilities.

      I mean, I’m not talking about outdoor crappers, but leaky faucets and rickety shower stalls.

      While my daddy’s house is large but old, acclimating myself to Niko and Dima’s wealth is still pretty tough. They’re on a whole different playing field, and it seems like their friends are equally as rich.

      When we passed Berkeley Plantation, a place that has seen fewer years than my mates and probably fewer battles, I was impressed. But this place? Where Freya and Blake live? Holy shit, it’s beautiful.

      Red brick, gorgeous sashed windows, and a gabled roof with stacked chimneys. Tucked inside are the attics, which look onto the acres of fields surrounding the property via dormer windows. It’s literally a symmetry lover’s wet dream.

      Set in the center of the large building, there is a gleaming white door complete with wolf-head knocker. Four other windows on the first story nuzzle either side of the door, and a grand total of five openings decorate the second floor.

      It’s beautifully appointed, surrounded by boxwood hedges that keep the plantation private.

      In the distance, I can hear the wind whistling over a lake. I don’t think traffic noise would even dare to intrude on the land here. It probably isn’t tolerated.

      While the house looks like it belongs in both a history book and a stylish home magazine, it’s nothing in comparison to the owners.

      Let me state here and now that if I were gay, I’d want to fuck Freya. Light blonde hair, slim enough that she should look emaciated but instead looks delicate, ethereal. Tall, dressed elegantly… She’s beautiful. She’s also the Pyre in this relationship.

      Blake is the less attractive of the pair, but in his own way, he’s sexy as well. A scar bisects his eye. In fact, I don’t know how his eye survived such a cut. The scar is still red, angry, as though it happened recently. His black hair has a slight wave to it and reaches his shoulders.

      Dressed as he is in a black suit, the only real color on his entire person comes from his green eyes. My newfound Scooby smell tells me he’s a wolf.

      Pretty cool, huh? I can tell he’s a canine via smell. Even though he’s wearing a luscious aftershave.

      It would be easy to feel in awe of these two. They’re incredibly…gracious. Like the perfect couple. And when we entered their home, where period antiques cozy up to fashionably appointed furniture, it was easy to feel like the poor relative.

      In a way, it was a relief to escape to the bedroom. After their cool, calm kindness, I feel like a Texas hillbilly. Weird how Dima and Niko, with all their power, never make me feel that. I doubt they ever will.

      It’s not that Freya and Blake were being purposely rude or as though they were trying to intimidate me. If anything, they were polite. Their intense curiosity put me on edge. I could see them studying me, watching my every move.

      I don’t think they feared for the family silver.

      I think it was more that I’m their leaders’ mate.

      Still, I can’t help how inferior I felt. Something that really pisses me off. I hate feeling like this. Like a country bumpkin who has no right to be somewhere as idyllic as this place. I guess I feel a bit lacking in comparison to their outward portrayal of perfection.

      After a few greetings and a quick explanation as to Dima’s state of health, Freya had a maid show us to our suite. Thankfully, we’ve been left to our own devices up here. We didn’t even have dinner. All of us have slept the whole night through.

      Niko’s still snoring beside Dima, and for the last few hours, I’ve been sitting in one of the club chairs opposite an unlaid hearth.

      Behind me, the two sleeping beauties are curled up on a four-poster bed, and to the side of me, a rather beautiful autumnal light gleams through the windows, bathing me in a gentle warmth that more than makes up for the lack of a fire in the hearth.

      I’d have been comfortable if it weren’t for the artifacts at my side on a low console table. There’s a vase that I’m sure is Ming. Every now and then I look up from my tablet to glare at it, to make sure it hasn’t moved since the last time I checked it. It would seal my fate as a bumpkin if I damaged a centuries-old vase.

      I’m glad I woke up early, because I wanted to do a little research.

      It gets pretty wearing when thousands-of-years-old mythology is discussed like it happened yesterday. I mean, Christ, I know they’re four hundred, but surely that just means they should have failing memories?

      They talked about Nuada and Fragarach like they’d met them. Or like they’d been reading about them yesterday.

      It sucked being in the dark, but now I’m in the light, as it were, I’m not that much happier. Thank you, Wiki, for thoroughly spoiling my day.

      Fragarach is a sword of justice. Known as the Answerer, if held to any man’s throat, that man would speak the truth to any question posed to him. Capable of summoning the wind, causing wounds that are impossible to survive, and possessing the ability to cut through walls or shields, it’s one tough-ass sword—even if it is broken in two.

      I can see why “sword” is an inadequate name for such a weapon. It definitely has enough character to be called Fragarach.

      Then there’s Nuada’s silver arm. Something that is essentially a god king’s version of a prosthesis, only this isn’t so “dull.”

      Blessed by the gods, crafted by a god named Creidhne, it enables its wearer to lift incredible weights, to touch the sharpest of blades with no fear of destruction.

      Silver, which essentially is the weakest of the precious metals, in this case is impossibly strong.

      It also can be used as a shield. The arm enables the wearer to portray a certain image, making it a bit like a cloak of invisibility. Useful for battle.

      Both of these items we’ve found are exactly that. For battle. That means war is coming. At least, of a certain variation. One that puts my two mates in danger.

      Damn, I really didn’t need this. I’ve coped pretty well these last weeks. I’ve dealt with the information overload, handled the fact my mate almost lost his eyesight, coped with the fact I am bound to two men… On top of that, I’ve been hiding the truth from myself. Even though there was no point, because I knew, somewhere inside me, there was a beast. Like Dima’s.

      I think I’ve been strong, rolling with the punches as it were. But now? With the threat of war coming?

      I think I could cry.

      I mean seriously bawl.

      This isn’t a selfish need either. It could have been. Two months ago, it might have been.

      The knowledge that if one of these two men die, I die too would have put it in my best interests to dissuade them from fighting.

      But now? Now, things are different.

      I’ve been with them only five weeks; as a bound mate, I mean. Five weeks is hardly any time at all. A ridiculously puny amount, in all honesty, and yet, the idea of living without either of them makes me glad I’ll die when they do. I know that sounds very Romeo and Juliet, but this mate bond is some serious shit.

      I’m not just one person now. I’m a part of a third. This part doesn’t work without the other two.

      That doesn’t mean I want them to court trouble, though. And these artifacts are trouble with a capital T.

      “I can hear you thinking from over here,” Dima mumbles around a yawn. His feet shuffle on the floor behind me, testament to how focused I was on my thoughts. I didn’t even hear him get out of bed.

      I frown at him. “Should you be up? It’s a little early, isn’t it?”

      “I’m fine, Lyssa. I just needed to sleep.” He stoops and presses a kiss to the top of my head. Within seconds, he’s seated on the chair next to me, eying both weapons plonked between us on the little table. “You been doing some research?” At my nod, he sighs. “I wish Niko had made you have a nap with us.”

      “If you think I’m that malleable, then you’re in for a big surprise over the next few years, Dima.”

      He reaches for my hand. “It’s called wishful thinking.”

      “Anyway, I have slept. It’s morning.”

      He blinks. “We slept the whole night?”

      “Yup.”

      In the high-backed chair, seated in a relaxed pose, slouched with his legs splayed slightly, he looks like a king. Even though he’s naked. With an erection.

      I can see why this man holds the power he does.

      It’s in his veins. And now, because of my mates and the bites and their blood, it’s in mine too.

      “Ain’t such a thing as wishful thinking where I’m concerned, darling,” I tell him, in my best Texas twang. I switch my focus to the silver arm in my lap and carefully trace some of the engraved patterns. “All the wars these have been through… It’s hard to credit. I guess they’re only here because they’re going to go through another one.”

      Dima sighs again. “Back at the oak, when I touched the hilt, do you know what I saw?”

      I shake my head.

      “At first, I didn’t. I might seem like I’m pretty up on Gaelic mythology, but I’m as rusty as anything. I remember the basics, some of the deities, and what they did, what they were famed for… But what I saw”—he swallows—“was a history lesson. From start to finish. I know why all this has happened, why Pyres and Lykes exist, why we were created to battle through the ages, only to be joined together by a treaty blessed by the gods…” He pauses, closes his eyes, then turns his head away.

      That, more than anything, scares me.

      He can’t look at me.

      I mean, why the hell has he done that unless it’s something too horrible to contemplate?

      “Don’t leave us in suspense,” Niko chimes in, making both Dima and me jump. His voice is croaky with sleep, and as he approaches, he motions for me to stand. I do as bid and settle on his lap once he’s seated.

      “It isn’t about Christian theology’s angels and demons, Niko. It’s not about spirits, be they good or malevolent. What do you remember about the Tuath Dé?”

      “They were supernatural creatures, early inhabitants of Ireland.”

      “They weren’t the first, though, were they? To settle in Ireland, I mean? They had to fight two peoples, and one of them is still pissed off at losing.”

      “The Fomor?” Niko questions. “This is between the Sidhe and the Fomor?”

      Dima frowns, but his sigh says it all.

      “Shit.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Am I the only one who still doesn’t understand what the fuck is going on?” I grumble. Who the fuck are the Fomor?

      “We’re all in the dark, sweetheart,” Dima assures me. “I only understand some of it. The Fomor were the Tuath Dé’s enemies. The Sidhe fought—”

      “Slow down, bud. What or who are the Sidhe?”

      “The Tuath Dé were considered King Gods to the Sidhe, who are their people.”

      Niko nods. “They’re a warrior race. Sidhe conquered the Fomor, taking Ireland for themselves and for their King Gods, then they exiled the race to the sea. They’ve been there ever since, and now they want out.”

      “Why now?”

      Dima huffs out a laugh. “They’ve wanted out since they were imprisoned there, but now global warming is on their side. Would you believe it?”

      I blink. “Seriously? Climate change?”

      He nods. “Plus, a few thousand years’ banishment is enough to make anyone want to rebel. Not that I’m on their side or anything.”

      Niko grimaces. “How many Sidhe have you met, Dima?”

      “A handful.”

      “I’ve had dealings with a good many of them… They’re strange. Stranger than the angels. How are we supposed to work with them? Help them?”

      “We don’t. We have to be official adjudicators. For the moment, anyway. I think my visions are going to pave the way for us. I think they’ll tell us what we have to do and when. Until then, I think we need to contact Dante.”

      When Niko grimaces at the mention of a name I’ve never heard before, I ask, “Who’s Dante? And why do you look like you’ve swallowed a lemon, whole, at the sound of his name, Niko?”

      “He’s a jerk, Lyssa.”

      I can’t help but grin. Niko coming out with a colloquialism like “jerk” sounds plain odd. I guess after all the months together, I should have realized there was something strange going on with him.

      There was no way he was some twenty-first-century modern metrosexual.

      The phrases he came out with, the curses, his chivalry, and gallantry? I should have picked up on that sooner.

      Guys nowadays are more likely to dive for the door first to get out of paying the check than hang around to help me out of my seat.

      “He’s not a jerk,” Dima counters, glaring at Niko. “Just because you don’t like him doesn’t make him a bad person.”

      “He nearly ripped off my fucking leg.”

      “After you nearly slit his throat. You were fighting, for God’s sake. What did you expect him to do? Bow and pull his head to the side to help you?”

      Niko crosses his arms. The mulish cast to his features makes me grab one of the clenched fists resting against a lovely naked pec, and I press it to my lips. He relents a little at my touch, unbends enough to say, “Why do we need to call on him?”

      Dima rolls his eyes. “You have to ask that when there’s an arm here?”

      “You want to give Nuada’s arm to that bastard?”

      “He’s only got the one arm?” I ask, shocked at that news. “Can’t Lykes grow them back or something?”

      Dima shakes his head with a chuckle. “We heal quickly. Our pain threshold is through the roof in comparison to humans, but if someone lops off a limb, we’re not salamanders. We can’t grow them back.

      “If we hadn’t been in the middle of battle, Dante could have had the limb sewn back on, and his body would have regenerated the tissue to reconnect the limb, but we were in the middle of the Battle of FourWinds. We didn’t have nurses. We had to take care of ourselves. By the time we found Dante, he was lucky to be alive, never mind be worrying about losing an arm.”

      “I still don’t see why we should give the silver arm to him.”

      “It isn’t like you to be petty,” I chide Niko when he pouts.

      “I’m not being petty. The man was a berserker. He was crazed.”

      “Who wasn’t back then?” Dima butts in. “Cut him some slack, for Christ’s sake. That was over two hundred years ago.”

      “And I’ll bet he’s still as big a jackass as ever.”

      “Were you the one to lop off his arm, Niko?”

      A strange gleam turns his eyes from their regular blue to quicksilver. “I wish,” he states with a bloodthirsty grin.

      “That’s gross,” I tell him, wrinkling my nose. “I think you should let bygones be bygones, Niko. After all, he has more reason to be pissed off at you and Pyres than you have to be angry with him.”

      “Yes, Niko, listen to your sensible mate.”

      Good God, when did I become sensible? Before I can groan at the thought, Niko grumbles, “Why him? Why not any other one-armed Lyke?”

      Dima huffs. “Don’t you think it’s strange how Rule and Zeke are involved in this, as well as myself and you? It has to be the three signatory pairs who can sort out all this shit for the gods. Who else could the arm be for? Why would they deal with anyone else when we’re the leaders of their children?”

      Niko grimaces. “You can contact him.”

      “Like I was going to suggest anything else but that,” Dima drawls.

      “I know this sounds like a weird question, but if the guys who hurt Dima and Zeke aren’t really angels but Sidhe, and the Sidhe are on our side, why have they abducted Rule?”

      They both glance at each other. “She has a point.”

      “Of course, I do. Don’t sound so surprised,” I chide, but my smile tells them I’m not mad.

      “I guess we’ll only learn the truth once we get him back, Lyssa. None of us have all the answers.” Dima yawns, then stretches. The play of muscle has bits of me coming to life that have no business coming out of hibernation after yesterday morning. “I need to shift.”

      That has me blinking. “Seriously?”

      “I slept for too long. I’m stiff.” My gaze drops to his shaft, but his hand snaps out to chuck me on the chin. “Get your mind out of the gutter, mate,” he retorts with a wide grin.

      “Shift here,” I tell him, ignoring his amusement.

      “That isn’t what I meant. I need to run. Not just to shift.”

      I shrug a shoulder. “Okay, but still, I want to see you. I haven’t seen you before. Not properly. Not without a dozen doctors and nurses around us.”

      He eyes me; then his gaze flicks over to Niko. “You sure about this, Lyssie?” Niko asks.

      I grumble, “Of course, I am. Dammit, I know what I want.”

      Dima gets to his feet. The shift itself is anticlimactic, until the human winks out of existence for a handful of seconds. Before terror starts to plunge through my nervous system at the thought he’s gotten lost somewhere in the ether, he pops back into sight.

      Only this time, there’s a lion standing before me, a lion that I’ve only seen when he’s under extreme pressure, and I can’t deny I’m scared.

      But, weirdly, horny too.

      It’s incongruous enough to see a lion in the middle of a stately room, in a stately plantation house, in stately Virginia. It isn’t exactly a wildlife reserve. And yet the beast stands there proudly, absorbing it all. And his arrogance is so ingrained, it’s sweet.

      In this form, I can feel the real Dima pulsing through, and I won’t deny this time that I’m charmed.

      I hold out my hand, silently seeking permission to approach him.

      His nod is imperious, those ever-changing hazel eyes of his, peridot one minute, an amber-colored quartz another, stare deeply into my own. Almost as though the connection will stop me from running, will stop me from feeling frightened at the presence of a creature capable of eating people like me for breakfast in our bedroom.

      After all we’ve been through together, his insecurities take away any fear. Because yes, he’s imperious, but his stare is direct and coaxing.

      That he’s still unsure of me whacks me in the gut, it really does. I’ve been trying to open up to him, to show him how my feelings for him have changed, but he mustn’t trust in that yet. I guess it will take time. And that’s something we have plenty of.

      After the last time I saw him in this shape at the hospital, I never asked him to change again. He hasn’t been in an altogether approachable mood, so I’ve tried to give him as much space as I’m capable of now. My body works against me, needing to be with him like I need to be with Niko.

      But I hadn’t wanted to cling, to make him feel tied down. And it’s been hard being that generous.

      I’ve wanted to touch that mane, to know that this powerful creature belongs to me, and have the chance to get close to such a marvelous beast.

      It’s almost like being starstruck. I kind of understand a teenage girl’s lust for Justin Bieber.

      It’s how I feel now. Giddy, excited, lovesick.

      The instant my fingers collide with his mane, and I gently pat his head, the crisp sensation of that fur against my palm is enough to have me shuddering at the delicate tickle against sensitive flesh.

      In this form, he’s tall. Tall enough that if I knelt down, he’d tower over me. This might be Dima, but I don’t fancy kneeling in front of a big lion.

      Instead, I reach forward and embrace him. The huge head settles between my breasts, and when his muzzle immediately burrows between them, I can’t help but chuckle. The sounds of his sniffing are so audible, I should be offended.

      I’ve read enough books to know that he’s scenting me, and though it should piss me off, it actually doesn’t. If anything, I’m charmed. And that tells me how far down the rabbit hole I’ve gone.

      Enthralled by his need, I carry on stroking his head. Safe in the knowledge Niko is at my back, I feel the security, the protection he always gives me.

      I can’t explain it. I don’t particularly want to. Dima makes me feel on edge. I’ve come to realize that’s not a bad thing now, though once I believed it to be a sign of some instinctive dislike, my gut telling me something about him, warning me to back away.

      But now, I see it is my gut reacting to a creature that belongs in one of the books on my shelves at home.

      I know Niko is special, too—Pyres aren’t exactly everyday creatures—but in front of me is a lion. A goddamn lion. The king of the jungle. How can anyone not be impressed?

      Niko doesn’t touch me, but he stays close, content to remain at my back, a comforting presence.

      I relax into him, letting him take my weight and hold me up. And then, as I jump when Dima blows hot air through the fabric of my shirt, suddenly, teeth rake down against the side of my throat, and knowing what’s about to come, I embrace it.

      There is nothing like this bite, I come to realize.

      Nothing as powerful, as drugging, as beautiful as these moments when Niko drinks from me.

      I shudder as blood oozes from the wounds he’s inflicted on my throat and trickles into his mouth. His groan of ecstasy makes my pussy flutter. The need this act inspires should be embarrassing, but how can it be?

      I’ve come to see what these two make me feel should be embraced, not feared.

      My eyes close when Niko’s venom enters the wounds on my throat.

      It’s an agent that will increase the healing time of the puncture marks, but there’s something about it. It’s like fire ants pouring through my blood, and while that sounds painful, and yes, it is, it’s without doubt the sexiest thing I’ve ever felt.

      And I have two mates.

      And yesterday, I had my first ménage.

      The sensation of the venom is enough that it would be easy to become addicted to it. I’m glad I never have to question if there’ll come a time when he won’t need to feed from me. Eventually, I’ll need him to feed simply to experience the high of these moments.

      Between my fingers, the soft yet crisp hairs of Dima’s mane suddenly transform into silken strands, and I realize he’s shifted back into my hot mate. But I can’t open my eyes. They’re too busy rolling around in their sockets in the glory of the moment.

      I feel my pants being rearranged, pulled down. I feel my feet being lifted, then resettled upon the floor. I let him arrange me as though I were a puppet, because I know what’s coming, and the instant his mouth settles between my legs, I let out a roar of my own.

      It might not be as terrifying as Dima’s, but it packs a punch. Especially as I’m human.

      It rattles around the open spaces of the room, setting my nerves on fire, adding to the need rumbling through me.

      When hard fangs rake against my clit, everything inside me tenses, pulling down. The pleasure is good, too good. In fact, it should be wrong. This is as addictive, I realize, as Niko’s bite.

      I didn’t know how wet I was at the feeding until I hear the slurp of my juices against Dima’s mouth. A few months ago, I’d have been embarrassed, but now, these guys have made me shameless.

      I don’t care.

      Genuinely, I don’t.

      I revel in what they do to me and how they make me feel.

      I push my hands into his hair and hold him against my pussy, groaning when his tongue slips down to pierce my cunt.

      The throat of my sex flutters at his presence, and while my hips are aching at their position, thrust forward at an unnatural angle, I don’t care. I’m past caring. I just need everything these men have to give me.

      With a final slurp, Niko pulls away, and all I can say is, “Wow.”

      I sound drunk, and I guess I am. Punch-drunk.

      Two amused male chuckles make one of my eyes pop open. The other one is too weary to move. I glare at them, but they’re too busy to notice.

      Niko is pushing me forward, farther down, down, until I’m almost bent in half. I only have enough wherewithal to keep my limbs upright, to keep my knees working. I can feel Dima hovering, a protective presence. A flush of warmth courses through me when I realize he is protecting me. A smile curves my lips before another roar escapes me when, with precious little lubrication save Dima's spit and my juices—granted, there was a lot of them—Niko’s cock tunnels into my ass.

      Dammit, these two are obsessed with my butt.

      In this position, there’s no retreating.

      The determined thrusts make me see he’s done this on purpose. And though I’m out of it, I know I’ll make him pay for this, but bizarrely enough, the pain is good. If anything, that disturbs me.

      How can that pain be good?

      But it is, and he seems to know that, because his hand slides between my legs to settle at my clit, and he starts to rub.

      With each thrust, wails escape me. Low mewls and whimpers of pained pleasure, a pleasure so intense I’m ashamed at experiencing it.

      My earlier beliefs that nothing could shame me now crumbles in the face of this act.

      How can I be enjoying this? Yet I am.

      He fucks me. There’s no other way to describe it.

      I’m not fucking him. This is not a reciprocal deal. He fucks me, uses my body for what he needs. I let him; whether it’s the venom or desire, I don’t know. When I know the burning ache at my ass is translating into an orgasm of epic proportions, he stops.

      Before I can complain, he repositions me. Raising my torso so I’m leaning against him now, he pulls my legs apart and lifts me high, impaling me, with my own weight, on his cock. This time, the tears that prick my eyes fall.

      My ass is so full like this that it hurts. This discomfort can’t be misconstrued for pleasure.

      I open my eyes. The words on my lips to make it stop tremble there, and then I see the presence in front of me. My stuporous gaze takes in the determined look on Dima’s face, and I realize what’s about to happen.

      Before I can say anything, his cock is there, a hot, heavy weight against my spread pussy lips.

      He barely waits for me to acclimate to his being there before he pops the tip of his shaft into me, fighting for space because Niko is taking it all up.

      The hog.

      And then he thrusts. Any thoughts of asking this to stop fade away with it. Niko is no longer moving, he’s just there, a branding presence, a burning ache. With each thrust of Dima’s hips, that discomfort soon disappears into an ecstasy so deep I don’t think I’m physically capable of dealing with the aftermath.

      With each movement, my muscles start to quiver. The internal ones of my cunt, the ones of my thighs and arms, everything keeping me together, they quake. It’s only then that I realize this is the claiming I missed out on. This is the claiming that will unite us all.

      But before I can say anything, mutter a word, gasp it out, Dima presses against something inside me. Something that’s only come out to play because of Niko’s presence in my ass. As he rubs against the spot that can only be the elusive G-spot, it’s like automatic shutdown.

      The shudders, the tremors, the quivers merge into judders, and with every inch of me shaking, my body can do nothing less than go into hibernation in self-defense of the ecstasy that floods me. At the delirium tunneling through my veins like a too-pure dose of heroin.

      This is too much. It’s too good, too pure. It’s then that I come to see this is what we have together.

      Purity.

      In its most base form.

      That’s the last thought I have before I pass out.
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        * * *

      

      A sudden squeal of sound echoes around the courtyard in front of the house.

      It’s loud enough to have me shooting up, blearily looking around the room for the source of the noise.

      I’m in a mad tangle of arms and legs. They’re everywhere. But the sharp shriek of brakes and wheels screeching has all of us tumbling out of bed, falling over each other in our haste to reach the windows.

      As we look out, Niko mutters around a yawn, “That, my love, is Rule Dubeau.”

      I blink at him, then look down at the courtyard.

      Amid the pruned rose bushes that still have a few blooms clinging onto life, looking slightly worse for wear but in one piece and carrying a spear, of all things, stands a man.

      “What the hell?” I whisper, only for Niko’s hand to come up and grip my shoulder reassuringly.

      He blows out a breath. “I guess that’s one thing we can tick off the To-Do list.” I stare at him in question. “Get Rule back.”

      The front door opens, and our two freakily perfect hosts appear in the courtyard. I can tell, even from here, they’re not the welcome party an abducted man deserves.

      Both Blake and Freya are, the only way I can describe it, bristling. Like two cornered cats, with shoulders high, and their pristine selves suddenly looking rough around the edges.

      “Shouldn’t we tell them who it is?”

      Dima shakes his head. “No. Just because he looks like Rule doesn’t mean he is. And Blake’s nose is one of the best. He’ll be able to sense if anything weird is going on with him. Especially now we know the Sidhe are involved. They play tons of pranks on unsuspecting people.”

      “I thought cats didn’t like dogs.”

      At my comment, Dima smiles. “This isn’t the animal kingdom, baby. I respect all the castes in my nation.”

      “That’s very liberal minded of you.”

      “You sound shocked. I’m offended.” His lips tilt up in a pout.

      “Pull the other one.” When he winks, I press into his side, letting him tug me close so he can wrap an arm around my waist.

      “They’re definitely not welcoming, are they?”

      “They’re not supposed to be, honey. The man was dumped on their doorstep, and in a way that tells me the Sidhe have watched too many gangster movies.”

      “Who’da thunk supernaturals got off on Goodfellas?”

      “It takes all sorts,” he murmurs absentmindedly, his gaze focused on the trio down below. After two minutes, no less, he continues, “I’d say the coast was clear, Dima.”

      He nods. “Apparently Rule’s usefulness has come to an end. We need to get him over to Zeke. That, I think, has to be the priority. We can always interrogate him later.”

      “Christ, are we going to let him get used to being a free man again?”

      At my snark, Dima hugs me to him. “He’ll be desperate to get to Zeke, Lyssa. It’s only medical interference that has prevented Zeke from getting ill after being apart for such a length of time. It might seem like we’re not giving him a chance to settle in, calm down, but the first thing he'll want is to see his bound mate.

      “I know things have been rather quiet between us all in the bedroom, but Niko’s feeding from you regularly now, isn’t he?”

      I don’t know why, but my cheeks start to heat. Is it talk of the blood Niko takes? Or the fact Dima considers what we’ve been up to as being ‘rather quiet?’

      My pussy and ass declare otherwise.

      I nod but duck my head to hide from his knowing gaze. He chucks me under the chin and makes me look up at him. The humor in his glance isn’t mean but warm and caring. I sink into that affectionate look.

      “There’s no need to be ashamed of it, honey. That’s what we all are. Symbiotic. Together, we’re a powerful triad.

      “Can you imagine Niko not feeding from you? Every day, isn’t it starting to be a relief when he does take from you?”

      At that, I frown. It’s hard to think about being relieved when my mate sips from me. I’m not exactly relieved to climax at such a breakneck speed that it feels as though my organs could explode in the dash to the finish line.

      He grins at my frown. “You get used to the orgasm. But still, you’ll start to find you get headaches if he’s waited too long to feed. You feel under the weather, a bit sluggish, like all your limbs have suddenly grown heavier.” He glances over at Niko, who’s still staring down into the courtyard. “That’s what happens when your body gets used to daily bloodletting. And for Zeke and me, it would be tough to go more than six days without our bound partners feeding. Imagine how he’s suffering after being away six weeks.”

      “What about you, Niko? Do you suffer without Dima’s blood? I mean, Rule doesn’t look emaciated, so they’ve obviously fed him.”

      He pulls a face. “I wouldn’t suffer, but tasting anything other than my mates’ blood would be like sipping motor oil. It would be suffering of a different nature. He isn’t emaciated, but look at his skin. It was hard for him to feed.”

      This Rule guy does look a little peaked.

      “Do you want to call in the jet, or do you want me to do it?” Dima asks.

      “You do it. I’ll go and speak to him. Come with me, Lyssa. He can meet my consort at the same time.”

      Laughter trickles from me. “Consort? Me? I’m not sure if that makes me sound like a hooker or a royal princess.”

      Dima taps my nose. “The latter, Lyssa,” he tells me, voice wry. “You are a royal princess. Well, more than that, you're a queen.”

      Like that doesn’t make me squirm. “Shit. Don’t call me that. It makes me nervous.” It’s exciting as hell back at home, but not in this mansion with the perfect pair, Blake and Freya, a reminder as to whom my mates lead.

      He just chuckles. “You’ll get used to it. You have plenty of time.”

      “That’s a great comfort, Dima.” I sigh. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

      “Be grateful the man’s back from being abducted. If he arrived as befitting his station, you’d have to go through the whole royal rigmarole of welcoming him to our shores.”

      Niko says, “Don’t tell her that, for God’s sake.”

      “Niko, get a grip. If we invite Dante over here, he’s going to bring Curzio. She has to be aware of some of the protocol. We can’t hide all of it from her.”

      Before the two can start bickering—I’ve seen those glowers too many times to fail to realize an argument is the only way this conversation can end—I hold up both hands and step between them. “Calm down, boys. Let’s deal with one thing at a time, huh?

      “Dima, you get in touch with the pilot or whoever the hell else you have to call to get us on a plane, and soon. Niko, we need to get dressed and deal with Rule. Come with me.”

      Before either can argue, I start to get dressed. Niko follows suit, and the instant we’re covered, and uncomfortably sticky with it thanks to all the sex, I grab Niko by the hand and tug him out of the room.

      Does it make me a coward that I’m relieved as fuck not to be spending another night in this palace of perfection?

      If it does, bite me.

      Just remember, I can bite back now.
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      Watching Lyssa take charge of the two of us is rather sweet.

      “Good idea,” I tell Dima as she drags me out of the room and toward the stairs.

      “The best way to tell Lyssa anything is to make her feel like she’s the only adult in the room. Plus, I think she’s glad to be getting out of here. I’m not sure why, but she doesn’t like this place.”

      “I sensed that too. I thought she’d love it. It's like a hotel.”

      Dima chuckles. “You’ve just answered both our questions. That’s exactly why. She doesn’t like places like this. She likes clutter, her things about her. This place is so damned neat because Freya is a clean freak, it’s made Lyssa uncomfortable.”

      “She’ll probably be wishing for the four-poster here by the end of the night. A hospital gurney isn’t my idea of a restful place to sleep.”

      Dima snorts. “I’ll bet she’s happier there than here.

      “I’ll call the pilot now. I’ll let you know the times we can fly as soon as Joe gets back in touch with me.”

      “Are you not happy here, honey?” I ask, though I think Dima’s right on the ball with his assessment.

      Still, I do like Lyssa to confirm our suppositions. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can never rest easy with her. She’ll throw you a curveball when you least expect it.

      The instant she starts playing with her hands, I get my first confirmation.

      “It’s too perfect here,” she whispers as we head down one landing only to breach another. The carpet-lined floors are decadently thick.

      On either side of the hall are occasional tables topped with antique statuettes and miniature objets d’art; oils and watercolors decorate the walls.

      “We have things like this back home,” I tell her, vaguely motioning toward the priceless artifacts.

      “Yeah, but there’s other stuff too. This feels like a museum. I bet they don’t have a TV.”

      “You hardly watch the TV,” I mutter, confused.

      “That isn’t the point. I’ll just bet they don’t have one. We do. But I bet they don’t.”

      “And that’s important why?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, it makes me feel like I’m in a mausoleum or something. At least back home, things are tactile. This is a show house. I don’t like it. It puts me on edge. It’s like being back at my mother’s house.” She sniffs. “And that’s my idea of hell.”

      “Is that why you hated the apartment in LA?”

      “Maybe. You didn’t have to sell it.”

      I snort. “Yeah, right. Like you would have stayed there again. One thing you’ll learn over the years, baby, is that things are just things.

      “Don’t get me wrong, they’re nice to have, but you can move them about, shift them here and there. The owning isn’t what counts. That’s why I bought the townhouse. You liked that place when we visited last time.”

      She shakes her head. “What did I do to deserve you two? God, you sell a twenty-million-dollar penthouse for me, then buy some exorbitant place simply to suit my preferences.”

      “Hey, nothing is more important than you to me, or to Dima. Why have something that makes you uncomfortable when I can have something you enjoy?” I ask her, as I drag her to a halt. Cupping her jaw, I whisper against her lips, “You’re my mate. You’re all that matters.”

      It’s unnerving to see a tear glisten in her eye. Lyssa isn’t a crier. Shouting the house down is more her style. I watch as she nibbles her bottom lip, and tug it away from her teeth with a finger.

      “Less of that.”

      The breath she sucks in is decidedly shaky. “I love you, Niko. I know I don’t tell you that enough, and I probably never will. But I do.”

      If a Vampyre’s heart could explode, it probably would have happened then. Right at that minute.

      “Telling me once is enough, but every time you tell me, it’s the largest gift you could ever give me.”

      Her smile is watery. “Your gift during the holidays will be pretty cheap, then.”

      “That’s me, cheap.” I grin at her, then lower my head and press a kiss to her lips. “You’re the moon and the stars to me, Lyssa. What makes you happy, makes me happy. It’s the way of the bond, but more than that, it’s the way you make me feel.”

      “I don’t deserve you,” she repeats, sighing against my mouth.

      “Less of that,” I tell her again. “You’re like a breath of fresh air to me.”

      “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation on the landing.”

      Her embarrassed mumble has me tutting under my breath and dragging her through the nearest door. Without meaning to, I’ve brought her into a bedroom. But I deposit her on a Chinese silk bedspread, ignoring the rest of the Oriental bedroom to focus on her.

      Before she can complain, I shake my head. “No, listen to me, Lyssa. You need to hear this. You need to understand what you mean to me and Dima.

      “Look, I know you love me, but you love me with the twenty-seven years you have under your belt. Every year, that love will get stronger. And I’m not devaluing how you feel now. Not at all. I could kiss your feet for telling me how you feel and for meaning it.

      “But I’ve been alive for four hundred years. Two hundred of those years, I spent alone. Pyres are solitary creatures. We belong to covens, and we’re close to our sires, but once we reach maturity, we go out on our own.

      “Until the treaty, my life revolved around battle plans. Even before I reached adulthood. My father held my position, and he was constantly at war.

      “The little time he was at home, he spent shoring up the defenses, trying to recon the enemy. He died as he lived: fighting.

      “Until Dima, I was alone. Together, we created a life for ourselves. We knew we had to always portray a contentment with the situation, regardless of whether it was the truth or not.

      “For the first three years, we barely spoke except for public engagements. We had to touch each other to fulfill the treaty.”

      She whistles under her breath. “That must have been fun.”

      I roll my eyes at that understatement. “Feeding from him was torture. His taste was so unlike a human’s. It was disgusting at first, but it had a zing of power that human blood doesn’t have. And I know sex for him was…difficult.”

      I watch as she squirms on the side of the bed. “Were you gay?”

      My lips twitch at her discomfort. She says the cutest things. “Lykaens and Pyres don’t subscribe to the same terminology as humans do. We’re neither gay, straight, nor in between. Lykaens, especially. Sex is sex. For Pyres, it’s a chance for us to feed, to give our partner pleasure in thanks for their gift. For Lykes, it recharges the batteries.”

      “Seriously?”

      I nod. “Sex is an important part of their lives. I remember from pre-treaty days, they used to fuck like jackrabbits. Even close to the battlefield. There were always women in their camps. We could hear them fucking from across a field.

      “We always considered them to be beasts. In all their appetites. We looked down on them, derided them for their earthy passions. Pyres are far more rigid, more strict with such things.

      “Getting used to a relationship with him was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, but do you know what beat it? What was harder to experience?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Watching you reject Dima. It was only then I realized how far we’d come. Two hundred years might seem like a long time, and it is. It hasn’t passed in the blink of an eye, but time slips through our fingers, regardless of how much of it we have in our possession.

      “I never realized how deeply Dima and I had bonded. Not until I watched you spurn him. Until you connected with me and not him.” I huff out a wry laugh. “Sharing a mate was one of the easiest clauses in the treaty to promote. Both of our races are obsessed with finding our mates. The idea that we’d be able to share increased our odds for finding one. The actual sharing was something we knew we’d have to broach when the time came.

      “When I saw you reject him, it tore out my heart, and I realized how much I love the bastard.”

      She grins sheepishly. “You diehard romantic, you.”

      I wink at her. “It’s the truth. I’ve never felt as guilty in all my life. I didn’t, not once, think to play on it. To try to keep you to myself. You were ours, and I could never think to deny him his mate. Because of you, you made me realize I have two mates.

      “Earlier, I should have said you’re my moon and he’s my stars.” I pause a second, letting her process that. “But if you tell him that, I’ll have to become a minimalist freak, and I’ll turn the bedroom into a sacrifice to the gods of white walls. It'll make a show home look fussy.”

      “If you ever want some action in that bedroom, you’ll leave it as is. But don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.” She reaches for my hand, something I willingly give her, and she tugs me down. Brushing her lips against mine, she murmurs, “I think I love you more for telling me that. I swear, I won’t tell him. On one condition.”

      I cock a brow in question.

      “When we get married, eventually, I want you to tell him you love him on the honeymoon.”

      My lips twitch. “We have a deal.”

      She nods, the gesture resolute. “Good. Now, let’s go save some Lykaen butt.”

      Conceding to her wishes, I help her to her feet and guide us on our way to the lower floors.

      “You know, if you did break something in the house, you wouldn’t have to worry about it. Not only would I pay for the damages, but they, Freya especially, are my vassals.”

      “What does that mean?” she asks as she maneuvers down the grand staircase.

      “It means they’d die to save me. While they might be pissed if you broke a vase, it’s hardly the be all and end all.”

      It’s amusing how that immediately relieves her. There’s a spring to her step, one I can’t explain because Lyssa is the least clumsy creature I’ve ever seen. She doesn’t have the gracefulness of one of my kind or Dima’s. She does have a, shall we say, focused walk. Her movements are still fairly stilted, with only a hint of the sensuality her cat should lend to her. But that isn’t to say she’s graceless. She certainly isn’t a klutz.

      It’s ironic that I predicted her uncertainty and discomfort around others of our kind. I wish I’d been wrong, but I knew she’d react like this.

      It’s hard not to feel like a child when you’re surrounded by people who have lived for centuries.

      Even when, in Pyre years, I was considered mature at seventy-five, I still felt like a youngling around my family. They’d seen a dozen more decades than me, some of them two hundred years more.

      Although, in my circle of friends, I’d been treated with a respect that came from my position, I still felt like a child among my kin.

      I imagine that’s how Lyssa feels. In her sphere, she dominates the scene. She’s accustomed to that. Accustomed to being the best she can be.

      Her one-woman graphic design business is her style. The responsibility rests on her shoulders and hers alone. And the reason we inquired after her services was because of her reputation. A brand that she created by herself with help from no one.

      She’s used to responsibility, used to ruling her own roost. It's not surprising she’s overwhelmed by all this.

      With our fingers tucked together, we descend the staircase. The instant we reach halfway, Freya bursts out of a door I know leads to the study.

      She’s far from her usual pristine self. If anything, she looks flustered. “Your Highness, His Highness Rule Dubeau is here.”

      “Poor Freya, two royals under her roof, and she falls to pieces,” I tell Lyssa, and when I hear her chuckle, I know I’ve put her at ease.

      “Now, now, Freya. You know how I feel about being called ‘Your Highness.’ It reminds me of my father.”

      “I’m sorry, Your…Nikolai. My apologies. But you must understand, he says he has been without his bound partner for weeks.”

      That was a foolish admission for him to have made. Although I suppose he’s unaware of my presence here in the house.

      “He is in the study?” I ask, ignoring her statement and the panic imbued in it.

      “Yes, sire.”

      “Good. Tell Blake to leave him in there, and Lyssa and I shall deal with him.”

      Freya frowns, but when her eyes flicker, turning blank, I know she’s conversing with Blake. A supposition confirmed moments later when he exits, a scowl marring his brow.

      I hold up a hand. “I am in no mood to be questioned,” I state firmly.

      Freya jerks at my words, her already pale skin blanching at my curtness. Blake seems to be all the more pissed off. Especially as Freya looks as if I slapped her across the face.

      They’re my friends as well as my vassals. I have shared many an occasion with them, some celebratory, some filled with mourning. At the moment, however, we are dealing with a circumstance that I myself cannot understand. I do not wish to create pandemonium with a few misspoken words.

      “Be at ease, Freya. I shall share news with you once I can speak freely.”

      Seeing some of her color return, I nod and guide Lyssa over to the study doors.

      It’s hard not to feel a certain frisson of fear at what the outcome of this meeting will be. It isn’t that I fear for my cousin. It’s that I fear the news he may impart.

      This is a life-changing moment. One that, according to Dima, was as fated as the creation of the Vampyres and the Lykaens.

      As old as I am, as much as I have seen and done, I know that nothing will prepare me for what is to come.

      Unfortunately, there’s no way to brace oneself for that.
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      What the hell is it with these people?

      The man has been kidnapped, held only God knows where, withheld from his bound mate, and thrown out of a car like something out of one of the Godfather movies, and still he looks like he could take part in a photo shoot with GQ.

      I mean. What. The. Fuck?

      I want some of whatever they’ve got in their genes.

      Don’t get me wrong, he looks a bit worse for wear. But still, nothing that a good makeup artist couldn’t create for some bad-boy pinup special.

      Ugh.

      He’s handsome in a blond, pale way. But then, I have a preference for guys with dirty-blond hair with deliciously tanned flesh, and chestnut hair with pale, magnolia skin.

      For all that, I can admit he has appeal. But not for me.

      Dressed in a shirt and a pair of trousers that probably cost more than a month's consulting fees, he looks exactly how Dima described him.

      Not emaciated, but the suffering is there to see.

      When we enter the study, he's staring either at the floor or his shoes. The instant he hears our steps, he rears back to look at us. The relief on his face at seeing Niko is astounding to behold.

      “Merci à Dieu.”

      And then he starts to sob.

      I can’t deny, I’m shocked at his reaction. But then, Dima insists Pyres are the more volatile of the supernatural creatures.

      Niko gently detaches his hand from mine and walks over to Rule. He presses a hand to his shoulder and murmurs, “It is good to see you, cousin. In fact, it is wonderful to see you. Dima and I didn't realize it would be this easy to get you back where you belong.”

      Rule disregards all that. “Zeke, I must see him, Niko. These last few weeks have been hell. I can feel him pulling away from me, as though he is dying. What happened?”

      “That question works both ways, Rule. But I can see you’re distraught.

      “Dima is working on getting the plane a slot today. The instant we have a time, we’ll be on our way to the airport.”

      “Thank you, Niko. I will never be able to repay you for your aid.”

      “We’re family. There is no need for thanks. You would do the same for me if I were in your situation. As it is, I can tell you Zeke is okay. He’s doing well under the circumstances.”

      Rule’s head drops down until his chin butts his chest. There’s a small-boy-lost hidden in that look. It reminds me of my cousin Lysette’s brat, Brian.

      Whenever he accidentally sets something on fire—hey, don’t judge me from what you know of my relatives—he always looks like that.

      Head down, gaze focused on his feet, managing to appear utterly apologetic, even though the little shit’s a pyromaniac in the making.

      “I know they went to visit him,” he whispers. “I begged them not to. I begged them to leave him alone, but they wouldn’t. Not until I’d finished this.” He gestures at the spear at his feet, kicks it with his toe.

      “Why on earth did they want you to make a spear?” I ask, unable to stem my curiosity.

      When he looks at me, his head tilts to the side in a way that is actually unnerving.

      You know in the movies, when someone on the battlefield suddenly jerks into a battle-ready position?

      Everything about them is alert. Wary. On edge and waiting.

      Well, that’s Rule Dubeau at the moment.

      If Niko wasn’t here, now would probably be the time to freak the fuck out. Disturbing ain’t the word.

      His attention is utterly focused. It’s unnerving, and I cast my gaze Niko’s way. A question is embedded in the depths of my look, a silent request to make this strange guy stop gawking at me.

      Before Niko has the chance to shake his head, Rule murmurs, his voice hoarse, “She is perfect, Niko. Perfect.”

      Unaccustomed to being talked about like I’m not in the room, I scowl at him. “I’m here, you know?”

      Rule blinks, then, in a language that makes no sense to me, starts speaking. I recognize the Cyrillic sounds, the guttural highs and lows, can make out a few definitely Russian words.

      The instant Niko starts to talk, I have a serious panty meltdown. Good God. That’s lethal. I can’t believe I forgot to talk to him about his other languages.

      Sure, plenty of shit has been going on since I first learned he could speak Russian, but man, this is hotter than porn.

      As I stare at him, hell, gape, my mouth starts to water as he speaks. He turns to look at me, gesturing slightly, then frowns at me, seeing my strange absorption in him. “Is everything all right, my love?”

      “Yeah. Just how did I forget you could speak Russian? It completely slipped my mind.”

      His frown drifts from concern to bemusement. “I’m Russian, darling. What else would I speak?”

      “As long as you promise to talk dirty to me later, I’ll let you concentrate.”

      His lips twitch as he turns his concentration back to Rule. More guttural sounds, more gesturing, then, Rule jumps to his feet and strides over to me.

      There’s still an alertness to his stance that’s unnerving, enough to make me wish I could step back and away from him. Only knowing that these guys are predators at heart, knowing that if I back away it will be like a red rag to a bull, do I hold my ground.

      He stops within an inch of me—the guy has obviously never heard of personal space.

      I glance at Niko, who tells me, “Be patient, Lyssa. You are the first mate the signatories have claimed.

      “In you, he is imagining the day he meets his mate. He won’t hurt you, and if he tried, I’d castrate him.”

      “Reassuring, Niko. You know how to make a girl feel better.” To the strange stranger, I bite out, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rule.”

      “No, the pleasure is mine, Korolyeva.”

      “Queen,” Niko translates.

      My smile isn’t exactly easy, but I nod at him. “I have met your bound mate, Rule. I’m sure you’re missing him.”

      His eyes turn from expectant to sad. Way to go, me.

      “Whoops. I didn’t know what else to say.”

      Niko rolls his eyes. “You’ll be with him soon, Rule. Dima has just confirmed we can be out of Virginia within the next two hours.”

      Rule’s sigh of relief is actually rather endearing. It’s not a sound but a deep, gusty release of wonder.

      “Thank you,” he murmurs. “And you, cat man. What’s with the shades?”

      Dima’s grunt from behind me would come as a surprise if he weren’t the only known cat in the vicinity. After all, no one apart from my mates knows about my own rather peculiar heritage. Plus, who else wears sunglasses inside?

      “Cat-Man?” I ask, turning to Dima, who immediately glares at Rule. “Can’t imagine you in a leather catsuit, babe.”

      “He’s talking about pre-Marvel comics days, Lyssa,” Dima tells me, disgusted at the mention of the nickname.

      Rule smirks. “He used to have a reputation for climbing up buildings.”

      “Before most of them turned into skyscrapers,” Niko inserts smoothly and promptly changes the subject. “I think we need to thank our guests and be on our way.”

      Dima glares at Rule. “Those bastards fucked Zeke and me over. If all this weren’t fated, then I’d probably be blaming you for the shit we’re all in. I almost lost my eyesight, and Zeke nearly died because you started to fuck around with alchemy.”

      Some color had returned to Rule’s pale cheeks, but it disappears at Dima’s words. “I swear to the Mother, I had no idea my experiments would trigger such…” He closes his eyes. “Pandemonium.”

      Dima hisses. “You can explain yourself in the car.”

      Saying farewell to Freya and Blake takes less than ten minutes. Both look pissed off from being kept in the dark, and I can sense they are a part of Niko and Dima’s inner circle.

      I mean, they have to have one, right?

      Niko called them his vassals. I guess they act on his behalf, so having the truth withheld from them has the obvious effect of pissing them off.

      Only Niko’s hurried, “I will explain when I can, ” seems to ease their irritation.

      The truth of the matter is that none of us really understands what the hell’s going on, and explaining it to someone would be mighty difficult.

      We make a weird bunch getting into the back of the limo. Dima’s carrying Fragarach’s hilt; Niko has Nuada’s arm, which is awkwardly supporting Fragarach’s blade. Rule has the spear with which he was dumped. Not your average luggage for a plane flight.

      Thank Christ we don’t have to go through TSA.

      The instant the car’s ignition starts, Dima demands, “Explain.”

      None of us have managed to fasten our seat belts, never mind get comfortable before Dima’s bark. And Rule, apparently sensing my mate’s mood, retorts, “It’s not as easy as that, Dima. I can’t explain what I don’t really know.”

      Ha, talk about great minds thinking alike.

      “Bullshit. You were with some of the people behind this mess. The Sidhe.”

      Rule’s eyes flutter closed. “I know. Look, it all started with a dream.

      “I know, I know, you won’t believe that. But Niko, you can confirm, can you not, that I have visions from dreams?”

      When he looks expectantly at his cousin, Niko doesn’t hesitate in nodding. “He speaks the truth, Dima.”

      “I saw the way forward. I wasn’t working on experiments to do with gold. I was actually experimenting on replicating the sting of a Lykaen’s venom.”

      “Sting?” Dima barks. “You mean the high. I didn’t realize you were into producing drugs, Rule.”

      For the first time, Rule’s eyes do that weird thing Niko’s do. I can tell from that alone, the man is super pissed. “Niko, keep your cat on a leash, before I do him some damage.”

      “Like you could get within an inch of me,” Dima scoffs.

      Seeing both of them starting to go all he-man on me, I snap, “Boys, focus. We have worse shit on our hands than who has the biggest dick.”

      “And who says you don’t have a way with words?” Niko mutters wryly.

      “It’s a gift.”

      “Now, less preening and more talk, Rule. Listen, Dima. He might be able to clarify some of this crap. As it is, we have lots of questions, some answers, but nothing to link it all together. Maybe he can piece a small part together for us.”

      “Behave,” I tell Dima privately, glaring at him to compound the command.

      When he skulks back into his seat and crosses his arms, I know he has listened.

      “Go on, Rule,” I murmur calmly, ignoring the man’s surprise at how I handled my mate, and so easily.

      It wouldn’t be difficult to misinterpret the gaping mouth or the just-punched-in-the-nose look.

      When I shoot Rule a glare, he clears his throat and continues with his tale:

      “The dream came to me at an inopportune time. I was working on the healing properties in the venom. Trying to see if it could be developed for human use.

      “I was close to a breakthrough, but then I had this vision. I saw, step by step, how to turn base metals into gold.

      “You know I’ve always been interested in the old sciences, Niko, but never alchemy. I’m no metallurgist. It’s hardly my area of science.

      “Anyway, the vision was so clear, even I could follow it. The first time I did, I was in my lab at home. Zeke was dealing with something out in the streets. We’ve had some uprisings in Berlin. I was following the vision, and I did it. It actually worked.

      “The instant the gold dust was in the beaker, this bright light came out of nowhere. It was like a supernova, only right in front of me. I was blind. I don’t know for how long. But I couldn’t see a damned thing. And then, before I could shout out, two hands came to rest on my shoulders. I swear to the gods, in the time it took me to exhale, I was elsewhere.

      “I must have passed out. By the time I woke up, I still couldn’t see. And then I got the message.”

      “What message?” Niko asks when Rule pauses for a second.

      Then, like he wasn’t in control of his voice box, intoned, “Thy gold is for the Otherworld. The green mounds of earth cannot support the weight of your discovery. ’Tis time to produce a lance the likes of which thy plane has not seen since we roamed thy lands.

      “A lance forged from gold, blessed by our might, crafted to destroy the evil scourge of thy waters.

      “Remember, our landlocked aid, thy body is crafted from water. Thy soul bleeds water. Evil rests within those who roam the lands with you. This lance is for them. To quit the scourge from their souls.

      “If they be too bedeviled, then the depths of the oceans are their next port of call. This lance shall be their judgment. Along with Fragarach. They are thy clues. Thy aids. Thy makers can only help thee within the bounds of mortal lore.”

      You know what the weirdest part of that recitation was?

      Rule didn’t speak in English. And I understood.

      Now, if he’d spoken in Spanish or French, I might have understood. Hell, my high school German is rusty, but I’d have probably pieced a lot of it together.

      This wasn’t English, Spanish, French, or German.

      This was Gaelic.

      Honest to God.

      I’ve never heard it before, just like I recognized but couldn’t translate the guttural quality of Russian, but this, however, the sweet singsong of Gaelic slipped through my ears as though it were English.

      As if that isn’t a large enough marvel, there are the actual words to try to puzzle out.

      Niko groans. “I’m assuming you’ve figured out the nuances.”

      “Some of it,” Rule admits. “Do you know who the Fomor are?”

      “Yes, but we didn't realize their importance until yesterday.”

      Rule nods at Dima’s curt statement. “The Fomor were banished to the depths of the oceans. There was a battle between them and the Gaelic gods, the Tuath Dé. The Tuath Dé won, and for thousands of years, the Fomor have been imprisoned in the darkest waters of the sea. And while the escapes have been few, there have been notable results because of their presence here on earth.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      He grimaces. “Every sociopath, every psychopath, every murderer, every human capable of unspeakable acts of evil… Hitler, Stalin, you name them… They have or had Fomor blood tainting their veins.” He pauses at that, then, leaning over, rests his elbows on his knees. After a few seconds, he runs a hand through his hair and grits out, “I swear to the gods, I know how insane this sounds. I wouldn’t believe it myself, but fuck, I’ve seen things these last two months. Merde I never imagined possible.”

      He looks so dejected I reach over and pat his shoulder. “To be honest, Rule, insanity is relative. What I’ve learned these past few weeks would be enough to put me in an asylum. And the weirdest stuff has been happening ever since our almost-wedding. It’s better to share it than bottle it up.”

      At my words, Rule lifts his head. Tenderness filling his regard, he blows out a breath. “Like I said, I know how insane this sounds, but the people I was with…”

      “The Sidhe,” Niko inserts.

      “Yes, the people of the mounds.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Well, they say that the men besotted by power, riddled with the evil taint of their Fomor ancestors, sit, or at some point sat, on some of the highest boards in the human world’s nations. They made decisions that they knew would affect the earth’s cycle. They had ample opportunities to go down one particular path. Instead, they encouraged the inventions that would cause more damage to our planet.

      “The humans’ obscene need for crude oil is one of those paths. There have been alternatives, suggestions made over the years that would, with investment, do away with the need for oil. Instead, we still use a fuel that damages the natural balance of the planet.”

      Niko frowns. “Are you saying global warming and climate change were their end goal?”

      I want to laugh, but the deadly serious set to Rule’s face is an answer in and of itself.

      “I know, believe me, it’s hard to swallow. But the Sidhe insist. They knew if the temperatures of the oceans increased, their ancestors would be able to escape to the surface more easily. As it is, according to them, the place of their exile is frigid. Inclement to life, never mind mischief.

      “Because the planet is getting hotter, it’s working. More and more Fomor are managing to get to land and are managing to sow their seeds.

      “The Sidhe say that is why the human population is devolving. Why there are more murders, more crimes, more acts of extremism, more violence.”

      “That’s a lot to take in,” I whisper, cuddling into Niko’s side.

      “I know. Gods, I’ve had over two months to process most of this, and it still seems crazy to me.

      “But apparently not. At least, they didn’t lie to me about anything else. They told me they’d visited Zeke. They said they’d kissed him.” He blows out a breath. “Why does that not sound good? I think they thought they’d protected him, but I’ve been nervous ever since they told me.”

      “Show him, Dima,” Niko urges softly.

      “Show me what?”

      Dima’s hand wavers as he raises it to reach for his shades. As he pulls them down, revealing the onyx orbs and the golden glitter of his irises, Rule blanches. “That is the result of a kiss?”

      Dima nods. “It wasn’t until yesterday morning I learned this isn’t a curse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I spoke with the witch’s council. There have been several spates of strange activity. We thought… Hell, we were totally wrong, but when I looked into Zeke’s memories, and I saw the glow…”

      “The supernova,” Rule comments.

      “Yeah, that. When I saw it, it reminded me of a woman we once knew. An angel. We thought they’d taken you and had fucked up the balance between good and evil on earth. We thought we were dealing with demons.”

      “Well, to a certain extent, we are. They are angels and demons of a different caste. The Sidhe are the Tuath Dé’s messengers, they are their people, and the demons are humans tainted by the Fomor. There is a huge imbalance between the good and evil on earth. And that is the problem.

      “As it is, from what they told me—which, to be honest, isn’t much—we’re to help in that fight. We’re to become the peacekeepers. Hence the tools. One for each of our Lykaens, Niko.”

      “The silver arm for Dante Lucciano, the spear for Zeke, and Fragarach for Dima?”

      “Yes.” Hesitantly, he glances at me. “I… They told me Fragarach would be in two pieces. That is for one reason. To activate Fragarach’s true qualities, a blood sacrifice has to be made.”

      As his words drop like a bomb blast, a sudden charge zips through the air.

      Beside Niko, where a man had been sitting two seconds ago, there’s the half-shifted monster I saw back at the hospital, all those weeks ago.

      “Stop it, Dima.” I bark out the order, and Niko’s own command entwines with mine.

      But he ignores us, growling instead, literally quivering with rage as his lusciously tailored suit starts to creak and groan with the strain on the seams. It’s amazing how I’m not afraid of the monster in the limo.

      He’s the same size as the man, but hair has suddenly sprouted out of places hair should not grow. Blood drips from the sides of his snout as new sets of fangs have popped out of his gums.

      He looks like a mixture of a monster Frankenstein would create and one found on the Thriller video.

      “I meant only a few drops of blood from your mate, Dima. Nothing more than would spill from her throat after Niko feeds.”

      Another growl, but the man I can make out with is back in the limo.

      I guess it’s a good sign I can still think about making out with the guy who turned into a monster two feet away from me.

      Huh, talk about unconditional love.

      As the notion pops into my mind, I freeze.

      Love?

      So soon?

      But… is it soon?

      Our mate bond has existed since the beginning of time as I know it. All my life, it’s been there, waiting to blossom.

      How can I not love Dima, when my heart clutches at seeing him suffer. Watching him grow accustomed to his new disability, it breaks something inside me to know he’s not happy… What is that if not love?

      “A few drops of blood are enough?” Dima’s voice sounds like silk scraping over gravel, and it pulls me from my thoughts. It shouldn’t, but like Niko’s guttural Russian, man, it gets me wet.

      “Yes, that’s all. It needs to go on the hilt.” He reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a sachet that sparkles even in the relative gloom of the limo’s backseat. “They gave me enough blessed gold to work with to mend Fragarach. I need to add some of Lyssa’s blood to the molten metal, and it’s good to go.

      “Ancient blood magic, apparently. Only works with the weakest link in the chain, as through them, they’re forging the strongest weapon to defend you. Not only that, but it’s a sign of good fortune to include the lifeblood of those fated for you into your weapon.”

      Dima nods his assent and ceases to bristle.

      It’s strange describing a man as bristling. If anything, you think of house cats, with their hair on end, back arched, and hissing. Dima isn’t doing anything like that, but I can sense his cat is super pissed off. I think it’s my cat that reacts to his mood rather than my more human parts.

      “Okay. We can deal with that once you’re ready after seeing Zeke.”

      Dima’s words act like a punch to the gut for Rule, just as my words did earlier. Rule sinks into silence, and the rest of the trip to the airport and then on the plane continues in that vein.

      Not a one of us has anything left to say. It’s a strange admission, considering the topic of our conversation in the limo. So much shit is going down, there’s a stench all about us. It should be a subject we can’t stop discussing, but somehow, quiet seems more appropriate.

      In this, I guess it really is the calm before the storm.

      The moment I met Niko, and even Dima, I had that strange feeling of security. Like I’d known them all my life, that I was safe with them.

      But I also had this peculiar sense of déja vu.

      Like those moments of silence, as we all gawked at each other before we made our hushed introductions, were fated to be.

      Now, of course, knowing the truth, I see that moment was destined. And this is what destiny feels like.

      Change is a-coming.

      And I, for one, am not looking forward to it.
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      “You scared the shit out of us, Zeke,” I complain, gently cuffing the other Lyke on the shoulder.

      Zeke isn’t a blood relation like Rule is for Niko, but still, when you reach the highest tier of the Lykaen hierarchy, there’s a camaraderie that comes from knowing how tough it is at the top. Add to that we shared the trauma of the Battle of FourWinds, complete with enduring the dubious honor of being signatories at the treaty… We’re brothers of a different ilk.

      “I scared the shit out of me too,” he comments, a rueful quirk to his top lip.

      He looks pale as fuck. Thinner than can be healthy too. He’s in some serious need of R and R.

      The fucker is, he probably doesn’t have time for it. God only knows when the shit is going to hit the fan.

      “It’s good to be awake, though. Finally. It feels like I’ve been asleep for a lifetime.”

      “Nah, just two months.”

      “The longest two months of my life.” He shudders. “I swear, I know I was in a coma, but I was aware. Awake, somehow. It was horrible. My body was my jail cell.” He scowls down at the pink blanket covering him. Dressed in hospital blues, looking like the last time he ate was a year ago and like he’s been in a cave for the last few months, he doesn’t look his best. But somehow, his reminiscing of his time unconscious makes him look worse. He’s scared. Actually frightened.

      Nothing scares bears. Not as a rule, anyway.

      Bears lumber into fights like house cats catch mice. Frequently.

      They’re used to violence. It’s a part and parcel of their natures. Because of that, they’re used to blood loss, to reaching that point where your life is a flame in front of your eyes and it’s flickering out.

      Seeing his fear, I can do nothing else but share my own with him. For the second time in as many days, I remove my shades.

      “I was kissed too.” I grunt. “Kissed. Talk about a fucking understatement.”

      At the sight of my eyes, Zeke’s widen. “Rule was babbling on yesterday about some kind of kiss.  I was too out of it to understand. And I think he was as well.

      “After he’d fed, it was like the first time he’d ever sipped from me. He was as high as a kite and talking about the Sidhe and global warming of all things.”

      Rule is sleeping in one of the rooms the hospital set aside for our use. We could check into a hotel, but Rule needs to be on site for Zeke’s sake, and Niko is insisting we need to be here too. Something to do with Rule needing Niko’s support, or some such bullshit.

      All I know is that the hospital is wasting four perfectly good private rooms on us.

      In all honesty, I know Niko would agree to our moving if the rooms were suddenly needed, but still… I can grouse. I fucking hate this place.

      I wasn’t the biggest fan of clinics before my own experience with the Sidhe. Now, after feeling like my eyes were being prodded out by red-hot pokers, yeah, this hole isn’t on my bucket list of places I want to visit.

      “He’ll come round in a few days. Probably.”

      Zeke grunts. “He’d better come round today.

      “I’m not letting anymore blood go into a fucking drip. He can take from me his goddamn self.” He shudders. “It wasn’t the fact he couldn’t feed from me. I never realized how his venom worked on my system.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I don’t think I was in that coma because I was kissed. Let’s put it that way.”

      “Rule says he was working on how Lykaen venom works.”

      “He wanted to see if it could be adapted for human medication. Novel idea. Probably be a way to cure some of their more virulent diseases.”

      “Maybe he should look into Pyre venom as well.”

      Zeke snorts. “I don’t have to suggest it. He’ll come to that conclusion on his own. Now, don’t bullshit me. What does this kiss mean?”

      “I almost went blind.” Even though this is Zeke, even though he is a brother-in-arms, I can’t share Lyssa’s secret with him. “My sight is definitely impaired. I can’t see half of what I used to.”

      “That’s shitty. Sorry, Dima.”

      It’s hard to shrug off his pity when I’m still reeling from the loss myself.

      I know it’s better to have some sight than none at all. And this isn’t me thinking only of myself.

      On a political scale, if I couldn’t see, technically, I wouldn’t be able to head the nation with Niko. As it is, my limited vision can remain a secret.

      Still, coming to terms with my impaired sight will take a long time. It might be a wound that will never heal.

      “The kiss gave me sight of a different nature.”

      Zeke frowns. “Like what Pyres have?”

      It’s my turn to nod. “Yeah.”

      Lykes are creatures of the earth. We’re not ethereal, prone to psychic abilities. We deal with the physical. Our magic comes from our beasts. That’s all.

      For Pyres, who are born bathed in the light of the moon, it’s different. Their magic comes from the blood they consume from others and the energy given from the moon’s pull on the earth.

      For a Lyke to be able to have visions is so unheard of, I don’t think we have myths about this shit. And thanks to our bloodthirsty natures, myths are rife in our culture. It came from the days of tales told as we sat beside the fires burning on land close to battlefields.

      Passing on folklore is what we do best. If there isn’t a story about a Lyke with the powers of a Pyre, then it has never happened before.

      In this, I really wish I wasn’t the first of our kind.

      “Certain things trigger the visions. I’m still not used to them. I had the first proper one yesterday. And all this, everything that’s happened since then, stems from that vision. We went to Virginia, Rule was dumped; then we came here—all from that vision.”

      “Do you think I have a power too?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea. I can’t say I’d wish this on anyone, Zeke, but I doubt those fuckers haven’t left something behind for you. Especially if it helps their goddamn cause.”

      Zeke scrubs a hand over his forehead. “You mean what Rule was spouting yesterday was the truth?”

      With a sigh, I mutter, “Unfortunately, yes. We’re the new men of peace in our nations.”

      Zeke barks out a laugh. “Strange how the gods want men of war to maintain the peace, no?”

      “After these past few months, I’ve heard weirder shit, Zeke. And you’ve only been awake eight hours. There’s plenty more news to freak you the fuck out.”

      “Thank you for keeping it real,” he tells me wryly.

      “It’s what I do best.” Slumping back into the armchair beside his bed, I ask, “Do you feel different? Anything going on that didn’t used to be like that?”

      He frowns, his focus turning inward for a second. “Nothing aside from being unconscious and being totally aware. I mean, I attributed that to Rule’s venom, but what if it’s a gift?”

      “Pretty shitty gift.” I grunt at my own comment. “What the fuck am I saying? Mine’s hardly a blessing.”

      “I don’t deny it seems shitty, but maybe…” He frowns, then sinks back into his pillows in a movement similar to my own. Look at us two, both trying to deny the truth. “Now I think about it, I wasn’t stuck here.”

      It’s my turn to scowl. “What do you mean?”

      “My body was in this bed, but up here”—he taps his forehead—“I could move.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “No. I think it was the only thing keeping me sane. I didn’t realize I was doing it until I think about it now.”

      “That’s some gift, Zeke.”

      He shakes his head. “I’d prefer my mate, wrapped in a bow and on my doorstep.”

      Cocking a brow, I ask, “Niko thought you’d met your mate. A redhead?”

      He blinks. Then blinks again. “Niko thinks I’ve met our mate?” He repeats the question dumbly, as though trying to make sense of the simple words.

      “Yeah. He said when he looked through your memories that you’d met a redhead. And that she was your mate. We had this whole supposition going on about angels and demons, and we’d cast her in a role.”

      It should have been impossible, but he looks paler than before. “I need to go back to Sweden.”

      “I think you’ve more important things to be doing, Zeke. You know, like healing? Actually being able to get out of bed and walk?”

      He shakes his head. “I told Rule she was our mate. I told her. He wouldn’t listen, though. I told him, man. I fucking told him.” Zeke launches himself out of the bed, and on the brink of ripping out his IVs, Rule saunters in. They both look the worse for wear. And that’s an understated kindness.

      “She’s our mate, you son of a bitch.”

      In the midst of strolling into his bound mate’s room, Rule freezes, then shakes his head. “She isn’t. I’d have known if she was.”

      Zeke snorts, but because he’s a bear, the sound echoes around the room. They’re certainly capable of projecting to the bleachers.

      “Your head’s stuck in the fucking clouds most of the damned day, Rule.”

      “It wouldn’t be if I noticed my mate had just walked past me.”

      My head tilts from side to side as I watch them arguing. Only when Lyssa’s voice intrudes do I stop listening to their row.

      “Are they arguing in French?”

      “Why so shocked?”

      “Well, I speak pretty good French. But they’re speaking oddly.”

      “Rule’s about twenty years younger than Niko. All our native tongues sound pretty strange to people your age.”

      “You mean they’re speaking seventeenth-century French?”

      “Yup. Niko and I speak Russian from the same era. It’s a comfort thing. Of course, we can speak everyday Russian, but it’s a dialect for us.”

      “Just when you think things can’t get weirder.”

      It’s hard not to snort. “You mean a shape-shifter bear and Vampyre arguing aren’t exciting enough for you anymore?”

      She grins and rests a hand on my shoulder. “I think you guys need to keep it down. People are sick here. They don’t need to hear you bitching at each other.”

      As her voice penetrates the thick atmosphere surrounding them, they turn to glare at her. Only upon spying my returning glare do they back down.

      Zeke unbends enough to say, “He won’t listen to me. What can I do but shout at the man if he doesn’t hear me when I speak.”

      “Rule, why aren’t you listening to Zeke?” she asks, her tone that of a mother trying to stop two toddlers from squabbling.

      “I did listen to him, and I always do. He insists that a woman was our mate, and I say differently.”

      “Is that possible?” she asks, turning to me.

      I shake my head. “One of them is right, and the other is wrong.”

      “Exactly. Rule is wrong. That’s why we need to go back to Sweden.

      “If you spent some time outside your lab and actually with Lykke, then you’d know Lykke was our mate.”

      Rule crosses his arms and glares up at Zeke. While Rule is well over six feet, he still manages to look small in front of his bound partner. Shit, everyone looks small in front of Zeke.

      “Look, less of the arguing. As soon as things calm down on this front,”—she coughs—“as in, you manage to walk more than ten steps without shaking, Zeke, the both of you can toddle off to Sweden in search of this Lykke.

      “However, you still can’t walk far, and Rule is weak himself. Let’s not waste time and energy on this.”

      “She’s right, you two,” I affirm, sliding my hand into the one she has resting on my shoulder. “We have some big shit to deal with. Dante and Curzio will be here within the month. We’ll all need to convene, decide what stance we’re going to take now we have more on our plates than just rogue Lykaens, unbonded Pyres, and those insaniacs, the hyenas.”

      Both look like sullen little boys before Zeke concedes to Lyssa’s command by returning to his bed, and Rule sinks down onto the side of the mattress.

      Amused and on the brink of ribbing Zeke about his bad behavior, instead I reach for my cell when it buzzes.

      The tone breaks the stifled atmosphere in the room, stifled only because Rule and Zeke might have obeyed Lyssa, but the argument is bound to start up again as soon as my mate leaves them alone.

      “Alpha.”

      There’s a hesitation on the other end of the line…which even without Caller ID, would identify the person on the phone.

      Dixie Graham has been my PA for the last eighty years, and no matter how many times I tell her otherwise, she insists on calling me sir or Alpha.

      Though we’ve been together as personal assistant and boss for close to a century, she’s still terrified of me.

      If she wasn’t bloody good at her job, I’d have fired her a long time ago. There’s nothing more wearing than having someone be unnecessarily frightened of you for decades at a time.

      “Sir, I have news for you on the Markham investigation.”

      “What took so long?” My voice is filled with disapproval, even though I know it’s unfair because I’d honestly forgotten I’d set investigators on Lyssa’s ex-stepfather. The man who had made my mate terrified of me, who had touched her, groped her, and would have done more if it weren’t for my mate’s wiles at sneaking away from him.

      I feel like a bastard for forgetting the Lykaen justice I’d promised Lyssa when she’d told me about her experiences with Stephen Markham, a man she should have been able to trust, yet instead had violated that trust in such a cataclysmic way.

      In fairness, we’ve had a lot on our plates, but nothing takes precedence over Lyssa and her happiness. Not even the safety of the world because, to Niko and I, she is our world.

      “I-I’m sorry, sir, but he was a lot harder to find than our investigators initially believed.”

      “Why?”

      “He was in prison until twelve weeks ago, and when he was released, he fled. Didn’t contact his parole officer.

      “Technically, he’s violated the terms of his release and will be sent back into custody if found.”

      Eyes narrowing at that information, I get to my feet and head out of the room, nodding casually at my compatriots and holding up a hand to tell my mate to butt out for the moment.

      Heading into the hall, I demand, “Why was he in prison?”

      There’s a gulp on the other end of the line. “Multiple sexual assault charges. On minors as well as adult women.”

      “Why the hell was he let out?”

      “Markham had been under investigation by the police for over six years. From what our investigators have discovered, he was the main suspect in a lot of rapes. But he always had an alibi. Airtight.

      “They could never pin any evidence on him. When he was suspected in the attempted rape of a twelve-year-old, one of the cops on the case planted some evidence in his apartment. They knew it was him, but once again, he wriggled out of it, and this particular detective decided to take the law into her own hands.”

      “How long was he inside?”

      “Four years.”

      “Why was he let out on parole and not pardoned?”

      “He’d been tried for some other minor charges as well. They stuck. Had nothing to do with Detective Martinez or her investigation. It was to do with fraud.

      “The cops uncovered the details when he was locked up. Technically, that was another case, and his attorneys struck a plea deal. Release on parole, seven years early.”

      “I’m hoping you have news on his whereabouts, Dixie; otherwise, what’s the point in this call?”

      “We found him. Took the investigators a while.”

      “Too long,” I insert before she can get too confident. Just because I didn’t remind her to push the investigators harder doesn’t mean she shouldn’t have remembered in my stead.

      “I know, sir, but they worked as hard as they could. He’s in a small town in Maryland.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “No, sir. I admit, the coincidence is startling.”

      “You mean to tell me he’s in the same state as I am at this minute?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      For a second, the line throbs as I let that particular item of news settle.

      It’s difficult to actually describe how I’m feeling.

      The need for blood, to avenge Lyssa, has in no way dissipated. The only problem is…am I up to the task of dealing with Markham?

      Half-blind as I am?

      I lift a hand and I rub my offending eyes.

      Strange how that damned kiss from a Sidhe has led us to this moment, where I’m actually in this state, but at the same time, has taken my abilities away from me.

      A part of me realizes how foolish my thought process is. I’m Lykaen. Half-blind or not, Markham doesn’t stand a chance against me.

      After blowing out a breath, I murmur, “Send me over the details of Markham’s exact location as well as his recent activities.”

      “That’s another strange thing, sir.”

      “What is it, Dixie?”

      “Stephen Markham wasn’t your usual pedophile or rapist. He had contacts. Was a respectable member of society, and his name carried a lot of sway in his hometown. His name protected him in many ways from an extensive police investigation.”

      “I understand that, but what the hell’s your point?”

      “He had good and bad contacts. Once he got out of prison, he, along with a man called Duane Demming, established a porn ring.”

      “Not of the regular variety, I assume?” For a man like Markham, selling simple acts of sex could never be enough.

      “Snuff,” she mumbles.

      “Smug?” I question. “What the hell’s that?”

      “Snuff porn,” she whispers, but this time I hear her loud and clear. “At least, that’s the word on the street.”

      Running a hand over my forehead, I stare down at the shiny tiled floors.

      I’m surrounded by my people on all sides as they go about their daily business. I’d like to ask why it is my life is so complicated, but I know the answer to that.

      As the human Voltaire and Peter Parker’s uncle both once said, ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’

      This is my duty, my responsibility, but as with Niko, there are days when it feels too much.

      I predicted, when Lyssa told me of her experience with her stepfather, that the man’s crimes would have escalated. I never imagined that it would be to this extent.

      Killing people for sexual titillation?

      Yeah, that wasn’t exactly what I thought Markham would be doing now.

      “Who is Duane Demming?”

      “He used to be one of Markham’s, my stepfather’s, friends.”

      My head darts up as Lyssa’s voice intrudes on my conversation with Dixie. There’s a question in her eyes, but also a smidgen of something I can’t interpret.

      Holding her gaze, I tell her, “Give me a second, baby. I’ll explain.” When she nods, I murmur into the phone, “Dixie?”

      “He’s the backer, as far as we’ve been able to determine.”

      “Okay, I want more information on both men, as well as their operation. I want this by tomorrow afternoon at the latest.”

      I click off before she can stutter out an apology. I don’t want her to apologize, I want answers. Now.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that one-sided conversation.”

      Lyssa jerks a shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have eavesdropped.”

      I can’t help but grin. “True.”

      She crosses her arms and leans against the doorjamb. “What’s going on, Dima?”

      “I promised you Lykaen justice, and I’m giving it to you.”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      “I won’t. He touched you, Lyssa. And he’s done far worse since he was your stepfather. He’s been in prison for raping minors and women. He’s now running a porn ring.

      “While this started off being about you, love, it’s now much more than that. I can’t, in all decency, let this son of a bitch stay loose on the streets. How can I?”

      She studies me for a second. “What do Lykaens consider justice?”

      “An eye for an eye,” I tell her.

      She scoffs, “You’re going to rape him back? That’s what an eye for an eye is.” She purses her lips and asks, “Are you going to kill him? Will that be enough justice for you? You can’t go around murdering people, Dima.”

      “We rarely get involved in human justice, Lyssa. Only if the humans who are aware of our existence request our presence. Your people have such a strange notion about justice.

      “Sometimes it takes a person like me, capable of understanding both man and beast, to take a human down.

      ‘Just because they can’t shift, just because they can only walk on two legs doesn’t mean they don’t have a monster in them.” I huff at my own words, recalling Rule’s earlier comments about the Fomor and their interbreeding with humans. Gesturing at the door and Rule, I continue, “Hell, we know for a certainty that some people are fucked up. It’s in their genes. Monsters have to be put down, Lyssa. It’s a fact of life, and there’s no point arguing about it.”

      “You are going to kill him,” she whispers, but the fear on her face is for me. There’s a distinct difference to before when she was scared of me, I’m relieved to note.

      “For the crimes he’s guilty of, he’s lucky Lykaen justice is clean. Torture isn’t our style. We like to rid our land of a bad egg.”

      “You just expect me to accept you even though when you come home, you’ll have blood on your hands?”

      The weird thing about Lyssa, at this moment, is her body is saying one thing and her words another.

      Watching her, trying to read her, is nigh on impossible. Her tone of voice, bland and with little inflection, is giving nothing away. But her words quiver with disapproval.

      “I’ll shower first.”

      Her lips twitch. “Well, I can’t say that isn’t considerate of you.”

      “I’m that kind of guy.”

      She snorts, then shakes her head. “There’s nothing I can do to stop this?”

      “This is my duty, Lyssa. I can’t step away from it, not when I know the sick SOB is walking around free and clear after what he did to you, and the worse things he did to other women and girls. On top of that, what he’s doing now… I don’t want you to know what he’s up to, that’s how bad it is.

      “I’ll be the executioner, Lyssa. I’ll avenge you. You never have to worry about him ever again.”

      “I stopped worrying about him a long time ago. But memories have a habit of sticking with you.” She sighs, steps forward, and rests her hands on my shirt-covered chest. I really wish her hands were touching my bare skin, but a guy can’t ask for everything, can he? “There’s nothing I can do to stop this?” she asks again.

      “No. And baby, I’m pretty shocked that you’d want to.”

      “You think I’m bloodthirsty?” she asks, stepping closer and sliding her hands down my chest, around my waist, and leaning close to hug me.

      “Not bloodthirsty. Not exactly. But I thought the idea of him getting his comeuppance would appeal to you.”

      “It probably would if you weren’t the one doing the deed.”

      I lean back to stare down at her. “Lyssa, I have blood on my hands. A lot of it. I’ve killed before, and I’ll kill again.

      “I’m a warrior. We may be at peace now, but I’ve spent a greater portion of my life in battle with either the Pyres or some other faction.

      “I know that might seem harsh to you, but it’s the truth, and I can’t change my past. It’s who I am. The man standing here now has blood on his hands, and I won’t lie about it.”

      “I never asked you to,” she snaps. “I don’t want to think about it, is that okay? Christ, it’s not something I feel like I can be proud of. Neither am I ashamed of it. It’s who you are, I get that. This is a part of the man I love, and I’m not asking you to change. Just, well…don’t hide it from me.”

      The last thing I expected her to say was that she loved me.

      Astounded, my voice hoarse, I ask, “You love me?” Her words are like being hit with a Taser. They fry the electrical circuits in my brain, so all I can think about is her.

      She blinks up at me, her green eyes like limpid pools as she stares into mine. “I do.”

      The simple statement has me swallowing back tears. Fuck, this woman has me wrapped around her pinkie finger.

      “I love you, too.”

      Her grin is smug. “I know.”

      I can’t help but snigger at that, then, remembering her unusual comment of before, ask, “If it disturbs you, this side of our world, wouldn’t you prefer if I kept quiet about it?”

      “No. That’s the last thing you should do.

      “As I said, I don’t expect you to wear a hair shirt over this. It’s who you are. But who I am tells me that you going around putting people down isn’t a good way to go about bringing peace to the streets.”

      “You’ve spent too much time with humans. We’ll cure you of that in thirty or so years.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Something to look forward to, eh? You know how to spoil a girl.”

      With a wink, I lean close and let my breath brush her lips. “You’re one lucky woman,” I tell her mockingly, before kissing her quiet.

      “Shit.”

      The grumble has both of us freezing. Sheltering Lyssa, I turn my head and spot Rule, awkwardly standing in the corner.

      “What do you want?”

      He grimaces. “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I have something for you.” In his hands, he has the hilt we found yesterday in the oak tree. Blinking at it, I ask, “Why are you giving me that?”

      “I repaired it last night.”

      “You repaired it? But there’s no blade, and, screw that, where did you repair it? You’ve been here all night.”

      He shrugged. “I am a king, you know. People tend to get me what I want even if they think I’m crazy to ask for it.”

      “You asked for a furnace and soldering equipment?”

      “No. I asked to be taken to somewhere with such equipment.”

      “You were half-dead when Niko checked on you last night.”

      Another shrug. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “What about the blood sacrifice?”

      He coughs. “Well—”

      “He asked me last night after I visited Zeke. I didn’t see the harm in it,” Lyssa grouses when I glare at her. “He wouldn’t have asked if it weren’t necessary.”

      “I figured out why it was too.”

      “You did?”

      Rule nods but for some reason shifts on his feet. He’s nervous around me, and I’m not sure why. We are equals, of the same standing in our world, but he’s acting like he’s an everyday Joe.

      “It’s blood magic. It makes the blade retract into the hilt.”

      Now that has me grinning. “You’re kidding me.”

      “No,” he denies. “I’m not. They gave me instructions. I had to fix the hilt and blade together first.”

      He hands over the weapon. He’s cleaned it up, and it’s impossible to compare it to the artifact I’d seen yesterday.

      The grip looked grafted, more well used than dirty. Now I can see it’s actually silver thread spun around it.

      In between these threads are thick bands of leather. At the pommel, there’s a stone.

      It doesn’t look precious, more like marble. The cross guard, the part separating the hilt from the blade, is two thickset rods topped with three carved shamrocks. The shamrocks are concave, like three small pools. They gleam red in the dull hospital light.

      “I had to put the sacrifice here.” Rule points to the shamrocks. “You can see the blood. I think that’s part of earth magic. That won’t fade away.”

      “How much blood did you take?” I growl, inspecting the cross guard. Each small pool is filled. As I move the hilt, the liquid moves with it, but when I turn it over, no drops of blood fall to the floor.

      “Just enough,” Rule assures me nervously.

      “It didn’t hurt, Dima,” Lyssa retorts. “Stop being a baby. I’m not afraid of needles, and if that keeps you safe, then I’m all for it.”

      I grimace, ceding to her point but still not appreciating the blood sacrifice.

      I’m an old soul. I’ve seen a lot in my time, and most of the worst shit stems from blood sacrifices and the gifts heaped upon those who seek such a prize from the gods.

      “How do I activate the blade?”

      Rule jerks a shoulder. “I don’t know. I fixed the blade and hilt together. It was fine. Strong. I slammed it into the forge a few times, made sure it was heavily soldered. Then I dealt with the blood magic. When the blade retracted, I couldn’t get it back out again. I thought when it recognized your touch, it might reappear.”

      “Didn’t the Sidhe give you any more clues about this?”

      He shakes his head. “No. They just told me what to do, not why or what would happen.”

      “Helpful,” I grumble. “Fuck, I hate it when the gods send messengers. They never fucking tell you what you need to know. They give you just enough to get you going, then leave you fucked when you’re in the middle of their goddamn crusade.”

      Lyssa tuts. “I’m sure it’s blasphemous to use the word fuck with the word gods in the same sentence.”

      “Well, if it is, you’re a blasphemer too, baby,” I tell her, hiding my smile at her sniff.

      “I was reprimanding you, not condoning your words.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Give me the damn sword.” When I hesitate, she glowers at me. “Give it to me. I’m not going to lop off your head. Not yet, at any rate. Plus, ya know, no blade.”

      “Like that makes me feel safe and sound,” I snipe, but do as she asks.

      When the sword is in her hand, she studies it. A frown that is part surprise, part shock creases her brow.

      “Wow, it’s hot.”

      “It is?” Rule and I ask at the same time.

      “Yeah, and it’s vibrating.”

      “Are you sure the sword was for me?” I ask Rule, eying the hilt in my mate’s hand.

      “Yes. All the weapons are for the Lykaen leaders.” He frowns at Lyssa. “I have no idea why it’s reacting to her. In this, the Sidhe were remarkably clear.”

      “It recognizes my blood,” Lyssa whispers, her eyes closing. “It’s thanking me for the sacrifice.”

      “Thanking you?” I bark. My hand snaps out to grab the hilt from her, but Rule pulls me back.

      “Leave it be. She’s in no danger.”

      “A sword is talking to her. You don’t think I should be concerned?”

      “This is Fragarach. Not some regular Dungeons & Dragons sword. This is the Answerer.”

      Lyssa’s hushed murmurs break into our conversation, “Yes, he is worthy of you.” She stares at me, her eyes flashing with a hint of her cat, before her eyelids lower and in a voice not her own, deeper, huskier, she whispers, “Do you promise to guard this sword with your soul, Dmitry Vasin, son of Isaac, son of Mikhail? Do you vow to seek the truth, the honorable truth, with this weapon?”

      Rule nudges me when I remain silent. I eye him, then shoot him a glare when he nudges me again, and begrudgingly offer a variation of my family’s oath, “I, son of Isaac, son of Mikhail, named Dmitry of the House Vasin, do vow to guard this sword with my soul. I shall seek the truth, nothing more and nothing less.”

      “Blood shall fall with the use of Fragarach, and that blood shall not be shed in vain. Do you so swear?”

      I can’t believe I’m doing this in a hospital corridor.

      Around me, the hospital is functioning like normal. No one realizes my mate is having a fucking conference with a goddamn sword.

      Grimacing at the thought, I grit out, “I do so swear.”

      “This weapon is a savior of earth against the evil that is to come. The blade is to cull the Fomor and those with their blood running through their veins.

      “Until then, until the moment of death for one honorably selected by you, the wielder of Fragarach, the blade shall remain retracted. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      Lyssa’s eyes pop open and the instant they do, my guts twist. I feel as though they’ve been pulled out and spun back to front at the sight of the pure-white, iris-less orbs. They’re in complete contrast to mine.

      “Your mate has sacrificed her blood for you to wield Fragarach. If you abuse its power, Fragarach will seek revenge on the one bound to your soul. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.” The words come from me, but the answer has the beautiful jade-green irises reappearing in Lyssa’s eyes.

      Once they’re clear of the white fog, she gasps, and I have to sweep down low to catch her as her knees give way.

      She blinks up at me. “He is Fomor.”

      “Who is?”

      Drowsily, her eyelids close, and her last word is, “Bres.”
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      Butt perched on the edge of our rental car’s hood, I’m determined to wait out Dima.

      Five minutes ago, I received a harried phone call from his PA’s bound mate. Dixie is, bless her heart, petrified of Dima.

      I’ve offered to transfer her countless times to another department, but she refuses. The deal is, however, if Dima does something to concern her, then her bound partner, Gerard, has to get in touch with me. Which he did.

      The instant his number flashes up on my Caller ID, I always know something is afoot. It means that Dima is either planning something stupid, or he’s in a rage—one that he needs to be fucked out of.

      In this case, he’s planning something stupid.

      I don’t know why he ordered Dixie to set a team of investigators on Stephen Markham’s ass. He sure as hell didn’t tell me that was his intention, but then, it isn’t like we tell each other everything.

      Case in point, this new goddamn trick of his with time and the visions.

      I’m both pissed and pleased that Dima felt secure enough with Lyssie to confide in her. But do the two hundred years of saving each other’s back, fucking each other senseless, and living together through the mundane days as we awaited our mate’s birth mean jack now?

      Maybe I shouldn’t be offended, but it’s tough. I am.

      Grimacing in awareness that I’m behaving like a five-year-old, I stare up at the Bethesda Spa. An innocuous name for an innocuous building.

      This place is hardly a spa, but it was a legal loophole we had to traverse back in the sixties. If anywhere could look less like a spa, then this is it.

      The hospital is closely restricted. The average Joe thinks this place is an oddity.

      A squat, five-floor rectangle, there’s about as much character in this place as a shoebox. But that serves its own purpose.

      We don’t exactly want to encourage attention.

      We don’t want people to know that some of the best doctors in the world work here.

      We don’t want people to know that ultramodern technology is a part of the daily grind.

      In our twenty-five hospitals nationwide, the coven and the countless groups of Lykaens, be they in a Pride, Den, or Pack, all fund them. They are the only places where a supernatural of our kind can seek help.

      Considering we’re immortal, you wouldn’t think we need much medical aid, but you’d be wrong. The problem is, we tend to push our limits. Agreed, 95 percent of patients tend to be in their youth, children who have yet to learn what their bodies can actually do. That tends to change when they get a bound mate, but up until that point, kids can be nightmares.

      Our bones still need to be set if broken, wounds need suturing if they’re deep—venom can only do so much if the gash goes to the bone—and we have diseases that afflict our people.

      Like any population, we have our medical woes, and our clinics are our way of combating that.

      Generously, I might add, we do help humans with their own hospitals. Be it with technological updates, curatives discovered by our scientists, or improved surgical methods with higher success rates. Our advances are shared with the human government, for them to use or not.

      Folding my arms when I spot Dima sneaking out of the bland building’s entrance, I scowl at him as he approaches. His answering glower is blacker than the asphalt beneath my feet.

      “What the hell are you doing out here?” he snaps.

      “What do you think? I want to know what you’re up to, Dima.”

      “It’s Lykaen business.”

      At that, I snort. “Bullshit. You could pull that card two hundred years ago but not now. I’m used to your goddamn games. What the hell’s going on, and who the fuck is Stephen Markham?”

      Dima glowers at me. “Get off the hood,” he snaps in Russian.

      “No. Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      He bristles, and I know if he weren’t wearing his shades, his eyes would show more of his lion than ever. I’m used to his temper, used to him exploding at the slightest things.

      Lykes like to believe they’re in control at all times. They like to believe Pyres are temperamental, but if anything, it’s the other way around.

      “Look, you can’t shift here. Not without it hitting the papers, so stop getting mad. Tell me what’s happening.”

      It takes a while, and the slight vibration in the energy around Dima spikes a few times, letting me know how close he is to the shift, but he calms down. Eventually.

      That he’s on edge like this, and with little provocation, tells me this Markham won’t survive the night.

      Lyke justice is a mean bitch. Dima’s behavior is telling enough that I don’t have much hope for Markham’s survival.

      “Have you calmed down now?” I ask him, voice bland because I know the littlest thing could set him off.

      “No. But if you won’t fuck off without an explanation, then you’d best get in the car.”

      Eying him, distrusting his easy capitulation, I nod and quickly round the vehicle. Within two seconds, I’m sitting in the passenger seat because I don’t trust him not to drive off. He can be a sneaky bastard when he so chooses.

      “He’s a pedophile.”

      The first words to spill from his mouth after he’s set off out of the clinic’s parking lot have me frowning. “Since when were we applying our own brand of justice to humankind?”

      Dima’s mouth purses. “We might be doing a lot more of that soon.”

      “Maybe, but we haven’t decided on anything yet. We can’t until Curzio and Dante get here.”

      Dima snorts. “Like they’re not going to agree.

      “My visions, combined with the weapons and the information Rule gathered from his time with the Sidhe… It all leads to one thing. We’re going to have to babysit the humans. Especially if more Fomor are going to start slipping through the cracks and entering our society.”

      My nose wrinkles, and while his attention is on the road, I can see his lips twitch at my reaction.

      “You never did like the policing aspect of your position.”

      The truth is, I like no part of my position. “We’re not exactly prepared for such a mammoth task. Maybe in Europe and Asia, but not here.

      “The Lykaens and covens have all been charged with merging into the human world if possible, making their fortunes, and living the American dream.

      “Getting them battle ready is going to be a nightmare.”

      “Yeah, but shoving your head under the covers isn’t going to do much good, Niko. This is coming. Change is coming. We need to get used to the idea before it hits us square in the nose.”

      Busy massaging my temples, I don’t even grimace as the tires screech when he makes a left turn.

      “I don’t want this, Dima.”

      He sighs. “We were born for it, Niko. Our whole lives have been leading up to this moment. Don’t you feel that? Don’t you feel like we’re finally approaching our purpose?”

      “I feel that way when I’m writing code, Dima. When I’m at Coven. Not when I’m trying to deal with the petty squabbles of my Pyre family.”

      Another sigh. “I know. I know, Niko. But you can do nothing less than embrace it. It’s a part of who we are.

      “We were born to take the path we’ve followed, a path that has led us to this moment.”

      I wish I could deny his words, but I know how fate works. Humans like to think of fate as being poppycock. They don’t like to believe in it. But then, they don’t believe in Pyres and Lykes, so I don’t reckon much to their intelligence. In this instance, however, I can see why they like to deny fate exists.

      Who wants to believe a being somewhere has planned your life from birth to death? Who wants to believe that no matter what you do, whatever choice you’ve made, none of it was your decision? It is all geared to you reaching a certain place at a certain time and all so you could do a certain thing.

      It sucks.

      “You wanted to be a demon catcher when we thought the problem was between the angels and demons,” I accuse. “You’re itching for a fight. You want revenge.”

      “Hell, yeah, I do. Do I care that some god mapped it out so that the Sidhe would touch me and give me these visions? Sure as shit I do.

      “I hate this. I hate not being able to see as well as I could. I hate that I feel half-blind. I hate how inferior I feel because of it. Yeah, I want fucking revenge, but this is more than about me.

      “When I thought demons were wandering the street, of the hellish variety, and not the Fomorian, I wanted to contain the matter. I’m a leader. A war leader. That’s what I do.

      “Now I realize the information we had is false, that the increase in activity is actually man-made… Well, I still want to contain the situation.”

      “I was a war leader too. Once upon a time. I’m—we’re far more than that now.”

      Dima shakes his head. “No. You are. You’ve found your niche. I like messing with the markets, but it’s boring. It’s easy. It doesn’t challenge me.”

      “You always were an aggressive shit.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I reached the position of general at two hundred. You don’t think they gave that rank out like candy, do you?” He flashes a look at me. “Unlike Pyres, we don’t inherit ranks.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. I’m stating a fact.”

      “What? That I didn’t belong on the battlefield?”

      Dima snorts. “Yeah, you did, but not in the middle of it all. You’re a strategist. A planner. You belonged in the tents, not out in the field.”

      “I’m not a coward.” The words spill from my mouth before I can check them.

      “I’ve lived with you long enough to know that,” he chides. “This isn’t about cowardice. It never was.

      “Of course you’re no coward. You don’t want this, but unfortunately, someone made it so you’re perfect for the role.”

      I let his words sink in, as well as the relief that he doesn’t think less of me for not wanting to return to the aggressive ways of the past.

      I’ve lived half my life at war. You can’t imagine how tiring that toll is. How defeating it is to know that you could live one day, be dead the next if you happened across the wrong person.

      Humans have lived through relatively short wars. This was a thousand-year feud. An endless sea of blood was shed with no peace in sight. Such a past is a burden to bear, and I’m too tired to contemplate a similar future.

      “It won’t be like our war,” Dima murmurs gently, apparently sensing my unease.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because it won’t.”

      It’s my turn to snort. “Yeah, it could be worse. It took the gods, the Tuath Dé, to take down the Fomor. And their messengers are trying to engage us… This is as bad as before.”

      “What are we if not children of the gods?”

      “Different gods,” I snap.

      “Don’t be pedantic.”

      “There’s more to worry about now, Dima. There’s Lyssa. We can’t go rushing off into battle like we could before. If you die, we do.”

      “That is our fate, and there’s nothing we can do to change that. If it is time for one of us to die fighting to save our people, then we have died honorably.”

      “Goddammit.” I shriek the curse as I slam my fist against the dash. “Stop talking like this. Stop it. For fuck’s sake, we’re not feudal lords anymore. This isn’t the fucking Middle Ages.”

      “No, but this is more than us. These beings have been alive longer than Lykes have existed. This is a war that’s been brewing for millennia. How can we back away from it?”

      I close my eyes, press my head back into the headrest, and inhale deep, long breaths, seeking calm. I tense when his hand pats my leg.

      “Is this your first act as the new police of humankind? Ridding the streets of a pervert?”

      My words are bitter, but I can’t help it. Just like I couldn’t help it when my father was killed and I ascended to his position as leader of our people at only a hundred years old.

      I didn’t want it then, and I don’t want it now.

      Back then, I was happy trying to figure out how to stop syphilis spreading among humans. Now I’m content with my computers.

      Only it’s no longer about me.

      I have two dependents. One is apparently happy to run into the melee and get us all killed; the other is a weak shifter, completely unaware of her powers and more human to boot.

      The potential loss of one of them makes me glad that I’ll die if anything happens. To live without them, when I’ve been lost for so long, would be my idea of hell.

      That doesn’t mean to say I’m willing to rush off in the name of a good cause and get myself murdered. I have too much of a life I want to lead with my mates first.

      If that makes me selfish, then I’m selfish.

      I’ve been selfless for too long, and things changed the moment Lyssa walked into my world.

      Dima’s silence at my earlier question finally penetrates my gloom. “Well? What’s this about? Being a bobby on the beat?”

      “They don’t have bobbies over here, Niko,” he says dismissively.

      “They don’t have them in the UK anymore, either. Stop prevaricating. Explain what this is about.”

      “Lyssa told me something about Markham. Something he did to her.”

      I frown at that. “How does she know…” My words break off. “Her mother?” Claws rip through my fingertips and arc through the air to rip into the dashboard. “He raped her?”

      The car swerves when Dima hears the tough plastic dash fold under the sharpness of my nails. He gawks at me, then spits out, “Calm the fuck down.”

      “Answer me,” I bite out, adding thrall to my command.

      “Don’t play that shit on me, Niko. Don’t…” His voice drops, is sucked away into my command. “He was her stepfather. He tried to touch her. She managed to stay out of his way.”

      “Why did she talk to you about him and not me?”

      Only the fact Dima is under my thrall enables him to miss the hurt in my words. But this isn’t about me. It’s about Lyssa and the bastard we’re going to kill tonight.

      “She said I reminded him of her.”

      Any pain I felt on my part disappears in the amount of agony that must have caused Dmitry.

      “I’m sorry, Dima,” I whisper. “What made her say that?”

      “I asked her why she continually tried to back away from me. She said my size reminded her of her stepfather. She has since apologized.”

      Only the thrall could make Dima sound this formal. “You have been searching for him ever since?”

      “The minute our conversation ended, I had Dixie investigate the bastard. That was the day of the wedding rehearsal. It has taken this long for the investigators to come up with any solid leads.”

      Sensing that anything else I need will be freely shared, I reduce the lines of control I’m sending his way and let him slip out of the thrall.

      “Where is he now? Where are we going?”

      The instant he’s completely clear of the mind control, he slams his fist into the wheel, making the horn blare. “Dammit, Niko, you know I fucking hate it when you do that.”

      “You should have told me about this a long time ago, Dima. Don’t play the victim. She’s my mate too. I had the right to know. And I also had the right to come out and seek justice for her.”

      Dima grimaces, and I know he knows I’m right. But he doesn’t apologize. “I did what I thought was best for us at the time.”

      “Bullshit. You wanted to do this alone. But tough shit, I’m doing it with you.

      “Now, where are we fucking going or I’ll put you under the thrall again.”

      “We’re going to a run-down club Markham owns. He runs a snuff ring in the building.”

      “Snuff?”

      His sigh is loaded with exasperation. Can I help it human terminology is of zero interest to me?

      “It’s usually murder for the sexual titillation of others.”

      Scowling, I ask, “People get off on that?”

      “Apparently. Sometimes they throw rape into the mix.”

      “Fuck. That’s sick.”

      Humans can be sick bastards.

      Pyres and Lykes, over the years, have done some messed-up shit to each other, but nothing like that.

      At least, nothing that reached my ears.

      If I’d heard of any of my men sexually torturing our prisoners, I’d have mauled them myself.

      “Humans have no honor,” I murmur with a superior sniff.

      “Bearing in mind that our mate is a human, I wouldn’t say that around her.”

      “How can she deny it? What kind of sick bastard can enjoy watching something like that?” I shake my head. “What are we going to do?”

      “You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want.”

      “Don’t you dare. This goes beyond my wanting to fight or not. This is for Lyssa and the poor bastards this Markham is using to make a profit on.”

      “I don’t have a plan.”

      His admission has me frowning. “Do you have the schematics of the building?”

      He snorts. “Do you think we need them?”

      “No, I suppose not. Do we kill them all?”

      “Yes.”

      I nod. “If they’re all involved in this, then I suppose no one deserves to live. I hope we can rescue some of the unwilling stars of this filth.”

      “Me too,” he replies grimly. “Dixie e-mailed over a file on Markham. It was detailed enough to tell me he lives on site, so we shouldn’t miss him.”

      Nodding, I tell him, “Good. He might wish otherwise.”

      “No might about it.” He sucks in a breath. “We’re heading over to North Kensington. It’s about five miles from here.”

      “You can’t be serious. He’s in this state?”

      Dima’s nod is grimly satisfied. “Still not appreciating fate?”

      “In this, I can highly appreciate the tangled webs she weaves.”

      “We should be there in twenty minutes.”

      “Good.”

      Silence hits us, but Dima broaches it by saying, “Don’t be upset she didn’t tell you about her stepfather.”

      “I’m not,” I lie.

      “Yes, you are. I’ve known you long enough, Niko. I know when you’re upset about something.”

      “You don’t know everything.” I can’t help the huff in my voice.

      He sighs. “We don’t have time for this shit.”

      “You didn’t see me bring it up, did you?”

      “Look, I’m sorry you feel out of the loop.”

      “And I wonder why that might be? Two mates, and neither of them shares anything with me.

      “Lyssa doesn’t tell me about her pedophile of a stepfather, and you withhold the fact you can control time. Hardly anything at all, right? Nothing for me to be nervous about or concerned.”

      “We seriously don’t have time for this.” Under his breath, he grouses, “I didn’t tell you, because I can’t control time. Not yet. Maybe in the future I’ll be able to, but at the moment, I’m getting used to it. Sometimes, if I think back to something I was doing a few seconds ago, time will freeze. But I don’t know why.

      “And as for Lyssa, she’s ashamed of it, Niko. She didn’t want to tell me. She didn’t want to tell anyone. It’s not against you. Damned emotional Pyres.”

      My hearing is as superb as his. Whether I was supposed to hear that last bit or not, I’m not sure. As it is, a nerve in my left cheek starts to twitch.

      It’s probably a good thing we’re going to kill someone; otherwise, we’d be going a round together in the ring.

      I might be a pacifist by nature, but that doesn’t mean I can’t whip some Lyke butt. I could teach the best Krav Maga tutors in the world a trick or two.

      Keeping that thought to myself, I turn to stare at the grim streets that grow grimmer as we approach an obviously run-down area in the district.

      Refuse litters the ground, and beneath the low throb of the engine, my ears pick up the odd squeak of a rat as it forages for its dinner. Most of the shops lining the avenue are closed down, boarded up, and rough as hell. It’s hard to believe we’ve gone from a relatively affluent area of the state to this dump, and in less than a quarter of an hour.

      I don’t need to ask where this bastard is living.

      The only establishment to show any signs of life is the Purrfect Kitty.

      The windows are open, a few lights are on even though it’s early afternoon, and this place is the only one with garbage cans standing up rather than overturned onto the ground.

      It screams eighties disco. I can imagine it being a popular place back then, but over the years, things have obviously shifted.

      “They’ll probably have some security,” Dima murmurs. “Not a lot, but some. We need to take them out as quietly as we can, but you need to enthrall someone to let us know not only where they’re keeping their victims but where Stephen Markham’s office is.”

      I can’t withhold my sigh. Christ, he must think this is my first ambush.

      Somehow, I managed to survive a bloodthirsty war without him. The man’s arrogance knows no bounds.

      “What’s that for?” he snaps.

      “Someone’s tetchy,” I retort with a sniff, folding my arms against my chest. “Let’s get into this afterward. I want this sorted out today.”

      “You’re not the only one.” Dima glances at me as he parks the car about twenty feet from the club.

      “This sports car is going to stand out like a sore thumb in this neighborhood.”

      Dima’s top lip curls into a sneer. “I don’t care if they know we’re coming. It will make the kill all the sweeter if I have to fight for it.”

      Rolling my eyes at that, I climb out of the car and slam the door shut. If he wants attention, then he can have it.

      It works.

      The doors to the club open. I turn around, brow cocked, to study the two people who are standing there, smiling at us.

      “I hadn’t expected the welcoming committee,” I tell him.

      “Me neither. It’s like they were waiting for us.”

      His frown of confusion makes me smirk. I’d like to tell him that he doesn’t know everything, but that would piss him off all the more.

      The two men step forward, crossing the road to approach us. As they near, the smaller man’s arm is outstretched in greeting. I study them a second, scent the air as discreetly as possible, and notice their complete lack of aggression.

      If anything, their oily obsequiousness has me wincing.

      “Mr. Winters, it’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.” The younger one, a thin man in a too-large suit with big specs perched on a hooked nose, practically bows in greeting to me after he reaches for my hand to shake it.

      The other one, more muscles than brains by the looks of him, merely nods.

      “You’ll have to excuse my companion,” the young one murmurs. “He’s mute.”

      “He is?” I sniff again, sensing a strange odor emitting from the big guy. “Is he a Lyke, Dima?”

      “Yeah. He is. Puma.” Dima’s grim tone says it all. “He’s been drugged.”

      Narrowing my eyes at the young man, I murmur, “I’m at a disadvantage. You obviously know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      He flushes. “I must apologize. I’m Frank Jetts. I’m Mr. Markham’s aid. He’s waiting for you in his office, if you’d like to come with me.” Jetts eyes Dima. “There’s no need to bring in a bodyguard. I can assure you, you’re safe here.”

      I lift a brow. “If you need a bodyguard to leave the club, then I’m sure I do too.”

      Jetts’s flush turns his cheeks purple. “I meant no disrespect, Mr. Winters. No disrespect at all. O’Leary often accompanies me.”

      “Yes, well, Dmitry often accompanies me. If you’d like to lead the way? I’m a busy man, and I don’t have all day.”

      “Well, I didn’t expect this.”

      “Me neither.”

      “It’s a damned sight easier than having to break skulls to get an in. I wonder who they think we are.”

      “Fuck knows.”

      I can’t exactly blame him for his terse replies. With his eyes the way they are, I know he’ll need to concentrate to attain the same level of information about this situation as he would have before the accident. “Please, come with me, sir.”

      I nod at the other man and follow him across the road. As we traverse the crossing, the shifter draws my attention. He’s lumbering. It’s the only way I could possibly phrase it.

      “Is that drugs? Or has he been injured?” I ask Dima, scowling at the odd shuffling gait of the bouncer.

      You’d think something that random wouldn’t catch my attention, but Lykes, well, they stride. That’s the only way to describe it.

      They power down streets, roads, through forests or deserts. They don’t shuffle. They don’t scuff their feet.

      “It’s not an injury. Has to be drugs,” Dima confirms. “There’s a scent about him as well.”

      “What kind of scent?”

      “Pyres, I think. It’s faint.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s been drugged. If they’ve snatched him from his bound partner for any reason, then he’ll be in pain and anything but cooperative,” I hypothesize.

      “True. We should take him back to the clinic with us. He needs his system pumped.”

      “I agree. Whatever he’s done for these pricks, it’s obviously under the influence. He can’t be held accountable.”

      “Hang on there, Niko. We don’t know why he’s in their clutches in the first place. I think he should be escorted during his stay at the hospital. We need to keep our eye on him.”

      “Of course, I’m not totally naive.” It’s too hard to withhold the bite to my tone, so I don’t bother.

      The doorway to the Purrfect Kitty is open. The red-brick facade is one of the only well-kept structures in this particular lane, and it’s obvious Stephen Markham likes to keep a clean house.

      I guess it keeps the human law enforcement off his back. Or maybe not. As we enter the building, four heavies are hanging around the entrance.

      “They’ll have to be taken out.”

      “It won’t be hard,” Dima tells me. “Look at them. They’re all like Bigfoot over here. Drugged. Against humans, sure, they’d be unbeatable, but not against us.”

      “What the hell is Markham playing at?”

      “Fuck knows.”

      The corridor is long and mazelike. We go around at least five corners and up two sets of stairs before we reach what is obviously the executive level for pond scum.

      Instead of the threadbare carpeting, the faded prints on the walls of music stars who had once played at the Purrfect Kitty—some of them decent acts once upon a time, and the scuffs at the bases of the wall from foot traffic—here, it’s corporate chic.

      Thick carpet softens our tread; the magnolia cream offsets the white walls with bronzed cornices. Pictures line the walls here too, only they look a damned sight more expensive than the grotty prints we passed earlier.

      “Is that a Mondrian?”

      “Yeah, apparently snuff pays well,” I tell a bemused Dima. “It matches the one in the living room back in Ventura.”

      This corridor is lined with doors, but at the end, there’s a single door. “Does it remind you of the Willy Wonka factory?” I ask, remembering the seventies’ adaptation of Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory with great fondness.

      Dima grunts. The sound is a faint vibration in my head. “You’re just obsessed with Gene Wilder.”

      Serious though the situation is, I have to hide a grin at his terseness.

      A few seconds later, I manage to compose myself, and I wait until Jetts stands outside the door at the end of the row.

      He taps with surprising hesitance, waiting for a bitten-off command to allow him entry, and cautiously, he opens the door as if the wolf from Red Riding Hood is standing behind it, waiting to gobble him whole.

      Little does he know, the wolves are behind him.

      Well, lion.

      “Sir? I have Mr. Winters here for you, and a companion,” he murmurs from the doorway.

      “Well, let them in, let them in,” Markham responds with a hospitality that is Southern born and bred. The twang of Savannah is audible in his dulcet tones. “And you scurry away, Jetts. If I have need of you, then I’ll buzz.”

      Jetts stands aside to let Dima and me pass. As he closes the door behind us, the two of us get our first glimpse of the bastard who tried to molest our mate.

      He’s smarmy and reeks of snake oil. Hair slicked back to cover a balding spot; aside from that, he’s relatively attractive.

      Well-groomed, fit, athletic. He wears an expensive suit, his shoes are Italian leather, and the watch on his wrist is worth a cool twenty grand.

      I know because I bought Dima one a year ago.

      “Hard to believe this bastard was in jail a few months back,” Dima remarks, and he's right. Markham's affluence is unusual for a recently released ex-con.

      The smile planted on the other man's face twists slightly as he notices our prolonged study.

      His head tilts to the side, obviously in query, and without coming over to shake our hands as would be polite, he takes a seat at his desk.

      “Now, we all know you’re not here to invest, Mr. Winters. Who in the hell are you?”

      “I didn’t realize our covers would be blown so quickly.” I take a quick look around his office, spying little to no security. Nothing save for a false camera in the left corner behind his desk.

      Considering what goes on here, a lack of security doesn’t come as a shock.

      “I’m aware at all times of whom I’m dealing with. It saves jailtime.”

      “Smart thinking,” I tell him. “But in this case, you have no need to fear. We’re not with law enforcement.”

      “Now, isn’t that something the police would say?”

      “Probably,” I admit easily. “However, we’re here on different business.”

      “And what kind would that be?” He rubs his hands together. “I’ve never been approached like this before. A change is as good as a rest, as my grandmother used to say, and dealing with Vampyres and Lykaens in a business setting is certainly different. Especially ones wearing Patek watches.”

      “How the hell did he know what we are, Dima?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “He isn’t frightened of us.”

      “He won’t be, will he, Niko? Not when he’s used to drugging Lykes.”

      “Gentlemen, would you care to take a seat?”

      “Sure, Markham. We will.”

      “You obviously have me at a disadvantage,” he murmurs as we sit opposite his desk, something which belongs in Dima’s private office back home. All steel and glass, it’s a monstrosity to me, but not if you’re a fan of minimalism. “You know who I am, but I don’t have the same privilege.”

      “Let’s say we’re interested in your dealings here.”

      He lifts a brow at that. “Oh, you are? And what dealings would those be?”

      “What else? The miniature Hollywood you’re running here.”

      “And, pray tell, how are you aware of that?”

      I tap my ear. “I hear things on the grapevine. Little things, you know. Big things. Put together, they make up a large picture.”

      “You’re interested in investment?” Markham asks curiously.

      Up until now, Dima had stayed silent, but at Markham’s question, he sighs and, strangely enough, removes his shades to rub his eyes.

      I have no idea why he’d do such a thing, as he doesn’t particularly like me to see them, and the only person he tolerates asking him to remove his shades is Lyssa. Why he’s done this now, and voluntarily, I don’t know.

      “Investment isn’t the word I’d choose,” he rumbles out, his voice like gravel.

      It captures Markham’s attention, which had mostly been fixed on me. The instant he sees Dima’s eyes, however, Markham freezes.

      This isn’t your average “freeze” either. Any human who managed to catch a glimpse of those blacker-than-black orbs would probably gasp, maybe stumble back in surprise. They’re odd, beautiful in their own way, but so decidedly different that anyone would have a hard time not gawking, which is why Dima hates them.

      But in this case, Markham’s reaction is intense. It prods us both to share a glance with one another. In confusion.

      The pervert’s mouth works for a second; then his skin starts to turn white. More than a blanching of human flesh, but the whitest of snow. The flesh at his temples cracks, shatters as twin points emerge from the thinned skin. As we look on, a set of horns, thick and twisted like a ram’s, pierce the air.

      “King of the Lykaens, it is an honor to meet you,” Markham whispers, his voice a low throb. “I am Bres, son of Elatha, once the High King of the Tuath Dé.”

      Both of us freeze at his words as well as at the motherfucking horns that appeared out of nowhere. I think the world just caved away and we fell into a society where Marvel is the government.

      “Wasn’t Bres the king who took the kingship after Nuada lost his arm? Nuada reclaimed the throne when his silver prosthesis was created, right?” I demand.

      It’s hard not to gawk at those horns, even harder to retain a single thought when something as bizarre as this happens. I’ve seen some shit in my time, but this takes the fucking cake.

      “I thought Bres was dead. He was killed. I’m sure of it. My mother told me the stories at her knee.

      “Elatha, his father, was Fomor, but his mother was Tuath Dé. He was Fomor bred, though. As king, he treated the Tuath Dé like slaves.” For a second, he hesitates, then comes out with, “Lyssa warned me about something today. She said, Bres is Fomor.”

      “How the hell does she know who Bres is? She knew nothing about Gaelic legends yesterday. And I know she did some studying the other night, but hell.”

      “I don’t have time to explain. But I think she was warning me. And looking at those fucking horns. I think I needed the warning.”

      “If he’s dead, then what the hell is he doing here?”

      “Bearing in mind that all these tales were supposed to be myths, Niko, I have no friggin’ idea.”

      While we frantically sought telepathic answers, our words blurring over the others in our haste, aloud Dima announces, “I am Dmitry, son of Isaac, son of Mikhail, of the House Vasin. I am no king. I am the leader of my people on these shores.”

      “Those eyes declare you king, Your Highness.”

      With those two kick-ass horns thrusting upward, I have no shame in admitting it’s hard not to stare. The last thing I’d expected to see today was a human with the head of a goddamn ram.

      It’s hard to concentrate on his words. Good thing Dima can focus.

      “I am no king,” Dima repeats.

      “And there shall come a leader with eyes of obsidian, the power of the beast runs through his blood, and the earth magics feed his strength. This king shall return the soil to the Tuath Dé and plunge the Fomor into an endless darkness.” A smile creases Markham’s lips as he continues his recital, “As you can see, we are natural enemies, Your Highness.”

      “You are Fomor, correct?” Dima asks.

      “Indeed, I am. Fomor to my core.”

      “Then yes, it would seem we are enemies. However, I have another reason for being here today, something that has nothing to do with who you are but what you are.”

      Bres’s eyes narrow. “And what might that be?”

      “A pervert, a sick son of a bitch who dared to touch my mate.”

      A slick smile crosses the other man’s lips. It’s incongruous with the horns atop his head. This is like Hellboy on valium. Either that or Viagra. I’m not sure which.

      The half-shifted Lykes aren’t as freaky as this. It’s like wondering if this guy is halfway through his makeup session before starting a role in a horror movie. I can hear the director calling, “Cut” in the distance.

      “It is in my nature to touch what I crave,” he practically purred.

      “Ah, you were born a perverted son of a bitch, then?” I can’t help but mock, and for the first time, draw the weirdo’s focus back to me.

      “What have we here?”

      Despite the bizarreness of the moment, I won’t deny the man oozes power. On a cellular level.

      Being at the center of his attention is, I’m ashamed to admit, unnerving. It makes sense, though.

      This creature is thousands of years old.

      Compared to him, I’m a baby. Now I know how humans feel.

      “A Pyre. That means you too are here for vengeance.” He laughs. “How many of the earth do you believe I have killed? Each one seeking revenge, and each one slain. Thousands, gentlemen. Thousands upon thousands.

      “Your visit here grows tedious, I must admit. I had hoped you were here for more.”

      “More what?” Dima asks.

      His serene expression turns chilly. “Why, war, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          
            Lyssa

          

        

      

    

    
      I like Rule and Zeke.

      I made the decision sometime last night when Zeke, still half-drugged, was cursing a blue streak at Rule for being such a royal, motherfucking, dick-sucking, gods’-ass-licking, cunt-slurping bastard.

      Anyone who can string an insult like that together is my kind of person.

      When he’s not grief-stricken, his heart fried after being touched by a Sidhe, Zeke is a cool guy. And Rule, well, Rule is odd. Nice but strange.

      Yeah, okay, nice is a bland word, but Rule reminds me of Niko in some ways, and then he’s completely different in others. I can sense that whole absentminded-professor thing that Niko works, but more than that, he’s curious. Intensely. About everything. It makes him distracted.

      Ten minutes ago, Zeke had had to slap Rule’s hand away as he tried to figure out how the IV line works. A half hour before that, the nurses had escorted Rule back into the room to stop him from messing with the light that flickered over Zeke’s bed. He’d been found trying to get into one of the vents, of all things.

      It’s like talking to a four-hundred-year-old child. Yeah, nice, cool, but odd. And in my life, odd means so much more than the dictionary’s definition.

      I’ve been with them since Fragarach and I had a chat. My knees still feel wobbly, I’m ashamed to admit.

      Before they gave way, Dima caught me and dragged me in here. Zeke, though he’s in bed, is apparently babysitting me.

      There’s an insult in there but I’m too exhausted to bitch about it.

      That weird conversation with a frickin' sword was tiring. Energy sucking. I’ve never known anything like it.

      The memory makes me shudder, and I force myself to look past those minutes when I was in a vacuum. An incorporeal voice taking control of my own, forcing me to do as it willed.

      “Why do you think they kissed Zeke, Rule?” I ask, hoping to tempt Rule’s attention away from the still-flickering light above Zeke’s head. I can see him calculating the ways to tinker with the electrics.

      Zeke flashes me a grateful glance. I have to hide a smile at the other man’s weariness.

      Rule blinks at me. “To protect him, of course. I figured it out last night.”

      “To protect me?” Zeke roars. He’s half out of the bed before the alarms on his machines can start to blare out. “You call this protection? I’ve lost eighty pounds.”

      Scratching his chin, Rule concedes, “It might seem like it isn’t, but there’s no way of knowing how a bound partnership such as ours could survive with such a distance between us. With no bloodletting on my part, the bond could have eaten you alive. Especially considering we’re one of the oldest bound partners in the world.

      “The Sidhe, who know a lot, didn’t know a way to keep you safe while I worked for them.”

      Zeke glowers at him. “They could have taken me with you.”

      He fidgets in his seat. “I suppose I have no idea why they do the things they do in the way they do, Zeke.”

      It’s my turn to butt in, because his words make sense. “Things happen for a reason, guys. If you hadn’t been kidnapped, Zeke wouldn’t have come to us, and then Dima wouldn’t have been kissed either. And, no offense, Zeke, but I’m figuring Dima was the real target.

      “It was his vision that helped us find Fragarach and the silver arm. Plus, that triggered another vision, which explained what the hell is going on.”

      Zeke grumbles, “Fate’s a bitch.”

      “Yeah, she is, isn’t she?” I comment wryly. “Look, a few weeks of eating junk food and training will get you back up to speed.”

      “Those weeks are precious if what Rule and Dima say is true. We’re at the beginning of a war. I can’t be hindered by weakness.” He growls. “What the hell did they need to kidnap you for? Why couldn’t you have built that goddamn lance at home?”

      Rule shifts. “Their forges are better than ours. Plus, the gold crafted from alchemy is stronger than regular gold. Even with the first specimens, I was finding it hard to work with. Their forges helped me craft the weapon. As well as their blacksmiths.”

      “The Sidhe have blacksmiths?” I ask, astounded at such a novel idea.

      “Of course. They’re messengers of their royal deities, but they’re still warriors.”

      “Who do they fight?”

      “They live in an Otherworld. The place is fraught with tension like our plane of existence.”

      “What’s it like, this Otherworld?”

      “Nice.”

      “Man of few words, isn’t he? Just like Niko,” I chide, throwing an eye roll Zeke’s way.

      His commiserating, “Stupid Pyres. Masters of the understatement. Give the girl more, Rule,” makes me hide a grin.

      “What do you want me to say? It is nice there. The sun is bigger than ours, and it’s rosy pink. It makes everything warm. The grass is green, the sky is blue, but it’s all a shade brighter. It makes you blink when you try to take it all in.

      “The people are as beautiful as their land. Tall. The shortest is as tall as Zeke. Their skin has a sheen of gold to it. But their hair is black, as dark as Dima’s eyes. They’re strong: the women too. All of them are hardened warriors. Even the younglings.”

      “You liked it there,” Zeke accuses.

      Rule sighs. “A tad. It was warm all the time. You know how much I hate the cold.”

      Zeke sighs. “Only you would want to move to another world because it’s more temperate.”

      “You know that I feel the cold in my ankles.”

      Pressing my lips together, I bite back another smile. These two are funnier than a comedian live on Comedy Central.

      Huffing a breath, Zeke mumbles, “What’s the spear for anyway?”

      “You, Zeke.”

      “Lances were never my weapon of choice. You know I prefer swords. Couldn’t I have had Fragarach? I can handle talking swords, but I’m shit with lances.” The two are up-to-date on Fragarach’s conversational prowess.

      Rule shakes his head. “You’re in denial.”

      “What’s to be in denial about?” comes the grumpy retort.

      “Lances aren’t for weaklings, Zeke.” Rule’s careful tone and Zeke’s ruddied cheeks tell a tale of their own.

      “I prefer hand-to-hand combat. What use is a spear in that kind of battle?”

      “Very useful. I crafted it especially for you. It’s perfectly balanced, Zeke. Perfect for your size, and the blade is sharper than broken glass. It can slice through leather as if it were butter on a warm day.”

      Zeke’s mouth purses. “Why didn’t you bring it to show me?”

      “They wouldn’t let me bring it into the room. It’s in mine. Said it was too dangerous.”

      “Now why would they say that, I wonder?” I insert, voice wry. I’ve seen that lance. It’s fucking huge.

      When Rule said it was tailored to Zeke’s size, he wasn’t kidding.

      “What are you actually going to use it for?” I can’t help but ask. “I mean, it’s not like you can walk around the streets with that thing, is it? The only place they’d accept it is ComicCon. Apart from that, your ass is going to be hauled into jail the minute you step outside.

      “Plus, you’re only one guy. Just like there is only one sword and only one arm. There are a hell of a lot of Lykaens out there, at least from what Niko’s told me, and they’re all going to be stepping into this battle… How are these god-gifted weapons going to help the average Joe?”

      Not that a Lykaen could ever be an average Joe.

      Rule sighs. “I don’t know.”

      “Fat lot of use you are, then,” I snipe at him, put out. Folding my arms over my chest, I grumble, “Didn’t the Sidhe tell you anything useful?”

      “That war was coming, we had to ready ourselves for it, and that these weapons would help.”

      “Just not when the war was coming, why we have to ready ourselves, or what the weapons could do… Sounds like Oprah to me. All advice but, when it boils down to it, useless.”

      Zeke sniggers, but Rule looks at me blankly. It dawns on me why. “You can’t be serious. You don’t know who Oprah Winfrey is?” I squeak.

      “If it isn’t in his books, then he won’t know about it.” Zeke’s sigh is long-suffering. “I need a mate who can understand pop culture. Desperately.”

      Rule stiffens at that. “I can’t help it that that stuff bores me.”

      “No, but it can be like talking to a walking encyclopedia at times, Rule.”

      Another frown. “I didn’t realize I was such a terrible bound partner.” The words seem to trigger something, because, before I know it, French is slipping out from his lips like golden lava, and Zeke’s scowl is turning blacker than coal.

      “Hey, guys. I didn’t mean to start an argument.”

      Neither man looks at me. They’re both too intent on the argument. It was unfortunate the vision struck then, when they didn’t realize I’d been pulled under, yet again, by Fragarach.

      Christ, if I told anyone from my old life that a sword could talk to me, I think I’d be permanently locked up.

      “Your mate, my wielder, is in danger, blood sacrifice.”

      “My name is Lyssa.” I sniff. “And what do you mean? Dima’s in trouble?”

      “He knew not with whom he was about to fight.”

      “Who is it? He was supposed to be meeting my stepfather.”

      “An ancient Fomorian King. Bres. He is dangerous. They will need your help.”

      “My help? What the hell can I do?” The thought shames me, tugging me from Fragarach’s hold on my psyche. Then, hating myself for my weakness, I grind out, “I don’t know what I can do, but I can do something. Who’s they? Dima went alone.”

      “He was with his bound partner.”

      My eyes flutter closed. “This Bres…? Who is he? On this planet, I mean.”

      “He is playing the charade of a human named Stephen Markham. His blood is half-Fomor and half-Tuath Dé. The blood oath my wielder promised to abide by will stop my blade from retracting when he tries to use it to fell the Half-Blood. The blood of his mother will protect him from my blade. Her magic shields the man whose essence is Fomorian.”

      “That’s not fair,” I cry, but hell, what is fair in this game? I’m talking to a fucking sword. Fair? I don’t think so.

      “You must think. You are of no use to my wielder with such a distance apart. Think of this man’s weaknesses. The man you once knew. Your stepfather. What was his weakness?”

      “Too-young girls,” I snap, pissed off.

      “That is of no use in a battle.”

      I’m being reprimanded by a weapon. God help me. The thought makes me flicker back through my memories. Memories of the worst time in my life, when the divorce had gone through, and, months later, Mother had remarried and I was living with a pedophile.

      It’s hard to recall a time I desperately tried to block, but if I can remember a weakness, then Fragarach is right, Dima needs to know.

      I don’t know why I can accept this bond between Fragarach and me so easily. When he pulled me under earlier, I felt no real fear, only fatigue. He used my energy for his own, and it sapped my reserves, leaving me shattered.

      But inside the vacuum of the place Fragarach tugged me, I did feel safe, a vessel through which he spoke. But at the same time, I became a part of him, as he became a part of me.

      Why it’s useful for us to be able to talk to one another, I really do not know.

      Shit, I have to stop procrastinating. Think, Lyssa. Goddammit, think.

      “I think he broke a leg playing tennis when he was a kid, although that was probably a lie if he’s as old as Gaelic myths. But when it was cold, he used to limp, and Mother used to massage his knee.” I drag up the memory of Mother sickeningly cooing over her husband, rubbing an ointment into the bloated joint. “It was his right knee. He used to get a lot of headaches too, but I don’t suppose that will help, Fragarach.”

      “When he aims, he shall aim true.” The words are a promise, and with that, the information he needs, he leaves me. Leaves me to the fear that within moments, my mates are going to be engaged in a fight.

      A fight that an ancient sword fears they’ll lose.

      Oh. God.
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      The horns came as a shock. I won’t lie. And the way Markham, aka Bres, is sitting there looking as proud as punch is equally peculiar. It’s like waiting for the other shoe to drop, only I have no idea what will break the current tension in the air.

      His words of war seem to have stymied us. We’re sitting here, waiting for someone to make the next move, nervous that a checkmate is approaching.

      “Can you enthrall him?”

      “I don’t know.” Niko sounds as perplexed by all this as I am.

      We came here expecting a pedophile. A human. A quick one-two jab to the heart to trigger a cardiac arrest, bish, bash, bosh…a job well done.

      Instead, we’re sitting in front of some Gaelic devil with the horns to match the title and a sense of entitlement larger than any trust fund baby’s.

      “Try it.”

      “Why? I can’t enthrall him to death,” Niko retorts. “This is not happening at all in the way I thought it would. What the hell has gone wrong?”

      I’d like to say I knew, but I don’t. We’re sitting here as if we’re two opposing sides of a takeover. Only this is far more than a business deal. Lives are at stake here.

      “I don’t know what we’re waiting for.”

      “The right moment,” I suggest.

      Niko grunts and finally speaks. “I’ll gladly discuss war. If you could tell me why a war is necessary.”

      Bres laughs, his head rocking back, those weird-ass horns moving with him.

      I’d kind of been wishing they were glued on somehow. A mask of some sort. But they’re not. They’re there, and they’re fully attached.

      I mean, I watched the damn things grow, but I still can’t believe they’re there.

      I wonder if they’re a weakness. They look like they could be. As well as a means of self-defense.

      “A war has always been imminent, my dear Pyre. It’s been imminent since my kind was thrown to the depths of the oceans.”

      “You were born of the ocean. Why is that your idea of suffering?”

      Now that pisses him off. His eyes narrow and, I shit you not, at the backs of those dark orbs, there’s a faint crimson glow. “The oceans are our home, but not the depths to which we were sent. Those frigid pits where nothing can survive, not even the most basic lifeforms, and yet we, an advanced and highly intelligent race, were thrown there to survive until the end of time.”

      “You obviously did, so what’s the problem?”

      Bres’s eyes glow brighter. “You think it fair to be punished so fiercely for being the losers in a war?”

      “The winners are the ones who get the gloating rights,” I murmur, switching Bres’s attention over to me.

      “Aye, well, in this war, we shall be the ones who will gloat.”

      Niko snorts. “You have to know it’s not that easy.”

      “No? I see a planet filled with people who are completely unaware of the kinds they share their lands with. I see stupid sheep so intent and obsessed with their basic needs that they care not for religion, they care not for the gods who have shielded them for millennia. I see a devolving race—”

      “Yeah, something your kind has helped to achieve.”

      “The Fomor have aided in such a devolution, but it was a natural event. It would have occurred without our intervention.

      “These peoples are greedy, so desperate for gold they would sell their souls, not realizing that is the most precious, the most valuable possession they own.

      “I ask you, gentlemen, do such a people deserve to live? Deserve to have this glorious land, to be the masters of their world, when my advanced race, with its endless abilities, are incarcerated to the depths of the ocean? No, I think not.

      “The gods have always shielded them. From the beginning of time. Their first children. From the Tuath Dé to the Olympians. To the Christian god and Islam's Allah. But the only god they appreciate now is the dollar. We Fomorians gave them what they wanted.”

      “What? Death and destruction? We know full well that interbreeding with your kind is why the human race is devolving. Murderers, pedophiles—all because the Fomor wanted revenge on the gods’ chosen people,” Niko sneers.

      “We gave them more than that,” Bres retorts, a gleam in his eye. “We gave them global warming. We gave them crude oil. We gave them enough rope to hang themselves, and the beauty of it is, they beg for more. They beg for their world to be destroyed, unknowing that with each mile they travel in their cars, that each time they leave their cell phone overcharging, they are aiding in our fight.

      “With each centigrade, those icy depths of our prisons get warmer. Eventually, there will be no frigidity, and my kind, every single one of them, will be able to rise to the surface, to live on the land that should always have been ours.”

      What the fuck am I supposed to say to that?

      “You mean to tell me you somehow created crude oil?” Niko demands, ever diligent.

      “It is our waste,” Bres murmurs with a twisted smile. “But of course, we needs must bury it. These petty animals that roam around this world do not appreciate anything if it comes too easily to them. We made it difficult enough to find, and those of us fortunate enough to escape the hell of those prisons ensure that the future will be brighter for our people.”

      These motherfuckers crap crude oil?

      What the ever-loving fuck?

      “Why are you telling us this?”

      Another smile. Another twisted, gloating twitch of his lips that makes me want to rip out those fucking horns and shove them up his ass.

      “Because I’m showing you how futile this is. These plans have been set in stone for thousands of years. There is nothing to be done that can stop them now.

      “The warming of the earth is reaching a pivotal phase. Soon, there will be no amount of preventative measures to control the increasing temperatures.

      “Why fight a war that is already lost? Why fight for a people who seek their own destruction? Such beings do not deserve to draw breath.

      “You have the opportunity to bind yourself to the winning side of a war that was won before your births. You, as kings, can make such a declaration, binding yourself to us and our cause.”

      “And why would we do that?”

      “Because you want to live. And any other way but the Fomorian leads to death.”

      Niko leans forward, engaging Bres’s attention.

      At my hip, hanging from the loop of my jeans and covered by my shirttails, I can feel Fragarach start to burn. It feels like a brand against my thigh.

      The heat is immense, so intense I realize the sword is sending me a signal, only my fingers might burn off before I can figure out what that message is.

      Cautiously, I touch the hilt and am sucked into a vacuum.

      It’s unlike the other times when I have a vision. In that case, I’m a bystander, watching on as I’m given a message, standing in the bleachers as the game goes on around me.

      Here, this is an abyss.

      I can see, I can look ahead, spot the argument ensuing between my bound partner and the Fomorian scum with a god complex, but I can’t hear them. The vacuum sucks all sound away. Until suddenly, a noise vibrates through the space, and I recognize it as being Lyssa’s voice.

      I want to call out, wish like hell I could talk to her, because God only knows how this odder-than-odd scene is going to pan out. Bres’s arrogance has, I won’t deny, got me concerned. I came expecting a human male with weakness and frailties, easy to put down.

      But this? Bres is an ancient.

      Older than my kind. As old as the race he wants to annihilate.

      How am I supposed to kill such a being?

      And is he right? Is this a war that is already lost?

      As the questions plague my dejected spirit, Lyssa begins to speak. “I think he broke a leg playing tennis when he was a kid, although, that was probably a lie considering he’s as old as Gaelic myths. But when it was cold, he used to limp, and Mother used to massage his knee.”

      The words echo around my mind. “Lyssa?” I call out.

      “She cannot hear you,” came a voice. It was as young as a fledgling but crackled with antiquity. “I am a conduit. Your blood sacrifice has aided you in this. It is for you to use this information for your own benefit. Be aware that my blade will not retract against this creature. His blood is mixed, and therefore, he is safe from Fragarach’s ire.”

      My eyes cross at that. I have a sword that won’t work on the pond scum currently arguing with my bound partner.

      Figures.

      Laughter reverberates around the weird bubble I’m in. “The gods are with you. Have faith. Use the gifts given to you.”

      And with that, I’m thrown back into the melee.

      Niko’s fury is a living, breathing entity. It fills the office, as does Bres’s amusement. Seeing his attention is fully fixed on Niko, I eye Bres’s legs through the glass surface of his desk. Does one knee look more swollen than the other?

      Through the obviously tailored slacks, I don’t notice anything, although… Sitting upright as he is, it’s not unnatural for his legs to be relaxed in front of him, but his right one seems to be bent awkwardly. I only notice it because I’m looking for flaws, and my instincts might not be on track.

      I don’t have time to question whether I’m right or wrong. Fragarach said I have the gods on my side, and I can only pray they are, because I’m about take three lives into my hands.

      I grab Fragarach, and this time, rather than catapulting me through time and space, the hilt fits into my palm like it was made for me. But then, I guess, to a certain degree, it always was.

      I leap to my feet, quickly bring the hilt down against the glass, and watch as Bres jerks with shock as the glass rains down about him, and with it, his laptop and his files. His entire desktop collapses about his legs.

      The instant the laptop collides with his right one, I have my confirmation. He howls. There’s nothing else to describe it. Not like a shifter, but an eerie howl that fucks with my ears.

      I’m working in split seconds here, I know that.

      As he cradles his knee, I yell at Niko, “Cover me.”

      There’s no time to wait for a reply. I lean over the crumpled wreckage of what was once an expensive desk, reach for Bres’s leg, and call on my lion. It’s then, as the call is answered, that I feel time stagger to a halt.

      In front of me, Bres’s chest takes a lifetime to move up and down in the parody of a breath. His howl stumbles through my ears, tripping over itself, lessening it to an irritating whine.

      Behind me, I can hear Niko call out, his words sluggish, impossible to understand at the current staggered speed of time.

      Time that I’m the one staggering.

      Fuck me, this is insane.

      Seconds, minutes, maybe even hours later, the half-shift overtakes me and brings with it the strength I need to snap the bastard’s leg. Another piercing howl flitters along the sound waves, more powerful than before, and I realize time is speeding up as my beast’s eardrums almost cave in with the pressure of the sound.

      It’s then I realize that howl is a defense mechanism. There’s only one way to protect myself. To shut the bastard up. Forever.

      With the strength I was born with, I slam my fist into the bastard’s face.

      “This is for Lyssa,” I spit, my disfigured jaw mangling the words as I cause him as much agony as he caused my beloved.

      When Bres’s face turns into a bloody pulp, Niko grabs my shoulder and pulls me back. A growl tears through the air at being denied, but for some reason, Niko is shoving Fragarach back into my hand. The instant the hilt is in my fist, the voice pierces my brain: “His head. Sever it. Only this will kill him. Burn him. Do not let his ashes return to the water.

      “The Fomor regenerate if their cells touch it. It is how he has escaped a true death for so long. Keep the head as proof. Preserve it in vinegar. It will help you in your quest to convince your people of what you are fighting.”

      With the information flooding my bestial brain, I use the only part of Fragarach available to me: the hilt, and I slam it against Bres’s throat.

      He still hasn’t moved. Is still locked in a bubble of time that Niko isn’t a part of.

      I’ve no idea how I’m doing it. Just know that Bres’s arrogance can do me no harm in this prison, while I’m capable of doing him every harm.

      The pommel bludgeons the flesh of his throat, sending blood spurting, gore alongside it. I don’t stop until the hilt has severed through the arteries, cut into the flesh, and pulled bone apart.

      I stare down at the body, then look at myself.

      The rage was like the vacuum of minutes before. It sucked me in, took away sounds and sights of anything but that which I needed to focus on.

      Seeing the blood coating me, the arterial spray on the walls and the gore splattered along the carpet, I shudder.

      Niko touches my shoulder. “It’s all right. Come back to me, Dima. Come back.”

      Another shiver quakes through me at the gentle voice in my head. A voice that is intrinsic to my being as my own.

      “No,” I tell him, “this is the first battle in need of fighting today. There will be more before we can leave this building with the body and the head.”

      “I’ve called our Enforcers. They can handle this. There’s no need for us to get involved with petty infighting.”

      “This is the beginning of the war. Only the generals should have the power to instigate something that will culminate in thousands of deaths.”

      “Now the battle cry has sounded,” he tells me gently, “the Enforcers can do the rest. I called them when you went for Bres. They’re already on their way, so there’s no turning them back. They’ll be here shortly.”

      I snarl at him, the act instinctual at having my plans foiled rather than an aggressive snipe at him.

      On my knees, surrounded in my foe’s blood, I eye the spatters around me and grimace in relief, as in the distance, I can hear the sounds of doors slamming. The cavalry has already arrived.

      Thank God for the warp speed Pyres have at their fingertips.

      Knowing I can relax, I bend down and reach for Bres’s head. As my fingers touch the horns, they burn through my skin. Only my beast’s thick hide, frozen in the half shift as I am, stops it from singeing. If anything, it’s a minor discomfort.

      But I drop the head, watching with disinterest as the severed throat connects with the ground only to splatter more gore around the cream carpet.

      “There must be no guards on this level, because surely they’d have arrived by now,” Niko remarks, his attention switching between the door and me. His claws are out, and I know he’s prepared for a fight if one is on its way.

      “The man was an arrogant bastard, Niko. Plus, he was an ancient. He will have relied on himself for protection.”

      “It didn’t do him much good, then, did it?” Niko retorts with a snap. “What the hell were you thinking of, pulling that stunt? You know speed is my thing.”

      “Fragarach warned me. And I slowed time down. Didn’t you feel it?”

      “Your sword talked to you?”

      “It’s less crazy than it sounds.”

      “I’m sure,” he mumbles. “You slowed time down? You seemed to move quickly. Faster than normal. But hell, it’s a good thing you were fast, or he could have had your head. Those horns are fucking sharp, and by the looks of what they did to your hand, if he’d have rammed you, you’d have been fucked. And not in the good way. Fragarach saved your life. Is that how you knew to go for his leg?”

      I nod rather than answer. Grabbing the horn again, I simultaneously reach for the laptop and plonk the head on it. Once it’s resting on there, I let my beast retreat, and as I crack my neck, relieving the tension, I state, “I think I might need a bag for this.”
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      Four days later

      “Do we have to keep that thing in here?”

      Considering this is her fiftieth protest, I really thought she’d have given up by now. But then, stubborn should be her middle name.

      “Lyssa, you’ve seen why we have the cask in here. Why do you keep asking the same damn question?” I groan when she glares at me, but still, my heart swells with her attention.

      This woman is my mate, and she saved our asses.

      This tiny little human helped us against an ancient foe. Her guidance and her sacrifice to Fragarach ensured our safety. It’s enough to make my cock swell with need for her.

      Not that she looks accommodating at the moment.

      “I’ll keep on asking until the fucking thing gets moved, dammit. This is a six-room suite. Why do we have to have the floating head of my stepfather in the room we relax in?”

      “The oath-takings are still going on, Lyssa. There’s no point in moving it until the ceremonies are over and done with.”

      “That’s another thing. Why do we have to stay here? I want to go home.”

      Her pout has me grinning. “Because the majority of our vassals live on the East Coast. It saves them having to travel so far.”

      “I want to go back to my yard. I just planted those roses. They’ll be dying without me to water them.”

      “Think we should tell her the gardeners had to repot them?”

      “No!” I screech at Niko, watching him wince. “If we do, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “They’ll still be there when you get back,” Niko inserts soothingly. “And we have trained gardeners who can look after them until we go home.”

      “They can’t look after them as well as I can.”

      I quickly glare at Niko, warning him silently not to refute that statement. He blinks at me, and I have to hide a grin.

      A pain in the ass she might be, but at the moment, Lyssa’s the only bearable part of the day.

      Even if she spends half of our alone time complaining about something or nothing.

      I get it. She’s nervous. Concerned. Worried. Take your pick, and I don’t blame her.

      Here she is, a hybrid human, tucked into this strange new world. A world involved in a war it didn’t know was going on.

      The oath-takings are boring, but she sits through them patiently. Bored as hell, she stays with us regardless, and I know why. She probably wouldn’t admit it, though. She doesn’t want to leave us.

      Not for a moment.

      I can also understand that, because I’d find it hard if she wanted to go out, even if it were only to do some shopping. Sometimes, her going to the bathroom for a bath is too long a time for us to be apart.

      Inevitably, we all crowd in with her, and while she complains at having no privacy, she’s quick to settle against us, her body at ease once we’re there with her.

      The mate bond is far more pervasive than I ever imagined.

      Lesser men might stumble at such a connection, but more than war, the pawns in a game of chess played by the gods, I realize this was what Niko and I were truly made for.

      Her.

      In truth, Lyssa doesn’t have to listen to the oaths. They’re for Niko, more than anything.

      As his queen, the oaths come to her by proxy. But still, she stays, listens to the interminably long-winded rigmarole the Pyres have to go through each time they utter the oaths.

      Every twenty-five years they have to do this, but I suffered through the last lot only three years ago. Niko made the call a few nights before, after we’d cremated Markham’s corpse and preserved his head in vinegar, and we’ve been punished ever since.

      “I know this is all tedious, Lyssa, but it’s not for long,” Niko tells her.

      “Another hour is too long,” she bitches, then jumps up, arms clinging to her waist in a self-comforting gesture that has me frowning.

      Before I can ask what’s wrong, she stops her pacing in front of the window.

      Staring out onto the grim day, her back to us both, she murmurs, “Do you think they’re okay?”

      “This again?” I sigh at Niko.

      “She’s a compassionate little thing, Dima. What did you expect?”

      “Since when is she compassionate? Hell, she’s more likely to growl at a baby than smile at it.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Niko retorts, confused. “She’s settling into the role of consort a lot quicker than we imagined, that’s all.”

      “That in itself is disturbing. We figured that would be the hardest part for her.”

      “Rather than bitch, let’s be grateful.” Niko rolls his eyes at me, then to Lyssa murmurs, “I’m sure they’re coping, love.”

      Her shoulders hunch at that. “Why did he do that to them? Why did he make them do stuff like that?”

      Niko sighs but gets to his feet. Less than a millisecond later, he speeds over to her and wraps an arm about her shoulder.

      “Because he was evil. Because that’s what evil does. Tests the boundaries of humanity, skews it for its own warped needs.

      “It’s poison, toxic. It infects, and when it doesn’t spread as quickly as it likes, it finds ways to speed up the process. This was one of those ways.”

      “I can’t believe my mom married him. I mean, I knew she had shitty taste in men, but to marry a fucking water demon? Christ.”

      My lips twitch. Suddenly, Corliss’s choices in men do deserve to be scorned. Moving away from my own chair, I head over to the duo in the corner. There, right there, that’s my world. All of it.

      Skewed time tricks, half-blinded, a grouch first thing in the morning, they’ve accepted me. All my flaws. They’re embracing them like I embrace their imperfections.

      It’s those imperfections that make up the people I love.

      I realize that now. It took me a while. For so long, I’ve been cruising through life. Signing the treaty and being forced to bind with Niko was the best thing that ever happened to me, but at the same time, unlike Niko, I never found my niche after the wars ended.

      The prospect of avenging my mate’s abuser brought parts of me back to life. The warrior, the Lyke who would die for his people. But I’m no longer that man. I’m much more now. I’m more than the Alpha; I’m one-third of a mate bond.

      Niko was right to yell at me as we headed over to seek vengeance on our mate’s abuser. I didn’t listen, but he was right to try to shake some sense into me.

      Only after the fact, when I saw those fucked-up Pyres, half-dead, their bound mates drugged up to their eyeballs, and the humans sitting in their own filth, waiting to be executed for a man’s profits, did I realize what I could have lost by going off half-cocked.

      It’s for those people Lyssa mourns, the stars of Markham's sick shows.

      For me, I realized what I could have destroyed, what I might have lost.

      Niko has finally come to terms with the fact the Fomor are on earth, and war, truly, is on its way. But for Lyssa, she’s thinking about the human factor.

      I wish she hadn’t seen them as they were escorted into the clinic. Wish like hell she hadn’t been there. If she hadn’t, then she wouldn’t be so upset.

      I think she feels guilty.

      I think that’s the human in her, because for the life of me, I can’t figure out why she’d believe that.

      Humans are incredibly peculiar.

      Love her as I might, my soul and my life’s blood entwined with hers though they might be, I don’t understand her.

      And I hope I never do.

      Resting a hand on her shoulder, I murmur, “Do you want to go and see them in the hospital?”

      “Is that wise?” Niko asks, his disapproval throbbing across the line.

      I ignore him, though, and wait for Lyssa’s reply. “No. I don’t. There’s no point. They don’t know me, and I can’t help them. I can’t make up for what Markham did to them.”

      “Nor do you have to,” Niko chides. “Why should you? You’re not responsible for the man, Lyssa. You didn’t make any of this happen.”

      She dips her head in understanding, but I can still sense her unease. “What will make this better?”

      She peeks up at me. “If we move the head to another room.” Her eyes close. “I can still smell that vinegar when it burned.” Her swallow is audible, and, to be honest, I don’t blame her.

      That stench was the weirdest I’ve ever known.

      We’d seared the open wound of the cut throat, then plunged the head into the vinegar. When the two surfaces had collided, a stench had permeated the room. Lyssa had run off gagging, and Niko and I had had to fight to keep down our dinners as well.

      The scent of sewers mixed with blood, sweat, and vinegar. Then salt. The aroma of the ocean had pervaded the air, only to be washed away with the stench of sewers once more.

      Not the nicest of smells to fill a room. I really feel sorry for Derrick and Liam; they're the poor vassals whose kitchen we overtook for the afternoon.

      The cask is a small brandy barrel. We tried to put the head in a glass box, but the smell escaped, and Lyssa kept on gagging at the sight and stench of Bres’s horned head. The wood seems to contain the odor, though that makes little sense.

      At her beseeching look, I sigh. “I’ll put it in the other lounge.”

      She smiles at me, and my heart skips a beat. Corny but true. “Thank you.”

      “It will have to come back in when the next oath takers arrive,” I warn.

      “I know. But that might not be for ages yet.”

      I nod. “In the meantime, can’t you catch up on some work?”

      “No.” Her point-blank answer has me blinking. “I won’t give it my all if I try to work now. I’m too…” She blows out a breath. “My head is too whacked to get around all this stuff. I just need to go home.”

      Grimacing, wishing like hell I could fulfill that request, I tighten my arm around her shoulders and kiss her head. Niko’s arm goes around my back until she’s trussed between us, as secure as she could possibly be.

      She nuzzles her face into my chest and murmurs, “They’re coming, aren’t they? There’s no going back, no heading away from it. It’s silent, there’s no warning, but war really is on its way.”

      I nod, understanding how she feels.

      Technically, it's always been here, just behind the scenes, but none of us are ready to handle that line of thought.

      Her fingers come up to pick at my shirt. The gentle brush of the digits against my body triggers a predictable and inappropriate reaction. Damn, this woman fucks with my head. “Do you have to get involved? I mean, on the battlefront?”

      Niko sighs. “We’re leaders, Lyssa. Generals.”

      “Generals don’t fight, though, do they? They stand back and coordinate the troops, right?”

      She sounds so hopeful, I hate to disillusion her. “We do hold back from the first wave of a battle, but we take part eventually.”

      “But this is against demons. You can’t fight this war the same way you did others.”

      “She has a point,” Niko slips into my head.

      “None of us knows how this will turn out,” I say to them both.

      “Then we need to figure out some way to learn how it will transpire. I’m not losing you. I’m not losing the life we’re owed together because we’re not prepared.” She sucks in a breath. “I get that we have to do this. I don’t want it, and I wish I was as ignorant as the rest of my people about this goddamn threat, but I do know about it. And it’s worth it, as I’m only aware because you two are my mates.

      “But, we need to start preparing ourselves. We need to start getting the world ready for this.”

      “That’s why the oaths are being sworn once more, and why Curzio and Dante are on their way to the US. They’ll be here shortly. We’re hoping to discuss the next step.”

      “That’s not soon enough.” She nibbles her lip. “I’m no general, and I’m not a soldier, but I know that those three weapons you have are great and all, but they’re not enough to win the war. Who can help us figure out what’s going on?”

      “The witches,” I tell her immediately, knowing she’s right.

      “Bea will help,” Niko answers, then at Lyssa’s cocked brow, says, “She’s the head of the witches in the US. She’ll aid us. But there will be a price. I already told her I’d tell her what your gifts were, Dima, but there’s no reason why we can’t use them as a bargaining chip.”

      “Thanks, I feel so cheap,” I snap at Niko with a glare. “You were going to tell her without my permission?”

      “Of course he wasn’t,” Lyssa grits out. “Don’t start with each other because you’re all angry and frustrated at being penned in this suite.”

      “She makes me sound like a five-year-old cub.”

      “If the name fits,” Niko bites off, earning a glare from me.

      “I know you two are bitching at each other in your heads, and I won’t have it. We’re all sitting around here killing time when there are better things we could be doing. We need to get to work. The sooner we know what we’re up against, the better.”

      And, for the life of me, I can’t argue with her logic.
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      “Blood sacrifice. Wielder.”

      Lyssa gawks at me as I stare sleepily back at her.

      “What are we doing here? For God’s sake, this is the second time today,” she bites out, aghast, her eyes wide with discomfort as she takes in the black vacuum that is the vacant space Fragarach uses to contact us.

      “The sword is obviously lonely,” I grouse, rubbing my eyes. They pop open as her words register. Fragarach has talked to her today? Without me?

      Before I can say a word, the sword imparts, “I have important news to share.”

      As a heavy silence ensues—heavier than normal for this godforsaken vacuum—I snap, “Less of the X-Factor tactics. Tell us why we’re here.”

      Lyssa whacks me on the arm. “Show some respect,” she hisses.

      “I do not need his respect, blood sacrifice. I need him to listen. I need you both to listen.”

      “We’re listening, Fragarach,” she promises, sounding like the good girl she isn’t.

      Eying her, wondering what the hell Fragarach has done to my mate, I stare at her, then smile when she gives me a two-fingered salute.

      “Now there’s my mate.”

      “Behave, children,” comes the shrewish retort. “I need your attention. The day is coming when the three weapons gifted to you will be used. The gods have tried to stop this day from ever arriving, but their children will hold more success.

      “There is no alternative but for you to succeed. For if you fail, evil shall overtake the earth, and all you once loved shall be tainted with decay. The Fomor are powerful, incredibly so, but they are weak now. After thousands of years of banishment, they have yet to regenerate.

      “Seek them at the source. Find them in the waters. Start the culling there.”

      I frown at Lyssa, whose mouth has dropped open. “You want us to drop a bomb in the ocean?”

      A hissing sound pops through the vacuum. It’s incongruous for there to be any sounds at all in such a space, but hell, talking to a sword isn’t exactly normal, is it?

      “Did I state that intention? No, blood sacrifice, I did not.”

      “You’ve been demoted from child, Lyssa,” I tease and watch with a sigh of pleasure as she flushes.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful when she’s pissed.

      “Shut up, this is important. I don’t want to anger him.”

      I frown. “Why not? It’s not like you’re best buddies.”

      “We need this info.” Another flush. “And he tells me things.”

      “What kind of things? You’ve only known each other for four days.”

      She folds her hands together. “Well, he told me who was going to win the Biggest Loser.”

      I blink. “He talks to you about reality television?”

      “The final’s on tomorrow. I asked, and he answered. He’s called the Answerer for a reason, Dima.”

      “You’re using our weapon against an evil race to talk about reality TV?”

      “Well, I thought he might be bored, and he obviously was,” she defended herself. “He knew all about it.”

      “How? He’s been stuck in a tree.”

      “I see more than you realize, wielder. Now, blood sacrifice, is not the time to talk of amusements. You have heard my words, and I hope you bow to my advice.”

      “How often has this been happening? You sneaking my mate off for cozy chats about television?” I pause, then growl, “Is this where all that talk came from yesterday? About needing to get our acts together? About gathering people in preparation of war?”

      When the blush on her cheeks pinkens all the more, my words are guttural when I warn, “You want to frighten anyone, you come to me. You do not scare my mate. I’m the wielder. She’s the sacrifice. I’m the protector. I was born for this, not her. I don’t care how powerful you are, how all-seeing, you do not scare Lyssa. Do you understand me, sword?”

      “Loud and clear,” comes the amused retort, then somberness returns to the weapon’s timeless voice. “Find the place the Fomor have gathered. The deepest part of the ocean thousands of years ago might not be underwater now.”

      “How the hell are we supposed to find something that might have shifted with time? And tectonic plates don’t move that quickly. It takes millions of years for them to have moved to the extent we know them today.”

      “Where is the deepest known part of the waterworld?”

      Lyssa blinks. “The Mariana Trench.”

      “How the hell do you know that?”

      Her scowl has me hiding a smile. “I’m not an idiot. I do read, buddy.”

      “Less of the buddy,” I growl teasingly and tug her into my side. When she settles there, her body molding to mine, peace fills me. A decadent calm before the proverbial storm.

      “Concentrate, the pair of you.”

      “Yes, Fragarach,” the two of us recite together.

      “This Mariana Trench is in which ocean?”

      “The Pacific Ocean. It’s close to Guam. It’s so deep, we don’t have an accurate reading on how far down it goes. But it might not be cold enough to contain the Fomor. There's lots of volcanic activity in that part of the world.”

      “Is reading the National Geographic what you get up to when Niko and I are busy?”

      She pinches my belly, making me chuckle. I know this is a serious situation, but still, we’re alive. There are times to celebrate that, and sharing a vacuum with a talking sword and your mate is one of them.

      There was silence for a second.

      “Look at sinkholes, craters in the known seas. Any unknown or unexplained phenomena that have recently come to attention.

      “There are more Fomor escaping than ever before. There will have been recent activity around craters or some such that will have attracted the media.

      “It is your duty to find the source and to destroy it.”

      Lyssa complains, “How the hell are we supposed to do that? Bombs are the only way to destroy anything on such a scale.”

      “Have you taught your mate nothing, wielder?” comes the snapped retort. “The world is no longer how you believe it to be, blood sacrifice. There is far more to learn. Information outside of magazines and your movie screens.”

      I frown at his chiding of my mate. “She’s young, Fragarach. Be kind.”

      “Will the Fomor be kind when they rape her and take her from you?”

      “I’ll never let that happen.” I growl, automatically tucking Lyssa deeper into my arms.

      “If you don’t act now, then who knows what might occur. It is time to confer with another body of the gods’ children.”

      “The witches.” My upper lip curls at the thought of dealing with those treacherous bitches.

      “No. The Sidhe.”

      I freeze.

      “You must look past your rage at being Kissed. That kiss will save thousands of lives. You were destined to be Kissed.

      “The gods have arranged for their messengers to attend you. Time shifts differently in the Otherworld. It could be days or months. But be prepared, and do not attack.

      “They will defend themselves. They will kill to protect their honor. I do not wish for your life and the lives of your mates to be wasted because you were a fool.”

      Lyssa pats my belly comfortingly, and I know this conversation was more for my benefit than hers. Fragarach has obviously already discussed this with her. It’s difficult not to feel betrayed by that. She could have warned me, but she didn’t.

      Sighing at the thought, I murmur, “Okay, send us back. I get the drift. We’ll be waiting for them.”

      “Then my work here is done. For the moment.”
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      A week later

      “Oh. My. God.” My scream pierces the air like Fragarach—when it deigns to retract the blade—can slice through flesh. “Don’t stop, please, dear God, don’t stop.”

      Dima’s lips tug at my clit, while Niko’s hands grab my ankles, keeping my legs spread and high.

      My cunt pulses around Niko’s cock, dances with delight as Dima tongue fucks my pussy, while his bound mate is deep inside me in more ways than one.

      I’m impaled on his shaft. Niko’s dick is deliciously deep, but his teeth, oh Lord, his teeth, they’re buried in my throat.

      The sluggish pull of blood being taken from my veins is like having my clit alternately smacked and sucked. Bliss, unadulterated, heavenly, delicious bliss.

      I pray to God, the gods, whichever, all of them, not to let this end.

      They all answer my call, because Dima’s tongue starts to do this rasping thing. Fuck, I’ve never felt anything like it before.

      With my eyes crossed, it takes a while to realize why.

      He’s in a half-shift.

      That long, motherfucking tongue is curled around my clit like caramel covers freshly frozen ice cream in a sundae.

      I don’t have time to freak out, I don’t have the chance to wonder if those fangs of his can do me harm, before that tongue, that beautiful, beautiful tongue slips down, down, down. I feel it against the entrance of my pussy, and I can also feel it sliding along Niko’s shaft.

      Behind me, he hisses. The long, low sound has everything below the waist clamping down.

      “Do something, Niko,” I cry.

      “Do what?” he demands.

      “Make him make me come.”

      Niko snorts at that, and against my cunt comes an amused growl. The vibration that sets off has my eyes crossing. Then, something else happens: a purr starts.

      A fucking purr.

      I screech. There’s no other word for it as my stomach muscles riot, my pussy muscles protest, and every other goddamn muscle in my body turns to jelly in reaction to that purr.

      It’s a thousand times stronger than a vibrator. It floods his tongue, forges a path between the tight tunnel filled with Niko’s cock, and sets me alight.

      Colors, glorious, beautiful colors blind me as sensation drowns me.

      I can’t see anything but that blurred rainbow. I can’t breathe. I can hear and feel, and in the air, I can taste and smell sex. My senses are overloaded with my mates. I’ve never felt anything like it, and I know that I never will again, because this is a first, and there will be a second time, and a third, and each will bind us together, but this, it’s special. Unique.

      My juddering nerve endings protest the continued purr, and behind me and in me, I can feel Niko’s orgasm.

      On a cellular level, I sense it.

      It joins me with him, and so I can feel it as though it were happening to me. But the thing that has my eyes crossing once more is the sudden slurp as Dima sucks down my pussy juices and Niko’s cum.

      My mouth trembles with the sudden urge to kiss Dima, to share those tastes, and when a chuckle sounds in my head, I realize I projected the image onto my mates.

      Dima’s tongue slides away from my cunt, and before I know it, the face of the half-man, half-lion has retracted into the face I know and love, yes, love. Adore, hell.

      With shaking hands, I reach for his chin and cup his jaw. I give him less than five seconds before I pull him to me, his cock landing on my belly, anointing the trim flesh with precum.

      I bite at his lips, supping at the juices gathered there, then slide my tongue along his.

      Beneath me, Niko’s cock has softened. Enough to slither from my cunt, but at the sight of our kissing, I can feel it hardening against my ass, bobbing up between my legs once more.

      God, they have more energy than the Energizer bunny.

      Who said old meant decrepit?

      As the taste of my own release and Niko’s fills my mouth, I demand, “Fuck me, Dima.”

      “Clever girl,” he whispers. “You’re learning to control the mind talk when we have sex.”

      “Less of the congratulations. Just fuck me. Please. I need you.”

      Niko’s chuckle has me squirming. “Such a greedy girl.”

      “Lucky she has two mates, right, Niko?”

      “Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” I screech, feeling them wince at the sound, but before Dima can react, I grab his cock and rub it against my clit.

      The thick pressure feels so fine, I have to close my eyes against the sensation. I let the weeping tip flood my clit, let the messiness lubricate his path, teasing us both with the nudging caress.

      My legs start to quiver from their enforced position, and, feeling the ache there, I know I’ll suffer in the morning, but for now, I don’t care.

      Reaching down, I guide his cock to the entrance of my body, notch it in, and wait for him to do the rest. And do the rest he does.

      His hips carefully slide back and forth, filling my cunt with his every inch, before pulling back, almost out.

      The mouth of my pussy weeps at the gesture, terrified he’ll leave, but he never does. As every part of me starts to tremble, I can feel fingers stroking the line between thigh and pussy.

      I feel those fingers, slickened with our juices, as they caress my behind, sliding down to the crevice of my ass.

      The pucker clenches at the first touch, but knowing what might happen, I force myself to relax.

      That finger gently teases the rosette, slickening it with our juices, lubricating the pucker.

      When a cock appears there, I’m not surprised.

      If anything, I’m eager.

      The pressure is delicious. I can’t wait for that pop when the head is in, and whether they timed it perfectly or not, I howl when Niko’s dick does indeed pop into my ass, when Dima reaches that point when he’s on the brink of falling out of my cunt.

      “So full, so full, so full,” I whimper, half-mad, my head rolling on Niko’s supporting shoulder.

      As one, they slide in deeper, and another shriek escapes me. My legs flail, muscles quivering, and Niko grabs my ankles, and Dima pushes them together.

      It was a move that would detonate everything that makes me, me.

      With my legs tightly pressed together and resting against Dima's chest, their presence expands deep inside me. Their already large cocks feel huge, and their dual groans tell me this new position floats their boat too.

      When Dima thrusts in now, it’s a battle he has to fight.

      When Niko pulls out, my ass sucks him back in, refusing to let go.

      The internal war between cock and ass, and cock and pussy is a ferocious one. My body is intent on their climax, and my internal muscles are willing to fight dirty, even if my brain has turned to mush.

      Opening dazed eyes, I see the beads of sweat at Dima’s temple. Unbidden, I reach up and tongue those dewed drops.

      The taste of salt, of man, of my mate flowers along my tongue. He groans at the delicate touch, and his hand suddenly appears between us.

      When he pinches my clit, my nerves go on strike.

      I try to withhold the tidal wave of sensation, but our gazes clash, and I can see he’s determined to conquer me. The thought pushes through my mind at the same time as he pinches down again.

      Orgasm slams through me with an immediacy that brings tears to my eyes.

      I cry. I can’t help it. I sob as they continue to fuck me through the orgasm, taking me higher, making me soar, not letting me fall when I badly need to reconnect with the earth. And then Dima comes, his seed scalding the walls of my sex.

      The gentle pulsations feel like earthquakes deep inside me. They detonate Niko’s pleasure, until I’m full with their cum, loaded with their release, their pleasure in me.

      And only when Dima pulls out, Niko seconds later, and bends down, gently pressing a kiss to my lips, then reaching lower to press a kiss I know is loaded with gratitude to my still-pulsating pussy, can I close my eyes and finally feel at peace.

      A peace that comes from being with my mates.

      A peace that comes from knowing we created life tonight.
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        * * *

      

      “Go away.” I shriek when the knock at our hotel suite sounds again.

      Through the five different doors that lead to our bedroom, I can hear the sound, and I’m not a happy camper.

      It’s been a hell of a week.

      I’ve seen my stepfather’s battered corpse, seen my mate covered in the pervert’s gore, and watched the weirdest cremation on earth.

      According to Fragarach, the body had to be cremated, but the ashes would regenerate if they came into contact with water. Therefore, I watched on in disgust as Niko took the bastard’s ashes and mixed them with oil. He pasted the mixture onto a sheet of paper and set fire to it. I watched him do that no less than five times before he sprinkled the remaining ashes into the wooden casket filled with vinegar and Markham’s horned head.

      Talk about bizarre. And the smell; dear God, what a stink.

      If I hadn’t felt a smidgen of satisfaction at watching Markham’s complete destruction, I’d probably have vomited. As it was, I was glad he was dead and wanted to make sure it stayed that way.

      The urn currently filled with my pedophile stepfather’s skull is set pride of place again in the hotel suite’s lounge.

      It’s not my idea of decoration, but to the steady flow of people who have been visiting us these past two weeks, Dima has shown them the cask.

      Upon spying those horns, the vassals, as Niko calls them, as one renewed their vow to Niko and Dima. Only once they saw the proof of the Fomor’s existence did they realize that war was near, and that once more, the Pyre and Lyke kind would be called on to fight.

      Only this time as a unit, not as sworn enemies.

      On top of that, there’s been the aftermath of clearing out my perverted stepfather’s club. Not many women can say they have a demon for a stepfather, but it’s an honor I wish I could wipe from my slate. The bastard, the things he’s done… I’m ashamed to have known him. I’m disgusted that my mother slept with that man, willingly.

      Or, maybe he did something to her. Put her under a thrall? I far prefer that to the notion my mother couldn't sense how evil her husband truly was.

      The bastard Markham had Lykes torn from their bound mates if they owed him any money, and their Pyre mates were forced to be the main act in the snuff movies filmed at the Purrfect Kitty—they all had to be seen to, cared for.

      Each Lyke was sheltered in the clinic until they were drained of the drugs Markham had used to control them, the Pyres treated by special ‘supernatural’ psychiatrists for the acts they’d been forced to do to save their bound partners from fates worse than death.

      Dima and Niko and their Enforcers had freed humans caged in too-small boxes, sitting in their own excrement, praying for death to escape the torture that their lives had become.

      I’ve had more conversations with Fragarach this week—who apparently has a thing for the Real Housewives of Orange County; Dima’s had a few more fits and visions about the original battle between the Fomor and the Tuath Dé, and Niko went AWOL when he had a lightbulb moment over his recent coding attempts.

      A hell of a week is an understatement.

      I think I deserve one full night and one full day in bed, but apparently not.

      Beside me, Dima scrambles from the mattress as the doorbell rings again. I grab his hand, and complain, “Don’t go.”

      “I have to, love.”

      “No, you don’t. Don’t let the world in.” I pout.

      A sleepy kiss is pressed to the side of my throat. “Let him go, Lyssie,” Niko mumbles into my skin. “They wouldn’t be knocking if it weren’t important.”

      There’s a residual annoyance in his voice, one that tells me he’s used to having his life interrupted at any given moment. But I’m not. As it is, I feel like we’ve been sleeping a lifetime, yet have only just gone to sleep. I’m shattered and not ashamed to admit it.

      “They’re here.”

      “Who’s they?” I grumble, pissed that Niko seems to know who when I’m in the dark.

      “The other leaders,” he tells me with a groan as he rolls out of bed. “You need to shower.”

      I glower at him. “And you don’t?”

      He snorts. “Now’s not the time to be pissy. I want them to scent that you’re marked, but the way you look now is for our eyes only.”

      The comment takes away my mad, and I fall back onto my elbows, letting the sheet drift down over my bared upper body. “Really?”

      “Yes, tease. Really. Now go get showered.”

      With a pout, I roll out of bed. Forsaking modesty, I walk over to him nude and grab his cock. I don’t let go as I walk backward toward the bathroom, forcing him to come with me.

      Luckily, he’s in a semi-cheerful mood, even though we’ve just been rudely prodded awake. He chuckles at my antics and lets me guide him into the connecting bath.

      The lights automatically turn on, making me blink as the spotlights pierce my eyes.

      “Go on, minx. Get washed.”

      “Come with me?”

      “We’d never get clean,” he mutters, and I smile at him.

      “That’s the point.”

      “Yeah, well, we have important business to discuss out there.”

      Dima’s head pops around the door. “We’re all needed.”

      Rolling his eyes at the command, Niko mock salutes him but grabs a toothbrush.

      I shower, then, after toweling myself dry, brush my own teeth as I watch him under the cascading water.

      Dreamy.

      One word says it all.

      Hard muscles, lean strength. Huge cock. Pretty face.

      What more could a girl want?

      When Dima appears with a towel around his waist, hair damp from his own shower, I realize I’m the luckiest bitch on earth.

      Two men that look like these, and they’re mine.

      No cheating, no fears about trusting them. Our souls are as one. I realized that last night when I let him stroke my cunt with fangs larger than my gel nails on either side of my clit. That is some fucking connection we share.

      “What’s going on out there?”

      “You’re about to meet the Asian leaders.”

      “Hang on a minute. Aren’t they called Curzio and Dante?”

      When they both nod, I frown at them. “But they’re Italian names, not Asian.”

      Niko sighs. “It’s a bit archaic. Our empires were created before humans began to settle into their own. It’s unfair, I guess, but we have our own territories, and we split them up between ourselves after the Battle of FourWinds.”

      “Racist is more like it,” I grouse, pulling on a pair of socks.

      “Not racist. We’re more than just a color, Lyssie,” Niko chides. “If anything, color has nothing to do with it. It’s about the shifter more than anything. For Pyres, it’s bloodlines. But for the Lykaens, only certain breeds can rule. Lions, bears, wolves. That’s it. Dante is a wolf.”

      “You’re all in the wrong territories too,” I complain, ignoring his words. “It would make much more sense if Zeke was over here, because at least America has bears. Lions would fit in Asia, and wolves in Europe. You see, you needed me, the voice of logic, when you were signing that treaty.”

      Dima snorts. “We’d have been too busy fucking you to fight at all. We split the land up that way on purpose. Each breed going where we didn’t fit in. It’s a shifter thing,” he remarks casually.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s a dominance thing,” Niko mumbles as he pulls on a shirt. “That even though their kinds don’t fit in to the locality, they’re still top dog, cat, or bear.”

      Sounds about right. This dominance shit is weird. Perplexing weird.

      I frown at them both as I shrug into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. “China’s had dynasties for ages.” Understatement, but surely dudes with Asian names should be ruling their own roost?

      “We’ve been around for longer,” Dima tells me, bopping me gently on the nose. “Plus, there are only three Pyre lines, three Kings, and they all find their roots in the motherland—Europe. Russia, France, and Italy.” He shrugs. “Blame the Pyres, not the Lykes.”

      I huff at that, then changing track, grumble, “I wish I’d been forewarned about this. I’d have liked to have looked at least halfway decent when I met these guys.”

      They shrug almost as one. “They’re not looking at your clothes.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Dima chuckles. “What do you think it means?”

      “But I’m your mate. Why would they look at me as though I had no clothes on?”

      Niko rolls his eyes. “Because they’re men.”

      “And that’s supposed to reassure me?”

      “No, just to warn you, there will be drool.”

      I refuse to blush. I really do.

      “You’re their hope, Lyssie,” Niko tells me, tenderly pinching my chin. “The first of the consorts. They’ll be hoping you’re the catalyst. A new start for the royal lines.”

      Huh. Talk about pressure.

      Dima grabs my arm and starts to lead me away from the place I most want to be—bed. A few paces ahead of me, Niko wanders into the next room, where four men are seated.

      Two of them I know. Zeke is trying not to look pissed off as Rule attempts to figure out how the chandelier is suspended from the ceiling. At least, that’s what I think he’s doing. He’s standing on the dining table, peering up at the cut glass, while the two strangers—and the guys might not be the only ones drooling, because these dudes are hot—are staring at him like he’s insane.

      Well, maybe he is a bit. But Rule’s cute and harmless. For the most part.

      “Everything okay up there, Rule?” I ask, watching his head tilt at the support.

      “Yes, Lyssa,” he tells me absentmindedly. “I wondered if this was a tungsten carbide support.”

      When all five men groan, I’m the only one to step close to the table and peer up at the light. “I thought that was only used in jewelry.”

      Rule frowns down at me. “How did you know that?”

      “I bought Niko’s wedding ring,” I tell him. “I needed something he wasn’t going to scratch or break. The jeweler said tungsten is harder than gold.”

      “Ten times harder,” Rule informs me with a pleased smile, like that of a teacher to a student. “I was wrong, though. I doubt they’d use tungsten in these supports. Although, see how thin the cable is for such a weight.” His words draw to an end as his study continues.

      I reach up for his hand and tug his fingers. “Rule,” I whisper, “there are guests, and we all need to talk.”

      He blinks at me, then nods. “Of course, about the Fomor.”

      Quicker than it takes for me to blink at him, he’s on the floor, beside the sofa.

      Dima rolls his eyes at Rule’s lack of social niceties, then leans forward to grasp my hand once more. “Curzio, Dante, this is our mate, Lyssa.”

      “I thought you said there’d be a ton of royal platitudes to make when I met these guys.”

      “That was before they turned up at our hotel room,” Niko grumbles.

      “You weren’t expecting them?”

      “Not yet. Not for a few more days.”

      I smile pleasantly at the two hunks in front of me, watching, charmed, as they bow over my hands and press gentle kisses to my fingers. I can feel Dima tense at the touch, but I ignore him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      “It is our pleasure. I simply wish it were under better circumstances,” Curzio murmurs smoothly.

      Before I can reply, Niko interrupts. “We have a gift for you, Dante.”

      Realizing what that gift is, I let my gaze scan Dante’s form and realize that he has only the one arm. His jacket’s right sleeve is pinned closed. It’s a testament to the man’s face that I only realize that now.

      Michelangelo, weep your heart out. This man is made to be painted.

      Hell, he was probably walking around with the artist back then. Maybe he has been painted, for all I know.

      “A gift?” Dante asks, a scowl marring his golden brow.

      “Yes. Although it’s more of a gift from the gods.”

      He turns to me with a lighter frown at my words, which probably seem cryptic to him. “I’m afraid you’ll have to explain.”

      I stare at him. “You’ll see what we mean.”

      Niko returns from the bedroom, and in his hands is Nuada’s arm. In the legend, once the arm was fitted, flesh covered the limb. I wonder if that’s going to happen today, and if it does, how fucking cool would that be?

      The arm in his hands, Niko holds out the offering to Dante. “Your gift in the war that is to come.”

      Dante blinks. “I don’t need a prosthetic.”

      “The gods disagree,” Dima intones.

      Curzio frowns. “What is that supposed to mean? Perhaps you should share more of the facts before any gifts are exchanged.”

      Whoa, boy. These guys don’t trust each other.

      “Isn’t he your cousin, Niko? He doesn’t seem to like you.”

      “Yeah, he’s family, but there was a rift with his side a few centuries back. Curzio holds a grudge.”

      I hold up a hand before either of my mates can speak. “Less of the pissing contest, thank you. Let me explain.”

      And so I did. I told them everything, in short sentences, no bullshit. The straight, honest-to-gods truth.

      They started on their feet, both bristling at their belief the gift was intended as an insult, but as I told them the facts, they gradually plunked down into one of the sofas, astonishment written into the lines of their faces.

      “You cannot be serious,” Curzio groans.

      “They’re deadly serious,” Zeke interrupts. “You’re lucky you haven’t been affected yourselves.”

      Dante blinks at the prosthetic still in Niko’s hands. “This was Nuada’s?”

      “Yes.”

      “May I have it, please?” Nerves overload his tone.

      Niko passes it over with ease. The reverence in Dante’s face is enough to make me bite my lip.

      Without a word being spoken, which tells me they’re doing the mind talk “thing,” Curzio removes the jacket from Dante's shoulders. Once it has pooled around his hips, he unfastens the buttons on Dante’s shirt, baring pretty glimpses of muscled, tattooed torso. Dante slides the arm through the gap, revealing his stump.

      He holds the prosthetic to the stump, sucks in a breath, then pushes them together. A groan escapes him the instant he does. Before our eyes, the silver appears to knit to Dante’s flesh, and the agony of it has him dropping his hold on the false arm. Weirdly enough, it holds itself upright so it’s almost floating in midair for a handful of seconds.

      All of us watch on in discomfort as the prosthetic cleaves itself to Dante’s elbow, using some weird-ass magic it seems none of us has ever seen before. I mean, it figures I’d be in the dark. But the way the others are flinching, tells me this is a whole new ton of crazy.

      Sweat beads his brow, rolls down his face at the obvious pain of the magic. He closes his eyes and grits his jaw. More mind talk ensues because, out of nowhere, Curzio pulls out a knife and slashes his own hand. Blood pools and starts to drip from his clenched fist. He lets the droplets fall on the arm, and hey presto, won’t you know it, it’s like the legend.

      Out of nowhere, flesh develops. It grows, spreading over the silver like a wildfire’s conflagration.

      By the end, when nails have appeared on his fingers, Dante is panting. And I don’t frickin' blame him. My own stomach is clenching and I didn’t suffer a drop of pain.

      “Thank you,” he whispers to the room at large, eying the limb as though he’d just been handed a treasure, and I guess he has. Niko told me that Lykaens can’t wear prostheses. They simply don’t work with the shift, and it’s easier to live without the limb than to have to tote the prosthetic around in their shifted form.

      A part of me wonders if he’ll have a silver leg as a wolf.

      I’d pay good money to see that.

      “What are we to do about this threat?” Curzio asks, his attention on the arm but the question aimed at the group.

      “What can we do but fight?” Niko replies, his gaze also on Nuada's, now Dante’s arm. “The Fomor are coming. Bres made that pretty clear to us. The oceans are heating up, and because of that, the Fomorian jail cell is weakening. It’s only a matter of time until that happens.”

      “We could help stop global warming,” Rule murmurs innocently.

      I snort. “Because the governments haven’t been trying to do that, Rule. Honey, if they can’t do it, then we can’t.”

      “You don’t realize how powerful we are, Lyssa. We can invest heavily in alternate technologies. Develop means that would hinder the use of crude oil. It’s a preventative measure. Surely we need to address that as well as develop an offensive plan for what will happen when the Fomor surface?”

      Niko nods. “He’s right. We need to do both.”

      “We have millions of shifters, all with no battle training. We’re as bad as the humans nowadays, more interested in the dollar than fighting for our honor,” Zeke inserts.

      “We’ll have to make it mandatory like it was once upon a time,” Dante says, his voice still husky. “They must start to retrain immediately.”

      “Conscription?” I squeak. “Is that really the answer?”

      “This is more than conscription, honey. This is every man, woman, and child called up to battle. It’s in our blood, but we’ve forgotten that. This is a reminder to embrace the sides that were gifted to us, not to neglect them as have the humans.”

      I nibble my lip at Dima’s words. “I don’t like this. I don’t want a war. My granddaddy fought in France. My nana said he was never the same after he came back.”

      “We have no choice in this, Lyssa. It’s been planned since before any of us existed.”

      And in the face of that, I’m not sure I’ll ever get a decent night’s sleep ever again.

      Niko, sensing my fear, lifts an arm and tucks me into his side. Dima reaches out and joins his fingers with mine.

      I can only pray that the gods that gave me these two men planned our fates to the nth degree, because I’m not going down without a fight.

      I want a full life with them. Kids, a dog, maybe even a pony. The whole nine yards. Frightened as fuck I may be, but woe betide anyone who withholds that dream from me or tries to get in my way.

      Even freaky-ass, horn-sporting water demons.

      Lyssa Jane Hamilton sure as shit isn’t going down without a fight. Or a wedding ring.

      And that’s a promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Sebastian

        

      

    

    
      “Did you feel that?”

      Beatrice frowns at me. “Feel what, Sebastian?”

      My shoulders droop then surge up again as tension fills me.

      How do I explain to the leader of my people, the witches, that something, someone, just called upon my magic?

      From afar.

      My throat clutches and I shake my head at Bea. She’s studying me in concern, and I wave a hand. “Nothing.”

      Though she narrows her eyes at me, she merely says, “As you wish.” Turning her attention to the room’s occupants, she states, “They’ll be calling upon us shortly.”

      Benjamin rubs the back of his neck. “The prophecy has come to pass?”

      She dips her chin. “The first Queen has been found and the first King has been killed.”

      Jacob’s nostrils flare. “Do you know which of us will become her third mate?”

      Bea’s eyes turn sorrowful. “No. I wish I could help, but the Sight has shown me nothing that could makes this an easier transition for you, my sons.”

      Benjamin’s jaw clenches. “I still can’t believe we have to mate with them.”

      Bea reaches over and pats his hand. “We have a larger purpose than they have ever understood. We’ve been waiting on this moment for generations. You’re fortunate not to have been called up in the interim.”

      Fortunate? Ha.

      To our kind, the Lykes and the Pyres have always been lesser. As Elitist as that may sound, they’re younger than us, less evolved, and to be frank, far less able than we are.

      We’ve known the witches and their kind would have to knit together at some point in the future, but it was only twenty-seven years ago when mother had a vision.

      A Queen had been born.

      She had two more of such visions.

      Each time upon a female’s birth, a female who would become a Queen and who would become one of her sons’ mates.

      My throat is still thick after the sensation of having my magic used without permission. I know who it must be. One of them, but still, it came as an intense surprise. I’ve never experienced anything like that in my life.

      I release a shaky breath. “We must go to them, Mother.”

      She dips her chin even though I’m not asking a question. “You must discern who is bound to whom. More than that, it is time to weave the ties between our peoples. They need us. More than that, the Mother needs us.” Her gaze turns inward as is her way when the Mother communes with her.

      I reach up and rub at my eyes. I have more of a clue than most. Whoever had used my magic to forge flesh is my bound partner…

      Sighing, Jacob murmurs, “Four Demon Kings and three Queens. Hardly seems far.”

      “When do the demons ever fight fair?” I counter. “At least one of the Demon Kings has perished. That’s something.”

      “It was a catalyst,” Bea predicts, then she sucks in air. “That was the easiest of kills. The rest… the Kings will not perish so quickly. It is time for you to go, my sons.”

      “Where?” Benjamin questions, his jaw tight at her omen.

      “To Maryland, where the three Vampyre Kings and their Consorts are in congress,” she whispers.

      And like that, our aimless wanderings on this Earth are put to an end. With our purpose set in stone, it is time for us to take the first step on a path we can only pray will be fortuitous for the people of this world.

      If we fail… well, this is not the time to think of failure. Nor is it the time to think of success.

      Even as I rub the back of my neck, my thoughts are consumed with just who my mates are.

      I’m not thinking of the Fomor, of the Demon Kings I must help kill. I think of them. Of her, and I wonder who exactly they may be.

      

      
        
        To Be Continued

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Yep, you may have guessed it.

      We will be returning to Lyssa, Dima, and Niko’s lives in the not too distant future.

      Until then, I hope you’re as psyched as I am about Zeke, Rule, the elusive Lykke, and the witch who is about to become a part of their relationship. Nope, I’m not going to give you more of a hint. You already know who Curzio and Dante’s witch is, after all. ;)

      Watch out for more updates on the second book in Serena Akeroyd’s Divas: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas

      OR

      My newsletter: www.serenaakeroyd.com/Newsletter

      Thanks for reading!

      Serena

      Xoxo
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