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My eternal soul or theirs. Either way, we’re all doomed if I can’t outsmart an ancient demon. Read the final book in this complete series!

Three thousand years.

That’s how long my fated mates have been trapped in the bowels of hell.

And I’m their only shot at freedom.

I thought my magic was strong. I thought I was unstoppable. But that was before coming face-to-face with the sadistic demon who can predict my every move. How can I defeat him when he can see me coming? And how can I convince my mates to flee when they’ve been under his spell for so long?

My only hope rests with my unpredictable magic and in outsmarting a demon hunter whose thirst for torture rivals his cunning.
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First off, thank you to you, dear readers, for making my dream career possible. This series has paid my mortgage for the past five years, and I hope it will for years to come. I hated saying goodbye, but my muse is ready to explore new worlds. I invite you to come on more journeys with me, starting with my newest reverse harem wolf shifter/Fae series Court of Fae and Firelight. Book one, Heart of Her Wolves, released February 2023, and I promise lots of steam and romance. Plus, it’s almost twice as long as my other books. As always, I believe in happy endings, and I hope you are pleased with the end to this series. Who knows? If enough readers are interested, I may write a spin-off featuring the offspring of our Amaroki shifters. 
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Next, I’d like to thank my awesome beta readers for following me through this series. Susan, your questions inspire me to find answers. I love, love, love your feedback. Sheri, you always find my oopsies and name switches. Ugh.  Beba, thanks for finding more oopsies! Sheesh!  

To my ARC readers, your support means so much to me. Thank you!

And finally, to Jade. Wow, I’m so glad I found you. I wish I’d had you as my editor from the start. Thank you for finding my oopsies without erasing my voice. 
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Amaroki Shifter Packs
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Hell 

Horatiu, Dragomir, Lucian, Cyrus mated to Tori/Daeva

Helius, Drakkon, Cadmus, Damon mated to Bennu/Phoenix

Alaska

Hakon, Drasko, Luc, and Rone Thunderfoot mated to Amara Lupescu, parents to Hrod, Alexi, Evin, Bjorn, and Astrid

Tor, Skoll, Van, and Arvid Thunderfoot mated to Mihaela Curajo, parents to Hakon’s pack and Tatiana and adoptive parents to Annie and Phoenix

Romania

Constantine, Dimitri, Andrei, and Dejan Lupescu mated to Tatiana Thunderfoot and brothers to Amara

Boris, Jovan, Geri, and Marius Lupescu formerly mated to Katarina (deceased) and now mated to Eilea, parent of Constantine’s pack (from Katarina) and Amara (from a deceased human) as well as Artem, Odin and Emille with Eilea

(Bunic) Klaus, Nicolae, Novak, and Anton Lupescu mated to (Bunica) Elena, parents to Boris’s pack and Ioana Coyotechaser and grandparents to Constantine’s pack, Amara, and Artem, Odin, and Emille

Cristof, Vilhelm, Nicu, and Mihas Curajo, mated to Petronela, parents to Rasvan, Simion, Tomas, Dinu, and Mihaela 

Grigor, Stefan, Petre, and Beniamin Albescu, pledged to Victoria/Tori Wolfstalker and sons to Atan Albescu and grandsons to Obren Albescu (deceased former chieftain)

Texas

Magnus, Raine, Jax, and Frey Wolfstalker mated to Annie Thunderfoot (adopted daughter of Tor’s pack) 

Hodr (deceased), Vidar (deceased), Tyr, and Sami (deceased) Wolfstalker, fathers to Magnus’s pack, Victoria (Tori), and Phoenix

Good Demons

Hecate, queen and co-ruler of hell

Elria, queen and co-ruler of hell, reincarnated as Eilea

Gorgo, demon oracle ruler of the second dimension

Bug, bug demon servant

Drisinda, bug demon servant

Bastet, bug demon servant and former nursemaid to the demon wolves

Tigress, feline demon witch

Bad Demons

Balban, demon succubus

Aosoth, demon incubus

Sitri, demon incubus

Morana, Tatiana’s former jorogumo demon and Gorgo’s minion

Amon, Dimitri’s former jorogumo demon

Gorgon, Jovan’s former jorogumo demon
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DJINNS

Abera, Jezebeth’s mother and Phoenix’s grandmother

Jezebeth, Phoenix’s mother

Phoenix, part shifter daughter from affair between Jezebeth and Sami Wolfstalker

Government Agents 

Joe Johnson, uncle to Eilea Lupescu 

Roy Miller, cousin to Amara Thunderfoot and half-brother to Annie Wolfstalker
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Prologue
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Hell, first dimension, nearly 3000 years ago

A warm breeze blew across Elria Fangborn’s nape as she sat on her ironwood throne inlaid with markings of dragons and wolves. Her sister, Hecate, sat next to her on an identical throne, the whitened knuckles of her fingers popping against her silvery skin as she clutched the armrests. Hecate’s long, dark hair was twisted on top of her head in intricate braids that wrapped around each of her spiked horns, her golden crown sitting between them. 

Though Elria and her sister were nearly identical in looks, that’s where their similarities ended. Hecate always dressed more formal than Elria, who preferred her hair loose, her clothes simple. They both possessed powerful magic, but Hecate’s was a gentle magic. She was the witch who brought the life-bringing rain. Elria commanded the fires that cleared away the fields, the dark magic, and the spells that other demons feared.

The sisters’ differing powers complimented one another, which was how they, along with their sons, were able to rule Atlantia, their sanctuary in the pit of hell. Two sister queens, combining their magic to create a safe haven for all demonkind. Though they rarely had conflicting opinions on how best to rule the city, those conflicts were resolved with a democratic vote from their thirteen senior priestesses. That was how they’d ruled for centuries. Elria had always thought their system worked well—until now. 

Elria feared their precious city, their brave, strong sons, were all on the brink of peril. She cast a worried glance at her four stone-faced sons, Helius, Drakkon, Cadmus, and Damon, as they stood beside her throne, their hands balled into fists as they watched the skies from their position along the battlement wall. Hecate’s sons, Horatiu, Dragomir, Lucian, and Cyrus, were equally worried as they stood protectively behind their mother, their gazes focused on the slowly moving clouds. 

Their boys had been their proudest achievements, and biggest blessings, formed of blood taken from their wombs without any male influence. By combining Elria’s dark spells with Hecate’s life-bringing magic, they had created their wolf-shifter sons, both packs identical to one another, with two alphas, a beta, and a gamma, though each brother within the packs had distinct magical powers and roles. The alphas could also shift into bigger beasts, protectors of the packs. They were formidable foes to any who threatened their mothers. The betas had keen senses and were able to scent and track their enemies from miles away. The gammas were attentive to their mothers, overseeing the servants and managing their appointments with local officials. Elria had no idea how she and her sister had survived all these centuries without their sons. She had never known such love before birthing them. 

And now, she feared their days were numbered. 

She wrung her hands together as she searched the skies, streaked with crimson clouds to mimic the setting sun in the mortal world, an illusion created by Hecate’s powerful elemental magic. Elria’s loyal dragon, Tan’yi’nug, flew overhead, the waning light that dispersed from the clouds reflecting off his crimson scales. Smoke poured from his flared nostrils as he watched the western horizon. Elria tapped sharp fingernails against the armrests of her throne. 

“This is taking too long,” she seethed. This was a bad idea. A very bad idea. 

Hecate settled her hand on hers, a serene expression on her pretty face. “Calm, sister. They’ll be here.”

And that’s what Elria was worried about, for she’d had a dark premonition their sanctuary was in peril. The gargoyles, tricky demons who lived in inhospitable territory far from their thriving kingdom, had requested a trade meeting. Elria knew the brutal demons had nothing to trade except deception and war.  

But she and her sister had had a difference of opinion, and the priestesses had sided with Hecate by a narrow margin. Compelled to follow her own laws, Elria had reluctantly agreed to this meeting, a ball of flame igniting in her stomach while waiting for the deceptive demons to show. 

Helius, Elria’s oldest son, whose features favored hers with silvery skin, golden eyes, spiked horns jutting from his skull, and long, dark hair, pointed at a thin black line that formed in the sky. “There they are.” 

Elria cast Hecate a wary look. “I have a bad feeling about this, sister.” 

Hecate sat up in her seat, clasping her hands to her heart. “Think what it would mean to our people if we can secure peace and open trade with the gargoyles.”

They didn’t need to form a truce with the gargoyles over a few skirmishes that always ended badly for the tricky demons. What they needed to do was obliterate the gargoyles, for Elria suspected no good would come of this truce. 

“It means nothing if the gargoyles can’t be trusted,” she grumbled. 

Hecate frowned, brushing dust off her silk sleeve. “They wouldn’t dare risk our wrath.” 

Elria’s gaze fixed on that growing black line. She could clearly make out the creatures’ flapping wings. They flew much slower than her dragon, their wings beating against the air in an erratic rhythm like they were injured butterflies. Yet, despite their clumsy manners, they had sharp instincts and were dangerously clever. “It’s folly to underestimate them.”  

“One meeting,” Hecate pleaded, plastering on a smile that appeared forced. “That’s all I ask.”

Elria shook her head. “We should be focusing on my ominous premonition.” Instead, they were letting the gargoyles distract them. A lead weight sank to her gut. What if this distraction was intentional? She wouldn’t put it past the gargoyles. Even more reason to be vigilant.  

Her sister patted her hand like a mother soothing a child. “Until you have a more solid understanding of this threat, there’s nothing we can do.” 

Elria bristled at the condescension in her sister’s tone but said nothing as she waited for the flying demons to arrive. The black line finally converged into an ink blot in the sky. 

Tan’yi’nug flew above her, roaring out a breath of fire when that mass moved as one toward the battlements. Elria had to shield her ears when the creatures let out shrill cries, jarring shoulders as they flew backward. Then three gargoyles broke free from the pack. One wielded a big club and the other two each clutched small wooden boxes in their claws. 

The one with the club landed first. Elria recognized Balaam, the chieftain of the gargoyles, with one batlike wing considerably bigger than the other, beady black eyes set beneath a high, hairy brow, and a pinched nose that twisted to one side. 

Elria’s sons and nephews jumped in front of their mothers, blocking Balaam from view. The four alphas had shifted into large protectors with ebony fur, glowing red eyes, wicked horns curling out of their skulls, and long tusks that descended from their mouths, and the betas and gammas were massive black wolves with demonic eyes like their brothers, the fur on their necks standing on end. 

“Drop the club!” Helius boomed. 

Balaam let out a pitiful squeak and dropped the club at his feet, letting it roll across the stone floor.

“Thank you, boys.” Hecate stood, pressing her palms against her thighs as her long emerald robe whipped behind her. “Please step aside so that I may speak to our visitors.”

When Helius turned to her, Elria gave him a slow nod. 

Her sons and nephews parted, revealing the three gargoyles. They looked like possessed apes with smooshed, black leathery faces and wickedly sharp teeth, but they made low, guttural sounds when they talked, reminding her of pigs at the trough. 

She pushed off from her throne, standing beside her sister, every nerve ending set aflame as that foreboding feeling spread throughout her body like an unstoppable plague. She glared at the chieftain of the gargoyles who’d organized the raids against Atlantia’s citizens. He should’ve been obliterated, but here he was having a private meeting with hell’s most powerful sorceresses. 

“Balaam,” she said with a sneer, “you’re late.” 

He grunted several times, his eyes shifting from her sons back to her. “Forgive us, my queens.” He bowed low, his wings awkwardly flapping behind him. “We were adding the final touches to our gifts for you. Forged from the fires of Infernum.” He snarled at the two gargoyles behind him. 

Wings drooping at their sides, they inched forward, holding up their wooden boxes with childlike squeals. 

Helius and Drakkon snatched the boxes from them, sniffing the casings for any threats. 

Elria’s breath caught in her throat when Helius turned to her, revealing the most stunning crown she’d ever seen, a dark, polished silver with sparkling ruby jewels. Hecate had a similar crown with emerald jewels.

Hecate snatched up her crown. “Oh, aren’t these beautiful, sister?”

Elria waved away her gift. Her son handed it to a winged servant and then went back to her side. “Don’t put it on,” she warned. “We must test it for dark magic.” 

Balaam’s eyes widened, his hand flying to his chest. “You wound us, queen. We would never risk the wrath of the most powerful rulers in hell.”

She caught his gaze, unable to hold it for long. He was definitely hiding something. “You would if you could profit from it.” 

“We seek to profit through trade,” he said, his eyes shifting far too much for Elria’s comfort. “Our goldsmiths are eager to sell their jewelry in exchange for goods from your wish-beast.” 

“I didn’t know gargoyles had goldsmiths or knew how to forge anything at all,” she said wryly.  

Deception leached from the gargoyle’s pores like a poisonous fog as he flashed an oily grin. “There’s much you don’t know about us.” 

Elria seethed when her sister slipped off her golden crown, replacing it with the one the gargoyles gave her.

Hecate was beaming. “Well, we’re eager to learn.” 

“Thank you, my queen.” The gargoyle bowed low, splaying his claws across his heart. “You honor us.” 

Something wasn’t right. Elria had never heard of the gargoyles forging anything until now. If they had the power to make such beautiful jewels, why weren’t they selling them? Why did they have to reduce themselves to raids in the middle of the night? And what were they really trying to accomplish by bringing these gifts, for Elria knew without a doubt the gargoyles weren’t here to broker peace.  

* * *
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HORATIU HAD A FOREBODING feeling as he and his brother Lucian hurried toward their mother’s chamber after receiving an urgent summons. Their heavy footsteps echoing across the slate floors mimicked the pounding in his heart. Something about their mother had felt off ever since the gargoyles had visited yesterday. She and their aunt had fought after the gargoyles had left, screaming like banshees before Horatiu and his brothers and cousins had to break them apart. 

In all his immortal existence, he hadn’t remembered his mother and aunt screaming at one another. During the times they rarely disagreed, their arguments had always been civil. Their mother had gone to sulk in her chamber after that, refusing to see anyone, which was very unlike her. 

His stomach had churned all night, and he couldn’t escape the feeling it had to do with the crown the gargoyles had given his mother. Their aunt had said to test it for curses, yet his mother had refused to take it off. Why?

What do you think is wrong? Lucian asked through thought as they neared the heavy wooden and iron door to their mother’s chamber. 

I don’t know, he answered as he rapped on the door, but if she’s still wearing that damn crown, we need to find a way to get it off her. 

“Who is it?” his mother hissed from the other side of the door, her voice shaking with fear. 

The beast inside Horatiu scratched the surface of his skin, begging to be let free. Something was wrong. 

Lucian gave him a look. She doesn’t sound the same. 

Be on your guard, he warned him.

“Your sons,” he said aloud after clearing his throat.

She threw open the door, a manic look in her eyes, before ushering them inside. Just as Horatiu feared, she wore the emerald crown. Her bedchamber was in disarray, which was unusual for his mother who preferred everything in clean order. The many beautiful murals hanging on the stone walls hung askew, the fur rugs that lined the slate floors were covered in stains, and the hearth fire, laden with far too many logs, loudly splintered while filling the air with acrid smoke. 

He shared a concerned look with Lucian.  

When their mother threw her arms around Horatiu with a sob, he thought to snatch the crown from her head, but her braids were wrapped around it. He’d have to rip it out of her hair. If he tried to hold her down to untangle it, he feared she’d blast him with her magic. 

“Horatiu and Lucian, my sons!” She released him and grabbed Lucian. “Where are your other brothers?”

Horatiu gave his brother a warning look over their mother’s head. We need to get the crown. 

Lucian nodded his agreement as their mother released him. 

“They’re at the temple with Daeva,” he answered while forcing a smile.  

Her eyes narrowed. “And your cousins?”

“I’m not sure.” He shrugged, forcing a casual tone into his voice, though his instincts told him to be afraid—very afraid. “What is it?”

She paced the fur rug in front of them, wringing her hands together. Gone was her skin’s silvery glow. In its place was a wan shade of gray. “What I tell you doesn’t leave this room.” A note of fear laced her words. “You may tell Dragomir and Cyrus by thought, but only them, understood?”

“Of course, Mother.” He did his best to keep his tone even as he used a fireiron to knock a smoking log to the back of the hearth. He turned to her, still clutching the iron in a white-knuckled grip. “What’s wrong?”

She chewed on her nails while continuing to pace. “Your aunt is planning a war against the gargoyles.” 

Lucian stood beside him, grasping the hearth’s wooden mantel. “How, when we have a truce?”

Their mother stopped, her beautiful face marred by an unusual sneer. “She never wanted this truce. She plans to obliterate me and start a war with the gargoyles.” 

Horatiu’s blood turned to ice. 

It can’t be true, Lucian projected to him. 

He dropped the iron and held up his hands. “That doesn’t sound like our aunt.” 

Their mother stopped as if she’d struck a wall, a manic look in her eyes. “She’s letting her paranoia overrule her common sense.” 

Horatiu and Lucian shared another look. 

This is worse than I thought, Lucian said. 

Much worse, Horatiu agreed. 

“There’s more,” their mother continued. “She’s going to obliterate all the witches who supported me.” 

Horatiu’s heartbeat pounded a gong in his ears, and his protector howled to break free, as his gaze centered on his mother. No.  

“Daeva supported you,” Lucian rasped.  

He gave his brother a sharp look. Don’t believe it. Though his warning was more for himself than his brother. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. 

“Where did you hear this, Mother?” he demanded, his deep protector baritone taking over his voice. 

She averted her gaze. “I have my sources.”

Liar. “Who?” He pressed. 

She turned up her chin, defiance flashing in her eyes. “Do you doubt my judgment?”

Yes. He did his best to keep his expression neutral. “I never said that.” 

Their mother pounded her palm with a fist. “We must strike her before she strikes us.” There was an odd screeching sound to her voice, like the call of a dying gargoyle. 

He shot Lucian a worried look. This is definitely not our mother speaking.

Lucian grimaced. I know.  

Horatiu thought more and more about ripping off that crown. He took a hesitant step toward her. She jerked back as if his hands were made of fire. She was definitely being controlled by a darker power. Their mother wouldn’t have shied away from him. 

“Mother, take a moment and think about this,” he pleaded.  

“There’s no time to think!” she shrieked, her voice even more shrill, so much like the screaming gargoyles that had visited them yesterday. “Do you want your mate and me to be obliterated?”

“Of course not.” Lucian elbowed him in the ribs, his smile appearing frozen in place. “What do you want us to do?”

A hint of a smile tugged at her lips as her eyes shone with malice. Oh, yes, their mother was possessed. She rubbed her hands together like a starving woman sitting down to a feast. “Elria must be obliterated before she destroys us.” 

“This is our aunt,” Horatiu reminded her. “Your sister.” He prayed that his mother’s spirit was somewhere still inside her body and would listen to reason.  

“You’re not taking this threat seriously.” Snarling, she waved him away. “Send for Dragomir!”

No way in ten hells was he involving any of his other brothers in this.  

Sharp claws extended from his fingers, curling into his tightened fists. “I am taking it seriously.” 

“How about we lock her in a curse chamber?” Lucian suggested. “She can’t hurt us there. She deserves a fair trial before you obliterate her.” 

Horatiu flexed his claws while eyeing that crown. He could slash through the braids binding it to her head before she had time to strike him. Hopefully. Because he wasn’t too sure his mother wouldn’t try to obliterate him, too. 

“Very well,” she said through a sigh, her shoulders falling, “but do it now. Time is of the essence.” 

He released a shaky breath, relieved that they had at least bought their aunt some time until they could come up with a plan. “Of course.” 

He nudged his brother toward the door. Let’s go, before she changes her mind. 

Lucian had other ideas, because he refused to move as he plastered on a wide grin. “That’s a beautiful crown the gargoyles gave you,” he said to his mother while holding out a hand. “May I see it?”

Her eyes flashed red as smoking magic dripped off her fingers. “Did you hear me? There’s no time!” She jutted a blackened finger toward the door, a whisp of dark magic curling from it. “Go!”

Horatiu’s eyes widened. His mother’s magic had never been so dark. “Yes, Mother.” Horatiu grabbed Lucian’s elbow and jerked him toward the door. Leave it alone before she obliterates you!

Once they closed the heavy chamber door behind them, Horatiu stared down the long, dark hallway as an unusually chill draft blew back his hair. 

What do we do? his brother asked, the sharp tang of fear pulsing off him in waves. 

Pushing off from the door, he briskly marched down the hall. Many of the wall sconces had been extinguished, making the hall even darker. It was as if the light itself feared the darkness that crept in like a poisonous fog.  

We lock up our aunt for her own safety, he answered. Then we find a way to get that crown off our mother. 

His brother kept pace by his side. Do you think it’s enchanted? 

He repressed a shudder as a tingling fear crept up his spine. I know it is. Our aunt would never betray our mother. 

Which put Horatiu in an impossible position. In order to save his aunt, he’d have to betray her. And in order to stop his mother, he would have to defy her—and whatever demon was lurking underneath her skin. He was about to go up against the two most powerful sorceresses in all of hell. What could possibly go wrong?

* * *
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HORATIU AND LUCIAN found their other brothers and mate at the Temple of Flame, a massive monolithic pyramid dedicated to teaching magic to witches of all levels. Their mate, Daeva, practiced her spells at the temple daily along with her sister, Bennu, who was also mated to Horatiu’s cousins. Fortunately for Horatiu, Bennu and three of her mates had already returned to their quarters at the palace for the evening. Only the gamma, Damon, had stayed behind to attend to his mother. Horatiu and his brothers could handle Damon. 

We’ll deal with him soon, Horatiu said to Lucian.  

I don’t want our cousin getting hurt, Lucian answered. 

Tension coiled around Horatiu’s spine like a snake. Neither do I. Nobody would get hurt if he could help it. 

They didn’t bother asking Damon where their mate and brothers were, for Daeva’s alluring, lingering scent told them the way to go. They nodded to Damon in greeting, pretending nothing was amiss as they hurried down the stone steps toward their mate and brothers. 

Daeva and Horatiu’s other brothers were in the musty potion room in the pyramid’s basement with a ceiling so low, Horatiu nearly scraped his head along the top in his demon form. In his protector form, his back pressed against the cool stone while he hunched over. Though he loved visiting his mate while she worked, he loathed the potion room, which felt too much like a tomb. 

Daeva mixed pungent herbs that smelled of fermented eggs. Dragomir and Cyrus stood beside her, their noses wrinkling as they watched her work. 

They looked up, frowning when he cleared his throat. Ever attuned to each other’s moods, they simultaneously asked, “What’s wrong?” Their gazes flitting from Horatiu to Lucian. 

He stood opposite them, pressing his palms against the long worktable’s cool slate top. Our mother has lost her mind, he answered through thought. What they were about to discuss was too dangerous to voice aloud.  

Dragomir gave him a funny look. What?

We believe the crown is controlling her, Lucian answered, a hard edge to his voice. 

Cyrus tilted his head, looking at both of them as if they’d gone mad. To do what?

Horatiu leaned on his palms, giving them each a hard look. She wants to obliterate Elria. No sense in mincing words. They needed to understand what they were up against. 

Holy flames! Daeva released her bottle of potion. It hit the slate tile with a loud crack as the glass splintered, leaking out fluids. 

Cyrus snatched the bottle and dumped it in a nearby basin.

What do we do? Daeva asked. 

Horatiu worked hard to unclench his teeth, knowing they wouldn’t like what he had to say. We lock Elria in a curse chamber until we get that crown off our mother. 

Daeva flinched as if she’d been slapped. Elria will never agree to it. 

I know. He groaned. She’ll try to confront our mother. 

Dragomir let out a low growl. That won’t end well. 

Cyrus nodded. The two most powerful sorceresses in all of hell could raze the entire city if we let them wage a battle against each other. 

Horatiu looked to his mate, a plea in his voice. Will you help us lock up our aunt?

She visibly swallowed. She’ll never forgive us. 

He stood, dragging a hand down his face. I don’t care, so long as you and the rest of the city are safe.

The five of them stood as still as statues for a long heartbeat, giving each other hopeless looks. Horatiu had a hard time wrapping his mind around what he’d just asked his pack to do. Putting his pack in the path of two powerful, warring sorceresses went against his basest instinct to protect them. Yet, he had no choice when doing nothing could result in even more danger. 

Finally, Daeva expelled a slow breath. Then let’s go.  

His brothers mumbled their agreement. 

Horatiu should’ve been relieved that his pack had agreed to his wild plan, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t brave wolf shifters making difficult choices to save their society. They were dragons with clipped wings, and they were spiraling to their doom. 

* * *
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DAEVA’S STOMACH TWISTED in knots as they neared Elria’s personal chambers and she gaped at that wide open door. The door to Elria’s chamber was always open, for the queen had nothing to fear or hide here. She kept her living quarters at the temple rather than at the palace, for she preferred to be close to her priestesses. Out of the two rulers, Daeva had always preferred Elria, who was less like a queen and more like a mother to her and the other priestesses. 

She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to Horatiu’s wild plan to trap Elria in a curse chamber. The queen would be furious, but what other choice did they have? They couldn’t allow the queens to go to war. 

Daeva smiled at two apprentice witches when she and her mates walked into Elria’s personal chambers. The witches, one covered in scales, and the other in feathers, smiled back and went back to work setting out fruit, cheeses, and wine for their mistress along a carved flat slab of stone that sat in the center of a long birch table. Dusty, pink light filtered into three deep, narrow windows carved into the slanted ceiling above. Shelves lined the gray brick walls, holding candles of all sizes and shapes that bathed the room in a soft, yellow glow. Beyond the table was another room with another, smaller table and two chairs, a circle of wide, cushioned chairs surrounding a fiery hearth, and a low bed made of pillows and furs. 

Daeva spied Elria resting on the bed, a hand draped across her brow. The queen had taken to bed earlier in the day after a dizzy spell had rendered her too sick to stand. Daeva wrung her fingers together, casting her mates worried looks. It wasn’t like Elria to succumb to sickness. Was it coincidental or a bad omen?

Cyrus knelt beside his aunt’s bedside. “Aunt, are you well?”

Her eyes flew open as she made a startled cry. She gaped at them through foggy eyes. “Yes, yes,” she mumbled. “These premonitions give me headaches.” 

“Where is Damon?” Daeva asked. “I thought he was tending to you.”

Cyrus helped her as she struggled to sit up. 

She waved toward the door. “I sent him to retrieve more soothing herbs.” 

“She’s been like this all day.” The feathered apprentice, who had a beak for a nose, went to the foot of the bed and made an ear-piercing squawk.

Elria gave another start, groaning as she hung her head in her hands. 

Dragomir gave the bird-girl a dark look, and she backed away from the bed with trembling feathers.  

Daeva forgot the name of this new apprentice, but her loud squawks startled her every time. 

Horatiu stood over his aunt, folding his arms across a broad chest. “Aunt, may we have a private word with you?”

“Of course, boys,” she said. “I was about to send for you.” She waved to the two apprentices, and they left her chambers, closing the door behind them.  

Daeva shared a look with her mates before turning to Elria. “Send for them for what?”

Elria thanked Cyrus when he handed her a goblet of wine. “A resurrection spell,” she answered between sips.  

Horatiu scratched the back of his head. “A what?”

“Should you be obliterated,” Elria said as she handed the goblet back to Cyrus, “this spell will enable your soul to one day return to your pack.” 

A dark fear like she’d never known leeched into Daeva’s veins like spilled ink in water. “You-you’re worried about us being obliterated?”

“I am.” She threw her legs over the side of the bed and held up a hand to Horatiu. “Hecate refuses to listen, but something dark is coming. I can feel it in my bones. The fact that I can’t see it means whoever is planning an attack is using celaris magic.” 

“Celaris?” Horatiu asked. 

“A rare magic that enables the witch to stay hidden from oracles,” Daeva answered.  

Daeva followed on legs that felt weighted with stones as Horatiu led his aunt to a chair by the hearth. “I remember our mother telling us about it,” Horatiu said. 

“I thought only you had this magic,” Lucian said to his aunt as he draped a fur across her legs. 

She nodded. “Bennu does as well, though she’s still learning how to wield it.” 

This magic was so rare that Elria and Bennu were the only two that Daeva had ever known to possess it, and she’d known hundreds of witches. “And you think there’s another witch out there who has it?” 

Elria dug her fingers into the fur on her lap. “I do.” She let out a gasp and lurched forward, grasping the sides of her head. “Ahh!”

Cyrus knelt beside Elria. “Aunt, what is it?” 

“That foreboding feeling is getting stronger.” She spoke through a strained voice, as if each word pained her. “I fear we don’t have much time. We must do the spell now.” 

Cyrus’s eyes widened. “What about our cousins?” 

“I’ve already done the spell with them and Bennu,” she said. “Now I must do it with you and Daeva.” 

When her mates gave her a questioning look, Daeva nodded. I’m sorry, but I trust your aunt more than I trust your mother. 

Dragomir and Cyrus both flinched, but Horatiu and Lucian mumbled their agreement. 

If you’d seen the madness in our mother’s eyes, you’d agree, Horatiu said to them.  

Daeva feared the need for this spell. She couldn’t imagine her mates or her being obliterated. She’d always considered obliteration to be a fate worse than eternal torture, for there was no coming back from it. They would simply cease to exist.  

“What do we do?” She knelt beside Elria, a knot of fear expanding in her chest, making breathing more difficult. 

Elria motioned to a pewter goblet that sat on top of the mantel. “Pour some wine into that goblet.” 

Lucian jumped to his feet and snatched the goblet while Cyrus grabbed a jug of wine. After they poured it, Cyrus held the goblet out to Elria. 

She waved it away. “You each must spit into it and whisper ‘Memento tempus’ three times.” 

Dragomir helped Daeva stand on trembling legs as that darkness that leached into her veins spread like a sickness. Her prognosticating abilities weren’t as powerful as Elria’s, but she felt the evil now. Holy flame, she thought she heard the sibilant whisperings of witches echoing in her skull. 

That knot in Daeva’s chest expanded as they passed around the goblet. This all felt so very wrong. Elria was helping to save them, and they were planning on locking her away in a curse chamber. What if the evil that threatened them attacked Elria while she was in the chamber? She’d have no means to defend herself. 

Perhaps we should consult with Elria first, she projected to Horatiu. 

No! 

She gasped when his protector voice ricocheted in her mind. 

I’m sorry, he said, his voice softening. There is no time. 

But she’ll be vulnerable. 

She’s vulnerable, anyway, with her dizzy spells. The curse chamber is the safest place for her. 

Her shoulders caved inward as she relented. He was right. 

After her mates finished with the goblet, Cyrus held it up, a shaft of candlelight striking the metal. “Now what, Aunt?”

Elria nodded toward the hearth. “Now toss the liquid into the fire.”

He tossed the liquid into the hearth. The flames rose up with a great gust of smoke and quickly died down.  

“Now what?” she asked. 

“Now a part of you has been thrown out into the universe.” Elria leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “Flames forbid, should any of you be obliterated in the coming days, you’ll find your way back to your pack.” 

Daeva fought the urge to shake the woman. “When?”

“Ten years? Ten thousand years?” Elria shrugged, her eyes still closed. “Only the universe knows.” Her words came out in a slur.  

Horatiu bent over Elria, gently shaking her shoulder. “Aunt?”

The queen let out a snore, her head lolling to one side.  

“Carry her to the furs,” Daeva whispered to him. 

He laid her down and then turned to Daeva, his mouth pressed together in a firm line. “Make the curse chamber now before she wakes.” 

Daeva swallowed back her trepidation. “She’ll be angry when she wakes.” 

“I know.” Shadows fell across Horatiu’s features. “She will forgive us in time.”  

“She has enough food and wine in here to last a few days,” Cyrus said at her back. 

Bitter laughter escaped Daeva’s throat. Leave it to Cyrus to be concerned about food. 

Horatiu gently squeezed her shoulder. “Hopefully, she won’t be locked up that long.” 

Lucian let out a hiss, his nostrils flaring. “Someone’s coming.”

Daeva strained to hear. Faint footsteps echoed from far away. 

Lucian scented the air. “Damon.”

Damn. Panic iced her limbs as she turned to Horatiu. “He’ll try to free Elria.” 

“Stay here with her and get that chamber up,” Horatiu said as he strode toward the door, Lucian following. “Let us handle it.” 

She pressed clammy palms against her sides. “What are you going to do?”

Horatiu stopped at the doorway, peeking outside. “Send him home.”  

“He won’t go willingly.” Not without a fight. Bennu would never forgive them if they hurt her gamma.  

Horatiu clutched the doorway as he shifted into a powerful protector, a giant horned beast with sharp tusks. “It might get ugly, but you’ll have to trust us.” 

She swallowed at that. “I do.” 

“Protect her,” Horatiu said to Dragomir.  

Dragomir shifted, too, pounding his chest like an ape. “With my life.” 
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Sand tickled Phoenix’s nose as she watched massive balloons of all colors rise into the air, the Sandia Mountains lit in soft pink hues behind them, the sprawling city of Albuquerque below. She licked her dry lips brought on by the cold, arid air. No amount of lip balm soothed the cracks in the corners of her mouth. How she hated living in the mortal realm. She inwardly smiled at the irony that hell had a better climate. If only her mother and Tor would let her return there. 

She turned to her sister Tori—who now preferred to be called by the name Daeva—when she stepped onto the veranda, palming a cup of steaming coffee. Phoenix still wasn’t sure about Daeva’s name change, about her need to discard her Amaroki past, because she felt like her sister had discarded her in the process. 

Daeva had wrapped a woven blanket around her shoulders and pulled back her long, dark hair in a messy bun. She could hardly believe her sister had finally returned to the mortal realm. After waiting for over a year, only allowed to visit her half-sister as an apparition in her mother’s flames, she was finally able to hold her again. Not that they’d done much hugging other than that initial embrace when Daeva and her alpha mate Horatiu had emerged from the forest near Tor’s Alaskan home as if they’d gone out for an evening stroll. 

Daeva had changed in the year since they’d defeated the Vindictus. Though she looked mostly the same, something in her demeanor was different, more reserved, as if her sister had allowed every aspect of that ancient demon to take over. Phoenix should’ve been happy for Daeva. After accidentally falling into hell’s pit, she’d discovered her long-lost demon wolf mates, and with the help of her mates’ mother, Hecate, and the ruler of their dimension, they’d been able to transform the hostile wasteland into a thriving paradise.

Phoenix’s life, on the other hand, had become stagnant while the demon wolves she believed to be her fated mates were trapped in another hostile dimension in hell. Phoenix had learned of their fate fourteen months ago, yet nothing had been done to save them. Phoenix’s djinn mother, Jezebeth, refused to take her back to hell after Phoenix had threatened to sneak off and retrieve her lost mates. Phoenix knew the trip was risky. She would’ve had no way to escape unless she miraculously found one of the lost crystals. 

But now that Daeva’s mates had recovered a crystal buried deep inside one of hell’s caverns, there was no excuse not to go save Phoenix’s mates. With the crystal in their possession, they were finally able to travel between dimensions. This was how Daeva was able to visit the mortal realm now. It also meant Phoenix would have a way to come back to their dimension if she went to retrieve her mates. 

Helius. Drakkon. Cadmus. Damon. 

Those were her mates’ names. Ever since Hecate had told her, she’d repeated their names every morning when she woke, several times throughout the day, and every night before she went to sleep. Though others might be content to let her mates languish in a hostile dimension in hell, Phoenix refused to forget them. Their names were constantly in the forefront of her mind, souring the food she ate and robbing her of sleep. How could she enjoy life knowing her fated mates were probably suffering?

And yet, instead of rushing to save them, Daeva and Horatiu were here, insisting on a meeting with Boris Lupescu, the new chieftain of the Romanian tribe—correction, the New Mexico tribe. The US military had relocated all Romanian shifters to New Mexico after unrest in Eastern Europe. They couldn’t risk the Army’s secret weapons falling into enemy hands. That’s what they’d said, anyway. Tor believed the military had been looking for an excuse to recruit more wolf trackers. Either way, the Romanian tribe was no more. With the change, the elder Lupescus thought it a good time to enjoy retirement and turn over this clusterfuck to their offspring. 

So much change and responsibility had put Chieftain Boris Lupescu in a foul mood. Phoenix knew Daeva was wasting her time trying to convince him to let his mate Eilea visit hell. Hecate believed Eilea was the reincarnation of Elria, Hecate’s sister in hell who’d been obliterated by the Vindictus almost three thousand years ago. She insisted they couldn’t save Phoenix’s mates from the second dimension of hell without Eilea’s help. So Tor had humored them all and brought them to New Mexico. This wasn’t going to end well. 

Daeva took a loud sip of coffee and squinted up at the sky. “I thought the balloon festival was over.”

Phoenix tossed her hair behind a shoulder. “Apparently, it’s a normal thing here.” 

When Daeva turned her inquisitive gaze on her, Phoenix pretended not to be bothered, but she wondered if her sister had noticed that she, too, had changed. She hadn’t dyed her hair in over a year, letting the dark chestnut roots grow out past her ears, leaving just the tips a bright pink. What cared she for pink hair or mortal frivolities when her mates were languishing in hell? 

Daeva released a slow breath while watching the balloons rise into the sky. “I wonder what it’s like to fly in one.” 

“Like riding a dragon, only slower,” Phoenix drawled. “Are you ready for your meeting?” The sooner they got this meeting over with, the sooner Daeva could return to hell, and Phoenix was making sure she went with her.

“Not really.” Daeva grimaced, wrapping her arms around herself. “I don’t like the mortal world.” 

“Why would you?” Phoenix snorted, refusing to mask the bitterness in her voice. “You have everything you need back in hell—including your mates.” 

Daeva’s features turned as hard as stone. You have a chip the size of Alaska on your shoulders, you know that? she asked through thought. 

Phoenix looked away. She’d always loved her sister, but now she was starting to resent her. You’d be the same if it was your mates. 

“I’m here to improve relations between the demon wolves and Amaroki.” Daeva gave her a dark look. “To get Eilea’s help retrieving your mates.” 

Phoenix had to work hard to unclench her jaw. Her sister was wasting time, but she was tired of arguing. Nobody listened to her, anyway. “Do you think it will work?”

“Hope so,” she said. “Hecate needs Eilea.” 

Phoenix wasn’t so sure of that. Hecate was the most powerful witch in hell. Why did she need Eilea’s help? Between Hecate, Daeva, and Phoenix, they could handle any demons who threatened them in the other dimension. Retrieving her mates didn’t have to be so complicated. So why was Hecate making it that way? “Do you ever worry that she’s abusing her power?” She eyed her sister, watching for any cracks in her façade. 

“Hecate?” Daeva blinked as if she’d splashed cold water on her face. “No.” 

“Why?” she pressed. 

“Because she’s a mother,” Daeva said matter-of-factly. “Her sons ground her.” 

Phoenix resisted the urge to laugh out loud. “Jezebeth is a mother. That didn’t stop her from using her power for evil.” Phoenix nodded toward the sliding glass doors behind them. Somewhere beyond those doors was a backpack with her mother’s rusty lamp. Though her djinn mother had always been loving and kind to Phoenix, that was where her compassion ended. She’d been a cruel demon to everyone else, shaming Phoenix with her selfish nature. 

Daeva laughed. “That’s different.”  

“How?”

“Hecate has a history of being a kind ruler. Jezebeth has always been...” Daeva trailed off, biting her lower lip. 

Phoenix gritted her teeth. “You can say it—a bitch.” 

“I don’t want to hurt you.” 

The look of pity Daeva gave her made her want to scream. “You won’t,” she snapped. “I’ve accepted what my mother is.” 

“She’s trying to atone for her sins.” 

Daeva’s tone lacked conviction, because she knew. Everyone knew. Jezebeth had created the first Amaroki by stealing Daeva and Horatiu’s demon souls two thousand years ago, all in the hopes of getting laid by some barbarians. It had taken Daeva and Horatiu’s souls two millennia to find their way back to their pack. Then when Phoenix had been just a baby, her fathers had taken her from Jezebeth, believing a demon wasn’t fit to raise a child. Jezebeth had retaliated by  cursing Phoenix’s fathers, making them apathetic, cruel drunks. She’d turned her gamma father, Sami, into a voracious werewolf, causing him to kill hundreds of humans over the course of several years. In the end, his only escape from the monster that controlled him had been death. 

Sometimes Phoenix thought about what her life would’ve been like if her fathers hadn’t been cursed by her mother. Would she have lived with them? Daeva, too? What would Phoenix’s childhood have been like if she’d lived with her own kind instead of the nuns at the orphanage? She wouldn’t have had to hide her magic or her shifting powers.  

Phoenix looked down at her scuffed leather boots, shame flushing her face. “She can try for thousands of years, and it won’t change what she did, the shifters she hurt.” 

“No,” Daeva said on a sigh. “It won’t.”  

Phoenix turned at a sound of stirring coming from inside their rented house. She cringed when she saw Tor Thunderfoot from beyond the sliding glass window. He was in the kitchen pouring himself a cup of coffee while surreptitiously keeping one eye on her. Though she loved the Alaskan chieftain for being like a father to her these past few years, she felt stifled by his overprotective nature. Despite the fact that she was nineteen, he treated her like a child. He never let her go anywhere on her own, and he was the main reason she hadn’t been allowed to physically visit her sister in hell again. 

Daeva looked over her shoulder at Tor as her mate Horatiu fried up eggs and bacon in the kitchen. “I guess I should get ready. Tor will probably want to go soon.”

Phoenix snorted at that. By ‘go’ Daeva meant their meeting with the New Mexico tribal chieftains at their new home near Santa Fe. “I’m afraid this is all a big waste of time.” Boris wasn’t going to let his mate, Eilea, return to hell with them, no matter how much Daeva begged.  

Daeva gave her a pointed look. “You’re angry with her for not letting you go.” 

By her, Phoenix knew her sister meant the ruler of hell, Hecate, and yes, Phoenix was pissed. They were wasting their time trying to convince Eilea to help them retrieve Phoenix’s mates from the second dimension of hell. Phoenix could’ve gone and brought them back by now, but, no, they’d rather waste time chasing their tails. She jutted a thumb in her chest. “If anyone can save them, I can.”

Daeva grabbed Phoenix’s arm, the look of pity in her eyes making Phoenix want to roar in frustration. 

“I know you can,” she said, “but we need time to prepare.” 

Phoenix shook off her sister’s grasp. “Meanwhile, we have no idea how much they’re suffering.”  

“They’ve been gone for almost three thousand years. What’s a few more months?”

Phoenix gaped at her sister a long moment. “Did you really just say that?” She clenched her hands into fists, fighting the urge to slap that smug look off her face. 

Daeva let out a groan, dragging her hands through her hair. “I’m tired of arguing with you about this. I have enough battles to face right now.” 

Phoenix swore under her breath. “Battles you don’t need to be fighting if Hecate would just use me.” 

Daeva shook her head. “She doesn’t think it’s a good idea.” 

“I’m really sick and tired of what she thinks.” Phoenix threw up her hands and then paced the small stucco balcony. “They’re my mates. I should have final say.” 

Daeva crossed her arms, averting her gaze. “I made a promise to Tor.” 

Grr. Phoenix wanted to rip out her hair. Why were they still treating her like a child? “Then I’ll never go.” 

“That’s not true,” Daeva said with a pout, though her voice lacked conviction. She knew they were fighting a losing war, yet she still donned her armor and headed out to battle.  

* * *
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PHOENIX SAT IN THE front seat of their rental car, trying not to be bored as the desert landscape gave way to piney woods. She wondered, not for the first time, why they’d spent the night in Albuquerque. Their plane hadn’t arrived that late yesterday. They had plenty of time to drive to the Santa Fe reservation and stay with the chieftains. Unless, they didn’t want them there.

She tossed a look behind her at Daeva and Horatiu in the back seat
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