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An ancient grudge. An unstoppable darkness. A love that transcends time and dimension.

A twist of fate, and the Fangborn pack is finally whole after two thousand years, but dark forces threaten to tear them apart again, this time for good.

For two thousand years the Vindictus, the council of demon witches, has let their grudge fester. They haven’t forgotten the crimes of the Fangborn brothers or the witch the shifters stole from their coven. And now that she has returned to their dimension, they will stop at nothing to get their revenge.

When Tori and Dragomir are captured, their powers bound, they must find another way to free themselves. But how can they defeat suffocating black magic or escape a tower surrounded by the flaming lake of fire?

Horatiu and his pack must save their mate and brother before it’s too late, but the only way to defeat the Vindictus is to discover their weakness. If they have one.
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Prologue
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Hell, present day

The witch had forgotten her name. She’d had one once, and she’d known it, but her head was too crammed with thoughts from the others. She lowered herself onto the embankment and rested her feet in the shallow stream. The water was cool, refreshing, awaking a distant magic and soothing her charred feet, a sharp contrast to the stifling heat that baked her flesh. She squinted up at the crimson sky clouded by gray dust. She didn’t remember how she’d come to be here or why. 

They forced you. They stole your powers. 

She didn’t know who that voice belonged to or why it sometimes spoke to her, telling her to fight, telling her to dissent. She vaguely remembered four sets of wide, golden eyes that shifted to a red as bright as hell’s fiery embers, black fur sprouting on their faces as they ran toward her.

Mother, they called, hands outstretched. Don’t!

Why was she always seeing them in her dreams? Who were they? Who was she?

You were a gifted sorceress, the voice told her. And a doting mother. 

Then, what happened? she dared ask. 

They come, the voice warned, then went silent. 

Sissster, a sibilant voice hissed, not from behind or above, but inside her skull. 

Her spine went rigid. She dug brittle nails into the dry earth.  

Why did you leave us? Another voice. This one a decrepit wail like wind blowing through a rusty pipe.

She looked down at her feet, gray like the ashy sky, the parched soil. Charred bits of flesh broke off from her soles, floating downstream with the current. I needed to soothe my feet, she answered, though she couldn’t recall how she’d burned them. 

She is trying to rebel. A third voice, the ominous rumble of a dark demon. 

She can’t, another voice cooed, a triumphant ring in her words. 

The witch finally turned toward her tormentors. There were five of them, all with ashen skin and milky eyes, their red robes billowing behind them like swaths of blood. One of them carried a matching robe, though dirty and torn, in her long, bony fingers. 

You dropped this, sissster. The witch’s lips did not move as she spoke. 

She recoiled from the robe, fearing its power over her. It was more than a robe. It was her ball and chain, her shackles. 

But when ten greedy hands reached out for her, she didn’t have the strength to fight. They clasped the robe around her neck, and she grabbed the tight collar, struggling to speak, to breathe. It wrapped around her throat like a beast’s talons. 

Those voices in her head coalesced into one. And she was them and they were her. She remembered her name now. She was the decider of fates and the ruler of hell. She was Vindictus. 
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Chapter One
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Hell, over 2,000 years ago

Sweat matted Dragomir’s fur and clung to his back, and his legs felt weighted with stones as he trudged across the parched earth toward the sound of rushing water. The only source of water in this cursed wasteland, the Crux River flowed along the outer perimeter and disappeared beneath the mountains they called home. It was here where he and his brothers had tracked their quarry after hunting the tricky demon for nearly a week. 

Brothers, Cyrus whimpered, his voice ricocheting in Dragomir’s skull as he communicated through thought, an ability Dragomir shared with his pack. I miss my soft furs and warm hearth. Let’s return home.  

Dragomir frowned down at his brother as his tail dragged the ground. While Dragomir and Horatiu were in protector form, mammoth horned demons who walked upright on two legs, their younger brothers, Cyrus and Lucian, could only transform into hulking black wolves. The pads of their paws weren’t as thick as the ones on Dragomir’s big feet. 

Not yet. Horatiu dragged a hand down his long face as he pushed ahead of them. There’s one more out there. 

We have more than enough souls for the beast, Lucian said, tossing a look behind him at the cavern where they’d disoriented and chained their prisoners. 

Dragomir felt not an ounce of pity for the souls they’d captured, rapists and warmongers from the mortal world who deserved to spend an eternity in the belly of the beast. And in return for feeding them to the beast, a primordial djinn who lived in the depths of their mountain home, they were granted wishes that made their lives more comfortable, such as salted meats, grains, wine, and whatever goods they desired. 

Cyrus whimpered. My paws are on fire. 

Then we’ll cool them in the river, Horatiu answered. 

I think that’s how he’s been hiding his scent. Lucian’s grumble snaked across Dragomir’s senses. He’s been in the water.  

Dragomir nearly stumbled as a jolt went through him. Why hadn’t he considered that? Clever creature. 

Not clever enough. Horatiu flashed a fanged grin as they drew closer to the sound of rushing water. Let’s go fishing. 

Lucian’s nostrils flared as he surged ahead of them, then crept the rest of the way toward the top of the ledge that overlooked the river. Get down, he warned, teeth flashing and ears flattening against his skull. 

Dragomir and Horatiu both shifted into wolves and crept toward Lucian, their tails tucked between their legs. What Dragomir saw made his heart falter, then take off at a gallop—three demon witches bathing in the water. Blood and bones, it’s the Vindictus. 

No. Horatiu cocked his head to the side. It’s their underling witches. 

Cyrus let out a low whimper, his gaze focused on the brown robes strewn out along the shoreline. The Vindictus wear red robes. 

Look at the one with the bronze skin. Lucian’s tongue lolled to the side, a string of drool falling to his paws. Isn’t she pretty?

As Dragomir watched the bronze beauty playfully splash her friends, water clinging to her dark hair like dew, he fought the urge to slide down the embankment and join her. I see her, he said, too stunned by her beauty to say anything else. With his wolf-touched senses, he admired her large amber eyes that sparkled like gems, high cheekbones, full mouth, and long, regal neck. And when she surged out of the water, her full breasts heaving with the movement, he was jealous of every drop of water that clung to her smooth skin. 

He frowned when he saw the chain wrapped around her ankle similar to the ones he and his brothers used on the captured souls. It was attached to a big metal ball resting on the shore. Why was she locked up like a prisoner? Was she a criminal or a slave? 

“Throw me a sponge,” another demon witch, with gills on her neck and a large green head like a toad, said to her. Most demons in hell resembled hybrids of humans and animals, but the bronze witch looked like a human queen—no, a goddess.  

“Here,” the bronze witch answered with a dazzling smile before lifting her hand into the air. A sponge lifted off from the embankment and floated over to the toad witch. 

“Your magic is getting stronger,” the toad said as she took the sponge in her webbed hands.  

“You need to stop flaunting your powers,” another witch purred from atop a boulder she’d perched on that dissected the center of a gently sloping waterfall. She had a human face but the stripes of a tiger, her long tail wrapped along thick feline legs as she hovered over her ball and chain like she was guarding an egg. Ears twitching, she tossed a glance over her shoulder. “You never know who’s watching. The more power you have, the more they’ll take.” 

The bronze goddess shrugged a narrow shoulder. “They didn’t see.” 

The toad witch let out a low croak. “They see everything.” Her big eyes bulged, then narrowed. “And if they ask, I won’t lie for you.”

“Of course, you won’t, Gorki.” The feline snarled. “You’re more snitch than witch.” 

The toad, Gorki, let out a sharp croak before taking several gulps of water, her head expanding like a sail. Then she tossed back her head and released a long arc of water, drenching the she-cat.

The she-cat roared, arching on all fours like a demon possessed, streams of water dripping off her sodden fur.  

“Enough, you two,” the pretty witch scolded. “We’re tortured enough by our masters. We don’t need to torment each other, too.” 

That seemed to be enough to settle the she-cat, who sat back on her boulder, purring while licking water off her paws. 

Dragomir’s cock hardened to painful proportions when the pretty witch grabbed another sponge and moved to a shallow section of the river, her chain clanking along the shoreline. When she sat on a flat rock and spread her shapely legs, cleaning the folds of that tempting flower, Dragomir couldn’t contain the surge of lust that heated his veins. How badly he wanted to drink in her nectar before sinking into her wet heat. His brothers panted beside him. He jerked back when Cyrus nearly stumbled off the ledge, causing an avalanche of rocks to slide down the embankment. 

The goddess gasped, slipping back into the water. The tigress arched up on all fours, hissing like a feral cat. A wide parasol expanded from the toad’s neck, clacking like the tail of a poisonous serpent. 

“Who’s there?” the goddess yelled. 

What should we do? Cyrus groaned. 

We’re not running like cowards, Horatiu grumbled, shifting into a protector. 

Dragomir shifted back into a protector, too, and they all went to the ledge. 

Before Dragomir could stop him, Cyrus ran over the side, gravel sliding under his paws and tail in a constant spin as he bridged the gap to the muddy embankment. 

Swearing, Dragomir and his brothers ran after him. 

Bouncing around on all fours, Cyrus excitedly barked at the witches. 

The tiger’s fangs lengthened, as she looked ready to fly off her rock and pounce him. 

Crossing her arms over her breasts, the pretty witch stood waist deep in the water, narrowing her eyes. “I know you.” 

“We don’t know you,” Horatiu rumbled, his deep protector voice sounding like rolling thunder.  

“But we’d like to,” Dragomir added, licking his lips while admiring the way the water made her bronze skin shine. His nostrils flared as he inhaled her strange yet familiar scent. He caught the undertones of jasmine and the delicious salt of her skin. Thankfully, he didn’t catch the scent of demon burn, a highly contagious venereal disease, making most demon women off limits to Dragomir and his brothers.  

She turned up her chin, giving them a haughty look. “I don’t fuck beasts.” 

Dragomir instantly shifted into his demon form, much like a human man, but with silvery skin and short, spiked horns. “Is this better?”

His cock hardened when her gaze dragged up the length of his nude body. Though her cheeks flushed a bright pink, she didn’t look away. When her eyes finally met his, he couldn’t deny the feeling he was staring at a long-lost lover. 

Mate, his beast rumbled.  

“I’ve heard tales of you, hunters,” she said, her bold gaze sweeping over his nude demon body again, “but I didn’t believe them until now.”

“W-what tales?” he rasped, shocked and ashamed by his stutter. She’d reduced him to a bumbling pup. 

“That two of you can transform into giant monsters that spit fire.”

Dragomir laughed at that, thrusting his hips forward. “You got the giant monster part right.”

She cocked her head to the side, looking at them as if she was trying to solve a riddle. “Then what is truth and what is fiction?”

Horatiu jutted a thumb in his chest. “Dragomir and I are alphas, so we can transform into both demon wolves and big beasts. We’re the protectors of our pack.” 

Thunderclouds of desire darkened Dragomir’s eyes as his voice dropped to a predatory purr. “We don’t spit fire, though we can certainly warm your bed with the fire in our veins.” 

The toad let out an obnoxious croak. “They’re wicked, Daeva.”

Daeva licked her lips, her eyes gleaming with lust. “I can tell.”

“Daeva?” Her name dripped off his tongue like warm honey. “A fitting name for such an enchanting goddess.” 

She lowered her arms to her sides, revealing two beautiful, full breasts with dusky nipples hardened into firm peaks. 

As his brothers growled their approval, Dragomir didn’t think his cock could get any harder. 

“Our brothers, Lucian and Cyrus, can transform into wolves as big as the demon bears that roam the wilds,” Horatiu continued, his gaze boring into Daeva like a predator assessing his prey. 

“Lucian can scent a soul from hundreds of miles away,” Dragomir added, realizing he was rambling. This witch had certainly cast a spell over his tongue. Not that he was complaining. He’d ramble for centuries if he could get her into their bed. 

Cyrus shifted into his demon form. “And I can lick my eyebrows,” he blurted.

Dragomir and his brothers snorted at that. Though it was true, he hadn’t expected their shy brother to be so bold, but it was clear he was under Daeva’s spell, too. 

Narrowing her eyes at Cyrus, Daeva crossed her arms. “Prove it.” 

When Cyrus’s long tongue swept across his face, the tip barely glancing an eyebrow, all three witches gasped. Daeva looked ready to melt into the water. 

“I can do more fun things with my tongue if you’d like a demonstration,” Cyrus added with a wink.  

“Daeva, we must return to the others before we’re caught,” the toad called to her.  

She ignored her companions. “Tell me your names again,” she said, a wicked gleam in her eyes.  

“I’m Dragomir,” he said in a voice that was surprisingly strained. “These are my brothers Horatiu, Lucian, and Cyrus.” 

Lucian shifted into a demon, too, flashing a feral grin. 

She arched a dark brow. “You’re the soul hunters.” 

“We are,” Horatiu rumbled.  

“The soul you seek dwells in a cove down river.” She nodded toward another set of falls a stone’s throw away.

Dragomir didn’t take his gaze from hers. “Thank you, but we don’t care about that soul right now.” 

She bit her bottom lip, an undeniable hunger in her eyes. “Then what do you care about?”

His gaze tunneled on her until he focused solely on the rise and fall of her chest, the slight parting of her lips. “You.”

“Oh?” Nervous-sounding laughter bubbled up from her throat as she crossed her arms over her chest once more, sinking into the water. “Why is that?”

A sharp hiss sounded behind her, and she looked toward the tiger, who sat on her haunches, murder reflecting in her eyes. 

Dragomir ignored the she-cat. “Isn’t it obvious we’re bewitched by your beauty?”

“Such smooth-talking demons.” Daeva laughed before giving them a sideways glare. “You should know this rose has thorns.” 

Lucian flashed his fangs. “We don’t mind a little blood.” 

“We’d love to have you sink your teeth into us,” Horatiu added. 

She nodded toward Cyrus. “This one doesn’t look like he could withstand the pain.” 

Dragomir frowned down at his youngest brother. “His feet are badly burned.” 

Cyrus shifted back into a wolf, whimpering, his tail drooping as he flashed sad eyes and hopped from paw to paw like he was walking across hot coals. He knew how to work his puppy dog charms to his advantage.  

“May we bathe with you?” Lucian blurted.  

“No,” she answered firmly, though her seductive smile said otherwise. She moved through the water toward Cyrus, holding out her hands. She’d just reached the other side of the river when her chain went taut, reminding Dragomir that this beauty was some other witch’s prisoner. “Let me see.” She gasped, then clucked her tongue when he lifted a bloody paw. When she clasped his paw, a soft golden light spread from her hands to him before encompassing his entire body. It pulsed like a flare before slowly subsiding. When she released him, his paw was crusted with blood but no longer blackened. “Is that better?” she asked, petting Cyrus’s head. 

He yelped and licked her face, his tail furiously wagging. 

She laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck while he continued to lather her face in wolf kisses. 

Dragomir’s beast clawed to be set free, jealous of the affection she was giving his brother. How badly he wanted to snatch her from that river and take her to their cavern where he and his brothers would make love to her day and night. 

“We would love to show you what else we can do to your body with our tongues,” he said on a throaty purr, his brothers growling their agreement. 

“The high witches are coming!” the toad witch croaked. 

Daeva’s eyes widened, and she jerked away from Cyrus as if he was infected with the plague. 

“You have to go.” Gone was the sweet, seductive goddess as she splashed their feet, her words clipped. “The high witches are very protective of what is theirs.” 

Dragomir refused to back away, not when every instinct told him to drag Daeva out of that river and take her with them. “We would be, too, if you were ours.” 

“A fool’s fantasy,” she said over her shoulder before emerging on the other side of the river, her beautiful bare back and long legs exposed to them, that ugly chain coiled at her feet like a snake. “They’ll never let me go,” she said as she shrugged into a brown robe. “Flee, before you’re caught.” 

Dragomir and his brothers simply stared at her like pathetic pups. 

“Go, you dumb beasts!” She shooed them like they were mangy dogs. 

Dragomir backed up a step when six figures in crimson robes appeared from behind a wall of mist. When six twisting serpents of black smoke shot toward them, Dragomir and his brothers jumped back with yelps, then shifted into wolves and ran, the dark magic lapping at their heels like they were being chased by the flames of hell. 

Their chests heaved and their paws ached by the time the smoke stopped chasing them. They’d run across the scorched earth for miles.  

Cyrus whimpered, picking a rock out of his bloody paw with his teeth. What do we do?

We’ll go fishing after the priestesses are gone, Horatiu grumbled. 

I don’t care about that soul. The desperation in his voice reverberated in Dragomir’s head. I mean Daeva. 

We put her out of our minds, Horatiu barked. She belongs to the Vindictus. 

Dragomir couldn’t help but join his brothers in whimpering. His raging boner still hadn’t gone down. Daeva hadn’t just seduced him. She’d bewitched him, and he knew it would be a long while before his lust subsided. 

And when we return to the cave, we wish for extra jars of tallow, Horatiu grumbled. I have a feeling we’ll be going through more this week. 

Dragomir growled at his brother. How could he joke about this? We wouldn’t need it if we had Daeva. 

No, we wouldn’t. Horatiu looked wistfully in the direction from which they’d fled. But like Daeva said, it’s a fool’s fantasy. 

* * *
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THEY MUST’VE GONE MAD. That’s what Horatiu kept telling himself. Why else were he and his brothers here, their fur drenched with sweat, their paws scorched from the long trek across the dry wasteland, to the exact same spot at the river where they’d discovered Daeva almost a year ago? It had taken several months for the Vindictus witches to relax their guard on their pretty apprentice. And in that time, Horatiu and his brothers had studied their habits and knew when their guard would be down—bathing time. 

He and his brothers were all in wolf form, easier to creep up on the witches unannounced and also better to make a quick escape if they were caught by the Vindictus. 

As expected, Daeva emerged from the mist with her two companions, their eyes downcast as they made their way to the embankment, each dragging a ball and chain behind them. A bug-like creature hovered behind them, its wings drooping while it also dragged a ball and chain across the earth. A stab of guilt sliced through Horatiu’s chest, and he knew he and his brothers were to blame for her misfortune, for Daeva’s ball and chain was bigger than before. 

We should free them all, Cyrus’s plea echoed in his skull. 

Gritting his teeth, he looked over at his brother. Cyrus’s ears flattened against his skull as he frowned down at the witches. 

Our priority is Daeva, he reminded him. 

His other brothers growled their agreement. 

But if they could, they would free the others, because he sensed that’s what Daeva would want. The four demons made a sorry sight, miserable prisoners to cruel masters.  

Horatiu gritted his teeth and his brothers gawked when Daeva turned around to disrobe. The bug creature lifted the dull brown robe over her head, revealing a back covered in long, raised red welts. 

What is that? Cyrus whimpered. 

Whip lashes, Dragomir rumbled. 

Lucian’s roar reverberated in Horatiu’s skull. Those fucking demons will pay!  

We can’t go against the Vindictus, Horatiu warned. Their magic is too powerful. 

He and his brothers had no special powers other than the ability to shift. How could they fight against choking black magic? Let’s go, he rumbled as Daeva edged toward the water, dragging that chain behind her. 

Horatiu shifted into a big, furry protector and picked up the handle of his demon-forged sword, Cursebreaker. He had a feeling he’d need it for those chains.  

They crept down the side of the embankment like night phantoms. Horatiu had his gaze trained on Daeva, her eyes widening when she saw them. 

“What are you doing here?” she hissed, snatching the robe from the bug demon and holding it to her chest. 

Horatiu jutted a heavy foot forward. “We’ve come to free you.” 

Stepping back, she clutched her robe in whitened knuckles, her eyes wide with fear, but he also thought he saw a spark of hope. “You can’t.” 

Dragomir shifted, moving toward the edge of the water. “We can, if you’d let us.” 

There was no mistaking the mistrust in her narrowed eyes, not that Horatiu could blame her after the abuse she’d suffered. “And do what with me?” 

He slowly moved through the river like he was cornering a wild soul, his brothers following his lead. “Take you back to our den.”

Clutching her throat, she shrank back. “As your slave?”

“As our mate,” all four brothers said in unison, stopping as the cool water lapped at their legs. 

Her eyes widened with what appeared to be a mixture of fear and disbelief. “Mate?” She breathed out the word, her eyes glossing over as if she’d fallen under a spell. 

“Mate,” Horatiu reassured her. “Ours to love and protect.”

The pain reflecting in her eyes was nearly enough to unravel his heart. He moved toward her as if being carried by a cloud. The invisible bond between them feeling stronger as he neared. It was then he wondered if they’d always been connected, if his soul had been searching for hers all this time. One look into his brothers’ foggy eyes and slackened jaws, and he knew they felt the same way. Daeva was theirs, and they’d do whatever it took to claim her. 

“Our chains are cursed.” She frowned at the weight at her feet. “They are unbreakable.” 

“My sword is demon-forged.” Horatiu held up Cursebreaker and moved deeper into the water as his brothers followed.  

She vehemently shook her head, backing up again and nearly tripping over her chain. “It won’t work.”

Horatiu quickly crossed the other side of the river, water dripping off his fur as his heavy feet sunk into the sandy bank. As he and his brothers bridged the distance between her, she slipped back into her robe. Her two friends flanked her, eyes narrowed. That strange bug creature hovered over her, his wings rapidly buzzing while he wrung spindly claws together, fear radiating off him like a fog. When Horatiu was finally upon her, he was momentarily dumbstruck by her beauty. He’d been dreaming of this moment for so long. Though she was dwarfed beneath the shadow of his monster, she didn’t balk. Turning up her chin, she gave him a challenging look.  

“It will work,” Horatiu answered as he heaved the ball into his hand and draped the chain over a rock. Curse the Vindictus, the ball was heavy, even for him in his protector form. How had she been able to drag it behind her? 

Lifting his sword above his head, he slammed it down across the chain and was rewarded with the violent crack of metal. He dropped the sword with a hiss when a bolt of lightning shot out the tip and flames raced up the hilt. She gasped when the metal chain and ball disintegrated in a plume of gray dust and smoke. Even the clasp around her leg had turned to ash. 

He and his brothers swore when she lifted the hem of her robe, revealing a dark scar circling her ankle. 

“I-I’m free,” she rasped, looking up at him with wide eyes before throwing herself into him and hugging his waist. She quickly pulled back, blinking up at him. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Daeva, don’t,” the toad, Gorki, croaked, her neck expanding like a billowing sail with her breath. “The Vindictus will punish us all.” 

“Quiet,” the she-cat hissed, surprising Horatiu. Was she on their side now? 

Gorki’s eyes bulged. “You’re not my master, Tigress.” 

Tigress held up her claws, her striped fur standing on end. “No, but I will be your worst nightmare if you ruin Daeva’s chance.” She jutted her chin toward Horatiu, her eyes narrowing to something beyond his shoulder. “Their power only extends to the start of the wasteland. They won’t risk venturing beyond that.” 

He arched a brow. “You sure?” Why was she helping them?

“Yesss,” she purred. “They can’t separate, and they won’t leave their tower unguarded.” 

Do you think she’s lying? Cyrus asked them. 

No, Lucian answered tersely. I’d sense it. 

Horatiu searched her eyes, seeing no malice in them. “Thank you,” he said on an exhale and meant it. Hell was not the place to make allies, but he was sure glad for the few he and his brothers had. 

He held out a hand to Daeva, offering her a fanged grin. “Come, Daeva. You’ll be safe with us.” 

Shaking her head, she took a big step back. “I can’t leave my friends.” 

“You will. We’re leaving, too.” Tigress groaned while heaving her chain into her arms, giving Horatiu an expectant look.

He draped a length of her chain across a boulder and smashed it with his sword, this time immediately dropping the hilt before the fire hit him. Like before, the chain disintegrated, leaving nothing but ash. 

The feline bent over and rubbed her ankle, purring her delight and offering him a fanged grin while her tail swished across the sand.  

The toad waved him off when he went for her. “I’m not leaving.” 

Tigress jumped up on her hind legs, snarling at the amphibian demon. “Then stay if you enjoy being whipped.” 

Daeva visibly swallowed, waving toward the insect demon protectively hovering above her. “Don’t forget Bug. They’ll torture him.” 

Horatiu broke the bug’s chains, too, then shielded his ears when the creature let out an ear-piercing squeal of delight. 

The toad demon backed up several steps, her neck expanding as she sucked in a breath. Horatiu tensed, fearing the demon was about to sound the alarm. She loosed a breath, a croak resonating from her that sounded like the battle cry of a deep horn. Tigress pounced on the toad, knocking her back and slicing her sharp claws across the demon’s neck. The toad fell onto her back, writhing in the sand while green goo spewed out of her mouth and down her neck. 

“Traitor!” she spat on the toad’s body. The tiger demon turned to them, a crazed look in her eyes as they glowed as red as the flames of hell. “Run!”

Horatiu didn’t need to be told twice. He snatched up his sword and waved everyone forward. “Let’s go!”

Daeva pointed to her bare feet, frowning. “I won’t make it across the desert.”

Without waiting for permission, Dragomir scooped Daeva into his arms, a firestorm swirling in his eyes. “I got you.” 

When Daeva sighed, placing a hand on his chest, Horatiu’s nostrils flared, the scent of her desire twining around his senses. Damn, he couldn’t wait to get her home. 

They raced back across the river, his younger brothers, Tigress, and Bug following at their heels. 

When they reached the ridge, Horatiu made the mistake of looking over his shoulder and saw the six cloaked figures that gravitated toward them, black smoke shooting out of their fingers. 

“Fuck!” he swore, slicing through a tendril of the choking magic with his sword. “Run faster!” 
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


One year. That’s how long Daeva had been mourning them. Since that first meeting at the river. The moment she’d seen them, scented them, she’d known they were her destiny. Or perhaps they’d been part of the past she no longer remembered. She’d felt it in the marrow of her bones, these brothers had belonged to her and she to them. But then the Vindictus had chased them off, and she’d no idea when or if she’d ever see them again. That first week, Gorki had caught her pining over them and had told their masters. She still bore the scars across her back from their whips of dark magic. 

The high witches had said the shifter brothers had bewitched her, that they were cruel demons and would be her downfall. They’d even threatened to erase memories of them from her mind. So she’d mourned them in secret after that, each passing day another stone piled on the tomb where she’d hidden away her heart, afraid the Vindictus would hear her sighs of regret or spy the longing in her eyes. Concealing her sorrow had been the hardest thing she’d ever done, harder than watching her spirit slip away bit by bit while her masters syphoned away her power. 

Now her shifters were here and had freed her from the Vindictus. They’d not forgotten about her after all. Did this mean they felt the pull of her soul, too? They’d called her their mate. Could it be true or were the high witches right? Were they going to be her downfall? Had she simply traded one set of cruel masters for another? 

Daeva warily watched the shifters as Dragomir set her down. The brothers’ chests heaved, tongues lolling, while they caught their breath. Even though the Vindictus’s choking black magic no longer darkened the skies, they’d continued running for several hours across a parched wasteland that looked like the dried bed of an ancient lake. She observed Horatiu as he laid his sword across a boulder and came up to her with a water bladder. She waved him away, motioning toward his panting brothers. He flashed a fanged grin and passed the bladder around to them. They each shifted into tall, naked horned demons with silvery, tattooed skin, took a drink, then shifted back into their other forms while eyeing the skies. 

Reality slowly set in at what she’d done. She’d run off with four complete strangers, all for the promise of a better life. But would it be better? The fact that Horatiu had offered the bladder to her first and then his brothers before finally taking a drink was a good sign. Daeva hadn’t remembered being placed first above anyone’s needs in a long time—possibly ever. She hoped Horatiu’s concern wasn’t all for show, and that he and his brothers didn’t turn out to be cruel like her former masters. She didn’t think life could get any worse than her bleak existence as an underling witch, tortured and ridiculed by her keepers. But what if she’d made a mistake? Or worse, what if the Vindictus found a way to punish her brave shifters for rescuing her? She’d never forgive herself. 

She took a moment to study the beasts who’d offered her a hope of freedom. While Dragomir and Horatiu were big demons with thick black fur, horns curling around the tops of their heads, and tusks extending upward from their jaws, their other brothers were in wolf form with matching dark fur and eyes that glowed like hell’s fiery embers. The four of them looked truly frightening, yet she somehow felt at ease in their presence, as if she’d known them for decades. 

Tigress bound up to her, having trailed behind them for most of the journey, with Bug flying behind her. Daeva still hadn’t fully absorbed that Tigress had killed Gorki. Not that she blamed the feline. The toad demon had been asking for it for a long time. She’d been a two-faced snitch, getting Tigress and Daeva into trouble more times than she could count. 

Standing on her hind legs, Tigress clung to Daeva’s arm, retracting her sharp nails just enough so they didn’t pierce her skin. Bug hovered above them, wringing his claws. She could practically feel the fear radiating off his rapidly buzzing wings as his multifaceted eyes darted toward the skies before sweeping the rest of the landscape. 

In front of them, a massive mountain loomed, the imposing monolith casting a gloomy shadow over them, shielding them from some of the interminable heat radiating from the glowing fires at their backs. They weren’t far from the embankment of another river, only this one was made of molten lava snaking through the expanse of cracked soil like an old crone’s busted, bloody vein. 

Tigress crawled up to the river on all fours, sniffing the steam that wafted from the boiling sludge. “This looks like as good a spot as any to die.” 

Horatiu shook his head as he came up beside them, offering them water again. “We can help you get across.” 

Tigress waved him away with a flick of her tail. “I don’t want to get across.” She turned to Daeva, a distant look in her eyes as they filled with unshed tears. “Daeva, I wish you an eternity of happiness with your soul hunters.” 

Wait. What was she talking about? “Tigress, you don’t have to go.” She understood her friend didn’t want to be a third wheel but jumping into a river of fire was extreme.  

“I do. I don’t belong here.” She frowned, her tail wrapping around her paws. “I had my own pack, my own mates, until hunters took me from them and brought me through a portal to this level. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to my pack. The hunters sold me to the Vindictus. I’ve been trying to get back for decades.” 

What little moisture Daeva had left in her mouth evaporated as realization set in. Her friend was leaving her. 

“Where were you taken from?” Horatiu asked.  

“The dimension below this one.” She flashed Daeva an apologetic look. 

It was common knowledge that hell was made up of many levels, or dimensions. When demons died in one dimension, they were born again in a lower level, a worse hell. Though it was easy to fall down levels, it was impossible for demons to find their way back up, unless they found a rare crystal that could help transport them to different dimensions. Most knew that demons who’d been cursed with magic were usually enslaved by the Vindictus. The coven of witches paid demon hunters handsomely for retrieving witches from other dimensions. If Tigress found her mates, they would have to be careful not to get caught this time. They all would have to be more careful.  

The fur along Tigress’s spine stood on edge as she stared longingly at that river. “I’ve become complacent, cowardly, living in that tower. I’m too afraid to jump.” She peered over her shoulder at Horatiu. “Would you push me?”

Horatiu stepped back, holding out his hands. “I-I...”

“You get to have your happy ending.” She blinked up at him with pleading eyes. “Please, help
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