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      I didn’t choose this life, but it’s still the only one I’ve got.

      Made by corrupt magic, sent to die, then saved and adopted by the local pack. I wasn’t born a wolf shifter, but I’m one of them now. And I’m prepared to fight at their side against the evil organization that will stop at nothing to extinguish our kind.

      I’ve found a family and I’ve found love with my very own fated mate, the irresistible pack Beta. But if I’m not careful, I can lose it all. One wrong move is all it will take…

      The Hunters are coming for us, and they play dirty.

    

  


  
    
      For James, Catia, Sonia, and Nadia.

      Always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Don’t shy away from your power. Embrace it. Own it. It’s yours to command.

        ZASHA VOLKOV
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          GIDEON

        

      

    

    
      He was dead, and surprised to find he didn’t mind all that much. Already, death was better than his recent life, and this way he didn’t have to unravel the unsettling facts he’d learned about the Society and the Five—right before he got shoved out of a helicopter flying over the territory of the Smoky Mountain Pack of wolves. All the effort he’d given over the last decades, all the sacrifices he’d made, might have been for reasons different than he’d been told. Though he didn’t think he understood what the true motivation behind the Society was anymore, he had a niggling feeling he wasn’t going to like it.

      Now, he’d never have to deal with the fallout and any disappointment. He could be dead in peace.

      And here he had Amalie. Amalie Moreau. It had been thirty-one years, five months, and sixty-three days since he’d last seen her—since monsters had taken her from him and killed her.

      At long last, they were reunited!

      How he’d missed gazing upon her face. So beautiful, so soft, so … his.

      Now that he saw her again, he realized how much his memory had distorted her features over the years. He’d forgotten the true color of her eyes, the real shape of her face, the tilt of her eyebrows. Her cheekbones were sharper, her mouth a bit fuller, her eyes lighter than he remembered, more colorful.

      That he’d forgotten exactly what she looked like pained him more than his death. But now he’d get to memorize her face—and body—all over again. For if she was here, then this was heaven, or its equivalent.

      “Amalie,” he whispered, his voice sounding like an angelic whisper, even to him. Oh yes, he was going to love death very much.

      Amalie stared at him, eyes wide, mouth open in a cute O, framed by cherry lips. He recalled quite well all she could do with those lips, and hoped heaven allowed sex, and tons of it.

      He sat on a hard, cold rock, but once he’d spotted his love, everything else around him had faded away, unimportant compared to her.

      She stood maybe a dozen feet away from him, framed in a bright, shining light.

      “Are you an angel?” he asked. That would make perfect sense. It would be the first logical thing that had happened since he got into that helicopter with that dark mage who hadn’t belonged.

      Amalie just stared at him, seemingly as shocked as he was to see her.

      “I’m not an angel,” she said.

      Gideon nodded, mesmerized by the vision of her before him. He tried to stand to go to her, but discovered he was wobbly, and sat back down.

      “And I’m not Amalie,” she said.

      He smiled. “Of course you are. This is another one of your games, isn’t it? I love playing games with you.”

      The whooshing in his head grew louder and he suddenly found himself lying down, blinking up at the luminous sky, wishing he could see Amalie’s face instead. But he was practiced at imagining it, and he summoned the image of her, updated now, to fill his mind.

      He couldn’t hear anything but the pulsing within his head; it reminded him of a wave dragging in and out on a beach. Tranquil. Hypnotizing. He figured he could spend eternity this way, playing games with the woman he’d never stopped loving and never replaced.

      Then Amalie’s face rushed in front of his, banishing the conjured image of her as if it were made of smoke.

      He smiled again. “There you are.”

      “Get this through your head,” she said. “I am not Amalie. My name is Eva.”

      He tried to shake his head, but it only made him dizzy, and the waves distorted, no longer sounding right. Panic welled within him as he realized something was wrong.

      He reached out to grab on to Amalie, to allow her to ground him.

      But she yanked her arm away.

      When he fell into a blank darkness, he thought he’d gotten it wrong. This was not heaven.

      Quannah

      “Did he just … pass out?” Quannah asked of this Gideon guy, looking at Zasha, who joined him in crouching over him. She pressed two fingers against the side of his neck.

      “His pulse is steady.” She shrugged. “Maybe he passed out from the shock of being pushed out of a helicopter?”

      “Wimp,” Sadie muttered from somewhere behind them, and Zasha nodded.

      Quannah studied Zasha for a moment, taking in the long, silky fall of her hair, her large eyes, her full mouth. They’d made love just once. It had only whetted his appetite for more … so much more.

      He forced himself to focus, and when he did, the realization that Corin was now dead washed over him, weighing him down worse than a gigantic boulder. With Corin dead, Quannah felt like Sisyphus, forever shouldering the rock that was larger than he—and he didn’t want the burden.

      But wants had little to do with the way of life of a wolf shifter, especially a leader.

      Quannah dragged his admiration from the curves of Zasha’s hips, the weight of her breasts, the line of her ass. Corin’s death left a gaping hole in his chest, one he had no doubt he’d try to fill with Zasha and the idea of finally finding a mate when he’d never dared even search for her.

      The now-official alpha of the Smoky Mountain Pack turned his stare on Eva. With long brown hair, a pretty but common face, average in height and body, she wouldn’t ordinarily hold his attention.

      It was the look of guilt tugging at her mouth that did now.

      “You know this guy?” Quannah asked her.

      She hesitated, and Quannah stood, moving closer to her. Wolves were never supposed to lie to a pack member, and they especially weren’t supposed to lie to their alpha. When Quannah stared into their eyes, they found that they couldn’t. Whether it was some of the magic that made him who he was—a wolf shifter—or whether it was simply a matter of him being bigger and stronger than all of them, he didn’t know; neither did he much care, so long as it guaranteed the truth.

      Eva sighed, then glanced down. “I know him. I haven’t seen him for a very long time, but I know him.”

      Zasha moved to his side, leaving Gideon alone, sprawled out on the rock, taking a little nap apparently.

      “How do you know him?” Zasha asked.

      Eva sighed and looked away. Quannah was about to step in and remind her that Zasha was her beta and her alpha’s mate, when Eva turned back around.

      She scanned the dozens of wolves, wizards, and the Enforcer, now surrounding them, all listening. “Can we go somewhere and talk? In private?”

      “We don’t keep secrets from each other in this pack,” Quannah said.

      “I know, I know. But just … please? It’s complicated.”

      “Isn’t it always…” Zasha muttered.

      Quannah studied Eva. “Fine. But Zasha comes with us.”

      “Of course.” Eva smiled tightly, making Zasha tense beside him. Quannah brought a hand to the small of her back, and she calmed.

      Quannah peered out at the wolves gathered around them, waiting, and singled out Nolan. “Take him to the infirmary and keep him under constant watch. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Call me if he wakes up and starts talking.”

      “You got it,” Nolan said, and turned to select another to help him.

      Quannah directed his attention to Sadie, Albacus, and Mordecai. “You have to go?”

      Sadie frowned and waggled her head, setting her high ponytail to swinging. “Yup. It’s a shitshow out there. Per usual. Those dicks in the Voice want what isn’t theirs, and they’re willing to destroy everything in their path to get it. It’s like the assholes never studied history. Hello? Didn’t they learn from the Sorcerers for Magical Supremacy and every other group of supes that tried a power grab and then got put in their place?” She sighed heavily. “So yeah, we gotta go. Shoulda been gone already.”

      Mordecai and Albacus stood shoulder to shoulder. Even though Quannah was getting used to them now, it remained disconcerting to be able to see through them.

      “And we have to get back to the Magical Creatures Academy,” Albacus said.

      “Yes,” Mordecai added. “Sir Lancelot is waiting for us.”

      “What…?” Zasha started. “There’s an academy for … magical creatures?”

      Mordecai and Albacus smiled identical smiles, making them seem more like twins than brothers. “Oh yes, there are several academies for the magical parts of our community.”

      “We set them all up a long time ago,” Albacus said.

      “Seriously?” Zasha said.

      “Oh yes—” Mordecai said, and Quannah interrupted.

      “Stories that will have to wait for another time, regrettably.” He looked at his mate. “There’s a lot to the supernatural side of the world, but there’s a lot going on right now that I don’t understand, and our alpha just died. The hunters are still out there, and now they know exactly where we are. We have to⁠—”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Zasha said. “It’s a shitshow.” She smiled at Sadie. “It was fun to meet you.”

      Sadie grinned, hands at her hips, right above the handles of her short swords. “I hope it won’t be the last time.”

      “Thanks for your help, all of you,” Quannah said, including the wizard brothers.

      “Yeah, thank you,” Zasha chimed in.

      “If there’s ever anything I can do for you…” Quannah said.

      Sadie laughed, tossing her head back. “We’ll be sure to collect.”

      While Sadie led Mordecai and Albacus off to the side, Quannah led Zasha and Eva toward his Jeep. When they hopped inside, Eva in the back, Zasha put a hand on his arm.

      “Wait.”

      He didn’t have to ask why.

      Directly in front of Sadie, bright, sparking lights formed a circle large enough to fit people.

      To transport people.

      As if the Enforcer had managed to condense a fireworks show, the rotating circle was so brilliant that he had to squint to see it.

      “What…?” Zasha said. “Is that the … portal thingy she was talking about?”

      “Yes.” He’d never seen one before, but he’d heard them described. “She must be a powerful witch to be able to open one.”

      “She didn’t seem like a witch,” Zasha said. “Though I suppose I don’t know what a witch is like.”

      Quannah started the Jeep but they stayed to watch. Even Eva leaned out the open side window to look.

      While Albacus and Mordecai disappeared into the portal, Zasha asked: “How does that work, if they’re half-dead?”

      “No idea,” Quannah said. “But I’m glad that’s at least one thing I don’t need to figure out.”

      His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. “Start talking,” he ordered Eva.

      Then he backed up, stopped to watch the portal wink out of existence, leaving nothing but after-images to prove it had ever been there, and began back down Eagle Point, focusing on what mattered now: assessing the danger to his pack and protecting those who were his responsibility.

      Eva sighed loudly again, but before Quannah could bark at her to speed it up, she spoke.

      “I used to be a hunter.”

      Quannah’s foot slipped off the accelerator, and Zasha turned around fully in her seat to stare at the woman.

      Quannah could tell Zasha made Eva nervous. Good. After keeping such a truth bomb from the pack, the least she could do was sweat a little.

      Quannah growled at Eva, and she kept talking, rushing to get it all out while he drove back to the residential part of their complex.

      “I didn’t understand then,” she said. “I bought into all the lies they told me. That you were all monsters. That you were the worst of the worst, basically, an enemy to humanity. When they recruited me, I was honored to be chosen to be a part of the mission. They made it into like a holy war or something. I thought I was doing what I had to do.”

      She grimaced. “The Society … that’s what the hunters call themselves. Actually, their official name is the Protectors of Humanity. Can you believe that shit?”

      “Yes, I can,” Quannah said. “What I can’t believe is that you didn’t tell anyone in the pack any of this until now.”

      “Until you were found out,” Zasha added. She looked to Quannah. “She wouldn’t have told us on her own.”

      Eva leaned forward between the front seats. “It’s true, I wouldn’t have told anyone. But you must understand why. The hunters’ whole purpose is to wipe out every single wolf in existence. And I’d been one of them.”

      Quannah growled again.

      She hurried to amend: “They lied to me. The Society lied to me all day long, getting me to do what they wanted.”

      “Why?” Zasha asked, still turned watching Eva.

      “I don’t know exactly. I’ve wondered the same myself. I mean, what do they gain from exterminating every werewolf and wolf shifter on the planet? I can’t figure it. My best guess is that they really believe what they teach.”

      Quannah smiled darkly. “I doubt that. No organization with that much power doesn’t have an ulterior motive for what it does.”

      “Well, then I don’t know what it is, and I’ve spent decades pondering it all.”

      “Decades?” Zasha said.

      Eva nodded. “Thirty some years ago, Gideon and I were both hunters. We were young and in love. We believed we were ridding the world of a great evil. One night we raided a little French village that was supposed to have wolves. It was our first official raid, kind of a training exercise. But it was a trap, or maybe the Society knew what we’d run into all along, I honestly don’t know. But there were five of us, and when we got there, wolves killed three, and took me. Gideon … I guess he got away. The wolves who took me turned me.” She paused, turning to look away from Zasha and out the window, watching the forest whiz by. “I haven’t seen Gideon since then. He didn’t try to find me, and I didn’t try to find him. I figured he thought they’d killed me or I’d killed myself.”

      “Why would you kill yourself?” Zasha asked.

      Eva’s voice was bitter. “Because the Society taught us that the wolves are so awful and so cruel that we’d be better off biting into a cyanide capsule than endure whatever they’d do to us. Meanwhile, they’re the ones who keep killing us. Who killed Corin…” She trailed off.

      “So this Gideon was right…” Quannah said, flicking another quick glance at Eva through the rearview mirror. “He does know you.”

      Eva nodded, but didn’t look at him, eyes glued to the window. “I changed my name and tried to leave everything about that other life behind. I never imagined he’d find me.” She chuckled bitterly. “Figures he’d find me by accident. But I can keep denying what he says. He’d never guess the wolves turned me. I could tell him I just look like the woman he thinks he knew.”

      “And what would that accomplish?” Quannah asked.

      She shrugged. “It’d allow me to leave that life exactly where I want it. Far behind me. It’s not a nice feeling knowing you were manipulated into hating an entire species and you never even asked questions. They made me a puppet.”

      Zasha slapped the seat back, making Eva jump. “Then punish them for what they did. Use that anger and make sure they don’t get to do it to anyone else.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “No fucking guessing. We’re at war here. The hunters are trying to wipe us off the Earth. And you know we aren’t what they say we are. There’s a lot of good in us, in our kind.”

      “Of course there is.”

      “Then don’t cower. Pull your big-girl socks the fuck up and let’s hunt some motherfucking hunters. Let’s bring the fight to them and make sure the world is safe for our kind. After all, they’re the ones who set off to do hunting and killing. Not us. We’re just defending ourselves, and defending ourselves from those who would murder us is our fucking birthright.”

      “Hell yeah it is,” Eva said, sounding stronger.

      “So you tell this Gideon exactly who you are and how messed up what this Society did to you was. Maybe we can get him on our side, and we can find out what the hunters are up to.” Zasha smiled wickedly. “Then use it against them.”

      Eva nodded enthusiastically.

      “There are enough victims out there,” Zasha continued. “It’s time to stop being victims, and be empowered.”

      Then she held her fist out to Eva, who gave her a fist bump.

      Quannah grinned. Damn, he loved this woman! She was a warrior.

      And so was he.

      Time to win this fight.

      Quannah? Flynn’s voice entered his head, which meant it’d be filling the heads of every other wolf in their pack. We have a situation here. Five huge dudes just showed up. And they smell like shifters.

      Zasha looked at Quannah.

      He floored it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          ZASHA

        

      

    

    
      She hadn’t felt this stunned since her last KO in the cage, and that had been over a year and a half ago, when she’d faced down Train Jane, so nicknamed because her punches felt like they had the force of a freight train behind them. Zasha had been the official victor of that match since Train Jane was later disqualified when it was discovered she had a dangerous cocktail of drugs pumping through her system at the time. But how she felt now reminded Zasha of coming to in the ring, squinting up at the harsh lights overhead, trying to figure out where she was and what happened. Despite the massive concussion she had then, she made sense of her situation faster.

      She blinked at the five men up ahead—over and over again.

      They were arguing with Quannah and Flynn, while Jett, Webb, Lucian, and some other wolves backed them up.

      But the five men didn’t appear in the least bit intimidated.

      Finally, her brain caught up with what she was seeing; her legs began moving as if on their own. She felt Eva watching her, but left the wolf with the dangerous secrets behind.

      At Zasha’s approach, the arguing ceased and all eyes trained on her.

      But she looked only at the five men, who emanated a brutal strength she was very familiar with. Their faces, all different as there was no blood relation between them, contorted in identical lines of concern, of desperation … of relief.

      Her mouth dropped open, and she knew it was moving as if she were speaking, but she had no idea what she might be saying, or if any of it was intelligible at all.

      Then she was running, and one of the men stepped away from Quannah and Flynn to spread his arms open wide.

      She slammed into him, hard enough to ricochet off his broad chest. But he didn’t let her go, holding her tight.

      Zasha didn’t cry, and revealing vulnerability was what had gotten her in this whole mess of a situation in the first place. But the tears were coming, and she pressed her eyelids shut with furious determination, attempting to keep the weakness at bay.

      Zasha pressed her cheek against her uncle’s chest, pulling in the familiar scent. Campfires and cigars, though she’d never seen him do either activity. “Uncle Andrei,” she whispered, unable to believe that he and her four other uncles were somehow there. They’d found her!

      Uncle Andrei ran a hand down the length of her hair, his hand large, heavy, and clumsy.

      She sank into his touch.

      “Our volchok … we’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      “Everywhere,” her Uncle Vadim said, and he jostled Zasha out of her Uncle Andrei’s arms and into his.

      The pattern repeated itself until Zasha melted into her Uncle Lev’s embrace.

      “You scared us, volchok,” he said. “We had no idea where you’d gone.”

      Finally, she pulled away to study the five burly men who were nearly as good as having her papa back. “How did you find me?”

      “It wasn’t easy,” Lev said.

      Zasha waited. She knew how to play this game with her uncles; she’d been playing it since she was a child.

      “We finally found someone who saw the mages take you,” Uncle Iosif said.

      She waited some more while her heart thundered in her chest. If they knew about the mages snatching her, and they were here, in a pack’s territory, then they probably knew what she was now.

      She studied them, but they didn’t seem to be looking at her any differently than usual.

      “We followed the rumors to this Pound place,” Uncle Yegor said with a murderous edge.

      “And then we heard about the Smoky Mountain Pack taking you,” Uncle Vadim said.

      “And then destroying the place.” Uncle Andrei gave Quannah an appreciative nod. “Wish we’d been there to be a part of that.”

      That’s when Zasha retrained her focus on Quannah. She moved farther away from her uncles, pulled her shirt down where it’d inched up to expose her bellybutton, and said: “Quannah, these are my uncles, Andrei, Vadim, Iosif, Yegor, and Lev. Uncles, this is Quannah ‘Black Bird’ Shaw, alpha of this pack.” She gestured around them at the rest of the wolves, more of them gathering around them with each passing minute. “You can meet everyone else later.” Also, she wasn’t sure she remembered everyone’s name yet. As pack beta, she probably was supposed to know.

      Uncle Yegor stepped forward, hand extended to Quannah. “We aren’t uncles by blood, but our bond is even stronger. Her papa, Yuri, was like a brother to us.”

      Quannah shook Yegor’s hand, then faced her, eyebrows raised.

      But the rest of her uncles advanced, distracting him … until Lev said: “She about killed all of us of a heart attack. All of us would’ve been dead, not just Yuri, if we hadn’t found sign of her as soon as we did.” Lev turned to her. “Volchok, you should’ve never been walking those streets alone like that. That was our fault. We should have never let you leave the hospital without one of us.”

      “I don’t need your protection anymore,” Zasha said. But hadn’t she? She’d responded on impulse. One of the most challenging parts of growing up had been convincing her papa and uncles to see her for the woman she was, not a motherless girl who needed someone to look out for her.

      No one said anything while everyone registered how ridiculous what she said was, given the circumstances, and she felt Quannah staring at her once more, eyebrows raised, no doubt thinking on the death of her father that she hadn’t told him about.

      She met his stare head on. “There hasn’t exactly been time for chatting since we met.”

      He frowned. “No, there hasn’t.”

      Nolan and a few other wolves appeared in the distance, carrying a limp Gideon between them. Quannah addressed Flynn: “I’ll need to talk to him as soon as he wakes up. Eva too.” Quannah eyed Eva, who’d allowed other wolves to fill in the space between her and him. “And track down Silver and Chenoa as well. See if they’ve come up with anything.”

      “About?” Flynn asked, training intelligent eyes on his alpha.

      “About Zasha and what’s going on with her.”

      Flynn waited for a beat, but then nodded. “Got it,” and with that he was off.

      “What is going on with our Zasha?” Iosif asked, he and her other uncles crowding together as if they could deal with whatever was going on with her by force.

      Quannah took in the crowd around them, then said: “Let’s go talk in my study. The rest of you, continue training and remain alert. We still don’t know what the hunters are up to, but they’re likely planning something.”

      “The hunters,” Vadim growled thickly.

      “We’ll explain everything,” Zasha said, while the other wolves dispersed.

      Quannah grabbed her hand, and immediately the attention of all five of her uncles zeroed in on the connection between them. They stared from their linked hands to her face.

      She ignored them, turned, and began walking, unsure where Quannah’s study actually was. She’d never been there, or his personal cabin come to think of it. There’d been no time for getting to know each other gradually. Their courtship had been more of the slam-bam mate-bond wham.

      Quannah adjusted their trajectory with a telling chuckle.

      His study wasn’t but a minute away, and as he led her up the steps to what seemed like another cabin from the outside, her uncles right behind them, she used the limited pack link. How much can we tell my uncles? Since they’re not shifters, what am I allowed to say to them?

      As Quannah opened the door for her, he gave her a funny look she couldn’t interpret. “What?” she asked.

      You really don’t know? His voice was filled with wonder, and she briefly debated whether to indulge in the childish urge to kick him.

      She scowled at him instead, which made him laugh, and she stalked inside the small structure, plopping herself down in one of the single armchairs so she wouldn’t have to sit next to Quannah.

      The alpha closed the door behind her uncles and sat on the armrest of her chair, staring at the large men while smirking at her.

      “Hmmph,” she muttered, and slid across the seat so she opened a few inches of distance between them.

      It only made Quannah smirk all the more, and she was drawing too much of her uncles’ attention to their connection.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and asked them, “Who told you about this place?”

      As one, her uncles shifted in their seats, and not one of them was prone to fidgeting—ordinarily.

      She narrowed her eyes at them. “What’s going on?”

      “What makes you think something’s going on?” Vadim asked.

      She pointed at him, at them. “That. Evasion.”

      Uncle Vadim sighed.

      She jabbed the air with her pointer finger. “See?”

      “Can’t we just be relieved we finally found you?” Iosif said. “You have no idea … we’ve been in a tailturn since you disappeared.”

      “The expression is ‘tailspin,’” Andrei said.

      “Whatever.” Iosif’s eyes were trained on her, a storm brewing behind them. “We thought we lost you, volchok.”

      “Da, and for good.” Lev must be upset. Her uncles, and Papa when he’d been alive, rarely reverted to their native tongue, always claiming they should speak the language of the land they’d chosen as their home.

      “Volchok,” Quannah repeated. “Doesn’t that mean … little wolf?”

      Zasha went rigid for a second, then laughed nervously. “It’s just a nickname. A term of endearment. My papa started calling me that first, then my uncles did too.”

      But as she looked out over the men she loved harder than true family, none of them would meet her eyes.

      A soft growl erupted inside her, and she didn’t bother squelching it, though she didn’t understand it.

      “It’s just a stupid nickname,” she bit out, and several of her uncles winced at that.

      She hadn’t meant what she said though. The endearment was far from stupid, especially coming from the mouths of such strong men.

      “How did you find me here? Exactly?” she said. She leaned forward in her seat, pressing her elbows to her thighs, and waited, knowing she wouldn’t let them get out of telling her the full story this time.

      “First, tell us what is going on between the two of you,” Uncle Vadim said. “It looks like you two are … close, and we haven’t given our blessing. Yuri would want us to get to know this Quannah first to see if he’s good enough for our volchok.”

      Quannah placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not up to you … or even to us. She’s my mate.”

      Her uncles sucked in a communal breath.

      “No,” Andrei whispered in disbelief.

      “Mate?” Vadim repeated in a tremulous voice.

      “I’ll explain later,” Zasha said, which was fresh, considering she hardly knew about mates. But she’d know more than her uncles would.

      “The unbreakable bond,” Iosif whispered.

      Her stomach rolled, and again she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like a lifetime shared with Quannah would be a hardship. Already, she was drawn to him more than was reasonable, and now, when she wanted to pout and pull away from him, she found her body leaning toward him anyway; it didn’t help that she didn’t understand why she was upset in the first place.

      She felt like running away, hard and fast—and far—where she could outrun whatever was catching up with her. She had a bad feeling about all of this, and she couldn’t imagine it had anything to do with her uncles. She loved the brutes.

      Was it intuition? Were the hunters on their way? Was there something else wrong that she was trying to place her finger on?

      Vadim groaned and ran a hand through his thick, black hair. In that, her uncles were similar, as was her papa. They had hair as dark as Quannah’s, though their features beneath the hair were strikingly different.

      “We cannot shield her anymore,” Vadim said.

      Lev hissed at him. “We promised Yuri, or have you forgotten what we swore to him?”

      Zasha discovered that she was breathing heavily, and worked to steady her inhales.

      “Things have changed,” Vadim said.

      “He’s right,” Yegor added. “Everything has changed. If Yuri still lived, he would agree that we should no longer keep our promise to him.”

      “He was our brother,” Lev grunted, his green eyes swirling intensely in his pale face. “We swore an oath to him, and I intend to keep that oath into my own dying breath.” He sat back, crossing his arms, mirroring Zasha. When he stared at her, his eyes blazed, but he wasn’t upset with her, she knew it.

      Iosif sighed. “They’re right though. Keeping our secret, Yuri’s secret, no longer protects Zasha. It might even harm her.”

      Lev’s nostrils flared. “So you give no importance to the oath we swore to our brother? He knew he was dying and he made us promise. Does that really mean nothing to any of you?”

      Zasha’s heart squeezed in her chest painfully. “He knew he was dying? When?” She’d always thought he might have known he was worse off than he pretended for her sake, but that was different from understanding he was actually dying…

      Vadim’s shoulders dropped, and he smiled sadly. “He knew he would die young when you were born.”

      “Vadim!” Lev scolded. “Where is your sense of decency?”

      Vadim, who sat at the end of a long, curving couch designed for large gatherings, whirled on Lev, shooting to his feet. “My sense of decency is intact. But so is my brain.” He tapped his temple, his skin permanently bronzed. “The circumstances are different. Yuri would want us to think, brother.”

      Lev huffed … but then uncrossed his arms, going silent for a few moments. “Andrei, what do you think?”

      Her uncles turned to look at Andrei, the most level-headed of the five. Even more so than her papa had been, and he’d been her rock.

      Zasha closed the distance between her and Quannah, leaning her shoulder against his thigh. He rubbed her back. But he, unlike her, wasn’t tense. He didn’t feel as she did, overcome by the fear that her life was about to change in a way she wasn’t ready for.

      Which seemed to have been the theme of her life since her papa died…

      Andrei stood and walked over to her, squatting in front of her. He spoke to his brothers while holding her eyes with an unwavering intensity. “She needs to know now. And we need to help her in whatever way we can.”

      Lev gasped. “You don’t mean…?”

      “No,” Iosif said.

      “Yes,” Andrei said. “We need to become wolves again. It’s the only way to protect her from the hunters now.”
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      “Excuse me?” Her ears were ringing, and she was certain she hadn’t heard Andrei correctly. Though he crouched in front of her, she had to have misinterpreted what he said.

      She still had black magic racing through her. Maybe it was messing with her head now, making her think she heard all the things she didn’t want to hear.

      “I thought I just heard you say you had to become wolves again.” She laughed, and the high-pitched, nervous sound that tumbled from her lips sounded foreign.

      Andrei stood, towering over her when she was seated. He’d always had a bad back, something he worked tirelessly to remedy in their gym. “Yes, that’s what I said.”

      A mixture between a squeak and a hum slipped through her lips. “But…” She shook her head, scrunching her forehead. “What? None of you are making any sense. It’s gotta be the black magic. Fuck that Marley. I’m going to kill him.”

      “Is Marley the one who made you a wolf?” Andrei lashed out his question with the sharpness of a whip. “Because if that’s the case, you’ll have to get in line, volchok. The rest of us will draw straws as to who gets to kill him.”

      She couldn’t quite help the smile that warmed her face, probably making her look manic. She had no idea what was going on, but her fingers tingled with unease and uncertainty. She hated it.

      “I’ve got dibs on Marley,” Zasha said. “And yes, he’s the one who made me … into what I am. But … how … how do you know I’m a wolf?”

      What she really wanted to ask was: Did they accept her as a wolf? It was the hope she’d never dared have, not since she’d woken up in the Pound’s nasty dungeon.

      “Wait.” She screwed her features up even more, rubbing at her forehead. “You said you were wolves. What?” She mumbled. “Before I start worrying I’ve entirely lost my mind, just tell me what’s going on already. I’m not … I’m not up for the drama right now. There’s too much going on, and it’s all crazy.”

      “She’s right,” Quannah said. “The hunters might be leading an attack our way right now. They already flew over in a helicopter today. We can’t waste time. I need to know who you are, how you got here, and what your intentions are, and I need to know now.”

      As one, Zasha’s uncles looked at Andrei. Even when her papa had been alive, he’d been their spokesperson—mostly because he was the least likely to piss people off when he spoke. Lev and Vadim were especially explosive. It was good they knew how to fight, because they pushed people’s buttons.

      Uncle Andrei’s mouth took on serious lines. “We understand the threat the hunters pose, and we’d like to help fight them.”

      “We don’t need help,” Quannah said.

      Andrei smiled tightly. “Everyone needs help when it comes to the hunters. They’ve never played fair, and I can only assume things have gotten worse, not better, over the years.”

      “I’m listening,” Quannah said. As was Zasha. Hanging on every single word Uncle Andrei said. But she felt like she’d taken a wrong turn somewhere and ended up in the Twilight Zone.

      Nothing was making sense. Nothing at all. She couldn’t even feel relieved to see her uncles again. Not until she understood what the hell was going on.

      “I’ll just lay it all out, shall I?” Uncle Andrei glanced at his brothers, pausing on Lev. When Uncle Lev nodded his acquiescence, Andrei continued, speaking while holding Zasha’s gaze. She knew it had to be intense, every one of her emotions scrawled across her face; she wasn’t going to hold a single one back.

      “All of us, including Yuri, were born wolf shifters.”

      Zasha blinked stupidly at him, but he didn’t wait for her to process what he’d said before moving on.

      Andrei glanced at Quannah. “We were born in a small town in the mountains of Russia. Its name is in Cyrillic, but its equivalent in the language of this country is Moon Mountains.”

      “I take it that’s because there were also werewolves there,” Quannah said, as if this were an entirely normal conversation instead of the craziest shit she’d ever heard.

      Uncle Andrei nodded, again as if this were normal and Zasha’s head wasn’t about to explode from the implications of what her uncle was saying.

      “There were many werewolves, da,” Andrei said. “They were there before anyone else. A few of them went there to escape being around people. This was when they didn’t know how to contain their wolf forms when the full moon overtook them. They sought to hide there, not settle a town. But over the centuries, others with the same … affliction … came there. And then came also the wolf shifters.”

      “Until the town was all wolves and their families,” Uncle Iosif said. Zasha felt his stare on her face, but she couldn’t meet it. She couldn’t even look at Andrei anymore. She gazed at a blank point on the wall, listening to every inflection, every time her uncles searched for the right English word when they couldn’t remember it. They still thought in their native tongue, no matter what they said; she knew it.

      Uncle Andrei said: “Our families were wolf shifters. Our ancestors were too. We were born there.”

      “So why’d you leave?” Quannah asked. “It sounds like it was a sanctuary for wolves.”

      “It was,” Andrei said, and stopped.

      “It used to be perfect,” Yegor said. “We loved it there as little ones. Thought we’d grow old there and die happily, with a woman we loved in one arm, a bottle of good vodka in the other, and our kin running underfoot.”

      “But it didn’t happen that way,” Lev said, his voice filled with mourning. Whatever story they were about to tell, Zasha wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it. Even so, she needed to know.

      Andrei took in a big breath. “Yes, well, nothing went as we’d hoped, that’s for certain. One day, the hunters found our little village.”

      “We weren’t harming anyone there,” Yegor said, his light blue eyes flashing. “We kept to ourselves. We had a system for the werewolves who changed against their will on the full moon days, and they didn’t hurt anyone. We were a good community.”

      Andrei nodded. “But the hunters found us.”

      Finally, Zasha turned to look at the men who’d helped raise her, feeling like she was meeting them for the first time.

      Andrei’s eyes were so sad. “The hunters came in the night⁠—”

      “Like cowards,” Lev snarled, then added some words Zasha had never heard before, but she wished she knew them and could use them herself. Whatever Lev said, they were the worst of curses.

      “English, Lev,” Iosif said.

      “Why? What does it matter now? We’re telling her everything. Everything we promised Yuri we’d shield her from.”

      “I’m not a little girl anymore,” Zasha said, relieved to hear she sounded like herself again. “You forget that. I’ve been able to take care of myself for a long time now.”

      “Look where
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