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      For those of you who have read His Reign, you’ve watched the struggle of Józsi with his two female lovers. Nicholaus’s struggle is no different. He’s stubborn like all Opeth Pack wolves, strong and determined. Thing is, he doesn’t know what he’s destined for. His past has colored his future and made him dig in against what his heart wanted.

      Katarina and Krystyna know him well enough though. Each bears the scars of existence yet seeks comfort in their own way. They have seen his place in the pack through prophecy, with the help of their pack sisters and the pack witch, Selene. This story isn’t so much about a hot ménage, (though that’s important too lol!) as it is about three people learning to love each other deeply and let go of old wounds while embracing themselves.

      I hope you all enjoy this story as much as I enjoyed writing it. For those of you wondering if I’m ever going to jump on the bandwagon and write a MMF story, well it’s already written ;) Oh, and again all Hungarian language mistakes are mine.
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        Prologue

      

    
    
      Twenty-five years earlier

      

      Blood stained the walls, bringing with it the stench of death heavy in the air. Holes lined the walls where fists had gone through. Furniture had been tossed carelessly aside, ripped up and again, covered in blood.

      Of course blood, and other body fluids, dripped from Nicholaus' fangs and were stuck in his fingernails.

      “Kicsi Nicholaus, wake up.” A cold washcloth pressed against his forehead, wiping away sweat and blood, cooling his warm skin.

      Coming to full consciousness, Nicholaus smelled iron and copper, felt the bitter tang of death in his mouth. He brushed shaggy strands of dark hair out of the way to see Katarina kneeling before him. Her red hair had been pulled back, giving light to her round face. She’d changed clothes from earlier. A sad smile looked like it had been painted on her face. Tears formed in her delicate green eyes. His stomach churned violently and threatened to end up coming out through his mouth. Nicholaus coughed and wiped furiously at his mouth until Katarina caught his hand. He met her compassionate yet scared stare. “What did I do?”

      She wiped dried blood off his mouth, blotted her now falling tears off his cheek.

      He looked around, spotted the scene. Body parts had been strewn about the room along the shards of broken glass and splintered wood.

      Krystyna rushed to their side. Something wild crossed her eyes, making Nicholaus wonder what was going on in his other mate’s head.

      “You did what you had to in killing Katarina's father and brother. Nicholaus, I was so scared!” Arms wrapped around him so tight they threatened to cut off his circulation.

      “I’m free now,” Katarina sobbed. “Free!”

      Free of…he searched his memories in a desperate attempt to remember what the hell he'd freed her from. Came back with nothing.

      Then wretched screaming filled his memory. Images of jaws snapping, claws tearing into flesh while a woman sobbed horribly at the events that led to him barging in and…

      “Oh no.” He swallowed hard. His heart pumped loudly, and his stomach lurched.

      Krystyna knelt beside the two of them and took Nicholaus’s hand. Long fingers wrapped around his free hand, instantly sending waves of warmth through him. She made eye contact with him. Her steely gaze still surprised him for how young she was. “Indeed. You have taken out two of the most powerful amongst our pack. And the two most dangerous predators ever. And your hunger didn't stop there either. When their defenders came to their aid, you tore them to pieces.”

      Nicholaus blinked, astounded. His jaw dropped, throat grew parched as the desert. He shook his head, stared at his hands as realization hit him. “No…no. Oh no.” He began sobbing. He’d massacred in cold blood. “We cannot tell Kiba! I took lives of others. I’m a murderer.” Tears stung the backs of his eyes.

      Though he was only eleven years old, his skills had developed quickly. Everyone had blamed things on prophecy, saying he would fulfill a destiny but nobody would tell him what his destiny was; they would only shake their heads in sorrow.

      “Relax,” Krystyna stroked his arm. She laced her fingers through his.

      Glancing to his left, he saw the bulk of two bodies. The larger body lay with his head lolled to one side, exposing bone and muscle. Matted hair clung to his face, though his visage was barely recognizable. His eyes had had been left in place and were open wide, reflecting the horrendous torment he underwent at Nicholaus’s hands. Entrails were strewn from the man’s stomach. Angry cuts marked his arms, face and bare chest, accenting just how pale his skin truly was.

      The other face held a warped expression, eyes gouged, throat torn out.

      The rest of the mess consisted of strangulation victims, other wolves with their throats torn out and the remains of at least six others.

      “What am I going to do?” Nicholaus shook his head. Putting his hands to his head, he started breathing in short pants as the realization that he’d murdered hit him.

      “Relax,” Krystyna repeated. “It’ll be okay. Let our love guide you.”

      He couldn’t force himself to settle down. Couldn’t make things better. Why did he do it? Why did he have to do it? Hadn’t there been another way?

      “You did what had to be done. Those two had been raping our pack women for years and no one had stopped them. They were once proud elders but lunar madness took their sanity.” Katarina whispered, sending more tranquility his way.

      Then he did kill in self-defense. Right?

      He’d seen those two bastards cornering Katarina and the frightened look on her face had sent him into a blind rage. He knew what they were going to do to her, and the thought made his stomach burn with anguish.

      But there had to be a less violent way of dealing with her father and brother other than killing them.

      What had happened next? He didn't remember. He blinked, rubbed his eyes and tried to think but couldn't see anything but bottomless blackness.

      He slumped against the wall with Krystyna in one arm and Katarina huddled between them. He couldn’t remember.

      His two mates stayed by his side until Les and a few of the Elders showed. They dismissed Nicholaus and his two mates from the room before cleaning up the dead bodies.

      All the while, Nicholaus could only think of the anguish he'd caused the pack when it got out that he'd taken lives and not just killed them, but made a spectacle of it.

      A week later, the pack now viewed him similarly to the former Enforcers, bodyguards of the Alpha. True, he carried the dominant trait in his genes; thank the Goddess for that strength. But his constitution…

      Didn’t matter. The others in the pack lowered their eyes at him, not in pride at his newfound abilities and strength, but in pity, in shame. He didn't bother to ask why.

      They feared him.

      The word prophecy echoed in his head.

      Strolling down the dirt streets of their village, he saw Les, Kiba’s brother, standing by the stone water well. Dressed in khakis and a blue dress shirt; his hair had grown out, making him look much younger. Dark, smooth skin and narrow eyes gave away his Asian heritage.

      Nicholaus tried to pass unnoticed but Les stepped in front of him. “Why the animosity, Nicholaus? Something the matter?”

      “I’m a fucking killer, Les. The others won’t face me. They’re afraid of me. I'm afraid of me. What the fuck’s wrong with me, Les?” Nicholaus began shaking, dying for the comfort of his lovers.

      “You’re growing, Nicholaus. My brother heard what you did and to be honest, we were all shocked. Holy smokes, Nicholaus actually killed someone. That’s big news.”

      “Why?”

      Les shoved his hands in his pockets. “Because you are young. You’ve always had an innocence about you that will now be masked by your acts. It’s rare that we’ve had males in our pack who accelerate at a pace such as yours. My gosh, you’re barely eleven years old in human years but by a wolf’s standards you’re now much older. You hunt like the rest of us, but you’ve always had compassion for what you killed and ate. You’ve always displayed kindness even when faced with situations that called for natural violence. You’re a diplomat. To use such brutal tactics to stop Katarina’s father and brother seems out of character. Our pack is going through changes right now. You’ve set things in motion with your actions. You’ll continue to do so each time you use that deep, dark power, Nicholaus.”

      Suddenly, Les looked away. “My brother is ill. Prophecy dictated his mental shift and your behavior as well. It dictated Józsi leaving and will guide him in his return. Prophecy is apparent.”

      Nicholaus spat on the ground and lowered his gaze. “I’m tired of prophecy. Someone…” He shook his head and clenched his fists. Yeah, this whole mess was shit. “What can I do?”

      “Accept it. You effectively cleansed the dirt from our pack, Nicholaus. Or you could leave like Józsi has, though he’ll be back in time. Or let your mates do what they do best and use their hearts to guide you to your predetermined status. Either way, prophecy dictates our future, so no matter what you choose, things will turn out how they will.”

      Nicholaus looked up. “What have I set in motion by these deaths? What is my role in this God damn prophecy, Les?”

      “I do not know. However, I felt things in the universe shift and know only that your place in the pack will ascend to greatness most of the elders will never see. You’ve been blessed by the Goddess.” Les turned and began walking away.

      “Wait, Les! What is my place?” Nicholaus started after him but stopped when Les waved a hand dismissively.

      God damn prophecy!

      There couldn’t be a blessing in all of this. Nicholaus’s sleep since the murders had been filled with night terrors, forcing him to wake up screaming about all the bodies he’d personally piled up at the expense of a blood-thirsty need he felt growing within.

      He’d seen a trail of blood leading to stacks of bodies in his dreams, both human and lupine and the voices started screaming back at him recently. Some screeched in horror, others in agony. The stench of their death on his muzzle woke him in a cold sweat. Panting, he often looked around the tiny room; saw nothing but the moonlight through the window. His sweat soaked sheets only made him shiver more until he realized he was back in his room.

      Of course those were just dreams, right?

      He didn't know for certain anymore. Lack of sleep made it difficult to tell the waking world from the dream.

      Everywhere he went the people who knew what he'd done looked at him with revulsion.

      When he’d glared at them, they quickly turned tail and ran in the opposite direction.

      That’s when the fear crept up in him. Mostly when alone, because let’s face it, he had no business hanging around his two mates. Not when his violent streak could rear its head and cause him to harm one or both of them.

      Not that they didn’t try. Both had access to his house, both knew when and where to find him. Still, he kept quiet around them.

      Katarina took his silence the hardest. Her sad expression pained his heart. Her compassionate attempts to stop his emotional bleeding that he’d brushed off, brought an ache to his core.

      Krystyna merely acted indifferent, so he didn’t push to mend things with her.

      The idea Kiba kept blathering on about since he took control of the pack, had mentioned something about how wolves were the chosen rulers of this land, this planet. But because they’d abused their power, their gifts had been taken from them. There were a few other legends that had been passed down, Nicholaus remembered. Something about how the wolves were born of a goddess but forced to be born on Earth because the other gods in Heaven feared their existence the way humans had.

      Kiba said someday paradise would open for all the wolves and they’d finally have a place to call home. Said home supposedly belonged to the wolves, Kiba declared. With his slowly growing madness, who could challenge the thought without earning Kiba's unpredictable wrath?

      Nicholaus knew only one thing. Heaven was a lie.

      Kiba's behavior from the Lunar Disease had him acting irrationally. When he spoke, he often slurred his words but because he was such a strong specimen, no one bothered to fight against him.

      The one time someone rose up, they were smacked down brutally and without remorse.

      Yeah, Nicholaus saw the psychopathy in Kiba’s eyes. Even his aura had turned and gone colorless. One thing magical creatures had over humans was the ability to see their auras, which gave even more insight into a being’s soul. Colors showcased moods when body language failed to be understood.

      Nicholaus couldn’t risk being around that sort of thing with the ideas roaming around his head. He already felt the overwhelming influence of the Moon and the cycles going with it, pulling, pushing, and forcing him to act against what he once knew as truth.

      He groaned, knowing what he had to do in order to escape the prophecy and any chosen destiny he already had. Taking his burden of shame with him was his rite, and he would not let anyone else bear it with him; the two in question just couldn’t. They were too pure. And too young. Both Krystyna and Katarina were slightly younger than him. He loved them so much that even thinking about having them help him heal and deal with this mess was enough to make his head hurt.

      More importantly, what if he turned all that violent anger on them?

      He couldn’t live with himself if even the slightest hair on either of them was hurt because of actions he couldn't control.

      No. He only had one choice.

      “I’ll have to do this. I’ll have to leave the pack. It’s the best thing for me. I cannot afford to turn into a murderous wolf that kills those he loves.”

      With this resolve, he left.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

    
    
      Twenty-five years later

      

      Nicholaus mused over how badly some people drove down Central Avenue late at night. Odd that some people were dumb enough to not show good driving skills, knowing the cops in Albuquerque were such fascists about the dumbest things like slightly overshooting a left turn. Even if the wind was blowing hard enough to make driving difficult, which it was tonight, the cops would still pull someone over if they even thought the driver was under the influence.

      Thankfully, Nicholaus didn’t have to worry about that problem right now. It took wolves much longer to get drunk.

      Watching passing cars drive down Central Avenue was amusing to him. Standing on the balcony of his loft, he puffed on a large cigar, sending clouds of smoke billowing toward the somewhat cloudy sky. Another deep draw sent more smoke off toward the Hyatt Hotels, blurring the red and green lights atop the multi-story towers.

      Nicholaus pulled his leather jacket tighter around broad shoulders. He pulled his ponytail free of his collar. Running long fingers through thick hair, he readjusted his ponytail and let it sweep over his slender waist.

      A few people walked by, couples sometimes, sometimes groups. Talking, holding hands, laughing or acting drunk, they were all the same to him.

      Stupid humans.

      Well, most of them. Occasionally he smelled a lone wolf walking down the street, heading toward the nearly hundred and fifty bars located in downtown, most of which resided off Central.

      In another hour, dancing would be starting at The Library with the girls and their lovely short plaid schoolgirl skirts. The Coliseum, kitty corner from his loft, had just turned on their lights announcing they were open for the younger, more urban crowd.

      How he missed those days, chasing the young skirts, barely old enough to get into a club, let alone buy alcohol. He’d had his share of women hit on him. Alas, he’d turned most of them down, even the ones who practically threw themselves at him. Every once in a while, there had been another wolf who came along, scenting his arousal, hoping she would find a mate. It had been hard shooting down so many beautiful women, but somehow, he’d managed. He felt too old, even then, to be fucking everything that moved and had breasts.

      Looking out his balcony, he swore he saw two familiar faces. He leaned his large body over the metal railing and long strands of dark hair fell over his face. He caught sight of a pretty redhead dressed in a white cloak. Her companion, slightly taller with darker red hair, wore form fitting jeans that made her ass look oh so delectable. The first woman wore boots and black jeans and had a young face. The other woman’s tight shirt hugged glorious round breasts snugly, showing some cleavage.

      He swore he knew those two—wolves?

      “Lukina?” He whispered the word silently.

      His breath hitched in his throat. The other wolf…Katarina?

      Puffing on his cigar, he blew two thick clouds of smoke down toward the street before stepping back from the edge of the balcony, hoping he hadn’t been seen or scented.

      The last thing he wanted to do tonight was revisit an old wound.

      He took another long drag from his cigar and set it down on the ash tray, exhaling another large cloud of smoke that circled above his head. Reaching behind him, he grabbed the glass of beer he’d poured and took a long sip, finishing the drink. It was time for bed anyway.

      Hell, he wondered what the fuck Lukina and Katarina were doing in New Mexico anyway. And where was his other mate, Krystyna? Last he’d heard, Lukina and Ilona, the two main pack healers, had found the new pack Alpha.

      The poor bastard in charge would soon regret his decision. His destiny apparently was to lead the pack to a heaven that didn’t exist.

      Slowly he turned and walked into the warmth of his loft.

      He shut the glass door, locked it, and went to the bedroom space. While he undressed and pulled back the sheets on his oversized bed his stomach started to sink. Something was up.

      God damn it.

      Nicholaus crawled into bed and pulled the covers over his head. He didn’t want to deal with whatever was coming his way, even if she was full-figured and had lips like velvet. And damn it, Lukina was with her too. That was never a good sign.

      He remembered the last time he’d seen Katarina and closed his eyes with the memories. She was hugging Krystyna, their other lover, tightly. Tears were streaming down both their faces while they waved goodbye to him and begged him not to leave Hungary.

      Sighing heavily, he recalled the day after he’d boarded the plane to America. Having to hear more prophetic bullshit from their current Alpha, who happened to be losing his mind, was enough to make anyone want to leave the pack.

      The looks on others’ faces when he walked down the dirt streets filled him with trepidation he had no desire to deal with.

      After killing Katarina’s brother and father and blacking out, he realized the graveness of his nature. Since then, he’d refused to kill again. Swore the awakening of his true nature was more dangerous to his loved ones and the world at large.

      He hated himself for wishing they would forget him. It drove him mad to think he could forget his wolf nature. But he despised himself as a wolf. At least the humans didn't have the pull of murder.

      Yeah, they killed. Sure, there were numerous hopeless cases out there. But the majority of humans he'd come in contact with seemed decent.

      He was still unable to stand how the only true love he’d ever received came from them. Even now, twenty five years later, it burned him to think of how he’d rejected their love by leaving Hungary and the pack.

      “Oh well.” He sighed heavily and rolled over to one side. Fluffing his pillow, he rested his head on it and prayed for dreamless sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jarred from sleep by a loud knocking sound at his door, Nicholaus shouted, “All right damn it! I’m coming!”

      Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, Nicholaus shook loose the kinks in the legs of his lounge pants and padded toward the door. He remembered who he’d seen earlier and his stomach sank. He did not need a visit from Lukina or Katarina.

      Especially Katarina.

      Slipping his robe over his shoulders, he belted it and brushed long strands of hair out of his face. A quick glance at the clock told him it was well after two a.m. Hell, he sniffed feminine scents and alcohol from the door. Shit. He didn’t have time to fully open the door before a pair of tiny arms and a flurry of hair assaulted him.

      “Nicholaus!”

      Caught off balance, he stumbled a few steps back; Lukina wrapped her arms around his frame before he could catch himself against the wall. “Lukina, what brings you and,” he glanced at Katarina and narrowed his eyes, “her here at this hour?”

      Lukina pulled away and looked up at him with a smile. Her ruby red lips were kissable; the bastard who loved her was certainly blessed. “We thought we’d visit our favorite missing pack brother.”

      “Bullshit, Lukina. Whenever you show up, something is always wrong. You always have bad news. What do you want?”

      She let go and stepped back, raising her chin to meet his gaze. Deep ocean blue eyes held an angry stare. “I’m not fond of being the messenger, but it’s what I am, apparently, at the moment. Also, I don’t bring bad news. I bring—”

      He cleared his throat. “Don’t say it. Prophecy, right?”

      She nodded. “I hate how the universe has chosen to send messages, but it’s the way things work. Like Józsi, and Marco before him, deal with it.”

      Les’s words still rang true. He’d set shit in motion, obviously. She could be so grown up at times that it was almost irritating. “And Katarina?”

      Moving strands of hair out of her face, she looked up. Her pout said it all; she was still angry with him. Her features had filled out nicely, he noted as she rubbed her arms together, covering taut nipples beneath her blouse. “I am not here of my own volition. I wouldn’t have come here if she hadn’t insisted.”

      He nodded. “I understand.” His heart ached at the thought that she didn’t want to see him as much as he wanted to see her.

      Lukina shoved her way past Nicholaus with a force that bumped him into the wall with oomph.

      “What do you think you’re doing, little girl?” He straightened his shoulders and stalked after her.

      She looked over her shoulder and glared. “Letting myself in, since you’re such a rude host.”

      He put his hand to his forehead. “I wouldn’t be a rude host if I had known to expect company.”

      “You did know. We smelled your cigars earlier.”

      He swallowed hard. “Damn it,” he mumbled under his breath. “What do you want?”

      “We need you to come home—” Lukina started to speak, but Katarina’s hand flew over Lukina's mouth. Lukina caught Katarina's hand and met her stare, then looked back at Nicholaus. “We have a situation.”

      A shudder raced through him but he managed to keep his voice even. “What? Tell me what's going on, Katarina.”

      She met his stare with wide eyes. Standing before him with her chest nearly busting out of her black top reminded him how good she always looked. Long red hair had been pulled back out of her face, but tears formed in the pools of her beautiful green eyes. She shivered and hugged herself.

      When she wouldn't respond, he strode toward her, grabbed his former mate by the elbow and tugged her inside, urging Lukina to follow. “Get in here, both of you.” He shut the door and watched Katarina’s expression.

      She stopped, stared down the white walled corridor that banked off to the left, then back out the window in front of her almost in a daze. She wasn't tracking, clearly.

      The heater kicked on, a low rumble that startled Katarina. She looked up at the huge vents and aluminum piping overhead.

      “Heater, drágám.” He pointed up at the large silver vent.

      She nodded.

      “Got anything to drink?” Lukina pushed past them and headed toward the living area.

      Nicholaus shifted his gaze on Lukina. “You’re not old enough to drink, little girl. Not in this country, nor among the humans.”

      Her boots stopped and echoed on the concrete floor. She looked over her shoulder, glared at him and then strode down the hall. “It's been a long enough time that I am legal now.  Besides, we don’t and have never abided by their laws, remember? Or have you lived among them too long and forgotten our ways?”

      Ouch. He sighed heavily. “There’s an open bottle of port on the counter. Bring three glasses.”

      Lukina sauntered around the corner toward the kitchen, leaving Nicholaus alone with Katarina in the long hallway.

      Musk and earth wafted over his nose, along with the keen smell of wolf hovering just below the surface of her smooth, dark skin. How she managed to hide the extra magic she possessed amazed him. He wondered if she’d come into her full power yet. By the scent of her aura, he'd guessed she hadn't.

      He stared into her eyes, searched their depths and wanted to beg her forgiveness instantly. In a second, he shut the thought down and forced himself to refocus his energy and thoughts on why they were here.

      In the twinkle of her eyes, he swore he saw tears forming. Yet she met his stare once again with an upturned chin, before turning around, glancing at the floor and walking away.

      Nicholaus let out a harsh breath, pulled her into his arms and held her head against his chest.

      Slowly, Katarina wrapped her arms around him and let her hands search for comfort.

      Fingers caressed his skin and sent a tremor through him. He looked down, kissed the top of her head gently. Her skin shouldn’t have been this cold; her inner wolf should have given her plenty of body heat. She hadn’t eaten obviously. “Hug me, szerető.”

      Her grip around him tightened until she was flush with him. Her head nestled in the crook of his neck.

      Slowly, Nicholaus caressed her hair, tugged at the braid of silken smoothness. Suddenly, his nose picked up the sweet, earthen scents of Hungary.

      Of home.

      Warm tears fell on his shoulder.

      “Drágám, what’s wrong?”

      “Get me that drink and we’ll talk.” She spoke low into his shoulder, her words vibrating along his skin. Even in tears, her voice caressed his ears like a siren song.

      “Igen.” He helped her around the corner, down the hallway, and sat her down on his leather couch against a wall with large windows that overlooked 6th Street.

      She turned around, looking out through the wall of windows before her gaze returned to him. Katarina sniffled, wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve and set her hands down in her lap. “The mountains off in the distance are nice. This is some view you have.”

      He nodded. “Indeed.”

      Lukina joined them and handed them both glasses filled with port.

      Nicholaus took his glass, sniffed it and inhaled the aromas of dark berry, raisin and tobacco. After only a sip, he set his glass down on the table beside the couch. “Will this help your nerves?”

      Katarina looked at Lukina.

      Lukina nodded and took a sip of port. “It's safe here.”

      Katarina nodded again, tentatively picked up her glass and looked at the dark red alcohol. Bringing the glass to her lips, she downed the entire contents in one shot. “Another, please.”

      “Okay.” Lukina took her glass and refilled it. She looked up at Nicholaus, “We have business to discuss, Nicholaus.”

      He moved closer to Katarina, aware of her free hand now in his and how tight she gripped him. “I gathered that. Is this going to be a really long night? It's already after two AM.”

      “Well,” Lukina paused, took another sip and then set her glass on the coffee table. “It depends.”

      He sighed, arching a brow in irritation. He'd once heard on the open mental channel between the pack that when Lukina showed up, she'd become the new pack messenger. Hearing from her usually meant terrible things were on the way. While he'd not maintained contact with anyone from the Opeth Pack, he’d still been informed of goings on through the mental pathways where words traveled with less restriction. “On what?”

      “On whether you decide to help us or not.” Lukina's stare pierced through any hope he had for a short and simple resolution.

      “Of course,” Nicholaus finished his glass and handed it to Lukina. “Refill it.” Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, he looked down at the hand in his, let his gaze travel up Katarina’s arm and stopped at her face. Tears silently slid down her cheeks from dark green eyes, making him ache to kiss those tears away like he had so many times in the past.

      He shook the thought off. This was a new land and he was not pack.

      Lukina acknowledged him, refilled all three glasses then planted herself in the chair beside the couch. “You'll want to sit for this.”

      He shook his head, “I prefer to stand, thank you.” At least he did until he'd glanced at Katarina’s sad, desperate eyes. “Okay, I’ll have a seat beside Katarina.”

      Nicholaus moved a pillow, plopped down beside Katarina. Reluctantly, he threw his arm around her. When she didn’t flinch at the contact, he pulled her closer. He found her body temperature warming slightly, probably from the alcohol.

      As upset as he was for having his sleep interrupted, he couldn’t help himself. Snuggling closer to Katarina seemed natural, save for the absence of Krystyna on his other side as the third in their supposedly undying bond. “What’s so important?”

      Lukina crossed her legs, looked back toward the mountains in the distance. “I love what you’ve done with the place.” She reached for her port.

      Gritting his teeth, Nicholaus leaned forward. “While I don't mind the interruption of former pack mates, I do mind losing sleep. So you’d better start telling me why you're both here.”

      Katarina began sobbing on his shoulder.

      Smoothing a hand down her back, he pulled her tighter to him, holding her and rocking her back and forth gently just like he used to do when they were younger.

      Her tears pooled on his shoulder. He used the cloth of the robe to gently wipe away her tears, then pushed her back and looked into her large, round eyes. It hit him then. “Where is Krystyna?” Another pack healer, she shared in the triad that should have included Nicholaus and Katarina before he left.

      Lukina lifted her head. “You know we have a new Alpha.”

      “Yes. And?”

      “Józsi took over after he killed Kiba. The necessity of his ascending to the rank of Alpha is predicating Prophecy is coming true, despite some stubborn males’,” she almost spat the last two words out, “desire to avoid responsibility.”

      He lowered his gaze. “I could care less about prophecy. Where is Krystyna?”

      “Prophecy has dictated that Józsi would rule our pack for a time until his rule has passed. In such time, we would have great enemies.”

      He narrowed his focus to just Lukina, glaring sharp daggers at her. She clearly wanted to remind him of duties he shirked years ago and nothing more. The least she could do was answer his question. “Again,” his impatience ran thin by now, “You're quoting bullshit nobody need bother me with. Where. Is. Krys?”

      “She's been kidnapped.” Katarina blurted the words out, and then began to sob.

      Nicholaus stiffened and felt his blood turn cold. “What? How the hell could that be? She's a strong warrior and can fend off any attackers. Who did this and who let this happen?”

      Katarina sobbed louder and fell forward onto his lap.

      “Son of a bitch…Who let this happen?” Nicholaus shifted his weight on the couch so he lay against the arm. He pulled Katarina into his embrace, stroked her sides and arms in an attempt to calm her.

      She rested her head against his stomach and wrapped both arms around him while his robe muted her cries.

      Nicholaus ran his fingers through her long dark red hair. He massaged her scalp, tried to send calming energy into her but found himself unable, probably from exhaustion. Of course he hadn’t had to use much energy since he'd been in the States.

      No need when you rarely went out other than to function as a human and occasionally as a wolf.

      Of course his body couldn't ignore the fact that her head was by his hardening groin. Of course he’d felt the throes of lust the second he’d spotted her earlier but he’d refused to acknowledge them, preferring to retire alone with his hand for the night.

      Her nails dug into his bicep, bringing him back to the matter at hand.

      “You did.” Lukina glared back at him, daggers in her gaze.

      He stiffened. “Little girl—”

      Lukina loomed forward, hard to do for such a little girl compared to Nicholaus, but she still could cut down a grown man with her sharp tongue. “No, you left, you bastard. You left your mates to die at the hands of a murderous Alpha just like my bastard mate did before we recovered him.” Lukina’s voice rose in pitch, indicative of her infamous temper.

      Nicholaus’s jaw set. Yes, her seething expression put him off but he couldn’t be bothered with that. The first course of action was to figure out who kidnapped Katarina's lover. “Skip the past bullshit, woman. Who took her?”

      He tried again to ease Katarina’s sorrow but found himself lacking in the energy department. The heat in the room rose along with Lukina’s seething expression.

      “The males of this pack are fucking stupid.” She cocked her hand back to toss the glass toward the island in his kitchen.

      Before he clenched his fists, Katarina lifted her head.

      In an instant, the air calmed, Lukina’s energy waned and things returned to normal.

      Surely this was Katarina’s healing power.

      “I'm sorry.” Lukina drew out a sigh. “I’m just so frustrated.” She closed her eyes, let her shoulders relax, then faced Nicholaus. “A rival pack is waging war against us, Nicholaus. They’re trying to throw the Hungarian wolves out of our lands. They’ve succeeded already by overtaking a few of the smaller packs on the outskirts of the country and have decided to move inward.”

      “Do you know who is leading them?”

      She shook her head. “No, not a clue. We know it’s a bunch of Turkish wolves and that the night I left to come back for Józsi and Ilona, they ransacked the village Krystyna was healing in. They kidnapped her and a few others who were loyal to Kiba.”

      “Kiba’s dead now. It shouldn’t matter.” He rubbed his chin and breathed out a sigh.

      “Right. But we’re a new pack now with Józsi coming into his true position.”

      Nicholaus rubbed his chin. “So what now?”

      “We need you to come back with us and assume your position beside Józsi.”

      The blood in his veins turned to ice. He stiffened, jerked back against the couch and felt like he’d been punched in the gut. No. Not again. That was not the fate he'd had in mind for himself. Quiet retirement among the humans suited him better than being the one responsible for more blood being spilled. “I don’t understand. You can’t mean…”

      “You have a gift. You used it to protect your lovers once. You can—”

      “I used it to protect them, but I had to deal with the aftermath and fall out. Do you know what it's like being an outcast? Because you did what supposedly came natural to you? We’re killers and aggressors, Lukina. That is our nature.”

      “And we’re pack mates and a family. That is also our nature.”

      Katarina’s words stunned him into silence.

      “You don’t have to,” she sniffled, “If you don't want to but…”

      He didn’t want to hear this shit. Not after what Lukina was asking of him.

      “You don’t have to come back and slaughter an entire hoard, that’s what I’m saying,” Lukina cut into his thoughts. “We need all the males we can get to help. Józsi as Alpha is doing the best he can but he’s only helping us build and gather resources while we go out and find the lost members of this pack. Some of you didn't leave by choice.”

      “You say that as though my leaving was a bad thing.”

      Lukina glared.

      He looked away, turning his gaze on the mountains in the distance. At this hour, the urban hip hop club was shut down and their neon blue lights had been turned off. Street lights remained the only way humans could see. His wolf’s vision trumped humans and allowed him to see into the mountains. He sighed, unable to fathom the consequences of what Lukina asked of him.

      “Has the pack not solidified under Józsi's rule to become a force again?”

      Lukina shook her head. “He’s having trouble adjusting, going through mood swings, addictions, time differences and relearning the cycle of what it means to be a wolf. Something some of us will never forget.”

      He didn’t miss the bite of her words. Nicholaus narrowed his eyes. “Go on.”

      “So yes, we have a new, non-crazy Alpha but he acts erratically sometimes. No, before you ask, he’s not sick. He’s not adjusting well.”

      Józsi never wanted the position of pack alpha?”

      “No. But he can't fight fate.” Katarina lifted her head again and met Nicholaus’s gaze. Her green eyes burned with desperation, pleading with him to ask more questions.

      ”No,” he sighed heavily, rested a hand on the back of Katarina’s head, “I suppose no one can in the end, can they?”

      She shook her head. “It’s all you have to do. Come home. No one is asking you to use your gift, just give us one more able body in search of Krystyna.”

      The syrupy softness in her voice made his heart pound. Imagine that, after all this time.

      Not like he’d ever forget.

      She batted her eyelashes.

      Air fled his lungs at the simple gesture. Yes, she would use her body to pull him; all the women of the pack did that with their true mates. Nicholaus fought the urge to swallow, lest he show fear and renege on his vow to avoid pack politics.

      Her hand slithered up his chest, fingers spread.

      Warmth flooded his chest, spread throughout each limb, including the one currently cradled beneath her belly and his pants. “This isn’t fair, Katarina.”

      “Neither was letting us go, but you did it anyway.”

      Even she could hold onto spite. Tilting his head, Nicholaus closed his eyes, let himself succumb to the comfort of her power before it sunk into his body. He saw the fertile lands of Hungary, the smell of Lake Balaton on the wind. Then he saw the village and the faces of those who feared him after he’d slaughtered her family in cold blood. He’d heard the screams from her brother and father, his teeth remembered the feel of soft flesh filling his mouth along with their blood.

      The eyes of those lecherous men vowing revenge on him kept him awake at night. And now they stared back at him, wicked grins across their distorted faces.

      Laughter, maniacal and high pitched, echoed through the night.

      “You’re the one who could be the downfall of our entire race if we let you ascend to your position and impregnate them. We do what we do to these girls out of protection.”

      “Never!” Nicholaus found his voice though his throat was parched. He remembered very clearly rushing Katarina’s father first, then things went dark.

      Nothing, not even the pale moonlight shining brightly could erase that memory.

      Then, the vision was gone, returning him to see Lukina standing in front of him, glass precariously held with two fingers while her eyes were closed and she drew in steady, slow breaths.

      “You’re seeing something incorrectly again, aren't you?”

      He looked down at Katarina, felt, rather than saw her body curl into his.

      “I'm seeing nothing.”

      “Fine,” she sighed. “Come home, please?”

      Nicholaus closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. Her ability to make him function when he didn't want to kept him going after he’d murdered her father and brother. She had been the calm to force his hand, make him get out of bed daily. At least until he stopped visiting and decided to make haste to America. “What can I do that others cannot?”

      “You have more power and physical strength. You have a distance from the events we do not. Józsi would trust your word, drágám. You would be able to help steady him and provide us with one more pillar of strength. Józsi needs that, as does the pack.”

      Nicholaus blinked and waved a hand beside his face. “Let me get this straight. You want me back to help rescue Krystyna and stabilize a pack that has turned its back on me? Fuck that shit.”

      “It didn’t turn on you. It feared you.” Katarina’s soft voice cut through the red he began seeing.

      “You’re right. They did fear me. Then they ostracized me. So I did the only responsible thing I could.”

      Lukina walked back toward the kitchen, brought back a whiskey bottle. She refilled all three glasses, “You don't get it, do you? They didn’t fear you; they feared the unknown. Your behavior was no longer consistent because the change forced you to fucking grow up!”

      Katarina moved, rolled to her side and cuddled closer. “You only needed—”

      “Skip it.”

      “Fine.” She huffed and reached for the now full glass. Bringing herself to a sitting position, Katarina took a sip of the whiskey, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, then faced Nicholaus. “You are going to remain hard, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t reply. What was there to be said? The choices he’d made in life were the ones best for everyone else. Prophecy be damned!

      Of course it would have helped him to know what fate he was truly avoiding by living a solitary existence. Without the large details, he could only remove himself, thus keeping his mates safe from the danger of his rage.

      He’d done well too. Only lost it a few times and his opponents happened to be other wolves.

      Well except for that one man.

      He didn't kill him though.

      But still, the potential for overwhelming violence to his mates had been removed by his relocating to Albuquerque.

      Ultimately, he thought he was removing the threat to his lovers, but he guessed not. “What happened after Józsi took over?”

      Lukina planted herself in the thick leather chair beside the couch. “After Józsi killed Kiba and returned back with Ilona and I, we put him through training. He made the choice to bring in an interim of three of our strongest to rule, but that proved a mistake. Those wolves were lecherous, traitors. He had no choice but to banish two of them.”

      “The other?” Nicholaus knew where this was headed.

      “He killed first.”

      “Nicholaus, you look shocked. Why?”

      He glanced at Katarina and saw his reflection in her eyes. Indeed he looked stunned, though he shouldn’t have. Their species wasn't all flowers and candy canes. They were wolves. Bred by the Goddess, designed to hunt, kill, eat, fuck, and repeat until death.

      “We’re not monsters, Nicholaus. Those who would do harm for bad reasons are the monsters.”

      He shook his head, “I know. It's just…”

      “Just what?” Lukina leaned forward, crossed one leg over the other. “You can’t even face your mates with any of the shit in your head. Why are you embarrassed?”

      He stiffened, clenched his teeth and glared at the little redhead. She’d grown more emboldened with age. How irritating. “You would do well to end this now, Lukina.”

      “Or what? I laid into Józsi and you’re not my Alpha.”

      “No but you would do well to remember you’re a guest in my house. And I can throw you out now if I so choose.”

      Katarina set her glass on the table before them. She looked at Lukina, “Please save your vendetta for later. We need to catch flies, not burn bridges, sweet wolf princess.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Lukina huffed and leaned back into the plush chair. “I’ll hold my tongue out of respect for you, but your mate has his head up his ass.”

      What the hell was he supposed to do now? Obviously Lukina had a grudge, not that he could blame her. There were a few other mates missing from the pack, but mostly the males had fled responsibility out of—well who knew truly? He had his reasons.

      Swallowing his pride, Nicholaus leaned back, forcing himself to relax. How he felt like a prisoner in his own home was beyond him, but once the wolf princess showed up on your doorstep, regardless of time, it meant shit needed doing. “Fine, what is the minimal I can do?”

      “Your gracious offering is most generous,” Lukina snorted.

      “I have a life here. I live here. Outside the pack, away from all that.”

      “Yeah, you ran. I get it. But we need you.”

      He turned his head. “No one needs me.” The words came out more or less a low whispered growl.

      Katarina slid down the length of his body, pressed her breasts into his thighs. Then, she looked up, set her hands on his legs and pulled him to her. “I’ll always need you, szertõm.”

      Again, comforting warmth surrounded him and his skin lit up with the colors of their combined aura.

      He closed his eyes, not caring to see their auras blend. It’d be one more thing to drag him back to a life he couldn't live with.

      “Have you truly grown that complacent, Nicholaus?” Katarina’s thumb traced circles on his thigh.

      He shook his head. Complacent wasn’t the proper phrase, more like didn’t give a damn. But his body language should have made that clear. “I told you, I washed my hands of that shit years ago.”
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      Lukina blinked, pursed her lips together in a thin line and ran a hand through her fiery red hair before lifting her chin up. “Are you going to tell me you have no interest in saving that which is yours?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean that which is mine? I left everything behind twenty-five years ago. I have nothing.”

      Katarina’s teeth dug into his thigh, her canines puncturing flesh.

      He looked down at her. “Ouch, god damn, that hurts! What did you do that for?”

      Raising her head, she parted her lips but said nothing. The sadness in her beautiful eyes tore at his heart. Of course he knew why she bit him.

      “You left us both behind.” Katarina reached up and moved strands of dark hair out of his face so she could see his eyes. She smoothed her palm against his cheek. Tears had started streaming down her cheeks again. She sniffled. “You threw us away.”

      He shuddered against her touch, confused by how she could still offer him comfort when he was clearly doing the opposite to her.

      “Why?”

      He forced himself to relax against her palm, glanced out the window at passing cop cars and pedestrians. “I did what I had to do.”

      Katarina sat up, took his face in hand and made him look at her. “Why did you leave us?”

      “I told her not to bother with this, Nicholaus.” Lukina sipped her drink and refilled her glass. “I made her promise me that she wouldn’t start interrogating you.”

      Katarina looked up from his thigh. “You know how it is, Lukina. Your lover left you too. Why?”

      “Something is wrong with the males of our pack in that they all feel the need to migrate away from happiness.” Lukina crossed her legs and leaned forward. “The males are real bastards.”

      Nicholaus squared his shoulders. He couldn’t disagree. “Your other lover, Józsi, agreed to come back, did he not?”

      “He did, after much pleading and begging. He had to realize for himself what not playing his part in our world would mean. And now he’s our Alpha.”

      “You refuse to do the same.” Katarina began sobbing again. “You promised us both when we were younger that we’d grow old together and have a life. Then you disappeared after you saved my life. Why Nicholaus? I only seek to know why.”

      His throat swelled and breathing became difficult. Her tear filled words cut deep into the wounds he thought he’d closed a long time ago, exposing them to fresh agony all over again. His heart thumped against his chest but he managed to make himself feel calmness in the dim light of his apartment. “Pour another, Lukina. And ask for my good whiskey next time. I don’t give a good god damn what your status is, you're still a guest.”

      “And you’re still a rude host.”

      He snorted.

      Katarina reached out to block the top of his glass. “You’ll come back with us?”

      He nodded and Katarina retracted her hand.

      Lukina poured him another round. “Really, we shouldn’t do this. If we do, we’ll spend more time trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with you stupid males and less time rescuing Krystyna.”

      Her words drew a sigh from both him and Katarina.

      “All right. But you,” Lukina narrowed her eyes at him, “will answer me some day. You can’t turn your back on the Opeth Pack forever. Someday your responsibilities will catch up to you, Nicholaus. Better now than later when you’re too old to be of any real use.”

      He scoffed at the idea that he’d ever be too old for use. Clearing his throat, he looked back at Katarina.

      Katarina lifted a hand to his bare chest. “Are you going to help rescue what is ours?”

      He couldn’t resist her, not that sweet mouth or those gorgeous sea green eyes. Her mouth opened partially as if to say something else, but no words came out.

      How he wanted to shove his tongue down her throat and ravish her, claim her as his once again. Her inviting mouth begged him, the rise and fall of her breasts against his thigh aroused him even more.

      “Your body wants to help me,” she peered down at his crotch.

      Lukina giggled. “We are very sensuous creatures, drágám.”

      He moved his robe to cover himself more, took Katarina’s hand in his and held it. Glancing into her eyes, he nodded, though he knew he was signing his own death warrant. “I’ll come back with you to find her.”

      For a moment, a flash of joy passed through Katarina’s eyes, making them sparkle. Then, she closed her eyes and yawned.

      “Come to bed with me.” He held out a hand.

      Pushing herself off the couch, she stood to her full height. Raising her arms above her head, she stretched her arms and legs, squatted and yawned, pushing her breasts outward against her top.

      Nicholaus’s mouth watered and his cock grew painfully stiffer. He’d have to have her soon if she was going to continue to do things like that. His eyes traveled down the line of her body, roaming over every curve and crevice.

      “You can share a bed with me. There’s plenty of room. Lukina,” he turned to face her, “you’ll--”

      Lukina stripped down to a spaghetti strap top and panties on her way to the bed. “I’ll be waking us up in a few hours.”

      Sighing heavily, he resigned himself to the fact that she wasn’t going to move from where she lay. “Okay. Fine.”

      Standing to his full height of six-foot four-inches, he stretched. Out of the corner of his eye, he swore he saw Katarina lick her lips. He let his robe fall open more. Just a little more, to expose a rippled six pack and broad chest.

      Katarina’s fingers brushed against his arm before she took his hand and tugged him toward the bed.

      “Come on,” she yawned. “I’m anxious to get to sleep. We had a late night.”

      With a nod, Nicholaus let Katarina fall into his embrace. His mouth hovered dangerously over her ear. What he wouldn't give to nibble down the line of her neck until he stopped at her pussy and plunged his tongue in. But not tonight.

      Not ever. “Igen.”

      The two crawled in beside Lukina, Katarina snuggling closer to him. He threw an arm over her ample bosom and pulled her into his body. Finally she had warmed.

      He sighed. Lukina was already fast asleep. Poor girl, he thought, demanding to know why he did what he did. Becoming the messenger of the pack meant she was privy to all the secrets, all the silent chatter, everything that transpired between pack members. Prophecy dictated her place in this world, in this pack. And he had to admire her, respect her for taking it up at such a young age. She couldn’t possibly know all the crap she had and deal with it easily. Her scorn he understood, just didn’t like tolerating it. His reasons for leaving were simple. She had to already know the answer if she'd dealt with Józsi’s demons. The truth was, men in this pack were expected to move heaven and earth, and for what?

      Some nonexistent place where wolves could live in peace?

      The idea of peace was itself a lie.

      As was this heaven.

      Stupid girl.

      There had to be more to life than the ideal of protecting mankind from its’ own stupidity. Hell, it seemed lately the wolves weren't much better off, what with them leaving the packs and splitting off.

      But he’d go after their—Katarina's lover. He’d do this for her.
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* * *

      The plane ride sucked ass and took most of the energy out of him. He’d slept some between Chicago O’Hare and Istanbul, but the moment they got off the plane to switch and fly to Budapest, his senses remained on alert. The Turkish packs in the land were known for having fealty to nothing.

      Not even the Opeth Pack.

      The Opeth Pack itself was supposed to be the revered pack directly of the Moon and Hungarian fertility goddess, but the truth had become evident about the status of the pack when shit started getting weird with Kiba.

      Come to think of it, since Nicholaus had history drilled into him from birth, the Opeth Pack had been losing power since the last great World War.

      Lukina had filled him in on what they'd learned about the Lunar Flower disease, which amounted to not a god damn thing. At least not anything as to why it happened. Medically, an autopsy had been done on Kiba’s body and found decay in the organs, particularly in the part of the mind where it was believed to control the animalistic urges.

      Questions remained unanswered about the Flower Maiden’s purpose for infecting wolves. Such as why the fuck someone who was supposedly helping the race get into this made up Heaven would betray her own kind.

      Unless, she wasn’t one of them after all, and she was a deity in disguise, one of the few who thought wolves should have never been created.

      That irked Nicholaus. Don’t create something if you can't be responsible for it.

      Seemed like common fucking sense.

      He’d held Katarina's hand during the entire four flights, never letting her out of his sight. It seemed like he’d resumed his old duties and honestly, it felt too good.

      When he’d tried to extricate himself from her grip, she held on tighter.

      Once they’d landed in Budapest, all his old fears reared their heads. Nerves were shot from stress and the realization of having to come back home for the first time in ten plus years.

      What would others think of his return?

      Would Krystyna be glad to see him after he rescued her?

      How would the new Alpha react to him returning, let alone the suggestion of him being here to help? He and Józsi weren’t exactly friends. They knew each other, but Józsi left right before Nicholaus had and disappeared into the wind.

      Of course that was the inspiration for why Nicholaus did what he did. Ghosting meant no scared glares or hushed whispers of ‘stay away’.

      Now that he was back, he had to ask himself how he would deal with all the rejection and fear. Surely the remaining pack members have held those memories of his killing close to the heart.

      He sure had.

      Once they landed, grueling traffic in Budapest made the trip take even longer but still he sat between the two women, holding both their hands on the drive toward Balatonföldár where Józsi had relocated the pack. Katarina gripped his hand tightly while Lukina was more focused on driving down the narrow dirt path toward their village. The bench seat had seen better days and made for a tight fit, but all three of them managed to squeeze in.

      No one said a word while Lukina drove, which suited Nicholaus just fine. He had little to say anyway, aside from an occasional note about how the land had changed in some ways, yet overwhelmingly had stayed the same.

      Shit in this part of the world mostly stayed the same.

      An hour and a half later, they’d reached the end of the dirt road and stopped just before a metal fence. Lukina killed the roar of the old engine and hopped out. "Last stop for human appearing wolves. Everyone out.”

      Katarina yawned. The sun had begun to set.

      He'd stayed awake to watch them both on the flight, keeping a closer eye on Katarina. When she rested her head on his shoulder, he thought she’d pass out. She did fall asleep, her gentle breathing alerting him to her drifting off. But she twitched, moaned softly, clutched at his thigh, squeezing it, then pulling away.

      He nuzzled her gently and woke her from what seemed like a nightmare. When he questioned her, she dodged him.

      Of course he’d filed the information away in the back of his mind for later.

      Nicholaus and Katarina got out of the beat up truck and stretched. Their immediate surroundings, mostly rolling fields and hillsides, smelled strong on the wind, bringing back memories Nicholaus had tried to forget.

      Lukina yawned. “Time to go back. Nicholaus, don’t pull any of your macho shit with the remainder of the pack here. They are scared and somewhat hostile toward outsiders.”

      He scoffed. “I’m not an outsider.”

      Lukina narrowed her eyes. “To them you are. You’re a foreigner, Nicholaus. Since you left and turned your back on them, they consider you a foreigner. And Józsi's in America with Ilona so he can't help you yet. No bullshit.”

      “Wait,” his jaw dropped, “What? You said nothing of the Alpha not being around.”

      “I know. Now, come on.” She turned and dropped the illusion of being a human and stood on all fours as a beautiful wolf with soft gray fur, narrow killer’s eyes, and a strong sleek, muscled body.

      “Fine.” He dragged his hand down his face.

      Katarina did the same, her body covered in a dark gray coat, angry green eyes set in her head. She licked her lips and whimpered. Looking at Nicholaus, she whimpered louder.

      “You're so beautiful,” he choked on a breath before dropping his illusion to stand between the two of them. Animal instinct plus what little of his humanity he retained in wolf form made him seek contact. He padded toward Katarina and nuzzled her ear.

      She returned the favor by nipping him on the neck and trotting toward Lukina.

      I get it. This is going to be hard, isn’t it? Nicholaus took a step forward, pawing the ground.

      Cocking her head, Lukina looked back and licked her muzzle. Let’s go.

      He and Katarina nodded.

      Both of them followed Lukina down the dirt path through thick underbrush, running faster and faster until they were out of breath. They ran a bit further until they came upon a village. White brick and wood houses stood in rows along both sides of a dirt street. A few wolves walked the streets appearing as humans, but only the movement of a gentle wind interrupted the eerie quiet.

      The wind picked up, ruffling Nicholaus’s fur. He turned his head, then padded closer to Katarina and nuzzled her, careful not to send the wrong signals or otherwise indicate he’d be staying longer than promised. Where are we staying tonight?

      She whimpered. You want to sleep tonight? I want my other lover back!

      He snorted. It’ll be easier if we go later, after we’ve had some rest. We’re all very tired. Not able to think clearly. We need to get her when we are at our best, okay?

      Katarina whimpered louder and nodded. Come with me then. Lukina can go to her house for the night. We don’t need her right now.

      Ahem! Lukina snorted. I’m right here. And I am aware that my presence isn’t required for this ordeal. I have business to attend to with Ilona and Selene.

      Go then, handle your business. Katarina and I will fend for ourselves tonight.

      I will meet you two before you leave tomorrow. Lukina nodded and trotted off toward her house.

      Nicholaus looked at Katarina. Standing before her, he rose to his full height as a human and extended a hand to her. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go get some rest. I promise you’ll sleep better tonight.”

      She shifted and took his hand in hers.

      He let her lead him down the street. “None of this looks familiar.”

      “It shouldn’t. Józsi moved us just west of where we were staying. Said it was a tactical decision.” Her arm interlocked around his. “I’m really scared for Krystyna.” She huddled closer, the smell of fear and arousal drifting toward his nose. He hated the putrid scent of fear, but with Katarina, it smelled so much more delicate, like weeping flowers.

      “It’ll be okay, szeret. We’ll get her back tonight after some rest. You need it if you’re coming with me.”

      Katarina nodded again. “How easily you slip back into your accent.”

      He hadn't realized he’d done that until she’d pointed it out. “I never had an accent.”

      “You lie,” she ran a finger down his chest, “It’s cute. It means something.”

      He growled, forced her to face him. They were not going to have the discussion about his return home unless it involved going back to Albuquerque, New Mexico. “Do not go down this path, Katarina. I am here to help you, and then I’m gone.”

      She sniffled.

      He gazed into beautiful green eyes, looking for that sparkle of life, of hope. “There,” he spoke softly before leaning into her. Against her, his body wanted nothing more than to give in to the war of his heart but his head screamed loudly. It had been so long since Nicholaus had taken a woman to bed, and none of them had compared to either of his lovers.

      Katarina's posture softened in his hold. She tilted her head to the side, exposing the slender line of her neck, emerald eyes closed slightly. Her mouth parted, a pink tongue darted out and licked her lower lip.

      Unable to resist just a taste, Nicholaus pressed his mouth to hers, savoring the sweet velvet, softness.

      Katarina opened for him and bent her head to meet his fervent kisses.

      Hands clasped around the back of his neck, his shoulders. Inhaling her earthy, musky scent, he kissed her again and again, claiming her mouth with his. Capturing her tongue, he coaxed her to into his mouth. He stroked her tongue with his, suckling and playing with it while running his hands over the smoothness of her slender back.

      She moaned against his body, pressing herself into him. Breasts crushed against his hard chest, soft hips met his.

      His cock grew hard beneath his pants. His pulse quickened. How he wanted to fuck her now in the middle of the street!

      “No,” she pulled away from him, “I want you both to be present when we do this again.”

      She’d read his mind. Not like it was difficult to picture what he wanted while sporting an erection he could drive through six inches of hard oak. He leaned forward, close enough to smell her, taste her lips again. “Are you sure?”

      Katarina reached for him and ran her fingers through strands of his hair. She smiled weakly, nodded. “Yes. I am. My heart wants what it wants, szeret. I cannot change that.”

      Nicholaus couldn’t ask her to anyway. She was right. If they were going to make love, it had to be all three of them. One kept his mind calm, the other kept his heart in check. Never in their relationship had they made love without all three of them. It was an unspoken rule.

      Besides, sexual encounters with them would only entrench him back to a life he had no desire to lead.

      Slowly, he released her but kept her hand in his. “Okay. Then let’s go back to your place.”

      She led him by the hand down the street until they came to a brown cottage. “You used to love our home,” she whispered in his ear.

      “I always loved the fact that I could sneak in when your parents were asleep.” He grinned, recalling the memories from his childhood where he'd snuck out of his bedroom and into theirs. With wolves, mated lovers often shared rooms in a brother/sister fashion only without the incest. While they were not biological sisters, they were raised as such until personality differences began to develop.

      She clasped his hand tighter. “We used to spend so many nights up late talking. I missed those days when we got older.”

      His pulse reached his throat. Yeah, she’d want to go down memory lane, irritating him further. This would end up in a fight if she continued this line of discussion, so he said nothing.

      “Fine.” She tried to retract her hand.

      He almost let her, but the contact felt so comforting. Nicholaus couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this connection with anyone. Humans certainly hadn't given him anything. “You look tired.”

      “Thanks.” Again she tried to pull away.

      He wouldn’t let go. “You’re going to take me to bed with you?”

      “You can sleep on the couch.” Katarina shoved the wooden door open and let him in first.

      “Bullshit. You shared a bed with me last night, why not tonight?”

      “Because…” She didn’t finish her sentence.

      “Aha! You couldn’t finish your thought. I’ll hold you tight and promise not to let anything bad happen. Okay?”

      “Yet you're sending me mixed signals. You at first appear harsh and unfriendly when we show up, then you turn like this and go back to your sweet, innocent self.”

      How easily he had slipped from his antisocial tone indeed.

      “I have no idea how to answer that unasked question, Katarina.” Truly, he didn’t. Speaking to her, his accent, his choice of words, all seemed like rote once he’d set foot on Hungarian soil. Hell, even before that, Nicholaus offered comfort with ease and found his old world tongue returning.

      Damn it. This wasn't good. If he stayed too long, things would only be more difficult when he pulled the plug from them both and returned to America.

      His home.

      Clenching his fists, he growled and strode away from Katarina.

      “You’re…”

      He glared over his aching shoulder. “What?”

      “Tension is pouring off you in waves, vehemence and hatred. Why do you hate what we are, Nicholaus?”

      “I don’t. I just don’t like me very much. I’m not…look, I was happy when I was alone. I was able to live a life free of the duties and responsibilities I had here. I didn’t have to bother anyone with my being around.”

      “But you shucked those and your heritage for a lie you believe to be true.”

      He stopped himself from responding, his temper already had his skin warm and his fists clenched. Nicholaus crossed his arms over his chest, narrowed his eyes at her and counted to ten. Very slowly.

      Katarina reached for him, her hand didn't quite touch his skin though. “You…”

      She looked like she’d burst into tears at any moment. For a second, he relaxed his posture, his shoulders tightened. Her smile hadn't quite reached her eyes, nor had her skin the same gleam it normally did. In fact, if he had to guess, she’d grown weaker.

      “You don’t know what you did for me, do you?”

      She’d punch him in the gut repeatedly with that question, wouldn't she? He knew better than to answer her.

      Katarina blinked, cocked her head to the side. “I bet you know what you did by leaving us.”

      He tried hard to avoid her penetrating gaze but the daggers she shot at him struck his heart. Of course he knew what he’d done, but this was still the best for everyone. “You'll never understand me, Katarina. I promise.”

      “I understood you when you were here. What changed?”

      He clutched her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length. God damn it, touching her made things even worse for him. “I learned the world was harsh and I had to grow up.”

      “I like the other you.”

      The way she spat the words out made him almost cringe. Even his Katarina—no, he couldn’t think of her as his anymore, could be cruel. “See, even you realize this truth.”

      “Fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest and straightened. “At least tell me you have a plan for rescuing my lover.”

      Yeah, she was going to continue to push daggers into the wound he’d tried hard to keep closed. “No, I have no idea right now. You two pick me up without so much as even a clue where to begin. You tell me I'm to come here and fucking do this thing with this new Alpha, show of strength and all that, except he’s not here. Then you tell me only that the Turks are involved and they’re making inroads into a third fucking world country as far as the rest of us are concerned, and expect me to come up with a plan on the spot?”

      She gasped and fear raced across her face.

      “You’re right to be afraid. I told you I’d help and I will. But have you or anyone else scouted anything around here? Know or tracked her scent?”

      “No one has been able to focus on anything. The truth is, our pack has grown weaker in the last few months since our new Alpha took the reins. He’s trying to help us but others are more resistant to what they perceive as a foreign dictator.”

      “Is he a dictator?”

      She shook her head. “No, he’s…” She bit her lower lip, “forcing us to do difficult things in order to survive and rebuild. He hasn’t a clue how to lead, he tells us but knows we need structure, cash and a means of making a life for our pack, and ourselves rather than just surviving. He’s ordered the males who stayed to find jobs as humans. Money will flow into the pack and a society will be set up with what he says are fair laws. The women are to be protected and trained back in the old ways while our witch studies the ancient texts about prophecy.”

      “Fuck prophecy.”

      “Indeed,” she spoke dryly, “you've said that before. But it’s destiny that brought us back together. You cannot deny that.” She stepped closer, extended a hand to once again make contact.

      Nicholaus straightened his posture, puffed out his chest and looked over her head. He could and would. “Bullshit. This is not destiny, it’s a favor. I owe you at least that much.”

      Shrinking back, Katarina sniffled. “You’ll…”

      God damn it. Once again, the pull of her energy in his mind coaxed him to let her rummage around and poke holes in his defenses. Well, poke at, rather. The walls he’d built up to protect against magic went into place long before he'd left the pack, just shortly after the murders.

      She sniffled again. “I can heal you if you’ll let me.”

      Not wanting to go all holistic healing shit, Nicholaus turned away. He forgot how easy she was to upset and wondered for a moment why the goddess decided to hate Katarina.

      She had to if she put such a delicate, beautiful flower with a weed like him.

      Her sniffles grew into full blown sobs. “You don’t even love me enough to acknowledge my help.”

      His pulse raced, heart thundered loudly against his chest. No magic could control him while the rage built inside, made him start to see the world in a red hue. He hated when anyone picked at him, tried to push through the walls he’d thrown up to secure the world from his demons. “Fuck, what the hell do you want, woman?”

      Then he stopped, inhaled a deep breath and stared at her.

      “Look, I’m here and as long as I am here, I will protect you both. We’ll get her back, okay?”

      She wiped her eyes and stepped back from him. “You have a home here, Nicholaus. You have a place here in our hearts. Whatever you see in your head is wrong.”

      “How do you know that? How can you be so certain, Katarina? Because I can’t be. And I should know me. I am,” he knew it’d sound ridiculous, “me. Not you. I’m in my head all the time. It’s a dark place, turned out even darker after the incident I shan’t speak of. So how can you be sure I’m not what I think I am?”

      “Because my heart tells me your truth, drágám.”

      “And Krystyna’s?” He already knew the answer. In this stage of the game, he was certain she’d reject him too, once she found out who and what he really was, if he ever let that demon out of the bag.

      “She…” Katarina turned her head away.

      Of course Krystyna would hate him. She would show it too. Between the three of them, her foul temper had landed her in more trouble than not, while Katarina wouldn’t waste time or words on hateful things. It often led to her crying on Nicholaus's shoulders. “I thought so. It’s time for bed.” He glanced out the window; night had descended rapidly on the village. The moon would hang high soon, his lupine senses attuning once again to the time difference and humming energy of the land beneath his feet. Yes, things all around felt familiar, and that thought alone scared him.

      “I didn’t think so. Listen, do you have any idea what happened?”

      She looked away, cast her eyes downward. “No.”

      “Anything out of the ordinary happen around here except for the obvious?”

      “Other than Józsi forcing the males into the city and tourist parts of this area for work, no.”

      Shit. That left him with nothing really. He sniffed the air couldn’t scent her, but he did pick up the bitter smell of lies. Katarina wouldn’t mislead him, would she?

      No. Never. She didn’t have it in her to be the type of creature who misled people.

      He let the thought go for a moment while he looked around. Yup, same old dirt roads and village style architecture. Nothing had changed.

      “When again was the last time you saw Krystyna?”

      She looked up, her beautiful hair falling over her eyes. She moved strands back and looked through him, rather than at him. “I…it’s been a few days.”

      He sighed. “Seriously? No one has gone out looking for her if she’s one of the more important people in the pack? What the fuck is wrong with these wolves?”

      “Truly we are struggling to rebuild.”

      “Rebuild my ass. You should high tail it the hell out of here.”

      “But Lukina, Ilona and Józsi are trying to—”

      “Fuck what the wolf princess is trying to do with her Alpha. This whole thing is a cluster fuck.”

      “That’s not for you to say since this isn’t your home anymore,” she growled and raised a fist at him.

      He caught it and shoved her back into the door, trapping her against it with his body.

      She felt warm, inviting. Her softness against the perfect hard spots on his body made him realize he'd been too rough with her but he wasn’t about to release her.

      She shook, struggling to free herself from his grip. “Let me go, Nicholaus! Let me go!”

      He dropped his head down, sealed his mouth over hers and forced his tongue between her plump lips.

      She stopped fighting him and let herself acquiesce into his kiss.

      Nicholaus took his time nibbling, pulling from her sweet little mewls and moans while her body moved against his. If he kept this up she’d probably have an orgasm.

      He almost didn’t care.

      She sucked in a breath and kissed him back, her limbs going limp in his embrace before he pulled back and stared at her, smelling the lust coming from her.

      The two of them stood in comfortable silence for a moment, aware everyone else in the village had gone to sleep.

      “It’s time for us to rest, drága. Come.” He took her hand in his, unable to stop the unconscious gestures from happening.

      “Please promise you won't leave us again?” She sniffled and tugged him toward the front door.
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      Nicholaus stepped inside with her, looked around at the furniture and dressing of the living area and kitchen. Faint moonlight shone through the tiny window above the sink, casting a pale glow on the few dishes in the rack. Of course the old wooden table he and Katarina and Krystyna had sat around was in the center of the dining area. Three chairs, if memory served, and one of them had claw marks beneath the seat from when Nicholaus twitched nervously over what he’d done.

      Katarina and Krystyna had spent days sitting with him, holding his hands, stroking his hair, just trying to calm him down. And for a while, it had worked

      He hated that reminder of what they could have had.

      But the truth was, he couldn’t give her the guarantee she wanted. At least not tonight. Not when he wanted to go back to his loft in New Mexico. “I won’t leave without rescuing Krystyna.”

      Katarina nodded. “Thank you. I guess it’s all I can ask for.” She reached for his hand.

      He took the offered hand and let her lead him into the house. They walked further inside and instantly, the familiar scents of childhood and his teenage years hit him. Spicy paprika, garlic, hearty sausage simmering, it all brought back memories of being loved and cared for. His stomach grumbled, but his heart sank when he saw Agí stirring a pot of stew.

      Dressed in old maids rags, brown skirt and top, her graying hair had been tied back and held in a bun. “Evening.” She didn’t bother to look up. “Food is ready if you’d like to eat. Even for him,” she pointed a wooden spoon at Nicholaus, still averting her gaze.

      Nicholaus tightened his grip on Katarina’s hand. The crazy ass old aunt of Katarina's still lived. If he had to guess, she'd probably outlived God. “Good to see you too, old witch.”

      “Evening, Agí.” Katarina smiled sweetly.

      “Bah. Deserters like you should starve. But we are Hungarian gypsies and wolves, hospitable to those in need.”

      He studied her wrinkled face. She had to be in her late eighties by now. “Igen. I always did have a soft spot for the gypsies among us. What are you doing up?”

      Her eyes narrowed, emphasizing the wrinkles even more. “I heard she was coming back tonight and going to look for Krystyna. I had no idea she’d be bringing you. Oh well.” The old woman turned to face him, a mixture of anger and despair on her face. “I hope you can do what they say you can do.”

      He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. What the hell did they say he could do? And who was they anyway? “What do they say I can do?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t pay any mind to prophecy shit any more than the next fellow. But you’re taking care of my Katarina and helping her get back what belongs to her. That’s all I care about.” She turned to stir the stew once more. “Serve yourselves. I’m going to bed.”

      “Night, old bat.” He growled.

      “Húzz a picsába!” Fuck off!

      “Agí!” Katarina scoffed at the old woman but it didn’t matter. She’d already wandered down the hall and slammed her door shut.

      “I’m surprised the old bitch is still alive. Or has nobody told her that she’s been dead since before I left?”

      Katarina’s jaw dropped, eyes widened. “Nicholaus!” She slapped his shoulder.

      He couldn’t stop the hearty laughter from bursting out even with Katarina’s glowering expression told him he shouldn’t have laughed.

      “Food, then we retire.”

      “Yes. And I’ll talk of anything but the obvious.” Why had he said that? She had to know he had no desire to discuss their relationship.

      She frowned but made her way into the tiny kitchen. She stretched to retrieve a few bowls from the cupboards, giving Nicholaus a view of her round ass and the line of her body as it stretched. He couldn’t stop his cock from hardening but he could control himself enough to remain focused on eating. It had been a long day and his stomach’s rumble made him pay more attention to it than the desire to slake his lust in her warmth.

      Katarina wiped hair back from her eyes, filled the two bowls and set them down on the table. She then filled two wine glasses half full and set one before him. “Eat. Drink.”

      Carefully, Nicholaus pulled the chair back from the table, scraping it across the hardwood floor. The smells and sights of dinner made him long for things he couldn’t have. He cooked for himself back in America but the meals were usually spiceless, and fairly tasteless dishes designed to fill his stomach rather than stimulate his senses. Oh, he drank the finest, smoked the best cigars, but took no pleasure in eating.

      Not like he had when he took his first bite of stew.

      “You like?”

      With a nod at Katarina, he continued to spoon food into his mouth as though his senses awoke with a vengeance. Instantly, the nourishing herbs and spices flowed through his body in the form of energy, pure essence of existence. He had no idea what the hell Agí did to make the food taste so good. Maybe it was just longing.

      Or homesickness.

      “You needed the nutrients, drága. You don’t eat like this back home?”

      “No,” he took a sip of wine, set his glass down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The feral look in his eyes reflected in Katarina’s irises.

      “You already look healthier. Why do you not take care of yourself?”

      “No reason.” That was a lie. He let his self-care go because if the demon inside him reared out, it could do major damage but not if the physical body remained in a weakened state. Again, more protection for the world around him, rather than concern of his wellbeing.

      “We will feed you, drága.”

      He spooned the last bit of beef and broth into his mouth, found the napkin Katarina tossed at him and wiped his mouth. Yes, the spices cooled his temperature; let his mind stop swirling so fast. In fact, exhaustion began to weigh heavily on him, forcing a yawn from him.

      “Come, let’s go to bed.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Indeed, we should go straight to bed.” His voice dropped a few notches.

      Katarina frowned. “Nicholaus, please?”

      Not like he had the energy to fuck her anyway. The filling effects of Agí's stew settled in along with the magic it provided to refill him. Nothing had done that to him in years. “I know. Let’s go, szeretõm.”

      She stood, took his bowl and hers, waiting for him to finish his wine. Then she set the dishes in the tiny sink and washed her hands before extending her hand.

      He took it, his grip around her slender fingers loosely at first, unsteadily walking with her toward the bedroom. His gut churned, stomach danced wildly at the prospect of sleeping in their bed again.

      No.

      Her bed.

      Never his. Never again. He’d ceded that right when he left. But a taste of what he couldn’t have was cruel, wasn’t it?

      “Why are you being cruel to me, Katarina?”

      She ignored his whispered plea to end his torture.

      In her bedroom, Katarina moved a pile of clothes off the bed onto a beat up rocking chair and pulled the covers back. Using low level magic, she lit the several candles around room and provided just enough light to see. Stripping to panties and a tank top, she crawled into bed and patted the space beside her.

      Nicholaus’ mouth watered at the very sight of her oh so feminine body. Candlelight spilled off luscious curves and hidden valleys of her round breasts and flat tummy. She stretched out, slowly moving long, slender legs while she undid the braid of her hair and shook it out.

      She looked up to see him staring at her. “Please behave. I can't bear to destroy what we have and can have again, nor can I act with such bravado as to betray those who love me.”

      The desperation in her voice tugged at his heart, irritating him and adding to the reminder in his head of things he couldn’t do. “I will.” Crawling into bed beside her, he rolled onto his side and draped an arm around her. Fingers interlocked with his, he tucked their hands beneath her breast.

      She adjusted herself, pressing her ass against his hard cock.

      “You keep doing that and I can't guarantee I'll behave.”

      Katarina turned to face him, her eyes filled with the flames of desire. It wouldn’t take but a few kisses to ignite those flames.

      “Why don’t you sleep naked like the rest of us?”

      He stroked her thigh. “You’re wearing clothes.”

      “I’ve always went to bed semi dressed, silly. Or don’t you remember?”

      No, not on purpose anyway. Nicholaus ran his fingers through her long red curls. He recalled the nights he’d slept over with Krystyna and Katarina. One slept partially clothed, the other completely nude. Something about how the clothes made her feel sexy against her naked lovers. “This falls under the category of things we don’t discuss. Now, close your eyes and get some rest. We’ll be up in a few hours.”

      She settled into his body. “Okay. Szeretlek.” I love you.

      Despite the lie he’d told her, Nicholaus pulled her closer, inhaling her scents, enjoying the play of sandalwood filling his nose. He had no choice, really. The plan would be simple. He’d caught Krystyna’s scent loose in the night air, could probably find her if he concentrated. But he was damned if he was going to let Katarina get involved. Closing his eyes, he realized the world he lived in was about to get a wakeup call, shaken by the events happening now.

      That meant if he didn’t resolve this situation quickly, he’d end up being the head enforcer of the Opeth Pack, and he had no desire to do that.

      The nightmares had stopped only months ago, but the dreams still existed. Faded, but still too loud to ignore, the dreams placed him at the right hand of some tall wolf with long, dark hair, ice cold blue eyes and two mates. He commanded and things happened but no words could be understood in the dream. Just silence and an overwhelming sense of dread filled him when he woke, alerting him to the changes coming.

      You’d think he’d pay attention to the signs on the wind.

      Even from six thousand miles he could smell the shifting tide in this world. But to what avail and why?

      And why him?

      Why would you want to have an enforcer who had violent tendencies? Why make a murderer your right hand man?

      As usual, more questions than answers.

      Fucking prophecy.
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* * *

      Nicholaus felt something brush against his shin, startling him from an almost dreamless slumber. Reluctantly, he lifted his head, saw nothing in the darkness, other than Katarina’s lush body. Stillness in the village at this hour meant everyone was asleep and he could focus on the one thing needed to track Krystyna.

      Her scent.

      It carried on the wind, remained strong in the village. He hadn’t alerted Katarina because she’d want to go out now and he couldn’t afford that. Sure she'd probably have smelled it too but her worry and the travel kept her from focusing one hundred per cent on it.  She’d get hurt, especially with how wounded she’d been acting. Yes, he was leaving once he did what he promised, but he wasn’t about to put either of them in more danger than necessary.

      Quickly, quietly, he slipped out of bed and through the house. Agí’s snoring became audible. Slipping through the front door, he stood on the makeshift porch where a few hours earlier he’d fought with Katarina about returning to his ‘homeland’ and his promises not to leave them.

      He could have kicked himself.

      With nothing to work with, all he could use to find Krystyna would be her lingering scent. Even years later, he could discern it from the lake, the flora and fauna.

      The thought of how after all these years, he’d still remembered her, still irritated him.

      He had no idea if she was being held by a large army or whether it was just a few guards, but he’d sensed her presence nearby last night. He thought Katarina would have too, but at the first mention of bed, she passed out. He supposed the time change and jet lag affected her more than it had him. Her falling asleep was definitely for the better. He didn’t need her to complicate things further. It was already going to be a pain in the ass dealing with whatever challenge he’d have to face in order to rescue Krystyna.

      Nicholaus made his way through the streets and toward the outskirts of the village, heading west. Dropping his human illusion, he moved quickly through the forest toward the plains region of Hungary, away from the lake.

      After roughly two hours, he stopped running. The scent remained strong. Being several miles from the lake, he’d held onto her scent but he also picked up the dirty stench of other wolves in the area. Damn, did they smell putrid.

      Well maybe putrid was a strong word but they sure as hell weren’t Opeth Pack wolves.

      If they had anything to do with Krystyna’s abduction, he’d rip them limb from limb, consequences be damned.

      Continuing westward, he came upon a field with several tents surrounding a small stucco building. A quick sensory scan alerted him to Krystyna's angry aura. She didn’t appear hurt, other than a little roughed up and magically drained. Two sentry guards dressed in military uniforms stood watch on either side of the door. Not a single window was visible from his vantage point.

      This seemed too simple. Something was definitely wrong.

      His course of action seemed easy enough. Knock out the two knuckleheads at the doors and barge in to rescue the girl. Except that the two morons guarding the door were rather large in stature and had guns. The smart thing to do would be to circumvent them by going around to the back of the building, but without the true cover of night, Nicholaus wasn’t going to be very covert.  Plus, those tents may have other men in them.

      He looked toward the lake, just to check the sun’s position. Yup, in a few minutes daylight would be upon them.

      The obvious front door solution required him to use force.

      “Fuck.”

      Dealing with humans was so much easier when one punch put his fist through four inches of hard wood and scared them off. Wolves possessed greater strength so he’d have to use more power. He’d have to dig a little deeper.

      The wolf in him crouched low to the ground, licked its lips.

      Because they were also wolves, he would have to kill them quickly, quietly. He hated the idea. Violence he’d tried to eschew but in the end, he saw no other way.

      Lowering himself to the ground, he closed his eyes and cleared his mind. They are not truly an enemy, are they?

      Pure instinct forced blood pounding angrily through his veins. Animal mind took over, roaring loudly in his head.

      He charged out of the underbrush and rushed the two guards.

      Both guards looked at him, aimed their weapons and fired. For one, it was too late. Nicholaus caught him by the throat, snapped his neck, licked blood off the flesh and darted away.

      The other guard fired off a shot that barely missed Nicholaus.

      He only saw red before dropping the other guard. Why did you take my beloved?

      “Who are you?” The guard's eyes blanked, removing any fear he might have shown.

      His defiant tone pissed off the animal in Nicholaus. I am here to take back what is mine. You can let go or I can kill you.

      “You won’t be doing any killing,” a voice behind him uttered. The hammer of the pistol cocked back loud enough to alert Nicholaus to his position.

      Nicholaus spun around, saw a few more wolves had joined the party. He could take this, the beast inside him howled in delight at the prospect of more blood.

      The human screamed for mercy.

      And yet another voice cut through both the howling and the cries. Nicholaus, break the door down!

      Krystyna.

      Before he knew it, he’d been surrounded by three more men, all pointing rifles at him.

      Nicholaus jumped, scraping the barrel of one gun with his claws before he caught the man in front of him with a head butt, sending him stumbling back. Rebounding off that man’s body and using the momentum, he lunged toward guard number two on his left, disarmed him and snarled loud enough to scare the man.

      The third man fired off a shot but it missed Nicholaus. The second one caught him in the thigh, sending him to the ground.

      Nicholaus snarled. Unable to let the wound slow him down for fear of missing his chance, Nicholaus spun around, sent himself flying through the air in a blind rage and snapped his jaws around the thigh of his final assailant.

      The man screamed in pain until Nicholaus clawed his way up the man's body and finally tore out his throat.

      Nicholaus, help!

      The female voice cut through the rage blinding him. Nicholaus shook off the anger and looked at the door before him. He couldn’t open it in wolf form and doubted Krystyna could either, else she would have been long gone by now. The woman had plenty of brains and strength.

      He shifted into human form, darted around the bodies and blood and rushed the door.

      It budged but barely.

      Nicholaus looked around; saw one of the guns at the dead man’s feet. He picked it up, aimed it at the lock. “Stand back.”

      Waiting a beat for Krystyna to obey, he inhaled, pulled the trigger and shot the lock.

      It flew off with ease on the third shot.

      He kicked the door open, stepped into the room, let his eyes adjust to the darkness while his nostrils ignore the dank smell. What the hell…

      It took a second but his eyes adjusted. In the center of the tiny room sat a chair and table, broken chains and by the looks of it, blood stains on the finish. Krystyna crouched in the corner in her human form, sweat pouring off her. Her eyes darted from side to side before she ran a hand through her mass of blonde hair and moved it from her eyes. “It’s you.”

      “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Her eyes widened, lip trembled.  “You're here…”

      She sounded astounded. He sniffed the air. Picked up fresh blood. Hers, no doubt. Anger boiled within him. He clenched his fists, then forced a breath out and tried to relax enough to keep a calm head. Extending his hand to her, he looked back over his shoulder at the entrance. “Of course it’s me. Who the fuck else would be here?”

      She stood slowly, stumbled toward him.

      He caught her by the upper arm, felt the burn from contact.

      She pulled back, found her footing and met his gaze with a stare of contempt. “Katarina.” She crossed her arms over her luscious chest.

      “That woman is asleep. I knew better than to bring her. Now come on, let’s go before we get killed.”

      Nodding curtly, she dropped to all fours and stood as brown fur covered her sleek body. Deadly eyes glowed with fierceness.

      Nicholaus fell to his fours and became the wolf once again. The stench of blood caught the wind and tickled his nose. He looked around, saw the pile of bodies and cringed.

      Gun shots rang out several hundred feet behind them. Head east, he barked.

      She nodded and headed toward the forest.

      Behind them gunshots echoed, splintered trees, wolves snarled and barked. Smoke filled the air from the gunfire and blew toward them with the help of strong gusts of wind.

      Why did you come for me?

      Why wouldn’t he come for her? Because aside from not knowing she was in danger, he didn’t know about the threats to the Opeth Pack. Shit like that wasn't his business. Because it was asked of me by your lover. Now keep running toward our village.

      My village.

      Whatever. Just keep running.  Nicholaus snuffled.

      Both wolves ran at a high speed past thick underbrush. Sunlight appeared over the horizon, making it easier for snipers to aim.

      A bullet whizzed past Nicholaus.

      Francba! Shit!

      Krystyna looked behind her to see the bullet cut a slice through Nicholaus’ skin.

      Are you okay?

      He yelped but continued moving, ignoring her question outright.  He'd get her to safety then deal with the wound.  It wasn't much, just a nick.  Blood trickled down his check but he kept running, pushing himself faster. Keep running!

      She whimpered in response.

      Both panted furiously, ran frantically. It would be another hour and a half before they reached the village. A few gunshots whizzed past them in their general direction but none came as close as the first shot that had nipped Nicholaus.

      I think we’re safe. Krystyna slowed her pace.

      He growled low at her, Never. Keep running.

      After a few hundred more yards, she stopped and turned around.

      Nicholaus stopped just short of slamming into a very beautiful blonde woman. He shifted, staring at her.

      Standing before him in her brown skirt and white top, she glowered at him, head cocked, arms crossed over her ample chest. Nipples were visibly hard, like the coldness in her eyes. Something bitter poured off her aura in waves…aggression?

      No, he recognized the scent immediately.

      The acerbic tang between them implied her disappointment.

      Not like he had time for this. “What are you doing?”

      They stood so close he could smell her arousal through her other emotions. He could taste her, if he licked his lips.

      Full lips as red as fire and made for kissing complimented a face that was meant to be cradled closely to his chest after long lovemaking sessions. Hair that fell down in waves past her shoulders was pure silk, softness he’d remembered before he’d even reached out to touch her.

      “We don't have time for this posturing, little girl.” He grit his teeth.

      She spat and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before setting her hands on her hips. “I'm not going back.”

      “You were in obvious danger. The cuts on your body have healed but the ones inside…”

      She blinked, poked a finger in his chest. “If I have wounds to deal with, I’ll deal with them without a deserter like you.”

      He clenched his fists.  “Now is not the time, Krystyna. We have to get out of here. Why are you stalling? Do you want to die?”

      Krystyna put a hand to her ear, appeared to be listening.  "Hear that?  Nothing.   No hunters, no gunshots.  We've lost them."  She looked down her nose at him, pinning him with her agitated stare.  “Oh, shut the hell up. We’re close enough to home that we’re in no real danger. You’re overreacting. Again. I know the way home.” She turned and started stalking away from him.

      He caught her by the shoulder, spun her around to face him. His nostrils flared from the scent of her arousal and his groin hardened but he did his best to ignore his passion and focus on the task at hand.  “You will not go without me and we will go all the way.”

      Her breath caught in her chest, the rise and fall barely visible to the human eye. “No. Only one of us need lie to ourselves.”

      He pursed his lips together.  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you're betraying yourself, your nature, heritage and loved ones all for a lie of safety that cannot exist. Tell me, did you already forget about the bodies you dropped just to save me?”

      He stiffened. Of course not, he couldn’t scrub the vision from his mind fast enough, but that priority could wait. “No, I didn't forget. I have more important things to do than dwell on my murderous rage. And my issues are not yours to deal with.” Nicholaus snarled, his eyebrows knitting together in a frown.

      “You dispatched them quickly. You’re a hero to Katarina. You know that?”

      “Where is this line of conversation going?”

      “You know where it could go and where it needs to go. You left without an explanation and you broke her damn heart. She wouldn’t lay into you but I will.”

      He wiped his hand down his face and shook his head. “Why are you doing this?”

      She huffed, knocked his arm off her shoulder. “Because one of us has to. It won’t be Katarina; she wants us back together as a threesome again.”

      “And you don't?" He’d smell the bitter lie she told him, and it would burn his gut to even hear the words. Aware of her heated gaze roaming over his body, he repeated the question. “Tell me you don’t want it.”

      “What difference would it make? I only want what my lover wants. And I seek only her happiness.”

      Nicholaus stepped forward, closing the distance between them. Unable to stand it any further, he leaned in and stopped just millimeters from her mouth. It took all his self-control to not close the distance.  Instead, tension tightened in his neck while his cock throbbed. Hell, even his pulse began to speed at the prospect of being near his former mate again.

      “You’re not going to kiss me.”

      The threat she made hung in the air. He wondered for a second if she bought the bullshit she tried to feed him.

      When she moved in to brush her lips over his, he knew the answer.

      Arms circled his neck, yanking him to her body.

      The softness of her breasts crushed against his chest. Nicholaus inhaled her arousal, loving how she closed her eyes and sucked in his tongue the second he plunged past her plump lips. Her fingers tangled in his locks, tugging his head back all while pushing him into her for a deeper kiss.

      His cock hardened painfully. He swept his tongue around the inside of her mouth, tasting and mapping every nuance again, remembering just how familiar she tasted. He caught every tooth. Every bit of her tongue wrestling with his. A hand slid through her thick hair, the other down her slender waist to the rise of her hips.

      She pulled back, eyes glazed over. In an instant, her stiff posture reflected her earlier emotions.

      “We don’t have to do this. We don’t have to rehash the past, Krystyna.” How he wished he could believe that now.

      “Yes. We do. I never had the chance to tell you, Nicholaus,” she stepped closer, pointing a finger into his chest, “just how badly you hurt us. Katarina cried for weeks.”

      He knew he’d hurt them both doing what he had to, but how could he make them understand? Hell, at the time he barely understood himself. Now he knew how to leash the beast except…

      He sniffled, wiped his nose on his sleeve and threw his hands up. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Nothing. There is nothing you can say, Nicholaus. You can’t apologize if you don’t know why you hurt her.”

      “I didn’t…” He stopped short. Would she understand that his shortcomings needed to be kept close? That he couldn’t share his shame with her, any more than he could share it with Katarina? They couldn’t know, wouldn’t understand why he felt the way he did.

      He’d killed people. Without remorse. The things he did felt good. In fact, he enjoyed the massacre the more he ruminated on it. That scared him.

      That he’d take lives without care, without remorse, bothered him. He couldn’t become a cold blooded killer. To do so would be against the very principles he’d been taught growing up.

      The very things Katarina and Krystyna feared would be the thing he became. He couldn’t live with that. So he fled, hoping to protect them from his world, his fate. Hopefully, he’d changed his destiny by leaving. Though, standing here in a field near the lake, near the wolves he’d grown up with, he realized that hadn’t been the case at all.

      Sadly, he’d only played into this huge game the deities had created.

      And it pissed him off.

      “You hurt us both. I just dealt with it better than she did.”

      “What did you do, drágam?”

      She turned her head from him, tilted her chin upward. Her eyes closed and she remained stiff in posture.

      “What did you do?”

      Again, she glared at him, tilting her chin up in defiance. “I did what I had to.”

      “You hurt her too.”

      She snorted.

      He searched her gaze, smelled the deceit she’d been hiding. Nicholaus hoped Krystyna had been smarter than he was but she wasn't running from a fate she loathed. Her role in the pack was solid, would be of great use to both wolves and mankind. But the angry slant of her mouth and scowl in her eyes clued him in. “You had to. Something you’ve done hurt your lover. You did just what I did, only on a smaller scale, didn't you?”

      Her face twisted into an angry scowl.  “How dare you accuse me of such treachery? I’m not the irresponsible bastard. You are.”

      “Hey.” He couldn’t quite argue but what the hell else was he to say? She was his lover at one time. Now?

      What did he have now?

      “Has your life improved since you left us, Nicholaus?”

      He shook his head. The only honest answer he could give her was a big fat goose egg. He had no real life to speak of back home. The lifestyle aspect of his existence was nominal at best. Go to work when he felt like it, get home, drink some, smoke a few cigars, and go to bed. Maybe pop in to The Library or Raw every once in a blue moon, pick up a human, fuck her, then send her on her way.

      Yeah, he had an existence worth writing home about. “My life is golden.”

      “You know I can smell the lie, right?” She smirked.

      Yeah, he knew. Didn’t stop him from trying to sell the bullshit. “I’m good. I live free of the crap with wolves. I live free of the nightmares.” Where had that lie come from?

      He shook his head.

      She must have picked up on his crap because she put a hand on his shoulder. “The point of having lovers is to help each other grow, not to fight our nature or the demons in our head alone. But to truly grow, Nicholaus. Or have you forgotten that? You’ve been…”

      She didn’t have to say it. Yeah, he’d been there for them numerous times before he’d left. Katarina was the shy one, she’d been the one who felt emotions intensely, Krystyna the troublemaker, but he’d managed to talk her way out of punishment.

      “I know. I did what was best for all of us.”

      Her eyes widened and he swore he saw tears forming. “Who said you get to play God and know what’s best for us? The Boldog Asszony has our fates determined.”

      “If you believe in her.”

      She gasped. “You haven’t…” She pointed a finger at him. “No, please tell me you didn’t forsake…”

      He sighed, shrugged and let his shoulders drop with the weight of his confession. “No, I haven’t left the faith in the manner of which we are accustomed. I just don’t practice and I’m not a believer in this bullshit ideal of Heaven.”

      “We have to believe in something.” Her voice dipped an octave.

      His groin hardened again. By now he’d stared at her, wondered how she’d taste if he shoved her to the ground, spread her legs and speared her with his tongue, but the thought stopped when he realized his other lover wasn’t present.

      Then he realized he had no other lover. In fact he didn’t have this one.

      He’d left it all behind.

      “You know how Katarina felt when you left.”

      Nicholaus stared down at her. He let out a breath; prepared himself for the answer he knew was coming. “And you? How did you feel after I left?”
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      Krystyna looked away. “I didn’t shed a single god damn tear.”

      “Bullshit.” His ire came through in the roughness of his voice. “If that were true you’d at least look me dead in the face.”

      “How the hell would you know? You left, Nicholaus. You deserted us.” She angled her body away again.

      “I did what I had to. You just can't understand the…” He shook his hands in frustration, then shut down that train of thought. She wouldn’t understand therefore she didn't need to know or be bothered with it. This was his burden, and only he would carry it. Lifting his head, he stared at Krystyna. Aside from her slight trembling, she looked okay. Cuts and bruises he hadn’t noticed earlier began to heal thanks to lupine blood. “We need to get going. Katarina is probably freaking out right now. I left her to sleep while I came out to find you.”

      Krystyna's contempt filled stare burned into him. He'd have to deal. “Fine. But this isn’t over Nicholaus. You owe us.”

      She turned and sauntered back toward the village.

      Nicholaus followed after her, hating the unbearable silence between them. He wouldn’t be the one to break it. Besides, what more could he say?

      Katarina could play peacemaker. She had much better luck than he ever would.

      The one bittersweet grace was watching Krystyna’s shapely ass sway with each angry stride.

      Of course that only hardened him, made him hunger for things his heart wasn't supposed to want.

      He raked his gaze up the line of her body and down again. Curves, lines, unlike the American women he’d seen in Albuquerque.

      He never did like pencil thin.

      Katarina’s contours fit in along with Krystyna’s, the blonde a contrast to Katarina’s red hair.

      The mixture was fire.

      Pure heat.

      Lust rose from within but he forced himself to tamp it down. Krystyna wasn’t in the mood and he no longer had a right. Especially after he’d promised Katarina. It didn't matter that he’d kissed her already. Twice, in fact.

      It wouldn’t be fair to deny himself the one when he’d already had the other.

      Beautiful hips continued swaying while she walked, inviting his cock to nudge itself between her luscious thighs.

      He didn’t want to have to fight her to feel her slick heat glide up and down his shaft, nor did he want to remain in this country any longer. In fact, if it wasn’t for the fact that his body was leading him, he’d be on the first plane back to America in six hours.

      Katarina’s sensuality combined with Krystyna’s aggression made for a deadly combination that had his cock throbbing.

      The murders he’d committed earlier…he shuddered.

      Krystyna stopped, her booted foot crunching the dirt beneath her. “Something the matter?” She didn’t look back, just spoke the words.

      He stared, shoved his hands in his pockets. “No. Nothing.”

      “Then come along. At least you can say goodbye to both of us instead of sneaking out like last time.”

      The sting of her words bit into him but he reminded himself he needed to remain in control of his emotions. There was plenty of whiskey back at his loft to make him forget them and the murderous rage of the beast inside.

      They neared the road leading into the village. Krystyna’s abrupt stop caused Nicholaus to bump into her, brushing his cock against her soft ass.

      “So,” she turned and looked menacingly at him, “have I matured nicely?”

      He didn’t miss the bite in her question. Yet, she asked the question, desiring an answer with her impatient toe tapping. “What are you talking about?” He shoved hair out of his face.

      She scoffed, tilted her head off to one side. “I’ve felt your gaze on my body the entire time we’ve been walking, Nicholaus. You always did like the bigger girls like Katarina and me. Am I to your standards?”

      His cock hardened, throbbed painfully now. She was his standard. Between her and Katarina, other women paled in comparison. And if they didn’t get a move on now, he’d have to fuck her right here and now.

      Said desire would only lead to his downfall, destroying everything he had become.

      He shook his head in defiance, unable to bear the thought of letting her take everything from him he’d built up. Yet he owed her an answer. “You’re…”

      Her eyes widened, shoulders drooped. The look on her face stunned him momentarily until his eyes refocused on her pouty lips. “I’m what. Say it, Nicholaus? Say what you’re feeling and think for once. Give me something. You owe me that, God damn it!”

      Even through the emptiness in his head, anger at how things had turned out, he fought against the war in his heart, spurring him to tell her just what he’d thought. Her scent sizzled over his skin, causing him to inhale. Bad move. Now he had her in his lungs and the rest of his body was sure to fall.

      Something that felt like rage built up inside Nicholaus but exploded as lust. He reached for Krystyna, grabbed her arms and pulled her to him. Claiming her mouth with his, he plundered her lips, inhaling her arousal, her scent of vanilla and earth.

      Her hands landed flat against his chest but she didn’t stop him. Not exactly, anyway.

      Mumbling something beneath his kisses, Krystyna finally let herself slide into his embrace. She reached for his shirt, tugged him to her.

      Wrestling for control of the kiss made him determined to remind her who was stronger. Not like his mind was tracking those things, but the wolf in him still had to dominate on some level. She slid her tongue into his mouth and tried to make her displeasure and arousal apparent.

      He suckled her tongue, stroked it with his, felt her breasts crush against his chest.

      Mewling, she pulled away from the kiss, then returned it with more fervor than before, nibbled his lower lip, nipped his chin.

      His hands circled her shoulders, slid down her arms and to her waist. How he loved her gorgeous hips. When he pulled her closer she lifted a leg around his waist and began to writhe against him, pressing her pussy against his thigh.

      The heat from her sex could melt steel. His loins ached, his cock throbbed harder. He needed to bury himself inside her until he’d spent himself.

      Her lips continued their assault on his mouth, making his head swim.

      Nothing ever felt like Krystyna’s mouth, except Katarina’s.

      Krystyna’s arms circled around his waist, fingers danced on his back. Nails dug into his flesh and ran down his spine.

      He shuddered against her, forcing himself deeper between her parted thighs. “If we don’t stop,” he pulled away panting, “I’m afraid I’m going to fuck the living shit out of you right now.”

      Slowly, Krystyna uncurled herself from him, backed away. She licked her lips and smirked.

      Now the strength of her arousal threatened his sanity. He’d had a taste. And it wasn’t enough. He wanted more, knew he couldn't have it because it was wrong to tempt them with what they ultimately couldn’t have.

      “You’re right.” She inhaled a deep breath, her breasts rising and falling. “I want you bad enough as it is.”

      Her nipples strained against the fabric of her top, taunting him. He clenched a fist, then drew his hand down his face and shook his head from side to side before settling on Krystyna. “Katarina would never forgive me.” He looked at the ground, kicked a rock.

      A smile crossed her lips as she turned her head away. “Nor me.”

      He sighed heavily. “Then let’s make our way back to the village. You are safe and sound now. She should be happy to have you returned. Hell, even that old bitch Agí will be happy.”

      Krystyna snorted. “Agí isn’t a happy wolf. Her husband died before you were born and she hasn’t bothered to find another mate.”

      “She sure as shit won’t find one acting like she does.”

      Krystyna let out a soft sigh. “I know. Sad. But she has taken good care of us.”

      “Igen.”

      They continued walking toward the village. Nicholaus refused to say another word the entire way until they’d reached the outskirts of town. He swore he wouldn’t let his emotions build up again like it had all those years ago when he first realized he needed both Katarina and Krystyna.

      The entire reason for his leaving Hungary was to avoid complication between them. It was odd that they both loved him and loved each other with so much passion. Even in his small heart, he couldn’t fathom either one of them loving him. Not for what he’d done, or who he was ultimately, a cold blooded killer. Not father material. Nor was he pack material. Being pack material meant he would actually be required to let others care about him when he needed it, no matter how stubborn he acted. Being in a pack meant he had to rely on others and as he’d seen in the past, relying on others only got him scorn. Hell, he still had to figure out how he was going to leave them again once he’d returned, as promised, with Krystyna in tow.

      “I’m so glad to be home,” she said, drawing him from his thoughts.

      “How long have you been out?”

      She scratched her head. “A few days. I went out to gather herbs and stumbled across a wounded pup. I went to examine it and when I knelt before the creature, it disappeared. By the time I realized it was an illusion, a few men with large rifles had surrounded me. I didn’t see the point of dying so I took a swing, managed to disarm two of them but found myself caught off guard,” she spat, “with a rifle to the back of the head. Next thing I knew, I’d woken up to find myself chained in the corner where you found me. Without food or water I couldn't shift.”

      “That’s odd. Why? You’re plenty strong.”

      Her eyes darted from right to left before centering on him again. “Even strength is no match for surprise.”

      He had to give her that, but he smelled something like electricity, signaling her uncertainty? Why would she feel that way? If she were truly caught off guard…he shook his head. “They didn’t hurt you, did they? I mean, badly?” He arched an eyebrow. He didn’t see anything other than the obvious cuts and scratches on her arms along with scars he didn’t remember her having as a child. Odd.

      She turned and took his hand in hers. “No more than expected.”

      “I’m glad. What did they say was the reason for kidnapping you?”

      “I never heard it repeated in English or Hungarian. They spoke in Turkish but I cannot place the accent. I caught bits about a person named Savas but that’s really all.

      He grit his teeth again, narrowed his eyes. “The damn Turks had to be involved.” Why was it every time something went wrong in Hungary it had to involve the god damn Turkish?

      “Yeah. I didn’t catch anything else. They were afraid to say much around me.”

      “It didn’t look like they cared too much, only having a few guards.” He felt her squeeze his hand.

      They walked a little further until they came upon the first row of houses. From the distance, Nicholaus saw Katarina dressed in a purple ankle length skirt, cream colored top and her hair free flowing behind her, with ire in her eyes until she spotted Krystyna. She sprinted toward them, yelling out Krystyna’s name.

      Krystyna took off running toward Katarina, arms spread wide open. Both women embraced, swinging each other around in a full circle before kissing cheeks, lips, necks. Hands settled on faces, caressed bared flesh before finally the two pulled each other into a tight embrace.

      Nicholaus hardened at the sight of both of his former lovers embracing. He stepped back from them and ducked his head shamefully at what he knew he had to do next.

      If he took his leave now while they were distracted in each other’s embrace, it wouldn’t be so difficult to leave. They’d both be hurt and pissed, but his disappearing again in the shadows would avoid needless tears he’d have to endure.

      Still backing away into the shadow of a house, he kept an eye on both women; saw how lovingly Katarina caressed Krystyna's body, inspecting it, treasuring it. He had one chance, so he dropped his human illusion and trotted off behind the building even as his heart began to break for the second time in his life.

      The idea of losing his temper again and potentially killing those he loved frightened him.

      “Where’s Nicholaus?” He heard Katarina’s pained voice.

      “Nicholaus, get your ass back here!” Krystyna shouted. “We’re not finished yet!”

      Krystyna could be such a demanding bitch when she wanted to be. Still, he ignored them both and continued into the dense foliage, hoping he could dash through them and sprint back to town undetected.

      Slinking along the ground, he crept slowly toward the bushes.

      “I will come get you. I smell you, you selfish bastard. Get back here!” Krystyna yelled louder. He pictured her angry eyes, mouth hung open and fingers trembling.

      Nicholaus knew he’d blown his chance. Krystyna would come after him. He sluggishly made his way back toward the front of the house. Stopping, he knew better. He was asking for trouble if he went back to his two lovers, knew his heart was asking to be loved. The problem was that he couldn’t stay here in Hungary. Not with them, not with the pack that had fallen apart. He had to leave.

      “Nicholaus, get your ass back here and come face us!” Krystyna stomped toward him.

      “Please, Nicholaus. I…” Katarina sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

      Nicholaus couldn’t bear to hear her cry. Standing on two legs again, he walked out front to the main road. “I’m here,” he sighed heavily.

      “Why would you disappear on us again after the three of us are reunited?” Katarina ran to him, tears in her eyes. “Why would you do that to me? Again?”

      He had no response.

      “He’s an asshole, like the rest of the Opeth Pack males.” Krystyna uncrossed her arms and drew Katarina to her.

      He shook his head. “It’s easier to run when I know what’s best for you both.” The words came out a whisper but both women heard him loud and clear.

      “But,” Krystyna's lip trembled, “you don’t know what’s best for me or her. You don’t know, Nicholaus. You have no idea,” tears streamed down her face, “how much we’ve suffered without our third and binding partner.”

      Nicholaus looked at Krystyna. Her face showed little emotion but he caught the desperate need for completion in her eyes. She could never totally hide her feelings from him. Hell, it was blatantly obvious what she needed, desired most. Too bad she had no idea what she was truly asking for.

      “I’m a murderer.” he looked away.

      “You’re a wolf. Embrace what you are, Nicholaus. You did what you had to in order to protect us. I forgave you a long time ago.”

      Katarina’s sweet words hit his heart with the force of a tank. He didn’t want to embrace what he was. He’d killed before in cold blood. He’d murdered her brother and father right in front of her. It didn’t matter that they were trying to rape her. There had to be another solution if he had just thought long enough about it.

      “You’re going to have to get over the past someday, Nicholaus. Even I let shit go after a while.”

      Krystyna reached for him but dropped her arms and looked at Katarina.

      Katarina nodded.

      Something was up between them.

      The look that passed between them made him pause. “What are you two thinking?” He narrowed his gaze. Sniffing the air, he now smelled the pungent fragrance of arousal coming from both of them.

      They turned, eyes wide and filled with an emotion deeper than lust and so much more than love. Krystyna and Katarina sauntered to him, each of them flanking him on a side.

      “Love us,” Katarina begged. Her breath whispered softly over his ear, sending shivers up and down his skin.

      Krystyna nodded. “You promised my lover something and you should own up like a man.”

      Nicholaus growled at the challenge. He couldn’t take the torture of both his lovers assaulting his senses, putting him on the defensive and overloading his mind and body. He sucked in a breath, trying to drag air into his lungs but when Katarina leaned into him, pressed her lips against his and cupped the back of his head, he found he could only take in her aroma.

      Krystyna’s hands found his shoulders, pulling him closer between them while she dropped fiery kisses all over his neck, drawing her tongue over his flesh.

      Goose bumps appeared on his skin, the hair on the back of his neck stood and his cock throbbed. Heat built in his loins. His struggle to free himself was a loss, once both pairs of hands held him captive.

      Only it wasn’t because he couldn't overpower his lovers. Trembling beneath the love and fury of their emotions, Nicholaus could only feel. Frozen by the love given to him, he let himself enjoy the sensations of two pairs of soft lips pressing onto his skin, dragging down his face or neck.

      He’d grown painfully hard by now. When a hand caressed his erection, he nearly jumped out of his skin. He opened his eyes to see Katarina’s hands treading over his stomach, feeling the ripples of his abs. Krystyna’s palm cupped him.

      He blinked, saw Katarina’s ruby red lips moving toward his. Leaning into her, he tasted her lips, sucked in what air he could, finding it full of her luscious scent and the spicy tang of Krystyna’s arousal. Knew that when the two were together, their aromas mingled instantly, remembered just how it used to be when they were younger.

      Pulling back from Katarina, he found Krystyna's teeth working over his flesh, exciting the animal within. “I’ve got to taste you both,” he uttered between kisses.

      Katarina’s mouth was velvet soft while Krystyna’s lips upon his neck burned him to the very core.

      He stiffened between two sets of skilled hands caressing him, moving over his back, shoulders, down his abs, all while Krystyna kept her hand over his cock. He didn’t want to want them both, knew he needed to stop them, but the weakness in his knees only helped to drag him further into ecstatic lunacy.

      He swore beneath his breath.

      Katarina’s lips locked with his.

      The glow now surrounding his body added warmth to the smoldering lust building between them and Nicholaus felt sweat on his brow.

      Krystyna’s tongue slid into his mouth and he found himself stroking it with his tongue, sucking on it, all while his fingers found the tie on Katarina’s skirt. If he yanked, it’d come loose and fall down, exposing her luscious, naked ass.

      He pulled back, and went in to nibble on her lip.

      She mewled against him, a low growl followed that he knew was designed to show him her strength too. He’d never doubted that in her, not truly. She was subservient to him because she chose it, but she could hold her own. She had so far, without him.

      So had Katarina.

      The smell of sandalwood and earth rose up, making his nostrils flair.

      Krystyna cupped his ass, squeezing him and pulling him to her. “I’ve missed this, you bastard,” she breathed against his ear.

      Her words sent vibrations along his ear, down his spine.

      How easily he found himself letting them control him, keeping his beast at bay. He knew from the moment he’d spotted Katarina in Albuquerque something bad would happen and so far, it hadn’t. Well, except for those few dead bodies…

      Pressure in his temples eased with each stroke of fingernail against his chest.

      “Give in,” Katarina led with her lips and her husky voice, trailing kisses down his chin, licking the center of his throat.

      Krystyna found the sensitive spot behind his ear with her tongue and swirled it in circles.

      His knees grew weaker; he couldn’t stop moaning. Nicholaus knew it was over. He was here in Hungary, and his life was about to change despite his best attempts to maintain a stable course. The ache in his loins reminded him of all the reasons he had to stay. The only thing keeping him sane right now was the loud screaming in his head.

      Even his beast ignored that.

      Nicholaus swore between heated kisses.

      Lips found his fingers, sucking sweetly on his digits. Buttons popped off his shirt, exposing his chest to be kissed before another mouth found his nipple.

      Hands tugged him toward Katarina’s house. “Follow me,” Katarina giggled.

      Krystyna’s tongue licked a blaze of lust down his neck, over his collarbone.

      His cock throbbed painfully. He had to bury himself in one or both of them soon.

      “You two are—”

      Krystyna’s lips smashed against his in a desperate attempt to control him, to mold him to her body and keep him here. He didn’t miss the possessiveness in the way either of them touched him.

      His hands roamed over her shoulders, down her sides and settled on her hips. He pulled her to him.

      Katarina licked his neck.

      Shudders ran through him. He turned, not knowing what to do just yet, and faced Katarina. Staring into her gorgeous green eyes, he knew she desired the same thing he did—penetration.

      “This is so wrong,” he muttered between kisses.

      Krystyna's mouth plundered his, driving a wedge between logic and lust that shifted his focus.

      Nicholaus couldn’t think beyond the kisses. Krystyna’s lips were sweet, succulent and juicy. He turned away from Krystyna and cupped Katarina’s face. “Come here, drágám.”

      She refused. “Let’s go back to our house.”

      Her voice, a sultry sound, affected him in a way that no other woman’s had since he’d left Hungary. Every conquest he’d ever been with paled in comparison to Katarina’s lovely voice.

      Trotting behind the two women with his senses on overload, his body thrummed with nervous energy in anticipation of what was to come once he stepped through the threshold.

      “We’re going to finally reunite.” Katarina’s voice held so much promise it pained him to think he would be so damn stupid as to leave them.

      There was no way he could disappear if he made love to the two of them again.

      Even so, he felt some unseen force tugging his body, urging him to follow behind Krystyna and Katarina so that they could continue giving mutual pleasure to each other.

      Katarina’s grip on his wrist was tight.

      So was Krystyna’s. “You’re not getting out of this.” Krystyna looked back at him with a devilish smile and heated desire dancing in her eyes.

      “I don’t intend to.” He heard the words, they came from his mouth but he didn't recognize his own voice. Not with all the want in every syllable.

      “Good,” Katarina nodded. “Because it’s been too many years.”

      He didn't miss the tinge of anguish in her voice. “I’m sorry,” he whispered again, keeping step with the two women who dragged him.

      “Don’t be sorry, just stay with us where you belong.” Krystyna turned to face him, her stern expression softening.

      “I thought—”

      “Don’t think.” Krystyna’s lips sealed over his mouth, capturing him. Her tongue darted over his lips before she nipped his lower lip.

      Nicholaus leaned forward and bit her back.

      Krystyna yipped and smiled wide. She looked at Katarina.

      Katarina tugged harder on Nicholaus’ hands. “Come with us.”

      The breathy whisper of Katarina's voice made Nicholaus shudder. Laughing at the double meaning, Nicholaus lifted a hand and cupped Katarina’s chin. Staring deep into her eyes, he realized then that he couldn’t refuse her a thing. He never had been able to, which was part of why he left Hungary.

      Katarina took his hand and sucked on his fingers, sliding each one in and out of her warm mouth. “I want these inside me.”

      He nodded and continued following both women back to their house. Once through the door, he was led past the ratty old furniture and cluttered kitchen into the bedroom, then shoved down onto the bed and flanked by both women.

      Kisses burned both sides of his face, down his neck. Hands roamed over his chest, caressing his arms and running over his sides. Both women seemed to move as one, each mirroring the other.

      Nicholaus shuddered into the mouth that bared teeth and scraped them down his collarbone. He lowered his head, arched into the lips, seizing the mouth with his. Thrusting his tongue between parted lips, he tasted Krystyna’s wet, inviting mouth.

      Her hand cupped the back of his head, locking her mouth to his while she nibbled, nipped, and suckled his lips. Her free hand roamed down his chest, hot against his flesh.

      Katarina found his earlobe, swirled her tongue around the sensitive skin.

      He groaned, let another shudder rumble through him.

      Krystyna bit his lip, her canines brushing against his chin before she moved down to his neck.

      Hands fumbled with his pants. “Damn it, take these off.” Katarina’s fingers clawed at the top of his pants.

      “Let me.” Krystyna broke from the kiss and leaned over his body, brushing his chest with her ample breasts. She reached for the button and popped it off, opening his pants. “There.” She licked her lips and helped Katarina slide the pants down his legs.

      “Ooh, what have we here?” Krystyna brushed her knuckles over his shaft.

      His cock bobbed up in response, twitching from the brief contact. Looking down his stomach, he watched Katarina's mouth open. “You’re both too dressed,” he growled. Reaching for a fistful of hair, he fisted Katarina’s red curls and tugged her upward.

      She slithered up his body, stopping to kiss molten fire over his stomach.

      Nicholaus arched his hips upwards, gripping Katarina’s hair tighter.

      She took his hand from her head and brought it to her breast. “Squeeze this, drága.”

      The round, firm flesh of her breasts fit his palm and made his mouth water at the prospect of suckling her to orgasm. Cupping her, he pinched her nipple into a tight bud and enjoyed the groan she let out.

      Katarina arched her body into his, trailing her silken curls over exposed flesh now covered in goose bumps.

      Krystyna nipped his bare hip.

      Stomach tightening, Nicholaus hissed out a breath until Katarina’s lips sealed over his. She tasted sweet, spicy. Smelled wanton. Plump lips crushed against his. Tongues darted between wet lips until he captured her tongue and sucked on it.

      Katarina ground her hips into his thigh, locking her legs around his.

      Krystyna reached over and shoved Katarina’s skirt up, exposing pale skin. “I love these.” She bit Katarina’s hip.

      Katarina cried into her kiss with Nicholaus.

      He reached down, cupped Katarina’s ass and slapped it hard.

      Glaring, Katarina moaned deeper, louder.

      Nicholaus knew he’d been playing with fire, expected to get burned. Thought slipped from his mind.

      Krystyna sat up and stripped off her top. Luscious, high, full breasts spilled outward, pink nipples swollen.

      Reaching a hand out, he cupped a breast and gave her a gentle squeeze.

      “I like it rougher than she does, remember?” A wicked smile crossed Krystyna’s face.

      He nodded, mouth open.

      “What else do you remember, drágám?” Katarina bent over, her red hair spilling over Nicholaus’ chest.

      She drew one of his nipples into her mouth and sucked.

      He hissed from the contact, arching his body into hers.

      She held him down against the bed, using lupine strength to pin him there while her tongue swirled around his tight nipple.

      He forced himself to relax, to enjoy the sensations of both women pleasing him. Letting out a long, deep breath through clenched teeth, he peered down the line of his body and over Katarina's head to see Krystyna sliding off the bed. “Where are you going?”

      “You’re taking me to Heaven, szeret.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Oh, am I?”

      She nodded. Stepping back from the bed, she stripped out of her skirt and stood before him. Darker in complexion than Katarina, she looked every bit as Hungarian as her counterpart. European facial features, gracious curves and slender yet muscular thighs always threatened to steal his breath and now were no exception.

      Gracefully, she stepped forward and crawled back on the bed.

      Katarina lifted her head from Nicholaus and faced Krystyna. “I’ve missed this,” she whispered.

      He caught the sadness in Krystyna's eyes before lust clouded over the emotion. “I know. But it’s okay for now.”

      Katarina frowned and then smiled again. “I know it will be, szeretõm.”

      Nicholaus knew what those words meant. His heart had already become involved way too quickly.

      The rational part of his mind screamed at him to stop this charade except all logic had disappeared the moment Krystyna bent over his thighs and brushed her luscious chest over his skin.

      She sealed her lips around his cock, took him in one hand and formed a tight suction around him until she'd taken him all the way to the base. Then she dragged her lips slowly over him while her tongue swirled around the underside of his cock.

      The sun couldn't be any hotter than her mouth, nor any more comforting.

      Katarina cupped his balls, tugged lightly. Her fingers caressed his inner thigh, nails scraping lightly over his skin.

      He slammed his head back against the pillow and moaned.

      Krystyna popped the head of his cock out of her mouth and licked her lips. “You like?” She dipped her head, flicked her tongue over the precum slicked head of his cock.

      He trembled beneath her.

      Fingers stroked between his ass cheeks. Hands lifted his legs, rolled him and Krystyna onto their sides.

      She adjusted, shifting her weight to rest comfortably on his thigh while keeping his cock in her mouth.

      Nicholaus leaned on an elbow, clenched his ass in response until a wet tongue slithered between his cheeks. Squirming, he balled the sheets in his fists. “You two are…” He sucked in a breath when that tongue snaked around his asshole.

      “I remember what you like,” Katarina hummed against his thigh.

      Vibrations buzzed throughout his body. He’d become one giant nerve ending. Tension built up inside him. He had to reach out for one of them, fill one of them, show them both he loved them.

      Not now, his mind cried out.

      He ignored that part of himself for the time being and focused on the hot pair of lips sliding up and down the length of his cock. He drew his other leg up, setting it carefully on Krystyna’s shoulder while she sucked him.

      Hands caressed his arms, his thighs. Someone cupped his ass, spread his cheeks apart.

      That moist tongue sank inside and wriggled around.

      He felt invaded, then aroused even further. His cock couldn’t possibly get any harder, could it?

      “Katarina.” He clenched his teeth.

      She slithered up his body in response, wrapping her arms around his waist. Her fingers tangled in Krystyna’s hair and the other woman let out an eager groan.

      The warmth of her body against his was comforting. Her luscious form settled in all the right places behind him. Soft breasts against his wide back, ultra feminine hips against rigid masculine ones.

      He reached back with what little self-control he had, found Katarina’s slick, soaked pussy and pushed past her lips.

      Krystyna pulled off his cock, letting the trail of precum hang from her lip to the tip of his cock before catching it with her finger and sucking it clean. She cupped her breasts, pinched her nipples and caressed herself while a glow surrounded the three of them. Yes, the heady scent of lust filled the room, making Nicholaus’s nostrils flair.

      Krystyna turned around, arched her hips back, brushing Nicholaus’s cock with her soft ass.

      “I want inside one of you,” he groaned

      “You’ll make love to Katarina.” She threw her head back, glanced over her shoulder.

      The sight of her reddish brown hair cascading down her feminine body made his mouth go dry.

      Rotating his body to face Katarina, he took hold of her hips, pressing into the softness.

      She cried, her mouth an open invitation for his tongue's invasion.

      Looking into her eyes, he saw the flames of passion burning bright.

      She reached between them, grabbing his cock. “I want this.” Her eyes fluttered, and that passion never waned.

      His heart thundered in his chest. If he did this, he’d lose himself in her, in Krystyna and then what? His heart wanted what his mind would not allow. But his body’s automatic movements steered him where he needed to be in the moment. “I do too,” he whispered.

      “It’s settled. Make love to us.” Krystyna reached for Katarina with one hand; the other cupped Nicholaus’s balls.

      He had to back out of this. Had to avoid their gaze. Lifting his head, again on automatic pilot, he met Krystyna’s gaze, saw her eyes smolder with desire and knew it wasn't just sex for her. Doing this would deepen their bond, make them a stronger trio. Except they would be only as strong as the weakest member—him. “Are you sure?”

      Krystyna lowered her gaze at him. Looking at him through half open eyes, she nodded. Her eyes begged him to fill her lover, then fill her. “You’ll end up inside us both before it’s over with, szeret”

      It never ceased to amaze him how quickly they could decide who he fucked, with nary a word or argument. They truly knew each other.

      “Please me as Krys has asked, szeretõm." Lips parted, her lids closed half way over her eyes, giving her that sweet, bedroom begging look he enjoyed so much. It showed her sweetness, her purity even though what they were doing was not considered pure because he was a sinner and a cold blooded murder. Not in his world, anyway. Men like him didn't deserve that sweetness and purity.

      The way she looked at him made him realize he had no idea how he’d ever refuse her. Grinning wide, he nodded.

      Katarina arched her hips upward and sank down on his cock.

      Her pussy gripped him like a fist, searing his every nerve ending and making them both cry out in pleasure. Soft, creamy, warm and wet, her molten pussy added to the bonfire of lust building in him, the feelings tightening in his gut.

      For a moment, she didn’t move, the content smile on her face showed that she savored the contact.

      His cock throbbed inside her.

      She squeezed him with her lips, arched back and forth, then sank down on him again, burying him to the hilt.

      Slow, agonizing pleasure rocked his body with gentle spasms.

      Tender kisses turned to bites on his thigh.

      He settled his hands around Katarina’s hips, watched her move slowly, and caught Krystyna licking and nipping at Katarina’s ass.

      Two fingers remained lodged into Krystyna’s wetness, moving in and out while her thumb rubbed her clit. In the dim light, he saw the glistening wetness coating her lips.

      Katarina squirmed on top of Nicholaus.

      He cupped her ass, rocked his hips up and down, spread her apart further and drove himself in deeper.

      She fell forward, landing with her hands on his chest to brace herself. Her ass slightly lifted off him gave him a view of her apple shaped ass, reminding him that next time he'd have to fuck her from behind.

      Then he froze. There wouldn’t be a next time.

      Somehow, Krystyna managed to settle herself between them and lick Nicholaus’s shaft before tasting Katarina's sopping pussy. Both trembled against each other.

      “I’ve always loved that I could do that to both of you,” Krystyna laughed, a low sensuous sound.

      “Come here,” Nicholaus urged her with a growl. “Bring your ass here.”

      Krystyna slid out from beneath them and moved onto the bed beside Nicholaus.

      Lifting herself up, Katarina slid up and down the length of his shaft, throwing her head back in ecstasy, while her hair spilled down over her back and brushed the tops of his thighs.

      Taking his face in her hands, Krystyna’s mouth seized Nicholaus’s. Immediately, she nipped his lips, swirled her tongue around his rugged jaw and over his ear before taking his earlobe in between her teeth and applying gentle pressure.

      He’d closed his eyes tightly, blocking out the noise in his head urging him to end this and save himself the heartache. The sensations coursing through him between both women made his balls tighten, his gut get even tighter.

      Nails dug into his side.

      His eyes flew open, heart pounded. He caught sight of Katarina and saw the thin sheen of sweat glistening over her skin, just like it had his. Soft ripples in his stomach muscles bunched when he rocked his hips in tune with Katarina's movements.

      This was heaven before hell, he supposed. But in the back of his mind he could only think of the one thing.

      Desire.
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      “I want to tongue fuck your hot pussy, Krys.” Nicholaus didn’t recognize the low, deep rumble of his own voice, but he understood the one motive behind his words.

      Desire.

      Krystyna's eyes lit up, widening with pleasure. She nodded, shifted and turned to face Katarina.

      Tongues danced, the sounds of sucking echoed loudly in the room before Nicholaus grabbed Krystyna’s hips and helped position her over his face so he saw straight into her sex. He licked his lips, inhaling the spicy scent of her dripping sex before he pushed his tongue into her wet core, making sure to take wide licks while exploring her folds. He tasted, licked, sucked and speared her clit, enjoying the muffled sound of her moans while Katarina moved on top of him.

      Krys shuddered above him.

      Pressure built higher and higher, his blood pumping quickly through him. The wolf in him definitely found pleasure in the ménage they shared.

      The firmness of Krystyna’s ass in his hands made it harder to spread her open, but Nicholaus managed, diving deeper into her to taste her, own her. He flicked his tongue over her clit, then took the bud between his lips and speared it repeatedly.

      Katarina’s cries grew fierce with each thrust, her movements becoming jerky against his cock. She’d started off slowly, but built up a quick rhythm that drew them both toward climax.

      It took some concentration but Nicholaus managed to keep Krystyna's thighs from crushing his head and totally blocking out her mostly muffled cries of pleasure.

      Katarina’s pussy squeezed his cock.

      He lost all focus, gasping into Krystyna's thigh before he bit her.

      In this moment, he was more than fucked. He’d been claimed by the only two beings on this planet who could trap him. All thought shifted to the horror of that outcome until Krys jerked from him nipping her thigh.

      It was time to end this for them both, then sever the ties to protect his heart and ultimately theirs.

      Another squeeze of Katarina’s pussy forced his concentration elsewhere.

      Familiar routine sucker-punched him in the gut, forcing air from his lungs. Or was that Katarina’s pussy convulsing around his cock? It didn’t matter. She fell forward; her hips rose and slammed down on him.

      Thrusting his tongue deep inside Krystyna’s slick folds, he licked and suckled her clit, flicked his tongue over the nub.

      Krystyna squirmed in response.

      Using his natural strength, he gripped her ass with one hand and held her in place.

      Krystyna moaned louder, her words incoherent

      Nicholaus forced the pre-orgasmic fog from his mind just long enough to flatten his tongue over Krystyna's bud and press hard.

      Her thighs squeezed together and her hips bucked against his face, nearly suffocating him. Her orgasm slammed into her, tremors ripping through her body matching the cries echoing in the tiny room.

      He pushed her hips just above his face enough to give him time to catch his breath.

      Then Krystyna slammed down on him, digging her nails into his chest while he resumed hitting that sweet spot.

      Another pair of fingers clutched and tore at flesh as Katarina’s orgasm hit too, triggering Nicholaus’s release.

      His balls drew against him, the slaps of flesh on flesh mimicking the sucking sounds he’d made at Krystyna's pussy until he felt the wash of come flood his mouth while his cock exploded.

      Screams of pleasure blocked out all else until the cries subsided into sighs and the trembling above him stopped.

      He waited patiently until Krystyna moved ever so slow, positioning herself and collapsing beside him.

      Katarina fell onto his chest and rolled, forcing herself to flop on her back.

      Both women reached for his hands and turned to face him.

      Shudders vibrated through each woman and a different sort of heat settled around him. This heat felt more like the fur of his beast, the calm of the forest around him. He closed his eyes, slowed his breathing, let his mind fall prey to the emptiness that would come next.

      Hands stroked his arms, his chest. A hand cupped his chin another tousled his hair.

      Silence filled the room all right, save the three hearts beating almost in time, three pairs of lungs working, panting still to catch up with the physical exertion. Then the softness of hands smoothing over sweat slicked skin added to the sounds.

      Nicholaus tried to move but found neither woman would budge. Instead, they put their hands over his heart.

      For a moment, he swore he felt tranquility amongst the threesome.

      Nicholaus glanced at Krystyna, heard Katarina’s deep, even breathing, signaling she’d fallen asleep from their ordeal.

      She looked back at him. “She’s asleep already,” Krystyna whispered, stroking Katarina’s hair, the large smile on her face so wide it seemed she’d just been given her favorite thing.

      Of course she had, this was the world to her. The three of them, in bed, sharing. Except he couldn’t belong to this, couldn’t have this, though not because he didn’t want to. That had never been the case. Nicholaus wanted to protect his lovers more than anything else, but fearing what he was, what he could become, meant he had to pull the dine and dash routine. Still, he nodded and turned his head toward Katarina.

      Eyes closed, breathing remained steady, slow. Breasts rose and fell in time with each exhale.

      Light from the window spilled in, emphasizing her red hair against her moon kissed skin.

      Krystyna toyed with strands of his hair, twirling them around her finger before tugging them lightly. “You will stay a few days, right?”

      Her question caught him off guard. He looked at her, “I, I don’t know what to say.”

      “She has not fallen asleep so quickly after making love in such a long time. This is the first peace Katarina has known in a very long while. Would you steal that away from her?”

      He sat up on his elbows, parting his hair back to one side. No, he’d never take her peace from her, not if he could avoid it, which was why he’d leave soon.

      Maybe he could stay for a day or two though. Follow up, check out the new alpha if he showed. See what quality of life his lovers have. “What of you?”

      She sighed, weariness showing in her eyes. “I have grown used to your shit, Nicholaus. I do not pretend to like it, but I accept it.”

      Careful not to disturb Katarina, Nicholaus sat up. “Let’s go into the living room and talk.”

      Krystyna nodded.

      Standing, stretching, Nicholaus realized he’d be sore in the morning. There wasn’t a single woman in Albuquerque who had managed to bring him to the point of exhaustion that these two had, not a single woman could steal his logic the way either of them could.

      It bothered him.

      “Here.” Krystyna slid off the bed and retrieved a robe from the closet.

      Nicholaus recognized the blue terrycloth robe as his own. “You kept it?”

      “You left it. Katarina and I used to wear it and think fondly of you.”

      The statement struck another blow to his heart. He couldn’t turn his back on them now, could he?

      I'm a killer. A violent one, at that.

      Taking the robe, he slipped it over his shoulders. It barely fit now that he’d grown into a man.

      Krystyna slipped on a dark brown robe that matched the color of her fur. Even through her irritated stare, she wore the ‘just been fucked’ look very well. Hell, desire still smoldered in her eyes.

      They walked down the hall hand in hand and found a spot on the couch. “She will sleep throughout the night now for the first time in years, Nicholaus.”

      Why was she not sleeping all the way through? He wanted to ask, but afraid of the answer, he decided to just nod instead.

      “Why did you leave us?”

      Of course, it had to come to this. Nicholaus swallowed hard. The fight in his mind had come back but only as whispers, not the loud, vehement screams he heard before coming to their bed. He looked at the floor, set his head in his hands. “I don’t know anymore.”

      She rubbed her temples and smoothed hair back from her eyes, gazing at him with intent. A warning. “It doesn’t matter. Be aware though. When you leave this time, she’s going to come after you.”

      He gasped, eyes widened. “No. She wouldn’t. Why would she do such a stupid thing?”

      “She too grows tired of what isn’t and what should be. Do you think where you live is unsafe?”

      “No,” he shook his head, “but this is all she’s ever known. For fuck’s sake, the aluminum air conditioning in my loft creaked when the heat kicked on and she nearly jumped out of her skin.”

      “She’s never left the country save to come get you for me, because she,” Krystyna narrowed her eyes. “Because she loves you so deeply it actually hurts to be apart from you.”

      Nicholaus faced Krystyna. “And you’ll let her?”

      “She’s a grown woman. I can no longer stop her.”

      “What do you mean, you can no longer stop her?” He growled at her, not meaning to.

      Krystyna's stare filled with darkness. “She had never left the country until Lukina showed up recently and took her to New Mexico. She practically begged Lukina to let her come back to the States just so she could find you. My kidnapping was only icing on the cake.”

      Nicholaus wasn’t sure whether he should be grateful or upset. He settled for mild irritation. “She lied to me then, when she said Lukina dragged her to America. Damn woman.”

      “No, damn you for leaving us. The men of this pack are real bastards and have this thing in their heads about all the god damned prophecy and how much responsibility it is. Blah blah fucking blah. Pity party shit. You all need to grow the fuck up.”

      “This from the woman who has never had to deal with so much pressure.” As soon as the words left his mouth he wished he could take them back.

      Krystyna’s jaw dropped, then she closed it. Her lips formed a tight line before she glared daggers meant to kill at him, then she leaned forward. “Fuck you, Nicholaus. You of all of us know just how much pressure I have on a daily basis as a pack healer. It gets overwhelming at times. So many in our pack are sick, dying. We’ve dwindled to maybe fifteen or twenty and none of us are physically strong like our pack once was. The elders dead, the rules are changing thanks to a well-meaning but frustrated Alpha. Being chased by the damned hunters and wounded. I’ve seen so many of our brothers and sisters disappear only to be found dead days later. Being an empath of the pack is not fun. You,” she stared angrily at him, “should know better.”

      Indeed, he should. She was there for him after he’d killed Katarina’s brother and father. After that, the image of murdering a family, even in defense, had been burned into his mind. She’d tried to heal him, telling him she couldn’t erase the memories but could heal the wound he’d created in his heart. He never let her even though he sensed her awareness of him trying to stop her.

      “Get over it already. She’s forgiven you.”

      “And what of you?” He practically spit the words out.

      “I’ve…” Krystyna said nothing more. She turned away and sighed. “I never cared. Sometimes you do bad things for the right reasons, Nicholaus. You protected what was mine, ours.”

      He swore he heard her sob. “Look,” he reached out to her, “I’m sorry. I was wrong to attack you like that. I…”

      Krystyna looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I just want one day of peace, Nicholaus. One fucking day. Is that too much to ask? You've given Katarina your time in coming out here and spending it with her. I want what is mine to have too. And you are the only thing missing from my life in order to give me that peace.” She started to turn away but Nicholaus grabbed her and pulled her to him.

      Warm tears fell on his chest while he stroked her hair, tangling his fingers in the soft strands. He couldn’t stand hearing her cry, though she was right. Much like Lukina, Krystyna had been thrust into a role she wasn’t sure she’d been ready for at such an early age. Yet she didn’t ask questions, she just preformed her duties as though she’d been born with the knowledge.

      Why couldn’t he do the same? Wetness stung the back of his eyes but he refused to shed a tear. It wasn't the macho thing, just not his way to go all emotional over shit.

      The burden in his heart reminded him he needed to get out of here, but the clock on the wall showed it to be well after midnight. He yawned, and realized their evening had drained him more than he knew. Plus, if he did leave quickly, what was to assure him that the Turks wouldn't come after Krystyna again?

      Or that she’d let them. Something still smelled off about her story but he couldn’t figure out what. She seemed nervous but maybe that was just the fact of seeing him again after so long. He certainly didn’t know how to just let things go, so why should he expect Krystyna to do the same?

      Hell, who cared? Then she did the one thing guaranteed to knock him off balance.

      She threw her arms around his neck and started sobbing. Angry tears, not like the hurt ones Katarina spilled, dripped on his chest, shoulder, the crook of his neck. “I’ve missed you so god damn much, Nicholaus. I’ve—” she inhaled a deep breath, “had to be strong on my own. Twenty some odd years is a long time.”

      He stroked her back, pressed his lips to her temple. “I know, Krys.”

      “You didn’t leave to hurt us, did you?”

      Lips parted, eyes wide and filled with horror at having to ask the question made his heart ache. “Hell no. I’d never have left you to hurt you. I left you both to…” He closed his eyes, thought hard on why he left. Was pack responsibility too much to bear? No, not really. Unless you counted on prophecy to dictate his future, then he realized the independent streak of the wolf would rebel. And it had. Once he’d made the decision to kill Katarina's father and brother, the wolf was in control, not the man.

      That bothered Nicholaus greatly.

      Kiba had filled Nicholaus’s head full of shit, and Les’s words remained cryptic. Would he be the man his father had been? Cold, calculating and deadly? His life had been cut short by his own stupidity and bravado. Things Nicholaus swore he didn’t possess, since he’d made the choice to control the wolf through man, rather than let the wolf own his world.

      Yes, he’d been touted as a hero for ending Katarina’s and Krystyna’s torture but then hunters attacked the village and Nicholaus slaughtered them without effort.

      Brutally.

      Those men never had a chance.

      His father had done the exact same thing years earlier. Of course, his mother had to kill his father, a mistake she later regretted, blaming herself, rather than prophecy. Nicholaus’s eyes were open from day one though. Prophecy dictated their lives if they lived in Hungary, stayed here and it almost guaranteed sadness.

      When his father had gone out to hunt, he returned with human carcasses, said they were a band of people looking to exterminate the wolves of this world. While the story seemed plausible enough, humans had a distrust of the magic of wolves, something about his posture and the way he twitched remained odd. Then Nicholaus caught the look in his father’s eyes and realized his father had been touched by the Flower Maiden.

      Her curse on the wolves she had despised so much had been to choose some of the males and slowly drive them mad. Kiba displayed signs before Nicholaus had left.

      Sadly, their fate was often worse than the curse predicted and led them to do horrendous acts, usually on others first and when they couldn’t be sated that way, they’d often self-destruct.

      Nicholaus’s mother couldn't bear to watch her husband and his father do the same, so at dinnertime, she dosed his meal with sleeping pills, changed his cigar for a joint she'd acquired through who knows what connections and laced his liquor with pain killers. Then she killed him in his sleep.

      Then, to avoid her fate in Prophecy as a murderous being, she’d taken her own life, leaving a note saying that the wolves needed purity and her son would one day show them how to be pure.

      Already, things dictated by what was known of Prophecy had made themselves clear. Kiba had started to show his infection by the Flower Maiden, Nicholaus had killed in cold blood, Les continued to grow more cryptic and become a loner. Oh and some of the males disappeared, trying to shirk duty just as Prophecy dictated. Only, Józsi came back and became Alpha just as promised, Marco would ascend to rule the pack once he'd finished his education and returned from the States and the witch, Selene, had returned.

      Krystyna looked at him with a sad smile. “I know you feel you did what you had to, but could you have been wrong, szeretőm?”

      Nicholas had no idea what he should say. He’d never thought about things from that perspective. He’d spent most of his adult life assuming he knew better, because he happened to be right about several other things in the past, he let that guide him. So he leaned into the warm, ratty couch, ignoring the squeak.

      She pushed back from him, wiped tears from her eyes and put a hand on his shoulder. “None of us are certain that we are ever right in this life time, Nicholaus. But we do the best we think we can.”

      “Then I did what I thought was my best.”

      “So be it.” Krystyna looked away. “Tell Katarina that and make her understand why. Hell, Nicholaus, you can’t even make me understand and I’m not as emotional as she is.”

      She had a point.

      He ground his teeth. Not having any of this shit tonight, he cupped Krystyna's face and pressed his mouth to hers.

      A hand caressed the back of his head.

      She sighed into the kiss, almost like she picked up his frustration with the topic.

      He pulled back and looked into her beautiful eyes. “Come on. Let’s go back to bed with Katarina.”

      Krystyna nodded.

      Standing, he took her hand and helped her to her feet. She fell into his embrace and threw her arms around him.

      Nicholaus pulled her to him tightly, enjoying the feel of her body pressed against his. She was soft, warm like Katarina.

      Krystyna shivered.

      “Cold, drágám?”

      She nodded.

      “Let’s go where it’s warm, then.” Nicholaus pushed her back and gazed into her eyes. Beautiful flecks of silver were sprinkled throughout midnight blue eyes that spoke more than any words ever could.

      Nicholaus led them back down the hallway to the bedroom. Upon entering the room, he noticed Katarina hugging a pillow tightly.

      Looking at Krystyna, he motioned for her to crawl into bed. “I’ll sleep between you two, like,” he swallowed, “we used to.”

      Krystyna’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, but she nodded and discarded the robe on a nearby wooden chair.

      Unconsciously, Nicholaus licked his lips at bared flesh.

      Crawling into bed, Krystyna tugged the pillow from Katarina. The other woman struggled to maintain her grip until Nicholaus slid over Krystyna, setting his hand over Katarina’s.

      She let go of the pillow and reached for him, interlocking their fingers.

      Settling the pillow behind him with his other hand, he rolled onto his back and looked at Krystyna. “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      “Give me your damn hand, woman.”

      Krystyna sighed slowly.

      Nicholaus took her other hand and placed it over his stomach. Taking Katarina’s hand and placing it over Krystyna’s, he closed his eyes.

      This was how life used to be. Simple, fun.

      Even though tomorrow was another day, it’d probably feel like yesterday. Nicholaus let out an exhausted breath and waited for Krystyna to fall asleep.

      He wondered what kept his former lovers awake at night. Why they’d have such perilous dreams. What had they seen in his absence? Sure, Krystyna described it all right but nothing could compare to actually seeing what they did.

      Perhaps he'd have to stay a few days then, just to check on them. Plus, that beating heart of his maintained a steady rhythm that pumped through him and claimed both women as his.

      He’d struggle with that thought. The answer seemed so clear at first, stay with them. Then his human mind turned over the questions his wolf mind couldn’t process. The animal inside him understood things like possession, food, sex. Mate.

      The human understood those things too, but it had to question decisions, weigh consequences.

      Damn he hated being a wolf sometimes.

      At least the wolf could run from its fear if it wanted. Not like the man, who everyone wanted to stay and take responsibility for what was never his to begin with.

      Katarina whimpered, her hand twitched.

      He turned his head, whispered, “Fall into sleep, fall into me.”

      Katarina snuggled closer to him.

      Krystyna’s grip on his hand tightened.

      “Szeretlek.” Both women seemed to utter the words silently, but loud enough that Nicholaus heard them.
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      Nicholaus opened his eyes and looked over Krystyna’s head. Her blonde highlights stood out in the sunlight against dark hair strewn over her face. He moved strands of hair back and smiled. Her beautiful round face didn’t have that angry stare she’d displayed since he’d seen her again. He turned to Katarina, saw her arm draped over his chest. She’d snuggled close sometime in the early hours of the morning, then moved back, her lips drawn up in a bow.

      Had he heard them both declare their love for him?

      It really made him wonder how they could be so perfect, fit so well into his life and heart even after a ten year absence. He’d already started questioning himself when it came to the things he believed, knew his resolve was steady in who he was.

      Except Krystyna’s statement about doing bad things for the greater good made him hesitate. Had he not taken out those two wolves, Krys and Katarina would’ve been reduced to nothing but victims, fearing everyone and everything.

      They’d have never have blossomed into the beautiful creatures he knew they would.

      Had he not taken out those hunters, his mother would have never killed his abusive father.

      Of course, had he not fled to the States…

      Nicholaus shook off the thought. He had to stand by his belief that at least then he did what he felt was right for everyone involved. And so far, he stood by that conviction, but he hadn’t run into anyone else from the pack. He peered out the window, saw the rays of the sun kissing the ground, smelled the fresh chill from the breeze coming off the lake nearby.

      Then the salty, smoky scent wafted over his nose. Great. Someone was coming.

      Careful not to disturb his lovers, in case he was overreacting from last night, he made his way to the window.

      A few others had begun milling out of their houses, wondering what the foul odor in the wind was. Nicholaus quickly found his pants, shoved them on and slung a shirt over his head before toeing on his shoes sans socks. He ran a hand through his hair, adrenaline rushing through him when he made his way into the living room.

      His wolf’s mind welcomed the war. It needed to feed an innate need to hunt and defend what belonged to it.

      Krystyna and Katarina. Both were his mates.

      Nicholaus tamped down the violent urge and forced himself to make his way outside, despite the stares from the others though he'd much rather shirk the duties of protector and play the role of lover.

      “You,” someone gasped.

      Another pointed a trembling finger. “You’re back.”

      “You’re a foreigner. Go home.”

      Nicholaus ignored their scorn, figuring it better to take the high road rather than beat them with the low road. By the looks of those who bothered to say anything, they were no match. Scrawny, weak and the scent of fear, almost a muted campfire smoke smell came from all three idiots.

      This was what he was afraid of?

      He scoffed and wandered toward the entrance of the village, awaiting what was to come.

      If the intruders could be dealt with rationally, he’d be pleased. However, experience taught him no hunter thought logically, no one with a one-track mind could be persuaded.

      He’d tried. He made the attempt at first with Katarina’s brother Andor, who truly lived up to the meaning of his name. But like the warrior he was, he refused to relent, echoing his father’s words of Andris. “We are doing this for the good of the pack.”

      Unable to stand the lies, Nicholaus felt his blood boil. When Andor reached for Katarina, Nicholaus snapped.

      In the end, Nicholaus made his point, these two women, and all others were off limits from violence and bullshit outside the nature of wolves.

      Finally, he understood you couldn’t reason with a bully. They had to be dealt with, put down like rabid dogs.

      In that split second, Nicholaus realized he had to make a choice. Either get Krystyna and Katarina out of Hungary and away from the pack, or stand and defend ground he had no true loyalty to.

      The voices grew louder, the band of, wolves, if he scented the air correctly, were on the move again.

      Ignoring the commotion among the others, he rushed back inside and into the bedroom.

      “Katarina, Krystyna, wake up. Come on.” He shook them both until they rolled over.

      Krystyna rubbed her eyes and looked at Nicholaus. “What’s going on?”

      “We have to go. Get dressed. I’m taking you both back to New Mexico with me.”

      “You’re leaving us?” Krystyna muttered sleepily.

      He shook his head, aware of the growing tension mounting in his shoulders at the prospect of relocating both of them from their home. “No, I’m taking you both with me. Come on, get dressed.”

      “What about the others? Are they going to be okay? Katarina’s eyes widened, her saddened expression tearing at his heart.

      “They’ll have to defend themselves. I cannot be responsible for more than what is mine.” His gruff voice irritated even him. Quickly he finished dressing. “Stay here until I say otherwise.”

      He waved at them and headed toward the front living room. Throwing open the shutters, he peered out the window and saw an angry mob dressed poorly. Some held torches, others had pistols. Something was definitely wrong with this picture but he couldn’t understand what, exactly.

      Then his jaw dropped. “What the fuck?”

      A tall man with very Asian features strode into the center of the road and stood before the mob. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Les?”

      Les indeed. Dressed in slacks and a white dress shirt, he ran a hand over neatly trimmed black hair and looked at the mob through his almond eyes. “Who are you people?”

      The mob drew closer. One man stepped forward, gun in his hand. Shaggy hair blocked his eyes but if Nicholaus had to guess, he was probably intoxicated. He picked up the faint smell of alcohol and chemicals too.

      His ruddy skin marked him as a farmer or blue collar worker around the area. Dirt stained his jeans, his shirt had been torn. “Where are the wolves? We’re here to rid our lands of them.”

      Les stepped forward with a cool manner, spread his arms apart. “What are you talking about? There are no wolves in this village or these lands.”

      “We know there are wolves here,” the man pointed the pistol at Les. “Are you hiding them?” Through his hair, Nicholaus saw the man's eyes narrow in angry slits. Their coloring was off. Usually the pupil was white, but this man's iris and pupil were almost the color of blood. His jaw was rugged, breathing ragged. He wasn’t that built, even Les in his smaller stature could probably take the man, if Nicholaus had to guess.

      "Holy smokes, Mister, I have no idea what you're talking about. We’ve lived here for a few years and never seen anything remotely resembling a wolf. What are you talking about?”

      Nicholaus needed to stay inside, but found himself moving on auto pilot outside until he stood next to Les. He crossed his arms, growled low at the angry mob. “What’s going on here?”

      The man with the angry blood colored eyes shook a hand, his pistol wavering, at Nicholaus. “That’s the man who took our prisoner. He’s a wolf.”

      Les laughed. “Surely you’re kidding. Nicholaus has never left the village.” Les turned, gazed at Nicholaus. Les’s lime green eye flashed.

      Nicholaus felt something inside him pulse with life, couldn’t put his finger on it but knew the right option was to agree with Les. “Yeah, I’ve no idea what these men are talking about.”

      “Nicholaus,” Les faced him full on now, his eyes expressing caution, “weren’t you here last night?”

      “Indeed I was. Who would say otherwise?”

      “You! You were with that other woman. The other woman is a wolf who came through our town and killed most of our children. She is a murderer. We merely want revenge and know she is here.” He shoulders stiffened when Nicholaus stepped forward.

      Krystyna was anything but a murderer. “How do you know she is here?” Nicholaus stepped even closer, not taking his eyes from the shaking gun.

      “We have information.” The man scratched his head and focused on Nicholaus.

      “Do you really?” Nicholaus tilted his head. “Do you have such information that proves I was the one who stole your precious captive? Why would I do that? I’m here on vacation, you stupid fuck.” Ire continued to build inside him, steadily coursing through his blood, but something kept the wolf at bay.

      The man glared at them. “You’d protect your own if she was one of yours, wouldn’t you?”

      Of course he would. Nicholaus nodded. “But what makes you think I am a wolf?”

      Another man stepped forward. His hair was just as shaggy, his eyes, the same blood red color. Yeah, these men were on something all right. His skin looked grayed, almost as if he were dead. Cheek bones were sunken in; the man's limbs weren't capable of firing the high caliber pistol he carried. "Look at them. Focus clearly. They're all wolves. General Savas was right!"

      That was the second mention of Savas. This was about to get really ugly.

      Nicholaus looked at Les. “Can you do something?”

      “I would suggest we change their prospectus.” Les nodded and looked at the man. His eyes widened, the lime green eye began to glow.

      How he'd forgotten the man made up English words. “How? They seem convinced that we are wolves when we are clearly human.”

      “You cannot be human. I see one of you has a tail. How many more of you are using mind tricks to deceive us?” Shaky Handgun man stepped back and tried to aim his pistol at Nicholaus.

      Les lifted his hands, palms facing outward. “Why would we do that? Why would we allow you into our village and then deceive you?”

      He spun toward Les, still shaking. His aim at this range would blow a hole through Les's chest and kill him. Wolves were stronger than humans, healed faster but everything had a weakness and bullet caliber and muzzle flare would open Les up like a can of tuna at this range.

      “I don’t know. Wolves are fucking evil. They're the devil’s creatures!”

      “Dear man,” Les stepped forward, his lime green eye growing brighter, “wolves are the gateway to salvation and paradise. They are mans’ protection against evil. Never forget that.” Les looked at the entire mob, catching their stares in his.

      Nicholaus gasped in awe.

      The man lowered his gun and waved his other hand back. “It’s okay. She’s not here. These men are not possibly wolves.”

      “But,” one man yelled from behind the so-called leader, “They have to be. I can see tails!”

      “No, you’re tired. It’s late. It’s been a long march for all of us. Let’s…hit the next village. Maybe they are there.”

      Sighing loudly, the other man lowered his weapon. “Fine.”

      The angry stares across the faces of many became disappointment and weariness. “Let’s go. There are other places to check in the area. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some food.”

      “Good idea. Check farther away from Budapest for food. There are no evil wolves in this village or otherwise. Put out your flames, unload your weapons. You only remember that wolves are angels, agents of the Goddess to save mankind.” Les's voice remained calm the entire time.

      The ones holding their torches set them on the ground and stomped on them while others unloaded clips from pistols. Grumbles of hunger and exhaustion hummed low among the crowd but slowly they disappeared back from where they came, leaving Nicholaus alone with Les. There was a collective sigh from the few wolves that had poked their head out of windows.

      Footsteps echoed in the silence but Les didn't look up, he only raised a hand, signaling the other wolf to stop and retreat.

      “What now?”

      Les looked up, his lime green eye had stopped glowing by now. “You take Krystyna and Katarina to Szentendré. It’ll be safe there for the three of you for a few days. If General Savas is sending hunters this way we have a real problem.”

      “You can’t do that same mind trick with Savas?”

      “I wish. General Savas is powerful, I have heard. I do not know if even my magic could hold him off. I do wonder,” Les rubbed his chin, “if you’re… “Les blinked, shook his head. “We’re not sure of your strength or your control.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I told you, you’ll know when the time is right. Still,” Les closed his eyes, continued rubbing his chin.

      “But you just turned a band of angry humans away.”

      Les shoved his hands in his pockets. “My powers work on humans easily. With wolves, it seems I have to try harder and am not always successful.”

      “I’d rather not deal with pack mess. It’s not my business."

      Les turned to face Nicholaus, his lime green eye started glowing again. “Even though you can disappear again, your energy is better spent with your two lovers and reconciling the damage you caused.”

      Nicholaus scoffed. “Fuck you, Les. What do you know about reconciling anything?”

      “My experiences with them over the last several years give me quite a perspective on things. Plus, I know a thing or two about damage. Let’s leave it at that.”

      Nicholaus couldn’t argue that point. “Where is your mate?”

      “My mate?” Les arched an eyebrow. “She is with Marco.”

      He quirked a brow. “Really?”

      "Ha! No. I have searched the world for a mate and have not found one. I am not meant to fit into this destiny so easily as you, Nicholaus. There isn't harmony for me."

      He never suspected there was. Even after all the drama of his acts growing up, Nicholaus never saw Les act with any true purpose except for when he heard about his attempt to make Selene his mate. “I see. What’s with that?”

      “I can only tell you I’m not your answer. Nor apparently mine. You’d have no concern either if the only family you ever knew had to be murdered according to prophecy. Now go. Then come back and welcome Józsi as our new Alpha. Lukina has been promising that he will be ready for his responsibilities soon.”

      “This pack is a mess.”

      Les nodded. “It is.”

      “Your lime green eye creep me out.”

      “So be it.” Les turned away and seemed to fade into the scenery before disappearing into nothingness.

      Nicholaus hated how Les disappeared like that. Even so, a man with so much power couldn't keep the mobs at bay forever.

      For a moment Nicholaus realized he had the ability to disappear too, like Les. He could take off running now, summon a deeper power within him that was the murderous rage and use it to protect his lovers by concealing himself. This was a new revelation but…

      Both of his lovers had actually remained inside, probably still in Katarina’s room.

      He was here now. After last night, he had no reason to run without them. Love ran in his heart too deeply; the detachment had been reattached within minutes of being with his two mates. They were true to him and it had been ingrained in him a long time ago. Still, the desire to flee the bullshit boiled within. Would he ever be free of this pack?

      Dropping the illusion of being human, Nicholaus paced back and forth, looking into the house for signs of Katarina and Krystyna. Neither seemed to have moved. Had they really grown used to his bullshit so that they would let him run without chasing him?

      Snuffling, he walked a few feet from the house toward the end of the village, knowing that if he left he’d be found. Krystyna’s words stuck in his head from last night. “She will find you.”

      Nicholaus wouldn’t be able to bear the pain of seeing Katarina angry, upset and hurt. Not again. Not after two nights ago in Albuquerque when she’d started drinking and told him how she really felt. It had been embarrassing enough in front of Lukina, but in front of Krystyna, it would be shameful. Constant pressure tested his will to stay with those who loved him or spit on them and run when pressure became too tough.

      A door behind him creaked; he jerked his head around and saw Katarina standing outside, dressed in boots, a peasant skirt and matching blouse, her beautiful red hair tied back. She looked ready to run with him. “Is it okay, szeretőm?”

      No, he decided. He would never be free of them. And it was probably for the better. Nodding, he became a man again and walked to her. “Why do you look so sad, Katarina?”

      “Because I had a scary thought that things were about to get bad and you would desert us again. I couldn’t bear that. I couldn’t possibly forgive you if you left us again after last night.”

      Her words tore into his heart. He’d never live it down if he disappeared now. “I’m planning our trip out of Hungary, that’s all.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “We’re leaving Hungary?”

      Nodding, Nicholaus took her hand. “I’m taking you both back to America with me. Where it’s safe.”

      Hope registered across her face. “You mean it? You’re taking us with you, this time?”

      “The man seems to have learned a lesson,” Krystyna’s voice rang out from behind Katarina.

      “I can’t leave you both behind here,” Nicholaus told them. “Not with that angry mob. Once they figure out that Les duped them, we’re done for. I’m not loyal to this pack, but I am loyal to what belongs to my heart.”

      “It’s about time that you realized what your heart has always known, szeretőm.” Katarina stepped forward and reached for Nicholaus’s hands.

      “Come on.” He tugged her into the street. “Les suggested we head to Szentendré for the night then make our way to Budapest. I know it’s backwards since it’d be easier to not circle the lake and just go straight to the airport, but it’ll hopefully throw them off our trail. I’m taking you both back to Albuquerque with me.”

      Both nodded. Katarina seemed content with the idea of going back with him, but she said, “I am scared, though. I do not know the Americas as you do.”

      “Just,” he sighed. “Trust me, okay?”

      “You won’t leave us again?” Her eyes pleaded, tugging at delicate heart strings.

      He swallowed hard. If he paid attention to his heart then this would all be for their greater good, right? His emotional needs would be met and he could spend the rest of his days with his two lovers living in peace. The thought made him smile. “I won’t.”

      Wrapping her arms around him, Katarina sniffled, sobbed on his shoulder. “I couldn’t bear it if you did.”

      Tears soaked his shirt. Caressing her hair, he ran his fingers through her thick, red mane, smoothing over strands of hair that stuck out. He pushed her back from him, looked at her and smiled wider.

      “I need you both,” he whispered. A wolf howled in the distance, signaling trouble. The howl was low and rounded at the end. Someone was shedding tears at the loss of their mate. Was it the band of men who had come through that had caused the pain? Or was it another stubborn, stupid male?

      “Let’s go.” Krystyna motioned with her head, jarring him from the sound.

      “Anxious to leave?” Nicholaus glared at Krystyna.

      She nodded. “I am. I too have grown tired of being away from you.”

      “Really?” He cocked a brow upwards.

      She stared angrily at him. “Yes. Really.”

      Katarina held on tighter to Nicholaus. “She is anxious to leave, drágám. There has been a lot you have missed.”

      “You didn’t murder anyone, Krystyna,” Nicholaus stated with conviction.

      She turned her head away. “Come on.”

      Odd, her reaction. But he decided to file it away for later, if it became relevant. He had to assume irritation from her was a staple of her adult personality.

      Nicholaus put his arm around Katarina’s waist and reached for Krystyna. “You will tell me later.”

      “You are not my alpha,” she spat out.

      Nicholaus retracted his hand. “Perhaps not, but I am your mate. And it is my responsibility to know what goes on in the lives of those I care for.”

      Krystyna took a step forward, nostrils flared. “You haven’t cared for us in many years, Nicholaus. Why the sudden interest now? Why did you come back?”

      “Because I,” Nicholaus stopped. Why had he taken the sudden interest in his lovers again? He’d been alone for so long, so distant from all that he was and would be. He’d lost himself in the myth he’d created in order to protect others, that he knew now. But if he hadn’t come? What then? He’d already witnessed the weakness and struggles in the pack. Les hadn’t had a commanding place but used his magic to keep some semblance of control. That didn’t bode well for the pack that was supposed to open the way to a bullshit paradise. He snorted. “Well if she hadn’t come with Lukina looking for me, you’d still be trapped by those damn Turks. Or probably dead. Of course I’d come back for you.”

      “You didn’t several years ago.” She faced the house, her booted food crunched gravel. Rage flared off her and filtered into her scent, her stiff posture warned him not to approach her.

      Katarina reached for their lover. “Don’t say that, Krys! We didn’t know where he was and couldn’t get word to him. Surely,” Katarina turned to face Nicholaus, with tears running down her face, “you’d have come right?”

      He nodded. He couldn't make that promise, not truly. But he could lie about it and hope Katarina didn't see through his uncertainty.

      Katarina sniffled. “You shouldn’t have left in the first place.”

      “I know you feel that way—”

      “Doesn't that count for anything?” Krystyna glared over her shoulder. “You come back for us, and we’d talked last night. And—”

      “What did you expect? This village would have been ransacked. These others are weak and unable to defend you. You both would have been killed.”

      “You’re underestimating her.” Katarina wiped tears from her eyes. “You’re forgetting she is a capable warrior, as well as healer.”

      He pushed out a breath. “I’m not forgetting that, I’m telling you the truth. Those men were drugged. You didn’t see their eyes. Blood colored irises, pupils. I smelled the intoxicants on them. They shook unsteadily. Had Les’s magic failed, he’d be dead. I’d be dead,” he beat his chest for emphasis, “And then they would have killed you. You can’t reason with rage, Krys. You just can’t.”

      Her expression remained nonplussed.

      The silence that fell between them signaled to him just how much he’d raised his voice. Yeah, they’d had eyes on them too. He looked around. “Fuck are you all lollygagging at? Get the fuck out of my business.”

      Shutters and windows slammed shut.

      Man he hated this fucking pack. Quickly, he shoved them back inside the house and shut the door behind them. The room seemed tiny to begin with but the moment Krystyna turned toward him, the air seemed to leave. The room shrank and the space between them he thought they’d closed last night had grown once again. “Fuck,” he threw his hands up, “I give up. What more do you want from me other than an apology, Krys? What more could a man like me give you?” He gazed deeper into the angry slits of her eyes, saw the pierced heart and realized she’d buried her pain just like he had. “I have nothing to fucking offer but my apology.”

      She stared, her eyes narrowing into angry slits, and then they opened once realization of what he’d said hit her.

      “God damn it.”

      Krystyna started to speak, but shut her mouth quickly.

      “I’m so sorry, drágám. If I could—” He stopped again. Nicholaus wasn’t going down that route today. He wasn’t sure he would turn back time if he could, but he was certain that he’d make up for lost time now.

      “You’d what?” Krystyna stood with her breasts out, shoulders back. She looked fierce.

      She looked sexy.

      What was he supposed to say? There was no truth to tell, he's already said it. He was remorseful, regretting his stupidity even though he still thought it best. In the end, he had very little to add though. “I don’t know.”

      “I didn't think so, Nicholaus. You've tried to rule your life and ours from a distance. You’ve let us fend for ourselves and we've done okay. But in the end, that's all it is. An existence. Survival. We’re not living, not thriving. Not until we coalesce. And we can’t if you’re always running away.”

      “Are you suggesting we stay here and die?”

      “I’m suggesting,” she stepped forward, her lips pursed together in a thin line, “we stand and fight.”

      Tension, thick enough to cut with an ax, filled the air. “But moments ago you were ready to flee as fast as I could get us out of the country. What changed?” He sighed, this line of questioning was about to get ugly.

      “Fuck you, Nicholaus. If you don't know by now this is home then I can't help you.”

      He watched Katarina throw her arms around Krystyna and suddenly both women glowed bright white. The rise and fall of Krystyna's chest slowed, her breathing, which had grown into pants, had settled into an even breath. Then, the light sank into her skin and she fell to the couch with Katarina’s help.

      Katarina looked over Krys's shoulder at Nicholaus. “She's been stressed out a lot, Nicholaus.”

      Krystyna closed her eyes, put her hands on her face, and turned toward Katarina.

      “What has been happening?”

      “You left, the stress of that she’s carried around. She told you she had to bear the burden of my volatile emotions without balance. You ripped that away. No man is an island, Nicholaus. No matter how much we want to be, we need people, szeretõm. Never forget that. Your roots as a wolf should remind you daily you have a pack.”

      “This?” He spread his arms out, indicating the weaklings who could not manage to fend off the crazy intoxicated hunters. “This is a pack? This is a bat shit crazy ass mess, Katarina. And an illusion. There is no Heaven, no Goddess to save us. Józsi was right to—”

      “Say it.” Katarina stood and glared daggers at him.

      He never expected his emotional little wolf to stand up like she had.

      “Even I have my limits and breaking points, Nicholaus. You two have always had an opposite way of looking at the same thing but the fucked up thing,” her voice dropped, almost to a growl, “is you both are the same stubborn people. You both do the same things, just in different manifestations. Leave it be, please. We need you to be here for us, to love us. To not betray us or the truths our hearts know. Heaven or not, this is where we belong. And how we belong, like last night. You know in your heart and head I'm right.”

      She had him there. Well except for the bit about being in Hungary.

      “Józsi will return shortly I’m sure and for that, we must prepare. If Les suggests we go to Szentendré, then we should go to that tiny village and hide out for a few days. It will throw them off, as you say. If we are to be together you have to trust us as we trust you.”

      There it was, wasn’t it? Just as plain as day, the real issue reared its head without forgiveness. Trust. He’d trusted himself to do the right thing, and led his life with the intent of being the one who knew better, didn’t he?

      And how had that turned out?

      It looked like he wasn't ever escaping the pack. They were a fucking mess and so was he. Even if he left and never looked back, he couldn’t free himself of the shackles, but he didn’t know where to start or how to proceed. Hell, he didn’t even know if he knew how to trust others.

      Krystyna and Katarina deserved a chance though.

      He looked up, put his hands on the back of his head and exhaled sharply. “Fine. Let her rest then we’ll go to Szentendré.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

    
    
      It had been a long trip to Szentendré, but the trio had made their way without speaking much. Krystyna ran out in front with Katarina close behind and Nicholaus bringing up the rear. A fierce wind blew against them, ruffling fur and carrying scents of other animals along with it. There were other wolves of course, different packs, even the pungent scent of the Turks nearby.

      That scent alone gave Nicholaus pause and made him want to rethink this trip to Szentendré. Were the Turks following them?

      It didn’t matter. Against the background of the wind, the mountains to their north and fields to the south of them, wolves howled in the distance. Nicholaus wondered if they were feeling the same heaviness he was, the burden of being a lupine creature, the burden of the Goddess.

      The sun had set by the time they made their way into the inn reserved for their kind. Darkness blanketed the sky with no sign of the moon, just the millions of stars that reminded Nicholaus about grand schemes.

      The town was small, old and held onto the classical Old World European architecture, complete with cobblestone streets and wood framed houses, not unlike the village where Józsi kept the pack.

      Once at the inn, the innkeeper showed them to their tiny room.

      Nicholaus went in first, surveying the area. Small, yet the queen sized bed would sleep the three of them just fine he supposed. A wool blanket and cotton sheet had been pulled back, three sets of pillows had been brought in to replace the one set originally left. Wood paneling framed the windows and dark colored drywall, and his boots clicked against the hardwood floor. “It’s safe.”

      An old oil lamp sat on the nightstand beside the bed, complimentary copy of the humans’ bible sitting beside it, screaming defiance at Nicholaus. He grabbed it, opened the drawer, shoved the damned thing in and slammed the drawer shut before ushering in his mates.

      The bathroom of course was even smaller but the one realization Nicholaus kept close to mind was that they were closer to Albuquerque than they’d been out in the Balatonföldár.

      Without saying a word, Krystyna stripped off her clothes and walked into the tiny bathroom, slamming the door behind her and leaving Nicholaus alone with Katarina.

      “She really is upset with me, isn’t she?” He stroked Katarina’s palm with his fingertips.

      “You hurt us both, Nicholaus. Leaving wasn’t your brightest idea.”

      “So I hear.” He sat down on the edge of the bed.

      Looking out the window, Katarina swayed from one foot to the other. She turned to face him.

      “You always have such a sad expression, drága? Why?”

      Her smile was weak, beautiful still. Her eyes were wide, deep pools of emotion that swirled within her forest green irises. “I am sad for my lovers. I am sad for you, Nicholaus.”

      No one should be sad for him. Ever. “But why?”

      “Because you have so much in front of you and you’d deny it all, throw us all away.”

      “This pack?”

      She stepped closer, hands on her hips now. “Yes, that too. But you have the love of not one, but two very special women. We want to be your world, Nicholaus. But you want out. I see it in your eyes. Even now you're searching for a way out of what is natural, what is to befall you and it pains me.”

      “Katarina, I…” He couldn’t finish.

      She sank to her knees in front of him and looked up at him. He pushed loose strands of hair away from her face. “Krystyna didn’t actually murder anyone, did she?”

      “You should know better than that, Nicholaus. She is a healer, like me. Not a murderer.”

      “Like me.”

      “No,” Katarina leaned forward, setting her face against Nicholaus’ thigh. “Like Kiba. Yes, she is a fierce warrior as I said earlier. She will fight with us when the time is right but—”

      “But what if she gets hurt?”

      “Then I will heal her, naturally. And you will not let harm befall her, I know this in your heart.” She reached for him, pressed her palm flat against his chest.

      His pulse sped. Shuddering, his groin stirred from the contact. Her mouth hovered so close to him. She smelled of hormones, of fear. Musky sex and bitterness, almost like fruit and wormwood. He set a hand on her cheek, the contact stirring something inside him. A need to reconnect, reaffirm his humanity. Every nerve primed itself for further contact.

      Katarina leaned into his stomach. She nuzzled him, wrapped both hands around his hips and caressed him.

      “Why don’t you use your energy to heal either of us more frequently, drágam?”

      She looked up, the intensity of her green eyes filling with something resembling lust to replace the sorrow. “Because this energy drains me. It actually hurts me to take what I do from the both of you, drágám. But you two are capable of greatness when you figure out what you need.”

      “What is that? And why more cryptic statements, Katarina?”

      Her eyes closed partially, lips pressed together and her brows knit as though in thought. Then she smiled. “It is our way, drágám. It is how we live. In riddles, as was our gift.”

      “This is no gift,” he scoffed, crossed his arms over his chest, then felt the ache from lack of skin on skin contact from Katarina. He cupped her face again, took her chin and lifted her head up, “this is torture. To know nothing of what’s to come other than some ancient words no one understands is a hell I’d rather do without.”

      She cocked her head and offered a weak smile. “Indeed, but it is our fate.”

      “I have controlled my fate for the last several years. I am master and commander.”

      “But you’re here,” she grinned, “of your own volition. Or is this destiny because of the prophecy? There is always a bigger picture, surely you know that.”

      Her soft tone made it hard for him to argue angrily with her, but he had to question the questions. Why was this so important? What was the big picture and how did he fit into it?

      He didn’t. That's how.

      Yet here he was, shepherding his lovers from harm’s way until he could come back and then what? “What will I do if I came back to the pack?”

      “Make friends with Józsi. He’s tried, really. He’s not an easy man to deal with and he frustrates Selene.”

      The former pack witch had returned? Fuck, shit just got heavy. He remembered her from his childhood; saw her storm off after yelling at Kiba. The old fuck tried to raise his fist to her and found himself on the wrong side of Death's door until he apologized.

      Then she’d left, damning the wolves for good and swearing to never return.

      "Selene's back?"  He said the question as though he had to confirm it.  Yeah he'd heard it in the pack chatter, tried to ignore that most of the time.  It was one of those things that filtered into his mind, then left the second he found a female or poured a drink.

      Katarina arched a brow. “You don’t follow the pack chatter on the wind?”

      He refused a response, preferring silence until her smile faded.

      “You really don’t want us, do you?”

      He pushed back from her, knelt before her, took her face in his hands and searched her eyes. Of course he wanted her, that’s why he did what he did. To protect them, but…

      “I love you.”

      “Say it again, please. The right way.”

      He couldn't resist her begging. The wolves were born of Hungarian deities, that meant Magyar culture was theirs, not the humans. Had he believed in the legends, wolves were put on this Earth to protect man, just as Les had proclaimed earlier, but they were here first. Guardians to scout the lands the gods had made for man. His heritage could be traced back, just as a wolf, all the way back to the creation of the world, which at this point, made him a Hungarian.

      “Please?”

      Her voice dropped an octave, took on a smoky quality that hardened him instantly. His heartbeat picked up and he felt heat over his skin. Of course the look in her eyes was a mixture of lust and love, begging and sultry siren. Truly, her emotions broadcast in her beautiful dark green eyes.

      “Szeretlek.”

      Her lips curled upward in a smile that seemed to light his world. He stood slowly, appreciative of how she held on, then he pushed her head against him just to feel her nearness.

      Katarina leaned into his stomach. “I’ve always liked your body, Nicholaus.”

      Looking at her, he cupped her chin. “Kiss me.” He tilted her head up.

      Katarina rose and leaned forward.

      Closing his eyes, he let her mouth touch his, taste his lips. Her tongue swirled over his lips, first on his bottom lip then over his top lip. “I’ve always enjoyed your lips, drága. Loved the way they felt pressed against mine.”

      Breathing in her scent, the overpowering sweetness of fruit, Nicholaus pressed harder against her mouth, opening his to give her tongue easier access.

      Katarina’s tongue swirled around the inside of his mouth.  She tugged him to his feet.

      He felt it dip behind his teeth, over the edge of his canines, around his lips. His cock hardened, knees went weak.

      Katarina’s hands circled around his waist. Her nails dug into his skin, drawing blood.

      If he let her take over now, she’d be taking control from him. He’d be bound to them both if she drew blood and drank from his wound. “What are you doing?” He pulled away from the kiss.

      Sealing her lips over his, she thrust her tongue into his mouth again, pushing him back against the bed.

      “You’re,” she pulled away and nipped his chin, “actually here, Nicholaus. Truly,” she lowered her head to his chest and nipped his collarbone again, “really with us in the flesh.”

      He swore he heard the unfinished “but not mentally” bit, yet her teeth felt like pinpricks. Her tears burned hot against his cool skin. Settling his hands on her shoulders, he pushed her away to arm’s length. “You can’t want me as much as I scent, can you?”

      She shook her head and guided him to the bed.  “Szeretőm, I want you. I need you. I’ve needed you like air.” Her voice dropped low, husky. Eyes remained half open.

      Her hands pressed to his chest. She climbed on top of the bed and straddled him.

      Heat from the juncture of her legs settled perfectly over his cock. Of course he felt the dampness soaking her jeans.

      Squeezing her thighs around his, she fell forward. Hair spilled over her shoulders, draping over her like a thick red cloak. Flames of desire danced in her eyes.

      Nicholaus licked his lips. Shifting his weight beneath her, he settled his hands on her luscious hips.

      Katarina’s hands cupped his. “Like this.” She slid their hands over her hips, up her sides and stopped at her breasts. “Squeeze me.”

      Full, luscious breasts filled Nicholaus’ hands. Thumbing her nipples into tight peaks, he squeezed and watched her throw her head back. She arched her body forward, sending her hair cascading down her shoulders. She fell forward, crushing her chest to his. Katarina’s lips sealed over his.

      Nicholaus inhaled sharply, sucked in her tongue and felt her caress his mouth. Moaning into her, he arched his hips upwards against the soft, heated wetness between her thighs. “These,” he mouthed, “need to come off.”

      Katarina pulled away and ducked her head into his shoulder, nipping his collarbone.

      He yelped and slapped her ass.

      Katarina gave him a dirty look before biting his lower lip.

      Nicholaus hissed, pressing his hips harder into her. Her sexual prowess never failed to arouse him painfully. He'd never forget that, not in a million years.

      Moaning, Katarina ground her hips into his harder, rocking faster and faster.

      Nicholaus’ cock throbbed painfully beneath his pants from the friction she was creating. “I mean it.” That familiar build up started low in his loins, his every nerve begged for contact of skin against skin. He reached between them and pulled his zipper down. Hurriedly, he undid the snaps of his trousers. His cock sprang upwards.

      Katarina took hold of him and began pumping him. “I need this. Krys will join shortly I'm sure of it.” Katarina lifted herself off Nicholaus and rolled to one side. With one hand, she undid her pants. Shoving them down her hips, she revealed pink panties and creamy thighs.

      Nicholaus’s gaze rested on the dark thatch of curls covering her sopping core. “You’re not a natural redhead?”

      She grinned. “Are you really worried about that now?”

      He licked his lips. “Sit on me, drága.”

      “You’re playing and not going to invite me?” Krystyna’s voice cut throughout the room.

      Katarina shifted her weight, “We were just hoping you’d join us.”

      Nicholaus looked over Katarina’s shoulder to see Krystyna standing in the doorway, towel wrapped around her body. “Drop the towel, Krys.”

      She crossed her arms over her ample chest. “You are not my boss.”

      Nicholaus caught sight of the slight rise and fall of her breasts. “You’re right. I am your mate.” He found his voice, barely.

      She walked forward slowly. Her chin titled upward, she closed her eyes partially. “You’re a bastard.”

      He looked at Katarina.

      Katarina slid off Nicholaus, fingers gliding over his cock before she left the bed.

      “And I am your mate too,” she cooed to Krystyna “Please play with us.”

      Nicholaus watched Krystyna’s expression change from anger to softness, sensuality. Lust filled her eyes, flames of desire danced wildly. This wasn't Katarina's energy, he'd have felt that through the bond the three of them shared. Rather, it was her pure lust for him.

      Katarina’s mouth sealed over Krystyna’s. Hands wrapped around Krystyna’s body. The towel fell to the floor.

      Nicholaus was treated to a view of full hips, ripe breasts with dark areoles and beaded nipples. Krystyna’s hair hung in dark ringlets past her shoulders. Plump, red lips begged for teeth to be dragged across them, tongues to caress them.

      “Please,” he mouthed to Krystyna, “come here.” His body burned from lack of contact now.

      Katarina pulled Krystyna to the edge of the bed. “See his nice erection, Krys? It’s for us.”

      “Bah. It’s for you.” She waved a hand dismissively.

      How could she think otherwise? If it weren't for her he wouldn't be here, not really. Katarina wouldn’t come on her own. Besides, it was much easier to flirt with her and ease her temper than to fight with her. “I beg to differ. It’s for both of you,” he winked.

      Krystyna licked her lips.

      His eyes widened, eyelashes batted at her. “Touch me, Krystyna. Please?”

      “You never beg.” Tentatively, Krystyna reached for his cock. It bobbed in her hands until she sealed her fingers around it.

      Warmth surrounded his throbbing erection. “That’s it, lover. Play with me.” He couldn't help the growls coming from him.

      She began pumping him slowly, dragging one fingernail across his thigh at the same time.

      He shuddered, hips arching upward.

      Katarina sealed her mouth over Krystyna’s.

      Krystyna moaned, cupping Nicholaus’ balls. Tugging gently at first, she played, caressed, then tugged harder.

      He hissed through gritted teeth at the sensation of pain and pleasure shooting through him. Nails dug into his thigh and he yelped again. Lips sealed over his. He wasn’t sure whose mouth at first, but a quick sweep of his tongue over soft, plump lips let him know it was Krystyna by her taste.

      Her angry kisses forced him against the bed. He felt her anger at his leaving in every kiss, touch and caress.

      She let go of his cock. “If this continues, I’ll hurt you.”

      He shook his head slowly, eyes closed. “No. You won’t. I’m a big boy now. Separation from you both was punishment enough. Please don’t deny me, Krys.”

      Katarina licked her lips. “Taste him, then me.”

      The weight of remorse decided to rear up now, pissing him off. He shook the weight off his shoulders and met Krystyna's angry stare. “I'm so sorry, lover. I’m here now. Please, join and let me make amends. Please.”

      Krystyna dipped her head down, engulfing his cock between her lips.

      Her hot mouth sealed tight over his cock, engulfing him in intense flames and making him suck in a breath.

      Her tongue snaked over his cock, under the sensitive shaft and over his head.

      Clutching the sheets, he only could undulate beneath her. “Goddess, Krystyna. Your mouth is—”

      Pulling up the length of his shaft, she tilted her head and nipped him lightly.

      Again, he exhaled and slammed a free hand into the bed. Proper thought, worry and fear fled from the heat of her mouth. His heart started pumping blood through him and the wolf inside, his true being, wagged its tail.

      Krystyna drew his balls into her mouth, her tongue flicking over each one.

      Sweat broke out on Nicholaus’ brow. His body tightened. His balls tried to draw against his body but Krystyna wouldn’t let them.

      She sucked and licked his cock, the head and balls before dipping her tongue between his ass cheeks.

      Squirming, Nicholaus stiffened. Watching a hand reach out for Katarina, he saw fingers disappear into her soaked pussy.

      She swallowed a breath and fell over Nicholaus, biting his chest, his nipples, neck and jaw.

      “You belong to us,” Katarina whispered.

      Something was wrong. Nicholaus knew something was terribly wrong the moment he looked down at Krystyna.

      Krystyna popped the head of his cock out of her mouth and glanced at him with lust filled eyes. Oh, and that sexy dominant manner she possessed made him wonder why she wasn't the head of this triad, but her breathy tone shoved the question from his mind. “You are ours, Nicholaus. And I’m going to make sure you stay that way.”

      “What are you—” He struggled against them but Krystyna pinned him down. Teeth dug into his thigh hard enough to draw blood. “You didn’t!” A flash of light burst before his eyes so bright it blinded him momentarily. He blinked, trying to see through the brightness but found only darkness, then felt the burning bit of flesh, the dull pain of blood pumping through an open wound, being sucked through him.

      Lips pressed against his flesh, his head swam. Then he looked down, and saw Krystyna.

      Krystyna looked over his cock, possessiveness in her eyes. “Katarina, are you going to follow me?”

      Without a word, Katarina dipped her head over his heart, her hair covering her head completely. “I’m not apologizing, Nicholaus. I love you this much.” Teeth dug into his skin, drawing blood.

      The blinding light hit again, slamming into him and making his body jerk all over the bed before it stopped and the light rescinded. Tremors rocked his body while he shook against her mouth and struggled to break free.

      Once a tongue licked the wound, his body settled.

      “With these wounds, we draw blood. With these wounds, we bind you to us. You are our mate forever, Nicholaus.” Both women repeated the phrase once more.

      He waited; unaware of what would come next. What had they just done? Damned him to a life with the pack? He looked at them, abject horror registering on his face before a powerful sensation slammed into his body, causing his climax. Pain flashed behind his eyes that melded into pleasure and the next thing he felt was Krystyna’s tight pussy milking him.

      Letting out a bliss filled sigh, he found his body once again on auto pilot, with him sitting, pumping into Krystyna’s tight, velvet pussy.

      Arms wrapped around Krystyna and himself, forcing his energy into his cock while Krystyna rode him.

      “I love you, Nicholaus. Please remember that.”

      He couldn't remember anything feeling this much like home in his entire life. Not even when he was growing up and called Hungary home.

      No, home wasn’t a location. It was a state of mind, he decided, while sitting between his two lovers.

      They’d done the one thing unheard of in many years among mates, even now in troubled times.

      They’d claimed him and bound him to them. The males who stayed behind and accepted fate via Prophecy let the mating and claiming happen and although the pack was poor and scrawny, the others seemed happy. But Nicholaus was different. Didn’t they realize how dangerous that was? What happened to one mate could affect the other or others.

      Goddamn it.

      Krystyna rose and sank down on his cock, forcing him back to the present and the beautiful woman riding him. Her legs wrapped around Katarina and his hips, pulled them together and moved them in unison.

      Nicholaus licked his lips at the sight of her breasts bobbing up and down. His hands reached for Krystyna, but one hand was pulled toward Katarina.

      “You’ll fill me with your cock later, but now finger fuck me!” Even his little baby had become a vixen. Any remaining blood he had in his mind flowed south from the sound of her breathy voice.

      Carefully, he reached around and slid his fingers inside Katarina’s wet canal. Spreading his fingers apart, he felt around her slickness, trying to maintain focus while Krystyna rocked back and forth on him.

      Her hips squeezed his, the soft contact against his hard thigh reminding him that even though she was angry with him, and what they’d just done to him was treachery, she was still soft, sweet and feminine.

      Still a beautiful, special wolf like Katarina.

      His balls drew up against his body. Tension built inside him like a coil wound up too tight. His true release came quickly, forcing spasms throughout his body that rocked the bed, shook his entire being and drained him of his seed.

      His orgasm triggered Krystyna’s. Her nails dug into his flesh hard enough to draw blood again. Fingers dug into her skin and drew blood. The wolf in him needed to drink.

      If he held off, the bond would only be half complete. Well, a third in this case.

      “Oh my goddess.” Katarina must…he sniffed, smelled the copper in the air from her wound.

      “Fuck.”

      “That would be the point, Drágám. Bite and suck, complete the bond or lose us completely.” Katarina shoved her arm into his mouth.

      Warm blood trickled down his thigh but he could only stare at the arm, the wound in front of him. The choice didn't have time to be made, it needed action. Nicholaus tasted, licked the blood and felt the coppery punch in his mouth before Katarina shook behind him, her orgasm wracking her body into multiple spasms that tore her arm from his mouth.

      “Now me.” Krystyna shoved his head down toward her thigh. She would have wounded her leg, his favorite part. No scars, not physical ones anyway.

      He met her stare briefly enough to know she wasn’t fucking around.

      “Yes. I’ll do this for you to prove to you I'm sorry.” And to prove his undying love for them.

      He whispered the last bit, then licked the wound, tasted her iron filled goodness, let it fill his mouth while he sucked. Fingers raked over his scalp, tugged his hair. Nails dug into his flesh, he wasn’t sure whose.

      It didn’t matter.

      Krystyna's body spasmed again, another orgasm rocking her well and good.

      He took the instant to reposition himself and fill both women with his fingers stroking coaxing another orgasm out of them.

      Both women shook so hard they gripped him, yelling loud enough in pleasure to wake the dead.

      His fingers stiffened inside Katarina and were joined by another pair of fingers.

      Katarina clamped her thighs together around the two pairs of fingers buried deep inside her. Moving her hips up and down, she rode the hands into a blissful orgasm, throwing her head back in the midst of cries for both her lovers.

      The lights disappeared; the magic sank into the three of them, sealing their fates forever.

      Krystyna fell to one side of Nicholaus, Katarina, the other.

      Both women laid a hand across his chest.

      Nicholaus turned to face Krystyna. He’d just completed the bonding ritual. No other wolves in the pack had done that, he’d have scented it.

      Wouldn’t he?

      In truth, this ritual was so old he was surprised his lovers knew about it. Of course, with his erratic behavior after…it didn’t surprise him they’d go looking for something to hold onto him with.

      He hoped he could hold onto himself too, but doubt was a powerful motivator. Especially when you doubted you could keep your lovers safe from you.

      Letting out a contented sigh, Nicholaus stroked Krystyna’s sweat slicked forehead and brushed more hair back. “Satisfied?”

      “Enough for now, drágám.” Krystyna rolled onto her back, looked up at the ceiling.

      Nicholaus guessed that was all he was going to get from her right now. What more could she want? They’d bound him to them, so he could never truly escape. “You know, what you both did to me was wrong.”

      Katarina tugged his arm.

      He looked at her. “What?”

      “No, it wasn’t wrong. It was what should have happened a long time ago. But we were both too young to know better.”

      “Do you even know what a blood rite in our pack means?” He arched an eyebrow at Katarina.

      “I do.” Krystyna’s grip on his arm tightened. “It means you’ll never be able to be without us. You’ll never have a life with another woman. You belong to us as we do to you.”

      "I never cared about any others. I just wanted…” Fuck, what the hell did he want now? Sex usually complicated things but one time slaked the lust. The second time never happened, not with any of the bimbos of his past. For good reason, too. He couldn’t afford for humans or other wolves to get involved.

      Not like these two.

      “We know, Nicholaus. But please understand why we did what we did. Trust us.” Katarina’s fingers stroked his naked thigh. It was suddenly cold in the room.

      He didn’t want to let them down again. Couldn’t bear the thought of fucking up again. Slowly, he let out a breath. “You could have asked.”

      Krystyna smirked, glaring at him with all the annoyance of a teenager. “And have had you refuse us? Tell me you would not have refused our request, Nicholaus. Tell Katarina you would have let her bite and drink from you as you would have me. Swear it.”

      He couldn’t answer them, did not want to think about what rejecting either of them would mean.

      “I didn’t think you would answer me. You’re a bastard, Nicholaus.” She huffed and looked away.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “You still love me?”

      Krystyna sighed heavily. “Yes.”

      “And so do I.” Katarina snuggled closer to him.

      Nicholaus sat up and looked out the window. Something felt off. The sun hovered just above the horizon and clouds moved slowly in the sky but the scent on the wind smelled of approaching wolf.

      Foreign wolves, judging by the stench of spice.

      Who was out there? Did they need to move now? Could they afford to do so? This town had secrets, the wolves’ only inn being the greatest one of them but how loyal would the innkeeper be to them?

      He didn't recognize them as anything more than paying customers, Opeth Pack meant nothing. At least if it had meaning to him, he ignored it.

      Instead, Nicholaus closed his eyes and let his senses tell him what he needed to know. The enemy, if that’s who was nearby, was several miles out and they weren’t coming at a fast clip. Just fast enough that the wind carried warning to those paying attention. His group could catch some rest. Huffing, Nicholaus lay back and folded his arms behind his head. “Get some sleep. We have a long journey tomorrow.”

      Katarina yawned and pulled Nicholaus toward her. Krystyna snuggled closer and yanked the covers over the three of them.

      Closing his eyes, he waited for the rhythmic sound of the two of them breathing in unison.

      Ten minutes later, they were in sync, breathing slow and easy, asleep.

      Settling himself into the comfort of his lovers and the bed, Nicholaus took a deep, slow breath. In truth, he realized he knew very little about the blood rite and how it worked. Nobody he ever knew had been bound to their mates. Maybe Lukina could explain it. She seemed to know a lot about the pack for someone so young.

      If this could all be solved without bloodshed, Nicholaus would be happy. The idea that he could be a part of the pack again was still foreign to him. He remembered Les’s words yesterday about how wolves were the gateway to salvation and paradise.

      Was he a part of that gateway? And if so, what part was he? Józsi was only the Alpha, and he hadn’t picked up the slack yet. He was still in the States doing God knows what with Selene. Selene was back in position as pack witch, which left him wondering where he fit in.

      Only time would tell, if he’d just stop running from everything.
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* * *

      Nicholaus jerked awake. Someone stirred beside him. Looking to his side, he saw Katarina huddled tightly to him. Her fingers dug into his arm and would have caused a normal human to wince. She looked so heartrending, her red hair spilling over her naked body, blanketing her. At his other side, Krystyna wasn’t cuddled close to him like Katarina was. In fact, there was a bit of distance between them. Her arms were hidden beneath the blankets. What was going on? She usually snuggled as close as Katarina.

      A noise brought his attention toward the window.

      Careful not to wake either of them, Nicholaus slid off the bed. He found his pants, slid them on and shoved a shirt over his head. He set a hand on the sill, peered out the window into the dim light.

      People, no, wolves, he scented them, milled about the streets. It looked like Szentendré had been overrun by wolves. None of them looked like tourists or locals, or even humans.

      A closer sniff revealed Turkish spice, coffee, campfire smell.

      He felt a burning in his stomach. Something was about to go down that he didn’t want to be a part of. Glancing back at both his lovers, then back down street, he spotted several wolves were gathering around. Unable to make out what they were saying, he scanned the area for an exit. No such luck. The front exit was blocked off by numerous wolves, a few of whom had pistols. There was a back exit, but it would most likely be guarded too.

      What the hell were the Turkish wolves doing here anyway? Were they tracking him and his lovers? Why? How had they found him?

      He ran his hand down his face, looked back out the window and caught sight of the lone wolf strolling through the crowd. Taller than most people, the lone wolf stood proudly. Dressed in a formal green military coat and slacks, knee high boots finished off the outfit. Of course the sword at his side added to the regal look.

      Beady eyes, dark, neatly trimmed hair, moustache and dark skin gave away his Turkish heritage.

      The stranger approached several villagers, then walked until they stood in front of the inn. Unable to make out the language, he looked back at his lovers and thought it time to rouse them.

      Nicholaus felt that burn in the pit of his stomach grow heavier as he watched fingers being pointed toward the inn. Bile rose in his gut. This was the reason he stayed away from the pack. When he was gone, none of this shit ever happened. Swallowing hard, Nicholaus walked over to the edge of the bed. Gently, he shook Krystyna.

      She stirred and opened her eyes. “Nicholaus, what’s going on?”

      “Wake Katarina. We have to get the hell out of here.”

      Krystyna sat up and shoved the covers off. Quickly running into the bathroom, she returned a moment later dressed. “Katarina,” she whispered hoarsely, “wake up.” She shot a glance at Nicholaus. “I smell gunpowder.”

      “Yeah. Soldiers from the Turkish army are outside. It looks like they’re invading this town, but there has been no violence.” Yet.

      “That’s already a good start, right?”

      Katarina stirred and dressed quickly. She ran to the window and looked out at the street and back to Nicholaus, worry wearing on her tired face. “What are we going to do?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know just yet.”

      He tugged them toward the door and opened it slowly. Looking cautiously down the hall, he calculated the distance from the room to the stairs to the exit, knew it was going to be a tough run thanks to the compact size of the hallways in such an old building.

      The staircase would be a bottleneck.

      Of course if they could make it that far…then what?

      They were on the second story. The fall wouldn't kill them but it wasn't the healthiest thing for fully grown wolves to do either. Especially since in Nicholaus’s condition, he hadn’t spent this much time in his natural state since he left the country.

      Maybe something would break their fall.

      If they could get outside, they could run between buildings but that cover would last what, ten, maybe fifteen minutes?

      “Fuck it.”

      Nicholaus pulled them toward the window. A quick peek out the window revealed no threat other than jumping from the second story. If he rolled when he landed, he could mitigate some of the pain from the fall. At the very least he could also catch both his lovers.

      He heard Krystyna sigh. Glaring at her, he dropped his human magic and pawed the ground. I’ll go first. Katarina, follow Krystyna.

      Neither responded. He wasn’t running away this time, he was guiding them to safety, so they could return to Albuquerque and be together. They needed to get the fuck out of Hungary and fast.

      Bracing himself, Nicholaus raced toward the window and lunged into the air. He burst through it, landed rolling on the ground and crashed into the wall of the next building.

      He saw stars for a moment before the clarity of someone yelling brought reality slamming back into focus.

      “I heard a window break! Surround all sides of the building!” A voice yelled in the distance.

      “Francba!” Shit! Looking up at the broken window, Nicholaus saw Katarina and Krystyna poking their heads out.

      Are you okay?

      Stay there. He licked his loins. Standing in human form, he stumbled and slumped against the wall. He forced himself to lift his head. His body ached now, but he could move. Closing his eyes, he focused his thoughts on morphing his appearance just slightly to erase some of the more Hungarian features.

      A few soldiers appeared in front of Nicholaus, pointed guns at him. “It’s just a damn drunk,” one declared. “Nothing to get excited about.”

      Nicholaus raised his head slowly, aware of blood trickling down his face. “What’s going on?”

      “None of your business, old man. Just make sure that when General Savas comes through later today, you are either cleaned up or not here.”

      “What the fuck is Savas doing here?”

      “Don’t—” the man lifted a boot to kick Nicholaus.

      Nicholaus caught the foot and pulled the man to the ground. He bared fangs. “Don’t what?”

      Two other soldiers rushed Nicholaus, knocking him down.

      He’d rolled a few feet away, pain lacing through him with each tumble against the cobblestone. Standing, he dropped his human magic again. He snarled, dipped his head low, set his ears back and glared.

      “We’ll play your game, Magyar.” The tallest soldier dropped his gun and his magic. The other two soldiers beside him did the same thing.

      Nicholaus made sure to keep one wall at his back. The three wolves surrounded him. This is about to get bad.

      You think so Magyar? It’s about time you learned your place.

      And a damn Turk is going to teach me that place? Hardly! It started in his head and worked down through his body, the violence fetish. This would end bloody but they were threatened his lovers. Nicholaus growled, lunging at the wolf in the center.

      As soon as he connected with his target, the other two jumped on him.

      Claws dug into his sides. He snarled, whipped his head around and snapped down on the leg in front of him, breaking it.

      Jaws released his neck followed by a loud yelp. Blood gushed from the new wound onto Nicholaus's muzzle. He wanted to lap at the blood, drink it in but found no time if he wanted to avoid the onslaught of another attack. Instead, he jumped away and shoved himself back into the pile, slamming hard enough into two of the wolves to knock them off balance.

      The trio rolled along the ground until they crashed into a building.

      Someone screamed in the background.

      That violence fetish reared its head and Nicholaus began to see things in a red hue. He groaned, braced himself for another attack.

      The third wolf wiped blood from his muzzle and glared at Nicholaus. Anger smoldered in bright yellow eyes. You may be quick, but we have the upper hand.

      Nicholaus shook his head. What are you talking about?

      The other wolf motioned toward the broken window.

      Nicholaus looked up and saw guards surrounding Krystyna and Katarina. “We have the murderer and her companion! Savas will be proud.”

      Shit was about to go from worse, to totally fucked. He looked at the window, took a step forward but stopped when he heard someone cough behind him.

      “I wouldn’t go to their aid, if I were you. General Savas will be here shortly to escort them back to our country.”

      Nicholaus took a step closer to the new soldier. Dressed in traditional Turkish military garb clothes, he stood with his sword at his thigh. The man’s dark eyes held something other than contempt. Anger? Fear? And what for?

      None of that mattered when he saw the armed guards manhandling his mates. Krystyna screamed, tried to force them off her but they overpowered her.

      “The one is a murderous woman who betrayed Savas. The other is just lucky, I suppose.” He shrugged and smirked. “It’s of no concern to me. I am only here to help reclaim what once belonged to the Turkish wolves.”

      Fury heated his skin. He clenched his fists, “What right do you think you have to any part of this land? It was never yours and it belongs to the inhabitants, not the fucking foreign menace.”

      The decorated general closed the distance between Nicholaus and himself and threw a fist across Nicholaus’ jaw.

      Nicholaus spun and stumbled, catching himself on the wall with both hands before he spat blood on the ground and faced the general.

      The general backed up and took an offensive stance.

      “That’s what right I have. Do not question my generals, or me, and you will live another day. I am with General Savas, leader of this band of wolves and we will make our presence known. We," he beat his chest, “will be reclaiming what is ours and taking that which is available to us. It is our destiny.”

      Rage simmered just beneath the surface of Nicholaus’ skin. Irritated at how confidence radiated off the man, despite the obvious smell of fear, Nicholaus spat more blood at Savas’ feet and glared at him. “You are barking up the wrong god damn tree with this one, pal.”

      “Oh?” The other wolf quirked a brow. “Just because you're that dying pack? Oh, wait you haven't been around in years I've been told. You have no idea how they've been reduced to nothing. If memory serves, I was reminded that you’re the foreigner now.”

      Nicholaus said nothing. He had no idea what the bastard was yakking about but he needed to play this close to his chest, wait for an opportunity. The wolf in him wanted blood, the man needed a calculated opening with more of a guarantee of survival than he presently perceived. “You're messing with Opeth Pack. Do you know…” He let the words trail off when humor flashed across the general’s face.

      “That tired pack? The last time that pack was worth a damn was…” The general scratched his head. “Not in our lifetime.”

      Nicholaus growled.

      “You know I’m right.”

      He had a point but Nicholaus wasn't about to admit that. Yes, his pack had been decimated over the years. Loss of Elders, Kiba's death and now an Alpha who couldn't get shit together? Yeah, a pack worth fighting for. Still, the pack he scorned deserved defending, if only for his mates. “Fuck you.”

      The general rushed Nicholaus again.

      Nicholaus was ready this time. Catching the man’s fist, he bent the man’s arm behind his back and slammed him into the wall. Twisting his own elbow, he cocked the man across the jaw and again in the neck. He snarled at the general and took another swing.

      Eyes wide as flashbulbs, the general coughed blood and spat out a tooth.

      Pulling a large knife from the general's sheath, Nicholaus pinned Savas against the wall with enough pressure that he'd drawn blood. The coppery smell beckoned to Nicholaus, urging him to end things and move onto the next target. Nicholaus blinked, regained control over the wolf's mind. “Tell your men to let them go.”

      The general looked up and laughed. “I do not fear you, Magyar.”

      His voice dropped. “And I do not fear killing you.”

      The last sound Nicholaus heard was the strangled laugh before the spine snapped and the other soldiers beat feet out of the alleyway.

      Fucking cowards.
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      It took a second but he caught his breath and looked at the window he'd jumped from. Yup, still broken and what do you know?

      No sign of his lovers.

      The smart play would have been to run and get the hell out of dodge but he couldn't do that without his mates. Nicholaus ran through the street to the front of the inn, aware of every wound he'd had from the fight earlier. Peering around the corner, he spotted only a few guards who seemed nonchalant to their surroundings.

      No one else around meant Nicholaus could attack in plain sight and the two guards wouldn't see it coming.

      He stepped out, whistled and caught the attention of the two morons before they’d both been knocked unconscious. They fell against the wall and slid to the ground with a loud thump.

      A third soldier stepped outside, spotted his fallen comrades. “You, stop right there!” Raising his gun at Nicholaus, he barely had the barrel pointed before Nicholaus reached for the man’s arm, shoved it out of the way and grabbed his wrist. Pulling the man toward him, Nicholaus caught him in the jaw with his elbow.

      The man’s head spun.

      Nicholaus reversed his elbow, catching the man on the other side of his jaw, before punching him straight in the neck. The gun in his hand fell to the floor, clacking against the stone.

      The man flinched and dropped to the ground.

      Nicholaus picked up the gun and fired off two shots into each guard. Throwing the gun aside, he ducked into the alley and waited. A beat passed.

      Nothing.

      The march of soldiers’ boots against the cobblestone street a few streets off made him turn his head. Dashing to the front of the inn, he peeked around the corner and waited. A moment later, several soldiers came down the street, marching in line. Led by a tall, bearded man with his sword drawn, they marched in unison. The commander stopped and his troops stopped behind him. Another general ran up to the leader and whispered something in his ear. The commander turned and faced Nicholaus’ direction.

      “Bring Krystyna to me.”

      Savas. Nicholaus swallowed hard. Two guards led Krystyna and Katarina out into the street, shoving them hard enough that they tripped and fell to the ground.

      “We meet again, Krys.” Savas’ eyes met Krystyna’s. He took her chin in hand and lifted it, gripping her hard enough that she strained to keep up.

      Nicholaus grit his teeth. Wait a moment. Just wait. Patience, he reminded himself.

      Krystyna jerked her head away and wrapped her arms around her frame. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      She knew this guy? What the hell was going on?

      “You ran from me after promising you'd be our pack witch. Then you made your way back to your village in the Balatonföldár. Was he there?”

      Nicholaus didn't miss the burning ire in her eyes.  “That is no concern of yours.”

      Savas covered the distance between him and Krystyna, fisted a handful of hair and yanked her toward him. He slapped her across the face hard enough she’d have bruised if she were human. As it was, she’d have a mark.

      “Leave her alone.” Before he knew it, he’d strode into the street, eyes filled with hateful menace and a craving for blood. Lots and lots of blood and guts. And violence, the more he could inflict on this army, the happier he'd be.

      Savas turned his head. Beady eyes focused on him, lips curled upward in a sneer. “You must be Nicholaus, the abandoner.”

      Nicholaus crouched and readied himself to attack.

      “I’d think twice about that if I were you. I fear you may not know the entire story.”

      The overconfident asshole's words gave Nicholaus pause. “What are you talking about?"

      “Savas, it is none of his business.” She turned a sad glare at Nicholaus. “Please, leave this to me, Nicholaus.”

      The panic in her voice scared him. Something the fuck was definitely up. Nicholaus shook his head. “Katarina, what is she talking about?”

      Katarina rose to her feet but hung her head.

      "Katarina?" Nicholaus waited for the shoe to drop. In situations like this, shit usually fell hard and fast and without remorse. His experiences had been limited to humans of course. Wolves were more passionate, so the hurt came even bigger, but was no less of a surprise when it did.

      Savas clicked his tongue. “You’ve been deceived, Magyar. What was once yours is now mine because you left. She ran to me one night in an act of rage. God,” Savas turned to Krystyna, “you felt so good.”

      Nicholaus balled his fists. “She would never do such a thing.”

      “Indeed? Would she?” A cruel hold on her shoulders forced her to face Nicholaus. “Tell him what we’d talked about, my pretty. Tell him the things you told me about how angry you were at his leaving. Tell him—”

      “No!” Krystyna cut him off and struggled against his grip before being shook into compliance. “No more. I will not.”

      “Krystyna, you…” Nicholaus’ jaw dropped. “You slept with this guy?”

      A smug smile crossed Savas’ face. His eyes narrowed. “Quite a few times.”

      Her eyes moved from right to left, her lips parted to reply, but nothing came out.

      Katarina buried her head in her hands and began crying.

      Krystyna’s eyes widened. “Nicholaus you don’t know the entire story and—”

      Slowly, he closed his eyes. Let out a breath and dragged in another before forcing air out. “Katarina, you knew, didn't you?”

      She lifted her head, shook in the affirmative. Her eyes held remorse and her shoulders slumped. She looked down at the ground and clasped her hands together.

      “And the two of you...” He turned to Savas.

      The general stroked his beard and eyed Nicholaus. “She promised me a child if you never returned. She promised to take over as healer for our pack.”

      “You’re lacking healers is a sign of Prophecy, Savas.”

      “You’re bluffing. You’ve been absent for what,” he checked the watch on his wrist, “twenty some odd years now? You know nothing of prophecy. Shit has changed, boy. It’s a new world out here and our pack will be the ones to open the gates to paradise. Her only fault was backing the wrong team until I came into town.”

      Nicholaus wanted to wipe the sneer off the man’s cocky face, but forced himself to keep his cool. There had to be some other explanation. “We’ve performed the blood rite. You have no claim to her.”

      “Do you,” Savas cocked a furry brow, “think that matters? Do you feel any enhancements? Did you notice what happened when I captured your former mates?”

      Nicholaus shook his head.

      “I didn’t think you'd understand. All that ritual is an old magic that’s been long dead. It hasn't been done in centuries by anyone and certainly not by wolves. We mate for life, right?”

      “Krystyna, you…” He reached for her but her posture stiffened. “You’d betray the pack, you'd betray us?”

      She remained silent.

      Nicholaus' jaw ticked.  “Answer me!”

      Savas laughed, a deep, rich and annoying sound.

      Nicholaus stepped closer, tried to touch her again but the contact of his hand on her shoulder only made her tense even more. “Why?

      Krystyna buried her face in her hands. “I took what I needed because you weren’t here. He was convenient, Nicholaus. Just—”

      Savas put a hand over her mouth. “A fling. I know. And a way to strike back at Hungary’s most precious wolf pack, one way to take vengeance for losing what was once Turkish land.”

      Angry slits glared at Savas. Krystyna yanked his hand from her mouth. “Are we going to do this?”

      Nodding, his smile widened. “My pack comes from a long line of warriors. I am the last of that breed of fine Turkish fighters and needed a child. When you were out that one day, it was obvious what I had to do.”

      The world had finally taken everything from him. And now Krystyna was severing ties too.

      She angled her body away from him, her expression solemn. She jerked her head away. “Go Nicholaus. This is my fight.”

      He readied his fists, frowned hard and started mentally counting the number of troops he’d be able to take out before they killed him. Meanwhile, he needed to buy time. “I can help you if—”

      “Go!” She pointed in the direction of their home.

      Her home, not his. He didn’t belong here.

      “I don’t want this, Nicholaus. You said it yourself. This isn’t your fight, and it never has been. So leave.”

      Finally, his blood began boiling and roiling hatred seethed through his veins. He set his gaze on Savas, saw the men point rifles at him. His lip curled up.  “None of this shit matters. You know what, I’m done. I’m out. You want this? Fucking have it. Prophecy be damned.”

      “You’d be wise to leave now.” The general lifted his head, cleared his throat and appeared to be looking down his nose at Nicholaus.

      The angry violence loving beast inside Nicholaus screamed at how wrong this was, but the human wasn't stupid. This wasn't a situation Nicholaus could win. He swore he’d never interfere with free will. Krystyna was a lost cause and so was Katarina. Savas had won, had stripped him of everything. The world had shit on him finally and broke him. Turning his back on her, Nicholaus began walking down the street.

      “You would not be able to stop me anyway, Magyar.” Savas crossed his arms over his chest, lifted his chin up. His gaze wasn’t quite on Nicholaus, more upwards as though he were looking through the enemy, rather than at him.

      Not a single soldier stopped him. In fact, they parted for him and only gave looks of pity for the defeated Hungarian wolf.

      Savas's words could be heard over the pounding silence. “Let him go, Krystyna. He has abandoned you. Again.”

      Nicholaus glared over his shoulder at them. “Húzz a picsába!” Fuck off!

      “Nicholaus, no!” Katarina screamed but he kept walking down the street.

      “I told you we'd always win. I told you, foreigner. Go home,” Savas shouted, his words erupting into a sinister laughter.

      The truth was, Nicholaus was outnumbered, out gunned, and even with what Les had wrongly called his ‘gift’ he still would not come out of this alive, with both mates intact.

      Katarina didn’t even try to stop him, other than to yell after him. He heard the soldiers grip her, putting their dirty hands on her to drag her back with Krystyna. The thought made him even angrier and he clenched his fists until his knuckles turned white. Blood pooled in his ears, the sound deafening.

      Considering she’d probably be shot if she tried, he couldn’t blame her. Though he wasn’t going to give the Turkish general the response he wanted. Instead, he kept walking until he’d reached the end of the Szentendré and onto the main highway.

      “You fucking lied to me, Krystyna! You and that damned Kiba with his bullshit about a bullshit prophecy! Fuck you both!” He slammed his fist against the wall of a building, turning his knuckles white.

      Shedding the illusion of being a man, he dropped to all fours and took off running, letting anger and pain surge through him. How could she do this to us? To me?

      Bile rose in his stomach. He’d been tossed aside like a common dog and for what? For a lie?

      Nicholaus kept running down the highway toward Budapest. He’d end up on a plane and make his way back to Albuquerque by midnight tomorrow. “She’ll come find you and I won’t stop her this time.” Words echoed in his head that Krystyna had said to him only two days earlier.

      But still, she’d had an affair with Savas. The past two days of lovemaking and conversation flashed in his head. The lies all became a blur when he stepped on the plane and knocked back his first drink.

      His breathing finally slowed when he took a third shot of vodka and matched it with Hungarian Unicum.

      Nicholaus couldn’t wait to come back to Albuquerque where he had several bottles to help him forget his lovers.

      Except he’d just be coming to the place he lived in, not his home.
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* * *

      Swiping his keycard on the plate outside the Quickel Building, Nicholaus pulled the glass door open and walked to the elevator. He swiped his card against the elevator reader and headed up to the third floor where his loft was. The scent in the air changed. Something—no, someone—was in his loft waiting for him. Hints of vanilla and earth floated over his nose. There was a woman. And perhaps a man.

      He opened the door and walked cautiously down the long makeshift hallway, stopping at the corner where the thermostat controls were mounted. Looking in the glass, he saw a short redhead sitting on his couch wearing a floor length skirt. Red hair cascaded over her shoulders and breasts, hiding her figure from view. It didn’t take him but a second to realize Selene had grown up and was now sitting on his couch.

      She didn’t even look up to say, “Come in, Nicholaus.”

      “What do you want, Selene?” He growled and slammed a hand into the drywall before making his way down the hallway.

      “To know why you left your mate in the hands of a Turkish general,” a male voice drew his attention away from Selene.

      Nicholaus turned to see a tall male with long dark hair hanging over broad shoulders. Dressed in black from head to toe, the aura emanating from him seemed menacing. Weathered features showed stress, not actual appearance, as though the wolf wasn't trying to hide his stress levels through magic. He met the intruder's eyes, spotted the iciness in those cold blue irises. “What the fuck are you talking about? And who are you?”

      “Ahem.” Selene crossed her legs and swirled her glass of wine.

      Nicholaus stomped into the kitchen. “And why does everyone think they can invade my liquor collection?”

      The male lifted his head and blinked. “You have a nice liquor collection. That’s why. I’ve yet to find your cigars. You do fit in with our pack.”

      “They’re over by the bed.” Nicholaus shook his head. “Again, who the fuck is this jackoff, Selene?”

      “This jackoff as you so put it, is your new Alpha. Nicholaus, meet Józsi, Opeth Pack Alpha.”

      Nicholaus didn’t know whether to be pissed, feel humble, or groan. “Fine. You’re the new Alpha of the Opeth Pack. I have no pack.”

      “The Opeth Pack doesn’t turn away from those who belong to it. So no, you can’t pull that I have no pack bullshit. Been there, done that shit already. Feel me?” Józsi set the port glass down on the granite counter by the sink and crossed his arms over his rather impressive chest. He was very well defined, and if Nicholaus were anyone else, he’d probably tremble in fear.

      Selene smirked, appeared bored by the obvious male posturing. “He already tried that.”

      “Oh,” Nicholaus groaned. “Lukina and Ilona must have corrected him.”

      Józsi retrieved his glass, took a sip of wine. “Indeed. I’m not fond of it. I fucking hate being put in this position when I know so little, Nicholaus. But our coming together must be done.”

      “That’s your problem, not mine.”

      “You are correct. Ass. But your problem is that you left your fucking mates with a god damn murderous bastard.”

      Nicholaus’s eyes widened. He so did not want to have this discussion. His jaw ticked. “So? She threw me away. She abandoned me.”

      “Because you abandoned her!” Selene stood and pushed away from the couch, shoving her way past the overbearing alpha of her pack and into the open space by the patio. She turned on one heel, her shoes clicking loud against the concrete floor, and growled back at Nicholas. Flames of ire filled her piercing green eyes. “You stupid fucking males of this pack irritate the hell out of me!” She threw her hands up and tossed her glass carelessly into the air.

      It landed on the concrete and shattered, then reassembled itself as though it had never been tossed in the first place before it flew back into her hand. She stalked to the counter and all but slammed it down before Józsi.

      “Fill this, Józsi.”

      Józsi nodded and took the glass from her. He topped it off and set it down on the counter.

      Selene strode across the room, nearly running into Nicholaus.

      Putting his hands up for defense, he took a step back. “Wait a minute here. I’m—“

      “Just another damn moronic Opeth Pack male. So quick to disappear when things get complicated. You infuriate the women of this pack!” She knocked back her wine, wiped her mouth and glared, her brows furrowing together tightly.

      Her eyes glowed red and gold. Power washed off her in smoky hues that crawled up his skin. How Józsi wasn't affected remained a mystery but Nicholaus knew better than to fuck with the pack witch. In the hierarchy, she held things together, kept the pack aligned with their goals and guided them toward a natural path.

      Even though she only came up to his chest, Nicholaus still felt a large power brewing beneath the surface of her emotion. Hell, for all he knew, it was backed by her emotion.

      “I did what I had to.” He closed his eyes and looked away.

      Józsi narrowed his dark blue eyes. “So did I. And I was wrong, Nicholaus. I can’t expect you to understand any of this god damn prophecy shit. Really, I can’t. I think it’s bullshit.”

      “You’re god damn right it is.”

      Selene glared at both of them. “You left her to die, Nicholaus.”

      “I did no such thing. If she wanted to be with that fucker then she should be.” Nicholaus’s shoulders tensed. He sensed a charge in power across the air, something skittering his way.

      Selene took the glass from Józsi. “And what of Katarina?”

      Nicholaus scoffed. “I’m sure Savas will be persuaded to spare her life.”

      Józsi crossed the distance between them and before he knew it, Nicholaus ended up on his back on the hard concrete floor with the air knocked out of his lungs and a pair of hands holding him around his biceps. The icy stare he received only added to the chill currently doing the mambo over his nerves.

      “Wrong answer,” Józsi snarled.

      Nicholaus couldn't move. The other male didn't outweigh him per se, but he'd been forced into a defensive position he couldn't do much from. “God damn it!” Glancing at Selene, he saw tears falling from her eyes. “She’s no longer my responsibility. She apparently promised Savas she'd take over as their pack healer! And she told me to fuck off and leave!” He spat blood on the floor, then cursed himself for forgetting he was in his own loft.

      “She’s your responsibility, Nicholaus. I smell the mark on you. They drank from you. Did you drink from them?”

      “No.” He shook his head. Standing, he braced himself against the wall.

      “You let them only do half the bond?” The furiousness of Selene's voice raising startled even the male pinning him against the ground.

      What was he supposed to say? Oh hey, the truth was awfully convenient here. “I was forced into the bond. Of course I drank from them both. I keep telling you, I want nothing to do with this. I don’t want them, you or anyone. Just leave me alone.”

      Józsi dropped his magic and appeared as a very large wolf standing before Nicholaus. Those icy eyes glowed with rage. Saliva dripped from teeth and the scent in the room quickly smelled of death and blood. Bright silver fur ruffled around the wolf's neck.

      “Józsi, you don’t want to do this.”

      I do. You need to respect pack law. The words spoke were steady in Nicholaus’s head.

      Who the hell was this wolf to think he could boss him around? He'd left the pack, left his mates and all that shit behind for someone else to clean up. If Krys wanted to be a healer for another pack, she should have that choice and she certainly showed it when she sent him away. “Fuck pack law! I don’t give a good god damn about pack law. I am not like the rest of you!” Nicholaus ran around the wall and reached for the knife he kept on the nightstand. Raising it above his head, he stared straight at Józsi and realized he had just enough time to drop the knife.

      Józsi had cleared the distance and pinned Nicholaus against the wall.

      Jaws snapped at Nicholaus’ face. You’re a bastard like the rest of us but you don’t get a pass anymore!

      Sweat broke out on Nicholaus’ forehead. “Kill me.”

      And let you abandon them forever? I don’t think so. You need to learn the same fucking truth I did. There are more important issues on this planet than fucking prophecy, than our stupidity.

      “Józsi, get up off him.”

      "Like what?"

      The wolf snarled. He became a man again, still pinning Nicholaus to the wall hard enough that a little extra force would start breaking drywall.

      Nicholaus glared at Selene. “Stay out of this, witch. This doesn’t concern you.”

      Selene disappeared and reappeared in front of Nicholaus. Shoving Józsi out of the way, she raised a hand. Her palm landed across his jaw hard enough to make Nicholaus’ head slam into the wall and dent it. “You asshole!” she shouted. “This is pack business. I am the pack witch. It concerns me and my children!”

      She'd moved faster than any wolf he'd ever seen. Faster than Les, definitely stronger, at least magically, than any other wolf he'd known, he'd be right to fear her. That would explain why his heart beat double time with her standing so close he could smell her unique scent and Marco's bond.

      Pain radiated throughout his entire body, stunning him momentarily. She’d slapped him with more than just her hand that was for sure. His body still shook and admitting he wasn't afraid would be the ultimate lie he'd told himself today.

      Almost.

      Selene stomped off toward the island in the kitchen, retrieved her glass of wine and swallowed a large amount. She set the glass on the counter. “More, Józsi.”

      Józsi grumbled and padded over to the counter. “We’ve nearly finished the bottle.”

      “She loves you,” Selene pointed a finger at Nicholas. “They both love you. You’ve turned your back on them. Again! Forget the pack for a moment, Nicholaus. You’ve turned your back on your lovers. The two people in this lonely world that would die for you. Literally. And Krystyna is proving that right now while she sits with Savas, waiting in fear. Trembling with the knowledge he will rape her again, you selfish asshole.”

      “He didn’t rape her.”

      “You didn’t let her finish, did you?” Selene narrowed her eyes.

      “How do you know any of this?” He shook his head no. “If that was the case then why did she send me away? Why did she scream for me to let her handle it? And how do you know about that? You weren’t there.”

      “I’m a witch. The Opeth Pack is my family and I have shared blood with all of you. I know just about everything that goes on even though I don’t like it. As for her response to you, you fucked up with them, Nicholaus. Just as bad as this moron.” she waved a hand toward Józsi

      “She’s right.” Józsi walked past Nicholaus. He flicked his cigar cutter open and closed. “In here?”

      At least Józsi' voice returned to some semblance of calmness. Was this what they were talking about? Alpha flying off the handle… “No.” Nicholaus lowered his head and let out a breath. “In the closet.”

      “Oh.” Józsi walked into the large closet and pulled out the piano wood humidor. “La Viña. I like these a lot.”

      “Me too.” Sharing cigars with the alpha of a pack he'd all but turned his back on seemed like a good fucking idea. Especially when he'd almost been killed three times in less than twenty-four hours. His life was turning out like shit with all this prophecy bullshit.

      “Smoke?” Józsi popped his head out of the closet.

      Nicholaus sighed, shrugging his shoulders. “Sure. Fire two up.”

      Selene let out an exasperated sigh. “Do you understand just what it is you have, Nicholaus? Just how precious the gift they’ve given to you is? Honestly?”

      Nicholaus watched Józsi patiently light the foot of the cigar not one, not two but three matches, slowly concentrating on the task at hand before Selene continued.  Once he was satisfied, five minutes later, he handed the cigar to Nicholaus.

      He promptly cut the cap and took a puff, letting the smoke billowing around his head provide him with clarity before he answered Selene's question. He’d been so alone over the last twenty-five years. Hell, he’d have killed just to have someone to smoke cigars with once or twice a week. Or drink fine scotch. Or just to talk to. But it hadn’t happened. He hadn’t met anyone in Albuquerque, other than random people who crossed his path daily. That wasn’t true. He’d met plenty of people, but hadn’t actually followed up with any of them. One of the project developers for the lofts was a cigar smoker. And a scotch drinker. And a wolf.

      “And do you understand this thing inside me, Selene?” He waved a hand in front of his body, “This thing inside me is a tool used to murder and devour. It doesn’t stop. It doesn’t get satisfied with just one life or a few. It—”

      “Serves a purpose. You keep forgetting all the ones you’ve killed—”

      “Are you fucking serious?” He set a hand on the counter, gripped it hard. “I hear them screaming loud every time I close my god damn eyes, Selene. They don't stop.”  He set the cigar in a nearby ashtray.

      “The voices of the guilty always try to make amends when they know they’re wrong. They will always scream because they know they are wrong. You simply learn to tune it out.”

      Nicholaus rubbed his face, pressed his fingers into his temples in an attempt to ease mounting pressure. “How?”

      “Your lovers will guide you, Nicholaus.” Her voice had softened. “Trust me.”

      Oh sure, trust the pack witch who…well she’d abandoned the pack and then came back. Just like Józsi. They weren’t dead, weren’t worse for wear but neither of them looked happy.

      Józsi surely looked the part of regal Alpha, albeit the confident expression he wore betrayed his aura. The intensity in his gaze held true, but the worn look on his face showed just how tired he was.

      “You can’t be alone forever.” Józsi took a long puff on the cigar and let smoke curl around his head.

      Nicholaus picked up his stick, took a drag, exhaled the smooth cocoa tasting smoke and looked at the ground. “I’ve been alone for so long.” He drew another puff, inhaling the cigar, he tasted the coffee flavors of the tobacco. The cloud of smoke circled his head and dissipated.

      “You never had to be.” A female voice called from the door.

      Jerking his head toward the door, Nicholaus stood, cigar in hand. “Katarina?”

      The sound of heels clicking against the concrete floor echoed throughout the loft. Nicholaus took a few steps around the corner and nearly fell down when the tiny redhead smashed into him.

      “Where have you been? You fucking asshole!” She buried her head into the crook of his shoulder before wrapping her arms around him.

      “Are you okay?” Nicholaus ran a free hand over her upper body and down her legs. Stopping to squeeze an ass cheek, he snickered. “You feel fine.” Smelling her, he searched for the unclean scent of forced sex.

      He found none and breathed a sigh of relief. Holding her back at arm’s length, he handed his cigar toward Józsi. “Here, take this.”

      The other male complied.

      Tears slid in a steady stream down Katarina's perfect face, igniting the pain in his heart all over again. He wrapped both arms around her and pulled her to him.

      “Selene wasn’t kidding, was she?”

      The curious look on her face said all he needed to know. Katarina stopped sobbing and pushed away from him. Looking into his eyes, she wiped away a few more tears.

      “How did you escape?”

      She wiped her nose and sniffled before brushing strands of hair from her face. “I didn't. Krystyna insisted to the general that I needed to deliver a message to you.”

      Which meant they were bringing the fight to America. Great. He inhaled slowly, let the breath out just as fast “What?”

      “Savas is coming for you. He says you’ve tainted her and made her even less desirable.” She barely managed to get the words out between sniffles.

      Gritting his teeth, he began trembling with anger. Hate filled his veins for the man he had become, hatred for the man who would do awful things to Krystyna. “Did that son of a bitch hurt her?”

      “No. He didn’t. He said she wasn’t worth wasting his time on any further if she had been with you. He wants your blood, says he needs it to open up the gateway to Paradise.”

      Nicholaus gasped.

      “Figures.” Selene retrieved another glass and poured port into it. “Your liquor cabinet is well stocked, Nicholaus.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You don’t say.”

      Selene handed the glass of port to Katarina. “Here, child.”

      Katarina took the glass and drank the entire contents. “Thank God.” she wiped her mouth.

      Nicholaus would have loved to lick the port from her mouth. He hated himself for the fact that he’d turned his back on his lovers and still desired them.

      Pointing at Nicholaus with his cigar, Józsi took a puff. “I see the look on your face, Nicholaus. Get over it. We’re wolves. What we are is confusion to me as much as it is to you. But we still feel, even if we lose our way sometimes.”

      “Sounds like the boy is learning,” Selene poured another glass of port for all of them. “What’s the deal with Savas? When is he coming for Nicholaus?”

      Katarina swallowed another large sip and rushed to Selene. Throwing her hands around the older woman, she hugged her tightly. “Why,” she whispered, “does all of this have to happen?”

      Selene wrapped an arm around Katarina and smoothed her hair against her shoulders.

      “Why, indeed,” Nicholaus repeated.

      Kissing Katarina’s forehead, Selene began to glow. “I don’t know, child. Just survive. You’re not alone. Things must occur for the prophecy to properly be adhered to. I’m still going through my great grandmother’s books trying to discern the entirety of this damned thing. All I know is that Nicholaus is not a gateway for anything outside of the Opeth Pack. If he takes his place beside our somewhat unsteady alpha, it will give us a show of strength in the eyes of those who would have you thrown out of Heaven.”

      “Why do we want this Heaven?” Nicholaus took his cigar from Józsi and puffed on it. He tapped the ash into the tray beside him and strolled out to the balcony.

      Ashing his cigar, Józsi followed him. The door closed behind him.

      “Look at all the people.” Józsi exhaled and blew smoke into the air.

      “Yeah. I know.” Nicholaus looked down at the sidewalk below them. His glance roamed over a couple, a wolf couple that walked past a streetlight toward The Library bar and grille.

      For a few minutes they leaned over the railing, scanning, observing, watching the humans and occasional wolf pass by.

      “I didn’t want to need Lukina. Or Ilona,” Józsi broke the silence, taking another long puff on his cigar before letting the steady stream of smoke escape into the air.

      Nicholaus turned to face him. “Then why did you?”

      “I couldn’t stop myself from caring any longer. I had nobody. Living in Houston was fine. But living alone isn’t really living, Nicholaus. I don't know if we need bother with the idea of Heaven, nor do I give a damn. Right now, we exist on this plane. Know one thing. That woman in there loves you. She loves the wolf, the illusion of man, everything about you. Hell, she even loves the loneliness about you, as it’s something to focus on as a way of giving you a cure for it. So does Krystyna. If they’re anything like Lukina and Ilona…”

      Nicholaus looked back through the glass at Katarina and Selene. Both women appeared to be chatting and hugging. It hit him that he needed that type of relationship in order to survive. Right now he was just living, if one could call it that…

      “Will Krystyna forgive me for leaving her to Savas?”

      “I can’t answer that question. Neither can Selene. Selene knows a lot about this pack, knows things I’ve yet to understand but that’s her duty as pack witch. How she knew any of this is beyond my understanding, but her magic is pretty powerful. The ties she has to all of us have made it difficult for us to move without her knowing, which is good. Ultimately." He sighed. "She’s sort of a historian. I’m only now learning the hierarchy. But Selene can only hope as much as I can.”

      “Fuck.” Nicholaus slumped his shoulders.

      “Just be prepared to give her your all, Nicholaus.” Józsi turned and leaned against the railing.

      The door opened and Katarina stepped outside.

      “You’ll catch a cold out here.” Nicholaus smiled weakly at Kristina.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” Józsi took a puff on his cigar and blew smoke out over Central Avenue. Then he walked inside and poured another glass of port for himself and Selene.

      “I…” Katarina stopped.

      Nicholaus turned and looked at her. Dark circles under her eyes showed just how tired she'd been, but not from just the flight. Her mouth hung open, her disheveled hair hung around her face. “You still look so terribly distraught, kedvesm. What can I do to ease your pain?”

      Katarina stopped short of putting her arms around Nicholaus. “You can stop being this person who hates who he is. Stop being the loner when you're loved. Stop giving us only half of you. That would go a long way to erasing the sadness in our hearts.”

      “Katarina, I—” Nicholaus shrugged. He didn’t know what to say. Never had he given fully of himself. No one had been worth it and the lies he'd told himself about Krys and Katarina had been just that, lies. Krystyna’s betrayal, even that attempt at…what the hell was she doing lying for him?

      His world had been built upon trust in only himself and the house came crashing down in a matter of hours.

      “Just embrace us. Tell me, promise me that you’ll fight for Krystyna.”

      “I don't know how…”

      She pressed two fingers to his lips, “None of us do.”

      He swallowed hard, the lump in his throat making breathing difficult. Looking past Katarina at Selene and Józsi through the glass door, he saw something he hadn’t noticed before. Józsi's eyes held a sort of kindness. Hidden away, yes. But it was still present. Nicholaus didn't remember the pup from their childhood; only that Kiba kicked him around and made him this angry child who only seemed to find comfort in his two mates.

      Nicholaus had committed murder and sworn he’d never become his father, then left the pack shortly after. His body was painfully lonely without the two of them at night. He definitely needed them for sexual release. No other women were capable of giving him what they could.

      She clasped his hands and bowed slightly toward him. “Then you’ll conquer Savas?”

      How could he do anything less? For Goddess' sake, Krystyna stayed behind and sacrificed herself for him. He wasn't sure how he'd do it, the general moved fast. Maybe Selene moved faster

      He hadn't sensed the witch’s power in full, so had no idea.

      But this was his fight, above pack issue.

      “And you’ll defeat him and thwart off any further advances by the Turkish packs?”

      “Yeah.” Nevermind the fact that he had no idea how he'd accomplish this, but he'd stop running. He'd man up and fight for what he loved, because that's what Katarina had done for him by coming here. She'd fought against her fears, boarded a plane without Lukina, trekked from the airport to here and stood before him to ask him this simple request.

      Her expression softened, she'd cocked her head and took his hands in hers. Warmth, compassion, that fucking white light, surrounded him, dug into his skin and coated him with the sensation of tranquility that provided him the opportunity to see clearly now. “I believe you can. And you must.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Prophecy?”

      She nodded. “And a need for solidity amongst the remaining members of our pack. And a sign to show the others like you that we are regaining our greatness.”

      “Fuck.”

      "More importantly, a sign to us that you're here forever. No more struggles without asking for help. No more love from a distance, Nicholaus." Katarina threw her hands around Nicholaus’ neck, pulling him to her. “I need you to feel with me what Krystyna is feeling. I need you to understand that Savas is not only upset that she belongs to us, that she is Hungarian, but that she is a healer his pack desperately needs and that she's complying out of terror.”

      He swallowed hard.  Screams of agony filled his ears, the tortured souls of those in the Turkish pack who died of sickness, died of overworking, of stress. He tried to shake it off but found it impossible.

      Then he honed in on a familiar sound. The woman in question…he suddenly saw through her eyes. Felt her actions.

      The fear creeping up her spine, anguish prickling her skin. Savas lorded himself around the room she’d been forced into, stopping, stroking that ungodly beard, then looking at her with lust in his eyes. He'd lifted his hands, balled his fists and then shoved them back into his pockets with jerky movements while pacing back and forth.

      But he refused to take action, thank the goddess.

      That didn’t mean Krystyna knew that.

      He started for her then, stalking across the room to grab her tattered shirt. “Why won’t you have me?”

      “Because I don’t love you. I did what I did because I made a mistake in coming to you for help. I fucked up, and now I'm fixing my mess.” By now she'd begun yelling.

      “You came to me with the understanding I would help you. I would ease your pain from the loss and spend nights with you while you suffered in your loneliness. And I did. I gave you my word I’d keep your mate alive in hopes of him coming back, but I fell for you. And to top that off, I kept him alive for you in the hopes you’d stop pining over him when you realized just how much of a deserter he was. And in return you promised to one day become my pack's healer. I'm only asking you to pay up.”

      She could only sigh, the pressure in her chest growing almost too tight for Nicholaus. She’d done all that for…what?

      “You have to see the importance of being our pack healer. We’re dying off by the day, each wolf gets sicker and those who have strength work harder, burning themselves out.”

      She shook her head and wrung her hands together. “Prophecy is what it is, Savas, I cannot change that.”

      “No,” his eyes narrowed, “but you can stave off the inevitable. I’ve seen glimpses of your power. You can heal us.”

      The uncertainty swimming around her head remained unvoiced. She blinked, hated the angry look on his face but found herself unable to do anything about it. She couldn’t go back on her word, but couldn’t save the pack. Even her power could do nothing to stop the inevitable.

      Heavy sorrow weighted on Nicholaus’ shoulders. He wanted to strangle this man, at the same time he felt sorry for the pack that couldn’t be saved. The only answer he could come up with was to let fate kick in…

      He shuddered, though Krystyna’s body remained paralyzed by fear.

      “Please,” Savas didn’t appear to like the position he’d been put in, but his eyes became round, wide, open. “You’ve got to try. Even if…”

      She looked away. “Fine,” she huffed, “but I'm not joining you in bed.”

      Savas’ dark eyes glowed, but before Nicholaus saw anymore, he was jerked back into reality on his patio with Katarina stroking his hair.

      She didn’t want him. Goddamnit!

      Before the anger even swelled, tranquil energy surrounded him and shut down all the thoughts he’d normally have.

      He lifted his head, met Katarina's loving gaze. “I’m a drain, aren't I?”

      She nodded. The second she stopped the influx of calm, his body filled with a sudden chill. Intense loneliness started swallowing him, forcing hope from his mind. Desperation and fear made him shudder until Katarina pulled away. “What was that?”

      “Her energy, drágám. She is so scared right now.”

      “Still, she is a healer. Can’t she heal herself and help them too?”

      Katarina closed her eyes and pressed her lips to his neck. Her mouth was warm against his skin. “No. She cannot. Each pack has its own members who perform those duties. Savas has yet to find those for the Turks. I doubt he ever will. His selfishness blinds him to what his gifts truly and will be their downfall.”

      “Your lips feel sad against my neck, szeretõm. Why?”

      “Because I love all things Nicholaus.”

      He inhaled her scent, so lupine, so perfect. “I see.”

      “You and I have a special relationship that goes beyond that. Never forget that.”

      Nodding, he wrapped his hands around her waist. Her voice sounded sweet to him, like honeydew. “When will Savas be here?”

      “Probably first thing tomorrow.”

      “How did you manage to escape?”

      She hugged him to her body. “Nicholaus, they let me. He sent me out so I could deliver a message.  I suspect he'll follow. I was only a few hours behind you. Lukina was home still and managed to help me get back here. Otherwise I’d be lost. She’ll be here shortly too.”

      Nicholaus sat on the chair beside the door. “Probably knew you would head to me. I take it they probably know where I live now.” Nicholaus closed his eyes. Memories of a few traded punches told nothing of value about the caliber of fighter. And would the wolves march through Albuquerque? That would be stupid. It’d alert all the hunters in a hundred mile radius to their presence and any who felt the wolves were demons would surely engage and kill.

      Stronger yes. Faster? Wolves. Highest numbers?

      Humans, by far.

      What the hell was the Goddess thinking in making wolves the protectors of mankind?

      Katarina nodded. “I tried to take a different route here, but you’re so easily found. Why did you choose to live here?”

      “Because amongst the humans, I blend in. They’re so busy partying that they don’t see the wolf.”

      “Please come back to Hungary when this is over. You won’t have to worry about illusions and discovery if you return with us.”

      “Katarina, if you want all that, then you’re going to have to take things one step at a time.” His voice sounded gruff to him. He hated that, but she couldn’t push him. Gently guide him perhaps, but his emotions were already on overdrive from the fact that he’d almost written off both his lovers over his own stupidity, combined with the fact that he’d been a fool to ever leave Hungary without them. Nicholaus felt the only way a man in his position could feel—lost.

      “Okay. I can be gentle.”

      The wind blew, ruffling her silken hair. With a last puff on the cigar Nicholaus set it on the stucco ledge and pulled Katarina into his arms.

      Katarina nestled against him. Her hot breath against his skin warmed him, aroused him. Cupping her soft ass, he pulled her into him and kissed the top of her head, nuzzling her red curls with his stubbled cheek.

      “We should probably go in and get some rest. It’s been a tough few days.”

      “Indeed. You are probably tired from the time difference, no?” He felt her fingers tangle through the thick strands of his waist length hair.

      She nodded.

      “Okay. Let’s go. The shower is just through the bedroom. I’ll join you in the shower after a while.”

      Katarina smiled something wicked.

      She walked inside, her ass sashaying just a little.

      Nicholaus licked his lips and swatted her ass.

      She yelped and turned around to glare at him.

      Enjoying the smirk she gave him and the wry way her eyes twinkled and hinted at more once this was all resolved, Nicholaus realized he couldn't leave her alone anymore. He’d been bleeding emotionally too long and both his lovers stemmed the flow of blood, returning it to his heart where it belonged, rather than all over the floor in a pool of darkened loneliness.

      “I see the lovers are acting like they should.” Selene slid off a stool and took Józsi’s hand.

      Józsi nodded. “We should go.”

      “Yes. By the way, how did you get in here?” Nicholaus slid his hands into his pockets.

      “I know the developer’s uncle.” Selene winked. “And to answer your next question, Lukina is still here. Ilona will meet us when we return with you three.”

      Nicholaus lowered his gaze on Selene. “You know more than you’re letting on, witch.”

      Selene smirked. “It’s my job.”

      Nicholaus let out a long, slow breath. “Fine. Do I need anything before tomorrow?”

      “Only the love you have for them. Let that be your guide, Nicholaus. Don't be afraid to let it all out. And bring my Krystyna back to me. I’m tired of hearing Agí bitch.”

      “Fucking old bat,” he scoffed.

      “Nicholaus!” Katarina slapped his shoulder, making him grin sheepishly.

      Nicholaus licked his lips as Katarina sauntered off to the shower, stripping her top and tossing it to the side.

      “We’d better let you two get to your evening. If you need anything, we’ll be close by. We’re staying at the Hyatt on Fourth Street.” Selene wrapped her arms around Nicholaus’ waist. “Oh, and do me a favor.”

      Nicholaus arched an eyebrow.

      She raised her mouth to his ear. “I want grandchildren from both of you. Not just Krystyna.”

      Nicholaus winced. Who the hell said he was father material? He could barely survive without his lovers now and Selene wanted grandkids? “What?”

      “Gotta go. Come on Józsi.” Her giggles turned into a drunken cacophony of laughter.

      Józsi nodded. Sipping the last of his drink, he set the glass down in the sink and escorted Selene out, arm in arm.

      “Józsi’s so agreeable when he’s hammered.”

      Józsi slapped Selene on the ass. “Fuck you, witch!”

      “If my mate Marco wasn’t so young…and we had a trio…”

      “Go on, woman. Take the drunken alpha back to sleep it off.” Nicholaus couldn't hold back the chortle.

      Giggling, she walked down the makeshift hallway and to the door with Józsi in tow.

      Tomorrow was going to be a long day.
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      The alarm sounded and Nicholaus reached over to shut it off. Katarina’s body remained plastered to his just like when they used to share a bed together. Early morning light shone through the window, creating a bright ring around the wall in front of the bed, and casting sunbeams on the floor by the left side of the bed. He stirred, felt her soft ass and instantly hardened. He set a hand over her shoulder, started stroking her tender skin then realized if he continued, he'd end up waking her and wanting her.

      And she’d probably cave.

      Stress had a way of making people do things out of the ordinary.

      Without Krystyna, it wouldn’t be complete.

      Nicholaus had to wonder why he never made love to just one of them at a time. Even the last time, when Katarina seduced him, Krystyna joined them. He never felt complete without them both. It was worse now that he’d been reunited. It never mattered which woman started things, desire always ramped up hotter once the other joined in.

      That never happened, even in the few zipless fucks he’d had back here. Never had they been in his bed, he’d used the balcony or the window as a grand standing gesture, fucking them against the glass so they couldn’t see him.

      The body huddled close to his had more than a warm wet opening, she’d had a heart that beat for the universe, for him. For them.

      Tears stung the backs of his eyes, and he caught himself wiping them away.

      He’d do anything, even face the shit he feared, in order to protect them.

      Now he needed to show Krystyna what a fool he'd been, and apologize to Katarina for the behavior he’d displayed out of fear.

      “You set things in motion, Nicholaus.” Again, Les's words.

      God damn it.

      He nuzzled her neck, inhaling her perfect scent. “Katarina, you’re so sweet, szeretõm.”

      Katarina’s mouth opened just a little, forming a perfect bow. He imagined she heard him on some level. She moved beside him and threw a leg over his waist. He reached for her thigh and pulled it over him, bringing her closer to him, regretting the decision immediately since it meant her heat now covered his leg.

      She snuggled closer, opened her eyes. “Good morning.”

      Nicholaus let himself smile back. “If you’d crawl on top of me this would be a really good morning.” He winked.

      Katarina nudged him with her elbow. “I’d really love to.”

      Hell, the scent of her arousal overpowered the coffee and tobacco flavors hanging in the air from last night’s cigar. He shrugged and let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d held. “Then we should probably get up and eat.”

      Nodding, she stroked a finger down his chest.

      “I am to expect company today.” He shuddered against her touch.

      “Savas”

      “Who else?” He sighed. “I have no friends out here.”

      Stretching, Nicholas rolled out of bed and padded into the bathroom, aware that Katarina’s intense stare never left his nude body. Running water, he looked in the mirror. He needed a shave, but at the same instant he thought that something in his stomach fluttered. Savas would be here soon. Nicholaus had no desire to fight. He didn’t want to embrace the violent part of himself.. The blood bath that would ensue was sure to scar his mind.

      Katarina came to stand beside him, strands of red hair flying about her face. Her perfectly round breasts bobbed with each step, robbing him of coherent thought.

      His eyes traveled down the length of the image in the mirror, licking his lips unconsciously at the sight of her plump lips, creamy skin. Of course his mouth watered when he caught sight of smooth lower lips. “You’re freshly shaven?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You noticed.”

      “Is that to hide your true hair color?”

      “Nope. I started shaving shortly after you left.” Her skin turned a shade of pink.

      The last time they made love she had a tiny thatch around her groin, but the shaved look hardened him even more. Nicholaus faced her now. “Kiss me.”

      Katarina took a step forward and pressed her hands to his chest. “I love your broad shoulders,” she licked his bottom lip.

      Nicholaus pulled her into his embrace, aware of how small she’d become in his arms when she practically melted against him. Yes, he felt the incredible warmth from her sex against his and wanted more contact, knowing how wrong it’d be without Krystyna. But again, his body seemed to have other plans.

      Katarina pressed her hands against his chest stopped him. “No, szeretőm. You must learn patience, too.”

      Nicholaus darted his tongue out over her top lip. “Why?”

      “Because patience is good. Patience increases tension. Increased tension,” she patted his throbbing cock, “increases feeling.”

      “You’re playing with fire.” He gritted his teeth.

      “I know.” She released him and walked out of the bathroom.

      Nicholaus stood there, jaw agape. His cock throbbed painfully. Why he didn’t storm into the bedroom and take her, bend her over the bed and make love to her as his evaded him. Of course, her words echoed in his head.

      He had to have patience.

      Had to focus.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A fresh shave and cold shower did nothing to hamper his arousal, but his mind had been cleared when he set the water on high and sat in the steam of his bathroom for a few minutes. Afterward, he toweled himself off, he slicked his hair back and realized it needed a trim.

      Of course mundane shit like evening up the ends of his hair would be something to deal with provided they survived the oncoming ordeal.

      He found Katarina sitting on the edge of his bed, remote in hand. She’d flipped through several channels before glancing at him with her gentle smile. He caught the hopeful sparkle in this green eyes, prayed he could make this all go away and save Krystyna from this menace.

      He had to think for a moment, the longing in her eyes reminded him she missed home. She didn't have to say it; he felt the underlying fear in how she moved through his loft. Skittish, America was a new thing to her. One he hoped she'd grow accustomed to.

      Even if he returned to the pack with her, he'd still keep this place. Maybe make new memories.

      The channels flipping stopped on the news. “I think Savas will be here within the hour.”

      “Turn it up.”

      A reporter droned on about a convoy of military vehicles heading down Central Avenue. Since they weren’t causing any destruction, they hadn’t been stopped. Something had to be up if military made their way through and no news organization had released anything about the US Government.

      What was this exactly?

      “Nobody has noticed this? In our country, surely this would be big news. A coup, or military strike or?” Katarina scratched her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “No, I don’t either. It looks like they’re coming from the south valley. What an odd route to take.” Nicholaus rubbed his chin and closed his eyes.

      “How are they getting around in military vehicles without arousing suspicion?” Katarina turned her face to him.

      “Those aren’t U.S. vehicles so they probably flew them here. How the hell would they get funds to do that? The Turkish military does not authorize its army to work with the wolf pack, does it?”

      “I’m afraid the Turkish government sees the wolves as disposable. So yes, they’ll work with them to save humans. They, like others have a habit of using the wolves for a greater gain. It saddens me, Nicholaus.”

      “Savas has to know this.” He settled a hand on her shoulder.

      “I do not know, szeretőm.”

      “I guess I need to go meet him.” Nicholaus settled his hands in the pockets of his jeans.

      “We,” she poked him in the rib.

      “Yes. I want to shelter you from anything and everything, keep you safe.”

      She smiled, blinked. “But I’m an adult, Nicholaus and you may need me. Krystyna may need me to heal her. As it is, she’s going to be in a state of cognitive dissonance from all that's transpired.”

      He swallowed and felt bile rising in his throat. “Yeah.”

      “You can use your gift to protect her.”

      He stiffened.

      She took his hand in hers, forced him to look at her. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re setting things in motion, just as Les predicted. What must be done, must be done.”

      “But at what expense, Katarina?”

      “Only the Boldog Azzsony knows for certain, this is Her divine doing.”

      He chortled.

      “Will you face your fears and help us?”

      “You?” He arched a brow. “You and Krystyna, yes. I will.”

      “Then take this chance to trust someone else, show me you trust me, Nicholaus. Let someone else keep you safe.”

      That was the crux of all this shit, wasn’t it? Someone else to protect him, someone else to guide him. What a bullshit way to learn this lesson. Others would die, countless deaths.

      Yeah, he remembered what happened after he’d killed her father and brother. Others came to their aid, tried to pull him off the dead bodies or stop him from wounding Katarina’s father and brother, Andor and Andris. He snarled and remembered clearly just how thick their flesh was once he saw through the haze, just what it tasted like. Yeah, the chemical smell from their bodies didn’t help his anger, either.

      He’d ripped them all apart.

      Been touted as a hero even though he’d dropped eight wolves total.

      Then the hunters, there had been thirty of them. He saw their faces, fear clearly etched in their eyes once he’d dropped his human illusion and charged at them.

      This time, no one stopped him.

      Les only told him the cleansing would be another part in the prophecy designed to aid the humans.

      Whatever. It made him sick unless Katarina and Krystyna held him. Only the two of them kept the lurching at bay.

      And in moments after the slaughter, Katarina's healing helped settle his stomach.

      “You're putting a lot of faith in me. Even after I’ve continuously let you down. Why, drágám?”

      “I cannot put my faith in someone undeserving.” She clucked her tongue. “You,” facing him full on, her expression changed, eyes softened, “but I can trust in others. I can trust in you to do what's right.”

      “But unjustified murder wasn't right.”

      “Nicholaus,” she stood, still naked, still beautiful, “do you not understand there is evil in this world? It matters not wolf or man. Forces in this world want to tear us all down, just because they hate us. They want to decimate us, to stop us. They’re unhappy. They’re terrorists. What you’re doing is shutting them down”

      Her English began to falter, indicating her exhaustion in the subject.

      “You’re going to stop them.”

      Nicholaus frowned. ”I cannot do it all.”

      “No one is asking you to. I’m only asking you to trust us, and trust yourself.”

      He sat beside her, looked down at the brown concrete and inhaled. Calming energy settled around him, steering his thoughts to what became more important than self-doubt.

      “Look at me.”

      His heart raced, thundered heavy against his ribcage. Blood pounded in his ears, the sound almost deafening. Sweat broke out on his skin and his palms grew clammy. It would be another massacre and so many of those innocent didn’t deserve to die. But they would.

      There would be a cleansing, he realized. A massive one once this shit started.

      God damn it.

      “Look at me, Nicholaus. Please?”

      Lifting his head, he met her stare, felt it then. All the years of distance and she hadn’t stopped loving him. All the stupidity he’d done, all the heartache he’d caused, hadn’t made her love him less. He knew that now.

      “Our blood rite will help you.”

      “I thought Savas said—”

      She pressed two fingers to his lips. “No one knows. But don’t you feel it? The strength you’ve found. Aren’t you fighting harder for us now?”

      “Yes but that’s because something inside changed.”

      “As it did with Józsi, I understand. But that took Selene to rummage through his damage. We can’t all use the witch, though she’s like a mother to us. We have unique gifts. Even I have felt power course through my body, strength I haven’t possessed. Look at me, Nicholaus. I’m stressed, but I’m not on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I’m,” she drew in air and let it out slowly, “better.”

      He didn’t know what to say. Sure he felt the change in him, knew something was different. He’d taken on qualities he hadn't possessed before. Empathy to the point of inaction had stopped him before, but now he was questioning things.

      Was that growth or the blood rite?

      Did it really matter?

      “I’ve been in your mind.” She tilted her head. “I know your fears, drágám. You are so afraid that you’ll turn on those you love. You always have been since the incident.”

      Nicholaus stiffened. He stood, went back into his closet, pulled out a shirt and slipped it on. Fumbling with the buttons, he cursed until Katarina stood before him, reached for his shirt and began buttoning it up.

      “I forgave you. They were going to kill me. My father went insane and set my brother off. They would have set others off with the madness if you hadn’t stopped them. The Flower Maiden’s disease started to seep into them a long time before I was born from what I had been told by mother,” she frowned for a moment and then continued, “You had to stop them. There was no reasoning. Once the Flower Maiden touches you, the disease sets in and you go mad. You do not show those signs. They did. Please trust me, Nicholaus.”

      All the blackness hit when he thought back about that day. Darkness so bleak, so empty, so overbearing it usually threatened to bring him to his knees, slammed into him.

      One moment he'd been in his loft, the next, back home. Old home.

      Andris and Andor had cornered Katarina.

      Again.

      “Get up and take it like you’re supposed to. If you don’t, you’ll unleash hell on all of us.”

      She screamed when Andor started for her.

      The instant Andor touched her, Nicholaus lost it.

      Something vile had unleashed inside Nicholaus, a need he’d mistaken for protectiveness but later called murderous rage. Then the world went blank. When he woke up, he tasted dried blood on his muzzle and numerous others were in the room cleaning up the defiled bodies.

      No one met his stare.

      Fear didn't seep off them, it tornadoed.

      “Do you remember what brought you out of your rage, Nicholaus?”

      Nicholaus shook his head and found Katarina's face, body, not the young girl but the beautiful woman, and his loft.

      “Krystyna came into the room and said something to you. She professed her love for you and me. Then you turned around and looked at her. I saw the painful look in your eyes, drágám. You were so hurt for what you’d done to me, it was almost as though you ached more than I did for my loss.”

      Nicholaus frowned.

      “You were so sweet to feel that way, Nicholaus. But there was a lot you don’t know about my father and brother. They were not good wolves. The Flower Maiden’s disease only amplified their pain.”

      Sure he knew what they had been doing to the girls of the pack. It wasn't uncommon at that time for that sort of thing. A lot of wolves had been inflicted, touched by the Flower Maiden's disease and were beginning to show signs. Oddly, Nicholaus did what he needed to in a blind rage, blacked out from this world while he cleaned up the mess that bitch left her wolves with. He wanted to spit nails at the fact that such a deity of sorts could be related to the Boldog Asszony. Desperate times called for desperate measures and the Opeth Pack had been dying off slowly. The prevailing thought had little to do with logic, but stated basically that more puppies equated a larger pack

      It didn’t matter if those puppies became infected via the Flower Maiden.

      God damn her too. He huffed. “What’s to say I wouldn’t have come after you and Krystyna? Or Kiba? Or of the former elders?”

      Katarina rested her palm against his cheek. “My heart knows best sometimes, drágám. You should really consider listening to me more often.”

      “If I planned to be around more often, I would.”

      “What do you mean if you planned to be around more often? You’re not leaving after this is over, are you?”

      “I don’t plan to go back to Hungary with you two.”

      “Then we shall stay here.”

      Nicholaus studied her face. Her lips were set in a firm line, her eyes sparkled with determination. “I meant it when I said I’m not letting you get away this time. It’s about time I take what I want, for once.”

      “You’re asserting yourself?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      Very matter-of-factly, she nodded. “I am. I will not board a plane to Budapest without you. And Krys can’t stop me. She won’t. You two have a lot of talking to do.”

      He shut his eyes. “No. We don’t.”

      Stepping forward, she poked him in the chest with a long fingernail. Her eyes narrowed and her face was red. “Yes, you do. You two need to get over your aggression and make up. She’s behaved just as childishly as you have, and I’m tired of it.”

      Nicholaus started to say something but stopped short. She was right. Letting out a long, slow breath, he forced himself to relax. “Fine.”

      Her smile returned. “Good. I’m glad. We need each other, drágám. I feel Savas is close, I can scent our third.”

      He nodded, sniffed the air and picked up on the Turkish wolves nearby. How Katarina had grown so quickly in the last few days was a mystery to him. Apparently though, it was time.

      A knock on the door disturbed them. “Who would be coming over now?” Nicholaus tensed, waited for the rush of power that came from new people.

      “Probably Józsi and Selene. Even in his confusion and aggressive behavior, he supports his pack entirely.”

      The door opened. Nicholaus looked down the makeshift hallway to see Selene and Józsi stalking toward them. “We’ve got trouble.” Selene sounded anxious. Her deep red mane had been pulled back in a tight ponytail, emphasizing her round face and bright eyes. The air crackled around her enough to put Nicholaus's nerves on full alert. Aggressive energy swarmed around her, making the hair on Nicholaus’ neck stand on edge.

      “Józsi’s hung over and can’t fight?” Nicholaus snickered.

      Józsi snorted and stepped through the door, wearing black like a second skin. His jacket fit over large shoulders and remained open, though he carried no weapons. This wouldn't be a fight with traditional weapons anyway, not unless the sword Savas carried counted. Two pairs of boots clicked on the concrete. “Not even close, pal. And she wouldn’t be freaking out if that were the greatest concern we had. Have you two seen the news?”

      Nodding, Nicholaus watched Katarina walk up to Selene and give her a hug. Instantly, the anxiety around Selene died down. In fact, her clothing, black jeans and tight top that pushed her chest out, seemed to ripple until Katarina hugged her.

      Nicholaus looked at Katarina. “How did you do that?”

      Katarina smiled at him without answering.

      “Katarina is part of our pack that does that like it’s breathing.”

      “I’m just learning the same thing with Lukina and Ilona. Our women are amazing, Nicholaus.” Józsi pulled two cigars from his pocket. “I’ve been learning a lot from them both about us and it’s literally amazing. Here,” he handed the cigars to Nicholaus, “These are for when you’re done later today.”

      Nicholaus took the two cigars and looked closely at them. “That’s a La Viña Eighteen isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Let’s say I have friends in China who owe me.”

      “Thanks.” Nicholaus turned to Selene.

      Selene stood quietly chanting while stroking Katarina’s hair. She looked up and opened her eyes. Nicholaus saw something flash across her pupils but didn’t want to ask about it. It actually looked like something had taken over Selene momentarily.

      “Savas is only a few blocks away. He’s left the military vehicles down by the south valley but is traveling on foot as a wolf. So, it looks like he’s trying to intimidate this town.” Józsi lowered his gaze.

      “Fat chance. There are gangs here who’d shoot him for crossing their territory.” Nicholaus settled a hand on his hip.

      “And they’ll be murdered in cold blood quickly. The city of Albuquerque is trying to pass a ban on wolves. If Savas and his gang murder anyone, they’ll make sure wolves are blamed. And your little home here will be reduced to ashes if you're caught.”

      “This town couldn’t give a fuck about our existence.” Nicholaus settled a hand on his head.

      Józsi shook his head. “Normally you’re right. But over the last few days there have been uprisings in the gang territories by the North East Heights area. Savas isn’t as advanced as Les is but he has certain powers, I’m told. I sensed them the other day from here when he was near you.”

      “That’s just great. I assume that’s why you two are here today?”

      Józsi nodded. “You guessed it. I need to be at the helm of whatever fights I can be as your Alpha. And as you know, the fact that we’ve ignored so much of our heritage really is a problem.”

      “Somehow I’m not sure I like the odds. How come Les couldn’t stop these guys?”

      Selene smirked. “He’s not here, and more importantly, there is something wrong with Les. Ever since he fought Marco, there has been something wrong with him. He’s off his game. Yes, his magic is still strong and he can manipulate people and those of lesser intelligence. Wolves are a different matter but he still has some modicum of control over them. But the Les we knew is gone. He’s become a recluse.”

      “Not entirely. We saw him turn away about a dozen hunters who attacked our village. That’s why I intended to bring the girls back here.”

      She set a hand on her hip. “Yes and no. You saw Les’s shadow. The real Les hasn't left his house since Marco fought him.”

      “Shadow?” What the fuck? Shit just got heavy on the Les front.

      Selene clucked her tongue. “Yeah, his abilities range from being able to project himself anywhere he chooses and make that image corporeal, to even greater things we’ve yet to understand about him. But that shadow is far less powerful than the real Les.”

      “Shit. So he can be in two places at once?”

      “Yeah,” Józsi nodded. "I had no idea. Selene told me when I came back. Even Lukina hadn’t a clue. We do know that both existence and Shadow are weakened but for how long this will last is a mystery. Les has always had complicated designs for the world.”

      “So, we're kind of fucked.”

      Katarina stood beside him, took his hand in hers. She mouthed something he barely heard.

      “You didn’t do anything to him?” Nicholaus wrapped his arms around Katarina.

      Selene sighed. “No. After my…” She let that thought trail off, looked away, then back at Nicholaus, “He ran. I did search him just after Marco defeated him and found something of interest to those of the Craft.”

      “What?”

      “He wears the mark of the Maiden.”

      Katarina and Józsi gasped. Obviously, Nicholaus had been out of the loop too long to know what any of this shit meant.

      “I don't understand.”

      “Unfortunately,” Selene coughed, “neither do I. I need to read more of my mother’s books to figure this out. This pack is not only a large mess, but an even bigger mystery. I can only tell you if Les were honest and true with what he’d said to all of us, things are about to get interesting and bloody.”

      “Great.” Józsi nodded.

      “Yeah. That means I'm supposed to put more things in motion. That phrase has repeated in my head more times than I care to count. What am I supposed to be doing? How are my actions going to impact our pack?”

      “Sweetie, you’re going to have to trust your mates on this one. Krystyna is in danger. Worry about the rest, later. Save her.” Selene's eyes closed. “Don’t worry about the body count. Just save her. It’s vital to our existence, this pack’s existence.”

      Great. More cryptic answers. Like he hadn't expected them. Something on the wind set Nicholaus’s teeth on edge. “Fuck. We’ll figure it out later. We need to get going. I smell foreigners.”

      Józsi stroked his chin. “What bothers me is that they’re making an open attack on American soil with American wolves. Why would Savas do something like that?”

      Selene shook her head. “Beats me.”

      Nicholaus put a hand behind his head, looked away. “Maybe this is an attempt at getting to me? He said his pack doesn’t have a healer. Challenge us, take one of ours. But what good will that do if she can’t belong to his pack?”

      “It’s certainly unsettling. Krystyna can heal the wolves in his pack but those who start to exhibit signs of Lunar Flower disease will not take the magical treatment as her own pack would if we detected the insanity early enough. She’ll only prolong their suffering.”

      “Doesn't Savas know that?” Józsi leaned back against the wall, crossed his arms over his chest.

      “No,” Nicholaus shook his head. “I’ve looked into his mind, through Katarina’s magic. He’s blinded by what he wants, what he thinks he deserves but cannot have. Why do I get the feeling shit's about to go down?”

      Józsi stretched his arms out wide. Cracking his knuckles, he looked directly at Nicholaus. “That’s because they’re outside the loft.”

      “I bet they won’t wait to be buzzed in.” Nicholaus snickered.

      Selene and Katarina glared at him.

      “What? They won’t.”

      Józsi sighed. “Come on. Let’s go meet our guests.”

      “I hope they brought beer.” Nicholaus led Katarina by the hand to the door.

      “I hope they brought something stronger than that.” Józsi caught Selene's hand and followed them out.
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      The elevator doors opened and Nicholaus heard the sound of glass shattering. The noise filled the hall and shards splintered everything in the walls including the paintings.

      The smell of gunpowder seared the air.

      “Attention ladies and gentlemen, I think we’re going to have a problem.” Nicholaus waited a beat.

      “I know you’re there. Come out Magyars. Meet your death.”

      Savas's deep voice couldn't help the delivery of that cheesy threat. “Corny shit from the Turk. How did you find us?” Nicholaus stepped out from the elevator. His nerves hadn't been on edge until he locked eyes on the general. Then his jaw tensed, muscles flexed. He had to remind himself a show of force would be bad if he started things off the wrong way.

      Savas stood at the entry way dressed in black. His thick beard had been trimmed neatly. Light reflected off his polished boots. The sheath of his sword gleamed in the daylight.

      “Savas. Couldn’t you have come up with something better than ‘meet your death’?”

      “How about, prepare to die?” Savas cocked an eyebrow and tilted his head.

      Józsi snickered. “Still cheesy.”

      He sighed. “My English is…how do you say, it sucks?" He blinked. "Oh well. I found you through following your mate, Katarina. She led us right to you, as we knew she would. Here,” he snapped his fingers, “You want this?” Savas waved a hand and a soldier shoved Krystyna forward. Her hands and feet had been bound together. Her eyes were swollen, lips puffy and bruises marked her skin.

      Clothes had been tattered and Nicholaus smelled dried blood.

      A hand settled on his shoulder. Katarina.

      Nicholaus clenched his fists but kept them at his sides. He planned to remain calm despite festering anger threatening his sanity. “Yes, I do.”

      Savas sneered. “You can have her. She truly is tainted now that you’ve touched her before she gave me a child. And she cannot help my pack.”

      Nicholaus forced himself to focus on the pain and sorrow in Krystyna's eyes before paying mind to the blinding rage that threatened to consume him.

      "What have you done to her? I'll make you pay dearly."

      “And you accuse me of corny lines? Nothing.” Savas chuckled. Drawing his sword, he pointed the long blade at Nicholaus. “Bring the others out of the elevator. I know your witch is there. I feel her.”

      Selene stepped out of the elevator followed by Józsi.

      “This is not the way to fight a battle.” Józsi crossed his arms and stared vehemently at Savas.

      “I’m well aware that I should challenge the offender and his alpha, but I understand you are no alpha.”

      Raising a fist, Józsi took a step forward. “On what grounds do you challenge me and mine?”

      Power flowed around Savas. “On the grounds that the heathen,” he pointed his sword at Nicholaus, “soiled what was mine.”

      “Nicholaus, please leave them. This is all,” Krystyna sniffled, “all wrong.”

      He lifted a hand, ignoring her plea. “I did no such thing. You’d have to have actually touched her but before that, you’d have to know she belongs to me. You would have soiled what is mine by right and I’d be forced to kill you.”

      Nicholaus felt the burst of energy throughout the room but stood his ground. “She was never yours, Savas. This is not a fight with the Opeth Pack. It’s a fight with me. And if that’s what you want, bring it.” Crouching, he cracked his knuckles and smiled, baring lengthening canines.

      “Nicholaus, no! Don’t. He’s got an advantage!” Krystyna struggled against her bonds and fell forward. Katarina rushed with supernatural speed to catch her and bring her back to where Selene and Józsi stood.

      Why had that been too easy? What was Savas’ game?

      Nicholaus watched Katarina shower Krystyna with kisses then turned his attention to Savas. “It seems we have the upper hand.”

      “It would seem so. But you need more than speed to defeat me.” Savas snapped his fingers and produced an energy ball just above his hand. It floated, giving off an intense heat.

      “So what? Les can do that too.”

      “But can your Les throw his energy?”

      Selene stepped forward, coughed. “I’m not impressed.” She put her hands together and formed a ball twice the size of the one floating above Savas’ hand. Her ball glowed black and purple. Energy crackled around the ball. Nicholaus felt the heat from her energy twice as much as the one Savas held. “With this I could bring down the entire building, crushing just you, Savas.”

      Jerking his head around, Nicholaus glared at Selene. “This is not your fight, Selene.”

      “I know. But Savas doesn’t realize that even his pack rules prevent him from fighting you using techniques you do not possess. The idea was that if you could not fight on your own, then you deserved to die.”

      “The rules govern all wolves, not just his pack.” Józsi flicked his wrist and produced a large dagger.

      Savas stepped back.

      Józsi sneered.

      “Bah.” Savas spat the word out.

      “Thank goddess for that blessing, I suppose.” Nicholaus closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Exhaling slowly, he opened his eyes and focused his attention on Savas. “I’ll tell you what, Savas. You could pack up your shit and get the fuck out of America and stay the fuck out of Hungary, or you can die with your family.”

      “My family brought the Turkish wolves to a new high in respect amongst the wolf community. We are not laughed at as you are. We are feared, revered and respected. I shall not back down. Despite the fact that my pack lacks a true healer and witch, I shall persevere.”

      The Turks were without a witch also?

      No wonder Savas acted with desperation. But if that remained true, why not kidnap another pack witch?

      Selene obviously overpowered him. Or did she?

      “Taking what belongs to a great race of wolves is like candy from a baby. You think Krystyna is safe but I know where to track her and your other witch.”

      There was a collective gasp from Selene, Nicholaus and Katarina. Krystyna had been going in and out of consciousness since they reclaimed her. Nicholaus tried to divert some energy to her but he wasn’t a healer. Work like that took extra energy and usually resulted in more of a drain on him and others, rather than helping them.

      But he’d try for her. This was his fault in the end.

      “What are you talking about, other witch? Wolf packs only have one witch.”

      “Yes, but the Opeth Pack possesses some fucking gift,” Savas clenched a gloved fist, “allowing it to have more than one witch. I don’t know why, but you don’t need her.”

      “You’re bluffing you blowhard.” Józsi strode up beside Nicholaus, bared fangs.

      The violent nature of the wolf started poking at Nicholaus. His vision blurred momentarily. What was going on?

      He swayed from foot to foot, shifting his weight nervously. He had to force himself to remain steady and focused. “The fact that you lack both is your weakness, Savas. I do not know what happened in the Turkish packs all those years ago to upset your witch or the Goddess, but I intend to make you pay for what you did to what is mine.”

      “The Goddess has turned her back on us all. Worthless bitch. As for Krystyna, I was never able to have my fill because she told me she had been with another. I need a woman who is pure.”

      “You should never have disrespected my lover, Savas.” Nicholaus’ shoulders tightened. Hair rose on the back of his neck, his teeth grew longer. Something inside of Nicholaus surfaced and then flowed around him. His eyes narrowed. His mind drove out all other thought except murderous rage. “You will die, Savas.”

      “You are actually going to challenge the greatest fighter there is? I cannot believe you would think such a thing. Oh, wait. Does this have to do with that lame prophecy bullshit spread throughout Europe amongst the wolves?”

      Nicholaus shook his head, crouched low and stepped forward, his size increasing along with the power he felt surrounding him. “I don't know. I know only that you harmed Krystyna and have been invading territories for no reason other than to conquer those less fortunate than you.”

      “They need conquering; the Hungarians are a sad group who exist only because they have not been phased out yet.” He set the blade of his sword against the stone.

      “They are the strongest of the packs in the region and you challenge them only for glory that matters to no one. This may be prophecy related, Savas but so what?” Nicholaus growled, tried to stop himself from dropping the magic making him appear human but found it impossible. He struggled, his body shaking before he lost the battle and stood before Savas on all fours, claws out and ready for bloodshed. Shut up and die. Even his own voice sounded foreign to him.

      Savas dropped his human illusion and appeared in wolf form. Lime green eyes made the black of his pelt seem darker, sleeker than normal. Long canines protruded from his muzzle. You are the one who will die. I am the last of a long line of great warriors. You will soon see Emes and Álmos.

      Nicholaus didn’t say another word. He crouched low, ears back, lip curled up, baring his fangs.

      “Watch yourself, szeretőm.” Krystyna’s voice sounded shaky to his ears. Distant.

      An overwhelming flood of noise echoed loudly in Nicholaus's ears, urging him to go with his physical strength and lead with intent to kill. Shaking his head, Nicholaus padded closer. Voices in his head chanted things he could not understand. Rage swelled in his belly, traveled up his spine, and spread throughout his body, settling around him like a thick fog. If it weren’t for Savas’ lime green eye, the target would be lost to Nicholaus.

      Savas growled. Are you going to make the first move?

      Something crashed behind Nicholaus, turning his attention toward Józsi. I am your Alpha, even if only in name right now. I am behind you, Nicholaus.

      Panting, Nicholaus grunted. Blood pounded in his ears. His vision blurred, then cleared. Savas was in front of him one minute, then on top of him the next, jaws snapping, snarling. Nicholaus kicked out, knocking Savas aside and then rolled and braced himself for an attack. Savas launched himself into the air.

      Nicholaus lunged to meet him, jaws open, claws lengthened.

      The two connected with such a force that both were knocked back.

      Neither had scored a hit.

      Nicholaus landed on his back and rolled over, quickly righting himself.

      Savas did the same. Raising a paw to his muzzle, Savas wiped his mouth. That could have gone better.

      Indeed it could have. Nicholaus backed up against the wall and started running, lunging himself in the air at Savas.

      Savas jumped at him and the two connected.

      Nicholaus managed to scratch Savas across the ribs before the two landed.

      Savas hit the ground on his side but instantly rolled to his feet. He snorted at Józsi and Selene who were behind him.

      Józsi barked.

      Savas returned his attention to Nicholaus. Charging, the Turkish general opened his jaws. A light formed at his claws and slammed hard into Nicholaus.

      Pain punched into Nicholaus's shoulders and chest, sending him flying back against the wall hard enough to crack sheetrock.

      What do you know, dots and stars. Shaking his head, Nicholaus forced himself to stand. He moved to his feet, felt sticky blood on his fur from the now open wound in his stomach.

      He screamed at himself, forcing himself to ignore the pain. Kill him. Rid the world of his sickness! Nicholaus shook his head again and felt Selene’s voice caress something deep inside. It frightened him. Please stop me if I go too far, he begged her on a mental pathway that only Selene could hear.

      “What?” Selene picked up on the problem in Nicholaus’ head. “Something’s wrong with Nicholaus!”

      “No, just let him be!” Katarina’s voice echoed in his head. Nicholaus looked up in time to see Savas lunging forward, jaws open.

      Nicholaus moved but wasn’t fast enough.

      Savas caught him by the thigh and sank his teeth into Nicholaus’ flesh.

      Lighting pain seared him when the fangs punctured flesh. Nicholaus screamed and jerked free of Savas’ grip. Spinning around, he snapped at Savas.

      Savas leapt out of the way and steadied himself. You’re pretty tough, Magyar.

      All Magyars are tough. Nicholaus barely finished his statement before Savas jumped at him again.

      Dodging out of the way, Nicholaus took the offensive and caught Savas by the throat, forcing him against the wall hard enough to nearly punch through it. Pictures fell around them, debris crumbled behind Savas.

      I could end it right now, Turk.

      He felt a wicked grin caress his mind. Savas. Don’t you want to slake that blood thirst?

      Nicholaus growled, bit down and shoved Savas away. The taste of flesh and blood filled his mouth.

      “What are you doing?” Krystyna yelled.

      Nicholaus didn't bother acknowledging her. Instead, his world narrowed down to the one thing he could see through the blackness.

      “Nicholaus, kill him!”

      The distant sound of Katarina’s voice echoed in his head. Nicholaus forced himself to block it out and all other distractions. Come on, Savas. If you’re really this good, bring it on.

      I plan to.

      Nicholaus felt his fur stand on edge while he blocked out the screaming. His world came into focus and colors became more vivid.

      Savas crouched down but didn’t move. Instead, a black and white aura surrounded him. His eyes glowed bright green. His tail wagged back and forth slowly, brushing the ground.

      “Nicholaus, don’t!” Selene’s voice wasn’t nearly as distant. In fact, it seemed almost as loud as the blood pounding in his ears.

      What she said didn’t matter. Nicholaus launched himself at Savas, jaws open, claws ready to strike. Connecting with the other wolf, he felt the shock of power surging through Savas. That same surge of power rushed through Nicholaus, electrifying his entire body. His insides ached, burned. The smell of burnt flesh permeated the air.

      Nicholaus thudded on the ground and spasmed for a moment, all pain forcing his thoughts on it, rather than the desire to win this fight and prove his status.

      Savas laughed and took a step forward. You can’t touch me like this. Pity you have to die. You were fun.

      Nicholaus stumbled to his feet and commanded his limbs to work while electricity ran through him still, the last of the pulses shocking him and forcing jacked movements rather than smooth steps. The scent of blood in the air reminded Nicholaus just how much he’d lost in the last few minutes.

      He wouldn’t back down.

      He refused. No. You die.

      Savas huffed. You can’t kill me, wolf. You are nothing. Savas crouched down, ready to spring into the air.

      By this time Józsi had dropped his magic too. Starting for Savas, He got only a few feet before Nicholaus barked for him to back off.

      This is my fight.

      Józsi nodded and remained on guard. You cannot win it if you don't give it everything, Nicholaus. You're protecting them. He motioned to Nicholaus' two mates with a nod.

      Nicholaus let all of his anger over the past twenty-five years fill him, occupy the space in his mind. Fury built so powerfully that he began to glow. Panting, he took one slow step after another toward Savas. I’m going to kill you and eradicate the rest of your pack.

      Savas laughed harder until he studied Nicholaus. Cocking his head, his eyes went wild and the glow disappeared from them.

      Still in pain, power flowing through him now, red hot anger had become something to mold from his emotions. Nicholaus looked over at his mates, how Krystyna had been prepared to give up her life for him even through the hurt. Katarina threatened to come after him, and she had.

      He couldn’t let either of them down.

      And now it looked like if he were going to man up, he'd even have a pack to rejoin.

      Energy surrounded him, not healing him however, but it gave him the strength to know what he had to do.

      No. It can’t be. Your eyes…you’re—

      Nicholaus blinked, leapt into the air and found himself praying he pulled the controls, not the other way around.

      Cue the outro. Fade to black.
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* * *

      A sweet voice whispered against his ear. “Nicholaus. Nicholaus, wake up.”

      Nicholaus moved slowly. Jerking from the pain shooting through his legs and sides, he grit his teeth and tried to relax. The haze he’d forced himself through revealed Krystyna, her hair framing her beautiful round face, while curious eyes stared back at him.

      Katarina’s hand snaked across his chest from the other side. “You’re alive, szeretőm.”

      Nodding, Nicholaus smiled weakly. He'd found himself in his bed, recognized the 800 thread-count sheets around his body, the soft down pillow beneath his head. And of course, in front of him, his potential for a new life.

      “You took him out. And then stopped. Selene was amazed at your ability to control your violence and the mark.” Katarina patted the spot on him where they bit and drank from him.

      Nicholaus frowned. “What mark?”

      “The mark we gave you. Selene explained a bit more about our bond while you were out.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Nicholaus jerked his head around to look at Krystyna. “What did she tell you?”

      “That you are a dangerous weapon and she’s glad you are Opeth Pack.”

      Nicholaus scowled. Like he wanted to deal with this right now. “What exactly does that mean?”

      Krystyna smirked. “It means you are a threat to those who would challenge what is yours. Our love fuels you, helps you control the wolf and keep you calm when your mind is overrun by the natural violent instincts to protect. And because we are mated, bound, we can free your mind of the murderous fog when it's time.”

      “I see.” Nicholaus inhaled slowly. Yeah, he hadn't been tracking since the fight. He'd have to ask what happened when he had energy to hear the play by play shit but for now, he shifted his weight, careful this time, but felt a soft hand press him back onto the bed.

      Krystyna adjusted the blanket over him, brushing strands of his hair from his face. “Look at you, baby. Your body is a wreck. You need more sleep.”

      He shifted against the covers, every muscle aching. “I can’t sleep any more. I’m tired of sleeping.”

      Katarina stroked his hair. “Szeretőm, we need to talk.”

      Nicholaus groaned. This was where things got heavy even though he was too tired to deal with anything. Sure he had questions, plenty of them in fact. Like what the fuck was Krystyna doing thinking she could act like him? And why didn't she just ask or—it didn't matter. Lukina had to find him, when his mates could not. “I’d rather not.”

      Frowning, Krystyna sat up and set her hands on her hips. “You need to hear me out. Please?”

      The sensual pout of her mouth tugged at his groin. Of course that thing still worked. He doubted he could fuck her right now but making love to them would be a sweet way to pass. Nodding, he thought about the things Katarina told him, let the words sink in. “Yeah, I need to hear you out.” He let out a long, slow breath. “Talk to me, sweetheart.”

      Krystyna shrugged her shoulders and took a deep breath of her own. Letting air out slowly, she reached for Nicholaus’s hand.

      Nicholaus took her hand and wrapped her fingers in his. “I’m open, okay?”

      Nodding, she stroked his forearm. “I do not wish to return to Hungary. Not without you. I’ve been so terribly lost without you. Life with Katarina has been tough because she is only part of my power. I really need you, Nicholaus, you’re a part of my heart that's been missing since you left.”

      Watching her face, he looked deep into the pools of her eyes and found truth in the words she spoke. “You need me out of love?”

      Her eyes widened. “Of course. Katarina and I fought about that constantly. She begged me to admit my feelings for you.”

      He fought the urge to smirk. “You fought against yourself?”

      Nodding, Krystyna rolled up her sleeves. “And my other lover.”

      Closing his eyes, he reached for Krystyna’s thigh. Touch would comfort them both. “I can certainly understand that. But you two argued?”

      Moving her slender legs over his, Katarina sat up. “We did. It has been awful without you in our lives, szeretõm. Do you know what it’s like to function with only two thirds of your energy? In short doses, it’s easy. The longer one has to go without ever fully refilling, the harder it is to function.”

      Krystyna faced them both and raised her arms. “Look, Nicholaus. Look at these scars.”

      Nicholaus’ breath hitched in his throat. “What are those from?” The times they made love, he’d never noticed them; now he felt like a real asshole.
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      “The myriad of times I tried to…” Krystyna looked away.

      Jesus fucking Christ. Those words were the last he’d ever expected to hear from his lover. Either of them. “You…” Nicholaus forced himself to sit up even as his body screamed in pain from his lower back. His rib cage burned, causing difficulty in breathing but it didn’t matter. He looked dead on at Krystyna. “You didn’t.”

      Krystyna didn’t reply. Instead, she looked down at her arms, then away from Nicholaus.

      Reaching for her, he brushed loose strands of hair from her forehead. “Sweetheart, no. Not over me.” He gave her a weak smile.

      Krystyna sniffled. "Yes. I did. After you left, I went out running to ease some of the frustration in my head and heart and that's when I ran into Savas. No, we never did shit like he said but he did promise to ease my pain. And spending time with him made my life seem like it had purpose until I found out his real motives. He told me at one point they needed a healer, and that he'd been stalking our pack, watching you. Said he could keep you safe, so…" She sniffled again, louder this time. Tears began streaming down her face.

      His heart weighed even heavier in his chest. He had to figure Krystyna would never have gone to Savas willingly, let alone sleep with him. The word games the general played were an annoyance and Nicholaus bought that shit earlier, hook line and sinker. Nicholaus wiped her tears away with the pad of his thumb. "You didn't have to worry about me. I kept me safe."

      Krystyna's sobs grew louder.

      “No, baby no not over someone like me. I’m…”

      Katarina touched Nicholaus’ shoulder. “Yes you were and are. Yes, she did. Over you. The truth is that I’ve been the stronger one between the two of us.”

      He looked askance at Katarina. “You’ve always been so quiet though.”

      “Les remarked on that once, said it was my strength. I didn’t understand until I caught Krys with a knife in her hand, tears in her beautiful eyes and blood pouring down her wrists.” Katarina sniffled and took Krystyna’s hand in hers.

      Nicholaus watched tears fall from Krystyna’s eyes. How he hated himself at this very moment for disappearing on them. His heart wrenched over what he’d done to them. “I’ve been the cause of so much pain. I’m so sorry.” His voice became hoarse. Tears stung the backs of his eyes. “I’ve destroyed what I was supposed to protect. I’m so sorry.” Heated tears ran down his cheeks.

      A hand brushed matted hair away from his forehead. “It can be okay, szeretõm. We need you to help us, though.”

      “To love us the way we love you.” Krystyna blinked back more tears.

      “But what if I cannot give you what you want?” Nicholaus wiped away tears from Krystyna’s eyes. “What if I am not enough?”

      “Let us show you what we need, Nicholaus. It’s very simple, really. You’ve given it all along.” Katarina shifted, sitting on her feet.

      Nicholaus was treated to a view of her smooth sex. Her arousal filled the air, mixed with Krystyna’s. “Krys, come here.”

      Sitting straight, Krystyna moved closer. Crossing and uncrossing her legs, she ran a hand down her belly.

      Nicholaus grinned. “I’d very much like you to show me what you need right now, Krystyna.” Turning to face Katarina, he saw her stripping off her shirt.

      “We’ll show you just what we want.” She wore nothing but a sensual smile. Rosy nipples peaked from round breasts. Katarina crawled on the bed and began to glow. “We’ll heal your body, szeretõm. Just love our hearts the way ours love yours.”

      Nodding, Nicholaus felt his cock grow. It would be a long, slow recovery process indeed.

      “I can give you that. I can…I will.” He had no other choice, really. Not if he were honest with himself. Which, would be a first.

      He’d let himself buy the lies he’d been told by Kiba and all the others beforehand. Even the occasional human disregarded him for some unknown reason, those feelings never disappeared.

      But now, with his lovers in his loft, what was he to do?

      The one thing that made sense, natur-fucking-ally. “Krystyna, come here. Please.” He shifted more among more grunts and groans from the pain lacerating his body.

      Slowly she made her way into the crook of his arm. Katarina followed suit.

      As usual, the feeling of home hit him, overriding the pain in his body. Nicholaus realized for the first time in his life, home wasn’t a place; it was a state of mind. Here, or in Hungary, as long as he had Krystyna and Katarina, he’d be good.

      Of course Katarina he'd always counted on. Her natural ability toward healing, toward being outgoing had made things easy when he needed someone. Krystyna told him once that never stopped, not after the rape or abuse, could she be shut down. He only needed to guide her, catch her when she fell and pick her up when she asked.

      He could do that. But he’d spent so much time focusing on the one thing guaranteed to screw his head up that he’d missed how fragile Krystyna's mental state had become.

      Go back to the pack? Sure. Fuck it. Assume a role he was uncertain about? Fine. If it meant he’d be able to be around them, then yeah. He’d do it. Everything else was up for grabs.

      Besides, it’d be nice to belong for once.

      He looked into Krystyna's eyes, saw her expression change, the twinkle of hope reappeared. “I love you, Krystyna. Please forgive me.”

      Katarina snuggled closer, careful not to disturb his wounds.

      Krystyna huddled against him, laying her head on his chest. “I love you too. I’ve needed…”

      Carefully, he lifted a hand, pressed two fingers against her lips. “I know. Forever now, you both shall have.”
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* * *

      “We can return to Hungary in a few days with Selene and Józsi if you’d like. I could use a vacation.” Nicholaus sat out on the balcony of his loft, overlooking Central Avenue. Big band swing played on the radio that sat on a table with two other chairs, which were presently occupied.

      “I’d like that very much.” Katarina sipped her glass of port.

      A loud knock caught Nicholaus’s attention, forcing his glance in the direction of his door. “How the hell do they keep getting past the key card reader?”

      Krystyna stood. “That sounds like you have company.”

      Krystyna’s sense of hearing had certainly improved since she drank from Nicholaus. “Odd she can hear so well from so far out.”

      “Indeed.” Katarina reached across the table and took his hand in hers.

      A moment later, Krystyna returned with Józsi and Selene in tow.

      “Hi!” Nicholaus nodded at Józsi.

      Dressed in black jeans and a form fitting t-shirt, Józsi strutted across the loft with a new confidence. Dark hair hung down over massive shoulders, giving the image of largeness. With his jean jacket shirt slung over one shoulder and other hand in his pocket, he stepped out on the balcony and gestured a greeting. “Cigar?”

      He nodded. “Sure. You know where they are.”

      Józsi smiled and walked back inside.

      Selene slipped out of her long black trench coat and hung it over the chair beside the door. Nicholaus looked at her, licking his lips at just how form fitting her clothes truly were. Her red top matched Katarina’s and hugged her breasts almost as nicely. Marco was a young pup, but damn. The women of this pack were beautiful.

      Selene picked up an empty glass and poured herself port. “Hi, Nicholaus. How are you feeling?”

      He patted his rib cage. “Much better. My wounds are healing, thanks to the blood rite.”

      Sipping her port, she set a hand on Nicholaus’ shoulder. “I figured they would. The blood rite strengthens the body of lupines. It’s also a way to make sure we all find our match.”

      Warmth flowed through him from her touch. Nicholaus tilted his head. “Wait a minute, we?”

      “Yes. All the wolves.”

      “I thought you weren’t a wolf, Selene.” Katarina’s eyes lit up. “You are one of us?”

      Selene looked up at the sky then back at Nicholaus and Katarina.

      Józsi came out with two more cigars and handed one to Nicholaus. “She is what?”

      “I have lupine blood in me. I don’t know how. I don’t know much about it, but I am linked to all of you through blood. As I’ve said before it’s like you’re all my children. That’s why it’s important for us to find the rest of your mates and restore the pack. There is so much mystery surrounding this pack and its magic. I’m just beginning to understand the texts my great grandmother left us describing the pack’s beginnings and this damnable prophecy.”

      “I don’t understand.” Nicholaus took a puff on his cigar. “Can you shift and become a wolf, or is it an illusion?”

      Selene took a sip of her port. “I’m not sure. Normally I shift into a purple mist. I’ve never tried actually becoming an object or creature.”

      “And what is the power of the blood rite?”

      Katarina slapped Nicholaus on the hand. “Nicholaus!”

      “No, Katarina. He has a right to ask. It affects him and the rest of the members of this pack. It strengthens the bond between lovers, strengthens the bodies and is an exchange of energy. I am guessing it brings about other gifts too but I haven’t been able to translate my great grandmother’s text books and diaries fully yet. The language is quite archaic. But ultimately it's a form of checks and balances.”

      Nicholaus nodded, stroking Katarina’s palm. “Can Les help?”

      “That fool?” She laughed. “He wouldn’t help me. He knows I’ll kill him if he makes a move on me, which is what he believes he wants. But even he plays a part in this damn prophecy, though I’m not sure what part that is yet. Somehow he's linked to higher powers.”

      Krystyna sat beside Nicholaus and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. “But doesn’t he have a duty to help you?”

      Nicholaus reached for her hand and stroked her palm with his fingers.

      “Only a moral one. He’s still not tracking properly, not like he used to. Something happened in the time he’d been gone from us and when he returned. No one knows what happened and he won’t say shit so we're all screwed, wondering what’s up. We now know someone in our pack has a direct connection to the Goddess but no one knows why or if it's Les."

      “Humph.” Józsi took a long drag on his cigar before looking back at Nicholaus.

      Nicholaus read Józsi’s expression.

      Selene glared at both males. “Even you two are afraid of Les. Neither of you understand him though your bravado is proper form amongst this pack currently. I do to an extent, but it bothers him that he cannot figure me out. Wherever he was, he saw something. It terrified him.”

      “That makes sense.” Krystyna shuddered.

      Selene turned to Nicholaus. “Don’t you have a heater out here? The poor girl is cold and her baby could be lost so quickly right now.”

      “Her baby?” Everyone but Selene gasped.

      “Oh, like you didn’t know, Nicholaus. I’m surprised she was pregnant first, but I can wait for grandchildren from Katarina.”

      “Hmph.” Nicholaus turned to Krystyna. “Is it true? Am I going to be a father?”

      Krystyna patted her belly. “Come to think of it.”

      “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod! You’re pregnant?” Katarina practically squealed with glee. Her eyes sparkled like the sun reflecting off Lake Balaton, luminous and abundant. “You’re going to be a mommy, Krys!” She shoved her chair back and hugged Krystyna tightly. “I’m going to watch you have children and it’ll be so wonderful and…” Tears streamed down her face now.

      Nicholaus didn’t know what to say. Tears fell down his face. He started to speak but lost his voice. He watched Józsi disappear inside and return a moment later with a heater.

      “Here, this’ll help.” Józsi plugged the heater in and turned it toward Krystyna.

      Now that everyone had become a sobbing mess, Katarina looked up from Krystyna's shoulder, wiping her own eyes.

      "You’re going to be such a good father, Nicholaus.”

      He stiffened, considering her feelings. “How do you feel about all of this, Krystyna?”

      Krystyna sat in silence for a moment. She leaned forward, chin on her hand. “Do you think I’ll be a good mother?”

      “The best.” Nicholaus blew out a cloud of smoke. Krystyna had been such a giving lover last night. She’d been so attentive to his needs and Katarina’s that she almost forgot about her own. It didn’t matter though, he’d made sure to return the love with his entire heart and soul. The memory made him smile. “You’ll be just like I always pictured it. Children from both of you will be so beautiful. And they'll help you remain connected.”

      He scooted back from his chair and set his cigar in the large porcelain ashtray. He crossed the distance between him and Krystyna and knelt. Staring deep into the blue and silver pools of her eyes, he realized he could get lost in her. He glanced toward Katarina, whose sea green eyes glowed with life.

      Katarina put a hand on his shoulder.

      Cautious concern filled him. He gazed at Krystyna, lowered his head and kissed her thigh, then looked at her face. “You’re pregnant with my offspring. Are you okay with this?”

      Krystyna sniffled. “Of course I am. Our child will help keep you connected too. But you have to—”

      “I’m not going anywhere, szeretőm. I’ll be here beside both of you from now on.”

      The silver in Krystyna’s eyes sparkled brighter than normal. Her lips curved upwards in a sensual bow. Nicholaus licked his lips. He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers, softly at first, then with more pressure.

      Her hand snaked around his head, fingers tangled in his long hair.

      Nicholaus tasted her sweetness and then pulled back from her, keeping his focus on the roundness of her face, of her beautiful ruby red lips. Her eyes filled with so much emotion, both of his lovers, so emotional for when he was unable to be. The thought made his heart smile, warming him.

      Katarina leaned forward and placed a kiss on his forehead.

      Nicholaus tilted his head. “You don’t desire me too right now, Katarina?”

      Katarina giggled. “Like Krys, I always desire you. But if we start, company will have to leave.”

      “I’m just not in the mood for an orgy.” Selene smirked.

      Nicholaus shot Selene a dirty look.

      Coughing, Krystyna patted Nicholaus on the cheek, sliding a tender hand over his skin. “When did this happen, Selene?  When did I get Krystyna pregnant?”

      She put her hand to her chin, caressing it slowly. “Probably a few days ago when you three first reunited.” She paused, looked down and then back up before taking a sip of port. “You can stay in Albuquerque for another month or so, Nicholaus. But after that, they’ll both have to come back to Hungary. The babies will need nutrients from their homeland and only near the lake can you find the things she and Katarina will need.”

      Katarina looked at Selene. “You mentioned me, Selene. What are you hiding?”

      “Silly child.” Selene stuck out her tongue. “You know I can’t give out secrets.”

      “Right.” Katarina hugged Krystyna tighter.

      Staring up at Krystyna and Katarina, Nicholaus sat on his haunches. “Never again will I leave you, either of you. This I promise.”

      Both women smiled. Krystyna stretched out her arms.

      Nicholaus went into her embrace and felt the warmth of his lovers for the first time in so long. He let it actually blanket him, shield him from the cold emotionless human world. “This is family,” he muttered, and let himself smile. Truly, smile so large it threatened to reach his ears.

      Selene put a hand on Józsi’s shoulder. “By the way, Józsi. You’re next.”

      Józsi cocked his head. “Ilona or Lukina?”

      “They’ll have to tell you. I promised I wouldn’t say a word.”

      He snapped his fingers in mock anguish. “Francba!” Shit!

      Selene laughed. “He has two more days before they come back to the States to meet up with him.”

      Katarina looked at him. “Truly though, he is a blessed Alpha.”

      “I feel it.” Józsi sipped his port.

      Nicholaus shrugged his shoulders. “And you’ll have me as a member of this pack?”

      “Of course. I need someone to smoke and drink with.”

      “Ahem,” Selene coughed.

      “Oh, right.” Józsi frowned. “There’s a bit of pack business we need to attend to. I'm actually helping Lukina go around and find our missing mates and taking an active role in leadership of this mess.”

      Nicholaus groaned. His jaw ticked.

      “Calm.” Katarina stroked his hand with her fingertips.

      Warmth flowed slowly from her to him, rising up his arms and spreading throughout his body, settling the rapidly increasing heartbeat until it slowed to a normal rhythm.

      “She’s so amazing,” he smiled, relaxing his shoulders against the chair.

      Krystyna shifted her weight and smiled too. “I felt it as well.”

      “Your healer is especially powerful, Nicholaus. At least for you two, that much we know. She did incredible work in the villages to the North of Tihany, healing many of the sick and training the newer, younger pack healers.” Selene rocked back against Józsi, the comfort of a pack mate obvious on her face.

      Nicholaus wondered just where Selene fit into the hierarchy of the pack in terms of blood. “How is it that you’re a human witch and maintain such a bond with us through blood?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know yet. I’m hoping to find that answer soon.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be revealed in time, like everything else.” Józsi sighed. “Nicholaus, I cannot ask you to act as a berserker since we don’t really need a ravenous murderer amongst a pack that’s destined for Heaven,” he scoffed.

      “Still don’t believe in it?” Nicholaus settled in his chair, tension flowing from his body into nothingness as he took another drag off his cigar.

      “Nope. Not sure any of that crap Kiba told us was real. And obviously we have no elders to ask, either. But after talking with Selene, she thinks it’s a good idea that we show solidarity not just with our mates, but with each other.”

      Nicholaus nodded.

      Józsi took a long puff off his cigar, blowing smoke straight into the darkening night sky. “I love the mountains out here.”

      Nicholaus set his cigar down and reached for a glass of port. Taking a long sip, he set the glass down and retrieved his cigar from the porcelain ashtray. “I do too. It’s part of what drew me out here to Albuquerque. All the openness. The somewhat cleanliness of the air. So what were you going to ask?”

      “I need someone to be my right hand man. Lukina is acting as an enforcer of sorts but we’re really focusing on her being the messenger, rounding up strays and mates, concentrating on helping as an ambassador of sorts when we need her for that. She’s very persuasive as I’m sure you know by now. But she's not a fighter. Feisty, spirited, yes. But her place isn’t on the front lines in battle. Nor is it in meting out justice.”

      Nicholaus heard Katarina snickering. He turned to glare at her.

      Her smile widened.

      “So, where do I fit in?” Nicholaus leaned forward, holding the cigar between his teeth.

      Józsi wrapped an arm around Selene’s waist. “I’m asking you to be my right hand. Nothing overly heavy at this point, but as you grow back with our pack and fit in to the place you always had, you’ll be able to handle more should there be a need.”

      Nicholaus shifted, the chair creaking. “What about your other mate?”

      “Ilona has been away from me too long. She and I need to spend more time together so we can get back in sync. As for our relationship, much like yours, she fits in as my emotional check point. It won’t take her long, but then still, she’s one of our healers. You know they’re treasured among wolves.”

      Nicholaus nodded. “So you are looking for a show of strength?”

      “Yeah. I could really use the show of strength among the males, especially the last few we’re looking for. I understand Kiba did bad things to their heads while I was gone. But it’s important that we find them and continue to grow in order to hold what’s ours.”

      “I still…” Nicholaus looked back at Krystyna and then to Katarina. “What about my children?”

      “Dude, didn’t you hear? We’ll be raising them together when I figure out which one of my mates is pregnant.” Józsi gave Selene a pinch.

      Selene yipped and glared at Józsi.

      “Indeed.” Nicholaus closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. This was not the way he wanted to go, but he promised himself, promised his lovers he would. They were not to be turned down again, that much he knew. But pack responsibility on top of raising kids?

      He’d have to be man enough to do it. One glance into the eyes of both his lovers, their beautiful faces, both with pretty mouths hanging open in anticipation of his response…both looking so damn sexy as the wind blew their hair to and fro.

      “I’ll do it.” Nicholaus felt Krystyna’s arm sling around his waist and Katarina’s hand grip his tighter.

      “That’s settled then.” Józsi raised his glass. “To our new beta.”

      Selene snickered. “To our beta.” They raised their glasses in toast of Nicholaus.

      Laughter flowed through the rest of the evening on the balcony.

      Life was good, Nicholaus decided.

      

      THE END.

      

      
        An Excerpt from Kisses Fall (The Opeth Pack Saga 3)

      

      

      “I don’t understand, what’s going on?” She turned to the cloaked figure, ran a hand through her hair to peel it off her forehead. The humid weather created an instant pool of sweat on her skin the second they’d…

      What had they done?

      She knew she wasn’t where they started, couldn’t remember how they’d arrived here or even who she was, but the figure refused to speak.

      “You have to tell me what’s going on.” She did a mental check, figured if there had been abuse, her body would be sore. Her head ached, but that was about it.

      The cloaked figure pointed straight ahead.

      She shook her head. “What?”

      “The Opeth Pack,” the voice croaked, “shall not have a second pack witch. You shall remain here for all your days, else prophecy will come true and they will return. We…cannot allow that.”

      She quirked a brow. “What?” The words seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite place the why. Or the how.

      Yet the scent in the air, heavy, toxic almost, held little clues to her whereabouts. Nor did they tell her what this hooded figure was. Only that the land was barren where they stood, except for buildings she could see in the distance.

      Life.

      Life barely pulsed where those buildings stood, and acted like wilting flowers, sad yet resolute in their future death.

      Where had that come from?

      She scratched her head. “Why?”

      Something warmed in her hands. She lifted them to her face, saw the balls of light forming, then realized exactly what the figure was before her.

      “You…” She shook, but not with fear. Something inside her radiated anger, protectiveness. “You’re…”

      Only the height of the figure gave any indication of physical size, the gray cloak hid everything else from view, including the creature’s face. But she knew what this was, sensed the awesome power flowing from him to her.

      “You’re one of them. And you’re betraying your heritage.”

      “Silence.” The voice cut through her, chilling her despite the oppressive heat.

      She clenched her fists. In her exhausted state, she couldn’t fight back against the Noble, he’d obliterate her in seconds if she’d tried. Slumping her shoulders, she resigned to play this game out.

      The Nobles were the race above witches, the wealthy who controlled things like fate, watching the world spin in and out of control, sort of like how humans perceived the Elementals in their witchcraft.

      Only the Nobles were way more pompous and fearful. She’d heard the legends, knew they would come for the Opeth Pack one day.

      Then memories flashed in her head, slamming into her with such force it made her grip her skull and fall to her knees.

      White hot warmth settled around her heart, not from the Noble, the energy felt too strange, too beautiful.

      Images showed of a lover, playing, a wolf with silver hair, and blue eyes with silver sparkling irises. Tall, definitely on the muscular side, but she couldn’t remember his name.

      Only that he belonged to her.

      Who?  She reached for the memory as if it were real.

      Then the fog settled around him and she shook her head, still reeling from the pain spiking through her temples. “What are you doing? Stop this shit!”

      Her voice sounded foreign to her own ears but the power behind it felt comforting. She stood, angry eyes glaring at the Noble. “You pompous fuck.”

      For a split second she swore she felt a frisson of fear from the Noble, but then it dissipated as though it’d never been.

      She even swore she saw the whites of his eyes before the hood moved to cover all but his chin.

      The fireballs in her hands seeped back into her skin, easing the pain in her head enough that she could focus on the Noble without too much emotional interference. “What was all that?”

      “Your past.”

      That’s it?

      That’s all he would say?

      “My past? What do you mean?” She raised the power again, unsure how she did it. This time, it sunk back into her, not of her own volition. “What the fuck just happened?”

      She resisted the urge to stalk up to him and punch him. Even in her slightly disoriented state, she knew better than to screw with a Noble, though that power surge earlier…

      “You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?”

      The figure stopped, pointed at the buildings in the distance. “Your future.”

      “No.” She clenched her teeth. “Take me back home.”

      The Noble turned. “Do you even know where that is?”

      She narrowed her eyes, blinked, then realized no, she had no idea where home was.

      “I thought not. So you’re left with my guidance and I’m sending you there.”

      “But,” her heart sank at the loss she couldn’t remember. “The pack…”

      “The pack is to die off. That is how this shall work. Prophecy.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      She blinked, hating the impending doom starting to surround her. The air seemed to waver, flicker with nervous energy before the Noble turned, removing his hood and letting her truly gaze upon him.

      “Be aware, no more.”

      A hand brushed against her forehead and the last thing she remembered was being caught before she fell to the ground.
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* * *

      “What’s your name, child? Are you hurt?” An older man with white hair and a wrinkled face touched her shoulder gingerly. The voice a little ragged and his breathing labored.

      Coming to full consciousness, she looked up through thick red strands of hair.

      A soft, worn hand brushed her hair back from her face, giving her a view of the man that stirred her.

      She looked around, saw tall grass, smelled the air and picked up the putrid stench of exhaust. Oil stained the concrete beneath her.

      Vehicles sped past her, oblivious to her existence.

      The dull pounding in her head throbbed louder, and then a cool washcloth brushed across her forehead.

      “Here.” He offered her a black jacket. “Relax, child. I’m here to help you. Can you remember your name?”

      She shrugged off the coat and met the face of a kind, older man. Eyes worn, smile lines, and worry, etched into his face, but his concern for her seemed genuine.

      “I don’t…” she shook her head, put a hand on her temple.” I have no idea.”

      Vision faded in and out, her stomach lurched. She sat up, and quickly doubled over.

      The man put a hand on her back, making sure to keep his touch light, yet heavy enough to remind her of his presence. “Do you have any identification?”

      She brushed strands of reddish brown hair behind her ears. Examined herself.

      No other obvious pains.

      “You don’t look injured but maybe you have a concussion. We should get you medical help immediately.”

      “No.” She put a hand out, touched his chest. “No help. I’m,” she forced herself to stand, finding her knees unsteady. “I need…”

      She didn’t know. She stared into the face of this man and for some reason, waited.

      His dull, dark skin had the appearance of working in the sun for many years. Nothing seemed extraordinary about him other than his eyes.

      They sparkled purple and bright green and seemed penetrating.

      She swore for a moment she saw wolves, smelled the heavy lupine muskiness associated with the beast but that thought seemed ridiculous.

      Looking around, she had to guess she was in a modern city, no wolves would exist here.

      She drew her legs to her chest when she realized she was completely naked.

      For a second time, the older man handed her his jacket. “I have a blanket in the car, though you should know it’d just be easier to drop your human magic.”

      She pulled the jacket tighter around her. “What?”

      He wiped his brow with a hand kerchief he’d pulled from his shirt pocket, folded it neatly then put it back where he’d retrieved it from. “Drop your human magic. Do you not remember anything?”

      She shook her head. Closing her eyes, she thought hard, but couldn’t recall anything. No memories surfaced, no visions appeared. “I don’t know anything. I’m sorry.” She blinked. “Why are there wolves here?”

      “Oh, those aren’t live wolves.”

      “Thank goddess.”

      “They’re the spirits of the dead, guardians of a sort sent to watch over the church.”

      She nearly choked when she swallowed. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh dear.” He sighed slowly. “I can give you shelter in the church for a few days while we try to figure this out. Would that be okay?”

      The woman shook her head again. Her stomach rumbled loudly.

      “Father Gregori, at your service.” The Priest extended his hand to her. “Again, are you hurt? Can you walk on your own?”

      She made the attempt to stand again, this time her legs didn’t falter nearly as much, though the priest’s hand on her elbow helped her tremendously.

      The man handed her a blanket from his vehicle. “I’m glad I found you. Hayward isn’t too fond of wolves roaming the town. Cover up child and we’ll get you back on your feet in a few days. Okay?”

      What did he just say? “I’m sorry but I’m not following.”

      “Once we feed you and get you cleaned up, clothed, and in a better mindset, we can talk about your lupine side, my dear. Come along.”
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* * *

      She’d remembered her name. Éva.

      Such a pretty Hungarian name, the priest remarked once.

      She ignored the comment but realized the name just clicked. It, like a few pieces of memories she couldn’t place, came to her in dreams.

      Out of the first few days since her arrival, lucid dreams beckoned her to inquire about things she had no rhyme or reason to know.

      Wolves flooded her dreams, barking, chasing her, never harmfully. But the dreams were vocal enough, feeling almost real enough that when she woke for the day, she found herself more exhausted than when she went to bed.

      “Tis prophecy, I’m certain,” the priest merely mused.

      She ignored him. Questions on her mind had no place in her new world. Well, if it could be called new at any rate.

      Éva stayed another week, taking advantage of the church’s kindness while helping out with chores and some of the culinary duties. Father Gregori continued to tell her she had no need, her kind wasn’t the type to do mundane chores but when she asked about his statements, he started doddering off like a crazy old man.

      “You’re a very special one,” he’d say.

      Then, smile, turn his head to the side and walk away.

      After a few more days, blissful sleep had returned and that’s when it became apparent she needed to leave the shelter and make her way back into the regular world.

      “You’re not for the humans, but you’ll protect them,” she heard him mutter beneath his breath one day.

      She decided it best not to question him. Religious folk had their own ways, that’s all she needed to understand. Besides, had it not been for him, she may have ended up dead, or worse. She shuddered at the thought.

      She gathered her meager belongings, consisting of two dresses, some under garments and toiletries, stuffing them into a knapsack Father Gregori gave her.

      She heard his soft footfalls on the stone concrete before he’d entered the room. She looked up, and saw him filling the doorway, a sad smile on his face. For some reason, the scent in the room changed.

      She swore she saw tears in his eyes.

      “What will you do once you leave, child?”

      The reticence to ask the question made her curious. “I hear there are job openings downtown. I figure I can find a wage, a place and make my mark on the world.”

      “Spoken like a true wolf. Are you Opeth Pack?”

      Before she could rebuke the craziness of his statement, she stopped and blinked. The words seemed akin to something she…

      No. She shook off the incoherent dreamlike memory. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Father. Why do you keep asking if I’m a wolf? They don’t exist in this part of the world anymore.”

      “Mystery is always something the pious tend to study, Éva. We may learn how God performs His duties but that never stops us from asking for more information. You should take this advice to heart.”

      “Why?”

      He rubbed his chin, appearing to study her closer now. “I wonder if you are the missing sister of their current witch.”

      Éva smirked. “I’d certainly remember something like that, wouldn’t you think?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’m still confused, Father.”

      He sighed, the kind of heavy release of air that said she’d better sit down.

      She did, patting a space on the scratchy comforter before taking her seat.

      “This world is not what it seems, dear child. Éva are you at all remembering anything from your past? Who you were before I found you? What your abilities were? Where you fit in with the world?”

      The questions shocked her. Anger rose in her gut but not because he’d asked the questions. She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t want to seem ungrateful so I’ll ask this basic question. What are you saying?”

      “Have you studied our tomes?”

      “I have looked through them but like most things they were over my head and in languages I could not understand.”

      “Did they not seem in the least bit familiar?”

      She gasped. Trying to gather her composure, Éva stood, slung the knapsack over her shoulder and started toward the door.

      “Just asking, as is our way, child.”

      She glowered, exhaled, inhaled, then repeated the process one more time before her nerves settled. “The worst thing is, I can’t remember why these questions upset me. I don’t know what’s wrong or why a total stranger’s pressing concern seems to set me off. But I’d rather not deal with any of this. My idea of normalcy just returned.” She realized she sounded desperate and in truth, she was. The nightmares, vivid dreams, the weirdness around her had finally settled and let her have peaceful sleep.

      She didn’t hurt anymore.

      “I suppose it’s only natural to wonder about the myriad who come through here and then pick at them out of curiosity all while forgetting our manners. Forgive me child.”

      “I can understand that, I suppose. People of all kinds must come through here.”

      “Be on your way then and come back should you need the Lord’s help. He gives it freely to those who ask.”

      Éva slung the sack over her shoulder, adjusting the weight for comfort, then hugged the Father one last time.

      “There are places you can rent for inexpensive prices, though the neighborhoods are less than perfect.”

      “I came into this world poor…”

      “Very well. Trust in yourself, Éva and may you prosper in the eyes of the Lord.”

      She left, struggled for a week, spending it on the street, and then came back to the church, unsure of what she could ask for. She’d already taken so much from them.

      Of course Father Gregori let her back into her old room, gave her food and lodgings while the two created a new plan of attack for her return to normal life.

      He’d found a house and helped her acquire a job, though it wasn’t one he would approve of. It would pay the bills.

      Éva had a feeling she needed to get used to doing things not everyone would approve of. The ends justified the means, in this case. Bartending brought with it great income for good bartenders and she’d proven her people skills on her first night.

      Hired instantly, she’d moved into the house he’d chosen for her.

      Occasionally, Éva heard a voice in the back of her mind calling her back to Hungary. That was another country, thousands of miles away. Why would she go there? Certainly she’d like to see the world someday and maybe even regain her former memories but until then, she had to set up her new life.

      Traffic was light today. The year was 1981 and it was June. Éva wondered how she would fit into a mostly Hispanic community, but nobody seemed to pay her any mind. A bus ran down the street, stopping just a few feet away.

      Éva pulled out change from her pocket and started to board when she caught sight of a large dog limping toward her. “Wait,” she told the bus driver.

      “Can’t ma’am. On a schedule. There’ll be another bus in fifteen minutes.”

      “Guess I’ll have to get the next one. This dog needs help.” Éva put her change away and cautiously approached the wounded dog.

      A closer glance at him made her breath hitch.

      A real, living, breathing wolf.

      His head lifted slightly, whimpered, pawed the ground. Then fell forward. His disheveled fur looked like it needed a bath, a brush and probably flea treatment if she had to judge.

      For some reason, she continued approaching cautiously, aware of her unnatural lack of fear.

      She’d made it to him, gravel crunching beneath her worn boots. She took a closer look and saw the protrusions from his thigh. Needles, large ones.

      Someone had been trying to kill him.

      He’d only been defending himself before they attacked.

      Bite marks marred his neck and torso. Blood, both dried and fresh, clung to his matted fur.

      Help me.

      It spoke to her? Was she losing her mind? Animals couldn’t talk.

      He whimpered again. Help me, please. You’re…you know what to do.

      A closer glance revealed blood dripping down his right front leg. Teeth marks and angry slashes marked his flesh.

      He whimpered louder.

      Éva knelt by the wolf’s side. “Do you have a name?”

      János. I… He fell on the ground with a thud and a scream.

      “Oh shit!” Éva placed her hand on his chest and felt the very slow beat of his heart. Blood from his fur stuck to her hand. She had to act now or he’d die.

      No vet would treat him. They weren’t equipped to deal with wolves in the city.

      Father Gregori taught her basic human care but lupine medical attention was beyond her.

      Éva closed her eyes and thought hard for a solution.

      The next thing she knew, she was in front of a house with a for sale sign in the front yard. Boarded windows, chipped paint and a collapsing roof were all signs the house was vacant. Still, transients liked to take up residence to shelter themselves for free from the elements.

      The grass had grown to waist height.

      In an instant, Éva wished the house was in better condition.

      And then it was. The grass had been cut; some of the boards had been replaced by nicer windows. The paint still looked chipped on the garage and some of the wood was rotted, but the house definitely looked more habitable.

      “Wow.” Éva’s jaw dropped.  How had that happened?

      Whimpering, János raised his head. You must be a witch. I wonder if you’re someone important to a pack. I’m too weak to transform, but please, help me. I won’t hurt you.

      The notion seemed insane. But, she closed her eyes, thought about being inside the house and in an instant, Éva and János sat on the floor, his body huddled tightly around hers.

      He shook.

      Shock must be setting in. Fuck, she had no idea what to do. Still, she wished for the lights to turn on.

      The soft glow of white fluorescent illuminated the empty space and windows opened, sending in a gust to remove the stale air.

      The wolf’s body shook harder against her, his breath coming now in rapid pants.

      “Don’t worry János. We’ll get you fixed.”

      She had no clue how to heal him, let alone take care of him. All sorts of new questions flew through her mind. What the hell was she going to do with what would normally be a solid hundred and fifty pound predator bleeding out over the carpet?

      She looked around the house, starting in the kitchen, yanking open cupboards and cabinets until she’d located a phone book. The phone above the light switch looked dirty but promising. If there were lights on, there was current, which meant she probably had a dial tone.

      In seconds, she’d managed to locate a phone book. A vet who dealt in wild animals showed up quickly and bandaged János. He gave the animal several shots to knock out whatever had possibly infected the poor beast, all while tranquilizing him so he could heal. The vet said very little to Éva.

      When he began stuffing things back into his black medic bag, she cleared her throat.

      “You’ll take good care of him?”

      The older man narrowed foreign eyes at her, ran a hand over dark hair and put said hand in the pocket of his white lab coat.

      “Do you know what he is?”

      “Yes.” She nodded enthusiastically. “This neighborhood is a little rough so having a wolf around will provide me a modicum of protection. I start work in a few days but can care for him if you’ll let me.”

      The vet nodded, his quizzical expression startling her. “Then give him these pills, three times a day. And make sure you change his bandages when he’s in his natural state. I’ll be in touch in a few days to check on things.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Natural state?”

      The doctor paused, looked at Éva but said nothing.

      She put her hands on her hips. “What do you mean by his natural state? Aren’t all wolves in their natural state?”

      The doctor’s eyebrows rose. “Did you hit your head or something?”

      “No.” She shrugged.

      “Then why would you ask such a stupid question?”

      Éva didn’t think the question was stupid. Still, she shrugged. Did he know the wolf could talk? She hadn’t heard him say a word so she supposed not. “I don’t have your medical training. I guess it does seem stupid.  Anyway, thank you doctor.”

      The man started toward the front door. Glancing over his shoulder, Éva saw the same eyes she had seen on János. Her jaw dropped.

      “What? You’d think you never saw another wolf. Good day, Miss.” With that, he turned on his heels and left her alone with János.

      What the hell was going on? Humans and wolves shared a connection?

      Something around the doctor felt weird, almost deep and powerful, yet he wasn’t threatening in any way.

      Hell, a man who worked with animals such as János had to have a large heart.

      Setting her hands on her hips, she looked at János.  “Come on, János. We’ve got to get dinner ready and then get some rest for tomorrow. I want to turn this house into our home.”
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      As a witch, Éva’s life with János is interrupted when a stranger named Álmos shows up on her doorstep, looking for hospitality.  He’s claiming to be her pack mate and that she’s truly a wolf who has forgotten her magic.  Her lover János is wary of the newcomer, who unknowingly brings attackers with him that end up making János sick and in need of transportation back to Hungary where the soil contains nutrients to help heal the wolves.  As the three navigate their relationship and figure out how to function in the pack, Éva is shown her truth; she’s a shifter like the others, and she has a sister.  Meanwhile, the threat from the Nobles escalates to the point where one comes after Éva, claiming to be her lover. 
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