

Also by Kresley Cole from Bloom Books

Immortals Untold

Ravenous




[image: Title page for Ravenous, by Kresley Cole, published by Bloom Books.]


Copyright © 2026 by Kresley Cole

Cover and internal design © 2026 by Sourcebooks

Cover art © Tomasz Majewski

Internal images © NevP7/iStock, Sabelskaya/iStock

Character art by C.J. Merwild

Map by Travis Hassenour

Sourcebooks, Bloom Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. Sourcebooks is not associated with any product or vendor in this book.

Published by Bloom Books, an imprint of Sourcebooks

1935 Brookdale RD, Naperville, IL 60563–2773

(630) 961-3900

sourcebooks.com

Cataloging-in-Publication data is on file with the Library of Congress.


Dedicated to Swede and Team Belemmo with all my love.


“Every choice I make ignites a new timeline—endless, infinite.

In this one, fate hungered deep, filling the dark with teeth and blood,

but forging legends. These are the immortals whose tales went untold.”

—The Coffin Valkyrie, oldest shield-maiden, ever-knowing soothsayer
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Chapter 1

Princess Emilia Vlădescu

Crypt Castle, Kingdom of Bloodreach

You shall bear one hundred babes in one hundred years…

The king’s decree rang through the nearly empty court, tolling in Lia’s ears.

“Why?” she choked out. “Why would you curse me like this?” She’d been perfect, dutiful and compliant for all her twenty-two years.

“Curse?” King Neculain leaned back in his throne. “You will ensure the future of our species. Vampires shall revere your name for eons.”

She usually avoided her father’s gaze, but now Lia forced herself to look up through the haze of bloodroot incense that clung to every stone of this castle. It burned her lungs. Or maybe that was fear. “I don’t understand.”

“The Berserkers will war with us this Accession.” He flashed his fangs, red eyes widening. “They must. Many remain just on the cusp of immortality.”

Those bear-spirit warriors earned immortality through slaughter. Killing was prayer to them.

And vampires were their favorite offering—payback long owed, a debt written in arterial spray.

“I can’t fathom why they haven’t already stormed this rich castle.” Neculain cast a disgusted look at his oldest son and heir, Prince Coștin, who stood beside his throne. “Under your watch, the army has faded in number and strength. You think I don’t know what outsiders call you? The General of Nothing! We are the great Horde no longer.”

Coștin rested his hand on the golden sword at his side, his own eyes reddened like banked embers. Though he was a decent swordsman—a rarity—he ruled nothing, not even his own appetites.

And Father wasn’t wrong. Training halls stood empty while the vampires drowned in blood orgies and intoxispells. Even their teleportation had withered, lost to decadence.

But in fairness to her monstrous brother, the rot had festered long before his birth five centuries ago.

Coștin’s attention locked on her again. As he stared, he sliced his tongue on a fang. Eyes promising horror, he hollowed his cheeks and nursed his own blood.

She shuddered. Will I never be free of his threat?

He believed she was his destined Bride. Lia hadn’t awakened his dead heart, but he’d decided she was too young to “blood” him.

Unlike all their fair-haired siblings, she and Coștin resembled each other as closely as fraternal twins—the same pale skin, black hair, and amber eyes, though bloodlust tainted his. Perhaps he’d fixated on her due to her likeness: because his truest obsession had always been himself.

She’d been fourteen when he’d first tried to kiss her. Against her neck, he’d grunted, You are everything to me, sprung from the same womb and seed. As she thrashed, he’d commanded her, Wake my body, soră mea, so I can use it on you.

“When the Berserker attack comes,” Father continued, oblivious, “you’ll be safe in the blood crypt.”

This snapped Lia’s focus from Coștin. “You’re going to…to seal me in?” Deep beneath the castle lay a cave no force could breach, its stone walls weeping endless blood. “For how long?”

“Until the birth of your hundredth. Until our elite army is complete.”

Lia rocked on her feet. Would she be maddened by the twentieth babe? The fiftieth? She’d be only halfway done! “This is insane. Insects have fewer offspring!”

“This is my will. And you shall heed it.”

No courtiers witnessed his decree—only Coștin, Queen Sereth, and the blank-eyed donors that slumped against the wall.

Sereth sat in her throne beside Neculain’s like a soulless doll, smoothing her blond hair.

“Mother,” Lia said, voice breaking, “please, you can’t let him.”

Sereth gave a testy sigh. “He’s the king.”

Blood tears pricked Lia’s eyes. Her mother had been a broodmare too—fourteen children in five hundred years—and had never resisted her fate. Hadn’t even pretended to want more. “Who will accompany me?” Lia demanded of her father, swiping away tears. “Do I get to pick which stud violates me?” She had never dreamed of speaking to him this way, but what did she have to lose?

Irritation crossed Neculain’s sharp features, his black brows knitting. “I will choose noble males. You’ll test the first babe. If it lacks your gift, you’ll mate with another.”

Her cursed “gift” was exactly the reason she shouldn’t be locked in the crypt!

Coștin frowned. So he hadn’t known. Or worse—thought he should be the sire.

Lia told her father, “I’m not yet fixed into my immortal form, can’t even regenerate. Childbirth could kill me.”

“With my lineage, you will be hardy.” He planned to cage and breed his youngest child like an animal, like the blood donors.

Her gaze flicked to them. They donate nothing. Covered in bite marks, the Berserker mortals sagged against the far wall of the court, made docile with intoxicants.

Everyone in her family drank from them except her. Spittoons lined the walls to receive flesh if a bite landed too deep. Which often killed the Berserkers.

Her mother was infamous for those deaths, had reddened her eyes without ever hunting. Some whispered that she dreamed her victims’ bloodborne memories like stolen prayers.

Her father prolonged his meals. Tonight a collared female knelt at his feet, his “favorite snack.” Lia had long hated her parents, but never more than right now.

She forced herself to stay focused on her own fate, reasoning that she couldn’t help anyone from the crypt. “What you’ve described is hell, Father.” Every small dream she’d once hoarded began to shrivel. “I’m begging you—as your youngest child—not to do this.”

Neculain was unmoved by her words. “You have two weeks. Guards will see you don’t squander them.”

“And if I say no down in that crypt?”

“Then you’ll never leave it. One hundred babes is the price you’ll pay for freedom.”

Her voice barely held. “What if none of them inherit my gift?”

He smirked. “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try another’s seed…”

Was this just a joke to him? Other species speculated that the vampires were all mad, but especially the royals.

Not for the first time, Lia thought: We vampires are the creepy, wrong ones.

Coștin’s voice cut through the tension. “You did not consult your heir, one deeply invested in her fate.”

“She is not your Bride,” Neculain snapped. “Her time in the crypt will rid you of this insane obsession as nothing else will.”

“So that’s your reason?”

“Partly. But mostly I want an army to claw its way up from the ground with murder in its veins like the first bloodthief. When the Berserkers come, they’ll find retribution buried right beneath them.” His eyes gleamed. “Nothing could be more vampiric than sowing a blood harvest.”

In Neculain’s mind, the end was nigh. Best to go out in carnage and death.

He told Lia, “You are vengeance incarnate, the sinister future of our species. Act the part.” He rose and vanished with his captive.

Lia turned to her mother, tears burning. “Please stop him, Mother.” Help me, though you never have before.

Sereth swept from the court. “The king has spoken. Be bold in your fate, child.”

No one had taught Lia boldness. But she had begun to learn cunning.

A plan took shape, dangerous and unforgivable. Glancing over the blood slaves, she thought, I owe this kingdom no allegiance.

Before she could flee, Coștin’s lips curled, revealing his bloodied fangs. “The crypt has weaknesses. Father might prevent me from having you. But I’ll be damned to the hells before anyone else does.”

Lia fled, heart pounding, half expecting his hand on her throat. But he stood like a statue with that rictus smile frozen on his face…

Outside the court, Nadje, her royal companion, hurried to meet her in the hallway. “You are pale, my princess.”

“Walk with me.” Lia swept forward, her skirts whispering against stone. Ancient family portraits glared from their gilded frames. Tapestries depicting veins, thorns, and spiders spinning hung on the opposite wall. Bloodreach’s weavers dyed their threads with blood and gore; Lia glanced down at her own gown, the crimson silk suddenly feeling like a death shroud.

A trio of intoxicated nobles stumbled past—flushed, drunk on spells, laughing as they headed for another endless revel. Their bows were lazy, mocking.

She inclined her head with equal disdain. Would they be down in the crypt with her? She grew even queasier.

When they veered down a side hall, Lia asked softly, “Did you hear anything from inside the court just now?”

Nadje’s auburn brows furrowed. “Only bits. Nothing that made sense.” Her accent, rough and musical, still carried the cadence of the Badlands, a postapocalyptic wasteland on the outskirts of Bloodreach.

Lia knew little of her past beyond rumor: a survivor, risen from filth and famine to serve a princess. Her hazel eyes showed no signs of bloodlust, though she’d admitted to obeying her prey drive on occasion, feeding lightly and never to the death.

Lia exhaled. “Whenever my family is given a choice between good and evil, they always choose evil.”

Nadje hesitated, then whispered, “Yes.” Even that small admission felt dangerous in these halls. The torches hissed, as though they’d heard.

“We’re the wrong ones,” Lia murmured. Then, searching Nadje’s clear gaze: “Can I trust you?”

“With your life,” she answered, tone low and earnest.

“I’m going to trust you with far more than that. But you mustn’t tell another soul.”

“I will never repeat anything you tell me.”

Lia eyed her rough-around-the-edges servant. Had her father or another faction installed Nadje as one of their agents? Why else would someone lacking in decorum be assigned to a royal?

What a gamble trusting her would be!

Nadje laid her hand on Lia’s arm, an impertinence. “Never, my princess.”


Chapter 2

Inkletter Scribe Xii

Crypt Castle, servants’ level

“I’ll tell you anything. Anything! JUST—DON’T—STOP.”

Ink stared down in detachment at the mindless vampire he was fucking. Nadje. His latest mark.

He moved with mechanical precision, his mind far from her flushed, vacant face and heaving breasts. This dolt was a mouth breather. And nothing was so unattractive as a befanged, mouth-breathing vampire.

Wet gasps through fangs. He stifled a shudder.

But his job as a spy often forced him to do things—and beings—he’d rather not do. Ink had danced rings around her before he’d even unsheathed his most persuasive instrument: his gorgeous cock, which was nearly a foot of madness-making flesh.

“More, incubus!” she cried, pale limbs twisting against his ebony skin. When he’d first begun his seduction, she’d twirled her dark red hair and asked, “Do they call you Ink because your skin’s so black?”

Vapid dullard. She had no idea the name Inkletter carried twelve generations of scholars—historians who’d chronicled the Ubus Peoples and all the Lore before the Exile from Gaia.

She moaned, mind fogged, body moving on instinct alone as she struggled to steal the relief he cruelly withheld. To wrap her nether lips around the base and root him fully within.

Her copious arousal drenched his shaft, glistening along the veins. He frowned inwardly. Harder than usual. And we have hours yet to go.

The servants’ level around them was a bruise of damp stone and stale heat, the air clogged with bloodroot incense. He would have liked her own scent to season his incubus meal, but that smoke smothered everything, even down here. Thick enough to blind the gods.

One level below them, the weavers’ looms made a ceaseless hum—warp and weft, warp and weft. Every vibration traveled through the floorboards and into Nadje’s bed frame, making the whole wretched room shiver as if the castle itself had a pulse.

Despise this place.

“Please,” Nadje whimpered. “Incubus, please!”

“Not quite, little flame,” he murmured, and she shuddered at the endearment, as predictable as gravity. “Not quite.”

A new royal attendant, the fool hadn’t even connected the timing of her appointment with his sudden “interest.” Nights of patient seduction—slow smiles, casual proximity, the careful drip of charm—and now, in her moans, she’d already spilled secrets worth her weight in Berserker gold.

The bears would pay handsomely for this intelligence. Something was brewing in Bloodreach, a plot centered on Emilia, Neculain’s youngest. Ink meant to uncover it, one thrust at a time.

A bell clanged faintly as weavers changed shifts. Somewhere in the corridor, boots passed, then faded. No voices. No laughter.

Servants knew better than to laugh.

In the throes, Nadje’s dazed eyes drifted to his throat. Her tongue brushed a fang. The insult flared like heat in his gut.

Though he too fed on others, he reaped pleasure, not death. And this vampire was plump, probably drank her fill of blood every night. But her eyes were clear, so she’d never drained a being to the quick. Not yet.

Bloodreach was a place where “yet” was a countdown.

What am I doing with my life? The thought came uninvited, bitter as ash. His true calling—chronicling the past, decoding the patterns of history—burned brighter than this sordid work. He was Inkletter XII, master scribe of the Skein, and whoever wrote history directed the future.

“Aren’t you hungry, Ink?” she begged. “Feed from me! Please!”

Greedy, foolish female. He plucked her pouting coral nipples and shafted her core, but not too deep. “I’ll take care of you, sweet. Soon…” he crooned with a voice that made females spasm from the resonance alone.

He hardly needed to try. Incubi fluid called stav did much of the work. A tinge of it in his pre-semen caused euphoria, but doses of it over three penetrations would make a partner dependent on it for life.

A quiet chain. Invisible. Unbreakable once clasped. Everything about me sexually slays her.

He should take a vacation after this job, a palate cleanser to wash away his debasement. Umber’s vineyards ran purple this time of year. Demons like him—magnificent, moneyed, powerful—were always welcome. Even demonkin paused there, letting sunlight and sweetness convince them the world wasn’t always a battlefield.

“Gods, I’m going to come so hard!” Nadje clenched the rough woolen sheets of her squeaking bed, and her head thrashed as she neared her peak. “It’ll feed you well, incubus. I’ll feed you so good!” Her voice pitched into delirium. “So hard. So hot. Wet, wet.”

Bloodroot. Loom hum. Stone sweat. Nadje’s breath in broken little sobs.

“Not yet, my beauty.” He shallowed his thrusts with ruthless precision, making an immortal like her dance on the knife’s edge between release and carnal insanity. “I want to hear your voice in my ear. You said you’d tell me anything…”


Chapter 3

Meera Newteye

Strix Keep

These walls whisper of murder.

As Meera ascended the murky stairs, cold spots crept over her. Not from wind—no breeze dared stir the interior of the keep—but from memory.

Death left its own kind of draft.

Even someone as inept as Meera could sense them. She didn’t mind; witches collected hauntings the way other immortals collected talismans and flesh trophies.

Cobwebs clung like lace to gargoyles, and bats squeaked in the high spires. A skeleton or two inhabited most closets; sometimes those bones caught a stray hit of magic and reanimated for a midnight waltz. All good fun.

But tonight the keep’s humor had curdled.

As she neared the high priestess’s tower, Meera wondered if her boss’s office still held warmth. Or had it grown chilly like the surface of a gravestone?

Each step echoed her dread. How many times had she climbed these stairs feeling safe, proud to serve under Lazara the Worthy? Now she climbed toward a stranger—maybe even a murderous one.

Accessions always meant blood. Every five hundred years, war rippled through the Skein like fever.

Her first Accession. She’d expected to be far away from the fray, buried in paperwork and potion budgets, not espionage and death. Yet earlier today, Red Riders—the elite warrioress caste of witches—had stormed her cottage with accusations. “Your new boss killed your old one,” they’d said. “And you’re going to help us prove it.”

How could Meera possibly help them? Her! Clumsy, almost powerless Meera Newteye. Absurd.

Now she was here, trembling outside a new high priestess’s door, timidly knocking.

“Come in,” a cool voice commanded.

Meera smoothed her blouse, tugged her skirt, and entered. Her flats squeaked like frightened mice across the stones.

She turned the corner of the foyer to face Lazara’s replacement, and a new chill hit her like a hexshot. Her heart sank. The room felt freshly fed. Someone must have died here since I entered last.

Behind Lazara’s desk sat Ditch, a halfling newcomer—part demon/part witch. Her emotionless eyes were light green, the color of sun-starved grass, and they followed Meera’s entry as if tracking prey.

“Sit,” Ditch commanded, and Meera all but collapsed into the seat across from Lazara’s desk. “You’re Molly, correct? Or some equally insipid name?”

Don’t sweat. Don’t bite your nails. “Uh, I’m Meera.” Meek Meera. Lily-livered Meera.

“Of course you are,” Ditch murmured, her voice the recipe for slow poison: one part boredom and two parts contempt.

Meera noticed the dark glint of sharpened claws as Ditch ran her fingers over the desk. The halfling’s horns shone black as obsidian against her sleek, blonde ponytail.

“What do you know of me?” Ditch asked.

Meera dug for courage. “Akelarre confirmed your arrival and appointment as high priestess. You’re to guide our coven through this Accession.” Though Akelarre was the origin realm of the House of Witches, Gaia had been their second home until they’d been exiled millennia ago. Now this coven in the Skein was the witches’ most promising new territory.

Ditch’s lips curled, not a smile, something sharper. “Correct.”

Meera’s gaze flicked over Lazara’s framed photos, half-burned candles, and the black cat glaring from the sill. If Lazara still lived, she wouldn’t have abandoned Nettle.

“How odd,” Meera said carefully, “that Lazara hasn’t come for her belongings. Has she sent word?”

“No.” The single syllable hit like a warding spell.

Meera’s mouth went dry. “I’ll, uh, compile a welcome binder for you with information about the Skein. It should come in handy.”

“Very well. What’s on my schedule, Molly?”

“Meera,” she corrected under her breath. “You’re giving an Accession awareness talk for some of the younger witches.”

Ditch rolled her eyes.

“And then the mystical armory tour.”

A touch more interest.

“And later, a meeting with the werewolf king, Thane the Hungry.”

Ditch’s brows arched. “A wolf? Why meet with those moonatics when we can war with them?”

Most witches felt this way. The Skein had only so much room for inhabitants who could theoretically live forever. Tensions escalated each Accession, hurtling them toward another All-Battle. “It’s been on the books for some time. Lazara had asked for a meeting, perhaps in a bid to broker an alliance. Lowell—Thane’s right hand—arranged it.” Meera’s heart fluttered at his name.

Handsome, intelligent Lowell Nightclaw. With his mop of black hair and devilish green eyes.

He had the kind of rakish grin that promised laughter before bed play, and that really did it for Meera. She’d bet he called underwear “knickers” and that he took them down with his teeth. He’d make puns just before he used his wolf’s tongue for other treats.

Inner sigh. A secret crush that could never be more.

“Where is the meeting?” Ditch asked, cutting through Meera’s thoughts.

Not now, fool. Read the room. Survive. “Uh, Mount Nothrior. It’s neutral ground, warded against magic and weapons.” Also known as the Mount of No Swords. “Our powers won’t work there, and neither of the Lykae will be able to call upon his wolven inner beast.”

Ditch rose and crossed to the window, the movement serpentine. Her leather catsuit gleamed like black paint poured over her voluptuous body and had a slit for her tail. That length swayed lazily, thick as a broomstick and ending in a barbed triangle.

“How long were you Lazara’s assistant?”

“Eighty years or so.” Meera’s voice softened. “She was good to me.” Lazara had been a mentor who’d never pushed her beyond comfort. Was she really gone? Had Ditch truly murdered her?

“What experience do you have?”

“I was hired right after I completed my advanced degree. So I know the office.”

“Not war?” Ditch gazed out at the darkening sky over the Witchwood, home to all manner of beasts. Giant spiders, prides of black cats, and a multitude of bats all made their home amid the twisted tree trunks and thorns. Heavenly.

A spider, standing a story tall, plodded by the window then. The coven called him Webmaster because he inundated homes with sticky threads. While Ditch sighed as if charmed by the creature, Meera had a less rosy view of his visits. Such a nuisance of yardwork to wake up to.

“No, not war,” Meera said. “I mean, I’m not a Red Rider or anything.” She gave an awkward laugh that went unanswered. Yet her mother had been one of the fiercest Riders in history.

Meera had sometimes dreamed of their adventurous existence—sleeping under the stars, camaraderie, battle chants chorused around a fire.

But she was a confirmed homebody. Paperwork. Cottage maintenance. Predictability. Now she wanted nothing to do with Riders at all.

Unfortunately, they wanted everything to do with her. The memory of earlier arose unbidden, the way dread always did…

Rosewyn Banehand had paced Meera’s toadstool cottage as if measuring it for a coffin, her red cloak snapping with each sharp turn. The hearth fire had thrown light on Rose’s black braids and the purposeful flush across her petal-like cheeks.

“You’re going to help us nail this halfling witch,” Rose had said, not asking. Her voice had been calm, far more frightening than shouting.

Meera’s hands had trembled around her teacup. “A-and if I don’t?”

Rose had stopped pacing then. Slowly, she’d smiled—wide and delighted. “Then you’ll get nailed too.”

Not metaphorically. Riders didn’t bother with metaphor.

“You already have access,” Rose had gone on, circling closer. “You’ll see schedules. Correspondence. You’ll tell us what she plans, who she meets, and when she’s alone.”

“That’s subversion,” Meera had whispered. “A betrayal of the office.” Depending on the new witch’s powers, it might also be suicide.

Rose had leaned down, braids brushing Meera’s shoulder. “Don’t make this complicated. You’re not choosing between right and wrong. You’re choosing who kills you and when.”

Now Ditch turned back to face Meera, pale green eyes fixing on her like a pinned specimen. “You wouldn’t be a Rider, would you? They’re in peak condition.”

Meera’s shirt strained when she sat straighter. “Yes. They are.” But Meera ate when nervous. After Rose and the Riders had left, Meera had polished off a whole pie without tasting a bite.

How could she not? Rose intimidated her nearly as much as Ditch did. Though young, Rose carried herself with all the confidence of a long-lived immortal. She and this demon-witch were on a collision course, and Meera feared she would be trapped in the middle when the carnage hit.

One thought kept repeating: Will I survive either of these women?

Ditch asked her, “You’re in the enchantress caste?”

“That’s correct.” Witches were separated into five castes: warrior, seeress, conjurer, enchantress, and healer. Most had one or two powers, a rare few even up to the three. For millennia, the Wiccae had awaited a witch prophesied to possess all five, called, originally enough, the Awaited One. “You’re likely in the warrior caste?” Meera ventured.

Ditch’s brows arched, her tail going rigid as if tensing for a strike. “You don’t think I could be a healer?”

Healers were the gentlest caste—selfless witches who worked to support the rest of the coven. Meera hesitated. “No. I…don’t.” At Ditch’s narrowed eyes, Meera scrambled, words tripping: “I mean, maybe? Yes! You could be. You just don’t…strike me as selfless? I don’t know?”

“And you assume I’m only of one caste. Interesting.” Sparing Meera, Ditch said, “Tell me about this werewolf king. What do you know of Thane the Hungry?”

Everything. No one in the ’Wood knew more about him. “Um, I did my thesis on Thane MacGray. In the years since, I met him a few times when he convened with Lazara, and I’ve kept up on the subject.”

“Give me an overview.”

“He’s roughly fifteen hundred years old, a hands-off ruler who leaves kingdom details to his seneschals. But he’s a fearless tactician. His byname, the Hungry, came about because he’s never satisfied on a battlefield, just hungers to fight and fight. And because rumor says he descends from the wolf who devoured Red Riding Hood and her grandmother. Hecate rest their souls.” Meera lowered her gaze briefly, as was polite.

Ditch’s tail flicked. “Colorful. What does he look like?”

“Attractive. Probably too much so.” Objectively, he was even handsomer than Lowell, but Thane’s weariness and permanent scowl were a turn off. “Hungry” was exactly how she’d describe him—a ravenous, unsatisfied male. The kind whose smile never reached his forever searching eyes.

“No mate?”

“None,” Meera said. “Only conquests.”

“Sexual predilections?”

Where was Ditch going with this? “He beds only the most beautiful nymphs and Lykae females in his kingdom. Usually several a night. Word has reached us that Thane’s been drinking more of late as well.”

Ditch sat behind the desk in a chair that should never have been hers and changed the subject: “I wanted a Red Rider as my aid.”

Meera wilted. “Oh. Well, I’d never make the cut.” As she had told them repeatedly when they’d been spell-bent on recruiting her to spy.

“What’s your power, Molly?”

Meera! “It’s of little use and no matter.” Not to mention it was rude to ask. Did Meera want to know Ditch’s abilities? Absolutely. No one knew. But Meera would wait for a power declaration.

Ditch stared at her with raised brows.

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

Raised brows and a flick of a demonic tail.

If Ditch had slayed Lazara, a warrior witch of no mean power, she could murder Meera without blinking those pale eyes. “I can make people angry.” At Ditch’s spark of interest, she quickly added, “It’s very inconsistent. I can’t control it at all.”

“When has it arisen, Meera?”

Now you remember my name? “Whenever I am angry. Which means I just get myself into huge, unproductive rows. The madder I get, the madder another gets, and we just feed into this awful cycle.” Singlehood forever! Good thing few witches cohabited with others.

“You think this is a curse?” Dramatically biting her knuckle, Ditch cried, “Because fighting is wrong.” Her drama evaporated. “Are you a placater? A yes woman? Do you always say yes when you want to say no?”

Meera’s lips thinned because only one answer fit. She miserably answered, “Yes.”

“Imagine using your gift on the battlefield,” Ditch said. “If you developed your ability, you could madden opponents and make them attack—themselves.”

What if I madden the wrong ones? Meera swallowed thickly at a memory, and the demon-witch noted the motion of her throat. Meera longed for Lazara’s no-pressure, you’ll come into your powers when you’re ready approach.

Ditch continued, “I look at you, and all I see is potential wasted in this job. I’m inclined to fire you, starting fresh.”

Let her! Meera didn’t want to work for this lethal female and get embroiled in some Rider plot. “If that’s your wish, I understand—”

“But I’m equally inclined to use you for my own ends.” Ditch rapped her black claws together and said, “There. I’ve decided that you won’t escape my clutches so easily. I have another plan for your destiny.” Her grin was pure devil. “How wicked can we make you, witch?”


Chapter 4

King Thane

Castle Craigdúr

“Wake, my liege!” Lowell yanked open the chamber’s heavy curtains. “Look at that view! The Twilight Sea is shimmering a’plenty for the coming sunset.”

Irritating light glared past Thane’s eyelids. Lowell fucking knew better than to get him up before moonrise. “Go to hell.” He dragged the covers up, whiskey churning in his gut.

“Meeting at dusk,” Lowell called, far too cheerful. Only his right hand would dare.

Seneschal, steward, governing adviser, spine—Lowell Nightclaw kept Craigdúr upright, and he knew it.

“Cancel.”

“Canna. And you would no’ want me to. Could be the most interesting talk you’ll have for an age.”

Interesting? Could anything dent Thane’s ennui? He pulled the covers down. “Who am I meeting?” Maybe the fey game warden to talk about increasing stock across the highlands of Craigdúr. Or a demon king to co-plan a tournament for their people.

“New leader of the House of Witches. Rumors reached us through the nymphs that she’s a demon-witch.” The nymphs carried all manner of Skein gossip, sung so prettily.

“Pass.” Though a shower wouldn’t go amiss right now. He reeked of perfume.

After Thane’s last night of debauchery, even his beast—the inner wolf spirit that each Lykae possessed—seemed disgusted with him. It all but growled, The hells was that, son?

Thane relied more and more on liquor and vice to fill the gnawing emptiness that grew inside him. Always hungry; never sated.

Lowell went on, undeterred: “She hails from the ghostly hills of Akelarre. Word says she slew the last leader.”

Thane was fifteen hundred years old. Leaders tended to come and go, yet he endured. “The last? Lazara?” Even-keeled, for a witch.

“Aye, Lazara the Worthy. No one knows how—she just vanished.”

Odd. Just like Thane’s last seneschal had vanished decades ago.

Damn Lowell for provoking his Lykae curiosity. If this glass-half-full warlaird got his way, Thane would climb the Mount of No Swords to have it out with a demonic witch.

Gods deliver him from bloody Wiccae. Their Red Riders constantly aggressed against the Lykae.

“I ken the script.” Thane sat up, biting back nausea. “I command, she refuses, and we all bleed through the Accession.”

The witches were formidable, the Riders particularly so. He still couldn’t wrap his head around how wee women could take on Lykae, the strongest of the sentient beings in the Lore, but their magic beams—those diabolical hexshots—were a nice little taste of hell.

Unnatural females. The worst of the worst.

He should bind tighter to the Berserkers and break the Riders’ momentum. Yet Queen Yrsa hesitated to war, which made no sense. Her people starved for kills.

“Likely that’s how the meeting will go,” Lowell said. “But you still will attend.”

“And if I doona?”

“That would be a problem.”

Thane shook his head. “At my age, there are no problems, only fewer boring stretches of eternity.”

“Are you no’ dying of curiosity? I bloody am.”

“Or mayhap you want another gander at Lazara’s buxom assistant. Think she kept her post?”

Lowell waggled his eyebrows. “A wolf can hope.”

Thane scowled at Lowell’s never-ending optimism. He didn’t believe the glass was half full; he believed it was broken, forever leaking from a fracture no one could locate.

I am broken. Fractured. Only one thing could fix him. His mate. She had her godsdamned work cut out for her.

“A gander at dark-eyed Meera is worth any effort.” Lowell sighed. “Even rousing you. So get up and greet the night.”

Thane rose from the bed with a grimace. Though he was immortal and could never change his form, he still felt his years. Weariness weighed on him like a meal of spoiled meat. “I’ll go. I want to see this ungodsly halfling.” By degrees, Thane washed, dressed, and forced down food.

His stomach rebelled. Thane the Hungry? Not usually. At least not for food.

Hungry for her.

All Lykae dreamed of matehood; he hunted its shadow in debauchery and woke emptier.

As a boy, he’d heard mated males trying to explain what such a connection was like. Each one’s eyes had flickered Lykae blue, his body vibrating like a struck tuning fork. No one had had the words.

I crave what canna even be explained. Thane was a king with power and wealth but could never possess what he truly wanted—the pinnacle of Lykae existence. And I tire of waiting.

Once he felt wolf enough to face the night, he’d nearly called off the meeting. Why bother? Every meeting was the same. Every night was a repeat of lows with no forecast of highs—

A haunting howl rose up from the dungeon, stirring Thane’s beast.

Tamping it down, Thane bit out a curse. “Straegan’s getting stronger.” Craigdúr’s dungeon barely held its hulking prisoner.

“Aye. That call tugs at even my wolf, and I’ve got more control than most. You’ll have to deal with your prisoner soon, before more fall under his influence.”

My prisoner. My brother. “Later,” Thane said, easily turning his mind from fratricide. “Tonight…witches.”

They descended to the bailey. Wind off the Twilight Sea threw spray up the cliff face. The last of the day’s sun painted a copper bridge across azure water toward the far Arcane Ocean.

This sunset was one of the reasons his great-great-grandfather had chosen these lands so long ago in the Exile. Sea and highlands. As close to home as he could get his devastated pack. And as far away from the undead quarantine zone of the Helter.

The view before Thane was a spectacle, yet he was numbed to it. Spectacles blurred after a while.

In the bailey awaited a young demon in oversize livery, horns still downy. “My liege. Timofee Courier. An honor.”

This pup’s family had been the royal teleporters for centuries. This one’s father used to trace Thane. So where is Timofee’s sire? He didn’t ask; Lowell would know. “To the base of Mount Nothrior, lad.” Only the meeting attendees were allowed at the top.

“Aye, my liege,” the pup said, his voice breaking with nervousness. Probably his first job.

Thane and Lowell gripped his arms; their surroundings faded to nothing, replaced by new ones.

“Wait here,” Lowell told the boy. “And stay sharp. No violence is allowed at the peak, but the soil around this base has drunk its share of blood.”

Thunder rolled. Timofee swallowed.

No one knew who had neutralized powers at the peak—just knew it made for a preferred spot to talk and even get out alive.

As Thane and Lowell started the rocky ascent, lightning flashed all around, illuminating the tendrils of black fog that swirled around the mountain. Petrified thorns tangled down the sides like milelong tentacles.

Thane said, “Tell me more about this demoness witch.”

“I hear she’s unpleasant to behold and already hated by her coven. I’ll keep an eye on the aide and see if the rumors are true about this new leader’s unpopularity.”

“Good. And get me out of here before we’re stuck in some long pissing match—” Thane stopped dead.

Scent hit him; sublime, wild, shattering. He stumbled and almost keeled over into a patch of stony thorns.

Two females waited atop the Mount. One scent turned his body electric. He couldn’t move forward. Yet needed to sprint. Frozen in place. Burning.

One of the two females was—

Her.

For the first time in his endless life, his Lykae Instinct roared one word:—YOURS!—

His heart thundered. Words failed. He’d almost missed this meeting! Licking his suddenly dry lips, he rasped, “It’s happened.” An infusion of lightning straight into his heart.

“What has? You threw up in your mouth?” Lowell patted his pockets, rummaging for a mint or something.

“Mine.” Thane put his hands on his knees, dragging in too little air. “Top o’ the Mount.”

Lowell’s eyes went wide. “Your mate?”

Shaky nod. His beast tried to rouse as well, baying inside for her.

“At last!” Lowell said, clapping his back. “The Accession is in full swing then? No one wanted this more than you. Bloody fantastic!”

“Nay.” Thane straightened once more as understanding settled over him. “Nay, it’s no’.”

Lowell glanced up the slope, then back. His grin dimmed. “Right. At best, a witch. At worst, the demonic murderess.” He winced. “You said there are no problems, but…”

“But this is a verra big problem.” Thane turned to his side and lost his fight with the whiskey.


Chapter 5

Shieldchief Arctos

Ravinelun, the Queendom of Berserkers

“What news, incubus?” Arctos’s voice rumbled low in the cave.

“What coin, bear?” Inkletter lounged against the stone, cleaning his claws with a blade.

“Depends on the information. And before you say that depends on the pay, remember I’ve only so much time and a bear’s impatience.”

The abandoned cave, one of thousands within the twisty Berserker lands, stank of iron and secrets. Perfect for espionage.

“Very well.” Inkletter lowered his voice. “I’ve developed a contact in Crypt Castle…” He was notorious for his contacts across the Lore. Besotted females believed this male loved them and told him all their secrets. Yet Ink loved only his library. Spying for gold enabled him to acquire rare editions. “Word is the vampires are planning a power move this Accession, setting you up for extinction in the next.”

“Excellent,” Arctos growled. “Then I’ve got much coin for such news.”

Inkletter smiled, flashing his demonic fangs. “King Neculain is sealing his daughter Emilia in the Blood Crypt for a century with a stable of males. To breed her.”

Arctos didn’t blink. Typical, accursed leeches. “She must possess some unusual gift. Did a witch foremother taint her line?”

“Unknown. But Neculain wants ‘enhanced’ offspring—vampires fit to end every other species in the Skein.”

“Can she trace?” Arctos had heard that Neculain could, but none of his offspring had mastered teleportation. Few in the kingdom could. Thank Wóden.

“My source says not an inch. Emilia Vlădescu must possess some other talent.” Maybe she could turn to mist like the royal vampires of old.

Arctos’s Berserkerage simmered just beneath the surface. Memories lived there too. He saw his family again—his mother shoving him into a bear den, her screams echoing, vampires laughing as they fed.

They’d decapitated his drained father and brother with a sword, but they’d beheaded her through bites alone.

In his nightmares…always that laughter.

He rubbed the scar that cut from his forehead to his jaw. His first fight, his first loss. Yet the pain of his injuries and lost eye was nothing compared to his grief and guilt.

Inkletter followed the movement of Arctos’s hand, then said, “Such news could stir the queendom to war with Bloodreach. Perhaps you’ll get the battles you need, Shieldchief.”

Arctos needed them desperately.

Just eight kills stood between him and ohalla—immortality forged from two hundred valiant kills. Ten years ago, he’d stalled because of Queen Yrsa’s edict: no offense, only defense.

And no one dared to attack them when the clan hungered for ohalla.

Only one future was certain for Arctos. Aging. Forty winters pressed on his bones. Every night when he looked in the mirror at his scarred face, he was reminded that he would soon be a burden to his people. No longer a warrior but a liability.

I’ll die first.

Arctos tossed him a bag of gold berkoin. “Dig deeper. I want a timeline.”

Inkletter’s brown eyes flashed Ubus green, a sign of sharp emotion. “Bedding this source is a punishment. I’d rather fuck a basilisk.”

Arctos could imagine little worse than intercourse with a vampire.

Inkletter added, “And if I take her three times, she’ll become bonded to me for eternity.”

“Then once more only. I’ll double your pay.”

Gaze gone distant, he muttered, “She…she cried at the end.”

Though Arctos and the incubus were more than acquaintances and had even downed a vodka together on occasion, this confession surprised him. “Hazard of the trade?” Arctos asked. “Cries of ecstasy and all that.”

“No. Real tears. Ecstasy and sobs.” Inkletter must be bewildered; he wasn’t exactly a sharer. He straightened, sheathed his blade at his side, and pocketed his pay. “No matter.” He vanished.

Puzzling over the incubus’s behavior, Arctos headed out of the cave into the howling wind. This territory had the highest continued altitude of all those in the Skein, and ice had already begun to stick as autumn brought its chills. Snow crept from Ravinelun Peak, whipping through the canyons like a sandblast.

Thousands of years ago, Berserkers—with their undiscovered potential for immortality—had been swept up in the Exile, then thrust into the lethal All-Battle. Led by Yrsa, they’d fled to these canyons no one else had desired.

Their barren refuge had turned into sacred ground. He would not lose it.

At the entrance to the court, a pair of guards he’d trained flanked the cave opening. Bear-skull helms dipped in respect to their shieldchief—second only to Yrsa herself. He nodded back.

Inside, firelight licked totems until they seemed to dance. The scent of cool rock swept him up as the cavern ceiling soared above. Roots dangled, reminding him of his own arms as he’d reached for his mother that last time. She’d tearfully smiled, then placed a finger over her lips.

Her last whispered words: Hide. Survive. It’s a simple calculus, son. If you live on, we live on. Then she’d charged away to save him.

“Arctos!” called a voice, rousing him from memories. He passed his cousin, who was more a brother, with his pregnant mate beside him. Though Torben had previously enjoyed nothing more than plowing through bedmates, he’d somehow earned his ohalla kills before Arctos and had found his actual fated mate, a beauty named Dagny.

Torben raised his blond brows. “You look ready for a fight.”

“Fortune favor me,” Arctos said. “Though none could be as fortunate as you.” Berserker mates had become so rare that they’d begun to wed outside those destined connections, just for survival. Not so for Torben.

“As I like to remind him.” Dagny buffed her nails, her boldness on fine display. “He feels his luck, I assure you.”

“Indeed.” Torben grinned down at his female with pride. His heart given. About to be a father. Dagny’s very name meant “new day,” and she had been for the once aimless Torben.

Arctos was happy for them but also a touch envious. As a male facing his own mortality, he wanted nothing more than to continue his line. Yet few females would throw their lot in with a Berserker who’d teetered at the edge of ohalla for so long. Not to mention his missing eye and scars.

Berserkers said his bear marking and survival as a boy made him a type of chosen warrior. Chosen by bears, yet never by a female. He didn’t blame them.

“Talk later?” Torben asked.

“I’ll stop by on my way home.” To his empty, echoing den…

He passed the Channeler Stone. Moonbeams haloed the Berserkers’ most sacred monument, a huge monolith that lightning had carved into a bear shape.

Legend held that after the Exile, Yrsa had touched the stone and a bolt had struck it, giving her wasted clan their power of Berserkerage and the possibility of ohalla. Without these gifts—without the first channeler—they’d be dust beneath vampire boots.

“Ah, my lord of shields.” Yrsa’s voice rolled across the court, turning heads. “Arctos of the Wintry Eye.” Clad in a gray kirtle with a fur draped over her shoulders, she appeared fearsome, and not just because her Berserkerage was a thing of dark renown. Her crown was fashioned from claws and fangs, her throne of bear bones. “You look like a predator on a scent. What’s made your icy gaze so intent?”

“I’ve news.” Arctos relayed Inkletter’s report.

She listened, expression as sharp as a blade. “You trust this incubus?”

“I do. I’ve known him for years. If he says the vampires are making a power move, then they are. I’ve asked him to dig and get a timeline, but I don’t believe we can wait.”

“Can this princess trace?”

“She can’t. Likely has some other power. All the more reason to strike before it ripens.” Emilia Vlădescu could be a spellcaster or a dragon shifter.

Murmurs rose—excitement, aggression. This was why he’d trained his people so hard, prepared so much.

Yrsa canted her head, and her mahogany mane spilled over her shoulder. A bolt of silver, like a Valkyrie’s lightning, shot through her tresses, the only hint of her ancient age. After a beat, she said, “You’ll lead a small incursion. I want this valuable princess, Arctos. Go and fetch her for me.”

“A raid? We need a war!” As immortality danced out of reach for many like Arctos, dissension in the queendom mounted. Would the great Berserkers return solely to mortality for the vampires to pick off once more?

She arched a brow at his tone, and her lips curled without humor, reminding him of the bear he’d attacked as a young boy. When it had opened its jaws, Arctos had sworn he’d witnessed Valhalla inside its bloody gullet. Or fate.

Moderating his voice, he said, “My queen, you know I remain just eight kills away from ohalla.”

Her pelt-brown eyes narrowed. “Then go alone with your incubus,” she said softly. “And pray the princess has eight guards between you and immortality.”


Chapter 6

Ditch

Mount Nothrior

The wolf king is…strange.

He stood rigid before Ditch and Meera, heart hammering like he’d sprinted the whole climb.

His gaze flicked from her horns to her barely noticeable fangs to her swaying tail (her appendage had a mind of its own). He catalogued everything—leather pressing against her breasts, the way this catsuit hugged her crotch.

The male was handsome enough with his seven-foot-tall frame packed with muscles and his thick head of chestnut hair. He had even, masculine features and a strong jaw that hinted at legendary stubbornness. Against his tanned skin, his eyes were the color of Akelarre’s gray mists.

They called to mind the haunted hills and lakes of her perilous home world.

Still he said nothing. What she wouldn’t give right now for her witchly power to read others’ deepest desires. In this place, Ditch couldn’t divine his, could only read the edges of it. Hunger. “Are we just going to stare at each other, wolf king?”

He shook his head, jaw flexing as if he gnashed his fangs. He’d shoved up the sleeves of his dark blue tunic, and his clenched fists made his forearms bulge attractively.

Muscles. Pumping veins. Virility. Purrrrrr.

His gaze kept roaming over Ditch’s figure. Lust lived there. It usually did. Most males wanted her, even knowing she would eat their entrails dipped in milk. The importance of a balanced breakfast can’t be overstated. She grinned at her own joke; his eyes darkened as he clocked her curved lips.

The wolf beside him finally spoke, “I am Lowell Nightclaw, my lady.” Too jovial by half.

Meera’s interest sparked anyway; Lowell’s did in kind. No accounting for taste.

“May I present King Thane?”

“You may. And you just have.”

Meera marshaled her nerves. “I’m Meera Newteye. We’ve met before. May I present the High Priestess Di—”

“Just Ditch,” she cut in.

Lowell’s smile tilted. “A play on demon-witch?”

“No. My dam birthed me in a ditch. Seeing how happy I was among the low creatures there, she left me to flourish amid the forked tongues and scales.” In truth, dear Dam had abandoned her to die in bog water. And years later, she would do even worse.

Lowell’s lips parted. The king seemed to stifle a flinch.

Magic wouldn’t help her here, but years of reading desires would. The king craved her even as she repulsed him. The more disgust he felt, the more he wanted her, like threads braided to make a rope. She could hang him with it.

He was an obstacle when she had a world to conquer. Maiming, killing, and maddening—tools of craft.

Akelarre had given her a mission. Was Ditch driven to complete it to prove that she was a witch of worth and not a bog-crawling demon? Maybe. She was vain, and having her name feted at Beltane tempted her.

But Ditch had deeper desires herself.

Two words whispered: Hell spreads.

Thane finally spoke with a rumbling voice: “Did you kill Lazara?”

“My predecessor didn’t agree with me, so I ate her.” Ditch feigned a frown. “Or maybe I ate her, and then she didn’t agree with me. Order’s fuzzy.” She shrugged, her tail all but levitating from her mirth. “As gristly in death as she was in life.”

Meera swayed beside her.

Don’t faint now, mousy Meera. You suspected me of murder; surely you factored in lunch.

The king’s expression mixed disgust and fascination. “How old are you?”

Not very.

“And what kind of demon was your dam?”

Fiery. “My age and half my species are irrelevant. You’ll learn both, in time.”

“Your coven called for us to meet. Make your ask.”

“I’ve no ask. Only warning.” Ditch stepped closer, voice gone low. “In the past, the House of Witches tried to match you in strength, ignoring our power. We have other abilities besides fighting. Enchantresses. Seers. Conjurers. This Accession, we use them all. This is my final offer to surrender now.”

Wolves could be heeled—by violence or by mystical leash. All the coven could contribute. So why had Lazara depended so heavily on the Red Riders? Ditch had raised the subject to the leaders at Akelarre, and they’d seen the wisdom of putting Ditch in charge. Lazara, poor thing, hadn’t seen, said the coven wasn’t ready.

“Final offer?” Thane’s body tensed, the lines of his mouth thinning. A predator about to pounce. “Why should I no’ throw you over my shoulder and see how you like my dungeon?”

“I’ve no magic here. Am utterly helpless.” Her tail did its ah-ah-ah dance, as it sometimes did when she lied. “But be cautious, wolf. One of my gifts is divining deepest wishes. Off this mount, I’ll know all your secrets.”

His face stayed stony; his heartbeat did not.

She laughed under her breath. “I see.” Now she had to meet him off this mountain. What was his secret?

The king’s stubborn jaw flexed even more. “I’ll be fucked before I surrender.”

“One fuck and you’ll surrender?” She held out her hand. “Efficient. I’ve a war to win, and I can endure anything for six seconds. Or will I not get off so easily?”

Hatred flashed in his gaze. Not a fan of word play? Though his body canted forward as if he would accept her hand, he remained where he stood.

“Very well,” she said lightly. “Anything else to air? I had hoped you’d wax on about flea dips and digging for bones in all your secret backyard places.” She enunciated each syllable. “Licking your testicles by the hearth on rainy afternoons…”

Meera gasped. Lowell’s lips parted.

“We’re done here,” Thane grated. “War it is.”

“As it always was.” Ditch lifted one shoulder. “Would you like to leave first? Or will we all stroll down together like we’re the best of friends?”

Lowell cleared his throat. “Given the direction of things, better we’re not together beyond the Mount’s protections. The sane fear a Lykae’s beast for a reason.”

Meera piped up in her quivering voice: “Good idea. Gentlemen first.”

The king stalked away with his second. Ditch let him feel the weight of her malevolent gaze until he vanished into fog. You already know I’m going to ruin you. And you’re right.


Chapter 7

Lia

“Good dawn, Andrei,” Lia told her guard once she was ready for bed. “That will be all for the day. You can tell my father that I’m still exactly where he left me.”

Sword in hand, Andrei swept her room a last time.

Witch wards clung to the door seams, and his sentries manned the entrance to her chamber. Bloodreach’s best stood at the ready to make sure Lia remained the pawn of Neculain and no other.

Andrei had become her jailer without even blinking. The cook, the maids—blank faces. As ever, Lia’s mother and siblings had been less than helpful, most outright ignoring her plight. Only Nadje’s continual questions held any warmth.

“You used to stand between a royal and danger,” Lia remarked airily to the guard. “Now you’ll deliver one right to the other.”

He narrowed his eyes at her and left. Had he seemed on edge? Just her imagination?

The lock bit home. Practice for the crypt. She supposed it was thoughtful of them to ease her into it.

No, no, this could not be her fate! She’d had her own plans for her future. She’d pictured a quiet mate with clear, kind eyes whose heart beat for her alone. Like her, he would eschew blood for food. Fireside books together, laughter, a child every few decades.

Not a hundred in as many years.

Stomach in knots, she slipped into a nightgown, then crossed to the windows. Heavy curtains sealed the room from the coming sunrise. No birdsong could enter, no breath of air either. Only incense and damp stone.

Parting the curtains, she cracked the casement. Far below, the castle’s terraces tiered above the red water and fog, ten stories high—not counting the lower wards where servants lived and weavers manned their looms.

Not counting the blood crypt beneath it all.

The Scarlet Shallows lapped at the mountain’s base, crowded with marsh islands and the sea monsters that hunted between them.

If only she could teleport from this place. Her father could. Coștin could barely waver—thank the gods—or he’d have haunted this room every night of her childhood.

Yes, if she could escape, she would explore all the Skein. From books, she’d learned it was an island the size of a continent, inhabiting a pocket dimension within Gaia, yet sharing celestial bodies with that mortal realm.

Other territories in the Skein offered horizons. She’d read about them all, maps memorized like favorite faces. Craigdúr’s proud cliffsides on the Twilight Sea. Grimrock’s towering monuments. Ravinelun’s great mountain overlooking a maze of ravines.

This castle’s forgotten library—the sanctuary she’d found by accident, the place Coștin had never thought to seek her—had turned into a lifeline for a girl like Lia.

A red fin knifed the surface of the water below, and first light frayed the miasma. The bell tower gonged, both acoustic adornment and last warning. She sighed, closing the window and drawing the curtains.

Thoughts in a tangle, she climbed into her sumptuous bed. Would she know such comforts in her new jail? Who would cook her meals? Though vampires usually turned away food in their late teens, she’d maintained her diet. Yet only blood was available in the crypt.

Charming menu.

She stared into the dark. Of course she had much to worry about—even her gallows humor couldn’t distract Lia from her dire predicament—but she felt a frisson of something more acute tonight.

The air was tight. Pressure before a storm?

As if on cue, rain began. It often poured during the day here, muting the strong sun, which was one of the reasons the earliest vampires had chosen this kingdom to settle.

After the All-Battle had raged between ancient enemies, factions had carved out territories.

Had those early vampires ever imagined Bloodreach could grow so weak? Or that their latest king would have only one solution to right the wrongs of millennia?

Me.

Royals fascinated her—she’d studied their plots and rules for years—but she had never read of a monarchy as deranged as her family.

Earlier, she’d asked her mother, “How goes the search for my studs? Will we be selecting them for breeding traits or simply choosing the males with the most coin?”

They were probably lining up. Not for her per se. The suitors wanted safety in the crypt. If they sired a child with her gift, they’d buy a future off her body.

Her mother’s eyes had slid away. So Neculain was selling Lia—lot numbers wrapped in silk.

She wondered if she came with a return policy.

Lia ought to be used to the disdain. No one had done a damned thing when she’d told the family about Coștin’s abuse. They’d shown no outrage, just the cruelty of indifference.

What would it take for someone to protect her, just once? To value her as a person?

Self-pity and tears threatened. No one cared about her enough to even hate her properly. Coștin was the only one who showed any emotion about Neculain’s decree, launching into rages. If the rumors Nadje heard in the servants’ ward were true, Coștin had killed blood donors in his fury. Unsatisfied, he’d set off to stalk the vulnerable in the Skein with his sadistic friends.

She prayed to every god and goddess that Coștin simply wouldn’t return from his latest slaughter excursion.

Tomorrow Lia would figure a way out of this bind. She’d do something. She had to. What if her own plot didn’t come to fruition?

Forcing the anxious thoughts from her mind, she curled into her plush pillow. The day began to fade away, and she settled in on the cusp of sleep—

Shnickt. The lock turning.

The suite door whispered. Someone leaving—or entering just now.

Lia’s eyes snapped open. The castle’s incense choked the air, blunting every other scent, but her dread had weight.

Cold. Malice. Male.

She wasn’t alone. How? Who could have breached the most guarded room in this stronghold?

Dark liquid seeped under the door, trailing toward her rug. Blood. A lot of it.

Someone had slain Andrei and his guards and was with her now. Her skin tightened, nerves flaring awake. Coștin? Had he finally snapped?

Her vision adjusted and found a shape out of a nightmare: a towering warrior in a bear-skull helmet, fang tines down the mask, one eye burning silver. His shoulders heaved, the room shrinking around him.

She drew in air to scream; his hand was already over her mouth, the other pinning her wrists. A gravelly voice rasped, “Silence.”

She thrashed, but his grip was like steel.

To an unseen accomplice, he grated, “Now, Ink.”

Dizziness hit as she felt herself teleported. Her chamber disappeared, replaced by a dank cave lit by torches and random veins of sunlight.

Ravinelun.

An incubus had teleported her and her abductor! When that demon departed with a grave nod, she turned to the Berserker. His helmet’s metal fangs concealed his face, but she again sensed how lethal he was.

Dear gods, he’d forced her into the heart of the bears’ den. And all around her, Berserkers snarled, hungry for their prayer:

Death.


Chapter 8

Arctos

The vampire is even weaker than I anticipated.

Arctos yanked her along to the court, shame hot under his armored chest plate. His take had been meager, his incursion too easy. And just seven kills to show for it.

Seven.

Would he hover at the brink of immortality over one kill? He wished he could wring this leech’s neck and live forever, but she was no challenging foe. Arctos would never dishonor Wóden by offering such a tribute in his name. Besides, Queen Yrsa had ordered him to deliver this parasite, and so he would.

As he dragged the vampire along, Arctos tried to see the court through her eyes. No banners or statues filled it, only cold rock and guards coiled tight with violence, every one of them riding the razor’s edge of a Berserker shift. Rage shimmered just beneath their skin, pupils blown wide, breaths too loud in the vaulted space.

Other factions in the Skein dismissed Berserkers as lowly animals, but that misconception was a strength.

Animals survived.

Those guards narrowed their eyes at the pale female in her nearly transparent gown. Arctos scowled to read interest in their gazes—reluctant, yes, but interest all the same. For a leech whose frail appearance screamed decadence?

As Ink had said, I’d rather fuck a basilisk.

Why would Bloodreach wish to breed this creature? If she was the best of her kind, then the Berserkers needed to attack them now and be done with it.

As Arctos forced her farther underground, even he—with his limited mortal senses—could hear her erratic heartbeat. Her wan skin sheened with sweat, and the incense clinging to her seemed to thicken. Her gaze darted.

She should be afraid. The queen might make her a lesson or a pet. Who knew with Yrsa? He was certain of only one thing: Never cross the first channeler.

She was his gods-mother, and still he’d never quite figured her out.

Behind his helmet, he cast the vampire a cruel smile, wondering how she would react once he revealed the rest of his face.

She stumbled, and Arctos all but lifted her into the air. Her arm felt like a dried twig in his grip. She cast him a teary look with clear eyes. No red? Must not have killed as she drank yet. Give her time.

She finally found her tremulous voice. “Where are you taking me?”

“To meet your fate, which I hope is at the end of my sword.”

Her gaze fell on the weapon sheathed at his side, bloodied, but not enough.

Unsporting. The word kept repeating. Inkletter’s castle contact—some traitorous servant who fancied herself in love—had even undermined the protection wards guarding Emilia. Be careful who you trust, leech.

Torben barked a laugh as they passed. “However did you manage to capture that one?”

Arctos only grunted and kept walking. A warrior of his caliber—one who’d shown such promise—reduced to this humiliating spectacle.

Voices quieted when they entered the court.

“Ah, our new prisoner,” Yrsa called. “A vaunted vampire princess.” Everyone turned to stare.

Emilia’s gaze skittered past faces and snagged on the Channeler Stone. Her mouth parted as if with awe. Understandable. A shaft of sunlight caressed its lines, illuminating each inch of detail, every lick of lightning that had formed it.

“Well done, Arctos.” Yrsa scrutinized him. “But you still haven’t attained ohalla?”

“One kill short, my queen. Few valiant warriors challenged me.”

“One! You might’ve visited a barrack.”

Yes! I could have. But… “I followed your orders explicitly.”

“Hmm.” She gestured impatiently toward the vampire. “Come closer. Just her, Arctos.”

He reluctantly released the princess, and she limped forth, trailing blood from her bare feet. She must have cut them on the rocks leading here. Her cowardly shaking made the hem of her gown flutter around her bony knees.

Yrsa studied her, expression wavering between disgust and rampant disgust. “Princess Emilia, how disappointing your reflection must be, always reminding you of your inadequacy. You possess no strength. No fire. No cunning. I wonder if execution might not be a mercy.”

Let me do it!

“Speak, leech,” the queen commanded.

The vampire didn’t. Instead she pivoted and clumsily ran through the cavern, leaving little blood prints. Laughter chased her. Where was she going to go? Sunlight flooded the cave entrance, and she would know of no other way out.

Exhaling, he jogged after the princess. Yet then she bolted diagonally, heading away from the entrance toward the sunlit stone.

Suicide.

The queen yelled for her capture.

But the leech reached the stone before he could snare her. The sun didn’t burn her skin! She pressed her palm against that sacred stone—the vilest blasphemy. In a warbling voice, she called out in Old Norse, “I claim refuge in this queendom as an honorary Berserker with all the rights of this clan!”

He skidded to a stop a foot from her as three thoughts hit him:

With those words, she’s now a member of the clan.

I can no longer kill her.

This was all planned.

A seasoned spy like Ink had been played, just as Arctos had been. This puny leech had gotten captured on purpose. The castle contact who’d fed Ink information must have circumvented those spell defenses to enable just this scenario.

Had this princess been behind such a plot? Grudging admiration for her plan warred with suspicion. Perhaps the plot was only beginning. Perhaps her family had put her up to this for intelligence or sabotage.

Recovering from the moment’s shock, the queen resumed her seat and slowly clapped. “Well played. And it seems we’ve discovered your secret gift. The sun spares you?”

The leech nodded, black hair bouncing over her shoulders in the light.

Arctos’s impulse to yank her away from the stone was nearly uncontrollable. Others snarled with tensed muscles.

“How did you know what words to use and what they would mean to us?”

The vampire jutted her trembling chin. “Reading.”

“Indeed.” Queen Yrsa said, “So your father and king was going to use you to forge a sunlight army?” When the captive hesitated, Yrsa said softly, “You’ve demanded to be a member of this clan. You spoke of the rights, but with them come responsibilities. Sharing information about Bloodreach will only help us—your new people.”

The vampire swallowed again. “I was to be sealed in the crypt to birth one hundred babes in as many years.”

Wóden’s beard! The vampires were insane.

“How were you going to test if a babe could withstand the sun? There’s no light down there, or so we’ve heard.”

“The witches once had a potion they used in a hex pouch.” Emilia hesitated, then admitted, “It contained…powdered sunlight. We stored some in the royal armory in case of an insurrection.”

“Powdered sunlight? We must investigate such a measure.”

Arctos clenched his jaw. Witchly tricks won no valiant immortality.

Yrsa said, “Bearing so many offspring would be a huge toll on one like you. And you’re not even fully immortal yet, are you?”

Emilia shook her head.

“Show deference,” Arctos snapped. “You are Queen Yrsa’s subject now.”

Emilia glared at him, then told Yrsa, “No, my queen. I can’t regenerate yet. I’m just twenty-two.” She finally lowered her hand and stepped away from the stone, knowing the damage was already done.

“How did you learn the sun was not your enemy?” Yrsa asked.

The vampire glanced at Arctos and back to the queen before saying, “A storm damaged a shutter, and a beam of light struck me. Instead of agony, I felt as if I’d been…called home.”

“Fascinating. And your family kept this secret for years. Which makes me wonder if there are more like you.”

“Not that I know of. Nor have I read of any in the past.”

Yrsa canted her head to determine the truth of her words. Natural-born vampires couldn’t lie, but what if this one hid a second talent? “Why us? Why not another faction? Wolves, witches, and the demonarchies have less call than we do to hate vampires.”

“I read of no other faction that had a binding covenant that might protect me.”

“Risky,” Yrsa mused. “When you were skillfully manipulating my finest warrior and his most trusted spy, why did you assume we’d capture you? We might have simply assassinated you.”

“I analyzed the situation and found the risk worth it. I would rather die than meet the fate my father planned for me.”

“A logical vampire? It’s been ages since I’ve seen that attribute in your kind, though you used to be hailed for it.” Yrsa would know; she’d been born before the Exile. “Will the vampires come for you?”

“No. They feared your incursion, and this male beside me appears to have wiped out most of the kingdom’s swordsmen.”

Arctos said, “You can’t convince me you have so few.”

“No one trains. It’s mocked. But…”

“But what?” he grated.

“My brother has some skill with a sword, and he might try to come after me with the few guards left or with mercenaries.”

“Attack the bears in their den? Is he crazed?”

“Yes. He is. My father does evil acts because he believes only royal vampires have worth. Prince Coștin does evil acts because hurting people brings him happiness. He is a fiend who enjoys torture.”

The queen gazed on with narrowed eyes. “And your mother? Will she not burn down the Skein to get her daughter back?”

“I’m no beloved child to her. Her devotion is to blood, not to me.”

Yrsa said, “Still, even mistreated offspring cling to their family. Yet you have no loyalty to yours? Any thoughts for the guards my shieldchief felled?”

“They weren’t guarding me. They were trapping me. Like a bear, I wanted no cage.”

Yrsa leaned forward on her throne, the torches lighting new interest in her eyes. “Perhaps training will make a Berserker of you yet.”

Had Yrsa lost her own mind? Unmated immortals did risk madness as they aged. What else could explain the strange bent this conversation had taken? Discarding a hundred reasonable objections, he settled on common sense: “How are we meant to feed a vampire, my queen?”

Yrsa asked her, “Do you drink from others? Your eyes are clear, which means you haven’t drunk a victim to death, but perhaps your bloodlust is still developing.”

“I eat solely food. I’ve never had a sip of blood, have never had the urge to bite, nor felt fangache, the throbbing in the canines that accompanies thirst. Maybe it’s another power of mine.”

“Food, is it? Well, clearly not enough. Or of training. You must adopt a Berserker regimen quickly before you freeze weak and frail forever.”

The vampire glanced down at her own frame as if seeing it for the first time. She gave a small frown.

Yes, leech, you are objectionable in every way.

The queen continued, “I predict you only have a few months before you become fully immortal.”

“I believe so as well. My queen,” Emilia added with another look his way.

“You might not know this, but I have the right to choose spouses for Berserkers. And you are now a marriageable clan member. I’d like to see you wed.”

Audible swallow from the vampire. Her shaking intensified.

Who would Yrsa burden with such a millstone? Someone disfavored. Someone she wanted to shame eternally—

“Arctos will wed you,” Yrsa decreed.

Gasps.

Rage flared at the blistering insult; the vampire looked like she might faint. How clever is your plan now, leech?

He struggled to curb his tongue. The queen must expect a backlash from him. Her phalanx of queen’s guards certainly did. Around her throne, their bodies tightened like bowstrings.

Arctos’s own hand itched to draw his weapon, but he forced himself to say in a measured tone, “What offense earns me this, my queen? Beyond a life of absolute service.”

She flippantly waved away his words, spurring his rage even more. “You’ve wanted a wife and family. Here’s your chance.”

Family? Vampire children begotten on a leech? He had to choke back bile. His line—his parents’ line—to continue with this creature? If you live on, we live on.

“I hereby decree you wed. It is done.”

Murmurs rose from the crowd. More than a few would want him to use his notable talent—instant Berserkerage—to challenge the queen. If he could defeat the first channeler, he could take the throne and earn immortality, dispatching others to do the same.

No.

He forced a breath through his teeth, recalling the care Yrsa had given him and Torben as boys. This queen had earned his fealty. He couldn’t spend his fury on her, so he would spend it elsewhere. I will make this vampire’s life a living hell.

Yrsa turned to Emilia. “No one is more Berserker among us than Arctos of the Wintry Eye. You schemed to be here, so obviously you wanted a life of training and sacrifice. Your new husband will ensure you get it. Let’s see how a pampered leechling likes a bear’s life.”

And let’s see how she enjoys her new husband’s visage. He pulled off his helmet, revealing his face.

The vampire slowly turned to him with a look of dread. Whatever she saw was obviously worse than her imaginings. With a strangled cry, she fainted, hitting the ground like a bat shot out of the air.


Chapter 9

Inkletter

Nadje played me as a satyr plays a reed pipe.

Sweet notes, crooked tune.

Ink stood motionless outside the Berserker court, half traced, concealed to most. He’d dropped off Arctos and the prisoner, then lingered to eavesdrop, fearing he’d just signed the princess’s death warrant.

Usually Ink played a less active role in hostage procurement, but Arctos had asked as a friend—and paid like a patron.

Yet more distasteful developments from Ink’s time in Bloodreach.

Now he staggered, his muscles tight. Ravinelun’s morning winds carried enough court echoes to make it clear: the vampires had used Ink as a game piece. How much had the Badlander Nadje known, and how long had she been arranging the board?

Bad intel could bruise; this could end him. Centuries of reputation—bent on the rack.

Though Ink burned to trace to Nadje and demand answers, he hesitated. She repelled him, yet when he’d bedded her, something had happened that had never occurred before in all his years.

He’d nearly lost control.

Over the years, he’d watched kings and killers go stupid over lovers and filed it under other men’s weaknesses. Or else they hadn’t studied history to grasp the folly of surrendering oneself.

I almost surrendered.

He could surmise only one explanation. Perhaps Nadje’s tears had aroused him. She’d wept as she’d shattered, seasoning his meal. It’d been as if he’d eaten bland food all his life, then he’d tasted salt for the first time.

Delectable. Could he be a dacryphile?

How? He avoided tears like curses, outside bed and in it. So what in the gods’ names was it?

Time to dissect the anomaly named Nadje. He tensed to trace but froze at the sound of snickering from a nearby vantage. He slid closer, invisible as breath.

Two Valkyries crouched in the snow, a blonde and a brunette with their pointed ears tipped to the court. The blonde had sparing runes tattooed on her forehead and cheeks, and the brunette’s brown eyes were shrewd.

His fists clenched. He loathed Valkyries, blamed them most for the Exile three thousand years ago.

They were bizarre creatures who fed on electricity. Their origin tale was just as bizarre, one only a drunken chronicler could excuse:

A maiden warrior dying with courage on a battlefield…Wóden and Freya hearing her scream of defiance…striking her with their lightning, impregnating her with a Valkyrie, and rescuing her to Valhalla…then striking other brave maidens from all species until an army of Valkyries prowled their aurora halls…

An immortal sisterhood.

Ink recognized the pair before him: Vendela the Lightning Rider, a swordswoman so fast and intense she made lightning seem slow and relaxed, and her sister Eyrun the Eyesore. They were alleged spies but confirmed troublemakers who seemed to dine on chaos as much as the electricity that fed them.

How much had they heard? Would the news of his failure spread even faster than he’d thought?

He bared his demon fangs and drifted nearer, a scholar tempted to make history.

***

Vendela

“Fuckity-ugh,” Eyrun muttered when her wager lost.

“Pay up, sucker,” Ven sneered to her sister as they used their supernatural hearing to listen to the drama in the Berserker court. “I told you that vampire princess wasn’t a ditz. Even if she fainted like one!”

Snort. “Went down like a bad joke. I could pity Arctos.” Eyrun’s smile faded, and her gaze flickered silvery with emotion. “Seems he’ll never be free of leeches.”

Most of the Skein despised them, but Arctos had reason that made the hatred a deeper, animal thing. Horde hunters had annihilated his family in a night.

Eyrun and Ven had stumbled upon him after it’d happened, two shadows among the trees.

They’d watched the boy emerge from hiding to find a scene no child should ever behold: murdered bodies half eaten by a bear.

He had lunged at the beast to protect those remains. One swipe of the bear’s claws had ruined his cheek and eye; another had nearly gored his torso. Ven remembered, with a flare of pride, the way he’d bitten the bear’s face with his first Berserkerage until the creature fled.

How much did Arctos remember of recovering body parts?

His brother’s head here. His father’s there. A piece of his mother.

As Arctos had collected his macabre pile, his eye had hung loose, swaying from the frayed nerve like a ball-and-cup toy.

The sisters had not taken him home. They’d left him a jug of water and a spear where he could find them. Coddling a future warrior—one among those who worshipped Wóden—was not the Valkyrie way.

Voice low, Eyrun said, “That Berserker is going to destroy his new vampire wife. Yrsa’s pushed him into a corner.”

“I won’t bet against that prediction,” Ven said, believing this would occur as well. “Yrsa wants him to disobey her. She loves neutralizing threats, is happy to pawn a vampire’s life to do it.”

“I mean, aren’t we all?”

They chuckled, their natural mirth recovering.

“Let’s go report back.” Ven hopped to her feet, her scabbard doing a wag. “The ramifications of Arctos’s fall could be massive—”

Inkletter Scribe materialized on a gust of morning-cold air, looking like a fuckable mirage. With his bald head and insane body, he approached seven feet of glory, looming over the much shorter sisters.

Eyrun rose, craning her head to meet his penetrating gaze. “So the spy spies on spies who are spying.”

He didn’t deny it. “Why does the Berserker queen want her most trusted shieldchief neutralized? A warrior who is also one of her gods-sons?”

Eyrun’s grin settled somewhere between flirt and scorn. “Maybe we should take a page out of your book and make you pay for information. For currency, we accept cock and cock. Off with your drawers, sir!”

He raised one brow.

Ven peered at her sister. “Is that not legal tender?”

“We’ve watched this one work. Tender is the last word I’d use.” They dissolved into laughter.

“Do you Valkyries take nothing seriously?”

“Yes.” Eyrun’s honey-brown eyes twinkled. “Nothing is a very serious subject.”

A crack appeared in Inkletter’s customary composure, and his notorious contempt for Valkyries shone through. “Foolish females. I’m old enough to remember when immortals thrived in plentiful Gaia, but you weren’t satisfied. The gods warned us not to interfere with humanity—such a simple dictate—but your kind toyed with their mortal favorites. As promised, they punished us. You were architects of the Exile.”

Ven was old enough to remember Gaia too. Unlike Eyrun, she was a first-generation Valkyrie, born of three parents. Eyrun was a second-gen, native to the Skein.

A memory of the Exile flashed like lightning—one heartbeat Ven and her sisters had been roaming all over Gaia, the next ripped into the Skein. This realm had become their cage, their home, their war front.

After the All-Battle, the Valkyries had claimed a misty territory of hills and fjords and called it Valhalland. They’d made the best of it, but they could never recreate what they’d had.

Humans in Gaia had created art for the Valkyries’ appreciation and built altars for them. They’d amused, helping to pass even an immortal’s endless time.

“We were the architects? What about the vampires who drained mortals?” Ven countered. “Or the incubi like you who long-dicked them into madness? Maybe deal some blame to the reptile shifters who ate them. The elders down in Umber still reminisce about sucking human marrow warm from the bone.”

“Undeniable hungers plague our species. But not yours. You suffer only vanity. Write eddas about us…pray to us…dream of our beauty.”

Ven grinned with sudden realization. “We always knew you hated us—just thought it was a typical demonic grudge—but we didn’t guess the feeling stemmed from jealousy.”

His eyes flashed. “Jealousy? One of your ilk—the most powerful soothsayer ever to live—foresaw the Exile and warned no one!”

Ven and Eyrun stilled. Because he was right. And now she lived eternally in a glass coffin.

Fangs grinding, he said, “Information about Arctos, lightning rider. What will it cost?”

Ven waved grandly. “Not for sale, incubus. Your quandary is too enjoyable. First a leech outwitted you, and now some Valkyries are denying your redemption arc.”

He tensed even more. “Your kind is a scourge on the Skein. A shimmering skin wrapped around chaos.”

Eyrun stamped her feet and groaned, “Enough with the seductive words, Inky! My gods, I’m yours!”

Ven guffawed as he disappeared with a killing look.

Eyrun pouted comically, then murmured, “He’ll be back, with that weighty club for a cock in hand. We might as well be fated.”

They laughed some more, lightning striking above from their emotions. “Come on, Eyesore. Let’s head back and bring word to Brigid.” The Valkyries’ unyielding leader.

From Ravinelun, the sisters ran at speeds that blurred the world until they’d crossed Craigdúr and then burst into the foggy Witchwood. With effortless agility, they wended around black oaks and dodged giant spiders, pausing only to make mustaches out of thick webs. Cat prides scattered, fur puffing into the air like thrown cotton. Yowl!

Laughing, Eyrun vaulted a boulder—

A mystical beam caught her square in the chest. The magic shot her body through the air, a comet that slammed her back-first into an ancient oak. The force split the trunk with a roar.

Half a dozen Red Riders on foot had struck.

To the pulses of lightning above, Ven freed her sword and helped her sister rise. Not that Eyrun needed help.

As she shoved ribs back inside her torso, she spat blood and a mouthful of acorns. “You’ve just fucked up, little witches. We love an excuse to fight.”

Sword twirling, Ven added, “You attack those who aren’t your enemies?”

Their formidable leader, Rosewyn the Banehand, held up glowing palms, threatening another helping of pain. “Not our allies either. You’re trespassing in the Witchwood. Our coven will accept it no longer.”

How had witches gotten the drop on them? Wiccan senses were some of the weakest among immortals.

Ven’s gaze flicked to the rear of the party, landing on a fox shifter. Ah. Chiyo the Vixen. She often functioned as a sensory guide for the witches.

With her lamellar armor and her fingers poised above the silk-wrapped grip of her sword, Chiyo exuded danger, yet she had incongruous freckles scattered over the bridge of her keen nose. Ven had never seen her in her kitsune—fox-human hybrid—form, but vulpine flashes shimmered just beneath the surface.

Ven turned back to Rosewyn. Though only thirty or so, Rosewyn was a player in the Skein. The dark-haired witch had been named after the first Red Riding Hood and for her roselike skin. She’d earned her byname of Banehand because she liked to torture enemies.

She was equally valorous and vicious, two characteristics Valkyries admired. We coulda been best friends, bitch. “We have permission to cross, Rose,” Ven said.

“Revoked for the Accession. Accept this decree from our new leader. Or accept punishment.”

Eyrun murmured, “First, I’ve got something for you to see,” then she let her most primal self unspool, form flickering, growing. Her maiden grandmother had been one of the Nachtmerrie, immortals who could turn into nightmares. Eyrun had inherited her talent for transformation.

Rosewyn would soon come face-to-face with whatever terrified her most. This is going to be good.

Ven blinked as her sister’s appearance changed. Muscles erupted like a sudden storm, fangs spilled into the light, ice-blue eyes burned. Leather seams screamed as she grew; her engraved breastplate bucked and popped. Eyrun rose taller and taller—eight feet, ten—an unnerving silhouette of fang and claw.

Ven said, “You fear a turned Lykae?”

Rosewyn’s bravado faltered. “The hell I do.”

Ven smiled, feeling as feral as Eyrun now was. “Nachtmerrie don’t lie. You’re scared of Lykae, of their beasts. I’m embarrassed—I’m frankly embarrassed for you,” she said, though Eyrun’s new look gave even Ven pause. And she was a Valkyrie, the personification of courage!

While Chiyo’s gaze was studiously blank, the rest of the witches shifted uneasily, magic at the ready.

Rosewyn’s hands glowed brighter. “She’s the nightmare Valkyrie.”

Ven said, “Her in the flesh. She and I once faced an opponent who was afraid of his own erections. Her transformation into his fear did a number on us all. Lessons were learned. We all grew as people. Some even grew erect.” She hiked her thumb at Eyrun, whose new Lykae eyes flared blue. Okay, playtime is over. Though this was exactly their sort of theater, they had shit to do—

Eyrun leapt for Rosewyn, shaking off a flurry of defensive beams to reach her target.

Frenzied bite. Blood spurted from the witch’s torso as Eyrun’s fangs found flesh.

Rosewyn’s arm was gone from the shoulder, the severed limb crunching like kindling in Eyrun’s maw.

Crunch. Crunch. The limp palm flickered magic with each bite.

“Ahhh!” Rosewyn screamed. She used her remaining hand to hurl a cannonball of a beam at Eyrun. Ven sprang in front of her sister, batting it to the heavens with her sword. The metal vibrated from the hit, and auroras shimmered overhead.

The other witches unleashed a torrent of hexbeams and ungodsly fury. “Save Rose!” they screamed.

Ven batted shots back; each rebound scalded her sword until it hissed steam in the fog. “Give me a challenge!” she taunted from a cloud of mist. “Somebody?”

Spitting out the arm, Eyrun hurdled Ven and attacked Rosewyn again. The witch dropped back onto her ass as she fired. Direct hit to Eyrun. The odor of singed skin filled the clearing.

Eyrun’s body absorbed it—adrenaline and something older?—then she pounced onto the back-crawling witch. Rosewyn’s leg went with a wet, obscene sound. Blood painted the grass.

Crunch, crunch.

Terror and fury melded in the young witch’s eyes, and she realized she was about to die. After one misstep, her nights would be done forever.

Chiyo—as if deciding between honor and survival—slid forward to brandish her narrow sword. “Call off your sister,” she told Ven, voice flat and controlled. The fox’s glowing eyes were dangerous in a different register.

Something inside Ven moved her to speak instead of swing. “You really want to take on me: a Valkyrie who wields a longsword?” Though Eyrun seemed happy with her leg chew toy, Ven was less so with her clean blade. “Shifter, this is where you and your hexhacks run.”

Discretion, valor…Chiyo must have agreed. With a cool nod, she signaled the others to retreat. Two carried Rosewyn, their glowing hands ready to repel another attack. A junior witch brought their horses, and the Riders mounted up and galloped away.

Slowly Eyrun shrank back, muscles receding, fangs sliding home. Her transformations always took her a while to fully shrug off. She spat out Rosewyn’s limb, then wiped her tongue. “Ugh.” Voice still raspy, she said, “And now I know how it feels to be a moonatic. Wicked.” Blood had already dried black across her chest and side; her hair clung to her temples in damp ropes.

Ven let her sword cool before she sheathed it. “I thought you were about to kill her.”

“I totally was.”

They laughed.

Then Eyrun tilted her head, hints of Lykae mischief in her grin. “You spared Chiyo? When I know you’re aching to break that sword of hers? I can’t decide if you want to fuck her or fight her.”

“Maybe both—at the same time.” Staring in Chiyo’s direction, Ven said, “I could saddle her on my face and let her spur me until I buck her. Typical Saturday night.”

More laughter.

Sobering, Ven said, “Chiyo probably has a mate. A fox shifter male who makes her swish her tail and bark beneath the stars.”

“Could be.” Eyrun spat again. “I don’t envy Rosewyn’s regeneration. At her tender age, she’ll need weeks to regrow those limbs.” Speaking of which…Eyrun grabbed the severed leg, a trophy of her victory.

“They wouldn’t have attacked unless they had something they didn’t want us to see,” Ven said. “So now we have to see it.” She offered her jacket to cover Eyrun’s nudity.

Eyrun shrugged no, and they started running, following the witches’ trail to a field.

Ven scanned the tracks and found trampled ground, hoofprints, and manure. “Aren’t those Wiccae bold?” Her voice was low and incredulous. “They’re rustling cattle from the Lykae.”

“Stealing meat from wolves.” Eyrun whistled, and a residual snarl rumbled. “How do they think this is going to end for them?”

“Should we tell the pack?” Ven tapped her chin, playful and plotting. “Or steal the stolen cattle?”

Eyrun slung Rosewyn’s trophy leg over her shoulders and folded her arms around it. “We don’t need food. What about for fun? Just to tell the witches we know your secret. We have your secret.”

Ven’s grin was a promise. “I choose havoc. But where would we put the cows?”

“Let’s drive them to Umber. Create an interspecies incident. Happy Accession!” Eyrun crowed with a howl.

They exchanged conspiratorial smiles and ran, the night around them alive with possibility—and with something else, deeper and waiting, that made the air tighten at the edges.


Chapter 10

Torben

“I should kill Inkletter for this,” Arctos growled when Torben entered his cavernous home. The words were thick with outrage and disbelief.

He’d found his cousin pacing in front of the hearth. Firelight raked over Arctos’s scars, throwing them into hard relief. The lord of shields clenched his hands so hard that blood beaded on his fists.

Torben instinctively scented the air upon entering. The vampire—that incense-reeked little parasite—was tucked somewhere nearby in one of the cave chambers that made up Arctos’s den. His home resembled Arctos himself: stone-hard, pared down to essentials, spare as a war forge.

Her steady breathing suggested the princess’s sleep was slow and deep, untouched by her machinations.

“You would be well within your right to kill him,” Torben said, just as outraged. “Sounds like the incubus got played by a conniver.” Bloodthieves and deceit, hand in hand eternally.

“And now I’m wed to one,” Arctos bit out. “One who fainted in the court and now sleeps in my godsdamned bed.” He crossed to a stone shelf and reached for the liquor service. He poured a measure of vodka—Umber-distilled, clear as bladesong—into a bermetal cup.

Torben almost warned him to conserve it—the shifters in Umber had predicted a lean season—but the set of Arctos’s hard jaw silenced him.

Torben’s own fists clenched, his Berserkerage primed. He could think of no worse scenario for this man. Disfavored by his beloved queen in front of everyone? Wed to one of the ilk who’d annihilated nearly their entire family?

Decades ago, when young Arctos had staggered back to the court with news of a vampire attack, Torben’s parents had led the hunt for them. His father and mother had killed many before falling to the leeches.

Queen Yrsa herself had been the one to wipe out the rest of that gang. Another reason his cousin remained so loyal to her.

Arctos knocked the liquor back in one practiced motion, throat flexing, and set the cup down too hard. The room smelled of woodsmoke and vodka and the iron tang of plans gone wrong.

“Why are you not already blind drunk?” Torben said. His cousin’s behavior was puzzling. And I know him better than anyone. The two had been inseparable as children. Orphaned young, they’d run wild in the queendom, staying out of trouble because Yrsa favored her gods-sons. No longer. “You seem relatively…calm about your fate. Why are you not breaking things?”

“When Emilia wakes, I’ll break her. That vampire will taste every hardship I’ve ever wished upon her kind.”

The vow grounded Torben. His Berserkerage ebbed from near eruption to something he could contain.

When Arctos offered the bottle of vodka, Torben shook his head. “None for me. As long as Dagny abstains, I gladly do the same.” His cherished mate was due in just weeks!

Dagny had been raised in an outpost on the border of the vampire Badlands, tasked with defending Ravinelun against strigoi and other grotesque creatures. Those lands were where vampires grew bat-like, the winged monsters of legend.

Though just twenty-five, his fierce female had earned ohalla even before Torben had. Yet she was also as warm as a summer glow. He often caught her murmuring to her rounded belly with utter love.

Despite Arctos’s turmoil and the events at court, Torben found his lips curled just to picture her.

His cousin studied him. “You and Dagny are forged perfectly. Stop trying to hide how wondrous matehood is for you. I can handle it.”

“And what about matehood for you? You’ve craved it more than anyone I know. Now that you are wed, you’ll be expected to give up the search for your mate. Though it’s an Accession.” Could Arctos’s fated one still stumble into his life? Yes. But unlikely. Moving outside of one’s day-to-day sphere brought the best chances.

“An Accession may yet shift the stars.” Arctos’s voice dropped. “Once I show Emilia a bear’s life, her day walking will embolden her just enough to flee me. When she crosses the border into Craigdúr, those wolves will tear her apart. If not them, then the witches. So it’s only a matter of time, cousin, until I’m a widower.”

“And if she doesn’t run?”

Arctos’s lips drew back from his teeth. “Then she’ll be even more fun to break.”

“I see. So all is not gloom.” Torben had no concern for the princess who’d engineered this situation in the first place. But he blamed Yrsa most. “Why do you think our queen did this to you?” he asked.

For centuries, she’d ruled with wisdom and strength, but in the last few decades, her behavior had made little sense. Torben couldn’t shake the feeling that the future boded ill for Berserkers—and that she knew it. Still, he’d shared his suspicions with no one. Not even Arctos. Not even Dagny.

“Why does any monarch weaken a second-in-command?” Arctos said absently. “Perhaps I haven’t shown enough allegiance.”

“Nonsense, cousin.” Arctos had demonstrated utter loyalty to the queen. “She must fear how others look up to you.” Many Berserkers, tantalizingly close to ohalla themselves, whispered of a stalwart new rule under Shieldchief Arctos. “They support you for a reason.”

“Change the topic. We tread near sedition, and you know it.”

The cavern seemed to lean closer, listening.

Torben clenched his jaw, then said, “I’d hoped you would earn immortality tonight. It eats at me how close you are.”

“There was scant valor to harvest. Enfeebled leeches scurried at the sight of us, like creeping things beneath a lifted stone. Only a handful of guards had warrior spines, and Inkletter allowed me every kill.”

Arctos’s Berserkerage would have leveled the field between him and immortal vampires. “You could have hunted deeper. Yrsa was right: the barracks—”

“The princess was there for the taking, and I had orders.”

How had he kept himself from going Berserk and slaughtering them all? To linger so close to immortality…

Arctos stared into the fire. “I’m glad that you’ve earned ohalla at least. Our line will continue in more than one way.”

Torben was now immune to illness and would regenerate from every injury except a beheading. “Yes, but I earned it by chance!” he said, glancing around with caution.

Last year, he’d taken over a friend’s guard shift at the maze’s mouth on the very night a pack of wendigos had somehow reached Ravinelun’s outskirts. Most suspected the Valkyries had delivered them as a prank—or an ohalla blessing. After all, undead creatures didn’t simply escape from the Helter. A river of fire encircled that land.

Torben continued, “Yrsa could unleash warriors like you into the Helter or the Badlands, and ohalla would flow like mead. She’s protected us all our lives. Why forsake us now?”

“It’s not for the two of us to question our ruler. She must have a reason.”

The reason? As an immortal, her shieldchief would be nearly as powerful as she was.

Seeing Arctos would speak no more about the subject, Torben said, “Did you scent other Berserkers in the castle?” Rumors said vampires bred their kind as blood bags, yet Yrsa forbade an investigation.

“I couldn’t scent anything. Incense seared my nose until my senses reeled. But I will find out from my new captive.”

“Your wife. She’s a full member of the clan, remember?” Torben raked his fingers through his hair. “By Wóden, this can’t stand.”

“Now you want to revolt against our laws?” Arctos’s laugh was low and bitter. “The vampire outplayed us. It’s done.” He glanced toward the sleeping chamber again, the third time since they’d begun speaking.

Suspicion flared. Was Arctos secretly relieved to possess any spouse? Torben asked, “Is there nothing attractive about her?”

Arctos laughed low. “Are you jesting? Emilia Vlădescu is a parasite of such weakness, she defies belief. Do you remember my mother’s last words? Before she led vampires away from me, she told me she would live on if I did—if my line did. Do you think she meant through a vampire’s womb?” His grip tightened around the cup until it buckled in surrender. “And even if I wanted a spoiled princess like Emilia, she looks at me with horror. None I saw in the castle tonight bore scars. Not even the guards. Emilia fainted when she gazed upon mine.”

“So Yrsa paired a pampered royal with a scarred warrior in a match doomed on both sides.” Why? The queen could have chosen any number of charming Berserkers for the vampire. “Another slight to punish you for your popularity? Or is our ruler felling trees to prepare for a fire?”

In Arctos’s bedchamber, furs rustled once, a sleepy adjustment, then the room went quiet again.

“It matters naught,” Arctos said, straightening. “I’ve vengeance on my mind. When I get through with Emilia, she’ll wish she’d been sealed in that crypt—just to be safe from me.”


Chapter 11

Nadje

“So much gold for a servant girl.”

Nadje leapt up as the shadows in her room shifted.

Inkletter.

She’d expected his retribution sooner or later. Just not now, when her fingers had been delving into the treasure chest she kept beneath the floor.

She eliminated any threat to herself—and her gold—ruthlessly. She leapt for her sword, then vaulted forward with a high arc for his throat. But he half traced, becoming intangible. The blade whistled through him, embedding in the wall behind him.

“Bloodthirsty leech!” he said with surprise.

Lips drawn back from her fangs, she yanked her weapon free and swung again. Metal bit nothing but wall.

“Cease that.” His voice was silk and command, the same voice that once had ordered her not to orgasm. Despite Nadje’s fury, her body betrayed her, a violin craving the bow.

She would never get the drop on him; he was too old and too powerful, and his teleporting was an advantage few could defeat. Raising her chin, she dislodged her sword from the wall but kept it close.

“I’m not here to harm you, though you deserve nothing less.” He stepped into the lantern light of her tiny room, then stood like a glorious statue with those unblinking, dark-brown eyes.

He wore a white, sleeveless tunic that displayed muscled arms and a gold band above his bicep. That expensive-looking piece glinted. Habit took over, and her brain started an appraisal—

“We have much to discuss, little flame.”

Deciding that Inkletter was more of a lover than a fighter, she stowed the sword. “Nothing to talk about, incubus. So be off with you.” She returned to fasten the lock on her hiding place. She smoothed the tattered rug over the cubby and made a promise to create another hideaway the moment she got rid of this spy.

When she rose before him once more, adjusting her apron and dress, his gaze remained on her hiding place like a hawk finding a mouse. “Explain this treasure you possess, vampire,” Inkletter said in his formal way of speaking.

Footsteps sounded outside her room, a slow patrol cadence. The sentries were few, but they made regular rounds on this level, especially now. She lowered her voice to say, “Explain? What business is it of yours?”

“Your games have indelibly tarnished my lofty reputation. As you’ve ruined my career, I feel entitled to a portion.”

She would figure out how to gut him before she allowed him to take even a coin. She had no sympathy for him. None left at least. He’d been using her, and his indifference to her had sliced deeply. She’d been weak, nearly surrendering, even knowing he was a spy.

Her pleading with him in the throes? Had only been half faked.

She told him, “If one lowly vampire servant could ruin your reputation so easily, maybe it wasn’t so lofty to begin with.”

“You’re clever,” he said, sounding surprised and pleased.

You have no idea, incubus.

“Vastly more so than I thought. You must be educated.”

“School of experience,” she shot back. “Graduation every sunrise if I learned my lessons.” The foremost one: Live by my wits or die by the fang. “Unlike you.”

Her sources had reported that Inkletter was one of the oldest and most learned immortals alive and that he resided in the demonarchy of Grimrock with his own extensive library.

Princess Emilia, herself an amateur scholar, had despaired of their plan to trick such a male. Nadje had inwardly laughed and said, “I can handle him.” Arrogant males are the most easily fooled.

He said, “Then you must have had many opportunities for lessons in the Badlands, a land rife with peril.”

Over time, something about that place made immortals turn into the most monstrous versions of themselves. Vampires feeding on other vampires, shifters never resuming their humanoid forms…

After she’d clawed her way free of the Badlands—and the strigoi and giant crocodile shifters and godsdamned upright hyenas—she’d set her sights on this castle. One night with a connected nobleman had earned Nadje a coveted position here. Now that she’d finally gained a measure of security, she would do murder to protect it.

So why had she risked everything to help a princess?

As if he’d read her thoughts, Inkletter said, “And now more perils await you. The vampires will kill you if they discover your part in the abduction of a day-walking royal.”

“I can handle them.” The castle was on full alert, and earlier, a court inquisitor had interrogated Nadje. But he’d impatiently waved her away after her first blank-eyed hair twirl. He would never believe a female servant could be a coconspirator in the greatest crime this kingdom had ever sustained.

Though Nadje wished she could take credit for the plot, Emilia had orchestrated most of it. The princess hadn’t asked her to sleep with Inkletter—Emilia was too decent for that—but Nadje hadn’t minded dallying with the spy.

Not at first anyway.

“Prince Coștin alone will hunt her down,” Inkletter predicted. “Rumors say he believes she is his mate. Does the interest flow both ways?”

She snorted. “Not at all. Emilia despises him, considers his infatuation a sickness.” Even so, Coștin—so beautiful, fallen, and twisted—intrigued Nadje. She’d learned from a source that the prince had gotten high on intoxispells and bragged about having a devastating advantage over another kingdom in the Skein—leverage so secret that even King Neculain knew nothing of it.

If true, it would change the landscape even more than Emilia’s abduction. It would change business. Nadje took market conditions very seriously.

Inkletter said, “Historically, vampire royals haven’t shied from incest.”

“The other royal siblings don’t shy away from anything.” Sin and depravity marked each of their existences. Their personal servants returned to this ward with haunted eyes and bloody clothing, telling hair-raising tales. “But Emilia did.”

“She must have paid you a fortune to take such a risk. Is that how you came by this gold?”

Nadje shrugged. “She had nothing of much value.”

“Then why help a royal you barely know?”

“Because the princess hates the kingdom’s slavery and her family’s crimes.” Nadje’s own past—naive, young, begging for passage out of the Badlands—drove the rest. “Not to mention that the king’s decree is one every female should fear.” Nadje shivered, scarcely able to imagine such a scenario.

Inkletter inclined his head at her point. “So you’re not a revolutionary plotting to burn the kingdom one royal at a time?”

Not good for business. “Coin usually prevails with me.” Survival had a price, and she budgeted to afford it. Yet still she found herself asking, “Is Emilia safe among the Berserkers?” That had been Nadje’s fear: for the princess to leap out of the pan and into the fire. But Emilia had been willing to risk anything.

“Your friend is not in immediate danger.”

Nadje wouldn’t call them friends, per se. She didn’t want or need friends. They just got killed or turned out to be liabilities. More effort than she could bother with.

Inkletter said, “The queen wed her to a Berserker shieldchief, her second-in-command.”

Nadje’s inhale was sharp. “Already?”

“Yes. But he hates vampires. With significant reason.”

The room contracted. The idea of gentle Emilia in a warrior’s bed—scorned, trapped—stoked a burn in her chest. “Will he hurt her?”

“He’s a decent male, but I honestly don’t know.”

She forced herself to file away this worry and concentrate on her own. “Are you going to tell the guards about my involvement?”

He crossed his arms, exuding all the entitlement of an untouchable male. “Not once you cut me in.”

She laughed at him. She’d hoarded this gold all her life, and one day—or night—it might be her salvation.

Undeterred, he said, “Since I can no longer spy, I must embark on a new career. You shall be my first blackmail mark.”

“Get fucked, incubus.”

He cocked his bald head. “You act as if I don’t hold all the cards.”

“You act as if we’re playing cards.”

The corners of his lips twitched, his grin giving a hint of his even white teeth and his demon fangs. “When did you figure out I was a spy?”

She let him change the subject, even though it prolonged his visit—his last visit. “I knew from the start. Whenever someone lies to me, the little hairs on my nape stand up. It’s as apparent to me as if I’d scented fresh blood. Besides, no male is as perfect as you, unless it’s an act.” She sounded jaded for her age of a century or so, but she had seen it all. “After that, I asked around—you’re not the only one with sources—and learned all about you. Your library in Grimrock. Your sources. Your studies.”

His posture shifted. “So everything was fake?”

“No. Unlike you, I came when you were balls deep.” And he truly hadn’t. “So hats off to you for your control.” That control had haunted her. How had she nearly lost it with a male who viewed her as a mere mark? She was the con—not the conned. “At least you got a meal out of it.”

“I am an incubus. I do feed from a partner’s pleasure during intercourse.”

So how many meals had he harvested since she’d last seen him? Had other females sustained him, their cries in his ear? “Do you never come when working?”

“Incubi are demons. Demon males can’t spill seed with any but a mate.”

“But you can orgasm though.”

He shrugged and that gold band glinted again. “I prefer not to.”

“Ah. Fucking someone for pleasure while fucking them over is a bridge too far?”

“Something like that.” Could this spy possess a tinge of morality?

Beyond the door, footsteps sounded, boots returning. A pause right outside. A faint jingle of keys.

Nadje froze.

Another beat. The sentries shifted. Listening?

Footsteps again, receding. Nadje relaxed a fraction, not relief, just borrowed time. She hissed to Inkletter, “You have to go.”

He crossed to her bed and reclined with his arms behind his head, brazen, as if this ward belonged to him. “Not without my cut or an explanation for that gold. I don’t like unsolved mysteries.” He plumped her threadbare pillow. “Otherwise I shall get very comfortable.”

He looked deliciously demonic in her bed. Her mind turned to the passion they’d shared there. And on the floor. And against the wall.

Well, passion on her side; he’d been unaffected except for a brief time when she’d been sobbing with the need for release. In that moment, he’d seemed about to lose himself as well.

She’d repeatedly imagined him succumbing to his lust. His hips jerking as he came, his claws digging into her flesh, his pointed demon tongue twining against hers as he groaned…

Gods, that thought got her going. She’d masturbated so much in the last couple of days her fingers were sore.

She gazed up warily, commanding herself not to replay her fantasy. He’d be able to scent her arousal! She needed to put him off the scent, literally. And she needed him gone before the guards returned. “If you’re so keen on coin, incubus, I could help you make more. Instead of blackmail, consider smuggling. You wanted to know about my chest. That’s how I’ve earned it.”

Figuring he’d turn her down, she’d led with this offer. Yet having uttered the words, she warmed to the idea. His ability to trace would be invaluable. And it would help her control him better. Right now, this loose end could get her executed. “I have a job, but I need someone who can teleport.”

“You can’t at all?” When she shook her head, he said, “Back in Gaia, vampires often spontaneously developed that talent when they needed it most.”

“Not here then,” Nadje murmured noncommittally. Countless dicey situations should have triggered her ability.

She stifled a shiver, recalling the morning the strigoi had taken out an entire encampment of her fellow vampires. The sun had risen in the desert, but the strigoi’s fur and raised wings had protected them as they’d slashed at the tent shading eight-year-old Nadje and her mother.

Mamă became my shade. Her last embrace turned to ash.

Nadje could still taste it.

“To where do you smuggle?” Inkletter asked, drawing her from memory.

Inner shake. “All over the Skein.” Sensing his genuine interest, she decided to divulge more. “I move everything from witch sigils to fey poisons.”

He frowned. “Witches trade? Their coven disdains selling magic. They conjure their own gold now and loathe their Gaian commerce past.”

Inkletter would know all about the history. But Nadje knew about the present. “Yours truly cultivated a nice relationship with rogue witches. With my connections and your tracing, we could clean up.”

Would partnering with a cold and calculating male like this be a risk? Absolutely. Yet the seed, now planted, grew.

“Why hasn’t anyone else established these trade routes?”

“Demon gangs have, but we could undercut them. Plus, they get sloppy and tend not to return from various jobs.” Her old gang had. She’d watched them vanish into the Helter and never return.

On the sentries’ next round, Inkletter said in a low tone, “Why would you stay here after your coup? You have enough gold to leave and enjoy many years of comfort.”

“I could potentially live forever, and I plan to. I need hundreds of those chests, and the nobles here are some of my best customers.” They purchased intoxispells and glamours and luxuries like the blood of rare cryptid beasts.

“You’re taking a lot of risk.”

If the royal family found out she’d helped Emilia, they wouldn’t kill Nadje, not for a long time. Since full immortals could regenerate without the mercy of death, she might be tormented for centuries.

Devising tortures for regenerating bodies was a passion for some in the Skein. Still, she said, “I’m accustomed to risk and can tolerate it. Can you?”

“I can if the rewards are commensurate. What job do you need my help with?”

A precarious one. He would either die—problem solved—or survive and prove himself a worthy partner. Without a teleporter, she’d given up hope of completing it herself. Inkletter offered a chance, but not a great one. Giving him one-in-ten odds of making it back from this fiery area in the Skein, she smiled at him, flashing her sharp fangs, and teed up his scenario.


Chapter 12

Inkletter

“This task didn’t require two of us,” Nadje muttered with irritation as she and Ink approached the Firis River, also known as the River of Hell. Even from a distance, its molten current cast a dull crimson light across the night and radiated a sultry heat. Voice sharp, she added, “I expected you to go alone, to demonstrate what you’re capable of.”

Ink adjusted the staff slung across his back. A stone bowl hung from one end by a short length of chain—the peculiar tool she’d given him with little explanation. “This task might be deadly,” he said. At best, it was baffling. At worst, it hid a lethal trap. “I will demonstrate for you what I’m capable of. Up close.”

The vampire glared.

“What exactly did you think would happen to me after I set off to do your bidding?”

She waved a careless hand. “Any time you inch near the Helter, things get strange.” Tonight she’d traded her slippers and dress for worn trousers and sturdy boots. Sensible. If one expected to run. She’d also belted her sword at her side. “That’s why the pay is so high.”

Only the desperate or the damned came this close to the Helter, and they tended to strike first and ask questions later. Any encounter could be one’s last.

“Logically,” he said, “you should want to get rid of me. I alone know your secrets. So if you want me to return you to your room as easily as I just took you from it, you’ll ensure I survive the night.”

“Your teleportation is valuable to me,” she said simply.

He nodded without warmth. “A successful outcome suits you. An unsuccessful one suits you. Or at least it did before I forced you to come along.”

The faint flush rising in her cheeks told him all he needed to know.

She was hiding something. Again. And this mission—on paper so simple—reeked of complications. So he had traced her with him. If I go down, so shall you, little flame.

He hoped she wasn’t spinning a second web around him. In truth, his accounts were less robust than he remembered. Rare books weren’t a hobby of the unemployed, so Nadje’s promised payment glimmered like salvation.

Plus, he still wanted to solve the mystery of why he’d reacted so strongly to the plump blood drinker. “Now that we’re here, you can divulge who the buyer is.”

She raised her chin. “He’s a moneyed warlock. I’ll explain more once we’re at the meeting place.”

“And where might that be?”

“I’ll reveal that once we have our prize in hand. Patience, incubus. I need to protect myself.”

“From me?”

“You could trace me across the river and abandon me in the Helter, surrounded by monsters. Then take the meeting yourself.”

“Didn’t you survive the Badlands?” he asked. “Can the Helter be much worse?”

Her gaze went distant, her mind clearly turned to memories. “Maybe not. The strigoi of the Badlands attack regular vampires with a particular viciousness, like a resentment. Or appetite.” A shadow crossed her face. “I’d prefer the Helter’s beasts. Their motives seem purer.”

Ink inclined his head. Everyone had their specific fears, the limits of what they could tolerate. I have my own. He frowned down at the vampire as she sauntered beside him.

“And you?” she asked after a moment, gazing up at Ink from under her thick auburn lashes. “Always lived in Grimrock?”

“Yes.” He pictured the jagged peaks, endless quarries, and remarkable temples of his home territory. “Most incubi, stone, and rage demons make their home there.” The remaining demon breeds roiled in neighboring Rhun.

“You can only trace to places you’ve already been,” she said thoughtfully. “So when were you in this area before?”

He’d teleported them far enough away so that they didn’t land in lava should the river have shifted course over the ages. “My sire brought me,” Ink said. “As a lesson.”

That memory still tasted of smoke and fear, yet he wished he could go back to that time. His father would be dead less than a year later.

After demons had carved out a rich region from the All-Battle, they’d continued fighting for centuries in the old Ruin and Stone Wars. Father had fallen in a blood-soaked field between two emerging demon territories.

“As a lesson?” Nadje said.

“That this is where immortals come to die—or to do cowardly murder.”

“I’ve heard the tales. They say the river’s haunted by all who perished here.”

He nodded. “Any immortal who’s lost a mate can find deathly solace in those depths.” But then, more than one gullible immortal had been shoved in as they’d gazed into its flames. “Did you consider pushing me in?” he asked.

“And lose my ride home?”

“Vampires can’t lie, so they often answer questions with questions.” Now that she seemed so apparent to him, he wondered how she’d managed to dupe him in bed.

She only smirked, scanning the gloom with one hand on her sword hilt. She readied for threats but also likely for prey. Nadje was a predator; she couldn’t turn off her drives, no more than he could turn off his appreciation for certain females. A buxom beauty’s pleasure was his favorite meal.

Yet he hadn’t fed since her, too confused by their bed play. Over these days away, he’d begun to find the memory of being with her less distasteful and more…tasty.

Nadje’s mouthwatering profile caught his attention when she twisted her long hair into a knot. She swiped her perspiring nape, large breasts rising in her dampened shirt. Her stiffened nipples pressed against the fabric, and he couldn’t stop recalling how sweet and salty those tips had been.

Broiling hot, sweaty redhead. At the thought of such a meal, his demon tongue darted in his mouth. He would lick the dampness from every inch of her, all around those pendulous breasts down to her sodden copper curls.

His cock surged in his pants, and his stomach growled. Unbidden words left his lips: “Why did you cry when we had intercourse?” He had to know! Her tears had stripped something raw inside him, left him unarmored.

“When you used me, you mean? Because pleasure had turned to pain. As you intended. I imagine most females would do anything for relief, telling you whatever you wanted to know.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “But you didn’t.”

“And you didn’t like that at all, did you?” she replied, her tone cool and calm. But her pulse beat at her throat.

He remembered that pulse against his tongue.

She caught his gaze focused on her neck. “Look, if we’re going to be partners, we stay professional. Better for business that way. Plus, I don’t want to get any closer to three times with you. Thrice in one’s arms, forever enslaved,” she said, repeating the lore. “I’ve seen the mindless sex slaves you incubi make. I don’t even like you, and I still crave you—after just one time.”

Same. Unfortunately. “I’ve never made a thrall, and I’ve no interest in trapping you thus.”

“What if I hadn’t told you things that night? Would you have risked a second time?”

“I would have brought you bliss,” he said, “without penetration.”

“Oh, nice. Good to know you had a plan, pleasure reaper.”

Heat breathed from the river, thickening the tension between them. The air grew searing, gusts flinging cinders that clung to their skin, drawn as if to blood.

They reached the banks, close enough to feel their eyelashes crisping. The crimson surface churned like a living wound.

“We’re meant to extract lava from this?” Ink said hoarsely.

“Yes. The staff and bowl are heatproof, even against this temperature.”

“Why couldn’t our patron collect it himself?”

“He rarely leaves his lair and can’t open portals far from it. And hired teleporters”—she cast Ink a sidelong glance—“aren’t known for reliability. Outsourcing the risk made sense.”

Ink rubbed his stinging eyes and stared at the lava, the age-old river seething with power. Should we tap it? “We stand at the precipice.” In more ways than one. He was reminded of the mortal tales of Icarus flying too close to the sun. Just because one can do a thing doesn’t mean one should. “Taking lava from this river feels wrong.”

Nadje hesitated, her expression half defiant, half afraid. “It does. But I’ll do it anyway.”

With or without you. The unsaid words hung in the air.

He studied her visage in the fiery light—hair glinting ruby, cheeks flushed, jaw set. “Whatever you ran from, it’s still chasing you.” A kernel of protectiveness grew.

Shrug. “Coin equals survival.”

His own share of tonight’s take would fund his next rare acquisition—the history of a Valkyrie oracle who’d predicted an entire other world of immortals living in peace with humans in Gaia as if the Exile had never happened. She’d spoken of it just before lightning had struck her down. The tome cost a fortune. What secrets would it hold about Gaia, the Skein, and immortals in other worlds?

Temptation prodded him. He unslung the staff and lowered the bowl toward the burning current. “In this wind, whatever I secure will crust over fast. Does he need it still liquid?”

“He didn’t specify,” she said. “Only that I meet him at midnight on one of these three nights, or the offer dies.”

Ink hesitated. The heat felt sentient, clawing up his arms. “Someday we might look back and wonder what we were thinking at this moment.”

“That’s the thing about the future,” she said. “It won’t exist unless you claw your way to it. I’ll sleep better tonight, dreaming about the plentiful gold I earned.”

He exhaled in resignation. “That we earned.” Carefully, he dipped the bowl. The surface hissed, then filled with molten fire. He met Nadje’s gaze as he lifted their prize.

They were still staring at each other when he realized something that gave him chills in this heat. Reflected in the vampire’s eyes was the full red of the lava, cooling not one degree.

It continued to spiral in the bowl, turning on itself, circling in perfect rhythm.

As if it lived.


Chapter 13

Inkletter

“And now, another lamentable landmark,” Ink said as he released Nadje.

At her direction, he had traced her to the demon crossroads between Grimrock and Rhun, a place that leeched cold straight into his bones, even with a bowl of lava hissing beside him.

His own sire had died here, during the ancient wars that had left the land steeped in blood.

Now, millennia later, the crossroads served as a place of punishment and as a meeting area where demonic deals stole souls and extinguished hope.

How many who’d met here wished they hadn’t? The old wisdom seemed to whisper from the stony ground: Make no bargains with demons.

He scowled down at the vampire. “Why would your client specify this place?”

“I don’t know. Some do.”

Ink took in the scene: weather-gnawed gravestones on one side of the road; on the other, a hanging tree that refused to die. From a thick limb dangled a ravaged rage demon, neck cinched with a bermetal chain. His wrists were bound behind him, his face a ruin. Crows hopped and tore at it, taking turns.

When a gust scattered them, a sound escaped the demon’s mangled mouth, something like a moan dragged over broken glass.

Nadje didn’t move to help him. Neither did Ink. The demonarchies reserved this punishment for those who’d committed heinous crimes.

Still, best to eliminate a demonic threat completely instead of torture. Another old wisdom: Enrage not a demon for their vengeance is immortal.

Nadje tilted her head, attention shifting to the far side of the trunk. Ink followed her look.

Another immortal hung there, a woman in mesh. A sorceress. Her body fared as poorly as the demon’s, her organs consumed one peck at a time. In addition to the chain around her neck and the one binding her hands behind her back, she wore a sign that read:

THE SKEIN PUNISHES SORCERI WHO MADDEN KINGS. FEAST, MURDER, FEAST.

A murder of crows did feast. A dim, rounding light appeared where the sorceress’s heart should have been—regeneration and magic still struggling to save her—but her body was too weakened, her sorcery as bound as her wrists.

Who had she trespassed against, the king of Rhun or of Grimrock? Ink had heard no reports of such a crime. “Nothing good comes from this place.”

“Maybe.” Nadje’s gaze darted to the female and back, and Ink spied sympathy.

“Tempted to help?” he asked.

“The sorceress,” she admitted. “But—made beds. And I have no idea what her powers might be. Besides, I’ve spent all my altruism.”

“At risk to yourself.” Ink lowered his voice. “What makes you think you haven’t already been tied to a certain crime?”

“Because I’d currently be in a situation like the one that sorceress is in.”

“They might yet discover your involvement.”

“I’ll dig up more on them before they ever sniff me out,” she said, then clearly wished she hadn’t.

“What does that mean? You’re not spying on them?”

“It’s nothing. Forget about it.”

“You’d tell your partner,” he pressed.

Him, a partner? He’d never sought the sustained company of others. Even when he’d bedded females for food, he might as well have been alone.

A loner alone is never lonely, he’d told himself for eons. While most incubi yearned for a mate, Ink suspected his fated one had already lived and died—never found by him in all his millennia. Quiet contemplation and study had become everything to him.

“First job’s not complete, is it?” Nadje pointed out. “The buyer said midnight. Which is right now.”

“How did he find you anyway?”

She shrugged. “Word of mouth.”

“You’d think he’d be worried that the lava would cool.”

Her gaze flicked away. “You’d think.”

So the buyer knew the liquid would still be churning. The thought sat ill.

Silence stretched, broken only by the soft rip of beaks working. A crow dove deeper into the sorceress’s mouth, going for her throat. Perhaps their feeding could separate her head from her neck and free her.

Even more tension crept into Ink’s shoulders. “I don’t have all night.” But he actually did.

“Look, this job is important. I need this win and payout. But the warlock offered more than gold: a lead to a sorceress who can answer any question. Imagine what kings would pay for that.”

“Which kings?”

“The Lykae’s,” she said. “Thane has stopped drinking and taking lovers. My source says no one has called a physic.”

A source in the wolves’ stronghold? Ink had given up trying to breach that pack ages ago. “You think King Thane has found his mate?”

She tilted her head, and her knotted hair came loose in a cascade of curls. “It’s the season. So why wouldn’t he be with her? Seems like he might pay a fortune to pose a question to the queen of them. I can’t get an audience with a Lykae, but you can. And you can dangle this tasty treat to a motivated wolf.”

“Could I?” Ink said, skeptical and intrigued at the same time.

“Yes. But first we need to execute this deal.”

“Is that all life is to you? Complete one job just to chase the next—on and on, forevermore? Perhaps no amount of gold will ever be enough for you. You might die with a treasure in hand.”

She shot him a look, as if he’d just missed an obvious lesson even a child could follow. He’d never had that look turned on him before. “Some of us don’t have the luxury of thinking like that. Gold is survival—”

The air blurred. A male materialized out of a cloud of noxious smoke: black hood, corpse-pale skin, eyes rimmed red. His gaze cut from the fire bowl to Nadje, then to Ink. “Who’s he?”

“My…associate,” she said.

Ink met the stranger’s stare. “And you are?”

“Baelor the Unraveler.”

Ink had heard the name. Archwarlock. Malevolent. “Why do you want this lava, Baelor?”

Nadje stiffened at the question; the warlock’s eyes narrowed.

“He’s new,” Baelor said to her.

“I am,” Ink replied. “I’m also curious.”

“Then you won’t last long as a hired concierge.” Baelor laced the word with contempt. “You’re paid to turn off your memory. And your questions.”

The warlock’s barb couldn’t penetrate Ink’s own arrogance. “Then perhaps you want a different concierge.” He adjusted the staff over his shoulder.

Nadje’s smile was tight, practical. “He’ll hire the competition. Our competition, Inkletter.”

Baelor stilled. “Inkletter?” Something like interest sparked. “The studious incubus. Whisperer at kings’ ears. Reduced to fetching.” He clicked his tongue. “How embarrassing.”

Ink ignored him, telling Nadje, “You know this feels wrong.”

“Know nothing of the sort.” She turned to Baelor. “Do you have the gold?”

“Of course.” A chest thumped into being at his feet. He lifted his hand and smoke swirled thicker. “I have bound your teleportation, incubus, so you have two choices. Leave with your gold or remain here without it. The lava goes with me.”

Ink attempted to half trace, felt an invisible snare. Frustration tensed his muscles. This warlock had just placed himself in Ink’s sights.

Nadje quickly said, “The name of the sorceress. Where do we find her?”

With another look at Ink, Baelor answered her. “Pemphre, the Queen of Questions. Highest peak in the Helter.”

The Helter? Even Nadje blanched.

“Whoever you sell this information to must tell her I sent them. That is our covenant once you take your pay. She demands lone supplicants and an offering of the oldest gold coin one can find.”

“Fine,” Nadje said, dragging the chest out of the fumes. Over her shoulder to Ink: “You heard him.”

Ink considered fighting free with the bowl. But the calculation ended with too many ways to fail and not enough to win. Especially since his fighting style utilized tracing. When more magic began to swirl, Ink unstrapped the staff and passed the sloshing vessel to Baelor.

Hellfire glowed in the warlock’s eyes as he peered into the bowl. “Our business is concluded.” He lifted his chin toward Ink. “Formerly great Inkletter, I’ll see you soon.” He opened his portal, stepped through. The smoke imploded as if a black hole had sucked every trace of it, and he was gone.

Ink felt the binding on his teleportation snap loose. He exhaled a breath. “Are you ready to be done with this place?”

“Yes,” Nadje said, but her gaze had returned to the hanging sorceress. Sword already in hand, she marched to the tree.

Ink watched, bemused, as she hacked at the tree limb. Once, twice, thrice. The crows scattered, at least from this victim. They alighted on the rage demon, who roused even more.

“Why help her? I thought you’d exhausted your altruism.”

“Because I”—hack—“feel like it.” Hack.

“You’re frustrated,” Ink intoned. “Because you know what we did was wrong.”

“I’m not frustrated!” she snapped and hit harder. “I like my job. Even when it’s wrong, it’s mine!” Hack!

The limb gave; the sorceress dropped onto her face, a limp sack of ruined flesh.

“In for a penny…” Nadje muttered and swung again, grimly severing the sorceress’s hands with her dulled blade. She stripped the bermetal chain free and tucked the bleeding stumps beneath the female’s torso, out of beak reach.

Those hands would regenerate and now the sorceress had no restraints to bind her magic. For better or worse, Nadje had given the female a chance to become empowered once more.

In theory.

Ink said, “The crows may outpace her healing.”

Pressing her lips together, Nadje eyed the growing black tide on the next branch.

Ink glanced up at the demon. He thrashed, jerking and straining. Whether to drive the birds away or reach the fallen sorceress, Ink couldn’t tell. Either way, the crossroads felt more…aware.

“If you’re committed to your rescued criminal,” Ink said dryly, “I could trace her to your lodgings.”

Reality flashed across Nadje’s face, reminding Ink that she was still a very young immortal. “The sorceress could be as evil as Prince Coștin. I’ll keep my distance.”

Ink noted Nadje’s improvised mercy—its rashness, its risks—his mind already calculating consequences far down the line.

He didn’t act on impulse. He avoided the unpredictable.

Yet when Nadje hefted the gold and said, “Let’s leave, partner,” the word landed like a spark in his chest, and that earlier kernel of protectiveness flared.

He crossed to her with his shoulders squared. “Very well, little flame.” He traced them away, the crossroads dimming behind them.

And though he would never admit it, the echo of that single word—partner—followed him all the way home.


Chapter 14

Lia

Where am I?

Lia blinked awake, finding herself atop a rough-hewn bed with a fur cover. A fire burned nearby in a hearth. Tendrils of its warmth and shadow danced across a cavern chamber.

As she sat up slowly, memories uncoiled.

The Berserker court. Queen Yrsa’s decree. Arctos’s face. Darkness.

A leather flap scraped aside, and the shieldchief entered, taking up too much space.

Her pulse scrambled as her gaze jumped from his broad shoulders and towering frame to his scar-mapped face. One eye was missing; the other was a cold, glacier blue. The scars told of a mauling by some kind of beast.

In a way, he was a beast. Despite the tailored tunic and breeches and his thick blond hair tied back in a queue, he looked every bit as fearsome.

Arctos. Her…husband.

Lia rose with difficulty, muscles sore from her earlier tension. Shivering, she eased closer to the fire and farther from her captor.

Her gaze tracked back to the leather flap, the angle of the hearth, the shadowed corners. Not comfort—inventory. This cave had the bed, some benches, and a closet carved near the hearth. Nothing soft, nothing unnecessary. Much like the court.

She still shuddered from what she’d seen in that black cave. In the smoke of braziers, she’d spied rows of hulking warriors lining the hall, many bare-chested despite the chill. Rage had shimmered beneath their skin like heat distortion—Berserkerage simmering just below the threshold of a shift…

By way of greeting, Arctos said, “I thought a day walker like you would wake at sunrise.” His voice was raspy, a mix of gravel and ice.

“I’m nocturnal,” she managed.

“Not anymore.” He spoke the words as if pronouncing a new law.

“Where am I?”

“Your new home.” His contempt for her crawled through the space like a draft.

“We are…wed?” At his slight nod, she said, “Why would Queen Yrsa decree that? You clearly resent this marriage.” Lia had always known her wedding night would be uncomfortable. She’d underestimated how literal that would be.

“I resent it because I wanted a Berserker wife—a warrior female to earn ohalla alongside me—not this.” The last word was a lip curl as he gestured to her. “But outside a fated connection, Yrsa chooses our spouses. Her rule is absolute, her word law.”

Yet Lia sensed more between those two than a simple ruler and subject relationship.

“We’ve heard your kingdom breeds Berserker slaves.” Tension emanated from him. “Is that true?”

She felt the room tilt. The rumor had followed her into this territory, as she’d hoped. But now, she feared he might snap if she confirmed the truth. He seemed to long to kill her. “My f-father does that,” she said, the confession trembling out. “He—yes.”

Arctos’s jaw worked. “How many?”

“A hundred. Maybe more.”

“Why do they not rise?” He sounded incredulous. “They might be mortal, but they possess Berserkerage.”

“They’re…drugged.” She hadn’t thought Arctos could despise her more. The look on his face said he’d reached a new level. “If I’d had any power whatsoever, I would have freed them!” At his expression of disbelief, she said, “Vampires can’t lie. We feel the rána, a burn in our throat, if we try.”

“Maybe you have no ill effects from lying. You can day walk. Other abilities might be less apparent.”

She couldn’t fault his logic. “You’re right. You have no reason to trust me.”

He seemed surprised by her concession, then irritated. “You could have chosen any faction. You chose Berserkers.”

She’d blown dust from book after book, learning everything those brittle pages could teach her about the various immortal lands. “I studied the lore around the Channeler Stone. I felt it would protect me.”

“How much Old Norse did you learn?”

“I memorized exactly what to say.” She hedged truth with the smallest truth. No one needed to know how deeply she’d read.

“If you learned about our kind, then you know that each Berserker must carry their own weight. What did you plan to do? Princess yourself for meals?”

“I hear it’s a dying art?” she said, surprising herself, but his scowl just deepened. “I could cook. Or clean.”

“Have you ever done either?”

“Well, no.” She rubbed one bare foot over the other. Dried blood and cuts still marred the soles. “But I’m a fast learner!” Confidence, she’d learned, was easiest when no one tested it.

He rolled his eye. “For now, you’ll have others tend to you. Your duty will be to learn the ways of a warrior, training relentlessly.”

Lia could read her future as well as a soothsayer. This man was going to make her life unbearable.

He stepped closer and looked her over like a general assessing a recruit—gaze tracing her wrists, the thinness of her arms, the way her nightgown hung slack.

This appraisal was shockingly bold, as if he owned her. Could he see the outline of her breasts and hips in front of the hearth? Words rushed from her lips: “Do you expect to…b-bed me?” She trembled at the thought.

Instead of the lust Coștin would have shown her, this man looked even more repelled. “My staff wouldn’t rise for one so feeble as you.”

She winced and muttered, “You’re not exactly what I’d pictured for myself either.” Her gaze slid to his face as she said the words, but his scars weren’t his most off-putting feature.

No, his hatred and intense physicality made chills race over her skin. When she shuddered, his blond brows drew together. It’s not your scars. It’s everything!

Her reaction seemed to enrage him. Between gritted teeth, he said, “My mate might still be out there. But I’m stuck here with you, a helpless parasite. If I somehow find my true female, she will annihilate my ‘wife,’” he said, sneering the word. “If you’re even alive that long. Training accidents occur with those who aren’t fully immortal. Helps weed out the weak.”

She might not have inherited many traits from her parents, but she possessed pride. If Arctos tested her, she would show him. She would excel and show them all! And as she did, she could also be analyzing alternatives for her future. I’ll map exits from this realm. I’ll learn the rhythm. I’ll find books about this place. “I appreciate the warning. But I will be careful, work hard, and rely on your martial wisdom. Knowledge is power.”

“Strength is power.” His jawline hardened. “I’m heading out. You’ll find clothes in the wardrobe and food in the dining area. Dress. Eat. Meet me out front.”

When he left her, she hastened to the wardrobe, finding practical clothing. Fitted trousers, plain tunics, leather boots. Hadn’t she noticed females in court dressed as utilitarian as the men? As she pulled on clothes, she felt herself stepping into a harsher world.

Passing an armory, she let her fingers drift along the blades and nicked herself on an edge. An omen, perhaps—proof that the hazy, nebulous world of Crypt Castle had given way to something honed and unforgiving.

She stopped at a study with a desk but no books. Her dream husband would have collected words; her real husband collected weapons.

In the dining area, a platter sat heavy upon the wooden table. She raised her brows at the rashers of sausage and bacon and piled her plate high. The first bite was bland—no spices, no sauces—just fuel for a no-nonsense people. Apparently even the salt here feared excess.

Still, having realized how hideous the Berserkers found her—feeble, weak, and frail—she forced herself to take several bites. Not knowing where to take her plate, she left it on the table, then headed toward a sunlit exit.

She stepped into the bright rays, inhaling the crisp air and taking in the fluffy snow on the ground. She’d only seen illustrations of it before.

Despite the turmoil of her arrival, this new land stirred her excitement. Plumes of smoke funneled up past a rise, sheared by wind before they could mar the perfect blue of the sky. The Berserker forges, she guessed. A faint clang carried on the breeze—hammer striking anvil—steady as a heartbeat. A snow-covered peak dominated the distance. She’d bet she could see her first horizon from there!

Across the ravine, a cliff face bristled with caverns; children ran along narrow ledges like the mountain goats she’d read about. She figured Arctos’s cave must be preferred for its privacy. Nothing but the best for a shieldchief.

He awaited her, sword at his hip. He appraised her in silence, then spoke with the casual cruelty of a teacher issuing a harsh exam: “Then let’s begin.” He handed her a heavy sword—real metal, not court display—and pointed up the slope. “Run to the summit of Ravinelun Peak, keeping your weapon above your head the entire way.”

The task hung between them, confusing in its simplicity. “That’s it? I’m an immortal with the strength of one. I could hold a sword above my head for days.” Some dark impulse made her add, “In fact, apparently I’m the only immortal between the two of us.”

“Like me, you can’t regenerate yet, which you should remember today.” Resting a hand on his sword, he said, “Do you think yourself stronger and faster than me?”

She gave a wary nod. “You’re nearly as weak as a mortal until you hit a Berserkerage, which takes precious seconds. I could fell you before then.” Plus a Berserkerage only lasted so long, and exhaustion followed.

“You’re not the only one with a unique talent. I can hit mine instantaneously. So I urge you to strike me. If you put up a courageous enough fight before I collect your head, then I will be the only immortal between us.”

She swallowed thickly, wondering why she’d provoked him. “Um, I’ll pass.”

“Then why aren’t you running? Let’s see how much your knowledge is power helps you today.”

Proving herself to him might equal preserving her life. Nadje had once told her that survival was everything.

I think I finally believe her.

“Why—aren’t—you—running?” he snapped.

She set the sword above her head and ran. Each step up the mountain was a promise and a prayer: to survive, to learn, and to safeguard whatever life the bear queen had thrust upon her.


Chapter 15

Arctos

The vampire vomited three times before midday.

“Hopeless,” Arctos declared on her next retch. “You’re even worse than I imagined.” She belonged to the predator class of immortals—strong enough to lift a horse—but she had no endurance. After her first few times running up and down the mountain trail, she’d begun stumbling, gasping at the thin air.

Earlier, when she’d boldly stepped out into the sun—the sun!—her new clothes and her clear eyes had almost made him think of her as a small, fragile Berserker. Which infuriated him.

She was a drawn bow with an arrow pointed at the clan. From what he understood about vampires, they could no more control their fangache than a young Berserker could control their first rage.

Once her bloodlust hit, she would be a danger to everyone here.

He’d taken out his added edge on her. Run after run, he’d sent her to the peak and back, barking the same command whenever she slowed: “Why aren’t you running?”

Now, sweat matted her hair to her face, strands glued to the vomit streaking her cheek. Her earlier humiliation had faded as she’d grown too dazed for shame.

“Are you about to lose even more precious food on the trail?” he asked coldly.

Food was no small thing. Game grew scarcer each season, and every hunting trip meant venturing farther beyond the protection of the ravines.

The day of his family’s murder, he and his older brother and parents had embarked on one to stock up for the winter.

He recalled his father proudly saying to his mother, “As fast as these boys are growing, we need to fuel them with extra game.”

Instead, my family was the hunted.

The thought sparked his Berserkerage, heat crawling under his skin. He tamped it down with effort. Otherwise he might execute this vampire then and there.

Emilia swiped her trembling bottom lip with a shaky hand.

“For Wóden’s sake, are you going to cry?” he snapped. “Of course you are. Weak!”

Between faltering breaths, she gasped, “No…crying.” Yet a blood tear tracked down her cheek, gleaming pink in the light.

He’d seen those same tears leak from the severed heads of vampires he’d killed; the memory sharpened his disgust. “Is the sun affecting you, or just a lifetime of idleness?”

“Don’t know…never been in the light this long…think it’s just the…climb.” The rocky trail required technical skill she didn’t possess, and the sun glared down on the snow-dusted stones, which hindered even an immortal’s vision.

“Beg for mercy,” he said. “I might grant it on your first day.”

Her chin rose a fraction. “N-next?”

It took him a second to answer. Grit? From her? “You’ll build your pathetic upper body strength.” He pointed to a dead alder nearby and said, “Cut it down with your sword.”

Her unfocused amber gaze followed his hand. “Yes. Very good.” She didn’t move. “Here I go,” she murmured, as though her mind believed she’d already started.

At last she staggered over, dragging the tip of the blade through the snow like a broken limb. She gritted her teeth, raised the weapon, and swung. The vibration rattled her until he could all but hear her fangs clattering. She’d likely never even brushed her own hair, much less felled a tree. She swung again, again, making laughable progress.

Probably because that sword was a single edge, and she kept striking with the spine.

I could correct her.

And miss this?

Blisters burst on her palms; red spread across the hilt. Yet she kept going until her knees hit the snow.

And still she swung.

He had a brief thought of the maiden mother of the first Valkyrie, the one who’d fallen to her knees but kept fighting against all odds until Wóden and Freya had rescued her.

His face flushed. Comparing this pitiful creature to a female sacred to all Berserkers?

Swinging…swinging…swinging…

A few ravines over, the forge smiths clanged their anvils in an alternating beat to Emilia’s efforts.

For fuck’s sake, vampire, figure out that sword.

Damn it. Training accidents did happen, especially with an exhausted novice. He told himself he didn’t care. He wanted her gone. Dead, even.

But curiosity coiled tighter than hate. All morning, her weakness had been on display, yet so had her resolve, both evenly matched.

Did other vampires possess her determination? Shouldn’t he learn as much as possible about her kind before she tumbled off a cliff or stabbed herself?

At last he growled, “Stop.”

She drooped forward to rest her head against the trunk. “Just need…little break.”

“Go inside. Wash. Then meet me in the dining area for the midday meal.”

A thin sound answered him. Half breath, half sob. Just when he thought she’d passed out, she nodded and made a fumbling attempt to rise.

On her second try, he bit out a curse and strode over, hauling her upright by her arm.

“Thanks,” she whispered, still clutching the sword.

“Give it over.” He pried her bloody fingers loose, and she limped inside.

Across the ravine, he noticed others watching. Children played “vampire,” chasing one another, pretending to bite and drink. Their innocent laughter stabbed at him—because biting and drinking were what vampires did.

Arctos had already sent a report to Yrsa about the enslaved Berserkers in Crypt Castle. He’d expected outrage and alacrity.

No response.

Torben wasn’t the only one who sensed something amiss with their ruler. Yet whenever Arctos doubted her, he recalled how the famous warrior queen had shared weekly meals with him and Torben. She’d regaled them with tales of Berserkers who’d earned ohalla, whetting their appetite for it.

Only to deny it to Arctos now?

If Yrsa didn’t send him to the Helter for one last kill or to act on the intelligence Emilia had provided, then Arctos would be forced to demand an explanation, and the timing right now was dire.

He returned home, heading to the dining area. He sat at his table, one long enough to accommodate all the offspring he should already have had. His day cook had set out two trenchers with a crock of stew and a bread basket.

Arctos’s gaze flicked from one trencher to the other, and again the thought struck him that another being lived here.

He used to reside with Torben before his cousin had found Dagny last year during her first trip to court. Since then, the pair had routinely invited Arctos to sup with them, yet he hadn’t wanted to intrude.

His appetite was dulled, so he decided to wait for Emilia to begin his meal. He’d never seen a vampire eat regular food. Would she fang the meat, sucking it dry?

Emilia returned with her face and hair rinsed. The light from the hanging lamps illuminated chapped lips and dark circles under glazed eyes. She shuffled toward the table, jaw tight against pain. When she tried to sit, she missed the chair and hit the stone floor with a yelp.

“For Wóden’s sake.” Arctos rose, rounded the table, and hauled her up. Her bones felt too delicate in his hands.

A raspy thanks sounded from her abused lips as he settled her in.

Resuming his own seat, he said, “You should have asked for mercy.” He ladled stew into his bowl, hesitated, then filled hers as well.

“M’fine,” she murmured, eyelids fluttering. She made no move for the trencher.

Was he going to have to get someone to feed her? “You’re clearly not. Why did you keep going today?” he asked, his tone filled with something almost like amazement.

“Because I’m tougher than I lo—” She pitched forward mid-word, face-first into the steaming stew.


Chapter 16

Lia

“Uh, what’s on my face?” She surfaced from a deep sleep with her cheeks tingling.

The Berserker stood at the end of the bed, looking fatigued.

She herself felt much better. With bandaged hands, she gingerly patted her face and found a cool, slick layer.

“It’s a witch healing balm,” he said. “You received second-degree burns when you passed out in your meal.”

The visual! Mortification scalded hotter than the soup. “When you predicted a training accident, you didn’t mean lunch, did you?”

He drew his head back in consternation.

“What? If I can’t laugh at my own ridiculousness, what can I laugh at? Thank the gods, I have a sense of humor.” She’d survived Berserker training only to be hamstringed by stew.

His puzzled expression deepened. “I didn’t expect you to have one. I find you peculiar.”

“That’s better than repellent. I’m gaining ground.”

He seemed to find himself on uneven ground. He didn’t like her. Didn’t trust her. Yet he wasn’t gloating. Guilt? Conscience? In her world, that was rarer than a day-walking vampire.

He cleared his throat, steering for safer terrain. “The physic who attended you said the balm will keep you from scarring.”

Her gaze darted, unbidden, to his own scars.

Arctos tensed. “Yes, unlike me. Decades ago, we had no access to witchly potions.”

“You were a child then,” she said. “What happened to you?”

“Bear attack. I was four.” His simple answer simmered with currents. The straightening of his broad shoulders told her he’d reveal no more.

“Maybe you’ll tell me about it someday.”

Not likely, his expression said.

Because she had no future here? Or because she had no future with him? “Then how did you get the balm now?”

“Inkletter has a new contact that trades with rogues.”

“You felt betrayed by him and still reached out?”

“Don’t read too much into it,” Arctos said flatly. “My orders are to train you as long as you’re with us. If you’re bedridden, no one benefits.”

“You’re right. Very well, I’m ready for the afternoon session.”

“Afternoon?” He arched his brows. “You’ve been asleep for three days.”

“What?” No wonder her bones felt refitted, her muscles sore instead of screaming. Eager to redeem herself from the…stew incident, she shoved the cover down. “I suppose that’s one way to earn a reprieve.”

“You’re meant to rest longer.”

“Nonsense. I’m fine.” She swung her legs over the side and stood. His gaze dipped, and she realized she wore only a thin shift. A flush climbed her cheeks, heating the balm. “Did you change me?”

“Of course not.” The answer came sharp, offended. “I brought in a nurse and the physic to help you.”

Lia tilted her head. “Makes me wonder where you’ve been sleeping all this time since I’ve taken your bed.”

“Another room,” he bit out. “I don’t know what kind of males you’ve known, but I would never crawl into a bed with an unconscious woman who hates me.”

She believed him. Still, the idea that she’d been that vulnerable made her stomach clench, and her thoughts turned dark. “You said if you found your mate, she would kill me. What if she’d come along over the past three days while I was defenseless? Would she throttle me in my sleep? Would I ever have woken?”

He looked astounded with the flights her mind had taken. “No Berserker would be such a coward.”

“You are the one who said she’d kill me!” Lia reminded him. “Seemed very certain about that.”

“She would challenge you to combat. Which you would lose. Handily.”

“Ouch.” And he isn’t wrong. Learning from a battle-hardened warrior made more and more sense. If survival was paramount, training might be her only means of achieving it.

Maybe once she was old enough to regenerate, she could escape this place and go on the run. That would give her the best chance of evading Coștin forever. As it was now, he’d probably already learned her location.

“I only tell the truth.” Arctos scrubbed a big hand over his nape. “Your questions indicate a…different environment in Crypt Castle.”

“Most vampires there are depraved.” Her own brother was. Yet Arctos didn’t strike her so. Was he as opposite to Coștin as he could be? The anti-Coștin?

Arctos—ice-cold, growl-voiced, bearlike—regarded her in silence, earning his name. But beneath layers of frost, she sensed something steadier. Decent even. He might hate her, but he hadn’t harmed her when she was vulnerable.

And if he was decent, then that meant she’d brought unwanted strife to someone who didn’t deserve it. “I don’t hate you,” she said.

He blinked. “Pardon?”

“You said ‘an unconscious woman who hates me.’ But I don’t. I feel sorry for you.”

With a glower, he turned to go.

“Wait!” She took a step. Wrong words to a proud male! She was out of her element, had rarely interacted with people who should be proud. “I mean I feel awful that this has happened to you.” She’d never been good at apologies. Or timing.

After a beat, he turned back to face her.

“Think about it. We’ve both suffered the same injustice: our rulers decreed fates neither of us wanted. I know how galling this must be for you, and I’m sorry for my part in it.” I’m the creepy, wrong one.

“If my ruler wants something, then I do too,” he said, steel in his words. “It’s that simple.”

“One day you’ll have to tell me why you’re so loyal to Yrsa.”

He quietly said, “One day?”

She blew out a breath. “You’re still hinting I won’t be around? Just when I’d decided you might be decent…”

“You almost died from soup. I despair of your odds, leechling. In any case, I was talking about your leaving.”

“Am I leaving?”

“It’s inevitable. If you’re not working for your kind, you’ll still want to be among them. Or at least among others who don’t hate vampires as we do.”

“I do want to find the ones who’ve struck out from Bloodreach.” Books had hinted at outlier vampires, the last of the warriors and scholars. Maybe she could make a life with them. “If you help me learn how to defend myself, I’ll go the minute I can regenerate. You’ll be free to be with your mate or anyone else who wants you.” And Lia would be free to survive.

Her mind snagged on Nadje and on the castle Lia had left burning behind her. Was Nadje safe? Or had the price of help already come due?

“To where would you go?” Arctos asked.

“Umber. Land of outcasts.” If the shoe fits… She would cross into Craigdúr and keep south until witchly woods gave way to shifter farms.

He shook his head. “It’s just as dangerous there for a lone vampire as any other territory. Smiles and festivals during the day, slaughter by night. Some of the shifter breeds would eat you. Many demonkin would hunt you for sport. You must have read about these things in your research.”

She had, but she’d hoped things had evolved since those books had been written so long ago. “I’d stay disguised. If I don’t drink blood or fear sunlight, no one will suspect what I am.”

“You dream, girl. Besides, none of those concerns matter. Your new queen ordered you to remain and to train. Crossing her is treason. Mind your tongue.”

Lia drew herself up, meeting his frostbitten stare as she swallowed a dozen arguments. The fire popped, sparks leaping like the defiance she buried. For now. Forcing a wry smile, she said, “If treason’s off the menu, then why am I not running?”


Chapter 17

Meera

“Have you lost your mind?” she hissed as she dragged the hooded male into her home before any of her neighbors could see. The door thudded shut, muting the whispering forest beyond.

A male. In her home.

In the Witchwood.

Outside of the mating season.

Unthinkable. The Riders had only just slipped out her back door, and now this?

If any neighbor glimpsed his silhouette and ran to Ditch, Meera would be made an example of before midnight tolled.

Safely inside, Lowell pushed his hood down, grinning as his gaze swept the room. “You actually live in a toadstool.”

She straightened. “A spacious one. This is a three/two.” The place might look whimsical, but she’d spent years lovingly maintaining every windowpane and mushroom beam. It was perfect for her—when it wasn’t being invaded by Rider operatives and an equally clandestine visit from her secret crush.

Cloak-and-dagger bullshit. She hated it. Her mother’s voice murmured from memory: Secrets are acids that corrode from within.

Meera felt the burn now. “You can’t be here,” she said tightly, resisting the urge to grab the hexed broom by the door and shoo him away like a giant spider.

“No wolves allowed, huh?” His rumbling burr was far too entertained.

“Yes, and no males allowed.”

“Why?”

“Perhaps we find you untrustworthy and overrated,” she said, only half lying. “Now, why are you here?”

“Wanted to see you outside work.”

Before she could answer, Nettle—the black cat she’d inherited from Lazara—slunk into the room. She hissed at the intruder with a puffed tail.

Lowell chuckled. “Your cat does no’ like me? Yet she’s female? I reckon it had to happen sometime.” Sly grin. “Luckily her mistress does no’ share the sentiment.” Effortless charm exuded from him, his aura warm.

Meera’s pulse jumped. “You seem very sure about that.”

“Oh, aye. At those meetings on the Mount, you’re always undressing me with your eyes. A couple of times, I wondered if I’d make it back to Craigdúr with my virtue intact.”

Resisting his charm, she demanded, “How did you get here?”

“The castle’s young teleporter dropped me at the edge of the woods, and then I tracked your scent. I can reasonably brag that I’m the best tracker this side of the Helter. Are you impressed yet? I can go on.”

She waved that away. “Why visit me?”

“Because you and I are going to save our species from a pointless war—without anyone else ever knowing.”

She crossed her arms. “A secret mission? You’ve got to be kidding me.” Nettle’s hiss cut through the air again, a reminder of the deadly games seemingly everyone wanted Meera to play. “You’ve come to the wrong witch. I’m an assistant, Lowell. That’s it. I don’t shape policy or stop conflicts.”

“You have the ear of your new leader. I have mine. Between us, mayhap we end the bloodshed. Tell me, do you even remember why we’re at odds?”

“You mean besides your kind’s innate distrust of magic and hatred of witches?” she shot back. “It’s practically instinctual, like a vampire’s thirst.”

He frowned, the teasing dimming. “Is that what your elders tell you?”

“Do you deny it? Do you deny that a Lykae murdered the first Rosewyn—the original Red Riding Hood—and her beloved grandmother? Hecate rest their souls.” She briefly gazed down.

Lowell parted his lips, then thought better of whatever he’d been about to say. “Nay. But that wolf must have been maddened. The pack punished him, aye, but it was never enough for your kind. We’ve paid the price since.”

“You think we’re unnatural.”

“Not unnatural, just…unnerving.” His tone softened, almost regretful. “And the real start of this feud was when Riders crossed into our lands to relieve us of food during lean times.”

She pursed her lips. Witches loved to steal from wolves, like teenagers in a hex shop. And some of that was because of necessity. The Skein had its ups and downs, and immortals hadn’t quite figured out how to manage them.

The mention of Riders twisted her stomach. Rose hadn’t been at that earlier meeting, but her Riders had been as relentless as the Banehand—peppering Meera with questions about Lazara’s disappearance, Ditch’s rise, and the Accession closing in. Every question was like a noose that kept tightening.

The likely answers: Lazara was murdered, and the murderer wants another bloody All-Battle to the bitter end until the House of Witches reigns supreme.

The Riders continued to work against Ditch, but surely the high priestess was already aware of their plans. Just the thought of her situation spiked Meera’s anxiety, and her magic welled. Control it.

She shook away her thoughts and said, “Witches have stolen from wolves. I can’t argue with that.”

Lowell’s grin returned. “No argument? See, we’re already agreeing on something.” His gaze drifted to a portrait on the wall. “And who’s that stunner?”

“My mother,” Meera said, exasperated. He wasn’t wrong though. Her mother was radiant with her glossy raven hair framing flawless skin. She had sat for the painting in her crimson uniform—a hooded, hip-length cloak—with a white sari beneath it, one passed down from Meera’s grandmother. Gran had been wearing it when she was swept up in the Exile from her coven in Kashi.

Back then in Gaia, there’d been no Riders, because there’d been no protracted war between witches and wolves.

“Your mam was a Rider?”

Meera said softly, “Yes.” Before a battle against marauding demons had stolen her life.

“The apple fell far from the tree then?”

What the hells? “You don’t think I could be a Rider?” Magic swirled inside her, but she reined it in before a fight broke out.

He held up his palms in surrender. “Thought you were driven by intellectual pursuits.” He nodded toward the wall with framed diplomas: her degrees in pagan arts and species studies from the Akelarre Institute of Witchery and Lore. “Those look impressive. You studied in Akelarre?”

“I was a long-distance student.” Traveling there took a substantial amount of magic. The journey between the Skein and the House of Witches home world was one-way for most. “Portal travel isn’t cheap.”

“I meant no offense to you, lass.” He gave a rueful smile. “Here, I know how to cool your pique.” From his cloak, he drew a bottle of whiskey, the label old and ambered. “Dinna come empty-handed for our meeting.”

Hecate above. Wolves and their whiskey. She licked her lips before she could stop herself, and his grin deepened, revealing that lupine playfulness she’d predicted.

Of course, this would be the day she wore her baggiest lounge clothes and had her hair knotted in a bun that would attract birds to nest. She briefly considered excusing herself to go throw on a glamour. She might have one in the potion cabinet somewhere. Probably expired.

“Come on, witch,” he coaxed. “Let’s share a dram and solve the Skein’s problems. Surrender to temptation.”

She should say no. She really should.

But resisting him felt as impossible as resisting every other push-pull aspect in her life—spying for Riders…Ditch’s new mandatory training with her enchantress ability…the creeping loneliness of her existence.

Without a word, Meera turned toward the kitchen. When she returned with glasses, she told Lowell, “One drink. Then you need to go. The coven will kill you for being here, you know.”

He hung his coat on the rack and followed her into her sitting area. “And what would happen to you?” He joined her on the sofa and uncorked the bottle.

“Possibly ostracism.” Possibly death. Who knew with Ditch?

Lowell’s expression sobered. “If Ditch truly killed Lazara, I believe she’s capable of anything.”

Exactly. Yet Meera wasn’t sure she believed Ditch’s bold confession. Of course, cannibalism would explain why no one had found Lazara’s body, even with Riders on the case.

“Tell me to go now,” he said gently, “and I will.” His black hair took the fire’s glow in jagged flashes, glinting like obsidian caught in a blaze. She imagined threading her fingers through those midnight locks.

Her pulse betrayed her. “One drink,” she repeated.

His smile felt like praise. He poured the glasses. When he handed one to her, their fingers touched. His skin was warm against hers, filling her with longing.

“To peace in the Skein,” he toasted.

“And to other impossible dreams,” she murmured, clinking his glass. The whiskey burned like a revelation down her throat, and she nearly moaned.

He scrubbed a big hand over his mouth as he stared at her own. “When you lick whiskey off that plump bottom lip of yours, I’m afire with jealousy for the tongue—and the lip.”

She stifled her thrill over his words. “You think I don’t see what you’re doing? Seducing the assistant to help your kingdom?”

“I’ve no orders to seduce you. Hell, witch, I’ve fancied getting to know you better for years.” His voice dropped. “Every time we met on the Mount, I craved to know what went on behind those dark, watchful eyes of yours. Now I’ve got an excuse, and I’m taking it. Sometimes seduction is its own end.”

She raised her brows. She was aware of the renowned beauties of the Lykae clan. Not to mention the bands of nymphs that roved across the Skein, dispensing pleasure like alms. Those lusty rolling stones loved to visit the equally lusty Lykae. He’d probably partaken of them all.

So why would he look twice at her? She was simply Meera of the sensible shoes.

He relaxed back against the sofa, and his ease drew her in despite herself. Outside in the night, autumn winds rattled the leafless trees. But inside her cottage, warmth curled around them like a spell.

“Nice place,” he said. “Any kids?”

“No. Not yet.” But she’d been thinking about motherhood more and more. All her cottage lacked was a cradle by the hearth with a little witchling inside.

Ache.

“Hard to manage that with no males around,” Lowell said. “But I heard your coven has some kind of arrangement with the warlocks of Umber.”

“Yes, they visit each season to procreate.” Maybe. The last few mating seasons had proved so lackluster and unfruitful that some witches wanted it canceled.

Her own fumblings with warlocks had disappointed her. None had moved her to try intercourse for the first time. Nope, not for me. Not until I’m ready to get offspring out of it.

Lowell already affected her more than any of those males had.

She supposed if the warlocks didn’t make their pilgrimage this year, she could journey to their stronghold and find a father for her child. The longing in her heart couldn’t be ignored for much longer. Despite the coming Accession, it might be time. “I’ll probably take the plunge this year.”

“Funny way of putting it. I was just thinking that process sounded…spawn-y. Makes me picture the salmon fighting currents in Craigdúr’s streams.”

She glared. “From what I’ve heard about cohabitation, it sounds like a lot of work to me.” So why did she dream of waking next to a mate? Sharing her home with one?

“With the wrong bloke, aye. And those are the ones you hear of—no’ of the steady ones quietly making females purr with delight.”

Purring? Speaking of which, she glanced around for Nettle, but the cat had disappeared. She wouldn’t have gone far in this blustery weather. “Doesn’t your Instinct force you to treat mates well?”

He laughed warmly. “Is that what they’re teaching these days in species studies?”

She raised her brows for an explanation. “Enlighten me.”

“The Instinct is no force, just an inner voice that guides us to what is best for us and for our pack.”

“Some in my classes think it’s a glorified subconscious.”

“More animalistic, I reckon.”

That made sense. The first Lykae had been a human in Gaia, bitten by a maddened wolf. The male had risen from the dead as an immortal with superhuman strength, a contagious bite, and an inner wolf. Lykae “humanity” was only a thin veneer over a lethal beast.

“What about you?” she asked. “Any kids?”

“I canna have pups with any but my mate.”

“And you could go centuries without finding her.” Or millennia. “How old are you anyway?”

“Thirty-eight and counting.”

“You must’ve just turned fully immortal.”

“Aye. Few years ago. You?”

She sipped again. “A little over a century.”

“You’ve beaten me out in age and beauty, lass.” His charisma simmered like a concoction over an eternal heat source.

Resist it! “You’re drinking slow.”

“Doona want our date to end. Hankering to make it last.”

“Date?” She drew herself up, assuming a businesslike demeanor. “This is diplomacy, wolf.”

“Aye. Highlander diplomacy. Step one: whiskey.” He winked. Fucking winked at her.

She found her lips curling. Damn him. “You’re impossible.”

Lowell leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees, eyes half lidded. “And yet,” he murmured, “you’re still sitting here.”

Meera didn’t answer. The words she wanted to say—because I’m so tired of being alone—lodged behind her teeth.

Instead, she met his gaze, held it, and finished her drink. The whiskey flamed down her throat, sweet and final.

But when she lowered her glass, he smoothly repoured, watching her like a man memorizing a sin he meant to commit again.


Chapter 18

Lowell

Gods, the witch is a comely thing.

His gaze roamed over her, from her sensual smile to her bonnie brown eyes to her thick black mane. He craved to loosen her hair so that it spilled over a pillow as he pounded between her soft thighs. He pictured her full breasts bouncing—

“Right then,” she interrupted his thought, sharp as a snapped wand. “Let’s brainstorm. You start.”

Huh? He dragged his focus from her mouthwatering chest. “Ah, aye. Been thinking we’ve got to get your leader and mine to meet again.”

Meera arched a winged brow. “Easier said. I’ve never seen King Thane so cold. He hates Ditch, doesn’t he?”

“He…harbors strong feelings about her,” Lowell said carefully. “But cold? I thought he handled it rather well with her. Why would she be so antagonistic to him?”

Meera’s tone went defensive. “Maybe Ditch should have smiled more? We are enemies. She treated him as one.”

“That’s what I’m telling you—we doona have to be enemies.”

“Yet here our factions are.” She swirled her whiskey, the liquid catching the firelight. “From what I can tell over these last few days working with Ditch, she truly wants power. Can Thane concede an inch?”

“Rewarding thefts with concessions?” He shook his head. “He’d lose the pack’s faith and signal a weakness to them.” They would understand if he announced that his mate was a witch—fate is never wrong—but Thane had kept her connection secret, lest word get back to Ditch. “Does your coven need food so badly? Thane has no interest in your people starving. Mayhap we can help.”

“A few weeks ago, I would have said we were fine. But lately the market’s been bare. I intend to find out more.”

He nodded. “Several of Umber’s crops failed this harvest. Winter will be lean for all unless we help each other.”

“How? Ditch and Thane’s hatred seems intractable. Unless…” She finished her second glass, looking lost in thought.

He smoothly refilled her, eager to hear her mind at work. “Unless what?” He was tempted to drink his own—he’d brought a bloody splendid bottle—but wouldn’t hasten his time with this female. As suspected, she wanted him in return. He perceived her skin warming as she relaxed and scented the sweetest beginnings of her arousal.

“We might get movement if either leader found a mate,” she said. “Ditch would negotiate with a queen more than she would with Thane. And it is an Accession. Fated pairs are appearing everywhere across the Skein. Why not Thane? He’s well overdue.”

Waaaay overdue. “Fifteen hundred years he’s waited.” Born a prince, raised as a future king, he believed he was due all good things. So to be denied the best thing for so long?

Infuriating. To that male, unbearable.

“Has he never encountered a hint of a mate?” Meera asked.

Lowell wasn’t a liar by nature, but he was loyal to the bone, so he hedged. “Once a Lykae finds his fated one, few things can prevent him from reaching her on the night of the full moon. So, nay, he’s never experienced that pull before.” But in weeks, he will.

For now the king paced his study, staring at the growing moon as he considered and rejected ideas to deal with his thorn-in-paw mate:

Propose another official meeting. Reave her like the Highlanders of old. Or the most impossible—relinquish her.

“Your mood has shifted,” Meera observed, her gaze assessing him.

“Kingdom cares. ’Tis naught, lass.” He had many. Aside from all his other duties, he would oversee the containment of two royal Lykae during this month’s full moon—one newly mated and one truly mad. The prospect was fraught with danger. For Thane and for any of his men. Once risen, a Lykae’s inner beast became a maelstrom of force and brutality. “I’ll think more on what concessions we might be able to offer, and you’ll find out about the food situation.”

“And we’ll hope matehood visits Thane this Accession.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Lowell lifted his glass, trying to lighten the air. “So tell me more about your studies…”

As the night grew later, talk and laughter replaced strategy. Meera’s wit cut through her prim mask. She was clever, funny, and far too captivating. He poured with a thief’s precision, always keeping her glass just full enough.

Underneath their banter, something even warmer, mysterious, crackled in the air. Like the hum before lightning, it prickled over his skin, flooding him with awareness.

The energy between them…gods, it bit.

She caught him watching her and smiled faintly. “Have you noticed that we keep—”

“—finishing each other’s sentences?”

She sighed, tipsy and amused. “Yes. And we like all the same foods. The same books. The same sights in the Skein. I’m just drunk enough to say that it feels like something pulses between us.” She traced a finger over the rim of her glass, slow and sensual.

He imagined that finger trailing down his chest, circling the head of his cock. His shaft, half hard for an hour now, thickened painfully.

“Am I wrong?” she asked softly.

“Nay, I feel it too.” Whatever flowed between them was a great deal more than the passion he’d shared with other lasses, more than chemistry. He wanted to explore it fully—in bed with her. He leaned closer, flashing the grin that had undone countless females. “Yet another thing we have in common.”

She stared at his lips, and her breaths shallowed.

“You ready for that kiss?” he murmured.

She blinked. “Uh, what kiss?”

“Our inevitable first one.” His tone was teasing, but his voice had gone hoarse. “I’ll say it plain: I want you. Have since the beginning.”

“Seduction for seduction’s sake.” She tilted her head, and her hair loosened to spill over her shoulder, filling him with its mesmerizing scent. “I’m not your mate or anything, right?”

He didn’t believe so, but the energy said otherwise. Over his lifetime, he’d noticed some Lykae impulses inside him were muted. His Instinct didn’t seem to be as loud, his wolvenness not as pronounced. Could his matehood be one of those times when his experience didn’t match up to those of other wolves?

Unfortunately, no.

Even he couldn’t have stayed away from her after their first meeting, not month after month on the nights of the full moon. “Nay, lass. Though I might wish that were different.”

“So every female before ‘the one’ is just practice?” she asked sharply. “A placeholder?” The idea seemed to pique her temper again.

“Some Lykae say that. I’m more pragmatic. I might never find this nameless, faceless female. I doona dwell on it.” Unlike Thane and seemingly every other Lykae, Lowell could take the prospect or leave it.

“You’re surprisingly blasé. Isn’t matehood sacred? The religion of the wolves? That’s what I was taught.”

“Aye, to most. I guess I’m agnostic.” He wanted to pick his female. He wanted that right.

Lowell resented the idea that some cosmic force was supposed to intrude so completely in his life—yet another way he differed from other Lykae. He never spoke to friends or his family about these resentments, nor about how he sometimes dreamed of living outside pack dynamics, able to set out entirely on his own and chart his destiny. “I’m more of a free-will kind of bloke.”

She studied him, intrigued. “A fate fighter then?” Meera’s tone said, Let me know how that works out for you. “You don’t crave the children only a mate can bring you?”

He shrugged. “Canna miss what I’ve never had.” At times he imagined he might like bairns, but his parents had produced a litter of boisterous pups after him, siblings who filled any void.

Bringing the subject back around, she said, “I think a kiss is a bad idea. It might lead to more, and I’m not looking for a one-night stand with a male whose mate is waiting in the wings.” Her words grew in volume, her eyes flickering. The air in the cottage seemed to stir, fanning the fire and rippling the curtains.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

She pressed trembling fingers to her temples. “Oh, no.”

“What’s happening here?” The witch’s magic brushed against his senses. But he felt it inside his veins. Felt her inside his veins.

A weird sense of wrath stoked within him. He and anger were all but strangers, so its sudden presence bewildered him. The needles under his skin flared again, anger and desire twining into one hot pulse.

He didn’t recognize this feeling. Didn’t trust it. But he wanted more. “Tell me what you’re doing, Meera. You using magic on me?”

She shook her head hard. “No! Maybe? I don’t mean to.” Her gaze darted around the room, reflecting firelight like prisms. “Y-you need to go.”

“Go?” Fuck that. He set his glass on the coffee table. “What’s your power? And for that matter, what’s Ditch’s? She must have something on tap other than sensing desires or whatever bullshite she admitted to.”

Meera’s magic surged visibly; the air shimmered around her. Seemed her fuse was sparking too. “Do you know how rude we find it when someone asks us about our abilities? We don’t owe you a power declaration!”

Shivers made his hair all but stand on end. “Rude? Doona be daft,” he shot back. “We talk of working together, but I have no idea what you can actually do.”

“Daft? Daft!” Anger and lust danced within her as well. She kept looking at his lips.

“Aye, daft!” Something about grating that word made his blood sing. The fury, the heat—it all mixed into something reckless and alive. “Witch,” Lowell rasped, voice dropping to a growl, “if you glance at my mouth one more time, I’m going to take yours. Hard. Will no’ stop there either.”

She held his gaze, chin high.

Then…

Her eyes dipped downward.

“Bloody hell, lass,” he breathed, and the last of his control snapped.

He was on her like a wolf on a bone.


Chapter 19

Meera

Great Hecate, this wolf tastes amazing.

Between frantic kisses—carnal dips of his lips and tongue across hers—Meera and Lowell tangled on the couch until his weight settled between her thighs. His mouth moved with a feral hunger that melted straight through her resistance.

This was madness. A game. A spy game.

And yet the danger of it thrilled her. Her scorn for cloak-and-dagger bullshit had disappeared. Maybe she was more of a Rider than she’d ever admitted.

He broke the kiss to reach for her shirt with his brows raised in question.

She hesitated, but then the whiskey sang: Too many clothes! She lifted her arms, shimmying to help Lowell remove her top.

He went utterly still. His expression, once teasing, turned reverent. He brushed a kiss across one dusky nipple. A sly lick. A powerful suck. Moving to the other, he suckled with low appreciative sounds. “Good thing you’re bonnie,” he rasped between licks. “’Cause you are daft.”

Her temper flared at the jab, but it sizzled away as arousal rushed through her. They were both under the spell—her magic, their lust. I should stop him.

Any noble impulses faded away when he snatched off his own shirt to reveal his muscular torso. His skin was tanned, his chest hair a crisp V the same hue as the thick black hair on his head.

When his hand went to the waistband of her pants, she caught his wrist, ignoring the whiskey’s pull. “These stay on.”

He rocked between her thighs, his hard length dragging against the seam until she gasped. “I canna get a babe on you.”

“I’m aware,” she said tightly, her power kindling.

He jerked above her as if he’d felt the blow of it, his lids going heavy. “Virgin, no?”

“What business is that of yours?”

“It’s exactly my business.” His green eyes gleamed. “When you’re ready, I’ll be the one to claim that. You’ll give it to me.”

“Will I now?” She clapped his sides with her generous thighs—hard. Outrage snapped through her, but the ache between her legs only deepened.

He growled. “You drive me wild, you ireful witch.” He thrust his narrow hips, and the head of his pulsating cock emerged from above his waistband. He leaned down to kiss her, his chest hair tickling her dampened nipples.

As he coaxed her with his tongue, he rode that massive shaft directly over her clitoris, swollen flesh across swollen flesh. Great goddess, that pressure. Every motion ratcheted up her fever, already pitching her toward the precipice.

She suspected her response to him would go unequaled with other men over her entire life. Which brought more frustration. More anger. More power. Her hands clutched his back, glowing with witchlight.

Breaking away from her lips, he said against her throat, “Something is different with you. Need more.”

She gasped with disbelief. “You tell all your lovers that!”

He drew back, looking stunned for a heartbeat—then grinned crookedly. “Scoff all you like, so long as I get more of you. More of that whiskey-wetted tongue.”

Their mouths crashed together again. Their kiss turned desperate, their grinding frenzied. She loved his pained groans as he fought to hold out and the wolfy way he cupped her breasts—as if someone would take away his new toys.

The sound of their panting filled the room. The couch creaked under them. Her magic coiled tighter, volatile. Her sex got so damp she must have been soaking through her pants.

What if meek Meera was throwing one over on him? The idea made her more aggressive. She pulled his hair and nipped his neck as if a different woman inhabited her body. Gone was her shyness and even good sense. “Lowell!” Her voice cracked. “About to come. They’ll hear—”

Before she could cry out, he clamped a large palm over her mouth. Silence, witch. The gesture was protective and primal.

Rapture overwhelmed her. Her body arched, shaking beneath him, pleasure exploding behind her eyes. She screamed again and again into his hand, the sound swallowed by his skin. Lost, she mindlessly licked a callus…as her core clenched and clenched…and her orgasm dripped white-hot.

He rasped, “Sink those kitten claws into my back, and I’ll come so hard for you.”

Still flying, she dug her fingers into his sweat-slicked back, nails biting along his spine.

He muffled his own yell with his shoulder as his body jerked between her legs. His ejaculation took him violently, his seed spilling between them, hot and slick, marking his chest and hers…

They collapsed into each other. Breathless, stunned. The madness had faded, their anger dissipating as they both lay sprawled.

“What the hell just happened, woman?” he muttered, voice low, almost dazed. “You’ve warped my bloody brain.”

Meera stared up at the ceiling, trembling. And you’ve warped mine. She felt as though something had been released—years of tension and loneliness and fear burning away under raw, unbridled heat.

But regret pricked through the afterglow. Her hopeless crush would only deepen, going nowhere. And what if he hadn’t covered her mouth? Would her neighbors have heard her shrieking with ecstasy? Was the pleasure worth her life?

“Look what you made me do.” Rising up on an elbow, he gestured down at his torso. Pearlescent seed glistened along his rigid muscles and across the head of his shaft, slipping down to his waistband.

That sight branded itself into her mind. Fantasy had become reality, but it was so much better than she’d envisioned. Filthy wolf, I could clean you up. Under her gaze, he pulsed again, and she sucked in a breath.

He gave a rough laugh. “Canna help it. I’ll be inside you soon, and I mean to stay there till dawn chases me away.”

Too much. Too fast. No future.

“Canna believe I dinna investigate this with you before.” He spoke as if they’d settled a future tryst.

“Let me up,” she said, wriggling out from under him. She climbed off the couch, snatching her shirt. She tugged it on over the slick warmth on her belly.

Lowell watched her, confusion in his expression. “Where are you off to? We’re just getting started.”

Her resolve wavered when she saw genuine concern in his eyes. Would it be so terrible to fall into those arms again?

Nettle slunk in, tail high, yowling her judgment. Meera glared at the cat, then at Lowell. “This was a mistake. I told you that I don’t want a one-night stand.”

Lowell rose and crossed over to her, peering down with surprising gentleness. “Hey now, we can take our time. No rush, lass. We doona have to do aught more. Have another dram with me. We’ll talk again, now that we’ve gotten our first kiss out of the way.” His charm was irresistible. “Just promise me we’ll see each other in the future. Tomorrow night even.”

She couldn’t promise. She wouldn’t!

Tenderness ablaze in his green eyes, he lovingly tucked her hair behind her ear.

Sweet Hecate, I might.

He smiled. “Aye, another date. You know, for our peoples.”

Her laugh came shaky but real. “For our peoples,” she echoed. The tension ebbed. The whiskey glow softened them both. But when she met his gaze again, something unspoken lingered there.

An awareness that this peace could never last.

She sighed and said, “We met in the middle, at least for a spell. If only our leaders could.”

“You remain unoptimistic?”

“I fear,” she said, looking into the firelight, “the next time they meet will be on opposite sides of a battlefield.”

Outside, the wind pressed against the walls of the toadstool cottage—like the forest itself exhaled in resignation.


Chapter 20

Ditch

The Mount of No Swords

The werewolf king stared at her appearance, jaw slackened, until he finally clawed his way back to speech. “What”—a heaving breath—“the”—another—“fuck?”

Ditch glanced down at her wardrobe choice, or lack of one. “In your invitation to meet, you didn’t specify attire, so I wasn’t sure how to dress. Awash with doubt, I chose not to.” She wore only a black thong and knee-high boots. Her long hair lay loose, veiling her breasts—at least until the next breeze combed it aside. “It’s very liberating. Less fun for sitting. That boulder over there looks like a fine perch, but it will give my ass and tail a crease no female can pull off.” To herself, she muttered, “Ass creases—the bane of the nudist.”

“What are you bloody playing at?” He choked out the words. “Do you mean to tempt me beyond reason?”

Scandalized, she pressed a hand to her chest. “King Thane! Are you flirting with me??”

Scowl. “Why do this?”

“Because audacity is everything.” Why did everyone always assume she would play by rules she didn’t create in the first place? Such as clothing choices for a political meeting. “Everything.” She spread her arms to the night sky. The Mount of No Swords was all light breezes and white stone this eve. No black fog in sight. “I didn’t have to meet with you, so the words you’re looking for are ‘All my abject gratitude, generous Wiccan.’”

He paced, tension packed into every step, like a trapped wolf testing the hold of a spring snare. His self-control was iron…but fraying. No choice but to chew your own leg off, Lykae.

She must tick all his boxes. To be fair, he ticked her box as well. His big erection strained against his leather breeches, drawing her gaze like prey.

“You’re either here to fuck me,” he said, deep burr thickening, “or to fuck with me.”

Yes. She meant to keep him unsettled. “I’m clearly here for constructive dialogue. Hark my opening salvo.” She snapped the top of her thong with a satisfying thwap.

He faced her then with his jaw ticking and nostrils flared, and his attention dipped to her body once more.

As if he’d willed it, a breeze lifted her pale hair, teasing locks over her breasts; a red nipple flashed through the strands, tightening at the cold. “Oh, how that tickles,” she said conversationally.

He made a sound—part growl, part prayer.

“You did say you’d surrender after one fuck.” She cast him her come-hither grin. “What a way to go down, wolf. Just abdicate your kingdom’s rule to me…”

Gnashing his teeth, he crossed the distance to her in three strides—not pouncing (a pity; her horns and tail were poisonous) but shrugging off his long leather coat to drape over her shoulders.

Heat pooled around her as his scent swept her up. She wasn’t the only one with tricks up her sleeves. His innate scent—pine, sandalwood, and aggression—was like an arousal elixir.

Still, she hadn’t planned on being fully clothed. She’d wanted to test how this brute would react without the confines of civility. “Thanks, but I’ll decline—”

He caught her chin. Not hard. Firm. Searing attraction ricocheted between them as sharp as a dagger and just as dangerous. “Take off that coat,” he said low, “and I’ll turn you over that boulder and give us both what we need.”

Tempting.

“Otherwise,” he went on, easing back, “keep it on so I can voice a proposal. The reason I called this meeting.”

Curiosity won, just as it had when he’d sent his invitation outside the factions’ normal communication channels. Did no one else know he was here? What could she do with this unexpected opportunity? “Very well. I’ll keep the coat on. For now. So tell me what you propose…” She trailed off just as he cocked his head.

“Do you sense something?” His eyes narrowed toward the ridgeline.

“A wave of…energy,” she murmured, listening. The mountain’s ancient warding hummed, yet this was more. A mystical force swirled like weather, but she couldn’t define it.

Since she’d arrived in the Skein, she’d had an awareness of inexplicable things here. She suspected this place only acted straightforward. Her home world of Akelarre could entice one to her doom; Ditch believed the Skein concealed its own hidden threats. “With my powers muted, I can’t pin the origin.”

Thane’s hand twisted toward his lean hip, a warrior’s reflex for a sword that had been forbidden. “Could you undo the Mount’s dampening spell?”

“It’s very old, and it warns away from any tampering.” Which dared her to tamper. Like her tail, Ditch was fundamentally unruly.

“Evil?”

“Not all magic is evil.” She laughed. “Can you perceive the spell all around us as well?”

Curt nod. “I doona like it. Find it disturbing.”

“You wolves, magic always puts your fur up.”

Instead of denying that, he glanced up at the swelling moon, its silvery light dusting the contours of his rugged face. Chiseled lips, stubborn jaw. Beams reflected in his intense gray eyes.

King Thane of Craigdúr really was magnificent.

After a taut moment, he relaxed and faced her once more. “I scent no threat nearby,” he said at last.

“Good. At least you retain some talents here.”

“Tell me about your powers. They must be great if you were sent here to conquer the Skein.”

“You’ll discover my powers in time. Besides, I only admitted to continuing our war. I haven’t said a word about taking over this entire realm.” Would immortals look upon my true face and tremble?

“You dinna need to say it,” he pointed out. “The Accession brews. Resources are finite. A new high priestess makes a hostile takeover. You’re here for nothing less than everything. I might be the only force in your way, unless the Red Riders doona favor you. How is your power base in the Witchwood?”

“Secure enough,” she lied. The Riders were actively trying to undermine her. Their secret cattle raid had been clever—until Valkyries had arrived like an avalanche.

Still, Rosewyn the Banehand was young and growing in power. Though she possessed the ability of only one caste, her war magic was concentrated. Experience would catapult her strength into the heavens. “I’m not going anywhere, wolf.”

“Did Lazara no’ think the same?” he asked mildly. “Seems it’s eat or be eaten among your kind. Mayhap those Riders stole our cattle to undermine you.”

Just so. He saw much. “There was a cattle theft?” She bit her knuckle. “How horrible.”

His lips thinned.

Maybe that run-in with the Valkyries had been orchestrated too, another obstacle laid in Ditch’s path. Even now, something was brewing among the shield-maidens; she felt it as she looked toward Valhalland, past the icy fjords below this mountain and into the greener heartland beyond. An electrical storm of emotion seemed to course across the entire territory.

“If the Riders are against me,” she said, “you could join them and try to topple me.”

He blew out a breath, then admitted, “Should I stand with any witch, it would be you.”

His gruff words charmed her. “Why? Because of your lust for me?” She preened, her tail doing a pleased little S-curve.

“The lust is mutual,” he said without shame. “And alliances have been struck for worse reasons.”

Fair point. She inclined her head.

“We war because of scarcity, do we no’?”

“Debatable. Some of us just enjoy violence.”

He frowned. “If we combined forces, we could take other factions’ resources. Any…need for violence could also be sated.”

She laughed again. “Do you think I haven’t gotten the lay of the lands in my new home?” She’d quizzed Meera during every spare moment between training sessions. Ditch had instituted brutal regimens meant to turn novice witches—regardless of caste—into efficient killers.

Meera, as frustratingly benign as she was, knew a lot about the geopolitical realities of the Skein. Ditch said, “The Lykae run with Berserkers, drink with demonarchies, and court Valkyries. The Fey are your friends and game managers. Tell me, which ally will you betray first? Or perhaps you think the vampires’ territory, with its swamps and storms, can sustain everyone?”

“Your coven and my pack could hunt the Helter together,” he said. “I plan to scout it soon. It’s rumored to teem with game.”

“It teems with monsters,” she added sweetly. “Contagious ones. Do you really want to go tweak the noses of the undead? Maybe they’d follow us back?”

“Across the Firis? No’ likely.” That lava river made a fiery moat. “If the Helter does no’ tempt your coven, then we should work together to manage crops and livestock.”

“Yes. Food is important.” But she also had to worry about magic resources.

“For some of us more than others,” he said. “You witches can flee to Akelarre. Lykae have no world to return to.”

“Travel to Akelarre takes an obscene outlay of magic, so we aren’t going anywhere. This is good land,” she said, holding his gaze, though the truth was more complicated.

The House of Witches’ entire society ran on magic. No magic, no witches. Yet in Akelarre, it was a stripped gear, power ground to filings.

The Skein had been green with it. Some elder witches whispered the interacting of species made the light flow—that the Skein’s tapestry between beings was magic.

Yet it was declining too, and no one knew why.

“So we both know the stakes,” he said with a nod, as if they had made progress. “War will hurt us both and blight this good land. We need cooperation.”

Or a supreme ruler to govern this place. Instead, she said, “Cooperation sounds fascinating. Meet me off this mountain, wolf, and I’ll consider your proposition.”

He exhaled. “No, you will no’.”

She chuckled. “No, I will not.”

When he frowned again, she decided he had nice brows—darker than the thick hair on his head, slashing over those heavy-lidded eyes.

“Are you always so dishonest? Was anything you said the other night true?”

“I mean, the possibility exists,” she said. “What do you think?”

“I think you enjoy toying with others, and I look down on beings like that.”

His words made the inside of her chest itch. Unpleasant. “I’ll soldier on without your tender regard. Telling you to go fuck yourself will help.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “You want me off this mountain to uncover my weaknesses. But if I’m defeated, my brother Straegan is next in line.”

“And he’d fall under my charm too. Look at me.” She smoothed her locks; her tail posed shamelessly. “It’s a given.”

“I would no’ count on it.” Thane’s jaw ticked. “He’s already fallen.”

An intrigue. “Tell me.” When he hesitated, she sighed theatrically. “All take, no give. You dictate my outfit, refuse off-mount talks, won’t heel like a good puppy, and now you stonewall our peace negotiations.”

Scowling, Thane said, “Straegan is in our dungeon, lost to his beast. Yet it’s one of the most cunning and aggressive ones we’ve ever known. Having shed humanlike sentiments, Straegan wants us all to live with our most primal selves risen. It tempts many in my clan.”

“Does it tempt you?”

“My beast is also aggressive,” he admitted. “But I’ll no’ give up my life to it. Ultimately, you should be praying to Hecate for my continued health. The alternative—a pack surrendered to savagery—would make even the Helter look preferable.”

An annoying complication. Fully risen Lykae shed spells like rain. Good thing she hadn’t killed Thane so far! “Bring your brother here,” she suggested. “The Mount tempers the beast.”

“It prevents it from rising. Straegan is now secondary to his wolf, so the Mount would actually keep him from regaining control. No’ that he even wants to.”

“How long will you keep him imprisoned?”

Thane’s slow, grave nod said, Forever. But he clearly took no pleasure in it, not like she might have.

He suddenly stiffened. “Do you hear that?”

She shook her head. Despite Ditch’s demon half, her physical senses might as well have been in a cocoon compared to a Lykae’s.

“Something’s coming. Fast.” He reached for his absent sword and bit out a Gaelic curse.

A shadow dropped across the clearing. Wind hammered. Somewhere, a cow lowed in panic.

Thane leapt in front of her as a griffin hit the ground on the far side, pinning a big dun cow beneath talons the size of her forearm.

“Hecate’s breath,” Ditch whispered, peering around the king’s shoulder.

The creature was a living cryptid: lion’s body thick with muscle, eagle’s head broad as a spell circle, wings flaring to twenty feet and throwing snow-cold air over them.

“He’s incredible,” she breathed.

“Aye.” But Thane remained on guard.

And you, wolf? Why shield your enemy? Chivalry—or something more? A suspicion sprouted in the fertile medium of her imagination, outrageous and thrilling.

No, no, that wasn’t possible. Fate couldn’t despise him that much. “What a spellbinding creature,” she mused. “I rarely have tail envy, but I admire his.”

Thane glanced back with raised brows.

“What? Akelarre has no griffins.” The sight softened her voice. “I think this Skein might be a little wondrous.” Magic here felt like braidwork—give and take—rather than the brittle scaffolding of her birth world. So what was making it ebb?

“Wondrous,” Thane murmured. “Aye. Until we run out of food. Then wonder would turn to horror in a blink. No lifeboats from this place. No rescue.”

He kept circling back to food. Is it truly that grim? She would check their stores and projections. “The king has many worries to accompany his crown.” And she would prove his greatest. Once she whipped her witchly army into shape—

The griffin pressed the cow down and used a massive talon to rip open the animal. Blood steamed; entrails slithered. Yet the griffin didn’t feed.

Ditch looked on dispassionately. “Is this its nest?”

“I’ve no’ scented it before. I see no signs of other kills.”

“Perhaps your cattle rustler was never a witch.” She put a hand to her heart. “And here you blamed us poor, humble Wiccae.”

“Heh.”

The eagle head swiveled; golden eyes fixed on them with predatory intent.

“Could you take it without a sword?” she murmured.

“Aye,” he said. “Doona want to though.”

“The wolf is merciful.”

“To the deserving,” he returned. “Are you?”

“Am I what? Merciful? Or deserving?”

A huff that was almost a laugh.

Surprising male. If so much wasn’t on the line, she’d consider a little light fucking before they warred. The way he went through females meant he was less likely to get obsessed with her. Her bedmates often did, even when she tried to dull herself down to fifty percent effect.

The griffin cocked its head, wings mantling wider, tail coiling.

“I think our friend grows frisky.”

“It will no’ tolerate us much longer,” Thane said. “Go. I’ll stay between you and it.”

“So protective.” She stepped out from behind him, amused. “Why offer yourself to defend me?”

“I canna draw a trajectory from two points,” he said, “but I fear the witch leaders are going downhill. You’re worse than Lazara. The next could be even worse than you.”

“Stop, you silver-tongued charmer! I can only get so aroused!”

Sharp look back at her with a grudging grin.

“Still,” she said, manner turning brisk, “I accept. If one of us must be mauled, I prefer it to be you.” She shrugged from his coat, kept it in hand, and sashayed down the mountain trail. The leather swung against her bare thighs and flicking tail; behind her came the low, helpless sound of a hungry wolf.

She smiled into the night.


Chapter 21

Ven

“She’s been twitching like crazy!”

Ven glanced from Eyrun to the Valkyrie sealed in the glass coffin on the dais. Sure enough, the female’s fingers danced, as if she played a tune only she could hear.

All evening a gnawing sense had plagued Ven, a feeling that something unwelcome was headed their way. The twitching Valkyrie was yet more evidence. “Twitching doesn’t mean waking, Eyesore,” Ven said.

“I know. But she has to wake sometime.” Eyrun spent too much of her life in this tower, keeping vigil over their entombed sister—the so-called Coffin Valkyrie, the one who’d once predicted the wrath of gods and a place called the Skein. The one who’d spoken of a Lore of immortals who’d kept themselves secret in Gaia in a different lifetime.

This tower in Valhalland’s stronghold held their relics: the Book of Warriors, detailing the glories of their worthy sisters; talismans of battle, both won and stolen; and the Coffin Valkyrie’s gleaming breastplate and armor, waiting for her to rise again.

Some believed she’d awaken any day, sound the horn, and lead them to victory against all their foes.

Ven didn’t share their optimism about this particular sister. Unlike Eyrun and many of the second- and third-generation Valkyries here, Ven had met her before the Exile. Visions had interrupted her reality like continuous lightning in storm clouds.

Eyrun said, “She’s likelier to wake during an Accession, right? Why not this one?”

Some claimed she would reopen her eyes when the witch’s Awaited One came into power or when the Horde rose once more. Or when all the monsters in the Helter secured their freedom.

The claims sounded more like superstition, but superstition had claws in the Skein.

Ven studied the Valkyrie in the glass, her lustrous mane of black hair, color blooming beneath pale skin. Still heartbreakingly beautiful.

Right before the All-Battle had exploded, a lightning strike had felled her. They’d all assumed it was a divine favor from Freya and Wóden. Instead it’d been a coma, the deepest slumber.

As a shield-maiden, she didn’t need food or water, would live on as long as her sisters did. Their shared Valkyrie energy thrummed in all their bones, a collective heartbeat.

Tonight that pulse tightened with unease. Even the clang of swords from the training yard below sounded sharper, more agitated.

The Valkyries were still furious about the Red Riders’ ambush, but Battle-Ax Brigid had forbidden retaliation until they knew more about the Witchwood’s new high priestess.

Ven asked her sister, “What do you think about when you come up to this room?”

Eyrun faced her, honey-brown eyes solemn. “That she must have known this was coming.”

“She knew,” Ven agreed. “She couldn’t predict her own future, but she had to have seen a hole where her predictions should have been. She knew, and she sacrificed herself for a reason.”

“Makes you wonder how bad her foreseen future must’ve been.”

“Pretty bad,” Ven said grimly.

Eyrun gestured toward the twitching hand. “Maybe she won’t wake soon, but she reacts when heavy shit goes down in the Skein. That’s the most twitching I’ve ever seen. Could mean something epic.”

Ven arched a brow. “Is that why you like chaos? Are you trying to jolt her awake?”

“Just passing the time between battles.”

“Fair enough.” Ven moved to the tower window and gazed out at the night. Aurora and lightning umbrellaed the area. Below, dozens of Valkyries sparred, practicing their already lethal moves.

Training, passing the time. What else was there?

Movement flickered across a snow-dusted field. A glint of armor in the lightning.

Her stomach tightened, and the sword at her side seemed to hum. “Fucking Chiyo. Here?” No one trespassed in Valhalland, because most shied away from certain death.

Chiyo was long-lived—like Ven, she’d come to the Skein in the original Exile—but age must not have brought wisdom.

Eyrun joined her at the window, whistling low. “The guts on that one, huh? Talk about a stone-cold fox. I’m almost impressed.”

But Ven was already running, her boots echoing off the spiral steps. Outside, she sped over the field that separated her from Chiyo. The fox didn’t flinch when Ven skidded to a stop right before her, so close their breaths mingled.

Eyrun arrived a heartbeat later, hand on her own sword.

“The hells are you doing in our territory?” Ven snarled.

Chiyo sniffed the chill air, glancing around warily.

“No need to look around. The threat is directly in front of you.”

“I came to talk,” Chiyo said evenly. “To tell you I didn’t sanction the witches’ actions. And that their new leader—Ditch—wouldn’t have either.”

Ven tilted her head. “Then why attack? To hide your cattle theft?”

“No. Rosewyn wanted to start a conflict. She could have killed you with her opening shot, but she didn’t. She wanted you angry. She wanted you to take the fight to Ditch.”

Eyrun nodded with understanding. “Ah. A chaos connoisseur.”

“Uh, no? She just hates the high priestess and wants help taking her out.”

Ven frowned. “If Rosewyn could’ve killed us, why did she allow Eyrun to bite parts off of her?”

“She allowed herself not to finish you and took her lumps.”

“Hardcore.” Again, Rose, we coulda been best friends. “Why tell us this?”

“Because my fate is tied to the witches.” Some said Chiyo had an illness—strange for an immortal—that only their potions could hold at bay. “A war with Valkyries would destroy their coven. And me with it.” She gestured toward the yard, where warriors had stilled, watching with glowing eyes. Lightning backlit their bodies, a wall of fury.

Even Ven had to admit it: the sight was supernaturally eerie.

Chiyo straightened, trying to look unbothered, but Ven heard her heart pumping harder. “We’ve picked up the intensity coming from this stronghold from miles away,” she said. Then her gaze darted around them again. The growing moon and the slight breeze seemed to put her even more on edge.

Ven’s own uneasiness deepened. Something in the Skein unnerved this fox shifter more than an army of shield-maidens. “What do you sense?”

“Trouble,” Chiyo said simply. “Lots of it, attacking in waves. How can you not feel it?”

Ven’s jaw flexed. I can! “An Accession’s always trouble.”

“Not like this.” Chiyo shook her head, her long hair cascading over her slim, armored shoulders. “Something’s coming. The kind of something you can’t hide from.” Her claw-tipped fingers hovered above her sword.

Ven remembered watching her fight once—elegant, relentless, unflinching. The kind of enemy you’d rather trade war stories with than kill. And Freya help her, Ven felt conflicting urges to do both. “You’ve got your ear to the ground,” Ven said. “What are you hearing?” What are you fearing?

“Not much concrete,” Chiyo admitted. “But the air tastes the same as it did before the Exile: doom flavored. I sought a soothsayer back then, and she warned me, Don’t bother to run. The gods’ reach is long.”

Ven asked, “Do you think that this present doom is as unavoidable as the Exile?”

“I don’t know.”

Chiyo’s freckled nose twitched, and Ven didn’t want to punch it. Strange.

“This feels different. I don’t know why.”

Eyrun crossed her arms. “So what’s your plan?”

Valkyries liked action. Decisive steps.

Dwelling? Never.

“How do I fight an enemy I can’t name?” Chiyo asked. “That’s another reason why I came. You two run the Skein. Help me find what’s stirring.”

“Us?” Eyrun asked innocently. “Because you can’t stray from the Witchwood for long.”

Thinned lips. No reply.

Ven said, “We’ll think about it.” When Chiyo gazed up at the tower where the Coffin Valkyrie slumbered, she narrowed her eyes. “Which soothsayer did you talk to?”

Chiyo’s focus never left the tower.

“You met her?” Ven pressed.

At length, the fox faced Ven with a nod.

Eyrun leaned forward eagerly. “Did she tell you anything else? Oracle-speak? A phrase that didn’t make sense? Tell us everything!”

“She said I’d work with Valkyries someday,” Chiyo said, “and that I was to tell them a certain phrase. I looked it up and found out it means to duck in Old Norse—”

Lightning flared. The air crackled.

Both Ven and Eyrun hit the ground. Ven grabbed the fox by the ankles and snatched her down with them.

A wing talon whistled right where Chiyo’s neck had been.

“Strigoi!” Ven grated, leaping up with her sword.

The first Valkyrie shriek split the night.

War had come to Valhalland.


Chapter 22

Eyrun

As Ven vaulted forward, her sword felling the nearest creatures, Eyrun lunged for Chiyo.

She seized the shifter by the throat, lifting her clean off the ground. “Did you bring these things here?” Strigoi couldn’t fly far, so how in the hells had they made it from the Badlands to Valhalland?

Chiyo tried to shake her head, sword limp at her side. Smart girl, not to swing it.

“The last two attacks, you’ve been nearby! Explain that.”

“Easy, Eyrun!” Ven targeted another strigoi, cleaving it in half, buying precious seconds. “She’s not fighting you.”

Eyrun’s grip only tightened. The urge to pop this shifter’s head clean off sang in her blood. Her nightmare self began to rise…

Confusion crossed Chiyo’s reddening face, followed by resignation. She’d accepted what was coming; the Nachtmerrie was about to make live her worst fear. Eyrun didn’t yet know what that fear was, but it promised to be a doozy.

She never got the chance. Dozens more strigoi poured from the night, fangs and taloned wings glinting in the lightning. Though their flight was little more than vicious leaping, their strength was monstrous.

Eyrun shoved her darker self down, flung Chiyo aside, and drew her sword.

The fight crashed around them. Ven met her flank, steel flashing. Chiyo recovered quickly, throat bruised but weapon raised, falling instinctively into the Valkyries’ orbit.

“Did they follow you?” Ven demanded, ducking a talon slash to gut a strigoi mid-spin. Fur and blood flew.

Chiyo rasped, “No! I had nothing to do with this. No one trails me without my knowing.”

Ven raised her brows as if she’d just been given a fun challenge. “Then the witches portaled them in.” Her sword swept in a gleam of silver and crimson.

“If they did, I would’ve heard about it!” Chiyo sliced through a wing, membrane shredding like paper. “Vamps or demons could’ve teleported them here.”

The strigoi barreled toward them in a frenzy, but the three females unconsciously formed a fighting pod, each protecting the other’s back.

Chiyo risked a breath to say, “Does this mean you’re not killing me?”

Ven laughed, feral and bright. “Night’s young, shifter.”

She and Chiyo moved in concert, striking and dodging in uncanny rhythm. Too well. As if they’d trained together for centuries.

Bad luck or not, this fox had timing.

Eyrun beheaded another, keeping an eye on her other sisters as they descended in waves.

Svána Spear-Song hurled her javelin, stunning two foes before beheading them with the razored rim of her shield. Battle-Ax Brigid’s twin axes mowed down fiends as if they were grass blades—until a strigoi dove from the air and pierced her gut with a wing.

Teeth gritted, Brigid dropped one ax, then used the offending wing to hold its owner steady for her other ax’s decapitation. She yanked the wing out of her body, shoved her entrails back in, clapped a palm over the wound, and fought on.

Whoever had sent this swarm had forgotten the folly of provoking shield-maidens. The initial outrage melted into pure exultation. For the first time in too long, they were using their training, and Freya’s daughters did nothing halfway.

Would they wonder—as Eyrun did—why they didn’t war more?

Their battle shrieks rolled like thunder across the fjords. Blood spattered their smiling faces and pooled beneath their boots.

The strigoi’s screams dwindled, drowned out by the Valkyrie’s wild laughter. Adrenaline pulsed in their veins, the joy of combat turning to sacred mirth.

Above them, auroras glazed the night, ribbons of color spilling like godlight, and forks of lightning struck repeatedly near the fortress tower.

The tower that held her.

Eyrun froze, blade dripping. The bolts kept returning to that same place.

Duck indeed, she thought grimly and sprinted.

She raced through the halls and up the stairs, blood trailing in her wake. She sheathed her sword and burst into the chamber. Pages of the Book of Warriors fluttered as she flew past.

The slumbering Valkyrie lay serene, skin flushed as if freshly emerged from a dream.

“Wake the hells up, sister!” Eyrun shouted, palms slamming against the coffin. “Why did you want Ven and me and even that fox alive? What’s unfolding?”

She imagined the Valkyrie’s eyes opening, could picture them based on Ven’s description: blank, shimmering gold, alight with laughter or prophecy.

Silence answered.

Eyrun pressed her forehead to the glass, fogging it with a hard breath. “You know something. I think you’re still seeing visions, even if you can’t tell us.”

A dim creak echoed through the room.

The Valkyrie’s hand twitched, one finger rising slowly, as if she awaited something like a bluebird or a butterfly to alight there.

Or maybe she beckoned.

To her tune, lightning danced closer.


Chapter 23

Arctos

“Faster, vampire.”

Instead of talking back to him, Emilia only nodded and pushed harder up the trail to the peak.

Weeks into this regimen, Berserkers across the ravine had started gathering to watch, their bemusement undisguised. Arctos wasn’t the only one who’d noticed how relentlessly she trained.

She’d made real progress. That first alder had fallen; more had followed. Her hands had blistered, healed, hardened. The vomiting had stopped. She ate regularly. Ate well.

And sitting across from her at meals had made it harder to view her as a vampire at all. Aside from her small, dormant fangs—no bigger than a Berserker’s canines—she appeared normal.

Her normalcy unsettled him most. If she survived long enough to complete her transition, would her thirst stay buried…or blaze? Could she drink animal blood, or would the scent of his people undo her?

Across the ravine, children played their new game of vampire chase, shrill laughter as they pretended to flee from invisible fangs. A cold thought lingered: one day she might make their games real.

She paused on a cliff near the summit, not winded, just looking out. Her cheeks were pinkened, eyes far-seeing.

When he joined her, he took in her scent, now that his sense of it had finally returned after his mission in Bloodreach. Sunlight, warmth, woman. No hint of incense.

“I feel like you can see the entire Skein from here,” she said softly. “As if we stand atop a map.”

The note of wonder—unexpected, almost reverent—made something shift in him. Against his better judgment, he pointed to the horizon. “South, past that forest, you’ll find the Badlands, with its plains of sand and sun. To the north, that range marks our border with Craigdúr. During the full moon, you’ll hear Lykae howls. Will that unsettle you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never heard one before,” she said. “They’re no friends to a vampire like me.”

“As I told you, running from Ravinelun would land you in worse trouble.”

“What if I climbed Mount Nothrior?” She nodded eastward. “Wouldn’t that open up the entire Skein?”

“Climb it from this direction? Only the strongest immortals can scale those icy, inverted sides. You’d be better off facing the wolves.”

She raised her brows, considering. “Have you explored much of the Skein?”

“Enough to know it and its peoples.” He’d traveled almost everywhere except to the Helter and deep into the Badlands. He’d seen the Skein’s coasts, its mountains, the dangerous beauty of its snowy heart.

“I’m jealous,” she admitted. “I wish I could experience it all. Well, almost all of it.” She drew her focus closer to home. “The ravines truly are a maze.”

“When you’re in them, you can’t rely on smell or hearing. Winds shift, and echoes lie. That labyrinth wants to trick you—that’s its value—so we learn every bend by sight.”

She looked at him expectantly, awaiting another lesson, but he hesitated. Was he truly to teach a vampire how to navigate their defenses?

“How do outsiders ever find their way here?” she asked.

Her interest stirred his suspicions. Planning to lead an army to our ruin?

Though he hadn’t seen vampire soldiers in Bloodreach, perhaps he hadn’t been meant to. Maybe this was all by design. The vampires could be lulling Berserkers into a false sense of security while their royal agent learned Ravinelun’s vulnerabilities.

Nothing could hurt the clan worse than a trusted infiltrator.

He answered, “Outsiders don’t find their way. We guide them and make them vow to the Lore never to reveal our secrets.” A vow to the Lore was an ancient oath, unbreakable for most. Yet not for all. He didn’t know if that vow could bind a day-walking vampire, so he hadn’t bothered depending on one. “We might not have a fortified castle, but the maze guards us better than stone walls ever could.”

A crisp breeze caught her hair, and she tucked it behind her ear. “It’s beautiful up here,” she murmured. “In Bloodreach, we didn’t have such viewpoints. This place”—she gestured at the blue horizon—“it feeds something in me.”

Arctos stared at her delicate profile, the play of light on her skin. Infiltrator, he reminded himself coldly. Only a fool would fall for her wiles. “I’ve never met a vampire who valued beauty for its own sake,” he said curtly.

“Then you’ve sadly met the wrong kind,” she replied, unruffled. She pointed toward a silver ribbon cutting the land below. “How long is that river?”

“Very. It runs across three territories before ending in Umber. Can you swim?”

“Not a stroke.”

He grunted. “Even child’s play is beyond you? Ravinelun floods every spring. You’ll learn or risk drowning.”

“Quick learner,” she said with a small, teasing tap to her temple. “I’m excellent under pressure, so I should be great underwater too.”

Raised brows. “Then why didn’t you learn in Bloodreach?”

“The Scarlet Shallows reek of rot and iron, and sea monsters slither about. Besides, I wasn’t allowed beyond the castle walls. Hard to practice swimming when you’re not permitted to approach anything larger than a bathtub.”

“So the castle was all you knew?”

She nodded. “I’d always dreamed of leaving and visiting the places I’d read about. Striking out on my own. But I do miss Nadje, my companion. Could you reach out to Inkletter, ask if she’s safe?”

He hesitated, then inclined his head once. “Where did you read about?”

Getting a dreamy look in her eyes, she said, “Everywhere from Rhun with its demon blood sports to the frozen lands of North Valhalland. I read about your mysterious ravines. Will you teach me to navigate them today?”

“You said loyalty is earned. So is trust.”

“But until I’m free, I can’t prove myself.”

“Correct.”

She sighed. “I’m not used to being distrusted. Everyone knows vampires can’t lie.”

“They can’t walk in daylight either. You could be lying about your ability to lie, about your nonexistent ability to trace, about your father’s plans and the number of warriors your kingdom possesses. You could still be a spy, sent to learn our weaknesses, poison our stores, destroy us from within.”

“That is a rational assumption. Had my father been sane, he might have hatched exactly that plan.”

Arctos blinked at her candor, uncertain whether it disarmed him or deepened suspicion.

“In any case, if I were that competent,” she said mildly, “we’d be having a very different conversation.”

He braced himself against her humor. “What other option does your kingdom have? Your father must have predicted that we would attack you eventually.”

“Why haven’t you?”

Good question. Yrsa had finally responded to Arctos’s intel about Bloodreach’s captives with a curt reply: Find out more from your wife and update me regularly.

Update? He hadn’t told Torben about these enraging developments but couldn’t keep them from his cousin forever.

“We favor steady heads,” Arctos said, a reminder to himself as well, “until it’s time to not be steady.”

“And then you rage. Thank you for refraining from that with me, though you had reason.” She studied him with surprising gentleness. “I want to apologize again for entangling you. I truly thought I could just find a cave here, work, be left alone.” She gave a laugh at her naivete. “It made perfect sense in my mind. Which, in retrospect, should have worried me. Maybe I’m just as crazy as the rest of my family.”

He saw no evidence of that. Yet. Though vampires still disgusted him—the bloodthieves had populated his nightmares for decades—Emilia’s determination and hints of humor kept him on edge.

She was different from other vampires. Did that mean she was the perfect weapon against Berserkers?

She asked, “Do you come up here with anyone else? Family?”

“Torben and his mate are my only family.”

She parted her lips, no doubt to ask what happened to his parents, but she too refrained.

Emilia didn’t deserve his history. And if he detected sincere sympathy from a vampire like her, he might show her the rage she’d mentioned.

After a beat, she said, “I know you didn’t have a wife before, well, me. But do you have someone you care about?”

“I have a standing arrangement,” he said, tone flat. “A water nymph named Undara. She comes here with her covey when they migrate.” Shapely Undara would deliver delight to him, and then a week later, the covey would continue on. “She is less than a paramour but more than a mere bedmate.”

“Oh.” Emilia blinked up at him. “So she’ll be visiting soon?”

“After the full moon. I’ll meet her in a place outside my home. Our home.” He scrubbed his hand over his mouth.

Everything about this situation filled him with doubts. Though he would have been scrupulously faithful to a mate or even to a wife of his own choosing, Emilia wasn’t his.

She quickly glanced away. Squinting at the morning light, she trained her gaze on a fast-moving cloud. “I see,” she murmured, voice strained. Her fingers absently toyed with the hem of her tunic.

As he took in her reaction, his heart kicked up, pulse too loud. “Do you not want me to see her?”

***

Lia

She tried to sort through her feelings about Arctos—and about this water nymph of his.

Those creatures were said to be beyond beautiful, all supple limbs and voices like river song. She pictured Undara as radiant and free, everything that Arctos needed.

Radiant and free. Two things I’m not.

Why did the thought of them together leave a bitter taste? The same kind of taste that lingered after her humiliating behavior—vomiting in the training yard, face-planting in food. She was developing an unfortunate pattern.

He’d made it clear that he had no sexual interest in her—my staff wouldn’t rise for you—yet had she begun to connect with him?

Even when cruel to her, he’d been frank and up-front. After her years of drowning in the artifice of Bloodreach, his blunt directness seemed almost magical, like a cryptid you’d glimpse once and never see again.

She’d come to like the rhythm of her new life with him, the shared meals, the aching muscles, the satisfaction of meeting challenges. The quiet fulfillment of surviving each day without embarrassing herself too spectacularly.

But desire him? No. The thought of bedding someone so intense terrified her more than it tempted her. She wanted something else from him, something she couldn’t quite name.

A bond, maybe. A friendship.

Finally, she answered him. “Of course you should continue your, uh, meetings with your…Undara.” Her voice was too bright and brittle. “I can train on my own while you’re away. And I’m used to eating alone.”

Arctos tilted his head, like a beast saying, What I hear doesn’t match what I see.

Lia forced a smile, refusing to become the pitiful female crying back at the cave. She wouldn’t be here for long anyway, still planned to find other outcast vampires. What if her fangache developed as she grew older, putting everyone here at risk?

No wonder Arctos remained wary. He’d feel such relief when she left.

First, she needed to survive the journey from here. For that, she needed skill. For that, she needed him.

“Good,” Arctos said evenly. “Now that that’s settled—why aren’t you running?”

“If I had a berkoin for every time you asked that…” she said, forcing a lightness she didn’t feel, “I could afford my own cave.”

His frown deepened.

She turned away before he could see her expression, lifted her sword, and sprinted up the trail.

He followed close behind, his stride steady and relentless. Deeply irritating in its efficiency.

What would those days be like when he was with another? When Lia sat alone in his borrowed home, listening to her own thoughts.

She’d tried to make friends here. Once a Berserker boy had waved to her during her drills. His mother had slapped his hand away. The memory still ached worse than bruises.

Lia had no friends. No lover. No future. Nothing until escape. She’d likely never see Arctos again.

She blinked hard, but her vision blurred anyway, a pink film from the sunlight or tears, she couldn’t tell. Her boot slipped on loose shale. She gasped, pitching forward. A calloused hand caught her elbow.

His grip was firm, stabilizing her with effortless strength. For an instant, the world narrowed to that single touch: the rough heat of his palm against her skin, the solid presence of him at her back.

“Watch your footing,” he said, voice low and even—more command than comfort.

“I was,” she muttered. “The mountain came out of nowhere.”

The warmth of his hand lingered as he released her, leaving the air colder in its absence.

She glanced up at him—at the cut of his jaw, the sun striking gold in his hair and brows, the focus already gone from her to the trail ahead.

A man made of discipline and duty. A man who would never look at her and see a female with her own desires.

Not for his body, not even for his affection, but for what he took for granted: belonging.


Chapter 24

Nadje

“Look out!” Inkletter shouted.

Nadje ducked just in time to avoid a troll’s club as it whooshed past her head. “Snag the big one’s legs and trace her!”

“Not leaving you in this stampede,” he grated as he half traced through a charging herd of troll females.

“I’ll grab you in time! Just get a grip on her!”

He dove and clamped both arms around a massive troll’s scaly ankles. “I have her! My gods, the ignominy!”

“Suck it up.” Nadje leapt for him, snared his arm, and cried, “Now, Ink!”

He teleported them from the highlands of Umber to their arranged meeting point, a moss-covered bridge at the opposite edge of the territory. There he dropped their quarry.

The female troll roared, green fists clenched. She was ready to kill…until she saw what waited for her: an enormous male troll, one hand clutching a heavy bag of gold, the other gripping his already erect penis.

Careful to reach for the bag and not the other, Nadje hurried over and accepted payment. Clink clink. She hefted the bag. Solid weight. “Pleasure doing business with you,” Nadje said briskly.

The troll barely noticed. He was too busy grunting at his mail-order bride. She answered in kind, exuding a cloud of pungent pheromones.

True love?

Before Nadje could blink, the pair were humping in delight, scaly troll balls rasping warty skin.

Inkletter stared in horror as if watching a clash of wizards or a sinkhole swallow a shifter village whole.

Nadje burst out laughing at his expression.

He scowled, teleporting them both back to her quarters without a word.

Still laughing, she said, “The look on your face, incubus!”

His icy reply: “I’m glad I amuse.”

“At least the work’s never dull.” And lately, they’d been swimming in jobs. By day, she worked as a chambermaid for the royals—demoted, unseen—but by night, she and Inkletter played gods, bending the Skein to their will. Between her jaded experience and his vast knowledge, they were unstoppable.

She’d been wrong about him. Inkletter wasn’t cold. He felt everything too sharply.

And, sin of sins, she’d begun depending on him.

Worse, she craved him still.

He’d lost weight lately, which meant he wasn’t feeding. Which meant he wasn’t bedding anyone. A twinge struck low in her chest.

But they’d agreed: no sex, no distractions, no blurred lines. Their partnership was its own reward.

Nadje divided the gold, then poured herself a generous measure of blood mead. She hadn’t been feeding from live quarry either. “I’ve got a lead on another job.”

He arched a brow. “Relocating a kraken from the Scarlet Shallows to the Twilight Sea?”

She brightened. “That’s a great idea! But this one’s easier. Once I’ve set it up, I’ll call you. Oh, wait, I can’t. Because you won’t give me your summoning sigils, like demons do all the time.”

Instead, he gave her his usual excuse: “When I’m in repose or study, I want no interruptions. Nothing is more important than my true calling.”

“I’ll bet you gave your sigils to Arctos.”

“He’s trustworthy.”

Ouch. Though she’d begun to trust him—a miracle for Nadje—Inkletter didn’t trust her. “Any day now, Berserker forces will strike Bloodreach to free their people,” she said, rolling the mead in her mug. Emilia had hoped so; Nadje had been less hopeful. She had sympathy for those Berserkers, but she had more sympathy for herself, and business was booming now. “I’d just like an escape route in case things get messy.”

“I’ll check in tomorrow.” Yet he lingered, still as a statue, disapproval radiating from him.

She sighed. As with any partnership, there were highs and lows, pros and cons. “Just spit it out, incubus.”

“You do not feel as if tonight’s job was beneath us?”

“Matchmaking a near-extinct species? I’m feeling like a model Skeinian right now!” But when she caught the tightness of his jaw, she groaned. “You’re still brooding about the warlock.” Inkletter refused to let the transaction with Baelor go, his resentment simmering like that lava. “Again, if we hadn’t done that job, someone else would have.”

“That kind of facile reasoning excuses anything.”

She took another slug of mead, rolling her head on her neck. “Why can’t you just enjoy yet more successful missions where no one died and everything turned out well? We’re in a put up or shut up situation. And I can always find another partner.”

“Put up or shut up? Those are my parameters?”

“Yes. Maybe tonight should be your last job.” If they did dissolve their partnership…she could coax him into one volatile, goodbye tumble first. Dinner and dessert. Her fangs ached at the thought.

Two times in the arms of an incubus though? With his fluids affecting her even more? Dinner, dessert, disaster.

And the thought of never working beside him again made her stomach churn. He was dependable, steady. When he said he’d do something, he did it.

She wasn’t alone anymore, and that knowledge comforted her. Especially now.

Lately, Bloodreach felt unsettled, the air charged like a fault line before it split. She’d felt this before, when the Badlands trembled and the sand itself lifted, whispering of catastrophes.

Did some massive force gather energy to wreck everything? Talk about changing market conditions!

Prince Coștin was the epicenter, she knew it. Though he’d raged at first about Lia, he’d since grown quiet, setting out regularly from Bloodreach. Why?

Crawling anxiety skittered inside her chest. Her breath caught, shallow and fast. Like when she’d breathed her mother’s ashes…when they’d coated her skin, camouflaging her from the strigoi and the sun.

That memory always came with suffocation.

She recalled days before her death, Mamă saying, “The strigoi used to be vampires like us. These Badlands changed them, morphed them into monsters. Something in the sand, maybe.”

Nadje had blinked, her eight-year-old mind making quick connections. “Then if we stay here, won’t we turn too?” It was like when Mamă had explained that eventually, even immortals died. The unspoken words: As will we.

Mamă’s smile was forced. “We’ll save up some gold and buy passage out of here. One night, we’ll be free.”

One night? One night? That hadn’t been good enough for Nadje. She’d needed a plan. Gold. Passage. Now.

She’d had no patience to wait idly, still didn’t. Her mother had run out of time and paid with her life…

Inkletter’s voice drew Nadje back to the present. “Tonight is not my last job, because I doubt any others could match this one’s idiocy.”

She laughed, too sharp. “You’d be surprised.” Did he think she was an idiot? Though she usually preferred others to underestimate her intelligence, she didn’t want Inkletter to believe her intellectually beneath him.

He parted his lips to speak, then closed them.

“Something else on your mind?”

After long moments, he said, “Have you fed recently?”

She frowned. “Not in a while. I’ve been surviving on blood mead.” Nadje was no royal, couldn’t simply order up a blood source. She and other servants usually hitched a demon ride to Umber every couple of weeks to hunt shifters or seduce pub-goers with a bite fetish. She’d been too busy. “What about you?”

“Between my research and our work, I’ve little time for sustenance.” Seduction. His eyes softened slightly. “Nevertheless, I am pleased we chose to remain platonic.”

So he had thought about it too. She opened her mouth to agree with him—platonic is preferred!—but her throat burned from a potential lie. She finally said, “We make a good team.”

“Yes. I will see you at sunset tomorrow.”

“Don’t forget the Lykae king,” she reminded. “Tease him with the Queen of Questions.”

He inclined his head and vanished.

Nadje stood for a moment in the quiet, the room too still.

They would make a fortune with King Thane. But even that won’t be enough, she thought, while acknowledging there might never be enough. The heft of her bag of gold felt too light.

She pried open a new wall cubby and pulled out her fourth chest. Counting coins usually soothed her—the rhythm, the shine, the promise of freedom—but tonight, the pieces felt dead and cold.

She found herself glancing toward the shadows, hoping Inkletter would reappear.

Nadje did trust him, and she genuinely enjoyed spending time on jobs with him. Still, if it came down to business or friendship, she would always put business first.

She would now as well. Right? The coins slipped through her suddenly limp fingers to go clink clink clink in the chest. Right?? She tried to reassure herself, whispering, “I’d choose this gold over more time with Inkletter,” and her throat burned and burned…


Chapter 25

Thane

Full moon. Only hours away.

Soon it would rise, swollen with power, bringing even more turmoil to a male who’d spent weeks adrift in chaos—ever since he’d last seen Ditch atop the Mount.

Since she’d sauntered away in that scrap of lace, tail swishing.

Since she’d almost made him laugh…and awakened a possessiveness he’d never imagined he could feel.

As the noon sun spilled over the sea beyond his castle, he paced his chambers, fangs clenched. What else was there to do but stalk and stew? His days of deep drinking and carousing were over. He could think of nothing but her—his nemesis, his undoing—and that was even before her letters…

Greedy for more peeks into her complicated mind, he’d begun the exchange himself, summoning Jastorgh, an outside demon courier, to deliver a missive to the haunted Strix Keep.

In the first letter, Thane had kept it short, sharp, and meant to provoke:

Witch,

I liked that coat. Return it directly.

King Thane

Craigdúr

While waiting for her reply, he’d prowled his rooms, replaying the fire in her eyes as she’d challenged him, her boldness like nectar for a male dying of thirst.

Just recalling her taunting grin made him hard. His tongue flicked in his mouth as he recalled that impudent nipple emerging between blond locks. He wanted to suckle her until she couldn’t stand it anymore and grazed him with a horn.

But more than physical need plagued him. The weight of the Skein pressed on his shoulders, the strain of a king whose queen stood vulnerable in hostile territory.

Lowell’s continued investigations with Meera had yielded little, save for one certainty: the coven despised Ditch and actively plotted against her.

Thane understood why. She was a menace. Had she truly murdered and cannibalized one of her own?

Unknown.

Would he accept her anyway?

Aye. Known.

She’d taken her sweet bloody time replying. Days passed before Jastorgh had dropped off a scroll. Alone, Thane had torn it open like prey.

Wolf,

The coat is mine. Once I claim territory, I never cede it back. Also, I inhale it when I masturbate. My compliments; your scent is aphrodisiacal.

Ditch

House of Witches, Skein Coven

The bold cursive had blurred before him, his mind and body gone aflame.

His mate touching her cunny…as she took in his scent… Frenzy. Pants shoved to his knees, he’d come with one stroke. Ropes of pearly semen had jetted to spatter the floor of his room.

Once he recovered enough to pen a response, he’d written:

Witch,

I should be wearing that coat whenever you pleasure yourself anywhere in its vicinity. Fair is fair, and my scent’s better in person.

A coat and your finger—or me and my tongue? You don’t strike me as the type to settle.

King Thane

After dispatching it with Jastorgh, he’d waited for her to respond. And waited. The winged Volar demon had arrived this very morning, looking dazed. Once he’d teleported away, Thane had cracked open the scarlet seal stamped with a leafless oak.

Wolf,

Who said anything about a finger? I have a flexible tail with a lusty mind of its own. Does your tongue have a mind of its own? Seems so. Speaking of scents…this parchment is absorbent.

Happy jacking!

D

She used her tail? Great gods. Some demons had tails so complex they could give a massage or inject a poison; she self-pleasured with hers.

He’d inhaled the page in a frothing lather. She’d laced it with her orgasm. Breathing her climax, fanging the paper, he’d torn his breeches down. Too late. He’d already been coming a flood in them.

After regaining his senses, he’d growled low. No wonder the demon courier had looked dazed. He’d scented her release too!

Thane had readied a piece of parchment and responded to her in kind—his culmination for hers—with a thicker envelope and no words. The volume spoke volumes.

Despite the envelope, Jastorgh had known what he was about to deliver. Before the demon had disappeared, he’d winked. “This is truly a golden age of correspondence!”

Now, as the sun slipped toward the sea, Thane paced again, awaiting a reply—and moonrise. Tonight would be grueling.

The more he learned about his mate, the more he desired a future with her. Yet it was forever out of reach. Even if he could somehow win her, this realm would never allow their union.

Not that Ditch wanted to be with him. She played with him only to gain the upper hand for her coven.

If fate meant to punish him, she’d chosen well—temptation married to torment. He cast his mind back, searching for some punishable sin. He’d done nothing to warrant having an enemy mate.

When Jastorgh returned at last, the demon’s grin was too wide. “The most fun I’ve had in ages. I feel like I’ve bedded both of you.”

“Begone.” Thane opened her seal.

Wolf,

Your offering was acceptable. More is required. Unless you’d like me to consume your semen-stained paper, we should meet tonight.

D

Offering. Required.

Those words hit like fists. His mate demanded worship, and gods help him, he wanted to give it. In turn, he wanted her to tame him for a spell—right before he unleashed himself and his beast to master her as well.

To fuck and claim. To bite and mark.

Did she already suspect she was his fated female? Had her letters been devised to test him? Establish the wolf’s sexual interest, then extend an invitation for more on the one telling night of the calendar.

Cagey witch. His refusal to meet tonight would be a glaring red flag.

As ever, he was to be denied what he desired and left hungry. He clenched his jaw and scrawled a final reply.

Kingdom business. Another time.

Thane

Jastorgh had just vanished with the letter when banging sounded on Thane’s chamber door.

Lowell barged in, keys jangling like broken chains. “No more putting me off, damn it!”

Thane tensed. “Why the hells do you have keys to my private quarters?”

“I’m the steward,” Lowell said, unapologetic as ever. “I’ve got keys to everywhere. If you doona like it, fire me.”

Thane ground his teeth. The kingdom wouldn’t last a day if I did. He’d been blessed with brilliant seneschals all his life—until he’d literally lost his last one, the best of them all.

Ailsa.

He’d brought Lowell on not for administrative skill but because the teenage tracker had been legendary for his nose, for the way he could find anything or anyone, even through storms and illusions. Thane had prayed he could find Ailsa. But it was as if she’d been erased from the Skein.

Still, the lad had worked himself into indispensability, quietly taking over every task Thane least enjoyed. Which only made him more irritating now.

Lowell wrinkled his nose, waving his hand as if warding off a stench. “Gods, it reeks in here! Crack a bloody window if you’re going to spill seed like a callow lad who’s just discovered what his cock can do.”

“You’re trying my patience.”

“Moonrise is in an hour. It’s time. You know it’s time.”

Thane exhaled. “Everything prepared?”

Lowell nodded, sobering. “No’ that you’ve been around to notice, but aye, we’re set up on the Mount. Look, tonight will be brutal, but mayhap something will shift before next month.”

“How goes it with Ditch’s assistant?”

“I’ve seen her nightly.” Lowell’s voice thrummed with some unknown excitement. “But she does no’ have sway with the new high priestess. I get the feeling no one does.”

“Have you tupped Meera?” Thane asked.

Lowell shook his head. “Just talking and necking.” Judging by his enlarged pupils and accelerated heartbeat, he enjoyed one or both of those activities very much.

“Ditch and I have been writing each other.”

“I know.” At Thane’s look, Lowell said, “There’s little I doona know in this castle. I’d hoped those letters might soften her a touch.”

“I don’t believe Ditch does soft. I think she suspects she’s mine but only toys with me. Have you found out what her other powers are? Akelarre would no’ have sent a witch here with no battle magic.”

“Nay, I’ve no’ been able to. And I doona suggest you ask her. Apparently, it’s bad form for us to query a witch about her power. But I got the impression she’s definitely qualified for her job—”

A howl sounded from the dungeon.

Lowell bit out a curse. “I dinna tell you, but Straegan tried to break free again. Dented the bermetal bars.”

Thane froze. “The same Berserker steel as my cage?” If Straegan had nearly escaped with no mate to lure him, could Thane tonight?

“Aye. But you’ll keep control with the Mount’s magic. The cage is just another redundancy. In fact, I’ve ordered your sentries to Straegan instead. If he kills again…”

His byname among the pack was Mauler. Straegan the Mauler.

His victim hadn’t gone easily.

Thane’s beast snarled inside him. “He’ll go straight for Ditch.” Stealing her life was the surest way to seize control of the pack.

Lowell nodded. “He would have heard all the whispers in this castle. He’d know she’s the key to taking you down.”

Thane considered informing Ditch she was his mate, but she was sworn to subjugate his people; he’d rather not hand her this decisive advantage. Still, he would do everything in his power to protect her.

He held Lowell’s gaze. “Every guard on him. If he tries the bars again, take him down. Royal or not, spare him nothing.”

Lowell’s voice was iron. “She’s my queen by fate. I’ll guard her with my life.”

“Good. Because I canna tonight.” Thane trusted no one like Lowell. “Let’s get this over with.” Before heading down to the bailey, Thane gave Lowell one last look. Doona let me down…

By dusk, Timofee had traced him to the base of the Mount, then left him behind with a sympathetic expression.

At the summit, the cage gleamed, waiting. Thane squared his shoulders and approached the enclosure. His beast must have figured out the plan because it thrashed inside. The magic of the Mount kept it quelled. Somewhat.

He stepped inside and let the lock click shut behind him, beginning his twelve hours of torture. He sank down to the bottom of the cage, leaning back against the bars.

Is this my future? Every month to return here?

All these years of fantasizing about matehood, and he’d been denied his female when he needed her most. The rising globe already heated his blood. His claws dug into his palms as he tried to quash fantasies of what he’d do to her beneath the moon…

He was hard as stone when a voice drifted up the slope—wicked, unmistakable. “Fee-fi-fo-fum,” Ditch sang. “I smell the blood of my pen pal.”

He shot to his feet, body coiled tight. How had she guessed where he’d be? She must know her connection to him and put together where he’d be forced to spend this night.

Almost in sight, she continued, “Do you know what fee-fi-fo-fum means? Behold food, good to eat, sufficient for my hunger. How fitting!” She emerged through the silvered mist, barefoot, hair gleaming, wearing his coat. Belted tight, nothing else.

The moon had just crested the horizon when the scent of her sex hit him. A double shot of delirium rocked him.

Gods have mercy.

He took in her lustrous green eyes, her curving lips. His attention roamed lower, past her waist. Good to eat, sufficient for my hunger.

No, no! “Ditch, you canna be here.” His voice was hoarse. His fangs and claws grew longer, his beast howling inside him. Only the Mount’s magic held it in check. “You must leave.”

Her smile flashed white and dangerous. “Aren’t you in a pickle, wolf? Not a single guard? Now why would you be caged on this night in a place that tamps down your beast? Is this your ‘kingdom business’?”

He gripped the bars. “Leave. For your own good.”

She drifted closer, ethereal. “Looks like you’ve found your mate. Who’s the lucky female?” She pursed her lips into a red pout that called to his tongue. “Won’t tell me? Maybe you think she’s not receptive?” The moon was directly behind her, limning those horns of hers.

He shuddered with want, his cockhead gone wet. “How did you know I would be here?”

“Unfortunately for you, I’m a witch with witchly ways.” Her laugh was both caress and slap. “In that cage, you can look but not touch. You can scent but not taste. Must be maddening that the entire world is passing you by. I could pass you by.”

“I want you to. You must go! Godsdamn you, witch.”

“Oh, Thane, they did that long ago.”

“You doona know what you’re playing with.”

“Fire?” She licked her lips. “What if I like the burn?”

Fuuuck.


Chapter 26

Ditch

“I thought it might be me.”

She hadn’t known—not until she’d seen the look in Thane’s eyes behind those bars. That predatory possessiveness. His deepest, darkest desire was to claim his mate.

Me.

If she were a suspicious person—she was!—Ditch might wonder if the elder witches of Akelarre had foreseen this fated tie. Was that why they’d dispatched her to the Skein?

She was young for a leader, but her powers were prodigious. Ditch had believed she’d forced Akelarre’s hand.

Am I…fodder?

She frowned. Ditch orchestrated fodder; she didn’t become it.

“You canna stay,” Thane grated. “What if the griffin returns?”

She tilted her head. “No wonder you were so protective of me that night. Only one female in all of eternity is fated to you. You’d do anything to keep her safe.”

“Answer the question.”

“If I were in mortal danger,” she countered, “could you not break free to save me?”

His silence was answer enough.

“Why this cage and subterfuge?” she asked softly. “Why not tell me the truth and roll the dice?”

“You’re no’ ready for me. And once this bond is forged…”

“I’d be stuck with you? How quaint.” Though demons had mates, witches didn’t, and she fell firmly on the Wiccan side of that divide.

His gaze narrowed. “And yet you might like having me for a mate.”

“What did this cage save me from tonight? Explain it to me.”

Shoulders straightened, he said, “My beast would have risen. Without precautions, it would find you anywhere in the Skein. It would pleasure you, mate you uncontrollably, and bite your neck to mark you forever.” This scenario clearly excited Thane; his eyes flickered Lykae blue. “It’s roiling inside me right now.”

She shrugged. “You’re right: I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready.” Being claimed was anathema; her freedom was a power. And the survival of her species was bound to her choices.

“Then you must go.”

“Why would I,” she murmured, “when I can stay and revel in your predicament?”

Was she cruel enough to sexually torture a trapped wolf on the night of the full moon—until pleasure became pain and reason burned away?

Of course.

His white knuckles on the bars made her laugh again. “Oh, Thane, you’ve got it so bad. All I did was agree to one little meeting on this mount, and destiny did the rest. I almost feel like I didn’t earn this thrill.” She stepped closer, just beyond his reach. “How long have you known I’m yours?”

“I scented you just before we first spoke.”

She replayed their first exchange, seeing it anew. “Am I how you pictured your mate?” she asked lightly.

A slow shake of his head.

Hmm. Disappointed?

Impossible. I’m perfection. “Were you hoping for a Lykae female?”

“Does no’ matter.” His voice went gravelly. “Fate has scalded you into my brain, twisted me forever. You’re a walking heaven to me.”

She could all but hear the unspoken end to that sentence: on the outside at least. Fair enough. Still, the way he watched her with mesmeric fascination stirred heat low in her belly.

No one had ever called her a walking heaven or gazed at her eyes as if they held the secrets of the universe. His coat on her sensitive flesh wasn’t helping, and she hadn’t exaggerated his scent’s effect on her. “What about your beast? How does it feel about me?”

“It fucking adores you. Wants to worship you.”

“As all things should.” Pity her coven didn’t agree. They’d been slow to accept her, clinging to Lazara’s shadow. Ditch hadn’t expected that because Lazara had been so…vanquishable.

“Have you experienced adoration before?” he asked, challenge in his tone. “Do you even ken what you’re missing?”

Incisive questions deserve no answers. “How do you picture this working? A Lykae king and a witch high priestess?”

“Doona.” His fascinated expression turned bleak, and she wanted it back. “Even if I could win you, our factions are enemies. This world will no’ allow us to bind. And neither will you.”

“That’s true.” Based on her attraction to him, he might have had a shot with her in a different world and time. Here in the Skein? No chance in hells. “My poor hungry wolf.” Her voice was soft now, almost kind. “All you’ve ever wanted was your mate, as you would crave sustenance.”

“All I’ve ever wanted is you,” he admitted. “I’d give almost anything to have you.”

Almost anything. She forced a smile at his qualifier. “You would forgive me my foul murders and wicked deeds?”

“Aye. We’d start with a clean slate.”

“I prefer my slate filthy. Like sex.”

He groaned, the sound rough.

The sight of his erection straining against his leather pants made her body feel superheated. As a demon-witch, she was a hedonist to the bone, and she’d never dallied with a wolf. I have to experience him. Just once. Then back to war.

Between gritted teeth, he said, “I scent you. Know what you need.”

“You do tempt me, especially since you and your beast are caged tonight. But you warned me that surrendering means forever.”

“I’ll pleasure you so hard you’ll beg for any position with me.”

“What would you surrender?” She wanted total compliance, but his loyalty to his pack was absolute.

“Let’s discover that together. I’ll know by moonset.”

“Convince me.” She gestured for him to strip.

Slowly, deliberately, he did, drawing off his tunic to display his mighty chest—broad shoulders and rippling muscles with not an ounce of spare flesh. He removed his boots, then untied his breeches to ease them from his narrow hips.

Freed of its confines, his cock sprang up, bobbing before it pointed directly at her.

His sigh-worthy length and girth were almost too big, just barely possible for her. Just barely was her favorite size, and this one was the just-bareliest she’d ever encountered.

The crown was broad, the slit damp. Veins ribbed the shaft enticingly. His dusky balls taunted her to nip them with a fang.

When he stood before her, all beastly intensity, his skin sheened in the moonlight.

Great Hecate, he was built for fantasies. She had the impulse to lick salt and sin from his throat to those balls and make him quake. “Your appearance makes a good case.” She tapped her chin with a black claw. “Very well—we play. Only play, Thane. No biting, no bond. And only for a time, an interlude until we both come.”

He gave her a wary look, a wolf sensing a trap.

“Then we’ll go our separate ways. Or at least I will. You’ll remain caged like an animal.”

“I agree to your terms,” he growled. “Now show me your own body, mate.”

With a lift of her brows, she unbelted the coat and let it puddle at her feet.

“None fairer,” he rasped in wonder.

“Correct.” The night air caressed her bare skin. Her tail danced with freedom and so much excitement she almost frowned at the frolicking thing. “In your letter, you mentioned your tongue. Show me if it indeed has a mind of its own.”

He swallowed hard. “If I take your taste, witch, I’ll never let you go. You’ll ruin me.”

She breathed, “I know. I predicted your ruination.”

His gaze fixed on the V of her curls. “Then take me to heaven or hell. Right now, I care no’ which.”

“Hell then,” she said, sauntering closer. “It’s my specialty.” She planted one knee on a bar and opened herself to him. “Eat, hungry Thane. Lap up your own destruction.”

With a snarl, he dropped to his knees, but not before she spotted his grin, wolfish and victorious.

He thought he had her. That he’d drown her in pleasure and make her beg. Joke’s on him—

His rough hands gripped her ass, but instead of diving in as much as the bars would allow, the clever wolf focused on her spread thighs. He nipped her above her knee, then rubbed that bite with the stubble on his bold jawline.

Her brows arched. Effective moves. “Leaving your scent on me?”

“Aye. And I’m relishing my first time tonguing you, a first that will never come again.”

When his fingers found her tail and stroked, she nearly whimpered. I fucking love that. No one ever pays enough attention to it! He fisted the length, calloused palms warming until it all but melted in submission.

Then his hands rose to cover her breasts, kneading them as he gave her nipples tweaks of increasing intensity. Oh, he knows exactly what he’s doing. If given free rein, this male would probably lick her everywhere—before he freed his beast to do deliciously perverse and penetrative things to her.

“A feast lies before me.” He brought her closer to his mouth, letting her feel his breaths on her wet, swollen lips. He inhaled her scent with heavy lids. “You’ve addled me, you demon-witch.”

When his tongue parted the seam of her sex and his groan vibrated her pouting clit, she gave a cry, then managed to say, “How do you like the hell you’ve chosen?”

His eyes—fully blue now—lifted to hers, his mouth glazed with her arousal. “I like it,” he said, voice raw. “Because you’re about to join me there.”

His confidence unraveled her. He gave her clit a firm lick that put her on her toes. But she rocked down to find his strong tongue once more. Contact. Her head fell back, her throat working on a scream. She clasped his head and held him close, rolling her hips to meet his next flicking lick.

He lifted her into his palms, trapping her spread against the bars. Then his tongue delved, parting her, snaking deeper as if to claim her to her core. “I’ll put up with much for this.” His rumbling brogue vibrated her inside. “Demon-witch…with her sweet, sweet cunny.”

His kiss was hot and filthy, yet he kept gazing up at her with his brows drawn until she saw hints of the adoration and worship he’d mentioned.

And Ditch—who feared nothing, not gods nor fate nor death—feared that this combination might slay her.


Chapter 27

Thane

So much honey. She drenched his tongue, her taste launching him into a different plane of pleasure.

Lightheaded. Cock weeping in the night air. Beast in a lather to rise.

Like Thane, it wanted to claim its mate and take its long-awaited due. He sensed the beast’s bewilderment. Moon. Mate. Why am I no’ at the fore for this bounty?

Because tonight she was all Thane’s—and he had a plan. Somehow he would stick to it.

Somehow.

Even when pliant lips teased his mouth. Even when he nuzzled his face against her damp, blond curls. Even when his Instinct thundered one command: —Claim.—

Above him, her breasts jutted, perfect handfuls tipped by swollen, red nipples. Her eyes changed for the first time, the pale green gone demon black with desire. That look punched straight through him.

In a throaty voice, she said, “Don’t miss a drop, wolf.”

He growled his approval. “No’ planning to.” His own voice sounded disembodied, the moon heightening every sensation, stripping him to nerve and need.

Holding her easily aloft with one hand, he used the other to toy with those exquisite breasts, rolling and teasing until she arched and gasped.

“Hecate, yes!”

“When I claim you, I’ll fuck you so hard your fangs will rattle. These tits will bounce”—he gave them a light slap—“and you’ll beg for my next thrust, right here.” He speared his tongue inside her core.

Her moan broke loose, her arousal dripping. “More!” She clutched the bars above his head, using them for leverage as she writhed in abandon.

He pushed a finger into her slippery tightness. Need inside this! Breed and seed her until she surrenders. When she undulated in his grip to rock on his finger, he gave her another.

Her body bucked. “Yes!”

Leisurely fingering her, he broke his kiss to say, “You will no’ be happy like this for long. You crave my cock, and we both know it.”

Her channel clenched in answer, her clitoris taut. About to go off!

My mate’s first pleasure with me. He neared the edge as well, thrusting against a godsdamned bar of his cage. Yet he stopped himself. Doona follow her. Else lose her to the night.

So he kept her teetering on the brink, taking her to the precipice, then pulling back to lick the slick running down her thighs.

Her control was in tatters, heart thundering. “I can’t hold on! This time. This time, Thane…”

Her pain was his own. His beast howled, Why deny her? Why deny us? “This time, witch. Come in my mouth,” he commanded with another thrust of his fingers and swipe of his tongue. Come, and destroy me.

Shuddering in his hold, she gave a pained cry to the sky. Her lips quivered against his as ecstasy racked her. “Ah, gods, yes! Yes!” Her pain turned to release, and she screamed as her tight pussy milked his fingers with each wave of it. The sound branded him.

Groaning for more, lapping up every drop of her orgasm, he annihilated her with his tongue, barely holding his seed. No battle had ever been so fraught or so close.

When her screams faded and sensitivity jolted her lithe muscles with each hard lash of his tongue, she tried to break free, but he clamped her to his mouth, unyielding.

“No more, no more!” Her claws sharpened, digging into his scalp. “Let me go!” Those demonic eyes promised pain. How? She couldn’t use magic, so what would she do? He waited, ready.

Her tail rose behind her, sinuous and gleaming in the moonlight. He watched it arch like a serpent about to strike.

It coiled around his throat. He kept his gaze raised to hers, kept licking, even as her tail constricted, threatening to choke him.

He and the witch stared at each other, both wondering what her next move would be.

Her wetness returned in a rush. Pleasure bloomed again, granting him another course of his new favorite meal.

Suddenly, her tail relaxed until it lovingly curved around him, more embrace than threat. Her mouth slackened in shock at it, as if to say, You traitor!

Alone in her struggle—witch, demon, queen—she moaned and surrendered, the sound half fury, half submission.


Chapter 28

Ditch

“I’m spent. Never again!” she gasped, voice worn thin from screaming. The Lykae had wrung climax after climax from her until she lost count.

When she finally slipped free of his grasp, her legs barely obeyed.

She hadn’t meant to lose control like some nymph in heat. Usually, she paced herself better. But under this wolf’s skillful kiss, her mind had gone white with one reckless mantra: Surrender. Just for tonight.

“Get back here, witch. I hunger still.” His tone was a rasping growl. “The interlude ends when I do. You spoke these words.”

“I can’t come anymore,” she protested, breathless. “You’ve broken me.”

His bulging muscles sheened with sweat in the moonlight. His cock bobbed, painting swaths of precum over his torso.

“Great Hecate,” she muttered, “I could get pregnant just looking at that.”

He swept his burning gaze from her horns to her toes. Sounding delirious, he said, “Back your arse to the bars, and lift that tail o’ yours. I’ll breed you so well you’ll touch the moon itself.”

She glared. “I’m insulted that you haven’t spontaneously come. I’m irresistible in the worst of circumstances. And I’m your mate. You should be helpless in the face of my glory!”

“You assume I’m no’? Gods, witch, can you no’ tell how kissing you affects me? And I did lose my seed spontaneously when I opened your scented letter.”

“Then why not now?”

“Willpower.” He looked dangerous. “I’ll have more from you than one stolen night. You swore to stay with me till the interlude ended. Now it will continue indefinitely.”

“So that’s your plan. You sound so rational. Have I not tempted you beyond reason?”

“Your taste alone makes me fear for my sanity! But my need for you to come back to my castle with me—where I can keep you safe—overwhelms every other desire.”

“You think you can pleasure me again and again without coming?”

“Aye. And then at moonset, you’ll accompany me to Craigdúr. To my bed.”

“For how long?”

“Till you canna imagine life without my cock inside you.”

“Tricksy wolf.” Admiration laced her tone, despite her frustration with him. He should be a lock for her demonic sexuality, and he’d been touched by fate to prefer her above all others!

“No’ tricksy. Determined.”

“How determined?” she challenged. “Do you think you can resist my mouth?”

His throat worked on a thick swallow, and his brows drew together. “Must.”

“Your turn then,” she purred. “Let’s test that Lykae willpower.” She sank to her knees at the edge of the cage. The instant her face hovered before his meaty shaft, she realized she wasn’t nearly as spent as she’d claimed.

His glistening tip lit her up like a wick meeting a cauldron flame. The head was so engorged the slit had widened.

“You’re not the only one with ungodsly hungers, wolf king. I’ll consume you.” She licked her lips, and his gaze snapped to her pointed demon tongue.

A growl escaped him, primal and ready.

As if bespelled, he stepped closer, threading that massive length between the bars toward her mouth.

“It wants inside me,” she said almost with awe. “Any way it can.”

He nodded gravely.

She cupped his heavy balls, heat pulsing through her palm. They were big and damp with sweat. She tickled behind them with her black claws, murmuring, “So trusting. Though we both know I could geld you with a flick of my wrist.”

He clenched his jaw at that.

“These ache.” She drew in and traced her tongue along his sack.

His brawny chest hitched. “They do ache,” he ground out, “with no relief in sight. Play with my body all you like—short of a gelding—but I’ll still resist you.”

“What a matchup. My tongue versus your will.” Maybe this was what she’d been missing with her other lovers. Thrilling tension.

As she slowly masturbated his length, she sucked one ball between her lips and moaned around it so he could feel the vibrations.

He groaned, “There’s my good lass.”

After repeating her kiss on the other one, she released him with a pop. Then she simply gazed up at him through her lashes, mouth parted in invitation. Fill me.

He couldn’t deny her. He guided his shaft to her, pressing the damp head between her lips.

She suckled him, coaxing more saltiness from the font, her tongue gone slick with it.

His shaking hands closed over her head. Hips tilted, jaw slackened, expression lost. Yet somehow he remembered her pleasure. He pinched her achy horns like they were sensitive nipples, which they kind of were for her.

As she fondled his testicles, she sealed her lips around the crown and drew him in inch by inch.

“Gods almighty!” He quaked, his muscular legs juddering. “Everything I can do no’ to thrust!” His balls tightened, readying to spend, and her tongue detected the rising knot of semen in his shaft.

Ditch’s mouth really was undefeatable.

He might be determined, but he was a male through and through. And she controlled males. Always had—

He drew back from the suction of her kiss. “Canna. I want you back with me. Need that. You’ll be safe with me.”

What in the seven hells? She frowned at that knot of semen trapped by his own stubbornness, his shaft visibly throbbing under the pressure of his load. He was resisting her? Impossible!

Her tail flicked as an idea sparked. “Very well. Deny yourself. But now you’ve whetted my appetite again. Let me kiss your cock while I finish myself.”

He hesitated. But then her tail curled down between her thighs to diddle her slick sex, which clearly interested him very much. He absently gave his cock back to her mouth like a dazed offering.

His taste and responses had primed Ditch, her orgasm imminent. But she would focus on his. Her lubricated tail abandoned her pussy to curve around and snake up behind him. He was too lost to her suckling to notice.

“Close, witch.” He heaved breaths. “I crave flooding your pointed tongue with seed.”

She darted that tongue and sucked harder.

“But I canna!” He started to pull away.

Her claws bit into the damp muscles of his back, and her tail struck—sliding between his muscular cheeks, prodding, pressing—and then in.

Sunk home.

He roared. His cock jerked and his first jet of seed hit her throat, hot and thick. She swallowed greedily as his body convulsed, shaking the bars. The mighty king’s roar continued, gaining intensity as it seemed to echo over the entire Skein.

She milked him with her fist and her hollowed cheeks until his legs nearly gave.

Better.

Once she’d emptied spurt after spurt of his delicious Lykae semen, she gave him a last lick and withdrew her tail to the music of his stunned groan.

Wary and seeming psychically injured, he said between ragged breaths, “You just…you…”

“I know.” She rose smoothly, triumphant. “You did say I could play with your body all I wanted. Sometimes I play rough.”

He looked wrecked—shocked, gorgeous, undone. His mouth worked as he cast about for speech. “Your tail.”

“Gave you a tentacular orgasm? Yes. Thank me with a gift of Craigdúr cattle.” She donned his coat with a defiant look. Mine. She refused to relinquish her masturbatory aid.

He clenched the bars, looking like he’d break through them to seize her. “Doona go. It’s no’ safe for you in the Witchwood!”

“We both came, our standoff at an end. Of course I’ll go.” She laughed. “You see, tonight has changed nothing in me, which means you’re all alone in hell.”

His eyes glowed wolf blue with disappointment in her, this hungry king who’d begun to hope. Which didn’t affect her. At all.

Over her shoulder, she called, “A herd, Thane. I’ll expect at least a herd. You know I’m worth it.”

Once she was out of sight, his gut-wrenching howl shook the night, raw with longing.


Chapter 29

Lowell

“I canna believe Ditch found you on the Mount,” he said, seated across from Thane’s desk not long after moonset. “Had you told her she’s yours?”

“Nay.” The king leaned back in his chair, whiskey untouched, eyes shadowed by a restless light. “But she figured it out.”

“Well? Is the claiming as good as they say?” Lowell asked, half jesting, half curious.

He wasn’t convinced matehood was the apex of existence. Not after his nights with Meera.

A shapely, ireful witch who made him high with fury and near fucking.

Their evenings of talking, quarreling, and heavy petting had left him panting after her like a stag in rut. But…she wasn’t his mate. Under the full moon last night, he’d kept his beast leashed and fulfilled his duties with Straegan.

So why do I still want her so much?

“My mate bears no claiming mark upon her neck,” Thane said, glancing toward the window, where the morning’s sea fog pressed thick against the glass.

“She dinna surrender?” Lowell raised a brow. Few females resisted Thane’s legendary prowess.

“Nay. She foiled my plans and bested me.” He shifted in his seat. And again. “Her loyalty to her kind makes her surrender impossible.” Lykae revered loyalty, and Thane couldn’t hide the admiration in his words. “But I’ll find a way to have her. Nothing will stop me.” Whatever had passed between king and witch had only deepened his fixation. “My mam used to say that finding one’s mate is like discovering an interlocking soul. I thought her fanciful. Yet each minute with my witch proves her right.”

Lowell bit back a disrespectful quip about mass delusions. Lykae were taught matehood as a religion; no wonder they found transcendence in it.

Did he believe certain scents were more attractive than others, perhaps one above all? Aye. Had his own parents found great happiness together? Aye.

Yet this fated bond still made a lone wolf like Lowell scratch his head. The only way to understand it was to experience it. Sounds religious to me.

“It’s a fever in me,” Thane confessed. “Each time I breathe, I scent her. If I sleep, I see her eyes.” He certainly looked changed. Lighter, less jaded. For an immortal frozen into one guise forever, that was saying something.

And still, interlocking souls sounded like nonsense to Lowell. He’d rather wrestle with practical issues—like how to unite two realms at odds. “I’m used to solving problems for this kingdom, but I canna solve this one. The Wiccae hate us. You and your mate are a war waiting to happen.”

“They doona know us. And we doona know them. Can you no’ win Meera’s confidence?”

Lowell said, “She refuses to trust me explicitly.” Probably because she knew his pack would always come first. Of course it would. No doubts on that score. None.

After all, she wasn’t his mate.

“A problem all around then.” Thane tapped a clawed thumb against his glass. “There are rogue witches who might sell information about the coven.”

Lowell nodded. “I can reach out to them. They also might give us a way to contact Akelarre directly and negotiate a truce.”

“Go over my mate’s head?” Thane huffed a laugh. “Few things could enrage her more. Still. All options remain on the table.”

A knock interrupted them.

“Enter,” Thane called.

A Lykae page stepped inside. “My liege, an incubus by the name of Inkletter Scribe requests an audience.”

Thane leaned forward. “A demon visitor to the kingdom? That’s Arctos’s friend, the spy.”

“The verra same,” Lowell said.

Thane steepled his fingers. “I scent intrigue.”

“Aye,” Lowell agreed. “And mayhap he knows something about any demon halflings that are new to the kingdom.”

“Just so.” Thane gestured. “Send him in.”

***

Thane

The tall incubus moved like ink poured from a well—deliberate, smooth—and yet he was impossible to read. “My liege, thank you for receiving me.” He gave a grave nod, a proud male’s bow.

“You should thank Arctos,” Thane replied. “I want to know what has happened to my friend to make him so quiet.”

Inkletter parted his lips, then hesitated.

“Best to tell me now. No force in the Skein will keep me from finding out what you’re holding back. Lykae curiosity’s a powerful thing, and Arctos would tell me anything anyway.”

“That is true,” Inkletter allowed. “But I cannot reveal a patron’s details.”

“I could wring them out of Ravinelun with a single scroll,” Thane said dryly. “But never mind that. We doona get demonic visits often enough here in Craigdúr. Tell me the reason for yours.”

“I hear you’ve found your mate and that you might be having difficulties. I can assist.”

Thane and Lowell exchanged a look. “That so?” Thane murmured. “Interesting how word travels. The castle must have a leak, which does no’ often happen.” Pack dynamics demanded loyalty. Has to be Jastorgh.

“I make it my business to know the state of kingdoms. Yours, Thane of Craigdúr, lacks its rightful queen. I presume you seek a way to claim her. I have information that could help.”

“For a price,” Thane guessed.

“For a fortune,” said Inkletter matter-of-factly. “You rule the wealthiest territory in the Skein.” He named a brow-raising figure.

Thane’s smile deepened. “Convince me my monumental purchase will be worth it.”

“I know of a Sorceri queen who can help you divine a way to be with your mate, despite every obstacle. I will sell you her name and location.”

In the Skein, a queen wasn’t only a ruler. Among the magically inclined, a queen was a sorceress or witch who possessed the most skill with a particular ability. “Why should I trust the information of a Sorceri? They’re the maddest of immortals.” And one had already rocked this kingdom in the past.

“Great gains dance with great risks,” Inkletter replied. “And you need her. The sorceress and the mate.”

Thane turned to Lowell. “What say you? Shall we wager on this incubus’s word and hope I doona find myself wed to a leech like our friend Arctos?”

Inkletter scowled, the first crack in his unflappable composure. “You knew?”

“Aye,” Thane said easily. “Arctos and I have drained many a tankard together. For all that the Skein is our only world, it’s a small one.” He smirked. “I doona know which of you blundered worse. You for botching the intel or him for trusting it. What a cock-up!” No one despised vampires like Arctos.

Inkletter said simply, “Yes.”

“I’m surprised he hasn’t dispatched her to the Helter for the monsters to feed on. That’s what we used to do to enemies—let the place torture them for us.”

The downside was creating more undead. Now Lykae never neared the Helter.

Thane’s chest tightened at a memory. Unless to seek out death in its River of Hell.

Inkletter said, “Do you want the information, or shall I sell it to one of a hundred other buyers who will leap upon this opportunity?”

“I hope I live to regret this, but you’ll have your fortune. Now tell me where this Sorceri creature dwells.”

“In the Helter.”

Silence fell like a sword.

Thane leaned back in his chair, laughing once. “With the monsters I just mentioned? O’ course she does. And for a bit more gold, I suppose you’ll trace me there.”

“I’m no transporter. Nothing could move me to enter that place. I approached its borders recently, and the malevolence there made even a scholar like me believe in true evil.”

“But I should stroll in merrily?” Thane asked, though he’d already decided he would.

“I am not aching for a mate. I need no worlds bridged.”

To Lowell, Thane said in Gaelic, “There’s game within those wilds. We’ll have to travel there anyway if the harvests come in light this year.” Craigdúr had its cattle and game, but would that be enough to feed everyone?

Lowell responded in the same, “A bloody adventure calls then. I’ll gather warlairds.”

Inkletter said in flawless Gaelic, “No, you will not.”

Thane sighed, then switched to English. “Should’ve known you’d be versed in all the Skein’s languages.”

“Yes,” Inkletter said. “I have three conditions for the knowledge I sell.”

“Canna wait to hear them.”

“When you meet the sorceress, you must tell her that a warlock named Baelor the Unraveler sent you. You must bring the oldest gold coin you possess. And you must go alone.”

Lowell crossed his arms. “Out of the question. The king of Craigdúr will no’ wander into a death pit without me.”

Thane shrugged, resolved. “Interlocking souls, my friend.” The very air inside his study had shifted, the ancient pull to his mate overruling all logic. “One day you’ll understand.”

Outside, thunder rolled over the swelling sea.


Chapter 30

Ditch

Meera stood before her, all awkward diffidence and wringing hands, droning on about some mysterious strigoi attack on Valhalland.

She fussed with her drab skirt and shifted in those tragic flats—so sensible!

The demoness in Ditch wanted to fang them off her feet and thrash them to dust.

Worse, this interruption had dragged her away from the tantalizing reverie she’d been enjoying: the night before with Thane, the heat, the surprises.

She was on the verge of…something. Some grand thought, a revelation.

Or acceptance?

No. That word she could not stomach.

Meera finished weakly, “Until the Valkyries discover who transported those monsters into their territory, none of us will be safe from the shield-maidens.”

“Debatable,” Ditch said. “Did any witches have a hand in it?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then send the Valkyries a fruit basket and condolences.” She folded her hands on the desk to curb her impatience. She’d promised herself restraint. Win hearts and minds, her new motto. The coven’s tolerance of her was paper-thin, their obedience thinner. “Anything else?”

“Yes, actually,” Meera said. “I, uh, yes. You see…” She stammered like a youngling witch caught in her own pentagram.

Only one thing could make Meera Newteye more tongue-tied than usual. Forbidden thoughts. And Ditch knew exactly what her brain had fixated on: her secret meetings with Lowell.

Ditch’s tail—still smug from the night before—flicked with annoyance. Does no one think I have eyes? Ears? Witchly intuition?

As Meera stuttered something else, Ditch cut her off with an impatient wave. “While you collect that thought, tell me all about Prince Straegan.”

Meera blinked. “The Lykae prince? He’s Thane’s younger brother. They were close as boys, but Straegan’s been lost to his beast for ages. At least two Accessions ago.”

As Thane had said. “What caused it?” Though such a sublimation could happen, it was rare.

“No one knows. The nymphs brought word of the prince’s decline, and none of the Lykae denied it.”

“Naturally it was the nymphs.” They were the true information getters in the realm. And they loved to act as if they weren’t. “Nothing travels faster than gossip from their smiling lips. So if Thane dies, Straegan ascends to the throne?”

“Yes. Some say his reign would be an age of pure Instinct—Lykae ruled entirely by their beasts. Some in their pack even want that.”

“The coven has never worried about such a development?” Lazara the Worthy hadn’t. Tsk, tsk, Lazara.

“Most figured a male as strong as Thane would live on for many millennia.”

“Unless he goes to war in an Accession, especially if he craves frontline action.”

Meera nodded. “True. I can try to learn more.”

“Do. And what else did you want to talk about?”

Meera inhaled. “I-I have concerns about food stores. Probably misplaced, ha-ha, but perhaps we should, um, review consumption rates and stockpiles.”

“How serendipitous,” Ditch purred. “Since the Red Riders are so preoccupied with cattle lately, they can conduct the audit you propose.”

Meera gawked. “You heard about that.”

“Everyone seems to forget that Akelarre appointed me for a reason.” And that reason might be fodder. Ditch did have a lot of caste powers, but so did other witches with older blood and lighter reputations. “I wonder if Rosewyn helped loose those strigoi on Valhalland to frame me. Actually, I don’t wonder. She’s not that bold.” Yet. “So make sure the shield-maidens don’t suspect us of such nefarious deeds until we truly commit them.”

Meera swallowed. “Will you ever divulge your abilities?”

Ditch’s tail flicked, a menacing metronome. “When we’re on equal footing with divulgences, young witch.”

Meera’s gaze darted, confirming all Ditch’s suspicions. Her feelings for Lowell would only burgeon. But he was a male who hadn’t found his mate in her and was probably spying for Thane, which meant heartache would follow.

I can use that. Nothing under the heavens was more dangerous than a heartsore witch.

A knock on the door spared Meera further floundering.

“Enter,” Ditch called.

Jastorgh filled the doorway—huge, cocky, shady—with his black wings furled and a sealed missive from Thane. Would this one be drenched in the king’s tangy swimmers? Who knew with that wolf!

She dismissed Meera with a flick of her fingers. “I want the audit on my desk by Monday. And keep up your training over the weekend.” A pause. Say something nice, Ditch. Hearts and minds. “You look…tired.”

Meera blinked in confusion, mumbled thanks, and fled.

Ditch accepted the envelope from Jastorgh. “Wait outside, Volar demon,” she told him, tail curling with anticipation. “Something tells me I’ll need you shortly.” Her witchly intuition simmered as she opened the envelope.

I will be gone for a few days, lass. Miss me.

Thane

Miss me. Not a question. A command. Delicious.

She hadn’t planned to see him again—no pleasure was worth the danger of craving it even more—but her own instincts shrieked to keep him close.

He’d promised to find a way for them to be together. And now he was striking off on a mission the day after she’d melted his brain with bliss. Had to be connected.

Would his life be in danger? During an Accession, any king leaving his territory might as well paint a target on his back.

She didn’t want him dead. Not yet. The threat of Straegan’s rule loomed large.

And what if Thane played dirty, seeking some kind of magic to turn the tides with Ditch? Rogue witches, Sorceri, and wizards all dabbled in dark love spells.

She imagined herself mystically compelled to adore Thane—yearning and pliant—and waited for revulsion to set in.

She called, “Return, Jastorgh.”

He traced inside.

“Did you transport the king recently?”

“Might have done.”

“I need you to take me to him.”

“The wolf won’t like it if I transport a female—obviously his mate—to the most dangerous place in the Skein.”

“You took him to the Helter?”

A shimmy of his wings. “Might have done.”

“Are you loyal to him?”

“I’m loyal to my Volar demonarchy and Rhun. I’m a hired hand to whoever else pays me best.”

“Then I’ll pay more than Thane.”

He grinned with fangs. “That’ll be difficult. The wolf’s no miser, and I’ve heard your coven’s not exactly swimming in gold.”

She narrowed her eyes. Make no bargains with demons. They were always angling for others to surrender something.

Treasures. Virtue. Souls.

She knew from experience! “You’ll get yours,” she said anyway.

His smile dimmed. “I don’t know what abilities you possess, but you’re going to need them all to get out of the Helter alive. I’ve watched seasoned warriors who could split mountains vanish into it. You’re too new to the Skein to be properly afraid.” His wings rippled with feeling.

“But I’ve lived long enough to have zero fears about anything.” Her tail did its ah-ah-ah dance at the lie she’d told. She had one fear, acquired only the night before: that Thane would get under her skin.

“Fine,” Jastorgh said. “My rules then. First: You vow to the Lore not to summon me if you’ve been bitten or scratched by the undead.”

A vow to the Lore was unbreakable by most, so she rarely gave them.

But his stare said he’d accept nothing less. “One bite, one scratch—you’re done anyway. Accept it and surrender to your new monster family.”

“Fine. I vow to the Lore that I won’t summon you if bitten or scratched.”

“Second: Don’t summon me mid-battle. I’ve traced into too many bloodbaths that way.”

So she couldn’t draw his symbols in the midst of a conflict? “Fair. I’ll clear the room first.”

“Last,” he said, eyes dark with something almost like pity, “payment in advance.”

“Why?” Her skin prickled at his sad smile. The Accession moved in silence, unseen, but Ditch could feel its current curling around her like smoke.

“Ah, beautiful demonkin. Odds are you’re never coming back.”


Chapter 31

Meera

“Ditch wants you and the Riders to audit our food stores,” Meera told Rosewyn.

The young witch was still healing from her encounter with two Valkyries. Fresh bandages wrapped the stumps of a regenerating arm and leg, the air thick with the scent of witch salve.

Rose froze mid-sprawl on the velvet sofa in her cottage. “Does she know about the cattle?”

Meera only shrugged.

With a hissed breath, Rose shoved herself upright, wincing as a regenerating bone shifted under growing skin. She brushed a tangle of hair from her face with her remaining hand—no braids, no poise, just a wounded predator too proud to show weakness.

How had Meera ever been intimidated by this young witch? She shook her head. “You’ve been immortal for what, like, four years? You had to know your regeneration would be glacial at your age, but you still picked a fight with Valkyries?”

Meera wasn’t much older than Rose’s twenty-nine years, wouldn’t heal much faster. But she also wouldn’t be fighting anyone any time soon.

Won’t I? She felt a spike of nerves. Ditch kept ordering her to train, to channel her temper like venom. Yet each time Meera emerged from those sessions, she had less control over her ability.

“Have you found out what Ditch’s powers are?” Rose asked. “Other than desire reading?”

“No.” The demon-witch must get those readings wrong on occasion, because she said Meera desired to be a badass warrior and heroine of her coven.

At that absurd idea, she gnawed her thumbnail before she caught herself. Stop it. She was here in an official capacity! Ditch might call her an assistant, but in truth, she was second-in-command.

Not Rosewyn the Banehand. Not another Rider.

Me.

The thought made Meera queasy. So she imagined telling Lowell about her day, his grin waiting for her worries, his teasing remarks somehow easing them.

Night after night, he’d disarmed her with wit. By their fourth or fifth time together, he’d seduced her out of her pants for kisses.

Wry observations weren’t the only good to come from that mouth.

Am I falling for him?

Probably.

He’d written today that he’d missed her last night, when he’d had to stay in Craigdúr for work. Sigh. She’d reread those words until the parchment softened under her thumbs. And now, even here—surrounded by salve fumes and suspicion—her mind drifted to him.

Rose’s voice cracked the spell: “You’re lying about Ditch. You would have seen some indication of her powers by now.” Her good hand went aglow.

“Ditch won’t say or reveal them. Smart, really. Her enemies are everywhere, including in her own coven.” Meera rubbed her temple. Hecate’s wand, she was ready for this workday to be over.

“You’re starting to admire her!” More glowing. “Already forgot that she murdered Lazara, your mentor for decades?”

“Of course I haven’t,” Meera said. Loyalties and duties pushed and pulled at her until she thought they would tear her apart. The House of Witches. The office of the high priestess. Lowell. “But Akelarre did choose Ditch for a reason.”

Meera wondered if Rose knew how much she had in common with their new leader. Both orphans, both raised by a coven.

As was I. “Maybe instead of fighting Ditch, we should try to understand what the House of Witches ultimately wants.”

Rose scoffed. “If Akelarre sent Ditch to assassinate Lazara, we shouldn’t follow her. If they didn’t, we still shouldn’t follow her. She’s likely a rogue witch. And what’s one duty of the Riders?” She cupped her ear. “That’s right—to execute rogues.”

“How would you kill Ditch? You tried to sic the Valkyries on her because you couldn’t take her yourself.”

“Nobody hexshoots harder than me.” Rose buffed her remaining nails, smug.

“Want to bet your life on that?”

“I’m not afraid of dying.”

“No,” Meera said softly, “you’re afraid of Lykae. To a nightmare degree, it seems.”

Rose’s eyes narrowed. “You talking to the Valkyries now?”

“Everyone in the Skein’s talking.” Nymphs routinely passed through the Witchwood with tales…

Color stained Rose’s high cheekbones. “I’d rather be afraid of Lykae than fucking them.”

Oh, gods, she knows. Ditch must too. Equal footing with divulgences, indeed!

Rose smirked at her silence. “That’s right. Your fearless leader spent last night with King Thane. She’s his mate.” Rose spat the word, couldn’t show her disgust enough.

“What?” Thane the Hungry—subject of Meera’s study—had mated with Ditch? “That’s impossible.”

“It happened, Meera. This very morning, nymphs told me his roar echoed across half the realm, her screams too.”

Matehood. Meera’s rational mind reeled. No wonder Thane’s behavior during his first meeting with Ditch had been so peculiar. He must have been thunderstruck! And then Ditch had spoken blandly of cannibalism and made crude observations about lupine behavior. Yet somehow they’d ended up together last night?

“How sick,” Rose hissed. “Being with a Lykae beast would be like bedding an animal.”

“Not really.” The words slipped out before Meera could stop them. “You can still see flashes of the man, and the beast is sentient to a point.” She would give anything to behold Lowell’s beast, especially on the night of a full moon. Its appearance would mean they were mated.

Rose recoiled. “Lie down with dogs, get up with fleas. Ditch betrayed this coven.”

“She’s playing with him,” Meera said firmly. “There is no way she’d ever surrender to him.”

Wait… Lowell’s face flickered in her mind. He had to know about Thane and Ditch. He’d known all along! He’d courted Meera for information—made her believe he desired her.

With her sensible shoes and muffin-top waist.

Heat spread under her skin, betrayal made palpable. Her palms burned; light bled through her clenched fists, casting wild patterns on the walls.

“Great Häxa,” Rose breathed. “More of that anger, witch! I have plenty of it on tap, but your magic’s pure fuel.” Her own power sparked in reaction. Had her healing arm given a spurt of growth, stretching the bandage?

Meera blinked, chest heaving. “Why are you so angry all the time?” she demanded. “You’re young, untouched by war, yet you’re bitter. Why?”

Still riding Meera’s anger wave, she snapped back, “I don’t know! I was born angry. Like a cauldron that never empties.” Her good hand trembled. She looked startled at her own admission, her guard cracked by pain and regeneration. “I’ve never known peace. Don’t even want to!”

A born firebrand. A weapon that knows it’s loaded. “Some of us do want peace.” Meera’s heart beat too fast. She drew in a slow breath, forcing her magic down, feeling like she drowned in Rose’s anger. I’ve got enough fury of my own. Because of Lowell.

Yet that wasn’t entirely true. When she’d been young, she’d melted into pools of it, affecting everyone around her. Her mother’s last words to her: Control your power, or it will control you.

Mother was the reason she’d fought against it all her life.

Rose tilted her head. “You always wonder, don’t you—if people want you or that rush they get when you flare?”

“I don’t usually release my magic outside training.” But Lowell had seen it, had drawn it out of her again and again. Was the easygoing wolf attracted to the violent shimmer of magic in her blood?

Either he used her for that…or for information. Or both. But he didn’t want Meera alone.

Darkness settled over her. Sinking realizations.

Her encounters with warlocks had likely been so lackluster because a witch like her—buttoned-up magically and figuratively—had underwhelmed them. Those males had no ulterior motives to feign passion; Lowell did.

When she caught Rose studying her, Meera forced herself to calm. “Aren’t we a pair? You burn rage. I produce it. Dangerous.”

“Powerful. We’d make a killer team, Meera.”

She smoothed her cardigan and said easily, “I believe that anger without sense is never welcome.” Such a combination can kill a good witch.

“You’ll get there one day. Once someone gives you a real reason.” Rose’s lips curled. “Ditch has. She’s got to go. Help me take her down.”

“Asking me to spy is one thing.” Meera turned toward the door. “You’re talking outright sedition. I won’t be a part of it.”

“Because you’re weak!”

At the door, Meera looked back, voice low and cutting. “And you’re foolish. You’re stumbling right off the block.”

“At least I’m on the block. You hide your gift until it’s shriveled”—she raised one stump—“like this arm. One day we’ll need your fire, and you’ll have nothing left to give.”

Meera’s pulse pounded. “That so, huh?” Rose didn’t realize how much she’d just sounded like Ditch.

***

Rose

When Meera left, the air cooled in her wake, and regeneration slowed once more.

As bone eked inches beneath her taffy skin, Rose started to doubt her earlier schemes.

She hadn’t expected Eyrun to take an arm and a leg.

Bitch.

And that Valkyrie’s beast form continued to haunt her sleep. She’d never seen a Lykae fully risen before. Now that monstrous vision stalked her dreams. Massive. Shadowed. Its roar threaded every nightmare like memory.

Yet despite suffering from her last scheme, Rose actively worked on her next, mainly to distract herself from sinister visions of Lykae.

Ditch had to go.

Maybe Meera too.

That meek little mouse was hiding claws—Rose could sense them under all that cardigans-and-cutesy nonsense. Let the others underestimate her. Rose wouldn’t. When the time came, she’d move against both of them.

Akelarre was distant; power here was ripe for the taking, and all the Skein’s thrones trembled.

She could sense it thrumming beneath her skin—the promise of rule, of vengeance, of something she’d always known she was meant for.

High priestesshood.

Rose felt as if she’d been born for that job, as if she’d been training for it all her life.

No one would expect how far she’d go to avenge Lazara the Worthy and rid the coven of a demon-witch who lay down with dogs.


Chapter 32

Dagny

“Look! Emilia is staring after Arctos.”

“She’s staring at his neck,” Torben muttered. “Dreaming of a bite. Why are we even watching them? And why don’t you despise the vampire on sight?”

Dagny lifted her shoulders. “After the strigoi, that little leech appears almost cuddly.” In truth, she wanted something—anything—to change for Arctos, the flinty chief who hid his deep unhappiness behind command and discipline.

Over the weeks since the vampire had arrived, maybe something was changing.

Torben raised a brow. “I fear my warrior mate has a romantic’s heart.”

“You love my heart.”

“By the gods, I do.”

She gazed up at his earnest expression. Wind teased his blond hair, his dark-brown eyes clear and steady. My mate by fate. My love by choice. And that love had multiplied. She rubbed the big curve of her belly.

But lately Torben had grown secretive, protective to the point of smothering. He treated her pregnancy as if it were an affliction instead of a blessing. All because of one careless whisper from a member of the clan, a warning that still shadowed their joy.

Movement in the ravine below drew Dagny’s attention. Queen Yrsa descended the path with her guards, a storm wrapped in furs, to greet Arctos and his wife. The great queen’s power blazed beside the vampiric figure before her.

When Dagny glanced back at Torben, she found his focus narrowed on Yrsa. He often watched her that way—pensive and wary.

The queen’s recent choices had confounded many. Yet Dagny sensed a deeper game: a regent’s long strategy that only Yrsa could see. So Dagny gave her the benefit of the doubt. She always had. After all, if not for the queen’s summons to court, Dagny might never have met her mate.

And if not for Yrsa receiving divine powers at the Channeler Stone, Berserkers would be extinct.

Once the queen moved on, Arctos and Emilia passed below, the vampire’s gaze taking in his interactions with others.

“See that?” Dagny nudged Torben. “Emilia’s noting how the clan admires her husband, and she’s reassessing him.”

The warriors they passed straightened with respect. A few female gazes followed Arctos with more than admiration. He thought his scars made him unlovable; Dagny knew better. He simply intimidated mortals and immortals alike.

“When you speak to Arctos, do you sense his feelings toward her have changed over these weeks?”

Torben shook his head. “He was emphatic. He sees her as a parasite.”

“So that’s why he never brings her to feasts.” Arctos always left the princess behind with a guard posted at his den.

Those clan gatherings had once been rare, but Yrsa now hosted them weekly and would hold one tonight. To keep us content in the absence of war, Dagny suspected. She had slowed her pace for the babe, but afterward…gods help any enemies she came across.

She’d been born to fight, could only be sidelined for so long before she lost control of her Berserkerage. Her inner bear was slow to rouse, yet once risen, only obliteration could satisfy it.

“Maybe he just needs distance,” Torben said. “Yrsa sees to it they’re rarely apart. The leech is always underfoot.”

“And yet he eats little, drinks less, and barely speaks at the festivities. He’s haunted. What could preoccupy a warrior chief so completely?”

“Defense. He’s convinced she’s an infiltrator on a mission to destroy us. I share that conviction.”

It did outweigh the other: that she was the sole, decent vampire of her entire kingdom, and she just happened to scheme to reach their queendom.

“In any case, his desiring a bloodthief isn’t possible,” Torben added. “Not after what he saw done to his family. Those vampires drained his loved ones dry.”

And the same gang had beheaded Torben’s. At least he hadn’t seen his parents’ bodies. But she knew he’d imagined their deaths in a thousand gruesome lights.

Maybe a vampire living among them is too much to ask.

Unless she truly was different. “Emilia eats food though. You told me they share meals.” Vampires usually turned to blood before twenty, which meant Emilia had gone years without.

“For now. When her thirst rises, she’ll turn. A fed cub and a spring bear are two different beasts.” He exhaled. “She’s likely here for sabotage, and once her task is done, she’ll flee back to Bloodreach.” Arctos had posted extra guards over the food stores and wells.

Dagny tapped her lip. “Hmm.”

“‘Hmm’ what, wife?”

“Say Bloodreach dispatched her as a saboteur. Plans can change. When a female meets a good male, things…shift. And Arctos is very compelling.”

“Compelling is my cousin then?” Jealousy flashed in his eyes.

“There, there, my love. I’m taken.”

“Can we speak of something other than this farce of a marriage?” he muttered—then froze as Arctos’s big hand touched the vampire’s lower back to guide her along the trail. Emilia jolted as if shocked; even Arctos frowned at his own impulse.

In a knowing tone, Dagny said, “I hope that the princess is changing, because your cousin certainly is.”

Arctos’s hand lingered a heartbeat too long before he snatched it away. He tipped his face toward the bright sky above, as though it might absolve him.

Torben said quietly, “If there’s any…softening between them, it’ll vanish when the nymphs arrive later.”

Dagny’s brows drew together. “If Emilia feels anything for him, that will gut her.”

Torben shrugged. “Males have needs.”

Dagny gave a derisive snort. “Only males? Pity. I was going to invite you to bed to assuage my own, but apparently I don’t have them.”

He fought a grin. “Perhaps I misspoke.”

***

Torben

“My relaxation is not shared with you.”

“Huh?” He blinked, dragging himself from thought. After making love, he and Dagny lay entwined in bed, staring at the fire in their room. He rested his hand over her belly, waiting for the distinct flutter that always humbled him. “I’m relaxed,” he lied. He hated deceiving her, but he wouldn’t burden her with his worries.

Not when she was carrying their child. He wanted to cocoon them within his arms forever, protecting them from any harm.

She turned her face toward him, cheeks pinkened, sky-blue eyes luminous. My whole heart, he thought. He’d once believed himself incapable of love after the slaughter of his family. Then Dagny had come, prying open his emotions with her laugh, her confidence, her strength.

Love had grown defiantly like a sapling between rocks.

“Do you worry about my due date?” she asked.

“No,” he said softly. “You’ll meet it like every battle, fierce and victorious.” In her village, his warrioress had slain so many strigoi that she’d begun teaching others her tricks and traps.

And her Berserkerage was a thing of beauty—slow to catch flame but then burning like a Ravinelun forge to smite all her enemies.

“Then what troubles your mind tonight, love?”

He hesitated. He could never tell her the truth: Yrsa. The queen’s behavior had grown erratic, her judgment suspect.

Arctos’s vampire wife had claimed that Bloodreach was undefended. So why hadn’t Yrsa struck? Why leave Arctos and others teetering on the edge of ohalla? None of it made sense.

He’d sought answers quietly—from nymphs, Fey, and a few demons—but all he found was silence. Fear. None dared speak against the Berserkers’ first channeler. Age had only empowered her Berserkerage until it verged on monstrous.

At last, he said, “I think about Arctos and his wife.” Not quite a lie. Those two were caught in Yrsa’s machinations. To what end? Why couldn’t Arctos see? “You’ve got a kinder view of Emilia than I do.”

“Yes,” Dagny said. “Because his view of her is changing. Do you not trust his judgment?”

No. Not of late. Fealty had blinded him. Or else I’m the crazy one, nursing suspicions. “Maybe I’m seeing ghosts where there are none,” he murmured. But he had another’s future to think of now.

Dagny rose up and the cover dipped, revealing her swollen breasts and belly. All her pregnancy changes—from the darkened pink of her areolas to her brow-raising cravings—fascinated him. “Then let me meet her myself.”

He sighed. “We’ve discussed this. It’s out of the question.”

Her raised brows said, Try to stop me. “I want to see how she acts with him in their home,” she pressed. “I’ll be able to tell you much.”

He knew that tone, would only be able to stall her for a time. “Let’s concentrate on this babe for now. After that? Have at it. Agreed?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Very well.”

Under his palm, the babe kicked with a small, insistent foot. “Our little son or daughter respects no bedtime.”

In a quieter voice, she said, “Hulda predicted a boy.”

The mention of the clan’s “seeress” further soured his mood. She was no soothsayer or Sorceri, yet the woman had slinked up to Dagny, whispering about what she’d read when she’d cast her bones: that Dagny would never bear another child, not in all her immortal years.

Why would she say that? Dagny was now nigh invincible, couldn’t die in labor. But the babe…

If they lost their child, would Dagny’s grief ensure she never had another?

He forced the thought away. “Many of Hulda’s predictions have failed to come to pass.”

Dagny said, “And many have come true.”

“She’s no seer. Just a snoop who uses her bones for cover.” He’d seen her skulking in shadows, eavesdropping. She probably knew more of Yrsa’s secrets than any living soul. But he couldn’t trust her enough to risk his life by asking.

“The midwife declared you and our child in perfect health,” he said instead. Yet she too had told them signs pointed to a boy. If so, Dagny had chosen Koda for his name. “And I trust that midwife more than a bones caster.”

He told himself this often. Still, in dark hours, he dreaded loss, imagining Dagny’s grief like a wound that could never close.

She studied his expression. “You’re hiding things from me. Don’t. I’m not fragile. I can still give you a challenge in the sword pit.”

“That you can.” The urge to confide rose again—they usually told each other everything—then the babe kicked once more, as if warning his papa to be silent.

Torben smiled instead. “After this birth, I’ll unleash a torrent of secrets that will shock you.”

For now, the sight of her lush, fertile body and her eyes lit with adoration aroused him once more.

Her grin curved slow. “What else will you unleash?”

“The positions we used to revel in.”

Mischief in her expression, she said, “If you have a problem with spooning me, we can cut out all that business.”

He hastily said, “No problem, woman. None.”

She rolled to her side, guiding his arm around her. “Then kiss my nape and mate me softly, my love. Afterward, as I drift off for a nap, whisper in my ear that you can’t live without me.”

So Torben did.


Chapter 33

Lia

Uh, where’s my guard? She eased the cave flap aside and scanned the ledge.

Tonight everyone had gone to the feast. Well, everyone except her and the lone sentry assigned to Arctos’s den. She’d even rehearsed a casual greeting about the weather to try to get him to talk.

The ledge was empty. He must be using the facilities.

Laughter drifted up from the court, bright and communal, so unlike the cruel humor the vampires loved: the barbs that always claimed a victim.

Was Arctos’s laugh woven in? She ached with the realization that she would never be one of them.

At least I’m consistent.

Tonight the clan welcomed the migratory arrival of the water nymphs, females who could morph with any body of water. Arctos would rendezvous with one of them in particular, Undara.

The winds had grown unusually still. The moon—full just yesterday—blazed in the cloudless sky. Warmer days had melted away all the snow, but Arctos had told her it would soon come in buckets, cocooning them in like hibernating bears until the spring melt.

Wait. Was that her guard on the other side of the ravine? He’d wandered from his post to meet with a female!

Lia gave a bitter laugh. I’m the only one alone tonight. Even the sentry had plans.

Moonlight sketched the kissing couple—his hand sliding into the woman’s trousers, her hips undulating for more. He was only too happy to comply, cupping between her thighs and rocking her on his hand.

Would Arctos kiss his nymph like that and fondle her sex?

Lia’s chest twisted. Not jealousy, exactly. Just comprehension: the shieldchief’s public affair would confirm to everyone that she didn’t matter here.

Earlier today, she and Arctos had stood on the peak as they often did, the Skein unfolding beneath them. In just a few short weeks, she’d become a different person from the first time she’d surveyed the territory.

Food tasted better. Now that her sense of smell had returned, she didn’t need as much seasoning. Delicious meals shared with Arctos fortified her. Muscles took shape. Her sword no longer felt like an absurdity.

And still he’d left her to meet another.

She told herself she’d imagined his pause at the door, the searching intensity in his gaze as he’d glanced back.

She must have. Because when the time came, he’d turned without a word and departed.

Stung, she’d stared after him for what felt like hours as her thoughts raced. She must’ve imagined other things as well…the new respect in his eyes during training…the moments at meals when tension slipped from his shoulders…

I’m no better than Coștin, lying to myself about what someone feels.

Umber called to her: land of outcasts, where a gentle scholar might collect words instead of weapons and kiss her sweetly, where vampires might favor bread over blood.

I’m an outcast; I belong in the land of them.

Besides, if she stayed here, Coștin would eventually come for her. He’d steal her back and kill her “husband.” By freeing herself from Ravinelun, Lia would free Arctos.

Everyone wins, she told herself. Or at least survives.

The wind was still tonight; she already scented the river, could follow that thread through the maze, finding her way. The sentry remained entangled.

Now is the time.

Lia packed in haste—clothes, food, a loaf of bread—and drew on her coat. Sword at her hip, she slipped from the cave.

The lovers’ crescendo spurred her on. She hadn’t been born just to be alone. Surely not?

Creepy wrong ones, her mind whispered in answer.

Shaking away that thought, she cut into the ravines and chose a channel she half recognized from training. If she could just reach the river, its course would take her through Craigdúr and the Witchwood, then directly into Umber.

The canyon meandered and split, so she followed her nose toward the scent of water, pushing herself.

Weak? No more. Her body felt powerful. And the stronger she’d grown, the more she had felt Ravinelun’s rugged call. But it wasn’t to be.

Right. Left. Right.

Any moment now the ravine would open up—

Dead end. Of course it was.

She backtracked, picked another corridor, pursuing it as the moon trailed her.

Dead end.

Wind picked up through the corridors, smearing scents until the river seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. Arctos’s voice surfaced in her memory: The ravines eat strangers.

Lia was still a stranger.

The rock path left no sign of her footsteps, so she couldn’t even follow them back to the village in defeat. She tried to etch the stone with her sword. Sparks. A dulled edge. No mark.

Keep calm. Try the maze again.

Left. Right. Left. Dead end. Like that day Coștin chased her—only this time she had no ray of sun to flee into. The air closed in, tight with old cold. Panic rose, slipping a hand around her throat. But she kept moving, turned again and again.

Miles. Backtrack. Turn. Wrong. Backtrack. Wrong.

All the corridors looked horrifically the same, and she suspected she was about to lose her mind. At last she sagged to the ground, surrender bursting out as sobs. Through pink-filmed vision, she glared at the stone. You win. You win! Congratulations.

If the Berserkers caught her, Yrsa might demand Lia’s life. If they didn’t, the maze could. She wasn’t fully immortal yet, could die of exposure.

Then she frowned. The ravines couldn’t be identical. Berserkers learned them. What do they see that I can’t?

She stood and pressed her palm to the rock: tiny pits like constellations, hairline grooves angling upward, a subtle lean. At the next turn, the striations shifted, climbing higher. She moved faster, fingers skimming stone, cataloging differences.

No wonder Berserkers didn’t gild the walls of their caves. The stone was already exquisite—and distinct!

A shallow gully appeared at the base of one wall, nearly hidden. Spring melt would ride this down. She followed, the channel deepening, the walls edging wider.

Noise to her right—maybe only wind—no, a low rush of water. Please be real!

Heart thudding, she raced around the next bend. The river flashed ahead, a braid of churning silver and black. Relief hit so hard, she laughed, breath fogging.

So that’s what victory feels like. Brief.

She ran beside the iced shore, hopping rocks, weaving trees. If she kept pace, she could cross Craigdúr’s border by dawn.

Each step took her away from Ravinelun, away from a male she’d never been able to befriend. She paused for a final look over her shoulder, and a memory of last night’s full moon arose.

Her, sharpening their swords. Arctos, polishing a shield for her. A fire before them. She’d heard the ghostly howls of Lykae and grinned over at him. His stoic mask had dropped, not into a grin, but his grimness had eased…

Not to be. She turned back to her escape—

Brown rose like a wall. Fangs. Breath. Hot, rank musk.

A bear reared up on two legs, towering.

Arctos had never warned her about actual bears. She drew her sword, predicting reach and angles. Twice her height. Claws the size of a dagger. Berserkers revered these beasts; if she managed to harm it, would they hunt her?

The bear snarled at the weapon.

Lia dropped her pack, yanked the loaf free, and flung both aside, hoping to distract the creature so she could speed past.

It charged. For her. No time to think. She jogged backward toward the frozen shore, darting out onto a shelf of ice. “Back!” She raised her sword. “Go away!”

But the bear stalked toward her and stepped onto the shelf. A fracture shot toward her like lightning.

“Leave me alone!” How many times had she screamed this at Coștin? Boots skidding across the ice, she swung. Missed by inches. It reared again in a rage.

When it drops, the ice goes.

She’d waited too long to strike. Should’ve fought on land. Should’ve fought Coștin.

If I get through this, I’ll never not fight again—

The bear came down. The ice split open with a deafening crack. The shelf lurched beneath her feet, and she pinwheeled her arms.

She fell.

Frigid water stole her breath and crushed her chest, the current spinning her. The sword tore from her hand. She surfaced in a froth of white, the current shooting her like an arrow down rapids.

Spray dimmed her vision. I’m going to drown! Underwater again. Can’t see! The river spat her up one more time. She burned her breath on a single word, raw and instinctive:

“Arctos!”


Chapter 34

Arctos

Breathy words brushed his ear, obscuring some distant sound. A call? His name?

Arctos stilled, listening hard.

Probably just a reveler still roaring down at the banquet. He’d been the topic tonight.

“What is it, lover?” Undara’s gaze was watchful, her bare skin hot against his. “You were coiled tight all through dinner. And we’ve never been this slow to undress on our first night back together.” She’d just been outlining exactly what she planned to treat him to this eve.

He should have been overjoyed with anticipation. Instead, taut. Because of Emilia. “Nothing. Thought I heard something.”

“Or maybe your musings are with your new wife?” Undara asked without bite. Nymphs rarely got possessive of a lover, one of the benefits of bedding them. “You wouldn’t be alone. Everyone chattered about you two. So much speculation.”

Yrsa’s face when she’d spotted Undara on his arm had been unreadable, Dagny’s eloquent: Uh, men. Prying looks had followed him all evening. He’d barely tasted the food.

I am wed. The thought had looped like a curse. Wed to an enemy, not by his choosing—but wed. For the first time, another thought had cut through: What if Emilia doesn’t mean harm to us?

He kept picturing her when he’d left. A tight smile on a too-pale face, those amber eyes unblinking.

Not jealous. Defeated. Yet he hadn’t once seen that look in all her harsh training.

He lurched to his feet, toppling Undara onto the bed. “Apologies.” He searched for his clothing.

“You are in a state, aren’t you?” She smoothed her flaxen hair from her face. “She’s a vampire, Arctos.”

“Yes.” Pants? There.

“A bloodthief by birth.”

“Yes.” Tunic.

“She might mean your people harm.”

“Yes.” Boots!

“She might…not.”

He met her gaze and gave one short nod. If Emilia was innocent, then she deserved what she’d been promised: a place in the clan. His actions tonight had undermined that prospect. He buckled his sword belt and echoed Undara’s words. “She might not.”

“Then go to her,” Undara said simply, “and figure that out.”

From a distance, his name carried again: “Arctos!”

Emilia.

He bolted out into the night. Deserted—everyone still feasting. Once he neared his home, he yelled, “Lia!”

No answer. No fucking guard? Inside, her cloak and sword were gone. Outside, a red-faced sentry fumbled with his breeches while a woman adjusted her clothes.

“Where is Emilia?”

Thick swallow. “I don’t know, sir. She must’ve slipped out.”

No time for fury. “Say nothing. Find Torben alone. Send him to the river.” Arctos ran.

Gusts funneled through the ravines, each corridor with its own voice, a symphony of howls. He charged into the wind, head low, blade ready.

Suspicions flared and dimmed with each stride. Was she meeting an accomplice? Fleeing a poisoned feast? He shoved them aside and hunted for what he needed.

Scent.

There—faint, then stronger, threaded with cold. He followed it to the river’s edge and found tracks. Her pack and a loaf tossed aside. Beside them: prints the size of platters. Bear. A nearby shelf of ice, edges shattered.

He sprinted to an overlook. Moonlight illuminated the current—and her, small and flailing far downstream.

He leapt over boulders, sprinting faster than the current. He knew every bend, every snag. If he beat the river to the bottleneck, he could pull her; if he failed, she’d go over the falls and onto stone teeth.

She’d likely drown first.

Adrenaline pumped. Questions swirled.

Why escape to the ice? Why not fight?

Later. Move. Berserkerage beckoned, but he throttled it. His inner bear might instantly rise, but when it did, a total, consuming rage blotted out his sense. He needed the extra speed, but he needed to think. “Lia!” he roared when she surfaced.

She jerked her head back, saw him closing in. Their gazes locked for an instant.

Help me, hers said.

Coming for you, his answered.

She bobbed and vanished. His heart convulsed. He let his Berserkerage bleed into his muscles, not enough to blind him, just enough to burn.

He dove.

Knives of cold stabbed him. The current punched him end over end, white churn dimming his vision.

There. A pale shape, caught in the snarl just before the drop.

He kicked. Fingers grazed hair, slipped, then caught. He fisted the sodden length and hauled her in.

The river seized them both, dragging them toward the lip. He could let her go and survive.

No.

He fed his rage, and power flooded his limbs as he kicked, clawing inches. A boot skimmed rock. He lunged, slammed his free hand into the ice shelf. Again. Again—until a jagged channel opened. He dragged them through and hauled her onto stone.

No breath. Fighting to tamp down his rage, he sealed his mouth over hers and pushed his exhalations into quiet lungs. Another breath. Another.

Her heart lay silent under his palm.

Have I lost her? He rose to start compressions, but her body convulsed. Relief sailed through him when her heart stuttered back to life.

She rolled to her side and heaved water, coughing, shaking.

Only then did he sink back, the last of the Berserker heat draining into fury. They were feet from the falls!

She swiped her sleeve over her blue lips and gingerly sat up. “Th-that was close. Y-you saved me. Thank—”

“Who were you meeting?” he grated.

She blinked at him. “Meeting?” Her confusion looked real. “I-I was leaving Ravinelun.”

The bread backed her story. “When did you learn the ravines?”

“Half an hour ago?”

“How?”

“Necessity.”

“You gave no thought to the dangers of leaving?”

She sputtered, “You n-never told me bears would attack!”

“They’re usually farther out.” He stabbed his fingers through his icy hair. “You could’ve been killed, just months before you’re fully immortal.”

“I-I want you to have your old life! And I want a life too.” Her voice shook. “This isn’t fair to either of us.”

But it had been royally decreed. If Yrsa learned she’d fled…

Another shudder rocked Emilia. She could still die of cold. The bear might return. Fighting his post-rage exhaustion, he levered himself to his feet, swept her up, and ran. In his arms, she stiffened at the nearness.

“Easy.” By the time he reached the ravines, the tension had left her body, and her lids had closed. His panic returned, giving his numbed legs speed. In the next corridor, he met Torben’s wild stare.

“What in the hells, Arctos?”

“Thank you, cousin. I have all in hand.”

“The vampire disobeyed an order,” Torben said low. “Your beloved regent will rage. And it looks like you might actually give a damn about this one’s fate now.”

Arctos muttered, “Tell the sentry and anyone who asks that Emilia took some air over a…jealous impulse. And hide her bag.” Lies now? For a vampire.

Torben nodded and hurried away.

In his den, Arctos laid her on the bearskin before the fire. She didn’t wake. He fed logs until heat licked the room, then fetched a blanket. He stripped off her boots, yanked free her pants.

She blinked groggily, uncomprehending. When he reached for her shirt, she came back to herself. “I can do it.” Her fingers fumbled and failed.

“You have to get warm.”

He tore off her shirt, wrapped her in the blanket, then drew out one arm at a time to chafe heat into her skin. “Better?”

“Better. Clothes?”

“Yes.” He fetched a long nightgown. “Can you manage?” When she weakly nodded, he turned his back.

A few moments later: “Dressed.”

He turned back, stifling a wince. Her face matched the fabric. “You’re too pale.” He poured vodka, stunned by how small and fragile she looked. “Drink.” He handed her the shot of liquor.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Drink.”

She dutifully took a sip, coughing from the burn. At least her fangs stopped chattering.

“I’ll return.” In his study, he stripped off his own drenched clothes, changed, then rejoined her.

She sat on a bench by the fire, glass in hand, her expression miserable. “I’m so sorry for putting you in danger.”

“You packed a sword. Why not slay the bear?” Then she wouldn’t have fallen in, wouldn’t have screamed his name while he lay with another. He would’ve spent the entire night with Undara, plenty of time for Emilia to escape—or for her to face other deadly perils outside his protection. The thoughts burned.

“The beast was enormous, its reach long. I didn’t believe I could strike it before it struck me.” Another sip of vodka, another cough. “And I thought your people held them sacred. I didn’t want you to kill me.”

“I’m not going to kill you.”

“You still think I’m a spy. Or some kind of saboteur. You believed I was meeting someone.” She frowned down at her drink, then finished it, so he repoured.

“I did. Though you probably wouldn’t have packed bread for such a short rendezvous.”

“Maybe I packed it in case I got caught.”

“Maybe.” The last of the Berserker afterburn left him shaking. “Godsdamn it, woman, you’ve tied me into knots. I was angry when you arrived here, and I said things I shouldn’t have. Things you clearly took to heart. I’ll remain on guard with you. But I won’t hurt you.”

“You can’t live like this either. You hardly eat. You’ve lost weight. I hear you pacing at night.”

“Is that why you left tonight? Why not wait until you are capable of regeneration?”

“I wondered that myself when the bear appeared.”

“Answer me, Emilia.”

“The opportunity arose.”

“In other words, the guard was occupied. Interesting that you don’t want to get him into any more trouble.”

A small, unhelpful shrug.

“What were you running toward?” he demanded. “What drove you?” Another shrug. “In a perfect Skein, what would your existence look like?”

“You’ll think it’s stupid.”

“Just tell me.”

She finished her shot, held out her glass. After a hesitation, he poured.

As if for courage, she tossed it back and spoke through the burn: “You’re not the only one who once dreamed of marriage! I…I want a scholar vampire. We read. We fall in love. We have a baby or two. We wave to neighbors.” A shaky breath. “You’re right about Umber—it is dangerous—but I’m more likely to find a life there than here.”

A scholar vampire? Arctos was as far from her dreams as could be imagined. He pinched the bridge of his nose.

She continued, “It’s the land of outcasts, and guess what I am.” She unsteadily waved at herself. “An outcast from at least two territories. And those are only the ones I’ve been to! More outcasting may arise.”

He couldn’t argue with that.

“As much as you deserve to see your nymph,” she added quietly, “when everyone watches you rebuke your ‘wife,’ they’ll never accept me. I’m not blaming you. I’m just…saying.”

Heat stung his wind-chapped face. She wasn’t wrong. He poured himself a measure and downed it.

She lifted her glass as well, already looking affected.

He wanted answers. He poured. “I can’t give you everything you want,” he said. “But I could give you some freedom—if you make me believe you mean us no harm.”

She finished her glass and set it on the bench. “I told you what my father planned. I wanted to escape that fate.”

“You told me a story.” He kept his tone even. “The more I see your courage, the less that story fits. Why not resist in Bloodreach? Why not rally others to your side?”

Questions that could be hurled at him about Yrsa. That same heat bit him.

Emilia dropped her head in her hands. “There was no support. Never would be.” He scarcely heard her over the crackling flames.

“I don’t believe you had no one. Not a friend. Not a noble. Not a sibling ally.”

From behind the delicate veil of her fingers, she said, “No one but Nadje.” Emilia raised her head with a swallow. “We don’t have to do this. You’ll never believe me, and I don’t blame you.”

Frustration burgeoned. “You can’t get out of this so easily! I know you keep secrets. Reveal them. After tonight, I’ve earned some trust from you!” He’d nearly gone over the falls for a fucking vampire. Maybe he was as crazy as this one! Anger toward her flared. And anger toward his queen for keeping him mortal. “Make me believe you!”

Pink tears brightened her eyes. “I can’t!”

“Anything, Emilia. Anything.”

When she noticed his clenched fists, she warily stood, tottering on her feet. Her pupils were huge from the vodka and the events of the night.

He forced his fists to uncurl. “Why not stay in Bloodreach and fight?”

“There was no time! I was days away from the crypt and would’ve died down there.”

“Your parents consider you a treasure. A day walker. They didn’t decree your death.” He grated, “Try again.”

“They didn’t but another did,” she finally said. “He told me the crypt could fail. That it had weaknesses.”

“Who?”

She didn’t seem to hear him, lost in memory. “I told you that the sun first hit me after a storm. This was true. I can’t lie.” Her throat worked. “But I did leave out something.”

Arctos hardened himself against some new disclosure.

“I ran for the sun,” she said, voice gone thread thin. “Headlong. Because I believed it would kill me.”


Chapter 35

Lia

“What would make you do that?” Arctos asked evenly—as if they hadn’t just cheated death, as if they weren’t divided by animosities and secrets. “Explain why you would choose to end your life.”

Lia almost retreated from the confession. Would he look down on her for the actions of another? Creepy. Wrong. Family.

Then she caught the flash of turmoil in his eyes and forced herself forward.

“Because I was prey,” she said softly. “And prey runs where the hunter can’t follow. I was so tired, and that ray of light promised many things in my mind.”

“Who was hunting you?”

“Coștin.” His name came foul from her tongue. “He’d chased me before, but that day—I could feel it. More malice. More intent. He told me if he pierced my jugular, my blood might restart his heart. And would probably have killed me.”

Arctos went still. “Your brother, Prince Coștin.”

“Yes.” She swallowed. “He thinks I’m his mate.”

“But he’s been the walking dead since he became immortal in his thirties. That was centuries ago.” Arctos’s gaze narrowed. “You didn’t blood him.”

“No. Thank gods. His heart and lungs and other…systems remain as dormant as ever.” When a Bride blooded a male, every part of him resurrected from the deathlike state of his unique vampire immortality. The lust he’d forfeited would surge back all at once—overwhelming and demanding release. The prospect had terrified her. “Coștin believes I’m too young to blood him.”

“That can happen, but it’s rare,” Arctos said, frowning. “Usually only across species.”

“Yes. Even if I had blooded him, that would only mean I’m his fated ideal, not that I’d ever feel the same. He repels me.” She lifted her chin. “I could not despise him more.”

“What happened after?”

“When my father discovered my gift, he valued me enough to forbid Coștin from physically harming me.” A brittle laugh escaped her. “Yet my brother’s gaze followed me. For years I hid in the library or my room. He waited. Then Father conceived of the crypt scheme, and Coștin assumed he would be sealed in with me. When he learned Father intended to sell the spaces instead, he raged. Said the crypt wasn’t invulnerable and that if he couldn’t have me, no one would.” She met Arctos’s gaze. “My choices became clear: leave Bloodreach or die there.”

“Did you tell anyone about the threat?”

“Yes.” The word scraped. “My parents dismissed it. Guards did nothing. Siblings didn’t care or wouldn’t cross the future king.”

Arctos cursed low.

“In the moments when you’ve been decent to me,” she whispered, “guilt strangled me. He will come for me. It’s one reason I left tonight. Because when he does, he’ll kill you because of this ‘marriage.’”

“The fuck he will.” Arctos began to pace, the firelight casting his shadow across the den. “How would he reach you here? You now know what those ravines are like. Enemies have never overcome them.”

“He can’t trace, but a demon could help him. One who could teleport or fly.”

“Teleporters can only trace to places they’ve been before, and we never allow any but the most trusted into our inner sanctum. Any who fly over will be shot down by our archers.”

“I don’t want to put your people in danger.” She worried the hem of her gown. “I’m bait for him.”

Arctos stopped pacing to gaze down at her. “He’d have to be taught the way in. Berserkers and trusted demons won’t betray our map. Who would possibly show an insane vampire prince the path?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly. “Nightmares are resourceful. They always find ways to come true.”

***

Arctos

The haunted look in Emilia’s eyes shattered his last doubts. No one could feign that. And the tells had always been there.

Her shock that Arctos wouldn’t crawl into bed with her.

Her surprise that he wasn’t interested in her for sex.

The venom in her voice whenever she spoke of Coștin.

Want to tear that fucking ghoul apart.

Arctos somehow leashed his rage to say, “I believe you. And I understand your actions now.”

Her shoulders dipped. “Do you think less of me because of my family?”

“No.” A beat. “But I don’t yet know how to think of you.”

“What do we do now? I don’t expect free rein, but being cut off from everything is…hard.” The quaver in her voice clearly embarrassed her. “I heard the laughter at court earlier, and I’ve never felt so alone.”

He grasped that. But he had to be realistic. “Can you control your prey drive? Everything I know says that eventually you’ll feel the pull to bite. Would you be drawn to someone vulnerable? A child?”

“I’m different in other ways,” she said quickly. “Maybe I’ll never feel it. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“It’s a risk to my people. Do you know of any vampires who’ve tried to control it?”

“Some live on animal blood for a time. Most go back.” She hesitated. “I hoped to locate abstainers in Umber.”

“You’ve got an idea of that territory in your mind, but you would only find misery there, from the warlock uplands to the Faeholt border.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Before you plan another escape, I’ll contact friends. I’ll look for vampires that live peacefully among others.”

“And until then?” she asked. “You can’t live like this.”

“We do what our queen demands.” The words were ash. And if she demands Emilia’s head? He buried that thought.

“Even if Yrsa won’t liberate your people in Bloodreach?” she asked bluntly. “I thought once I smuggled word out about them, your clan would act. It would be easy for you to free them, just as you took me.”

“I continue to speak with the queen on the subject. Governance takes time.”

“My abduction didn’t. Nadje fed Inkletter information, and you were in my bedroom not long after.”

“Nevertheless.” The warning in his voice would have straightened any warrior under his command. Changing the subject, he said, “You can have a haven here, and I’ll advocate for you. We will find some kind of common ground.”

She nibbled her lower lip with a fang, reminding him of how risky even these concessions were. “You and I both know there’s no point pretending at marriage.”

“I’m not proposing we make it true. But I won’t publicly embarrass you again.” He held her gaze. “All I ask is that you let me know if you ever feel bloodlust. We’ll deal with it. But you don’t keep that from me.”

A long moment stretched between them. Then she nodded, small and solemn. “I’ll tell you.”

He studied her face—drained but resolute, as if she’d already weathered too many battles for one night. The fire painted her skin in trembling light.

“Good,” he said gruffly, turning away to throw another log on the flames. Sparks jumped like startled bees.

“Arctos,” she murmured. “I never meant for you to risk your life tonight. But…thank you for coming for me.”

The words landed harder than any blow. He looked back, found her gaze luminous with exhaustion and drink—and something else he couldn’t name.

“I’ll always protect you. Marriage in truth or not, I will defend you.” But as he spoke, the reality sank in like a blade; Yrsa’s wrath was an unknown.

Arctos couldn’t yet decide which fate posed more jeopardy: risking the vampire he’d once hated or defying his queen to keep her.

***

Lia

Arctos’s fears about blood drinking were well-founded—in other vampires.

But she didn’t have bloodlust. Not like them. She didn’t want it. Not like them. I always was contrary.

Tonight she’d told this Berserker her secret, and he seemed to believe her. She’d even sensed his guilt beneath that rough voice of his, remorse for his earlier harsh treatment.

“You should get some rest,” he said. “You must be exhausted.”

She was. She’d eaten nothing at her lonely supper, and the vodka—her first encounter with spirits—had gone straight to her head. The cave actually spun a bit. “Will you be returning to your…nymph?” she asked before she could stop herself. Too late to pretend she didn’t care.

“I’ll remain, in case you need something.”

Relief—sharp and unwelcome—flared. “Thank you.” She turned toward the bedroom but stopped at the threshold to find him staring at the flames with a pensive repose. “Arctos…”

He looked up. “Yes?”

“One day, I hope that we can be friends.” The word tasted strange. Almost dangerous.

“Maybe that’s possible.” His tone was low, noncommittal. “Let’s take it as it comes.” He turned back to the fire, but his shoulders had gone taut, his fists clenched. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat quickened—strong and resonant. What thoughts made him react so intensely? Beside the damp hair at his neck, she spied his jugular throb.

Odd. As the cave spun, she couldn’t seem to look away from that pulsing line of his throat.

Then a sublime new thread hit her nose. Her gaze darted to lock on the source: one of his clenched hands. He must’ve cut himself with a nail because a drop of blood welled at the base of a fist, bulbous and gleaming in the firelight.

For the first time in her life, her fangs sharpened. And dear gods, how they ache. They throbbed in time with his heartbeat.

The scent of that single drop steeped the air, rich and dizzying. She rubbed her tongue on one razored fang. Pain. Blood. The shot of crimson filling her mouth was…everything.

Creepy. Wrong.

But everything.


Chapter 36

Thane

“Trace her the fuck out of here,” he growled when Ditch and Jastorgh approached him in the godsdamned Helter.

Thane had been tracking the thin curl of smoke on a far peak, a hunter’s scent for a sorceress’s lair. Now he had company tromping after him like this was a park stroll.

He caught the smirk tugging at Ditch’s mouth, and something in him jolted. Memories of the night before slammed into him. He’d once told Lowell there were no problems. Suddenly he drowned in them.

“She paid for a ride,” Jastorgh said. “I delivered the ride.”

Through the red mist rising from the Firis, Thane skimmed the tree line, ears pricked. Movement. Closing in.

Alone, he could get ahead of a threat, cutting through this dark forest, but not with his mate in tow. And off the Mount, he didn’t know what tricks she’d use—whether she could peel his thoughts apart like silk. “Then take us both back.” Thane would return another night.

Ditch told Jastorgh, “I’ll stay, thank you.”

The demon shrugged, wings rustling. “You heard the high priestess.”

Thane’s Instinct roared: —Away from here. Now.— “I’ve dealt with you for centuries,” he snapped at Jastorgh. “She’s been in the Skein five minutes, and you’re taking orders from her?”

“She offered money. I am a transportation contractor.”

“No’ for long. And it’s worse than transport. You bloody showed her where I’d be.”

“Just doing my part to reunite mates. Consider me Cupid.”

“I’ve met Cupid,” Ditch said, flicking him a wicked look. “Don’t sell yourself short, love.”

Her flirting landed like a spark atop dry kindling. Thane’s eyes narrowed on Jastorgh. “So that’s it—you’re loyal because she’s demonkin.”

Ditch laughed. “If he were loyal, he wouldn’t have traced me here at all. The thrill of the demonic deal motivated this one, I assure you.”

A wet, collective groan rolled from the deeper woods. Jastorgh went still.

“Ghouls?” Ditch asked, far too mildly.

The troop hadn’t scented the intruders yet. Hundreds of them slunk through these sultry woodlands, and more would always come.

“Last chance, beautiful,” Jastorgh said, uneasy. “Come with me.”

“I’ll remain until I summon you. I like this place.” She lifted her face to a shaft of reddened moonlight and inhaled as the river’s fumes crept along her skin. “Feels freeing.”

Freeing? “She canna hear the ghouls. She does no’ know!”

Jastorgh lifted a helpless hand. “I can’t force her to go.”

“You fucking can!” Thane growled. He reached for the gold coin in his pocket—bait enough for most demons—but Jastorgh vanished.

“Godsdamn it.” I’ll kill that motherfucker. He turned on Ditch. “Why risk this? Do you value your life so little?”

“I’m meant to be here with you on the eve.” She let her claws drift through mist, smiling as the red swirled around her fingers. “I’ve never seen fog so ominous. No wonder everyone gets spooked by this charming place.”

Charming? More like hellish. The woods looked as though they had grown in a northern forest, yet the air pressed thick and stifling, like the breath of the hottest jungle. Char and sulfur clung to everything, the River of Hell pouring out relentless heat. And beneath it all, something stirred.

Ghouls moaned again. Closer.

Thane carved Jastorgh’s sigils in the dirt with his sword tip—

“Ah-ah.” Ditch toed them away. “I’ll watch your back tonight.”

He cursed in Gaelic. Then her words sank in. “Watch my back? Have you a care for me as well?”

“No.”

He scowled, mostly at himself. After one night with her, he’d let hope get teeth.

“I care that Straegan doesn’t inherit your throne,” she said. “And I need to know you aren’t seeking a witch who’ll force me to love you.”

He couldn’t hide his interest. “Does such an ability exist?”

“Rare, but yes.” She slid him a look. “Would you use such a spell on me?”

He stepped closer until they were toe-to-toe. “I’ll no’ do anything to you that you doona want me to.” His gaze traced the line of her throat as she swallowed, the sensuous flick of her tail. “And I doona need to. You’re feeling a pull toward me. Last night was only a taste.”

Her lips curled. “Said the Hungry One.”

“Leave with me now, and I’ll demonstrate my appetites once more.” Every inch of her needed further exploration.

“Tempting, but I’m more concerned with what you’re doing here.”

When he hesitated to reveal his mission, her eyes flickered with magic. The grass green of her irises turned to demonic black, a dark canvas for moonlight.

“Using your power on me already?”

“I wasn’t. Now I’m tempted.”

He couldn’t compel her to go, couldn’t command her to stop. So he grasped for patience and said, “I’m asking you no’ to.”

She drew her head back with confusion. “What about me has given you the idea that I respect boundaries in any way?”

“Considering my arse was sore this morning, no’ a damn thing.”

“Oh, don’t pretend you didn’t love it—”

He held up his free hand to stop her. “We’ll discuss later. For now, I’ll reveal what I’m doing here if you give me your word that you will no’ use your abilities on me.”

“Why would I do that?”

“You told me to be wary should we meet off the Mount. I am. And if I canna concentrate, then our odds of getting out of the bloody Helter alive just cratered. If you want to know my deepest, darkest desires, then woman up and fucking ask me.”

After a pause, her gaze greened. “Okay.”

He angled his head, a wolf sensing a trap. “Just like that?”

“I’m feeling generous, so I won’t use my magic on you. But I must know why you’ve come to this refreshing locale.” She inhaled the mist. “Ah, undercurrents of brimstone. I go all tingly.”

“If you’re feeling generous, accept that danger exists here and leave. Or I will.”

“Stop saying leave.” Her tail flicked with irritation. He watched it dance behind her, his love-hate feelings for it magnified.

Was he actually going to take her along? On his own, he could make the sorceress’s lair in minutes. With Ditch? An hour.

He should carry her out. Instead, he grudgingly sheathed his blade and started into the fog. “You’ll drive me madder than the moon before all this is through.”

“Absolutely,” she said, delighted, falling into step. “Your lips to Hecate’s ears.” She rubbed her hands together and asked, “So what mischief are we getting into tonight?”

“The Queen of Questions,” he said. “A sorceress who answers anything. For a price. And she demands supplicants arrive alone.” Understandable. Not everyone would be a fan of a pack showing up at one’s doorstep.

“I’m sure she’ll tolerate a neutral colleague,” Ditch said, and he hoped she was right. “What do you know about Sorceri?”

“Enough.” Masks and madness, gold and gleam—he’d heard the stories.

“I’m curious to meet her,” Ditch mused. “How do you think she survives out here?”

“No idea. I do assume she’s dangerous. Yet more reason for you to return home.”

“You assume I am not dangerous?”

“Are you? Then tell me what your powers are.”

“Maybe I’ll show you if the time comes. You haven’t bragged about your skill with a sword, but I’m sure you’d demonstrate it. Of course you did hint in a spicy letter that you have a talented tongue. That bore out.”

His head swam from the memory of her taste, emblazoned on his mind forever. Grappling for control, he pointed in the distance and said, “I believe she’s on that mount.”

“I can’t see through this film.” Ditch squinted. “I have demon blood yet no demon sight. Only demonic appetites.”

He whistled low at that, and his cock hardened even more. “I recall.” He’d come in her mouth until his brain had melted, but he’d craved a repeat as soon as she’d left him. “Still will no’ tell me what demon breed you are? There’s a hundred species with a tail like yours.”

She only shrugged. “I do envy a wolf’s senses. And physical strength as well. You must envy a witch’s magic.”

“No’ really. In our pack, we hear about the disasters. Wishes backfiring. Curses catching the caster.” He shook his head. “Unnatural.”

“And yet you seek a sorceress’s help? A queen no less! What question will you ask? How to feed your people through the winter or how to dominate all the other factions?”

He paused and met Ditch’s gaze through the haze. “How I can be with you.”

“You came here to ask that? I thought you’d accepted that we’re impossible.”

“I had,” he said. “Until last night. You want me. I can work with that. Understand me, demon-witch. I’m willing to do much for a life with you.” Whatever it took—up to a point. “But I’m also scouting game. If winter fangs hard, I plan to share Craigdúr’s take with your coven.”

“Hmm. Like the herd of cattle that didn’t materialize for your mate today?”

He stabbed his fingers through his hair. “I dinna want to announce our connection to others. Your coven already hates you. You lied about the strength of your political hold.”

“Yes, I lie all the time—”

A deeper chorus of groans rolled.

Even Ditch’s head lifted. “All right, I heard that. Ghouls?”

“Aye. Hundreds. I intended to skirt them.”

“Why not cut through them with your sword? I heard that you are heedless in battle, often running into the fray with your beast half risen.”

“Heedless?” He scoffed. “Try courageous and menacing. For now, with you in tow, I want to avoid the ghouls because of logistics. Their spilled blood gels into glue, and their severed limbs stack like barricades. Think fighting in quicksand with obstacles mounting. And I will need to keep you safe from a scratch at the same time!”

“You’ve obviously gone up against such a number before.”

“Long ago, some villain traced a ghoul to Craigdúr. One turned dozens, overrunning us. We had to put them down.” After a beat, he admitted, “My father among them.”

Ditch’s voice grew softer. “So the sound of those ghouls must bring back memories.”

He nodded gravely. “If we canna avoid them, I take the hits,” he said. “Do no’ let them near you. All it takes is a single contact with their claws or fangs.”

“I’ll gladly let you take the hits,” she said dryly. “But if you fall, I face your brother next. You described ghouls overrunning you. If Straegan rules, your pack becomes the plague. Only we won’t have a river of fire to imprison wolves.”

He couldn’t deny it. “If anything happens to me—tonight or ever—you return to Akelarre at once. Straegan will target you because you’re mine. Truth be told, I fear for you staying in the Skein at all. If he escapes, he’ll tear a witch like you apart.” He’d done it before.

“Then end his threat forever,” she said, bright as a blade. “A little murder between brothers goes a long way.”

Predicting the dangers he would face in the Helter, Thane had descended into the dungeon earlier with that exact grim intent. Straegan had gazed at him with his lips drawn back from his fangs, his eyes blue with menace, knowing why his older brother, once beloved, had come for him.

As Thane’s hand had descended to his weapon and his heart had been rent in two, his Instinct had warned: —Blood.—

He’d heard that warning once before and had ignored it. This time he couldn’t…

Now he said, “He’s committed no crime against the pack, and my Instinct forbids it.” No, Thane couldn’t kill him. But Lowell could.

Thane’s last instructions to his right hand—If I doona return, take control of the kingdom, execute Straegan, and protect Ditch with your life—would theoretically take care of this threat, yet plans often went awry.

“What broke Straegan?” she asked.

Thane had known this would come up. He wouldn’t lie to his mate, but the truth could pitch the witches and the Lykae straight into war.

For a millennium, the pack had obscured Straegan’s past crime, enlisting nymphs to spread distorting rumors. “I suspect a sorceress,” he said at last. “A spell.”

Not a lie. Some incomprehensible force must’ve governed Straegan. He hadn’t been born evil; he and Thane had once been boon companions, would’ve died for each other. Now Straegan had been left twisted.

Yet more reason to despise magic.

Ditch frowned. “You suspect a sorceress, and yet you’re on your way to meet another of her kind.”

“Aye.” Had Straegan done something to attract a Sorceri’s attention? If so, was history about to repeat itself?

A shriek razored through the fog. Thane raised his sword.

“That sounded like a wendigo,” she said.

“And what do you know of them?”

“Corpse eaters. Highly contagious.” She rolled a shoulder. “I’m a fan of Lore.”

Her shrug made him wonder for the thousandth time what powers she possessed. Either they were monumental, or she had a death wish.

“Revenants also live here,” she went on, casual as gossip. “Ajatars and neoptera and a whole bestiary of monsters.”

“Could you act more unconcerned about that fact?”

“Ah, Thane, how human you sound. Don’t you see? We’re all monsters here in the Skein. Just with different goals.”

“I’ll never believe that,” he said and hated that she did.

“You toy with something far worse than ghouls. What do you think this sorceress will do to you? At best, her answer will necessitate that one or both of us changes radically. Are you ready for that?”

“I’ll do what I must,” he said.

A beat.

“Up to a point.”


Chapter 37

Ditch

Up to a point? The hells? Her outraged tail lashed back and forth.

She’d thought she’d landed this wolf when she’d swallowed his seed under a full moon. “What exactly would you change about me then?”

He parted his lips, exhaled, then deflected. “You first. What would I need to change to have a future with you?”

“If I wanted a future with someone, I’d demand…” She ticked items off. “A suitable breeding partner—meaning a warlock. Someone who’s not an enemy of my coven—so Lykae need not apply. Personally? I’d expect him to be less married to morals and to his people.”

“All things I canna change.”

“Your turn.”

“Simple,” he said. “I’d make you more married to morals. The rest we could work around.”

Ditch had been called a thousand names over her life, cursed to the surface of the sun and the depths of hells, and yet his quiet admission gave her pause. Morals only ever blocked her goals; she’d learned to step over them. “Could we work around the rest? You sound confident for a male trudging through the Helter to ask a sorceress how.”

“If she does no’ have the answer, I’ll keep searching. I’ve never known more clearly what I want. My life’s been a long run of dissatisfaction. Now I understand why.”

“Dissatisfaction—with all your nymphs? That’s a bold claim!”

He slowed, gazing down at her face. “I’ve had a glimpse of more with you. Of a soul’s longing. It will call to yours, and one day you’ll answer it.”

They shared a moment of…something—

Branches rustled too close behind them.

“Ghouls have our scent. Time to go.” He scooped her up and ran.

“Mind the tail!” She bit his shoulder.

He shifted his hold, arm locking beneath her knees. He pumped his other arm to increase his blazing speed.

When his muscles flexed against her and his skin heated, annoyance slid toward want; apparently, she hadn’t gotten enough of him last night.

His scent affected her like an intoxispell, muddling her thoughts. Her tail looped his forearm like a pleased serpent.

He veered, forded a shallow stream, then cut back again, laying false paths. In a rough tone, he admitted, “We’ve got dozens behind us, and all I can think about is last night.”

“It was adequate,” she said airily.

“Heh. You’re all but purring in my arms right now. No fear they’ll catch us?”

“Catch a Lykae in his prime who’s cloaking our trail?” The mist muddled her senses, but she believed he’d jagged enough to throw their pursuers. “I’m only surprised you didn’t leap halfway to that mountain.”

“No idea what I’d land in. Might drop into a wendigo nest. I canna take such risks with you.”

“You worry about wendigos while sprinting toward a sorceress’s lair. If you can’t recognize a greater peril, how did you live this long?”

“By avoiding the supernatural and sticking with the natural.”

“Sound plan. Yet now destiny binds you to a supernatural witch. You must secretly hate fate.”

His arm tightened. “Canna.”

If it could have been anyone, it might have been him…

Sorcery thickened as they neared the mountain—dark magic, born in malice, appealing and lethal. An overgrown path snaked up the slope.

“I think we’ve shaken the ghouls,” he said. “She’ll be in the cave at the top. I can go alone and return to you here.”

“Stop!” Ditch hissed in his ear.

He stilled instantly.

“Now. Now I can see,” she murmured. “And better than you.” She slid from his arms and scanned the path. Concentrations of magic glowed to her sight, each one a trap knot. “Without me, you won’t get far. The rise is laced with traps. Do you not sense sorcery?”

“Aye, like a blanket of wrongness. But I doona detect the seams.”

She gathered a stick and stepped to the nearest line of magic stretched across the trail. She swung it through the barrier. Sparks. The wood fell in two. “I’ll go first.”

“Let you lead? No’ possible, mate. I’ll leap it.”

“She’ll expect that. Next will be a pitfall straight into a black hole.”

“How do you know?”

Shrug. “It’s what I would do.” She lifted her hands and began to murmur oothspeak, a conjuration known as a pirate’s chant that stole another’s magic and made it hers. The line guttered out. “Deactivated.”

“You’re full of surprises.”

“Oh, I have more.” She smiled a promise.

“Will you guide me true?”

“No,” she said sweetly, “but I’ll gobble up every ounce of this yummy sorcery.”

She moved up the trail, chanting at a hidden pitfall until the ground shivered smooth, then at a deadfall rig, then at a beam snare. The traps continued, seeming to grow increasingly desperate in number, while she grew bright on their power.

By the time they reached the cave mouth, she brimmed with stolen sorcery and rode a wicked little buzz. She eyed the gorgeous Lykae like a dessert course.

“A good talent to have,” he observed, his lips curving, his gaze fascinated. “Especially for a female who lives among witches.”

“Alas, our laws forbid me from draining anyone in my coven.” She tipped her chin at the cave. “But a sorceress living all alone in the Helter?” Ditch flashed him a grin and sang under her breath, “Fee-fi-fo-fum.”


Chapter 38

Thane

He had to drag his gaze from his striking mate and force his thoughts to the task ahead.

The sorceress’s cave raked at his Instinct. —Begone from this cursed place.—

Blood-spattered stone lay slick beneath creeping mold, and blackened vines crawled over the entrance like exposed veins. Gnawed bones crunched underfoot, stripped clean and scattered without care.

“Splendid curb appeal,” Ditch murmured, eyes fully black, her laughter low and shimmering.

“You’ve drunk too deep of that stolen magic,” he said.

In answer, she stifled a burp behind her claw-tipped fingers.

“I’ve never told another immortal to sober up, but now may be the time. Stay behind me.”

“I’ll have to unbridle this magic sooner or later, but whatever you say, wolf.”

“Remember, I take the hits.”

She chuckled again, sounding more like a sweet, amorous female and less like a demonic witch who ate sorcery and skewered unwary Lykae up the arse.

That thought made him hesitate to give her his back. He could never predict her actions, which left him even more on edge. With a bitter curse, he turned to enter, heartened that she fell in line without violating him.

He inhaled the cave’s foul air. At least three females inhabited this lair. His Sorceri target wasn’t alone.

Other scents hit, and his Lykae mind sorted them.

Offal. Decay. Death.

Aye, wrongness.

Why did the magically inclined always have to be so bloody eerie? He glanced over his shoulder at his mate, wondering if he’d even skimmed the surface of her. Or if he ever would.

“Come in, friends,” called a voice from the dark. “Come in.”

He followed the sound deeper into the cavern, toward a space lit by trembling candles jammed into skulls and cracks in the stone. It might’ve been a wizard’s workshop—if the wizard had been mad. Which most of them were.

Blood-slick stone slabs. Jars lined on crooked shelves, each holding something that twitched in murky fluid. Shadows jumped as the candles wavered.

He scented again. A mortal had recently died here. Perhaps a Berserker. Had these Sorceri butchered the poor sod?

What kind of female would cannibalize—

The thought ended abruptly. Your mate would.

He shot Ditch a look over his shoulder. Her lips curved, and amusement danced in her eyes. Had she read his thoughts?

She whispered loudly, “Lazara, rest her soul, had good taste.”

His mate was a godsdamned cannibal of her own kind. Fuuuck. He grated, “You said you would no’ read me.”

“I also said I lie all the time.”

“I thought you could only detect my deepest desires as an enchantress. Not a mind reader.”

“I’m not even probing your thoughts, darling. With this much stolen sorcery brewing, they just come to me.”

Before he could answer, a figure drifted from the shadows. The tall female wore a mesh dress and metal gloves with sharp claws. A mask of beaten gold hid her face. “We never get guests,” she cooed. “We three sisters like guests. I’m Pemphre, the Queen of Questions.”

Two other females emerged behind her. Clad in mesh as well, they wore eye masks over their bloodless faces. One’s painted smile was a jester’s slash, the other’s mouth a red frown. Their irises were so dark their eyes appeared not to have pupils.

Pemphre pointed a claw to the tallest of the three. “That’s Enya, Queen of Chaos.” A dismissive wave indicated the other sister. “And she’s Deina, Queen of Riddles.”

He inclined his head. “Thane, King of Craigdúr. This is Ditch, High Priestess of the Witches.”

Pemphre’s tone turned silken. “A practitioner of great power. We have heard of her. We have interest in her. We should like her.”

Ditch’s grin was all teeth. “And what are your powers, queens?”

Pemphre trailed a claw down her own throat. “I answer any question, but the answer is always unwelcome. Deina grants power to whoever solves her riddles.”

Deina sang softly, “Who lives in light behind a sheer wall, whose death will cause the fall of us all?”

“Thank you, Deina.” Pemphre rolled her eyes behind her mask. “And Enya, the Queen of Chaos? She hastens fate.”

“Chaos and fate are no’ the same thing,” Thane pointed out.

Enya laughed. “Spoken like a male favored by fate.”

He forced himself not to glance at his cannibal mate. “Have I been then?”

Yet Enya’s focus slid toward Ditch. “Not all here are.” She said the words with an understatement’s tone.

Ditch’s own eyes narrowed, so Thane cut in: “I have a question for Pemphre.”

The sorceress’s gaze flowed over him, both avaricious and lustful. “And what will you pay? Already you’ve broken our rule. Not only did you come unalone, you brought clever power to feast on our sorcery. Unalone, you must atone.”

He thought about asking if their last victim had come alone, but he focused on his mission and offered the coin from his pouch. “Oldest coin in my kingdom.” He crossed to Pemphre. He avoided touching her, but she gripped his hand with her claws and rubbed her arm against his. He drew back with a shudder; her skin was cold and damp like a dead fish.

“I love fish,” Ditch said dreamily.

“Gods save me,” he hissed under his breath.

Pemphre turned the coin over. “This is from the Skein. Not Gaia. The gold is old, but not old gold.”

The other two sisters said in unison, “Not old gold. Unalone, you must atone.”

“What else can I pay?”

“Entertainment,” Pemphre said, excited. “So few visitors…so many years.”

“So few visitors,” the others chimed, “so many years.”

“You live in the Helter,” he said. “What sort of visitors did you expect?”

“Handsome ones. Like you. Entertaining ones. Like you.”

Ditch flanked him, tail twitching. “And if he doesn’t feel like entertaining you? Maybe I’ll torture the three of you, nibbling on your toes until you give him his answer.”

The sisters’ masked faces turned toward her. In creepy unison, they replied, “We would like you to nibble.”

“Not the way I do it.”

Damn it, woman.

“You are full on our power,” Pemphre whispered. “Glutted on sorcery, yet you still hunger. Nearly as much as your delicious wolf.”

Delicious. A further attempt at flirtation? Or did they think they’d be dining on him? His inner beast roiled, and his Instinct screamed, —Both. Get your mate away from here.—

For fuck’s sake, when did cannibalism become a thing?

“It’s classic horror for a reason,” Ditch said. Then she faced Pemphre to add, “And I always save room for more,” taking up the degree of hostility a few thousand notches.

“We too hunger,” came the reply of three. “Immortals usually do.”

He reached for his sword, about to slide it free—

Caaawww!

A crow burst into the cave. Pemphre snatched it from the air with impossible speed and dashed it against a slab. The bird writhed amid slimy viscera. Those whitish lengths slinked slowly, then all at once to the floor.

When Ditch laughed gaily at the sight, he rolled his eyes. The hells am I going to do with these people?

Pemphre used one claw to slit the crow’s belly.

“A sacrifice for divination?” Ditch asked with professional curiosity.

He frowned, recalling the griffin had made the same cut with that cow. Why hadn’t it eaten the fresh meat and drunk the warm blood? Not even a beak dip. Perhaps that griffin had been making its own sacrifice to the peak?

Even Ditch’s brows drew together as she stared at the crow. Had she had the same thought or read his?

“Divination? You haven’t paid for that yet. I’m peckish.” Pemphre raised a slick tube of entrail behind her mask, sucking it like marrow. Then she chewed it with a pensive look in her pupilless eyes.

Despite seeing it all in his millennia of life, Thane grew nauseated.

Deina chose that moment to float another riddle. “The lightning rod is draped in fire, yet even her tears can’t douse the pyre.”

“Yes, yes, Deina.” Pemphre dropped the crow, its broken body still twitching.

“I’m ready to be about this,” Thane told the Sorceri. “What entertainment do you want?”

Pemphre’s mask tilted. “Survival.”

Deina whispered, “Be swift.”

Enya added, “They come.”

He caught the scent before he heard them. “Ghouls,” he growled.

Pemphre nodded. “You led them here. No traps left to slow them. And our cave has no other exit.”

“No other exit,” echoed the two.

Thane drew his sword. “If I take them out, you’ll answer my question.”

Pemphre inclined her head. “One question. One answer. No traps. No other exit.”

He positioned himself before Ditch. “Stay behind me.”

Her laugh came low and throatier—less witch than something else.

Chills racing up his spine, he glanced back and found fire burning along Ditch’s horns and tail, her eyes bright as embers. “What in the bloody hells?”

Her voice purred through the growing moans of ghouls. “Exactly.”


Chapter 39

Ditch

“Your dam was a Höllenbrut,” the wolf grated in disbelief. He blinked at Ditch as she unveiled her demoness half to him.

Her fangs had lengthened as her face had grown even more angular. Her lips would have gone black, her eyelids smudged like soot. “Yes, a hell-spawn demon.”

The Höllenbruts—born of Pandemonia’s volcanos.

“And nothing brings out my demoness like battle.” Except sex. Though she’d never allowed that part of herself to surface then.

“You’re…mesmerizing.” Gaze enthralled, he let his sword dip.

“I am. Literally.” Her eyes locked on his, her enchantment shimmering. Apparently, Lykae weren’t immune. The trance usually lasted only moments, just long enough for her to gain the upper hand against a foe.

He tore his eyes away. “That’s why you like the river here. Hell is your preferred landscape.”

“It did amuse me when you said I’d go to hell with you. Oh, wolf, my line sprang from sulfur and carnage.” Her tail ignited into a ribbon of fire, coiling like a living whip. “Never say Mother gave me nothing. And Father? He was a warlock who dabbled in fire alchemy. My every hexshot becomes a hell shot.” Instead of pure battle beams, Ditch’s consisted of lava, flame, and acid.

She was overflowing with magic tonight, but she didn’t usually show off like this. Was she trying to…impress a male? The taste of fawning polluted her tongue.

Groans echoed outside the cave. “Get ready, wolf.” She flexed her hands, her palms superheating for hexshots. The smell of brimstone filled the air.

A dozen ghouls swarmed the cave mouth. Their green skin was luminous, their claws dripping contagion. They crowded the landing, eyes burning yellow with rabid instinct: infect and multiply.

Their moans deepened into a chorus as they charged.

Thane met them head-on, roaring, sword flashing. Ghoul blood sprayed. Ditch joined him, unleashing volleys of molten sorcery that seared faces.

“Blinding them with lava?” he said. “You fight dirty.”

“Filthy. Like sex. Like my slate.”

He decapitated another with a snarl. “They’ll keep coming till their heads are off. I’ll clean up after you.”

“No one cleans up after me.” Her magic flared brighter. The lava and acid grew, scalding away flesh until heads tumbled off in spurting fountains of green gore. “Hell spreads,” she said simply. Her worldview.

“What else are you packing?” His sword never slowed.

Her horns flared forward, and she rammed them into a ghoul’s face. “Horn kisses,” she crowed, delighting in the kill.

When the creature clutched its throat and staggered, Thane said, “Poison?”

“Yes. My tail too.”

Even as he beheaded a trio, she caught the flicker of his thoughts—where that tail had been, where it might go again.

Straightening, he repeated his earlier words: “We’ll discuss later.” Then he cleaved another.

She found herself laughing. Fighting beside him was fun.

They moved well together, his skill and might intertwining with her well-aimed chaos. Corpses piled high, green blood sloshing around their boots until the floor was slicked like swamp water.

Too soon, the ghoul numbers thinned. Thane allowed her to burn the last one—chivalrous—and then quiet fell over the area.

They stood facing each other, breaths ragged, boots calf-deep in steaming gore.

Immortal bodies were slow to give up life, and all around them, green corpses writhed, claws blindly puncturing each other in a last hope of infection…

Thane wiped his blade and sheathed it. “Why didn’t your appearance mesmerize the ghouls?”

Ditch’s fire dimmed, and her tail cooled to its spry loveliness. “It only works on certain species, usually fully sentient beings.” She canted her head. “You might be disgusted with my powers, but you appreciated them.”

“No’ disgusted, lass. Just surprised.”

“I thought you were turned off that I’m a witch, but your expression when you saw my demonic visage was priceless.” Maybe that was why she’d shown off—because he was the first male who’d found her lacking.

“I’m no’ turned off. It was just…”

Before he could finish his answer, Pemphre’s singsong voice slithered from the shadows. “You earned your answer, wolf.”

Ditch stepped over a corpse, careful not to get a scratch. She smiled when she realized Thane no longer worried about her leading. I might be light on morals, she thought, but I make up for that in lethality.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s hear this answer—the one you won’t welcome.”

***

Thane

On edge from his mate’s transformation, Thane accompanied Ditch back into the cave. She still sizzled with power, had demonstrated at least three new caste abilities tonight.

The enchantress with her demonic face. The warrioress hurling hellfire. The conjurer who stole magic.

A blessed witch, dangerous and dazzling. And yet even that might not save her in the Witchwood. Her coven had other talented practitioners, working in tandem. If the Riders alone targeted her…

He and Ditch returned to find the three sisters standing in the same places, unmoved, as if they hadn’t just dodged a ghoul attack on their home.

By way of greeting, Deina said, “This furious mother seeks her spawn, turning darkest night to brightly dawn.”

Pemphre sighed behind her mask, then said, “We enjoyed your bout, wolf. Ask. Receive.” The dead glow in her pupilless eyes brightened.

Thane didn’t bother circling. “Ditch and I have many obstacles between us. How can we be together as mates?”

Pemphre’s eyes flared even more. “You cannot.”

His gut clenched. Beside him, Ditch gazed on as if watching a play that didn’t really move her.

“No bond will quicken here in the Skein,” Pemphre went on. “Not as our world is now. The House of Witches intends to take this realm, making you and all Lykae into their subjects, something you will never allow.”

He glanced at Ditch and back. “I can convince her not to go through with that.”

“You cannot change her mind on this. Or anything. If you want to be with her, you must leave this realm.”

Abandon his pack and gift Straegan the throne? “Where—how?”

“A door.” Pemphre’s voice steadied, as if she channeled a more coherent speaker. “Old prophesies told of a portal to the mortal dimension—that heaven realm of ease and plenty—appearing every third Accession. At midnight on the night of the Hunter’s Moon, a threshold will open atop Mount Nothrior for a brief window. Beyond the Skein, King Thane and his mate will inherit no war between their kinds.”

A way to be with Ditch? Spiriting her away from the danger of her coven? His beast roiled inside him, all but saying, I will take her through that portal if you don’t.

The Hunter’s Moon was less than a month away!

Even as nothing could tempt him more, the Queen’s answer was unwelcome. Thane could never leave his people. “Is there anything else you can give me?”

“Come see us again.” The three chimed, “So many years. So few visitors.”

Stunned, he turned for the exit, ready to leave this fetid cave. At least Ditch followed him as he picked his way through heaps of green. He couldn’t even look at her without feeling as if she was already lost.

No. He would find another path. And keep seducing her in the meantime.

“Wait,” Pemphre called.

He stopped, jaw tight. “What?”

“So few visitors. How did you learn about us?”

“Aye, I was supposed to tell you an archwarlock named Baelor the Unraveler sent me.”

All three jerked. Pemphre tore off her mask—revealing melted skin and weeping sores—and hissed, “He stirs. He stirs!”

Enya: “We hate. We fear. He pulls at loose threads!”

Mind on his own issues, Thane said, “I’ve never met him. Have nothing to do with him.”

Pemphre’s cracked lips ran with pus as she cried, “You’ve been unraveled! Everything he touches unravels! We have been unraveled. The Skein will fall this Accession! The braid must be healed or we all burn!”

“So be it.” He’d had his fill of doom-singing Sorceri.

Nothing had changed between him and Ditch. He would have to continue his imprisonment each full moon and plan for the coming conflicts.

He glanced back at her. Part of him wished he’d never met his mate. But he held on to memories of last night—and even their chemistry in that earlier skirmish—like he might hold on to his sword in the All-Battle.

On the descent, Ditch said, “Pemphre’s right. Enemies to lovers is not so easy a feat when battle lines have already been drawn. A reset world would be the only option, which is no option for you at all.”

“As promised, an unwelcome answer.”

Amusement flickered in her lovely face. “You never even considered it, did you? Spending time with you would quash the ego of a lesser female. I’m used to provoking mindless obsession in others, yet a male fated to me refuses to punch his ticket to live with me in a heaven realm.”

“It’s no’ an option for a king. And what about you? You’ve forgotten the other side of this equation. I dinna consider it because I canna force you to go, and I know you’d refuse me.”

“True. I like the Skein, and I believe that I am meant to be here. So no, I’m not giving up my new home and my coveted position for a wolf I vaguely tolerate and will eventually ruin.”

“Then why did fate pair us?” He let her see his frustration. “To punish me?”

“Knowing me? Likely.” She arched a brow. “Have you done something that deserved this kind of punishment?”

“No. That’s what maddens me.” He stared out into the red mist of a hellish world, then back at her. “You feel no destined draw toward me? No disappointment from the sorceress’s words?”

She lifted a slim shoulder. “My emotions were twisted at a young age. Love is hate, retribution is divine, vulnerability is death. I won’t feel things the way you want me to.”

“Because your dam abandoned you to perish?” The words slipped out, but he wouldn’t call them back.

Instead of the outrage he expected, she said, “Maybe. Those formative years were…educational.”

“Why was a demoness in Akelarre, the home realm of witches and warlocks?”

“The oldest tale: she loved a warlock and followed him there. He left her behind, and her demonarchy disowned her. No going back.”

“You ever find her?”

“I did. She was shocked to see me alive. Let’s just say you never want to be a jump scare to your own dam!”

He couldn’t imagine that pain and wished he could’ve shielded Ditch from it. “She show any remorse?”

“None.” Another shrug. “I expected nothing, so I wasn’t disappointed.”

“What became of her?”

“She died defending her latest lover when rogue warlocks overran his stronghold. Loyal to him to the end.”

Her mother’s to-the-death protectiveness of another must’ve been even more of a mindfuck for Ditch. “Is that when you decided to rule all the worlds for the House?”

She grinned. “My clichés are between me and my goddesses.”

He suddenly motioned for her to stop, listening intently. Just a large rodent in the brush. They continued on. The Helter felt too quiet—no game, relatively few monsters—as if the creatures were awaiting something.

He rubbed his nape. Biding time…

She asked, “What were your parents like?”

“They were warm,” he admitted quietly. “Loving.”

“How unsurprising.” Then her eyes narrowed. “After your father died, what happened to your mother? Mated Lykae don’t live long after the death of a fated one.”

Because they couldn’t part with the other half of their soul. “Grief overwhelmed her. She made her way to the Firis, no’ far from where we embarked, and sacrificed herself in those flames.” Watching Ditch’s fire powers had left him conflicted. Being in this place…

His admission clearly got her thinking. “If something happened to me, would you repeat her dive?”

He held her gaze. “I will no’ let anything happen to you.”

Oh, the wheels were turning behind her shrewd green eyes. “Your very survival hinges upon mine. And you have an army. Seems like I should use this opportunity to pick more fights.”

“I thought you dinna let others clean up after you.”

Ditch smiled, yet her humor soon faded. “The reverse is true too. All your enemies—not just your brother—would assassinate me to take you out.” She had nailed a very real political conundrum.

“The number of my enemies is low but not zero. All the more reason we’re stronger together.”

She didn’t reply, just gazed up when a flock of neoptera passed overhead. Those insect-like humanoids—who loved to peel skin from living bodies—peered down at them with interest in their compound eyes, their wings rasping.

He shook his head slowly at them, letting them see a flash of his beast, and they skittered on.

He told Ditch, “Bottom line: I’m no’ ready to give up on us because one sorceress said we canna be together.”

At the glimpse of his beast, she said, “How will you handle the next moon? If the portal opens on Mount Nothrior, I don’t suggest you spend the night caged there.”

“You could surrender to me for one night. You’d never regret it.”

“Surrender. Such an ugly word. I regret even the thought of it. So what will you do? If your beast rises and trespasses in the Witchwood, we will kill you. We have twenty-eight nights to set traps just like Pemphre’s. If you arrive, you die.”

He slowed before her. “I’ll handle my containment. As I told you, I will never inflict upon you something you doona want.”

“What have you done in the past to keep Lykae jailed on these nights?”

“We cage a subject and then beat or maul him until he canna run.”

“So my claiming or your maiming.” She sighed, theatrical. “Maiming it is!”

He swore under his breath.

“Alternatively,” she said, sweet as poison, “I could send you a spell to reinforce your cage and tamp down your beast, much as the Mount’s ward does.”

“Alternatively, you could send a spell to seal my cage forever.”

She laughed. “But I won’t—this time.” With a lift of her blond brows, she asked, “Do you trust me?”

To a point. “Send two spells,” he said after a pause. “One for Straegan’s cell as well. He grows stronger.”

“Two spells,” she agreed. When the trail leveled out, she added, “I’ll be very busy until the Hunter’s Moon and will brook no interruptions. Will you respect my boundaries, or must I melt you?” Sparks danced along her horns and tail. “Honestly, I could go either way.”

“I’ll respect them,” he said quietly, lifting her chin with two fingers. “But doona mistake restraint with retreat. I’m still coming for you.”

For a charged moment, she allowed the touch, eyes gleaming with challenge. “You aren’t the first doomed king to tell me that. You won’t be the last.”

His thumb grazed the edge of her jaw as the red mists parted around their bodies. “You make even doom sound seductive.”

She stepped back before he could kiss her, dropping down to trace Jastorgh’s six sigils in the dirt. The markings pulsed with an infernal light. “And yet this is where we part ways. The demon will have to come back for you.”

A shimmer of heat split the air as Jastorgh appeared, wings half furled, eyes wary. “Ready, demonkin?”

“Show me the stars, Jastorgh,” she said with a teasing lilt—meant, Thane knew, to make him seethe with jealousy.

But when they teleported away, he felt only hard-won relief that she was gone from this cursed place, safe for now.

A hiss rippled through the nearby fog. Then another and another. Followed by the scrape of claws.

Wendigos. A good number, still less than expected.

Drawing his blade, glad for any battle to distract him, he sighed. “Because gods take me, I already miss her.”


Chapter 40

Lowell

Twenty-seven days till the Hunter’s Moon

“Fuck me, that option is unwelcome,” Lowell muttered once Thane had finished recounting his adventure in the Helter.

Lowell himself had paced this study for hours the night before, waiting for his king to return, doing his best not to imagine the worst. Thane’s last instructions had been brutal.

Now it turned out that the demon-witch had appeared on Thane’s perilous mission but had escaped before the king’s battle with wendigos.

Lowell sank back in his customary chair before Thane’s desk. “You’re no’ actually considering this portal, are you?”

Thane swirled the untouched whiskey in his glass. “I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind.”

Lowell exhaled hard. A king coolly talking about abandoning his kingdom—what next? And Lowell was already having a shite day. After two nights away from his witch, he was twitching, craving the volatile chemistry that made everything else seem dull and gray. Even Craigdúr’s sunset over the Twilight Sea failed to stir him.

Thane continued, “In the mortal realm, she’d be safe from her own coven. And mayhap the Skein is dying, the ship sinking.”

Word had come this morning of another crop failure in Umber. For a fleeting moment, Lowell imagined taking Meera through that portal—starting over, away from all this—but reason quickly snuffed the thought. Even if he could leave behind his pack, he could never leave his large family. “If the ship’s sinking, then we patch the hull and start bailing. We canna all cram through that rift. We canna found yet another settlement.”

Thane canted his head. “Could we no’?”

“You going to bring the witches too?”

“Does it no’ bear discussion? A king’s pack united with his mate’s people? What could be simpler than life among humans?”

“We’re never supposed to go back, remember? We got kicked out for a reason. Lykae might be able to control ourselves or head to isolated territories, but the witches used to prey on mortals, selling them potions and karmic misery.”

“You speak to me about duty to my people, but I have the same duty to protect my mate. Above all things, a Lykae safeguards his female and offspring.”

“This pack will provide the most protection in the long run. So protect it first.”

Unable to deny the logic, Thane stared out the window, as if weighing centuries instead of sentences. He didn’t appear to register the sunset either.

Lowell leaned forward. “Can you commit to me that you will no’ use the portal?”

After a moment, Thane said, “I’ll keep searching for a way to be with Ditch, but I will no’ abandon my pack. Will you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You speak harshly of the witches, and yet you see the assistant as often as you can.”

No’ the same. “She’s different. She’s no’ a cannibal, for one thing.”

Thane set down his glass with a precise movement. “Mind yourself, friend. That’s your queen you speak of.”

“You’re right.” Where is your head, Lowell? “I apologize.”

“If Meera’s no’ divulging much, why see her so often?” Thane asked, tension leaving his shoulders.

Lowell sipped his whiskey and admitted, “She’s like a never-ending bone I’ve got to chew.”

“I’m sure she would love that comparison.” Thane’s gaze landed on his jogging leg.

Lowell stilled it. “Nay. And she’s a prickly one. But gods, her temper spices our encounters.” They needled the ever-loving shite out of each other. Lowell’s mouth curved despite himself. “I canna help but think she’s the one.”

“The one?” Thane said. “There’s only one one. And you stayed in your post on the night of the full moon instead of running to her. I’ve never met anyone mated who had to wonder if they were. You saw how I reacted.”

“As if you’d been booted in the bollocks,” Lowell said. “But mayhap things are different for me. I’ve never had trouble controlling my beast, never struggled with a wolven temper or unruly curiosity. Mayhap my matehood will lack fanfare and drama.”

“Mayhap?” Thane gave a soft laugh, but there was steel beneath it. “There’s just no doubt. When you find your mate, you will be thunderstruck, rocked to the core of who you are—because in that moment, who you are changes utterly, formed anew by that interlocking soul. It is no’ subtle, friend.”

“What if I’ve lost my heart to this lass outside matehood?”

“I’ve never heard of that either. How do you know she’s no’ spellbinding you?”

“Doona.” But he didn’t believe that. Meera had much to attract him. Her wit, her watchful eyes, her prickly feelings. The way she screamed her pleasure against his palm as her cunny clenched and drenched his fingers. What wasn’t attractive about her?

Thane pressed, “Spellbinding is a likelier scenario. Ditch warned us she’d use enchantresses this Accession. She would absolutely send one to seduce you.”

“I barged into Meera’s life. She wanted nothing to do with me at first.”

“Hmm.” How could one hummed syllable carry such disbelief? “How much do you tell her?”

“I learn more than I reveal. And I never speak of our history.” Straegan’s.

How am I going to contain two alpha wolves during the Hunter’s Moon? He had some ideas, would sort it out later. For now, he glanced at the setting sun, ready to sprint for the Witchwood, headlong toward pulsing friction. For two nights, he’d been denied Meera. No longer…

“Lowell.”

“Huh?”

“Your mind’s wandering. You give me less than your full attention even on such a subject?” Thane was getting irritated. That didn’t often happen.

“Apologies, my liege. This is an important subject.” What had Thane said? “Please continue.”

“Since the portal will open on the night of the moon, we will no’ be able to depend on Nothrior for containment.”

“I’ve already thought about that. We’ll pull alpha warlairds from the outer villages, the strongest Lykae available. I’ll send missives tonight.” After he saw Meera.

“Are you wolf enough for that job?”

“Of course.” Lowell straightened, unaccustomed to this kind of doubt. He’d proven himself again and again, earning his position as right hand. “As ever, I’m up for whatever the kingdom needs.”

“Ditch is sending two containment spells to reinforce the cages.”

Lowell blinked. “Pardon? We’re to trust an enemy faction’s magic?”

“She’s motivated to keep me and Straegan imprisoned. If I show her trust, she might return it. It’s a risk, but I’m no’ exactly swimming in options. Straegan nearly broke free outside the moon’s pull.”

The prince had dented bermetal bars as if they’d been twigs. “Verra well. We’ll trust magic.” Had Lowell really just said that?

Thane nodded. “Aye then. I’ve much on my mind. We’ll speak more come morning.”

Lowell stood at once, leaving half a glass of the finest whiskey in the Skein, which Thane would have to notice. As he turned, he forced himself to appear casual, taking measured steps toward the door.

“One more thing.”

Lowell paused, gritting his fangs before turning back. “Aye?”

Thane’s eyes glimmered blue as he said, “Take a week off from your witch. I’ll have Jastorgh send your regrets.”

Lowell froze. “My liege?”

“A cooling-off period will clarify your feelings as nothing else will. Concentrate on kingdom affairs for now. I need you sharp for our preparations.”

A week? Fucking hell. He opened his mouth to argue, but every defense sounded desperate in his mind.

I need her. Think I’m falling for her. Matehood is no’ for me. What she and I share is different from anything a Lykae has ever experienced before.

It’s better.

More…evolved.

Thane’s gaze searched Lowell’s face, waiting for his reply.

Lowell swallowed the protest and forced a nod. “Of course. If that’s your will.”

He could make it a week.

He could.

Outside, the castle’s battlements blazed with dying light and sea spray. Lowell crossed the courtyard, boots echoing on wet stone, the scent of the Witchwood drifting faintly on the wind—moss, smoke, a whisper of her skin. His pulse thudded harder with every breath.

He told himself to turn toward his office. Toward duty.

Instead, he prowled the castle, mentally charting the path to her through the dark.

A week, he thought grimly. I’ll never last one night.


Chapter 41

Lia

Twenty-three days till the Hunter’s Moon

“I have something to tell you,” Arctos said over dinner.

They were cozy at their table as the hearth fire burned, a cocoon against the cold and snow. Firelight shifted over his scarred face, making it difficult to read him—too many shadows, too many ways he hid behind them.

Lia kept her tone light. “Oh?” In Ravinelun, this could mean anything from good news to imminent death. Ravinelun loved its range.

She’d been sitting on her own confession of fangache. But she hovered at the edge of friendship with Arctos—something precious and precarious—and wanted nothing to get in the way.

Her thirst had vanished as quickly as it came, and that night she’d been out of her head from a bear attack and near drowning. And from the vodka!

Of course things had gone awry inside her.

Since then, she hadn’t felt it again—not even a little—until she began to wonder if she’d imagined it.

If she wanted friendship, she had to prove she deserved it. A tiny lapse, a drunken fever dream…why drag it into the light?

Now she smiled faintly across the table. “What is it?”

“First, an update about your friend Nadje,” he said. “You’ll be pleased to know she’s safe and thriving. In fact, she has partnered with Inkletter. They smuggle now and do general mercenary duties.”

Lia’s jaw dropped. “Those two? Partners?” Truly, the Skein never lacked for irony. After everything between them? Betrayal, lies, manipulation.

“So I’m told. They sold information to a friend of mine that proved useful, so I’ve decided to give Inkletter a chance to redeem himself. He and Nadje will use their connections to comb the Skein for any vampires who don’t drink blood.”

Lia’s chest loosened. A little breath of hope. “That’s wonderful!” Maybe abstaining just took practice and willpower. Maybe she wasn’t innately a monster.

“Also,” he continued, “the clan is hosting a banquet on the night of the Hunter’s Moon. You’ll accompany me.”

Her fork clattered. “Can I?”

“You must.” A ghost of a smile. “It’s in your honor. To welcome you officially into the clan.”

“A banquet…for me?” The words trembled from her lips. Warmth surged through her—followed instantly by guilt, sharp and throbbing as a fangache.

He’d asked little of her. Only honesty. And she had given him almost enough.

“Dagny suggested it,” he added. “The queen approved.”

Lia had only glimpsed Dagny from afar, Torben always guarding her like a dragon over gold. As if Dagny couldn’t take care of herself. Arctos had proudly relayed to Lia the accomplishments of his warrior cousin-in-law. “Do you think the others will accept me?” Or merely tolerate me in ceremonial silence?

“There’s only one way to know.”

She asked softly, “Have you accepted me?”

He didn’t answer. Instead he said, “I took your point the night of your near drowning: How can I learn to trust you if I never give you freedom to prove yourself?”

She studied him, the fire reflected in his eye. “Trusting a vampire could mean disaster.”

“I’m convinced you’re no infiltrator for Bloodreach.”

“Why? What changed?”

“Your work ethic. You rise before dawn, push past exhaustion, work until your hands bleed. Over the years, I’ve encountered evil, and I’ve never met an evil being with ironclad discipline.”

She swallowed hard. I do work hard. I love to work. Maybe I’m not creepy and wrong?

Training was going better than she’d imagined. She’d gained strength, muscle, color. She’d mastered basic sword work so well he’d advanced her to archery and close-quarter drills. She’d even joined him on a hunt.

“Why not?” he’d said. “You know the ravines, and winter is about to set in. With the way you’ve been eating, we’ll need to fuel you with extra game…” He’d trailed off, looking as though a thought had struck too close to the heart. She hadn’t asked why.

That day she’d dropped an elk with a clean arrow shot. He’d called her a born hunter, then bit his tongue as if the words tasted wrong.

Now Arctos continued, “I believe you’re honest, which means I believe you when you say you have no prey drive. And that means you deserve to be trusted by your own clan.”

The words should have comforted her. Instead, guilt scored her heart.

She parted her lips to confess—

The cave flap whipped open. A blast of snow rode in on Torben’s broad shoulders as he entered, a storm in the shape of a man.

He gave a curt nod to her, eyes troubled.

Torben was never cruel, nor openly hostile toward her. But he had no kindness in him for a vampire. She often wondered if bloodthieves had harmed him personally, leaving wounds she couldn’t see.

Lia had the same question for Arctos, but nothing could make that male shut down faster than asking him about his past.

Everyone here seemed to carry ghosts; some just wore them louder.

Torben addressed Arctos in Old Norse. “The clan’s newest member has been here for weeks. I want to know anything she’s told you about her kingdom.”

Anything? She’d revealed much to Arctos. Lia rose smoothly. “If you two need to talk, I can train outside.” She grabbed her coat and sword and stepped into the night, pretending not to understand a word.

But her pulse raced. Why hadn’t Arctos told his cousin about the enslaved Berserkers? Would Torben not wonder the same?

***

Arctos

He watched Emilia exit as if she had nothing to hide, yet he knew better. Secrets clung to her like shadow to flame.

But he had his own.

“Did you tell her about the banquet?” Torben asked, looking fatigued. He’d been stretched thin of late, seeming to see a threat in every shadow.

“I did.” Arctos stood and clasped his cousin’s forearm. Close up, the change in Torben was stark: dark circles bruised the skin beneath his eyes, and the bloodshot gleam in his gaze made him look dangerous. Unpredictable. “Our thanks to Dagny.”

Torben drew back. “Our thanks,” he echoed with a laugh as bitter as rust. “What a difference a few weeks can make.”

“Yes.” It had been mere weeks since the morning Emilia had demanded a place in the clan—since her trembling hand had touched the Channeler Stone, courage shining through her fear.

Maybe, in time, he and Emilia could be friends. But nothing more. His scars ran deeper than flesh. Truly accepting a vampire as his wife just wasn’t possible for him. And the queen had to have suspected that.

“Dagny decreed I must be civil to Emilia,” Torben said. “I suspect you also wish me to be. I am trying.”

“I appreciate that.”

“But you must know your wife will come to crave blood. All bloodthieves do.”

“She refuses it, has set her considerable willpower against such thirst. And she might not be alone. Inkletter and his new partner are looking for others like her.”

“You’ve forgiven the incubus too?”

“He’s useful,” Arctos said, unwilling to explain the quiet shift within him—the fading of old anger, the first thread of something like hope.

Torben’s tone hardened. “You’re keeping things from me. A rift grows between us, and I won’t leave till you mend it.” Berserker forthrightness coupled with Berserker resolve.

Arctos had hoped to stall until after Dagny’s labor, but Torben was a wall when he wanted answers. “I consider you a brother, and I want no rift between us.”

“Then tell me what you’ve learned.”

Arctos exhaled. “Very well.” Lowering his voice, he said, “Emilia told me vampire royals keep Berserker slaves in the castle. A hundred or more. Used for blood.”

Torben went still. Too still, like an animal before it springs. “Captured?”

“And bred.”

A terrible silence followed as Torben’s rage swelled. His fingers flexed open and closed, knuckles cracking audibly. A muscle jumped in his jaw, twitch-twitch-twitch. “How long have you known? How long has the queen known?”

Arctos admitted, “I told her soon after Emilia got here. She’s…investigating.” He’d kept Yrsa updated as she’d asked, but she’d put him off, telling him to dig more.

“When is the rescue mission? When do we leave?”

“There is no mission currently planned.”

Torben’s eyes fired silvery, his fury erupting; he seized the table and hurled it aside. Chairs and trenchers flew. “Why didn’t you fucking tell me?”

“Because I knew you’d react exactly like this. You’re already stretched thin—Dagny near her time, your Berserkerage close to breaking.” Right now he hovered at the brink.

“Don’t you dare say I’m compromised!”

Arctos gestured at the debris. “A curious way of proving you’re not.”

“Make me understand this. The queen knows that vampires use Berserkers as godsdamned food. Even if she can ignore the suffering of her people, she can’t ignore the scalding insult of it!” Torben began to pace, each turn sharper than the last. “Why hasn’t she ordered a rescue?”

“She has reasons. Reservations. I’m not privy to her thoughts.”

“Or she doesn’t trust what your vampire says.”

“Maybe.”

“Look at Yrsa’s other choices,” Torben pressed. “She could send you to the Helter and let you blaze through to ohalla. If she gave you leave to journey to the Kingdom of Rhun, you could become immortal with a single demon duel.”

“I have enough to handle with Emilia’s training,” Arctos said, a thin excuse even to his own ears.

“Still loyal,” Torben spat. “You have to wake up.”

Arctos’s own anger flared. “Loyalty means holding firm when it’s tested. Otherwise it’s not loyalty at all. How can you ignore our history? We wouldn’t exist without her. We wouldn’t have thrived without her. The first channeler led our people here.”

“Were you loyal when you hid Emilia’s escape attempt?” Torben shot back. “When you asked me to help conceal it?”

A gust of breath. “No. I wasn’t.” The admission only hinted at the conflict inside him.

Torben let the point drop—merciful, for once. “You should be able to demand answers of your queen.”

“And if I do? If I uncover proof she’s compromised, do we assassinate her? Split the clan? You’d risk Dagny, your child, now?”

Torben froze, expression filled with conflicting wrath and reason. His fingers trembled slightly, as if the effort to be still cost him.

Arctos continued, “Have you forgotten what Yrsa is like on a battlefield when she is in full Berserkerage? Her power is near mythic. And she’s surrounded by guards who would die for her bear.”

Torben’s gaze sharpened. “Are you in love with her?”

Arctos blinked. “No.” The word came out rough. His feelings were complicated—but love? No. “I’m trying to be sensible. One of us must keep our remaining family safe.”

The silvery rage left Torben’s eyes, leaving bewilderment. He swayed slightly, as if drained by the force of his own fury. “What will it take to make you see?” he rasped. “Brother…when will you wake?”


Chapter 42

Ditch

Twenty days till the Hunter’s Moon

A knock on the door.

Fantastic. Meek Meera had returned again—no doubt hovering with her information binders and worries. For a week, the mousy witch had tried to corner her for an audience, but Ditch had been plotting Witchwood defenses.

She intended to contain certain Craigdúr wolves in their cages, but she’d also devised gruesomely fun traps for any who thought to aggress her.

The Hunter’s Moon promised so much pleasure but would bring such pain to those who didn’t behave.

The wolves weren’t her only concern. Though Bloodreach’s royal vampires might be neutered, two demon kings still loomed, reigning over their unruly denizens with baffling efficiency.

She didn’t yet know what they wanted. Or the shifters. Or, gods forbid, the Furies. She’d heard that a bulging nest of them was located on the outskirts of Valhalland. What if those flying she-avengers woke from hibernation and targeted Ditch for past misdeeds?

She had also been keeping herself busy, so she didn’t dwell on Thane’s remarkable self-restraint. He hadn’t even considered surrendering his throne for her, had basically said, “Yeah, no.” Or, in his case, “Aye, nay.”

Ditch understood Thane’s reasoning, but she’d thought she’d made more of an irresistible impression on him. Her tail flicked, sparking.

Am I losing my touch? Even a female as superlative as Ditch could feel disposable after having once been disposed of so thoroughly as a pup.

Another knock, more insistent.

Might as well get this over with. And Ditch was curious how much food they had. “Come in.”

Meera shuffled in, looking wounded. “When you went missing a week ago, I scried for you and found you in the Helter. Um, could you perhaps let me know when you leave the territory for something deadly?”

Ditch blinked at her. “Why would I do that?”

“Because I’m, uh, second-in-command.”

“You?” Laugh. “And not Rosewyn the Banehand? How strange.”

Meera’s mouth tightened. “I’m responsible for maintaining governance until the House sends a replacement high priestess.”

Another laugh. “No one else is taking my position. And you should never count me out unless my head is next to my body. And even then, don’t. Just. Don’t. Do it.”

Meera swallowed. “O-okay. Um, in the overview binder I made for you, I outlined the many, many reasons why the Helter is dangerous. Will you please tell me why you journeyed to the land of the undead? A quarantine zone?”

“No.” Ditch waved her off. “Now why are you here?”

Meera pursed her lips. “We’ve completed the audit of our food stores. It’s…dire. Conjuring can’t produce enough food to replace what the process demands. We must have supplemental sources.”

“Your binder also indicated that Umber grows food. You have my leave to contract with them.” And bother me no more. Her mind drifted—straight to Thane. What would his next move be? Why had he respected her boundaries so perfectly this week? Not a scroll. Not a message. Nothing.

What’s he plotting? And why do I keep replaying our night together? Why do I sleep curled up with his coat?

Meera lingered, saying, “Conjuring gold to pay for food creates a similar problem for us. Conjurers will expend more calories than we can buy.”

“Suggestions?”

“Uh, I’m working on it.”

“Then my suggestion: next time, come to me with fewer problems and more solutions.”

Meera flinched at her tone. “Yes. Of course. I’ll return as soon as possible.”

“There is something else,” Ditch said. “You must have heard that fate has selected me to be King Thane’s mate.”

Meera shuffled in her flats. “I had heard, yes.”

“He was caged on Mount Nothrior for the last moon. That won’t work this time.”

“Why not?”

“Because another party has booked that popular venue. I plan to send Craigdúr containment spells for the cages of Straegan and Thane. I’ll add a little beast dampener for Thane.” Wouldn’t do any good for Straegan. She had no spell to put that beast back in the barn.

“We can’t underestimate the strength their ancient ages will bring them. Those spells would need more fuel than we have on tap. We’re nearly drained.”

“After your news about our food, I figured. So I will be fueling them.”

Meera blinked. “You’d pit your personal reserves against two male Lykae in their prime—remotely?” Her analytical mind was clearly working out all the angles. “I’ve read accounts of wolves too strong for even a pack to subdue. I believe Thane might be one, especially if he’s never claimed you. He has the age, and his beast will be rabid to mark you with its fangs.”

Titillating. Would the creature mind if Ditch bit back?

She’d seen glimpses of Thane’s beast and thought it could handle every demonic inch of herself. A match made in hells…

But when given a stark choice, Thane had chosen his pack over her. Her claws rapped the desk, puncturing little crescent moons into the wood. “You don’t think your high priestess can handle two pups?” She sniffed with an aggrieved tone, and her tail drooped dramatically. “I’m more than a pretty face, Molly.”

“If you faltered or if the spell wasn’t perfection, you’d be compromised. He might still escape, and then you’d have no recourse.”

Except for my traps. And my innate defenses. Her tail perked up, all but a salute for active duty. “Then I’d better not falter. Prepare two spells. Once I put my blood signature on them, we’ll courier them to Thane. No rush. I want to keep him in suspense. Now why are you still here?”

The witch all but darted from the room, making Ditch roll her eyes.

Remembering to make an effort at kindness, she called after Meera, “You still look tired.”

***

Meera

She took the long way home to her toadstool. The waning moon lit the narrow path, coaxing night creatures to frolic in the shadows.

She both craved and dreaded Lowell’s visit tonight after a week apart. She could already picture his handsome face brightening at the sight of her—only to shutter when she confronted him about hiding the identity of Thane’s mate. Meera had waited days to tell him off!

Unless…the king had kept it secret even from him?

Pitiful Meera. Grasping at straws.

She still reeled over Thane’s fated connection to Ditch. Unlike Rosewyn, Meera didn’t believe their leader would ever surrender to the king.

More likely, Ditch had simply changed the rules of combat. Meera could practically hear the demon-witch saying dryly, Yes, young witch, I call it fuck-fighting. We body each other, and orgasms are the spoils.

Meera sighed and tugged at the waistband of her skirt as she walked. The top button pinched. Her sensible flats pinched. Everything pinched. She wanted nothing more than to curl up with Nettle, finish their leftover pie, and order a larger wardrobe from Umber.

But she needed to conserve rations. And solve the coven’s food crisis. And figure out how witches could earn gold without selling their souls—or their dignity. Once, witches had been proud mercenaries. Today’s Skein witches acted scandalized by the idea.

She neared her beloved toadstool at last and fished out her key…but the door opened before she touched the lock.

Lowell.

“How did you get in here?”

Damn him—his face did light up at the sight of her. “Your witchly lock surrendered to my wolven claw. Endless metaphors there.”

Meera wasn’t having it. “Don’t ever break into my home again.” She kicked off her flats and mutinously unfastened that cursed waistband button.

He lounged against the wall, looking tall and strong and confident. “Very well. Next time I’ll loiter outside for all your neighbors to see.”

There wouldn’t be a next time. “What happened to your face?” Three parallel scratches ran down his cheek, already regenerating.

“Nettle took exception to my presence, clawed me, then bolted to the attic. Your wee pussy is pouting over me.” Sly grin.

“Why are you here?”

“I wrote you I would be. Missed you, lass.” He stepped forward to kiss her, but she didn’t respond. “What’s wrong?”

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”

He straightened. “That I’m no’ a fan of self-incrimination?”

“You knew all along that Ditch was Thane’s mate.”

“Aye.” Lowell exhaled slowly, as if he’d been waiting for this. “’Twas no’ my secret to tell.”

“I brought up this very possibility, and you brushed it off like a hypothetical.”

“I did. I have a duty to my king.”

Simmering all week, her power flared. “Was it your duty to seduce his mate’s assistant?”

“As I’ve told you, I was attracted to you before I knew of Thane’s connection to your boss. Did you no’ notice my interest?”

She could almost believe him. Almost. “Well, it doesn’t matter. This is getting way too deep, and we both agreed not to embark on anything.”

“We did no’ both agree. Nor would I, witch.”

The moon’s light stole in through cracks in the curtains. Outside, a breeze blew, and a spider skittered through her garden, spinning webs she’d need to trim tomorrow. She was just tired enough to say, “I wondered if you might show up here on the night of the full moon. With your beast risen. I imagined your breaths coming rough, your eyes glowing blue, your fangs bared to claim me.” She’d prayed to Hecate for exactly such a scenario, aching for it.

He raked a hand through his hair. “I wondered too. Even though I’ve never felt the moon’s pull like that.”

“It would just be so much easier if I was your mate.” Resentment tangled with grief. Nothing could change fate.

Voice gone hoarse, he said, “I wish to the gods you were.”

His declaring these feelings for her made Meera queasy. She had to make him see. “You feel this way because…because I’ve enthralled you.”

He huffed a laugh. “Aye. No shite.”

“I can make people furious—that’s my power—and you’ve been soaking it in.” Words spilled now that she’d finally admitted it. “You’re so unacquainted with fury, you must love the rush. The recklessness. It amplifies everything. Our nights together felt so explosive because magic fueled them. I see it so clearly. Your pacing, your dilated pupils. You’re here for a fix.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You might be using magic on me, but you’ll never convince me I doona feel more for you. I godsdamned know my own heart. And this”—he pounded his chest—“is real.” He stepped close enough that she felt his heat. “I’ve always been different, dreaming of life outside my pack. My beast has been quiet. My Instinct chimes in only about once a year. So why would I no’ experience matehood differently too? I want to choose my female.” His hands settled gently but firmly on her shoulders. “And, Meera, I choose you.”

Her heart stuttered.

Lowell heard, hope lighting his green eyes. “I think you’re falling for me too.”

“We can never be together,” she whispered. “There’s no future for us! The longer we drag this out, the worse it’ll hurt when we end it.”

“Then we doona end.”

“Once Ditch plays her hand, your king will suffer. At best, he won’t let you see me—as I suspect he did this last week—and Ditch will forbid it as well.”

“Then let’s leave. Strike out together. Homestead in Umber.”

“Are you crazy?” Her laugh came out shaken. “Destiny always wins. And you’d hate yourself for abandoning Craigdúr when the kingdom fell apart without you. I can’t be the reason for your self-loathing, or you’ll grow to hate me too.”

“Self-loathing? I finally feel like I understand myself. I am a fate fighter. Always will be. I want you. I choose you. Why won’t you choose me back?”

“Our sacrifices would not be equal.” Her voice thickened. “Your future mate will comfort you. But I’ll look back at lost years. I want a family. There’s a cradle in my attic that my foremothers have passed down through generations. I want to fill it with a cooing baby, one I’ll never have with you. If I stay here, I have options.”

Lowell’s gaze darkened dangerously. “Warlock options?”

His seething jealousy made her toes curl. “A mating season is being planned. It begins the night after the Hunter’s Moon.”

A muscle ticked in his cheek. “Is that what you want?”

“I want to be a mother, yes.” She swallowed. “I can’t give that up for you. For anyone.”

“Then we’ll adopt. We’ll make our own way.” He made it sound so easy.

“How could we turn our backs on our people? If witches cried out, I’d go to them. And you’d return to your pack. When war comes—”

“It will no’. Our leaders are mated.”

She shook her head hard. “Ditch is playing with Thane. My mentor died because of her. A good and decent witch is just gone.” Lazara would be aghast that Meera had let a relationship with a Lykae get to this breaking point. “And you think Ditch will simply roll over?” Her voice cracked. “We can never have a real future. You will meet your mate eventually.”

“Maybe no’ for a millennium. We could have a thousand years of happiness. And who knows? We might both die in the next Accession!”

“You were born for someone else. Your family is waiting for you, but it begins with your mate.”

“So you’re fine with never seeing me again?” he rasped. “I thought…gods, I thought your feelings mirrored mine.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m needed here. That’s all that can matter.”

He stared at her, wounded and furious. “No. I refuse this.” His voice dropped. “I think I’m in love with you. And I think you love me too.”

I do! “I don’t.”

“Lies,” he said softly. “They spill from your beautiful lips, but your watchful eyes are begging me to fight for you. To find a way. So I will. You might be ready to give up a future with me, but you’re no’ ready to give up the pleasure on offer right now.”

Hecate help me, he’s right.

“I’ll take advantage of that over and over until you surrender. I can scent your arousal, know you’ve been needing me for all these nights. You want me to tear off your clothes, take you to your bed, and work off this bite of anger. Not sex—I ken your boundaries—but you do love a good come.”

“That’s not what I want.” I want it more than anything! “I never want to see you again.”

“You like my mouth pressed between your thighs.” He undid the top button of his shirt. Then the next. “You tighten so sweetly around my fingers as I tongue you. I’ve a mind to do that while I fit my cock between your lips at the same time.”

Heat punched through her. He was walking temptation—everything she hadn’t known she needed until she’d had him. And he knew it. “Stop. I told you I didn’t want a male fated to another.”

“Then I’ll make it so good you have to give me more.” The sexy wolf dripped lust. He stripped off his shirt, muscles flexing, confidence radiating.

Her magic flared like a torch, arcing between them. She felt weightless; he was the only solid thing in the room. “How good?” she whispered in defeat, already knowing the answer.

His hand cupped her nape, thumb warm at her pulse, a quiet claim that guided her close. His other hand found her breast and kneaded, slow and thorough, as if his palm had been made to grip her. “You’re about to find out.”

And then they were kissing, mouths reckless, teeth grazing, his canines scraping just enough to warn, the sharp scent of him flooding her senses…

And then they were coming with muffled yells, her nails biting into his muscles, his roars breaking against her flesh…

And then they were riding the aftershock. Skin slick, hearts loud, the world narrowed to heat and pulse.

And she realized it was the last time.

The sweetness of him—the connection, the illusion of future—only made the loss sharper. Grief slammed into her like a fist, harder than pleasure. Fate can’t be fought. She tried to blink back tears, but one escaped. Then another. More salt against the delectable taste of him.

“Gods, Meera,” he breathed, voice raw. “Please doona cry, lass.”

She sobbed, “It’s n-no good.” She couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t stand the tenderness in his eyes. “It never will be. We can’t win this fight. We never could.”

“Fuck,” he rasped, shaken for the first time. “Mayhap I am enchanted. But what I feel for you—what we have—’tis pure. Has to be. It canna have been fouled by magic.”

And with those words, she understood: the divide between them was a chasm no amount of pleasure could bridge.

“Goodbye, Lowell.” Heart turned to stone, tears drying, Meera rose and walked away—knowing she would not survive the memory of him intact.


Chapter 43

Thane

Twelve days till the Hunter’s Moon

Jastorgh arrived in Thane’s office in all his cavalier glory, wings half spread as if he expected applause.

“You have a lot of nerve showing up here,” Thane grated.

“I do. So much!” Jastorgh preened. “It fair oozes from me.”

“You fucked me over and put my mate in jeopardy.” The mate that had refused to see Thane since. But he’d continued to work toward the future, digging in the Skein for leverage.

The rogue witches showed the most promise. They were no friends to Ditch’s coven but seemed to know a lot about it. How to use them without tipping into outright war?

Jastorgh scoffed. “Your mate told me she could handle herself. And unlike you, I took her at her word. Does everyone keep forgetting she’s the high bitchess of some very serious bitches?”

“We got lucky in the Helter, but things could have gone sideways.” Why had the monsters been so quiet? Thane had sensed legions more, lying in wait.

For what? The idea of taking Lykae into that land to hunt filled him with foreboding.

“Water under the bridge, wolf, bygones, second chances, et cetera. I’m on a clock. So”—Jastorgh produced a scroll and two small hex bags—“do you want these or not?”

“Hand them over.” Thane accepted the letter and the two bags. One was red, the other black. Grains of some kind filled them. He opened Ditch’s seal and read:

Wolf,

If you pour one bag around each cage, magic will make Berserker bars truly unbreakable. Use the black one for yours, and your beast won’t know what hit him.

D

He sniffed the black bag, and his Instinct blared: —Be wary of magics!—Lykae hated it. Despite his mate’s scent on these spells, his hackles rose. Thane set the bags away warily. What a risk trusting them would be!

Ditch might double-cross him, then try to attack that very night, knowing he—and his best men guarding him—would be compromised.

He’d get Lowell to call in even more warlairds. Bracing for war yet relying on diplomacy, Thane scratched out a reply:

My gratitude. When I demonstrate trust by using them, mayhap you’ll come to trust me as well. We could build much from such a foundation.

Jastorgh traced away with the letter, then reappeared seconds later bearing her response:

I like foundations. I like to bludgeon them with a sledgehammer and cackle as they crumble into smaller and smaller pieces until there’s no hint of what once was.

Re: the spells—I’ll personally be fueling them. You will feel my presence in every bar, won’t even know which one to hump. What a savage time you’ll have. Hugs and kisses.

He exhaled through his nose and scribbled another message, thrusting it at Jastorgh.

The demon sighed. “You two could simply have a conversation, you know.”

“Just deliver this.”

Meet me that night. Unleash your demon as I unleash my beast. We’ll make the gods seethe with envy.

Moments after Jastorgh teleported away, he returned, out of breath from tracing back and forth.

Can’t. Washing my hair.

Thane wrote:

I haven’t given up on a way for us to be together.

Jastorgh vanished again, then returned, saying, “She told me this is her final message till after the full moon. Which works for me.” He tossed Thane the scroll, then traced away.

Thane opened it and read:

Yet you won’t sacrifice for it.

He sank back in his chair, fingers brushing her decisive handwriting. The reason he’d made the “easy” decision not to use the portal—and completely fuck over his pack—was partly because she wouldn’t accept him anyway.

But was she hinting otherwise now?

Could they leave behind their inherited animosities to forge something different in a new realm?

His thoughts slid, unwelcome, to Straegan. The specter of his brother’s potential rule cast a long shadow over the Skein. If he ever broke free—if he ascended—it would be apocalyptic. And not just for Lykae.

He remembered Straegan as a lad, always at Thane’s heels. Their parents had worked hard to teach each son to control his beast. Thane had easily succeeded. Straegan…had not.

Had his murderous tendencies been there all along? Or had sorcery truly captured him?

Thane couldn’t erase the memory of that night, the last time his brother’s true face had surfaced:

Straegan laughing uncontrollably, drenched in blood.

Throwing his head back and opening his arms.

Surrendering to his beast forever…

Magic had maddened him. It must have done. Yet now Thane was to rely on a witch’s spell?

He wanted to debate pros and cons with Lowell, but his right hand had been scarce, lost in his own witch trouble after a cooling-off period.

The Accession was the season for finding mates. Could it be possible that he and Meera were one pair more?

The thought made Thane pinch the bridge of his nose.

The world was coming undone. But the moon would keep rising.

***

Lowell

Ten days till the Hunter’s Moon

Pacing. Sweating. Drowning in shame.

Lowell had returned to the Witchwood three more times, each visit ending the same way: pleasure sharp enough to boggle the mind, followed by Meera’s tears.

She cried because she believed he was spellbound. Because she believed she was hurting him.

And he was hurting her each time he went to her.

They were destroying each other.

Last time, she’d begged him not to come back, had actually threatened to move into Strix Keep, of all bleak lairs, just to avoid him. She would leave her place of security and comfort—her beloved home with all her pictures and mementos, the cradle in the attic.

Because of him.

Regret swelled in his chest like an internal wound filling with blood. What is wrong with me?

He’d vowed to himself for the thousandth time that he would never seek her out again.

Yet even here in Craigdúr, he felt her. The tug was constant, impossible to ignore. There’s no way I can live without her.

He paced harder, feeling as caged as Thane would soon be. Outside, flickering torches glowed, illuminating the warlairds drilling below.

The kingdom prepared for conflict as the Accession gnawed the Skein like a slow-toothed beast. The moon would devour reason soon enough.

Two dozen of the strongest unmated warriors would guard the royals, but the rest would patrol the villages. The witches might strike them, now that they knew the Lykae king would be caged.

War between their factions crept closer, as if seeping through a buckling blockade—

A realization hit Lowell like a cudgel to the sternum.

He had to tell Meera about the portal. One last chance to be together before battles sparked. One last possibility before the door closed for another fifteen hundred years.

Thane and Ditch would never use it, but maybe Lowell and Meera should. In the mortal realm, they would know nothing of the coming wars. His mate could never exist there. Meera’s warlock mating season wouldn’t reach her.

They could live as if alone on a deserted island.

They could be free.

He would surrender everything. His vocation. His pack. Seeing his beloved parents and many siblings again.

Canna live without her.

Lowell crossed to his desk, sweeping aside official correspondence and reminders of neglected duties. He dimly noted that the Fey had written from their land of Faeholt, which was always important. A few words stood out in the flourishing script—force…calamity…ominous…Skein-wide—but he had other cares. I’ll get to it after.

He wrote Meera a letter straight from his heart, planning to slip it under her doorway.

One final chance.

He sealed the envelope with his official stamp, pressing it into warm wax until the insignia emerged, crisp and unmistakable: twin keys crossed before a full moon, the mark of the seneschal, and one he’d secretly been so proud to bear.

He held the letter in both hands, letting the weight of it settle into his bones. It felt heavier than parchment should, carrying the enormity of what he was asking.

If she accepted it, he’d burn down destiny for her.

If she refused…then fate really had chosen his end.

Lowell exhaled a shuddering breath. “One letter,” he murmured to the empty room. “And then I let you go.”

Even as he said the words, they curled like a lie beneath his tongue.


Chapter 44

Nadje

Seven days till the Hunter’s Moon

Ash choked her lungs, filling the tent.

Her mother’s muffled cries were right beside her ear, her body shielding Nadje’s own even as it burned. Rapier beams of sunlight knifed through the canvas above them.

Another wing talon ripped across the roof. Slash, slash!

Nadje screamed in terror.

Her mother’s crumbling hand clamped across her mouth. “No, baby, shh,” she rasped, her very voice turning ashen.

Hunger and hatred had driven the creatures from Strigoi Gorge to hunt this encampment of vampires even beneath the rising sun. Their fur and wings sheltered them as they attacked the tent. Slash, slash!

Nadje whimpered.

“Shh.” Mamă rubbed her other hand over Nadje’s face, using her own charred skin to protect her daughter’s. Ash smeared across Nadje’s cheeks like paint. “Run out back. Get to…hiding place.”

“We can both make it!”

“Silly girl,” she murmured, a ghost of her old tone. “Love you. Now go!”

Slash, slash! Light flooded in.

Mamă clenched her fangs against a scream, but the burn wrenched a wail from her embered lips. “Goooo!” Her body collapsed into ash over Nadje, burying her.

Once Mamă. Now char.

Slaaaaash! A talon hooked the tent and ripped it skyward. The covering spiraled off like desert weeds in a gale.

Light. Blinding. Her heart raged in her ears. Mamă gone. Dispersed on the winds.

Coated in ash, Nadje sprinted away from the hunting strigoi—small, fast, slipping between tents and shadows, unseen. Her lungs burned as she strangled back sobs and ran for her hiding place, a cubby dug deep into the sand. She wrenched the hatch open and hurled herself inside.

Blackness crushed in. Her breaths hitched hard, body shaking as shock took hold.

A canteen of blood and a small bag of ground talon awaited her. As Mamă had taught her, she mechanically rubbed herself with the talon dust to disguise her scent. But each fleck of ash that drifted from her palms felt like a last whisper of her mother.

Sobs racked her as she clawed at the ground, as if she could gather the scattered pieces back—

She shot awake, chest heaving.

Wheezes whistled from her lips. She forced herself to calm, to regulate her breaths. Just a nightmare. The nightmare.

Breathe in. Out. In. Calm.

She could survive a thousand years, and this nightmare would still live fresh.

Bloodreach’s bell tower tolled, and she jolted again. She’d be late for her other job!

She spilled out of bed and grabbed her maid’s uniform. It stank of the cleaner she’d used to scrub out blood yesterday. She ignored the itchiness of the fabric as she tied on her apron.

Inkletter’s visits usually gave her something to look forward to all day, but he’d been gone this week, off studying a new acquisition.

Nadje hadn’t had a pressing mission for them, so she’d tried to shrug off his easy absence from her. Yet as of last night, she’d landed a new job, had met with a promising contact in Umber during her feeding field trip. He wanted information only found in this castle, information she could get. For a price.

She grabbed her chamber keys and a pile of folded linens, then debated bringing her other tool—a small, glass vial.

Was she only going to clean? Or to work on her next getter-of-things mission?

Inkletter had warned of the dangers of snooping around the castle alone. Maybe she should wait for him. He could watch her back, teleporting her out of danger in a flash.

But she didn’t know when he’d be back, and time kept passing.

Mamă’s words echoed: We’ll save up some gold and buy passage out of here. One night, we’ll be free.

She’d had four days before she’d burned to death.

With that memory in mind, Nadje pocketed the vial, then climbed ten stories from the servants’ ward to the royal floor.

The abandoned hallway stretched before her, lined with luxurious rugs. The doors to the princes’ and princesses’ chambers loomed like gaping mouths.

A prickle crawled across her nape. Ever since her exchange with Baelor the Unraveler, she’d felt watched, but the sensation hovered even more intensely here…

Outside, rain pattered. Inside, moans leaked through thick doors, pleasure and agony intermingling.

The eldest daughter of Neculain and Sereth had an amputation fetish, was aroused by regeneration. The youngest prince spent every hour all but attached to an intoxispell vaporizer. Another son drained donors to death, then forced revivals. Prince Resurrector’s success rate was questionable.

This floor was a level of hell—the bleeders, the feeders, the deviants, all locked into sin. If Lia hadn’t escaped Bloodreach, would she have become like her siblings?

Some said the drugs that kept the donors docile had the opposite effect on the royals who drank from them, making them crazed.

Or maybe this castle was as dangerous as the Badlands, twisting any occupants who couldn’t get free.

Nadje frowned at a small figure curled up on the floor down the hall, then hurried to help. But as she approached, her steps slowed.

A donor’s corpse. Discarded beside a tray of broken bottles. Trash for pickup.

The female’s face was blank. Glazed eyes. Pierced jugular. Not much older than Nadje had been when her mother had died.

Would this one’s mother ache for her child? Or be unaware of what had been stolen?

Nadje leaned against the wall, and her breaths shallowed, the smell of ash thickening in her nose.

Not now. Not now.

She shoved the waking nightmare aside and hurried to the last door on the hall, the heir’s suite. She pasted on a fake smile and knocked. “I’m here to service the room!”

Silence.

Every entry into Coștin’s chamber risked her life. But more than her maid duties pushed her onward.

She unlocked the door and slipped inside. Flickering light from lanterns cast shadows over the open curtains and the untouched bed. Coștin wasn’t here.

She locked the door behind her, dropped her linens atop the spread, then headed straight to the closet.

A safe sat on the floor, a matte black cube with golden embellishments.

Golden. Like Coștin’s infamous sword. Even the General of Nothing had taken a head here or there.

A chill slid over her skin.

The first time she’d discovered the safe during her cleaning rounds, she’d wondered what a royal needed to protect. No one dared steal from him. Something valuable must lie within. Something she might need.

Her new patron, a Berserker related to Shieldchief Arctos, had hired her to gather intelligence on the blood donors—their number, their condition. He hadn’t mentioned the queen overtly, but he must wonder why Yrsa hadn’t stormed Bloodreach to liberate her people.

Prince Coștin had boasted about having influence over an entire faction. What if he had some kind of unholy leverage over the queen?

Again, Coștin was the epicenter. And Nadje sensed the safe held the answers.

She recognized the mystical sigil locking the safe. She’d once smuggled a similar one from rogue witches to a client. Only Coștin’s blood could open it.

His fangs often sharpened outside his control—like wayward erections—and he never cleaned up after himself. His blood was usually everywhere.

She’d brought the vial to collect any trace. Yet the newly cleaned floors gleamed back at her.

“Lia,” a voice moaned from the bathing chamber. “Need you, soră…”

Nadje froze.

He was here.

Out of his mind on an intoxispell!

Silence resumed. No movement sounded. Passed out?

Some impulse carried her closer to the chamber. Steam curled in ribbons, redolent with the tang of blood and the musk of magic.

Nadje nudged the door open an inch. The hinges gave a small whine, stealing her breath. But the sound didn’t rouse him.

He lay submerged in a large tub, head tipped back against the marble rim, the pale line of his throat gleaming in candlelight. His lashes fluttered against his cheeks as he dreamed. His chest was still. His neck belied no pulse.

A decanter had rolled from his hand to the tiled floor, where it leaked its last drops. His lips were cut. A trickle of crimson threaded from his bottom one into the water.

Drip…drip…

For a long, careless moment, she watched him—the sheen of damp lashes, the cruel beauty of his face, the chiseled perfection of his body.

Drip…

Her brazen hand found her vial, uncorking it. Her reckless feet shifted her closer.

Madness!

The glass in her palm felt impossibly small for the danger it would hold. But his fresh blood could save her weeks of scavenging. Her mother had died dreaming of escape. Nadje refused to die dreaming. Deciding to steal now and reckon later, she eased down, close enough to feel his heat.

She tilted the vial to his lips. The glass kissed him as softly as a lover. One bead slid in, then four more.

She drew it back and trapped the glimmering garnet with her cork.

He moaned again. The sound scorched her nerves.

Nadje backed away, disbelieving what she’d just done. She slipped through the door, closing it with infinite care—

—and nearly stumbled at the faint shift of water.

He’s waking.

Heart hammering, she flew across the room, her feet ghost-silent over stone. She escaped to the hallway, vial clutched tight like stolen gold.

She pressed her back to the cool wall and stared at her prize. The key.

So valuable, she was tempted to dip her tongue and take a taste. She shook away the urge, tucking the vial deep into her bodice.

A shiver of triumph—and lingering terror—ran through her. How could she have risked herself like that?

Straightening her shoulders, she strode down the hallway of sins.

Because this is passage.


Chapter 45

Eyrun

Three days till the Hunter’s Moon

“We’ve picked up a tail,” Ven said in Old Norse. “A fox.”

“Ah, your stone-cold fox?” Eyrun replied in the same tongue. Chiyo was stealthy as the night was long, but somehow Ven always sensed her first. “So now we have a spy spying on spies who are spying.”

The sisters had come to the demon realm of Grimrock, seeking the answer to one question: Who do we annihilate for their strigoi folly?

Last week, they’d scoured Rhun, expecting raucous demons to brag about their coup in some tavern. Instead, the realm had been strangely subdued, tight-lipped and watchful.

Never a good sign.

Their Rhunian king—a fire demon named Pyrrik—was as unpredictable as a wildfire, but he’d been more measured over the last few decades. In contrast, the Grimrock king—Morath—was a stone demon reputed to be as immovable as bedrock. What would the sisters find in his kingdom tonight?

Ven clearly tired of being followed. She whirled around and charged the hooded Chiyo. “Sneaking up on us? You really do have a death wish.”

To her credit, Chiyo didn’t retreat. “I’m catching up with you. I want to be a part of this mission.”

“Why?” Ven’s voice tightened as tension rippled between them.

“That attack affected me too,” Chiyo said, her gaze briefly dipping from Ven’s runes to her lips. “I want to know who did it and why the Coffin Valkyrie warned us. I heard you were in Rhun recently and figured you’d come here next, following the pressure lines before you strike the witches. But the Riders have vowed to the Lore they had nothing to do with it. They also asked around, and no warlock would own to it. So I don’t think anything mystical portaled the monsters in.”

“That leaves teleportation. Demons and leeches,” Eyrun said. “Which we can handle. So why would we need you to be part of our mission?”

“You’d be surprised what I can do in a pinch, and a skilled fighter is always welcome.” Chiyo patted her sword.

Eyrun snorted. “You think we’re going to get in a pinch?” Aside from Eyrun’s abilities, Ven was the Lightning Rider, a legendary warrior with only one real weakness. Granted it was a big one. But it rarely came up, not much at all—

“Do what you want,” Ven told the shifter. “Just stay out of our way.”

Behind Chiyo, Eyrun rolled her eyes at Ven and mouthed, Stay outta our way.

Ven marched on, her look alone delivering the addendum.

Eyrun and Chiyo followed.

Even hooded, the Valkyries drew stares. Demons turned their heads as the trio passed, visibly affected—hands rubbing horns, mouths half open.

Demons were attracted to Valkyries like horned flies to honey. Some claimed the word “horny” came from how demons reacted to shield-maidens. Eyrun didn’t doubt it.

When more demonkin jolted as the sisters passed, Chiyo exhaled. “They really are obsessed with your kind.”

“Oh, shifters are too,” Eyrun said, mischief in her heart. “We can’t even go to the shifter shire where you live. Hands everywhere. I mean, not you, of course. Just people exactly like you.”

Chiyo narrowed her eyes. “If you can’t walk through a crowd without causing a stir, how are we supposed to spy?”

Ven answered, “The same way we always do in demon territory. We pick a fight.”

“And that accomplishes what?”

Eyrun said, “You’ll see.”

Ven strode into the bustling market, drew her hood off, and yelled, “You there!” She pointed at the largest demon present, a hulking slab of a male with massive horns, froglike skin, and not a stitch of clothing. His breed—mammoth demon—was too big for clothes. “You looked at me the wrong way. I challenge you to combat.”

“Valkyrie?” he grunted. “Fighting no. Fucking yes.”

Ven said, “I vow to the Lore that if you can beat me, I’ll fuck you. But if I win, you vow to answer all my questions honestly and completely.”

Eyrun leaned in and murmured to Chiyo, “The big ones always make the vow.”

The mammoth demon thumped his chest. “Sword no. Fight fists.”

“Agreed.”

Eyrun studied Chiyo’s reaction. “You don’t want her sleeping with anyone else, do you?”

Chiyo sniffed. “Or maybe I wince in the face of anatomical impossibilities.” She gestured to the demon, already half hard, his warty penis the size of a tree trunk. “And what about the old saying? Enrage not a demon.”

“Superseded by another: Dick not with Valkyries.”

Eye roll. “Does this ploy actually work for information?”

“Has for centuries.” Or it had—until their last trip to Rhun.

There, Ven had pinned down a huge demon who confessed that none in the land would attack Valkyries because the king forbade it. Ven had sensed more, pressed him—

—and King Pyrrik himself had appeared, incinerating the ground around the two combatants, a warning shot before a kill.

“I forbade aggression against you,” he’d said, eyes like flames. “That doesn’t mean I tolerate the reverse.” With a sneering bow, the infernal high lord had traced away.

But that was then. A new round was about to begin as Ven and the mammoth finished making their vows. She crossed to Eyrun and handed over her sword.

“Look out!” Eyrun barked.

The mammoth traced behind Ven and punched her square in the back of the head. She shot forward like a missile, smashing into a pub wall. A Ven-shaped hole gaped in the rustic brick.

“Fuckity-ugh,” Eyrun murmured. “She’s going to scorch the Skein.”

Moments later, Ven stalked out of the pub, brick dust on her face and murder in her gaze. As lightning struck in a staccato succession, her pupils turned Valkyrie silver.

Demons whistled low. Some of the miniature breeds ducked from the bolts and whimpered.

The mammoth’s erection wilted.

Ven cracked her neck as more lightning strobed in the background. A bolt hit the ground directly behind her, making her hair whip.

More whimpering.

Then she moved.

She blurred forward, reappearing beside the mammoth, his severed balls already in her blood-drenched hand. She flung the weighty sack away without breaking stride.

The demon collapsed with a shriek, stemming blood with his palms. Onlookers groaned and turned their knees in.

Ven vaulted over his chest, sprang over his head, and snapped his horns off mid-flight. She landed lightly and held them up to the crowd. Then she returned to stab his eyes out with them, leaving the horns planted in a gruesome tableau.

“See no!” he wailed. “Balls no!”

That’s my sister. Eyrun couldn’t have been prouder. Beside her, Chiyo looked decidedly less starstruck. Her fighter code probably involved restraint and shit like that. Gratuitous maiming would be “unsporting” or something.

Ven crouched by the demon’s ear. “Did anyone in Grimrock teleport strigoi into Valhalland?”

The mammoth, blind and bawling, plucked out the horns and clutched them like treasured young. “None dare. No, says king! Morath says no!”

He ruled with a literal stone fist; Eyrun couldn’t imagine his subjects crossing him.

“Then who brought them?” Ven demanded.

“Witches? Know no! Bloodreach? Hungry kingdom. Rumbling.” These demonkin might sense things in the neighboring Bloodreach. “Feet feel. Rumbling!”

Vague leads. No real answers.

But at least they had the next target for their investigation. Leeches, here we come.

“You ready?” Eyrun called.

Ven nodded, lightning fading, violence receding from her in slow waves. She scooped up the demon’s ball sack, slung it over her shoulder like a saddle, and rejoined them.

Chiyo’s face went pale.

Eyrun sighed. Fuckity-ugh, vixen. Trophies are important.

Ven brushed past them, voice low and merciless, “Whoever actually sent the strigoi? May the gods pity them.” She glanced over her shoulder, her storm-bright eyes promising carnage. “Because the Valkyries sure as hells won’t.”


Chapter 46

Ditch

Night of the Hunter’s Moon

“You rang?” Meera stepped into Ditch’s study from her new quarters below, eyes bloodshot, nose raw. Evidence of all the snotty sobbing she’d been doing of late.

Apparently Meera and Lowell played a stupid game called We’re not doing what we’re supposed to.

The wolf was supposed to take her no for an answer. He’d instead shown up at her house.

Meera was supposed to melt him with a potion. She’d instead fled her home, moving into the keep. She’d packed lightly, bringing ridiculous clothes and a hissing cat.

“I did ring,” Ditch said. “I’m surprised to see you’re still on duty.”

“Still on duty. Clearly,” Meera said without so much as a stutter. Misery made her bolder. Her reddened gaze dipped to the scroll in Ditch’s hand. “Is that a missive from Akelarre?”

Ditch glanced down. “It arrived this morning. Elder witches will be coming next week to assess my progress.”

“They’re spending the magic to travel here? It must be important to them.”

“Yes, and I intend to be prepared, which is why I summoned you. I plan to study your thesis on King Thane. It’ll keep me occupied while I fuel these spells tonight.”

Projecting her magic all the way across the Witchwood and into Craigdúr would take a toll. If Straegan fought her—all but guaranteed—he would drain her even further.

Meera said dully, “The thesis is at my house. I’ll get it.” Though she trudged off with a wooden gait, she utterly spewed power.

As predicted, heartache had come home to roost. The witch wallowed in it, moping around the keep with that odious cat following her through the halls. Also as predicted, Meera’s grief had supercharged her magic.

She was so powerful she might be the Queen of Infuriations.

Rage crackled through the Witchwood, punctuated by fights and screams, the coven swept up in her emotional storm.

Some were more affected than others. Ditch, naturally, was immune.

Should she tell mousy Meera that her magic now spread like a noxious fog over half the realm? It might attract fell demons or wake the Furies. Good thing I have my traps.

Was Thane feeling the rage in Craigdúr, even over Ditch’s own spells? Was he already in agony?

Laughter filtered through the night. Rosewyn’s? The young witch was healed now, more powerful and arrogant than ever. Always scheming. I’m vulnerable tonight, but I’ll have to deal with that Rider soon.

For now, restlessness prowled inside Ditch. She crossed to the window, tail lashing, Akelarrean scroll in hand. The moon glowed full and hypnotic over the Witchwood.

From her tower, she gazed out over the trees, their leafless branches glimmering silver in the light.

The strain of those containment spells seemed to peel back defensive layers within Ditch, letting her see the power flowing through the world: glowing threads of connection, a latticework binding the Skein. The interlocking pattern of magic radiated before her mystified eyes.

The leafless tree limbs looked like arteries. Like the veins the vampires worshipped. Like the Berserker ravines. Like lightning branching out over Valhalland skies. Like the forks of the pulsating Firis River.

Like fault lines of immortal battlefields.

If the energies of all factions fed this magic, must those factions also be…thriving?

Yes. Everything is connected. Power fuels power. Giving and taking. The exhale of one provides the inhale of another.

She’d once taunted Thane that they were all monsters. She’d meant it to needle him. Now she realized she might have stumbled into prophecy.

We all live together in some fashion. Or we all fall.

The Skein wasn’t a chaotic coil to be conquered; it was a nuanced tapestry. Pluck one thread, and the whole thing unraveled.

But someone had already plucked a thread. Something was deeply off-balance here, catastrophe rising.

Pemphre had said as much. Might that mad sorceress be more aware than Ditch had thought?

A ripple of knowing moved through Ditch: This Accession was the Skein’s final chance. One more All-Battle, and the immortals wouldn’t survive—victors and defeated alike.

If she seized the reins of this world, Ditch could stop the next battle. Vanquish everyone until their hostilities were a distant memory. Refashion the tapestry.

Had the elder witches of her home realm known how precarious everything was? If the Skein fell, so would Akelarre. So would all the immortal worlds.

Of course they had known, probably for centuries. They’d found Ditch in that secluded bog because they’d foreseen her.

Wait. How could Ditch understand all this with such certainty?

Unless…she was a seeress as well?

Her tail shot rigid. She had just brushed her fourth caste. Her “witchly intuition” was more advanced than she’d supposed—not like a dedicated oracle or a Valkyrie soothsayer but enough to claim a caste.

Which meant…

Great Hecate.

She was nearly the Awaited One. Such power!

The healer caste was the only one she lacked, the simplest of all to achieve. Maybe with her increased awareness, Ditch was supposed to heal this land, preventing that catastrophe. Most witches would give anything to surrender to duty and embrace their inner healer. Even angry Rosewyn would.

Had the House of Witches predicted that Ditch would become their Awaited?

So many pieces fell into place. They had located their prophesied leader, raised her, then positioned her here—a queen on a cosmic chessboard, tasked with saving everyone from apocalypse.

Ditch grinned, crumpling the scroll in her fist.

Idiots.

They’d failed to consider one important fact: She was only half a witch.

Ditch burned to dominate. To raze. To rule every denizen in the Skein. Enrage not a demon. Much less one sprung from sulfur to frolic with serpents. Fate had battered Ditch; her demonic grudge was against everything.

She could never be a healer with her destroyer’s heart. Hell spreads. Her influence would as well. She would rule this place as her personal queendom. All of it.

I will keep it safe.

But only in the palm of my hand.

She wouldn’t heal it. She would steal it.

Movement drew her gaze. A giant spider clambered by then, leg fur shimmying, his spinneret full and ready for action. “Hello, Webmaster,” she murmured. “Looking glorious as ever.” You too belong to me. She’d made sure to exclude wildlife from her traps—

Wait. She stared out the window. Blinked. Where in Hecate’s name are my traps? The wards she’d woven were gone. Weeks of work stripped bare.

Rosewyn. Had to be.

Stupid. Shortsighted. Dangerous.

Was Meera involved? Had they compromised anything else? The containment spells in Craigdúr—

A sudden blow smashed into her chest and drove her to her knees.

She sprang up, searching for an attacker, but the tower was empty. The blow had come through magic.

Straegan. He’d hit the enchanted bars, and the impact had blasted into Ditch like a siege ram.

What in the name of every dark goddess was happening in Craigdúr? Gritting her fangs, she clamped down on the spell, horns and tail sparking wildly. She felt another run at the bars, and then another, as Straegan hammered at his cage, a rabid piston.

Panting, she scanned the grounds around the keep. All that work sabotaged. All her traps.

Rosewyn, you fool.

The coven was now exposed to every creature in the Skein, many already sliding toward a murderous frenzy.

Ditch felt the surge rippling across the land—howling through the moors, rattling the seacoasts, unsettling the mountain clans, and stirring the demon borders to the south.

One witch’s pain. And the whole Skein was slipping into madness.


Chapter 47

Inkletter

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Nadje said as she swept into her room, still in her maid’s uniform. The corridor’s gloom pooled behind her, chasing her into the dim candlelight. “I’ve got wild news and a job for us, which I could’ve told you about sooner if you would share your symbols—”

She stopped dead.

Her eyes flicked over his face, his posture—then down the solid, unmistakable muscle that came from fresh sex.

“You’ve fed,” she said, the words frosted sharp enough to cut.

“Yes.” Ink’s gaze took in her flushed cheeks, the stain of new strength humming beneath her skin, her lips darkened to a bruised coral. “Apparently, so have you.”

He’d known her diet of animal blood and mead couldn’t last forever. He’d known the time of her feeding neared. But he hadn’t expected his reaction. The idea of another throat beneath her mouth hit him like a mortal fever, heavy and nauseating.

She crossed her arms. “You look so hale and fit that you must’ve had a feast. And here I thought you were closeted away, studying.” Her tone was cool silk wrapped over some jagged emotion. Almost jealous.

His chest gave an answering twist—unwelcome, unbidden.

But he forced the feeling down. “A strange energy is gripping the Skein tonight, infecting immortals with anger. Moon madness, spell work, I don’t know. I’m untouched, but I came to check on you.”

Her brows lifted. “Why would you care if I’m affected?”

“You’re my business partner,” he said evenly, though the words caught in his throat. It was more complicated than that. Not the bond, but something close enough to unsettle him.

Lust, yes. Hunger. Yet beneath it all ran a thread of protectiveness that tightened every time he looked at her. Again and again, the same thought surfaced: How bad were the Badlands to you as a girl?

He’d spent more time with her than he ever had with anyone outside his family, but they’d never spoken of their pasts. Still, he sensed that no one had stood between her and the worst of it.

He could stand there now. That cost him nothing. He was strong, and money seemed to calm her. He could help her earn more. So he kept showing up, telling himself that was all it was.

She scoffed. “Now you’re concerned about business?”

“As you often remind me, our venture is lucrative.”

Her brows knit. “Is gold everything?”

“You were very convincing when you assured me it was. What is happening here?” His gaze narrowed. “Ah. You are affected by that energy.”

Her mouth parted in outrage. “I was in a fantastic mood earlier,” she snapped. She had been—bright, almost effervescent—despite spending the day mopping blood and stripping beds of half-dead donors. She always told him, You don’t want to know.

Now he asked, “What is your wild news?”

“It can wait.”

“Then hear mine.” He stepped closer. “I found vampires in Umber who don’t drink from sentient beings. They’re monk-like abstainers.”

She recoiled, face twisting. “They pierce animals?”

“No. They harvest blood and consume it like wine. Dignified, actually.”

Her expression seemed to steal the air from the room. Her voice dropped. “So the way I drink is…undignified?” She tapped her tongue to a fang point.

“Dangerous,” he corrected. “Your eyes will redden eventually. Or you’ll kill by accident. This enclave avoids that.” He couldn’t hide the faint pride in his words as he said, “Arctos will find this valuable.” Ink had been given a chance at redemption, and he hadn’t disappointed. With this information, he could rebuild trust. He wanted Nadje to trust him too. Wanted to show her he could fix things. Before he thought better of it, Ink said softly, “With the payment from this job and the Lykae king’s, I intend to buy back the fire from Baelor.”

Her hazel eyes snapped vampire black. “Not this again.” She flung up her hands. “You’re worse than a fey lute player who knows only one tune. ‘Tickle My Pointed Ears’ on an endless loop!”

“Nadje, we handed a madman something we didn’t understand. I must fix this for both of us. Historically, hubris like ours begs for punishment.”

“All you care about is history!” Her disdain darkened. “This is our job. This is what we do. You’ve been stewing over this for weeks. Every mission, you look like you swallowed something foul. I’m sick of it!”

“And you haven’t been stewing, which is worse! Do you never consider anything other than finishing a job?”

Her lips thinned. She cared, but she wouldn’t admit it. Then: “Like people’s feelings? Did you consider mine when you acted as if you were falling for me to get my secrets?”

Were they to rehash this? The weird anger in his chest said, DO IT. “You used me just as well!”

“Only because you put me in your sights first. And the fact that I used you doesn’t erase what you did to me.”

They were spiraling. The air thickened. That strange energy in the Skein wrapped around them like smoke, stoking heat in their hearts.

He tried to claw them back. “Baelor is dangerous. What will he do with that fire? Weaponize it? Burn the Skein? Some sects want total destruction. What if he leads one?”

“For all the gods’ sakes, you think too much!”

He had been told that all his life. Resented it now. “I thought too little when I was fucking you, didn’t I?” The words ripped out before he could stop them. But hostility clouded his vision and scalded his rational mind.

Fangs lengthened, she took a slow step toward him. “Yes. You did think too little.” Her voice was lethal velvet. “I played you, and you can’t let go of that either!”

Rage surged. Primeval. Demonic. He bared his own fangs, something he hadn’t done since his youth. “You told me our situation was put up or shut up. Very well.” His voice was low, shaking with fury. “I remove myself from this partnership entirely.”

She inhaled sharply. Her eyes went glassy—not with regret but with fury honed to pain. “I hate you,” she whispered, voice splintering like ice. “Get out. Do not ever come back.”

He straightened, pride wounded, instincts screaming at him—apologize, stay, don’t lose her—but the fury climbing through his bones drowned every rational thought.

“Gladly.” He bowed his chest with bitter formality. “Enrage not a demon, Nadje of the Badlands. I forsake you. Forever.”

But before he traced away, her mouth trembled.

Just once.

Quick, barely there.

And that sight carved a hollow into him so deep he feared it would never close.

***

Nadje

She paced her cramped room until the floorboards threatened to vibrate, as if her fury alone might split the seams of this entire castle.

The argument with Inkletter still throbbed in her skull—too hot to cool, too raw to ignore.

How had two people who’d weathered worse together ended up ripping at each other like enemies?

Inkletter’s demonic face replayed before her. Had his rage always lurked beneath his calm exterior? And what had he said—something about a force twisting tempers across the Skein? How much hostility could a spell ignite?

When he’d returned to her after his too-long absence, full of health and vigor, jealousy had flooded her. He’d looked like the male she’d met in the beginning—flirtatious, fun—before all their lies.

And she’d wanted him. Gods, she hated wanting him.

She’d once asked if he’d ever trapped a victim with three separate beddings. His reply: “I refuse to create one of those desperate-eyed slaves.”

Continuing their partnership was tempting disaster. And so her jealousy felt useless, dangerous, and humiliating all at once.

Stop, she ordered herself. You don’t need him. A blood tear slid down her cheek, but she swiped it away with the heel of her hand. Don’t need him at all.

She’d built this life. She sourced the jobs, ran the plans. Inkletter was just the transport—replaceable. And she had a job in this very castle, one she’d stupidly delayed while waiting for him.

Prince Coștin’s safe wasn’t going to crack itself.

She crossed to her hiding place, fishing out the tiny vial. Every day she’d hesitated, the blood inside had thickened more. Would it even work now? She had to try.

She pocketed the vial, straightened her uniform, then climbed to the hall of sins.

The royals sounded angrier tonight, their voices seeping through stone—snarls, crashes, something breaking. The air in the corridor felt charged, like a storm caged indoors. Did the full moon affect them, or was it the energy Inkletter had mentioned? Stop thinking about him.

She paused in the hallway, then whirled around, that prickle running down her spine. Watched again? She half hoped it was Inkletter. But the area was empty.

At the heir’s door, she smoothed a smile onto her face and knocked. “Service for the room!”

Silence.

She raised her key but hesitated. Was Inkletter right about her? Did nothing matter to her except completing job after job until she eventually died with a useless fortune of gold? Would even a queen’s treasure never be enough?

Stop. Thinking. About. Him.

She unlocked the door and slipped inside, locking it behind her. Outside, clouds obscured the moon, and light rain fell. The windows remained open to the night to let in damp air; torches flickered across the silken chamber, casting shadows over red-draped walls.

“Service for the room,” she tried again.

Still nothing. Coștin hadn’t returned in days, not since he’d lost Neculain’s favor for failing to find Emilia. Rumor held that the prince spent most of his time outside the kingdom.

She checked the bathing chamber. Empty.

Good.

She moved to the safe, pulse spiking. She knelt before it and examined the small sigil in the middle of the door. A golden needle with a small basin awaited an offering of blood. The gateway to his secrets.

Nadje unstoppered the vial and shook out a few viscous drops into the basin.

Nothing.

She grimaced. So help her, if this didn’t work because she’d waited for Inkletter…

She spat into the vial and shook it until the sludge loosened. Would Coștin’s essence still be strong enough to activate the sigil?

Holding her breath, she poured.

Heartbeat.

Heartbeat.

Heartbeat. Too much spit, not enough blood. The story of my life.

Click. The sound was small and enormous at once.

She exhaled a shaky laugh as the door swung open. Inside: no jewels, no documents—only a battered leather journal. She retrieved it with her brows raised. Coștin? A journal?

She flipped pages. He’d laid out military diagrams and maneuvers, but he’d depicted thousands of soldiers deployed on a battlefield.

Bloodreach’s army consisted of possibly a handful? The General of Nothing was crazier than she’d thought.

She flipped another page and read, frowning at the words. When comprehension struck, the journal shook in her hands. She whispered, “The quake beneath us. He is the epicenter—”

“What is this?”

A voice cracked the air. Coștin had suddenly appeared in his room as if conjured.

“You?” he grated. “The Badlander? What are you doing here?”

“You can trace?” she breathed.

“And you can’t.” A predatory zeal lit his red gaze, and his fangs sharpened, slicing his lips as he smiled.

Her gaze darted for a weapon. None. The only escape was a window overlooking the Scarlet Shallows, ten stories down. She began to creep backward, ready to take her chances with all the sea monsters. At least they’d make it quick.

“How did you crack my safe?”

Brazen this out. Show no fear. “Cracked harder ones.”

He snapped his fangs. “The inquisitor said you were too stupid to help steal my Bride. But you’re not stupid, are you? You worked with that Berserker to capture my Lia.”

Nadje shrugged as if bored, kept backing toward the window. “And you have big plans yourself.” She tossed his journal to the bed with an unconcerned air.

“How much did you read?”

“Enough. But killing me won’t help you,” she said, her throat burning on the lie. Biting back pain, she said, “Powerful immortals already suspect you.” Surely. “Neculain suspects you.” She had to believe this.

Coștin’s eyes blazed. “Then my timeline accelerates.” He stepped toward her. “I’ll warm up with your murder. Fair warning: you won’t go easy. Your kind never do.”

She couldn’t make it to the window before he reached her. But she had to try.

A fist suddenly hammered the chamber door. “Open up, Coștin! The king wants you. You can’t avoid his summons forever.”

She lifted her brows. “Not a lot of respect in that guard’s tone,” she pointed out, still easing back. “Sounds like you’re in trouble.”

He turned toward the door, irritated—and she dove.

He traced, intercepting her midair, slamming her to the floor. Pain shot up her side.

“I don’t have time for this right now! But a quick death is too good for you.” He snatched her arm, and the castle faded as he teleported her away.

Moonlight blazed, and she blinked to adjust her night vision.

“Welcome home, Badlander.”

Her mouth went dry, heart seeming to stop. They stood in…Strigoi Gorge.

Sand cliffs bowed like broken ribs. Quicksand pits yawned open. Strigoi prowled the valley floor, wings making slow sweeps, talons glinting in the moonlight.

Her lungs seized. The ash smell. Her mother’s grip. That last scream.

Nadje fought for control, forced air into her chest. “I can be useful,” she rasped, thinking fast, knowing she must live by her wits…or die by the fang. “I have information about many in the kingdom. Trace me back and imprison me, and I’ll tell you secrets as you’ve never known. Secrets that can help you with your father.”

Coștin’s grin was cold. “And let you spill mine? No.” He looked over at the circling strigoi. “Besides, I won’t need help with Neculain much longer. Everything is in place.” He gave her a mocking bow. “Enjoy their dinner.”

He traced away. Leaving her alone. Weaponless. In the middle of Strigoi Gorge.

The closest one hissed, its fangs dripping. Another crouched low. Wings unfurled. Talons clicked against stone as their shadows stretched over sand.

Some fates were worse than death. Coștin had just offered her up to one.

The snarling pack closed in from all sides, eyes aglow with hunger.

Like her mother, Nadje had booked her passage too late.


Chapter 48

Ven

Bloodreach

“Why do we have to wear water plants on our heads?” Chiyo asked, holding a foul-smelling clump of them as though it might bite. Rain dotted her lashes, her face woeful.

Eyrun tossed a paddle into the canoe. “Camouflage on the water. We’ll grab the next two clumps for ourselves.” She tipped the bow toward the Scarlet Shallows.

“Clouds hide the moon. No one will see us, right?” Chiyo nibbled her wet lip with a small vulpine fang.

Ven yanked her gaze from that tempting mouth. I don’t like distractions. So why do I like this one? “The moon can break through while we’re paddling,” she said. “You wanted to come as we investigate? Then do as we ask or go home.” She and Eyrun climbed into the canoe.

“Fine.” Chiyo crossed to the bank to join them. Her movements when sword fighting were precise and economical, yet her gait was an ass-swishing, hip-swinging miracle. She carried herself as if she always sported the bushy tail of her shifter form.

Ven rolled her eyes—at herself—and admitted: I’m a fan.

She’d thought Chiyo might share her interest, yet after seeing Ven do her job in Grimrock, she’d cooled. But removing demon testicles is just a part of the grind, shifter. See me, love me.

Or don’t.

Chiyo climbed in behind them, then took the sodden, rotting mess and plopped it on her head like a coronation gone wrong.

Ven and Eyrun guffawed with laughter so hard they rocked the canoe.

Eyrun cried, “Great Freya, she did it. I never thought she’d do it!” She dug her paddle in and sent them speeding across the Shallows.

“Tch! If this is your best, I misjudged you both.” Chiyo snatched the plant off her soaked hair and flung it away.

Splash! A nearby sea serpent gobbled it down, thinking it food.

“We don’t do camouflage,” Ven said. “If anyone spots us spying on Bloodreach, so be it. Few warriors remain, and what would the nobles do? Perfumed-handkerchief us to death?”

Eyrun pointed out, “They could use harsh language to put us in our places.”

“I’m all a’tremble.” Spying here was easy enough to do. At night, the vampires left their curtains open, figuring the sea monsters would keep any observers from the waters.

Those creatures should, and the Shallows were home to an infinite number of them: massive krakens nearly as large as the castle…sea hydra with a thousand arms to match their appetite for flesh…serpents with their fins breaching, the warning before a strike…

But Valkyries considered themselves the alpha monsters in any situation.

As they neared the castle, its tower rose like a torchlit city. Nobles occupied the middle floors in a haze of incense, their laughter echoing through open archways. Silken limbs intertwined on couches while jeweled goblets spilled blood across marble floors.

Ven’s gaze drifted upward, past the revelers, to the tier of royal apartments where princes and princesses toyed with lovers or fed from trembling donors.

Above them all, on the highest floor, a guard ushered Prince Coștin into King Neculain’s study, a vaulted chamber heavy with old-world opulence. Dark wood shone beneath the light of chandeliers.

Aside from blood-thieving, this kingdom was also known for weaving, and tapestries lined one wall. Red dominated, the thread dyed in blood.

A large balcony perched over the Shallows. Stained-glass windows flanked its doors, which had been left open to the misty air.

The king awaited Coștin inside, his face lined with anger and pallor, his woven robes fluttering like a pennant. Chained at his feet, a half-naked Berserker female gazed at nothing with vacant eyes. Crimson tracks descended from pierce points all over her bared breasts.

Why the hells hasn’t Queen Yrsa rescued her own?

Once the guard left, Neculain appeared to lay into his son, fangs bared, his hands flying like confused birds. The tapestries closest to him riffled as if afraid. His irises were the color of freshly spilled blood, and insanity bled off him.

Coștin stood with his head unbowed, a defiant smile threatening.

Though the rain dwindled, Ven couldn’t pick up the conversation over the activity of nearby sea monsters, who fought and copulated all around them. An energetic mating ball coiled not twenty feet away.

She heard only fragments from Neculain: Emilia…failure…ashes…no son.

And Coștin’s own: Underestimated…glory…secret…crypt.

“Look at those two.” Eyrun sounded fascinated. “Talk about crazy. Like two halves cut from the same wrecked tapestry. Is Neculain disinheriting him?”

Chiyo swiped wet hair from her cheek. “That would be my guess.”

With a dismissive gesture, Neculain turned to refill his goblet from a blood mead service. A sconce lit his face—ancient, terrible, done.

From behind him, Coștin drew his golden sword.

And he struck.

Neculain’s head rolled from his shoulders and tumbled to the carpet. His body collapsed beside it.

Chiyo breathed something in Japanese. “He just…he just assassinated the king.”

“Great Freya,” Ven said. “What was he thinking?”

Coștin calmly wiped his sword on his father’s robes, then sheathed the blade. He collected Neculain’s head and hurled it through the balcony doors. It sailed over the canoe and hit the water.

Splash! Neculain’s head bobbed, eyes blinking in shock, mouth still working—until a creature closed its gaping jaws around it. Gulp.

Then Coștin easily hefted up the body and tossed it out into the Shallows.

Thud!

King Neculain’s corpse had just landed. In their boat. Would Coștin have heard the wooden boom?

Blood from the severed neck slicked the water around them, chumming it. The current heaved; the canoe steadied, then lurched.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ven said. “If we smuggle this trophy out, we’ll never have to buy drinks again.” Not that they drank.

She and Eyrun paddled, yet they didn’t move.

“Uh, what’s happening?” Eyrun said.

Below them, something rolled, and they rose—up and up—on the back of a breaching kraken. They were trapped aboard the giant creature.

“Is it sleeping?” Chiyo whispered.

“It’s twitching like it is,” Eyrun whispered back. Muscles rippled along its spine, jostling the canoe.

Coștin crossed to the balcony railing to gaze out with narrowed eyes. At that moment, clouds parted and the moon detonated white above them.

There sat Ven, Eyrun, and Chiyo with the body of Neculain in their boat and no way to escape without getting eaten.

Eyrun’s lightning flared across the moon.

But Ven kept a cooler head. “The three of us can handle whatever Bloodreach can muster.”

Coștin traced away, demonstrating a new skill the Valkyries hadn’t suspected. A split second later, an alarm blared over the castle.

Suddenly, teleporting vampires appeared on forgotten ramparts with weapons drawn and intent gazes. More and more appeared. The castle was like an ant mound disturbed by a stray leaf, now boiling up with defenders.

Coștin returned to his spot on Neculain’s balcony, peering down at them with a triumphant sneer.

Eyrun gaped. “Where are the soldiers coming from?” Contingents of swordsmen and archers continued to populate every old battlement, all wearing crimson and black, the ancient colors of Bloodreach. “And why do they look like they know what they’re doing? We would have seen vampires training!”

“You weren’t meant to. No one was,” Chiyo said gravely. “Coștin is like a fox who buries a treat for later.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The crypt. He must have been stockpiling an army down there, always planning to usurp Neculain.”

Ven’s lips parted. “Then the Horde of long ago has returned.” In the past, teleporting vampires had given even Valkyries pause. Much less an army of them.

Eyrun frowned. “They’ll never follow Coștin now though. The Horde revered bloodlines. Plotting an overthrow is one thing, but even the leeches frown on regicide.”

“Kill the Valkyries!” Coștin bellowed to his troops. “They have my father! Murdered!”

Eyrun murmured, “Fuckity-ugh. He just pinned the assassination on us, didn’t he?”

Arrows rained down, blotting out the moon.

Chiyo cried, “I think we’re in a pinch.”

“Dive!” Ven yelled. She snatched Chiyo and Eyrun as she sprang off the waking kraken into a whirlpool of blood and fangs…


Chapter 49

Thane

“My beast is strong this eve,” he grated from his cage. “It claws me from the inside.”

“Tonight proves grueling,” Lowell muttered absently, almost as if he spoke about himself.

His mind might be elsewhere, but he’d done the preparations well. He’d briefed the two dozen warlairds on what was at stake—an enemy queen’s refusal of her fate—and he’d situated Thane’s cage atop the roof, as far from the belowground dungeon as possible. With visible distaste, he’d scattered Ditch’s hexed grains around both cages, Straegan’s and Thane’s, each speck vibrating with magic.

“Try the bars again,” Lowell said.

The warlairds kept hands on weapons as Thane pulled. Metal groaned but didn’t budge. As promised, Thane felt Ditch in every inch of that cage, her magic threaded through steel.

He still couldn’t believe they were trusting a spell. Thane’s Instinct practically snarled: —The fuck are you doing?—

Lowell gave a nod. “Your beast might be strong, but it’s contained.”

“Barely.” It prowled just beneath his skin, close enough that Thane felt its hunger and its thoughts: dark, fixated on one thing.

A delectable witch beneath it.

Though his beast hadn’t risen on the Mount, it’d gotten a hint of Thane’s meal of her, of feeding on Ditch’s orgasms as if they were sustenance. It had well liked its meal and demanded more.

Claim. Possess.

Yet even with the moon climbing higher, the beast didn’t break through. “But I believe it will no’ rise.”

Several warlairds exhaled, relieved. They stood fast anyway. Everyone knew the stakes. This night would end in triumph. Or in war.

“Verra well,” Lowell said. “Seems the spell will work.” His tone didn’t match his words. He kept cocking his head as if listening to something far off, unease twitching through him.

“What is wrong with you?” Thane demanded.

“Nothing that will no’ keep until tomorrow.”

The first lie Lowell has ever told me?

His right hand continued, “We’ll focus on Straegan now, since his beast is at the fore.”

Straegan had been battering his own cage, his howls carrying through the kingdom. Could Ditch feel that aggression? Was she draining herself to handle a burden that should be Thane’s?

“Aye,” he growled. “Do it.”

Lowell dispatched all but two warlairds down to the dungeon for even more support.

Straegan’s howls escalated—wild, seductive, promising freedom from control. Instead of men possessed by wolves, they would become wolves possessed by the shadow of men.

From the far edges of the kingdom—lands where the most feral Lykae roamed—answering howls rose. That dark, calling chorus. Would Thane be able to hold the pack together when the ferocity swelled like a tide?

Even Lowell, ever-steady Lowell, started pacing. Kept glancing toward the Witchwood. A suspicion arose, but Straegan’s howls quelled critical thought. Why wouldn’t he shut up?

If not for Straegan, the pack might not even be enemies with the witches. They wouldn’t be allies but not adversaries either. No Red Riders at all…

As the moon climbed and Straegan’s howls only worsened, Thane’s wild thoughts circled back to one thing: her.

Her scent. Her taste.

He felt her magic caging him, and it made him even more crazed.

When the bell tower tolled the hour, Lowell said, “I’ll check on Straegan’s guards. Ensure they’re sharp.”

A reasonable statement. Yet the flicker in his eyes before he turned away set Thane’s hackles up.

Did my right hand just tell his second lie?


Chapter 50

Meera

Can I die from this? No immortal outside a Valkyrie could perish from a broken heart, yet Meera wondered if she might be the lone exception.

Why couldn’t she have what she wanted most in the worlds? Why had fate slighted her and Lowell?

If only I was his mate.

The thought hit her again as she slunk home for the first time since moving to Strix Keep, and her already swollen eyes burned with fresh tears. Angry ones.

She hated being trapped in this pain with no obvious escape. She’d tried to get over him, only to sink deeper, unable to eat, unable to sleep. With no lifeline coming.

Her chaotic emotions fed her power, and it swept over the ’Wood. Witches fought. Hexshots cracked through the trees. Rage simmered like steam from the roots.

Terrifying to her, because her magic had once ended the person she’d loved best.

Swept up in one of Meera’s storms, infected by frenzy, her practical, battle-hardened mother had run headlong into a fight she could never win.

A senseless death.

Ditch had been right about maddened opponents; they were easy to vanquish.

Tears stung Meera’s eyes again. She’d repeatedly tried and failed to control the fury, as her mother had commanded. Meera’s best bet for help was Ditch. Which wasn’t a bet at all.

She meandered down the path to retrieve her thesis, but she dreaded stepping inside her house and facing the memories waiting to ambush her.

The coffee table where she and Lowell had first shared whiskey.

The couch where he’d made her come for the first time.

The bed where they’d discovered each other with greedy fingers and hungry mouths.

As she neared her cottage, she frowned. She hadn’t sensed any of Ditch’s magical traps. Strange. Yet she was too hollowed out to care. The sight of her dark, forlorn home made grief well even more.

She opened the door, disturbing a letter on the floor.

Lowell’s handwriting!

She dove for the lifeline.

With trembling hands, she tore open the seal of the Seneschal of Craigdúr.

Meera,

This is my last letter to you, my last plea, and I will never bother you again afterward.

But I needed to tell you what’s in my heart.

Her glowing palms dampened the paper. Tears blurred everything. She swiped them away, devouring each word.

I told you I thought I might be in love with you. These days apart have erased any doubt. I do love you.

So much.

You’ve stolen my heart forever, and I never want it back.

She gasped, hand flying to her mouth.

You said fighting fate is impossible. Isn’t fighting love even more futile? What I feel is real. True. Lasting. It’s yours, if you’ll accept it.

What if he was different from other Lykae? What if he had fallen for her? If she’d truly enchanted him, he wouldn’t have lasted a week without her.

Maybe her own insecurity had twisted everything.

Oh.

How could it not?

She read on:

You spoke of factions and war. But what if we could leave all that behind?

The letter described a portal to the mortal world opening on Mount Nothrior under the Hunter’s Moon—midnight only—before closing for three more Accessions. No wonder Thane couldn’t be contained there tonight. Ditch had said another party had “booked” the venue.

Had it ever.

Meet me at the base of the Mount. Walk through that threshold hand in hand with me. In the mortal world, we’ll live like gods—travel, taste every cuisine, feel the kiss of fabled oceans. We can learn what happened in the Exile.

No mate can find me in Gaia; I choose you, even over the possibility of her. Choose me back, Meera.

We deserve each other. We deserve more than the Skein can offer.

Let me know if I have a chance, and I will wait for you.

If you love me back—and I think you do—then come. Let’s set off, witch. Let’s never look back.

All my heart and soul,

Lowell

Her own heart thundered. Tears struck the paper like rain.

This letter was dated more than a week ago. She hadn’t answered him! Was it too late? Would he still go to the Mount?

She clutched the letter to her chest and looked around her home—once cozy, now echoing without him. Outside, the moon continued its ascent. Their one chance to choose each other dwindled with every passing minute.

He’d put everything on the line, was ready to abandon his kingdom and mate for her. But she hadn’t responded.

He probably thought she wanted nothing to do with him. I want everything to do with him.

Could love triumph over fated matehood? Could two people choose each other over destiny?

Could she?

Folding and pocketing his letter, she climbed the stairs to her attic and pulled out the cradle her mother had rocked her in. A future child—Meera’s child—might sleep there one day. Would she give that up? Would she give up living among her kind, learning from other witches and acquiring wisdom?

Her breath shuddered out.

No male was worth that.

She repeated it. Told herself again and again.

And still…

She touched the cradle, grieving the child she’d never hold.

And still…

She drifted downstairs and dressed for travel.

And still…

She uncovered the secret cubby where her mother had hidden an expensive transport spell, meant only for emergencies.

What was Meera thinking? She couldn’t sacrifice everything for him!

Can’t I? She’d just been wondering how she could live without him, wasting away, stumbling through heartbreak like a specter. It would not improve.

She slung her pack over her shoulder, aching for everything she was leaving behind. Her home. The cradle. Nettle at the keep. Yet when she thought of Lowell, she felt as if they could do anything together.

Even thwart destiny.

Why couldn’t she have what she wanted most in the worlds? She could. She just had to decide that she needed him more than a child and more than her coven.

So she did.

Just as Lowell would forfeit his mate, Meera gave up her future children, making a compact with Hecate: I will never bear a babe of my own if I may have the male I love.

Magic stirred; trees groaned. Hecate liked these compacts and rewarded witches for sacrifices.

Good, Meera thought. Bind it.

With the transport spell in hand, she murmured the oothspeak to activate it. Her form faded. The Witchwood blurred around her.

And then she stood at the base of Mount Nothrior, bag in hand, hope sparking—small but fierce—at the dream of a new life with a wolf.


Chapter 51

Arctos

This is such a bad idea.

He stood before the hearth, staring into the restless flames as he nursed a glass of vodka, wondering how he’d agreed to tonight’s plan.

The fire snapped, throwing molten-orange light across the stone walls. Outside, winter winds knifed through the labyrinth of ravines and snow sifted down the cliffs, yet through all that storm and stone, he could still hear Emilia in the bedchamber finishing her preparations.

Such a bad idea.

He ran a hand over his face, feeling the heat of the hearth on one side, the cold draft on the other. All he’d ever wanted was a simple immortal life—leading soldiers, loving a warrior wife, raising children who might someday follow in their bootprints. Politics and scrutiny had always belonged to others. He preferred steel in hand over whispers at his back.

Yet tonight he would walk with Emilia into a banquet held in her honor, under thousands of critical gazes, among a clan eager for reassurance or ready for judgment.

But he could do it. He would. For her.

He pictured the bermetal smiths pounding glowing ore. Heat, pressure, precision—forging raw metal into something worthy. In these last weeks, Emilia had done the same to herself through grueling training.

Her body had filled out, her limbs taking on a graceful power. She could run repeatedly to the peak without losing her breath and was a menace to trees everywhere. She’d even learned to swim—a shaky, stubborn series of laps across the hot spring, her dark hair slicked back, her gaze bright with accomplishment.

Between drills, she waved shyly to the clan, offering hesitant smiles. They’d begun nodding back. The thaw was slow but real.

She deserved the chance to stand before them—not as a burden thrust upon him but as someone rightfully claiming her place.

So he’d dressed accordingly: his finest tunic, winter-dark and trimmed in silver thread, his sword polished bright enough to catch the fire’s gleam. He’d even acquired a welcome gift for her.

“Well…” Her voice came from behind him, low and breathless. “How do I look?”

He turned. An exhalation escaped him.

Emilia stood framed by the doorway, firelight curling around her silhouette. Her expression was lively, her cheeks flushed pink by the hearth’s glow. She’d braided her raven hair into a crown in the old style of the Berserkers. The glossy coils caught sparks of light like woven night.

Taking her with me is a fucking fantastic idea.

He coughed into his fist, buying a heartbeat. “You look well.” His voice was gruffer than intended. “And much like a Berserker.”

She wore a kirtle of shimmering golden fabric that made her amber eyes gleam with a honeyed sheen. A wide belt cinched her waist, engraved with the clan’s Channeler Stone. The fitted bodice framed her pert breasts; the skirt fell in elegant lines over the curves of her hips. A bone-bead choker circled her pale throat—unexpectedly striking.

How had he not noticed her quiet beauty until now?

“Thank you!” she beamed. “That’s a compliment. Dagny deserves all the credit.”

Dagny had sent the garments, along with a note to Arctos requesting to be seated beside Emilia. An arrangement sure to be tense, considering he and Torben had not yet made peace over Yrsa’s troubling behavior.

Arctos would observe the queen tonight. Watch. Measure. But for now, all he could do was brace for the evening.

“Thank you for taking a chance on me,” Emilia said softly.

“You’re welcome.” This was happening. Truly happening. For better or worse, he was taking his “wife” before the clan.

Her smile faltered. “Arctos, I don’t ever want to embarrass you. Or burden you. I don’t want to impose on you again.”

“You work hard,” he said simply. “I cannot ask anything more than that.” A beat passed. “Mayhap Yrsa saw something in you that I did not at first.”

Emilia’s mouth parted, her expression softening with wonder. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Her voice dropped, thoughtful. “And it must be true. Why else would she have wed us?”

Why indeed.

***

Lia

Candles. Sconces. Roaring firepits.

The great court glowed with golden warmth, chasing shadows up the craggy walls. Furs draped hard surfaces, softening the space more than she remembered.

How different it looked from the cold vault she’d first entered. Less tomb, more celebration. Progress!

Berserkers milled about, pounding mugs of honey mead, laughter booming as they turned curious eyes toward her. Lia offered a tentative smile, self-conscious under the scrutiny.

Arctos guided her through the crowd to a table near the queen’s dais. With quiet courtesy, he pulled out a chair for her. “Normally we would dine with Yrsa in a place of honor,” he explained, his voice low and even, “but tonight a contingent of noble Fey have arrived. Their wise counsel is valued, and I gladly gave them our seats.”

Sharp-eared Fey occupied the long table on the dais, cloaked in deep green jackets and gowns that called to mind the leafy lands of Faeholt.

“I’ve only seen them from a distance,” Lia murmured. Months ago, emissaries had visited Bloodreach, where King Neculain had openly debated whether to drink their blood or dye thread with it. They’d left with a single warning: You’re on your own now.

A hush swept the hall as Yrsa entered, dressed in a dark-purple kirtle, bear-bone crown resting atop her long mane of hair. Regal. Resplendent. And yet…something about her appearance unsettled Lia. She couldn’t name what.

Everyone rose.

Lia glanced to Arctos. His gaze was fixed on his queen, expression unreadable—a complicated layering of awe, confusion… Perhaps even resentment.

Is he in love with her?

He never spoke much of Yrsa, no matter how often Lia asked. Maybe in time, if they became friends, he would confide more.

Yrsa reached her chair and spoke, her voice carrying across the court. “Tonight we hold a feast to welcome our newest clan member: Emilia.”

The hall erupted in cheers. Mugs banged the tables. Lia’s face burned, but she managed to wave. She made a mental note to practice more dignified waving.

“They’ve accepted you,” Arctos said, a rare ease in his tone. “They see your effort. Iron will earns respect among my people.”

If Coștin never finds me…if I never succumb to the drive…if I never, never drink blood…I can build a life here.

To thunderous applause, Yrsa called, “Enjoy the feast and the bounties of mighty Ravinelun!” Then she sat and turned her attention to the Fey.

“What did we miss?” came a cheerful female voice. Torben and Dagny approached, the latter radiant and very pregnant. “Sorry we’re late.” Dagny laughed. “I couldn’t get my dress over this bump!” She sank into the chair beside Lia, then promptly pulled her into a hug.

Lia froze, startled. My first hug? Of course it would involve surprise and witnesses. She awkwardly returned it—only to find her mouth inches from the woman’s clean-scented neck, her thudding pulse.

Oh no.

But the ache never came. No tingling. No urge to pierce flesh.

When Dagny drew back, both Arctos and Torben glanced sharply at Lia’s mouth. She smiled reassuringly, and the tension eased from their faces. I passed the test. I’m done with that part of me.

The males both relaxed by degrees. Torben especially had been tensed to intervene.

“I’ve wanted to meet you for so long,” Dagny said. “They insisted I stay away until we were sure you wouldn’t drain me. As if you could.” With a wink, she raised one lithe arm and made a muscle. “Although from what I’ve seen of late, you might give me a run for my money.” She grabbed Lia’s own arm. “Impressive.”

Torben wryly said, “Can you release her, love, and allow her to adjust to your frosty indifference?”

Speaking of which…Torben and Arctos exchanged only a stiff nod.

Dagny stuck her tongue out at her mate. “I already like her, which means everyone’s lucky I’m not grinding my knuckles into her hair.”

Lia laughed, easing instantly into the female’s unfiltered nature. “When are you due, Dagny?”

“Any minute now, and not a moment too soon. This cub practices battle stances on my bladder all night.”

Lia tried to imagine what that felt like. Once, she’d feared pregnancy—feared Coștin’s body resurrecting to claim hers. And then had come her father’s shuddersome decree.

Yet here, watching Dagny glow and tease, Lia felt an ache of longing.

Dagny nudged her. “I’ll have plenty of advice when it’s your turn.”

Lia’s eyes flicked to Arctos, whose expression remained carved from stone.

Dagny didn’t notice. “I’m glad you’re here. We’ll be fast friends, you and I. Immune to the petty spats that plague our men.”

The two warriors exchanged another glower.

Dagny only smirked. “I say what I think,” she added. “It keeps life interesting. And I’ve got my sword to back it up.”

Lia chuckled. This bold, straightforward woman was so unlike the scheming vampires she’d escaped.

As mead flowed, the crowd’s tenuous restraint dissolved. Musicians struck up a boisterous tune. Berserkers danced on tables; others hurled axes toward a target in the back. Shadows writhed with stolen kisses.

A server with a leg of game in one hand and a pitcher in the other sloshed amber liquid into Lia’s mug, though she had decided never to drink again. Dagny covered her mug, and Torben did as well.

“Aww,” she said to her mate. “Your solidarity warms me.”

Torben leaned in. “How warm?”

“Sultry.” She pulled him in for a passionate kiss.

Lia blushed, averting her gaze, and found Arctos watching her with faint amusement.

“They’re often like this,” he said with a helpless shrug.

“It’s…educational,” Lia murmured.

When the couple finally parted, Dagny fanned herself. “He can’t even help it. I’m irresistible. All bulbous.”

“I like you bulbous,” Torben said sincerely.

She tweaked his nose. “So let’s eat, grow this bump some more, then return to our den.” In a softer, smiling tone, she said, “Leave these goings-on for those with more cares.”

Their love felt like its own small universe. Lia was happy for them but envious too, wishing she could set out on the grand adventure of matehood.

Yet for the first time, hope flickered for her own future. If she could earn Arctos’s friendship, maybe she’d find belonging here.

As platters of roasted game filled the tables, Dagny said, “So tell me all about you.”

Lia gave an overview of the last few weeks, speaking over clattering mugs and shouted songs. She noticed Berserkers sneaking glances at her, so she exaggerated her chewing.

A scuffle broke out nearby. Then another. Sentries waded in to separate combatants.

“What a…vigorous bunch!” Lia observed.

Dagny chuckled. “With so many Berserkers gathered, brawls are inevitable. Usually harmless, though I’ve never seen quite this many.”

The females’ conversation drifted to swords, clothes, arrow weights, and battle braids. Lia found herself smiling often.

Now and again, Berserkers approached Shieldchief Arctos, many clearly in awe of him. More than one spoke of the battles ahead this Accession and how they slept better knowing he would train their warriors.

Their words softened his usual reserve.

When another fight broke out—this one closer to the dais—Arctos and Torben both stood. Torben kissed Dagny’s hand. “I’ll be back soon.”

“And I’ll count the moments, my love,” she murmured, serious and tender.

Arctos gave Lia a distracted nod. She awkwardly lifted a fist in encouragement. Go get them.

Dagny sighed as she watched them go. “I really will count the moments. I hate being apart from him.”

“What a connection you share,” Lia said wistfully.

Dagny’s gaze went soft. “Before him, I didn’t know my heart could get so full, didn’t know an organ could grow even more than this belly. Maybe you and Arctos can find something like that soon.”

“I’ll settle for friendship. He’s not interested in me that way.” With a smile, Lia said, “I think I’m a bit scrawny for his taste.” And he’s way too big for mine. The idea of bedding him made her cross her legs, even before he brutally shoved his way into the fray.

“I think he’s conflicted. You don’t know his history, do you? Arctos probably told you nothing.”

“History?”

Dagny glanced over at the fight, as if judging how much time for privacy she and Lia would have. But then her attention got lost on her male as the fight burgeoned like a storm—tables splintering, pitchers flying, men roaring.

Arctos and Torben didn’t bother drawing steel. They moved through like bears on a hunt, silent but unstoppable.

Arctos caught a lunging drunk by the collar and swung him into Torben, who slammed the male down so hard dust puffed from the rushes. Must have been a practiced move; it seemed to amuse them both.

Maybe they could recover from their own fight by battling others?

When a brute charged Arctos with a broken bottle, Lia tensed to intervene, but Dagny stayed her. “They’re bonding.”

Torben hooked the attacker’s leg, flipping him into Arctos’s awaiting fist. The Berserker folded with a sound like cracking ice. Few remained to challenge them.

“History?” Lia prompted again.

“Yes.” Dagny lowered her voice. “There’s no easy way to say this, but…a vampire hunting party murdered their families.”

Lia froze. “What?” Her mind spun. The kind of party Coștin enjoys leading.

“Yrsa hunted the vampires down. Slaughtered every one.”

Relief shocked through Lia. She grieved for their parents, could only feel grateful Coștin hadn’t been involved. One small mercy in a long list of horrors.

“After that,” Dagny continued, “the queen watched over the boys. Became their gods-mother.”

Gods-mother? Did that explain Arctos’s feelings toward the female? Their bond? Even now Yrsa’s gaze was riveted to Arctos.

The brawl ended with a last crash and roar. The noise drained from the room, leaving only the wheeze of the subdued and the clink of mugs being refilled.

The queen beckoned Arctos, and he followed her without a flicker of hesitation toward a back chamber.

He didn’t look back. Not once.

The knowledge sank like a stone in Lia’s stomach—whatever bound him to his queen wasn’t mild or distant or easily dislodged. Certainly not by a fledgling vampire with a hope of friendship in her chest and borrowed clothes on her back.

Is he in love with her?

Did she marry him off to rid herself of his affections?

Before disappearing through an archway, Yrsa turned. Her eyes swept the hall, then locked on Lia.

Cool.

Assessing.

Not hostile, not welcoming—simply taking her measure the way a queen sizes up an unexpected piece on her board.

For whatever reason, another royal has me in her sights. This powerful female could decide where Lia fit.

Or whether she fit at all.


Chapter 52

Arctos

Inside Yrsa’s private chambers, she dismissed her guards with a wave of her hand. Though she promoted austerity at court, her inner domain overflowed with furs, furnishings, and paintings. As she’d explained, “At my age, luxuries are necessities.”

She sank onto a plush divan and motioned him to a chair opposite her. Without preamble, she said, “There is tension between you and Torben. Am I the cause of it?”

Arctos was so tired of intrigues that he nearly confessed every doubt pounding in his skull, hoping she would dispel them easily enough. Then Torben’s sharp warning echoed in his mind: When will you wake?

So Arctos said evenly, “He is about to become a father for the first time. He has much on his mind.”

“Yes. That would make sense. And I understand Hulda has declared it an ill-omened pregnancy.”

“I hope Hulda is mistaken.”

“Indeed.” Yrsa poured vodka from a crystal service, offering him one, but he declined. “I heard a song yesterday that reminded me of you.” In a soft, lilting voice, she hummed a few notes of a children’s song: “The Bear Cub’s Smiling Mother.” “Do you remember it?”

“I do. You used to sing it to me and Torben at bedtime.” They’d soaked up her attention even as the lyrics cut deep. Each had freshly lost his mother, and Arctos’s relationship with bears had been…complicated.

“You both feared the dark,” she said. “Afraid vampires would return to finish off your family.”

“Night was not our friend.”

“No.” Her expression softened. “You’d seen such terrors. And Torben is so close to you, he had to have felt them through you.”

Torben used to ask him to describe what Arctos had heard and seen so that he could know what vampires had done to his own parents. “I never told him a single detail, which was maddening to him.”

“I remember hesitating to stroke your brow,” she murmured. “Your wounds were still so raw.”

“I could tell you wanted to.”

A ghost of a smile. “I did. I often want to do kind things but must weigh them against the harms that might arise.” She adjusted her kirtle, looking younger than her years. Softer. “I am all at war with myself.”

“Can I assist you in finding peace within?”

She sighed. “The die is cast. I will follow my heart more than my head. Sometimes that is all that any of us can do.”

Sounds like a godsdamn awful plan for a queen.

Before he could press, she said, “Your vampire wife dressed like a Berserker tonight. And I have seen her genuinely attempting to become a warrior.”

“She works harder than anyone I’ve ever trained.”

“Your admiration is showing. It’s not often that one raises the brows of demanding Arctos, is it?”

“No, my queen.”

“She dresses like us and trains like us. Yet as I watched her earlier amid the clan, she clearly doesn’t fit in.”

“I had the opposite impression,” he said honestly.

Did she look different from Berserker women? Yes. Emilia was slighter, her skin pale as new snow, her movements hesitant—as if she expected rebuke with every breath. She gave those small, uncertain smiles that she might just as quickly reclaim. At least at first.

“Others welcomed her tonight,” he added.

Yrsa’s eyes glinted like bermetal catching firelight. “Mustn’t they? Else risk offending the great shield who has taken her under his wing.”

He inclined his head. “By your decree, my queen.”

“I’ve been thinking about that, dear Arctos.” She drank her vodka. “Perhaps I was hasty. I believe I might have…wronged you.”

He stilled. In all the years he’d known her, he’d never once heard the queen hint at regret.

“She isn’t one of us,” Yrsa continued. “And she never will be. She belongs with her own people. Her own family.”

He met her gaze squarely. “Despite what they’ll do to her?”

“The machinations of vampires aren’t our concern.”

“You don’t fear them creating day-walking soldiers?”

Her laughter came soft and low, more dangerous than mockery. “I have no fears about Bloodreach at all.”

Something in her tone froze the air between them. “Then will you allow me to retrieve our people?”

“I’ll consider it. In the spring.”

He parted his lips to argue, but she lifted a hand, elegant and absolute.

“Arctos, you must think further ahead,” she said, her smoke-smooth voice threading through the chamber. “Think like one who has lived for millennia. How would we feed a hundred newcomers through a brutal winter? Those Berserkers have never hunted, would starve at our table. Our law is simple: all must pull their weight. But in spring, with abundance, I could relax that rule. You could train them properly.” She leaned back and sighed. “A few months is nothing. Patience would serve us better than hunger.”

Her logic was flawless—practical, even merciful on its surface. He should have felt reassured. Instead, unease crawled up his spine. She was lying to him; he could feel it, as surely as he could feel the shift in the air before a storm.

When he hesitated to respond, she added, “The Fey fear a catastrophic All-Battle nears with this Accession. I don’t share their concerns, but should we not limit our risk for a few months, just in case?”

Yet more logic. He had no argument. Only that unease. At length, he said, “I believe you’re following your head, my queen.”

“Ha! With that settled,” Yrsa said, her tone brightening, “let us return to the subject of your marriage.”

His heart gave a hard, defensive thud.

“I give you leave to annul it,” she said. “Your patience with Emilia has been noted. Berserker females will welcome your suit. You could father a cub of your own to grow up alongside Torben and Dagny’s.”

He had noticed the lingering looks. The veiled invitations.

The thought of filling his long table with laughter and the small, fierce energy of children struck him like an old wound reopening. For a heartbeat, he allowed himself to imagine it—the warmth, the belonging—and then confusion swept in. The ache in his chest deepened until he could hardly draw breath.

“Even your nymph friend would suit you better,” Yrsa said lightly. “When I made my decree, I didn’t consider the insult to you, but a vampire wife is an insult.”

He’d thought the same.

“Your queen apologizes and thanks you for your continued loyalty. We can announce this tonight.”

Send Emilia back to Coștin? Prey gifted to the predator?

Sensing his hesitation, she said, “You don’t believe Emilia wishes to remain wed to you, do you?”

No. He was not the vampire scholar of her dreams. But he believed she now understood the benefits of staying with him. “There are other considerations. Her brother is as evil as you can imagine. He believes she is his Bride, has abused her for years. I won’t send her back to that.”

“She told you this?”

“She confided it, yes. I only share it with you so that you fully understand the situation.”

In a low tone, Yrsa said, “Maybe she is his Bride. Maybe they do things differently there. Are we to judge them for matters of the heart?”

Yes. Yes, we are. Arctos struggled to find his mental footing with her.

“If she is indeed Prince Coștin’s mate, then she has shirked her fated and royal duty,” Yrsa continued. “Which no Berserker would do. Yet more evidence she doesn’t belong here.”

Was he hearing Yrsa correctly? On the tip of his tongue: Are you jesting?

“In any case, I know you wish to continue the life you led before Emilia, so I am freeing you from her.”

He’d wanted this so much!

Yet things were different now, weren’t they? Emilia wasn’t what he himself had dreamed of, but hadn’t she earned his loyalty? Above all the sounds in the raucous banquet, he heard her sweet laughter, could imagine her eyes shimmering in the candlelight.

“Well, shall we announce this and set the maidens free to woo you?”

He gazed at his queen’s upturned chin. She expected one answer, and more, he sensed she would be puzzled—and angry—not to receive it.

Was she a threat to Emilia?

Gods, he could hardly believe he was thinking in these terms, taking the side of a vampire he’d known for mere weeks over the queen who’d avenged the murders of his and Torben’s families.

Yrsa was the protector who’d helped him overcome his fear of the monsters that haunted the dark.

“Your offer is generous,” he said carefully. “But you know me. I am painstaking in all decisions. I need time.” She’d given him no choice before and had made a hasty mistake; now she would be forced to allow him leeway. He’d trapped her, and they both knew it.

She flashed him a cagey look. Then another forced smile emerged. “Painstaking. Judicious. Which is why you are my finest shield—the ideal foil to a queen’s follow-her-heart impulsiveness.” She tilted her head. “But I believe relinquishing Emilia to her people is the right course. Do you still trust your queen, Arctos of the Wintry Eye?”

The chamber seemed to tilt. The currents between them churned like the Ravinelun River in flood.

Lie and she would know. Speak truth and he might lose everything.

The ruler he’d served—the Yrsa of old—seemed a far distant creature. “My queen would never give me cause to doubt her. And she would want me to make a decision that would benefit my future. Perhaps your earlier decree wasn’t flawed.”

Thinned lips. “Very well, my gods-son,” she said calmly, even as her eyes flashed silvery with stirring Berserkerage.

A breach. As deep as the one between him and Torben.

Except this one might prove deadly.


Chapter 53

Torben

When the guards broke up the tenth fight of the night—more brawls than any feast in living memory—Torben told Dagny in Old Norse, “We’re leaving.” He rose and offered her his hand.

Brows lifting, she replied in the same tongue, “Now? The dinner isn’t even over, and I haven’t finished visiting with my new friend.”

“It’s getting too dangerous. The mead must be stronger tonight.” Frustration coiled inside him, a restless anger, even though he hadn’t touched a drop. “Or maybe it’s the moon. But, Dagny, if one stray hit caught you…”

She chewed her lip. “Yes, you’re right. We’ll leave when Arctos returns.”

His gaze slid to Emilia, who picked at her trencher. “If she’s to be part of the clan, she can stand on her own among them.”

“What is wrong with you?” Dagny demanded with her own frustration. “She’s not immortal yet.”

He gripped her arm and pulled her to her feet. “Now, mate.” He spotted Arctos then, weaving back through the unruly crowd. His cousin looked as impassive as ever, but Torben doubted the queen had warmed him with friendly conversation.

Now will you see? Tomorrow he would press Arctos again.

Dagny told Emilia, “I need to go instill some manners in my husband. Will you be all right?”

“Oh, yes,” Emilia said quickly, having also spotted Arctos. “Thank you.”

Dagny squeezed the vampire’s shoulder, gentle despite the tension. “We’ll talk later then.”

Outside in the frosty air and howling winds, Dagny adjusted her cloak with jerky movements. “The hells was that, Torben?” she snapped. The storm seemed to mimic her feelings.

“You’re angry that I wanted you and our child out of danger?”

“No. I’m angry that you were rude. Truly, absurdly rude!”

He had been rude. He wasn’t polished on his best day—an admitted hothead—but tonight had been worse.

Back in their den, she threw her cloak aside. “You’ve been horrible to Emilia and to Arctos!”

“Oh, I’ve been horrible? If only you knew…”

“Then tell me!”

When he hesitated, she gave a growl. “Stop treating me like I’m breakable. I am strong, and I’ve faced countless foes. Pregnancy is nothing compared to a dozen strigoi attacking as one.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “It’s not you I’m worried about.” His gaze dipped to her belly—large, taut, full of the life he’d been terrified to hope for. “We’re so close.”

“So now you admit to worrying about the babe? You wouldn’t before. I saw you meet gazes with Hulda tonight. She feigned a smile for you. Feigned it, Torben!” Dagny was usually slow to anger. The pregnancy must be affecting her. Or maybe she’d been moonstruck as well.

He tried for lightness. “For all we know, Hulda was suffering heartburn from all the mugs she quaffed.” One time, out of sight of Dagny, the woman had slid him a look, a godsdamned sad look. Recalling it made his fury spike even more. “She shouldn’t even have been there! And she never should have hurt you with her words. Her little ‘foretellings’ were a curse!” When Dagny’s eyes went wide, he forced himself to breathe. “Look, it’s done, and we’re almost home, just days from meeting our child. We need to be rational about this.”

She stiffened, her muscles seeming to lock. “So the pregnant female is irrational?”

Oh, fuck. “That’s not what I meant. But maybe right now I see things more clearly than you can.” Oh, fuck. “I’m just saying I don’t feel half of the aches and pains you do. So you can rely more on me.”

“You already seem to carry the weight of the world. Which you’ve refused to share with me!”

“I’m not saying anything right tonight,” he muttered with a groan. And she was taking everything wrong! Realizing this exchange wouldn’t magically take on a productive note, he said, “I need a minute to cool off.”

“Good idea.” Her expression couldn’t seem to decide between relieved and heartbroken, but her body quaked. “Go.”

At the door, he hesitated, confused and furious all over again—at himself more than anything. They never fought. He let her see his bewilderment.

“Go,” she repeated, pointing. “Take more than a minute.”

He stepped out into the storm and paced along the deserted ravine, letting the freezing wind scour his thoughts. One question beat like a fist against his skull: Why did I fight with her? This was the last thing she needed!

Maybe Arctos was right, and the pregnancy had strained Torben more than he’d known. His face flushed at his thoughts. More than poor Dagny who carried the babe?

He was turning back when another question struck him—

Where is Yrsa going?

Her cloaked figure hurried toward a twisting ravine, alone, her guards nowhere in sight.

If she wanted privacy, she could retire to her chambers, the choicest of all the dens in Ravinelun. Why sneak out into the maze of canyons?

Anger leaned into vigilance. He followed.

He thought about asking Arctos to back him up, but his cousin would just try to talk him out of spying on the queen. No help there.

Wherever Yrsa was heading, she wanted no one around. The deeper Torben tracked her, the more his suspicion burned. Nothing about her made sense anymore.

She must be deliberately undermining her people. But for what reason? If he could figure this mystery out, he could convince Arctos to act. Together, they could defeat even the first channeler.

But his private investigation into the queen had uncovered one contradiction after another. He’d even contacted Inkletter’s new partner—the vampire Nadje—in secret, asking her to look into the castle’s blood “donors.” This was a perilous step; should Yrsa discover his meddling, he’d pay with his life.

Yet with his child almost here, he couldn’t ignore his instincts any longer. What kind of future would he provide his family if he failed to act?

Miles passed beneath his feet. Ravines branched endlessly. He kept her trail—then lost it. Tracks vanished under windblown powder.

Damn it.

He chose a ravine, raced through, doubled back, checked all offshoots. Nothing. Sweat dripped despite the cold.

This far out, the weather began to clear, snow clouds giving way to the moon. Shafts of light beamed over the ravines, illuminating their striations like a kaleidoscope.

Some impulse told him to turn back—might Dagny need him?—but the odds of her going into labor on the one occasion he spent an hour away were slim. And just as pressing was the feeling that he was about to catch out his queen and uncover the secret to this mystery once and for all.

Years had gone by as he’d held reservations; months had gone by since he’d become convinced she was compromised.

He turned left into another ravine. This one ended in a sheltered spot with an overhang, a place for illicit affairs.

Footprints. One set? Was a Berserker lover following behind Torben, hurrying to meet the queen?

Raised voices drifted from deeper inside. Yrsa must be quarreling with someone! Torben caught the names Neculain and Emilia.

Sword in hand, he charged into the grotto. Moonlight struck the scene:

Yrsa. Alone. Vampire bitten. Incense lingered in the air.

“Torben, thank the gods!” She’d backed against the stone wall, trembling. “I’ve been attacked!”

Torben scanned the area. “My queen, who did this?”

Tears streaked her face. “A vampire. He traced when he heard you coming. Look what he did to me.” She tipped her throat to show pierce marks. “Oh, Torben!”

Her eyes glimmered with remembered gentleness, like the female who had soothed him and Arctos. In that instant, he understood Arctos’s protectiveness of this female.

But it didn’t lessen Torben’s own instincts about her.

He stood his ground and didn’t sheath his sword. “Why were you talking about Emilia? Did he want her location?” Torben needed to get back and warn Arctos.

“Hmm? Him?”

“The vampire?”

“Yes. Yes. But enough of this charade. I’m simply hopeless at it.” Her tears abruptly disappeared, a smile widening across her face, like a bear about to feast. “He has her location. He’s known it for some time.”

“How could a vampire know our village?”

“Because I taught him the ravines. Night after night, I dismissed the sentries while my clan slept. You never knew what lurked in your midst.”

Cold flooded Torben’s veins.

“So your lover is…Prince Coștin?” Torben guessed. When her amusement deepened, he dared to ask her, “How long have you let him sway you?”

Yrsa’s eyes took on a crazed glint. “Sway me? I control him! He’d frittered away his birthright before I took control of him and shaped his destiny.”

“Birthright?”

“The General of Nothing will rule over a legendary Horde once more. I taught him how to secretly build his army, washing the brains of the weak and training lethal soldiers.”

My gods. Torben felt something in him fracture. He decided her fate then: I kill her tonight.

He stalked closer, keeping her talking. “Why would you help him?”

“He’s my mate.”

“You haven’t made his heart beat. All accounts say he isn’t blooded.”

“I might not be his, but he is mine. He thinks his sister is his vampire Bride, but she never blooded him either. When Arctos first gave me the information about her, I decided to take Emilia for him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I saved her from Neculain’s crypt,” Yrsa said. Madness or confessional kept her talking, words she seemed relieved to vent. “Placed her with my most trusted warrior, a male who could never desire her and one she could never desire either. But they’ve grown close—I saw it tonight—close enough that he will fight for her. I offered him an annulment this very eve. You see, I don’t want to have to kill Arctos.”

She’s insane. “Emilia won’t blood Coștin. She would have already.”

“I know,” Yrsa said with a shrug. “Once he finally has her and she fails him again, he’ll kill her and free himself of this obsession.” Her head tilted and she parted her lips, as if her next sentence would be particularly tasty. “Then he’ll beg for my favor—just as he begged for his life from your parents all those years ago.”

Torben’s stomach dropped. “What are you saying? He was among that hunting party? Were my mother and father still alive when you got there?”

Eyes drifting, she said, “They’d routed the vampires, forcing Coștin to his knees. Though he was already a few centuries old, he was so frightened, not at all like a Berserker. He couldn’t trace yet, could only cry. His blood tears moved me, and I recognized what he was to me. They would never spare him, nor allow me to. So I protected my mate.”

Torben swallowed bile. “It was you. You murdered your own people.” And she’ll try to kill me too.

“What wouldn’t you do for your mate?” she asked absently. “When your parents’ heads toppled, Coștin crawled to my feet, kissing them, and he’ll crawl back to me once Emilia is dead. No, I haven’t made his heart beat, but I spared his life and bonded to him so seamlessly I can spit in the face of fate. I will follow him throughout time, and eventually he will see what is crystalline. We are destined.”

Torben was almost in position to strike, knew he’d get only one shot with the first channeler. “You once cared for Arctos and me. For our people.”

She faced him, seemed surprised by his proximity. “I care for Coștin more. It’s not love unless it’s madness.” Her gaze flicked past Torben.

The incense scent returned stronger; his gut turned cold. Coștin had teleported behind him.

Torben dropped down, dodging a sword swing and slicing out with his own. The vampire’s wrist spurted blood as his free hand dropped, severed to the ground.

Yrsa roared with fury, but Coștin grated, “He’s mine.” He didn’t seem to feel his injury; amusement tinged his crazed red eyes as he swung his weapon again.

Blade met blade. And again. Torben’s Berserkerage strained to rise. But if he unleashed his, Yrsa surely would unleash hers. So he fought Coștin, fought his inner bear.

This male had drunk his aunt and uncle to death and planned to annihilate the Berserker clan with a new Horde. Fighting to protect his family and his people, he battered Coștin’s sword over and over, positioning for the death blow that his parents hadn’t been able to deliver.

“Enough of this!” Yrsa snarled. She released her Berserkerage.

Torben released his.

Too late.

She slammed Coștin aside with blurring speed and launched herself at Torben.

He evaded a slash of her claws and struck her with his sword, then again, hits that seemed to bounce off her flexed muscles, a pelt of steel.

With a yell, he swung a two-handed hit, landing it near her waist. It should have cut her in two, but his sword wedged into her hipbone, stuck there.

He wrenched it free a split second after her hand shot out. She’d punched a hole through his chest. Then she yanked her hand back.

She’d ripped out his heart.

She showed it to him.

He fell to his knees, gurgling blood, disbelief crashing through him.

The she-bear took a bite from his still beating heart, coating her face with his blood. She chewed as she stifled her Berserkerage.

Heart in hand, she took Coștin’s sword from him. “If you want something done…”

Torben raised his weapon on instinct to protect his neck.

She cleaved through both.

Torben’s head hit the ground.

Painless. Body floating. Berserkerage no more.

But his immortal mind clung to life for long moments as he gazed at his beheaded corpse beside him?

“We’re done here.” Coștin clutched his bleeding stump. “The ruse is up across two kingdoms.”

“Trace this one’s remains away,” Yrsa said, “and in time I’ll convince others that Torben never existed.”

“You’re speaking to a king now. Clean up your own mess. Besides, news of my army will soon reach all ears.”

“What? That wasn’t part of the plan. I just convinced the Fey that Bloodreach’s threat was forever neutralized! You’ve made me look a fool.”

“The plan changed. It’s none of your concern now. I’m going to go retrieve my queen. Thank you for keeping her protected for me. Though I wonder how your jealousy made that possible.”

“Because I am clear-eyed, just as I was when I spared you all those years ago. When you try to make your sister love you, eventually you will understand that she never can. You’ll return to me, and the millennia have made me patient.”

“Like my father, you’ve always underestimated me.”

“I estimate your mediocrity perfectly, and you’ve never proven me wrong. Doesn’t mean you’re not mine. But we must deal in realities.” She took another bite, then grabbed Coștin to kiss him with a mouth full of Torben’s heart.

The vampire yanked back from her and swiped his lips in disgust. “You’ll see. Soon everyone will see.” He vanished.

Yrsa gazed down at Torben’s head, taking another nonchalant bite. “I always favored Arctos over you.” Then she left him too.

Torben’s life dimmed. He didn’t grieve his immortally wounded body, though it had been strong and had fathered a babe with his beloved mate.

He grieved the fact that he’d fought with Dagny the very night of his death and their parting had been filled with anger. Would those last moments overshadow all her other memories of him? He grieved the fact that Arctos would never believe that Yrsa could do this, until it was too late for him as well.

His vision wavered, darkness pulling him under, but he fought, needing more time in the same world as Dagny.

He dreamed that they sat before the fire, their babe nestled close. Warm and safe. Happy in their den. But he had to leave. He kissed them, saying, I love you both so much.

Don’t go, she whispered.

I must.

Then journey fiercely, my love, and blaze the trail to Valhalla for us. Dagny smiled through tears, even as she helped the baby wave goodbye to Papa…

Would Yrsa target them? As the last light faded, Torben prayed, Gods, please protect my family. His last thought: Because I cannot.


Chapter 54

Lia

“Thank you for bringing me back home,” she told Arctos once they’d left the turmoil of the feast. “It was getting a little…”

“Too much like a battlefield?” he supplied.

She wasn’t immortal yet; even an errant elbow could break her. “I do have a clearer idea what a battlefield might feel like now,” she said wryly. “Loud, crowded, and deeply unconcerned with my personal safety. Good for training.”

“I’ve never seen the clan so rancorous.”

Her humor slipped. “Was it because of me?” Others had been harmed by vampires, some even as deeply as Arctos and Torben.

“No. The clan liked you. Dagny especially.”

“I liked them too.” She hesitated. “But I noticed tension between you and Torben.”

“My cousin is hotheaded to a fault,” Arctos said, then added, “and often right.”

“About Yrsa?”

He shot her a look. “Did Dagny speak to you about her?”

Lia shook her head. “My thoughts usually turn to royals. It’s a bad habit I picked up early and never quite put down. During my days spent in the library, I studied them.” Distrust of crowns lived in her marrow. “It puzzles me that Yrsa wed me to you after what my kind did to your family.”

“Ah. Dagny told you that.” He poured vodka, offering Lia a glass.

“None for me, thank you. I intend to drink only water for the rest of my life.” She paused. “Possibly tea, if pressed.”

“Not a drop of blood?”

“Never.” Her voice didn’t tremble. “Now, your queen?” Some detail still tickled the back of Lia’s brain about Yrsa’s appearance. What was it that her mind struggled to remember?

“Yrsa wonders if she was hasty with the marriage decree.” He drained his glass and poured again. “She offered me an annulment.”

“Oh.” The word was a strangled sound. “How lucky for you.” He’d become her anchor here; the thought of losing him left her adrift. “What becomes of me?”

He hesitated.

She could guess why. “Yrsa’s sending me back.” Lia forced a breath. “I assume this is where I thank you for your hospitality and prepare to run for my life.” Her mind fired with thoughts of escape. Warmer clothes, sturdy boots, her sword. Maybe she could make it past that bear this time.

She would prefer the bear to Coștin.

“I told her I’d think on it. I gave her no decision.”

A startled laugh broke from her. “You’re very good at suspense, Arctos. But I need to know which way you’re leaning.”

“I don’t want you to return to Bloodreach,” he said with more feeling than his stoicism usually allowed.

“So you’d sacrifice your freedom to spare me a hell?”

He tossed back vodka. “Apparently.”

Lia frowned. “Do you want me…as a wife?”

“Not like that.” Honest as ever. “But I won’t see you harmed.”

“Then what does that make us?” She tilted her head. “Strategic allies with poor timing?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Every day I fight my memories of those vampires. You make it easier because you are different. Will you remain so?”

“Yes,” she whispered. Her throat burned, just a glance of heat. Did her subconscious accept what she’d refused to acknowledge? “This is who I am.”

He seemed to believe her. “Then stay. With me. If you want to.”

“I do.” As long as possible, she silently added. She couldn’t pin down the clan’s regent and sensed danger.

“Good. Good.” He fished a small book from his coat. “Have something for you. I asked Inkletter to source it. It’s a collection of Berserker fables. Tales of your new people.”

She accepted it with a gasp. No gift could be more thoughtful. “Thank you!” She pressed it to her chest, then impulsively reached up to hug him. His neck was right there, the pulse hot beneath salt-scented skin. Delectable. Full of life.

She stepped back, fighting the prickle at her fangs. Nothing with Dagny. Why him?

He flushed along the hard planes of his cheeks, and the little tell only sharpened her thirst. Stop this. You’re not a predator! So she clung to the book like a charm until she got her fangs under control.

“We’ll get more books, and I’ll build you shelves for them.” He seemed pleased with her; she sensed his contentment.

Despite her fears and doubts, his relaxation called to her own. She slid the book into her pocket and kept her palm on the warm leather. “I think you’re happy with me, Arctos.”

“Don’t read too much into it,” he said, then winced at his own pun. Still, his gaze held consideration she hadn’t earned. “I’ll tell Yrsa tomorrow that you’re staying.”

“Can we make this work?” Lia asked, even knowing he didn’t understand all the variables surrounding her.

“I believe we…can move forward.”

“I want your friendship.” But I don’t deserve it! Maybe all vampires were creepy and wrong because they’d recognized the futility of being anything else. Yet still, she channeled Dagny’s boldness to say, “Can we have that bond? I respect you—more than anyone I’ve ever met—and I…I want that bond with you.” A friend would be able to understand her and find compassion for things she couldn’t control.

He stared into the fire for a long beat, wrestling ghosts. She’d asked too much and was sorry for it, aching for him.

At last he stepped closer, curling a finger under her chin. “We will be friends, Emilia. I’ve never given my friendship lightly, and I’m not doing so now.”

“Thank you.” I think I love him—as my friend. Her smile couldn’t be contained. “I won’t let you down.” Liar. Yet her throat didn’t burn on that one.

“Nor I you, little vampire.”

As the winds howled in the background, the moment stretched out between them—calm, improbable, rich with promise.

They were friends. She would eventually confess everything, and he would help her. They would work together as a team, finding other vampires who abstained.

It was in this state, this relaxed and happy state, that the detail from before surfaced, clear as a bell. “Arctos,” she murmured, “has Ravinelun ever traded with the vampires? Bought fabrics, maybe through an intermediary?”

He lowered his hand. “Any material would be burned in disgust. We now know what the dye is made from. Why?”

She could scarcely catch her breath as recognition hammered her. “The queen’s kirtle,” she whispered. “The weave. It only comes from one place.”

He closed his eye. “Bloodreach.”

***

Arctos

Pieces slid into place like a trap snapping shut.

For reasons he couldn’t yet fathom, Yrsa had aligned herself with the vampires.

Betrayal of the clan. Betrayal of him. Torben had been right all along to suspect her.

“Does she have a connection to Bloodreach?” Emilia asked, gaze wide. “Neculain isn’t lucid enough to lure her to his side, and surely gold couldn’t tempt her.”

“I don’t know,” Arctos said, voice low. “But it explains why she forbade us from rescuing our own. Still…why order me to steal you from under their noses?”

“I have no idea,” Emilia said.

“I need to find Torben.” He checked his sword. “He’s seen this more clearly than any of us. But it’s not safe for you here, not yet. I sense you’re part of this. The key somehow.”

Emilia donned her own sword belt, chin high. “I’m going with you.”

Her determination—her steadiness—caught him off guard. For a moment, she looked every inch a Berserker warrioress, the kind he’d once imagined at his side.

“Yes,” he heard himself say. “You’ll remain with me. Let’s find my cousin. We need an honest reckoning.”

But first, an apology. I’ve awakened, my cousin, my brother. I can see—

Agony ripped through him.

He looked down, stunned, as a golden blade burst through his heart.


Chapter 55

Lia

Arctos’s body bowed, face slack with shock. Blood bubbled from his lips as a gold sword punched clean through his chest.

Lia froze. Her mind refused to understand. Until the scent of incense struck her like a curse.

Coștin.

He yanked the blade free, holding it aloft as crimson dripped down the gleaming length.

Always him. Always fucking Coștin.

With a scream, Lia caught Arctos as he fell. “Ah, no, Arctos!” She lowered him gently, palms slick with his blood. Too much. He was still mortal. He couldn’t survive this.

Her friend. Her husband.

“Berserker life suits you, little sister,” Coștin said lightly. Sweat streaked down his temples, and his right hand was gone. “Once you’re tamed, perhaps I’ll let you drill with my army. But for now, come along. I have a crown fitting. You’ll love what I’ve done with the kingdom.”

“You monster.” Her voice broke with fury. “I’ll kill you for this.” Her promise to herself: I’ll never not fight again.

Arctos rasped her name, lungs rattling.

This time, she didn’t run from her brother. She drew her sword and lunged.

Coștin barely deflected the strike, tracing out of reach. Teleporting with ease, he reappeared across the den, sword spinning lazily in his grip. Blood spattered the stone walls as he taunted, “Little sister fell for a bear. I’ll break you of that.”

Despite the haze of blood, she detected the queen’s unique scent. Realization hit her like fire. “You’ve been working with Yrsa!”

His grin turned obscene. “Not my fault the queen loses her wits whenever I sink my fangs into her. She quivers like a lovesick whore every time.”

Choking back nausea, Lia demanded, “Whose blood marks you?”

“Before your husband’s? His cousin’s,” Coștin said with casual malice. “Torben lost his head tonight.”

“You’re lying.” But he couldn’t lie without a burn. “You’re lying!” Dagny. The baby. No.

Arctos groaned, struggling to rise, reaching for his sword—too weak.

“A beautiful cycle, isn’t it?” Coștin’s voice was oily and victorious. “I drank this one’s parents and brother to the quick. And now I’ve eradicated the last of their line. I try to be thorough when pulling roots.”

“You led that hunting party,” she whispered. “Yrsa spared you.” My brother killed their family, and she covered it up.

Despair clawed at Lia, but she forced it down. I can try to atone. I can end this! She screamed and charged, but he vanished again, reappearing against another wall.

She attacked again, faster. Their blades clashed—sparks flashing, metal singing. Coștin’s strength dwarfed hers, but she’d learned from the best. She used every trick Arctos had taught her.

“Not bad,” Coștin said between strikes. “These bears train well. Some of them already fight in my army.” His next strike forced her back toward the fire. “I don’t want to hurt you.” He grimaced, dragging his severed wrist across his throat. “Now that was a lie. I don’t want to hurt you—yet. You’ll come to depend on me first. You’ve no one left in the world but me. This one’s dead.” He nodded at Arctos, who lay shuddering in a spreading pool. “And before I came, I beheaded Father and fed your maid to the strigoi. In time, you’ll learn to appreciate me as Yrsa did.” Lowering his voice to a rasp, he vowed, “You’ll quiver too, little sister.”

Nadje was dead? Coștin was a plague that devoured everything he touched. Rot disguised as royalty. She could stop him. Tonight.

Arctos was somehow crawling toward her, Berserkerage shimmering in his eye like molten silver.

She focused on Coștin, scanning for an opening, and struck. He met her blow with brutal force; her sword juddered in her grip.

“Return with me as my queen. You belong with me. In our home.”

Lia gritted her fangs and held her ground. “I’ll never be your queen. Never. I want you dead. When will your depraved mind accept the truth? I’m not your godsdamned Bride!”

And then she heard it.

Not her pulse.

Not Arctos’s ragged breaths.

A faint, alien rhythm.

“No.” Lia faltered. “Not possible.” Coștin’s heartbeat had stuttered to life.

He grinned with blood-tinged teeth, as if he’d just told the punchline to a joke. “No one believed me, but I knew.” His shoulders rose as he inhaled deeply, crimson gaze locked on her. “From the first moment, you were mine.”

Mine.

Her stomach twisted. I blooded him.

Dark spittle flecked his lips as he laughed. “It was always you, soră mea. My sister.” His expression turned lecherous as his heart beat faster, his body awakening. Resurrecting.

She froze, horror flooding her veins.

He slammed her sword from her hand, sending it spinning. He sheathed his own and seized her arm, claws digging into her skin.

She twisted to look at Arctos one last time. He reached for her, his gaze saying something she couldn’t decipher. She’d seen that look before…

And then Coștin traced her away.

Not to the castle.

Darkness swallowed her. The air hung heavy with old blood, thick enough to taste. Drops ticked from above in a slow, constant cadence.

“The crypt,” she breathed. He’d taken her to this foul place, surrounding her with the very substance she’d sworn never to drink.

Coștin’s silhouette loomed. “I can trace in and out. You cannot. If you ever want to leave, sister, you’ll give me what I want.”

Her throat tightened. “What?” she whispered, but she knew. He would complete the blooding. Her nightmare was unfolding, step by terrifying step.

His voice went low and intimate. “Come now. Father had a few ideas worth keeping. We’ll start tonight.”

Comprehension settled over her like a cloak of acid. He’d murdered her husband. Beheaded the one vampire royal who might have saved her. And now…he meant to fulfill Neculain’s decree.

Her nightmare of him deepened bloodred. Screams tore from her throat, echoing off stone until her own mind felt flayed open.

Screaming.

Screaming.

One hundred babes in one hundred years.

And Coștin would father them all.


Chapter 56

Thane

No’ even near midnight yet.

Sweat poured as his beast prowled beneath his skin. Holding back his primal self—mated, beneath the moon—went against every law of the Lykae. Thane gripped the bars, drawing in any faint hint of his mate, though he felt as if he stood waist-deep in her caustic magic.

At last, Straegan’s ceaseless howls cut off.

Blessed quiet. Only the surf pounding below the cliffs and the thin cries of nocturnal seabirds. Thane let his shoulders relax a fraction…

Then his brother loosed a different sound. A long, savage roar, a call to arms.

Thane’s beast bayed inside him. The two remaining guards nearby traded uneasy looks.

“Ignore him,” Thane ordered. “We’ll get through this.” No sooner had he spoken than tendrils of light sparked across the bars of his cage. Ditch’s tethering magic—so tenacious, so strong—flickered and hissed as something else flooded in: a foreign current, both cold and malicious.

The spell was changing. The world tilted.

The fuck is happening?

His beast felt…empowered. As Thane fought to keep control, he sensed a clash beyond himself as well. Magic battling magic. Had Ditch’s own coven sabotaged her spells? Would the cages fail?

Straegan slammed against those bars with renewed ferocity.

“Lowell!” Thane bellowed. Ditch’s ward could not hold for much longer. “Lowell, get back here!”

No answer.

He turned to the pair of warlairds. “Where the hell is he?”

“We’ll find him.” They hastened toward Straegan’s cell.

If my brother gets loose, he’ll kill Ditch.

Lowell, godsdamn it.

Roars erupted from the dungeon. Shouts. Screeching metal. What sounded like a battle and the scent of blood carried.

Moments later, a warlaird lurched back into view—Duncan, maybe?—one arm clinging by a strip of flesh, the other hand pressing his lacerated chest together.

“What’s happening down there?” Thane demanded. Straegan must’ve used his speed to swipe his claws from his prison.

Duncan wheezed, “Cell’s…collapsing. Guards mangled. Swords…bounce off him. Matter of time… We need you.”

“Where is Lowell?” Had Straegan taken him out? Thane swallowed hard.

“Gone. Canna find him.”

Gone. His right hand had deserted him during the most volatile hour the kingdom had faced in centuries. After I trusted him with so much? Betrayal fanged deep.

Thane shoved it aside. The spells were failing. Straegan would soon get loose, and he would race straight to the Witchwood to murder the pack’s fated queen.

“Free me,” Thane growled. Better she face one wolf bent on claiming her than one bent on destroying her.

Duncan nodded grimly, retrieved the key, and unlocked the cage. He displaced the line of magical grains, not that they worked any longer.

The door swung open. The last threads of Ditch’s ward peeled away, and the moon took him like a leash snapping tight. “I’ll handle Straegan,” Thane grated, his voice already changing. “But we’ll be at war with the witches tonight.” He sprinted toward the stairs. “Ready the pack. Bring in more warlairds to fortify the castle.”

Duncan coughed blood. “We’ll…be ready.”

Halfway down the steps, Thane heard another metallic shriek, followed by silence. Freed already?

I’ll block the stairs. But his canny brother predicted just this; Straegan simply barreled through the castle wall.

He was all-powerful tonight. And I must defeat him.

Thane hurtled up to the roof and saw Straegan: a shadow arcing over the moon, landing on the cliff’s edge as the sea exploded beneath.

He stood far taller than a man, the outline of his wolven beast overlaying his enlarged body, spray frosting his naked skin. After ages in that dungeon, he breathed the salt, the moon lighting the feral insanity in his blue eyes.

Thane dug his claws into the stone, snarling a warning. I will kill you tonight, brother.

Straegan flicked his gaze toward the Witchwood and back. With a bone-deep howl, he bolted.

Thane vaulted off the rampart after him. Mid-fall, he let his beast rise fully, felt his own body morphing with the change. Frame burgeoning, clothes tearing.

Luminous scent threads hung in the air as visible to him as moonbeams. Straegan followed Ditch’s trail without wavering.

He was fast—unnaturally so. Was killing her so consuming he could outrun even Thane?

Never.

Frenzy sharpened Thane’s muscles, and he gained ground, devouring miles.

The brothers hit the granite flats that stretched between the two territories. Thane sped across the dew-wetted stone, the scent of iron filling his senses. The blazing moon spawned both shadows and reflections over the plateau, making this night even more surreal.

Steam rose from his breath as he dug deeper, finally in striking distance. His body coiled to spring…

Thane lunged.

He tackled Straegan, sending them skidding, stone shards flying. They rolled, snarling, claws gouging granite as they regained their feet. They circled each other, fangs snapping in the primal heat of aggression.

Eliminate the threat. End the danger. Tonight. He feigned left, dove right, and clamped his jaws around Straegan’s throat.

A sliver of restraint held:—Brother.—

Straegan snatched his head back, sacrificing his own throat. Blood blinded Thane. Straegan slammed him down, cracking his skull against the stone. The slab fractured. Thane’s skull fractured.

The moon spun above him.

Straegan staggered up, blood sluicing down his chest, and sprinted on as if his neck wasn’t torn open.

What madness drove him this hard? Thane heaved himself up, slipping through blood and brain fluid, and barreled after him.

Must catch him. He’ll slaughter her. As he did that last one.

The Witchwood rose before Thane, Strix Keep a dark promise in the distance. He sped through barren trees, scent light guiding him.

But something thudded wrong in his chest: Where were the traps Ditch had promised? The wards. The snares. The Witchwood yawned exposed. Had her enemies undone her protections too?

Then Straegan veered sharply. Away from Ditch’s sublime thread?

Aye, his brother followed a pulsing lure, one Thane had scented in the past but couldn’t place.

His beast stilled. The threat had shifted. Something else called to Straegan.

But Ditch’s intoxicating scent overwhelmed Thane, irresistible. The moon amplified it, driving his beast wild.

His steps faltered on the last, thin tether of reason. Even knowing the impossibility of it, Thane fought to regain control. Yet his beast would never give up this night. It knew that Thane’s anything—up to a point hadn’t been working, and it had a plan to protect Ditch totally.

Forever.

Gods almighty, if she canna defend herself, it’s going to take her through the portal.


Chapter 57

Dagny

Labor.

It hit like a sword strike. She woke to a wrenching contraction and the sickening realization that her mate’s side of the bed was cold and empty.

“Torben!” The scream lodged in her throat as another wave of pain folded her over. Her water had broken, and the sheets were almost all blood. The room spun.

Something is very wrong.

She tried to stand, but her legs failed her, sending her to her knees on the fur rug. She struggled to rise. Couldn’t. Pain doubled, then tripled…each contraction hitting faster and faster, as if her body raced to get this child born.

She crawled from the back room and screamed for help. Where was Torben? Why had she fought with him? They never fought! She’d sent him away. Take more than a minute, she’d told him.

Control. Breathe. Safely birth this baby. She could handle pain, but the thought of her child being hurt choked her. Her lungs seized.

Torben, where are you?

Her body had changed for pregnancy; she could only hope her mind had too, because horrible thoughts filled it. Horrible feelings.

Dread.

And it centered on Torben. As her mate, he should sense her distress. Yet he still hadn’t returned from their fight. He was probably out bartering for a present to make up for their quarrel. Of course, he would return soon. She told herself this.

She’d made it halfway to the cave door when snow crunched outside. Ah, Torben, thank gods! The flap opened, and she cried, “Quick, love, get the midwife…”

“There’s no time for a midwife, child,” Hulda said, cheeks damp with tears. “You’ll be executed before then.”

Clarity hit Dagny like a bolt tapping the Channeler Stone, shaping her forever. “Like Torben?”

Hulda gave a sob.

Shock. Cold. Emotions gone frozen. Even Dagny’s Berserkerage seemed struck into quiescence. Her physical anguish too. A relative graze.

Hulda whispered, “And Arctos is gone as well.” She cried harder.

“Who did these deeds? Who is coming for me?” Who will I kill once this babe leaves the comfort of my body? Another contraction racked her as the head began to crown.

“Yrsa and Torben both entered the ravines earlier, but only she returned, blood all over her. She often goes to meet Prince Coștin. They’ve been working together. Lovers of a sort.”

Shock. Cold. “Emilia?”

“Kidnapped by Coștin. He slew Arctos as well. Yrsa and her guards will come for you and your babe. You’re a loose end, and she’s trimmed more than you can imagine. There’s not a soul outside, not a single sentry who will see or protect you. But I see everything.” Another sob.

“Then why not tell us this before my mate lost his life?” Tonight, only one thing could have stolen the ohalla he’d earned. My beloved was decapitated.

Dagny’s inner bear shook off its shock and blinked open its eyes.

“I didn’t know Yrsa had grown this brazen. Didn’t know Coștin came repeatedly to the kingdom, learning our ravines. I only saw them by chance one night, and then I began to put things together.”

Panting, Dagny rose up on spread knees. “You could have said something. Anything!” Berserkerage simmered, but she somehow controlled it. She would need her wits if she and the babe were to survive the night.

“I wanted to warn you that Torben was in her sights, but you avoided me. I tried. And now you have to leave this place.”

How? “Will you help us?”

“I can’t!”

Then she was of no use. As Dagny’s baby crowned, she crooked her finger at Hulda. “Over here. Come to my side and help me to my feet at least. This hurts so bad,” she lied.

Wringing her hands, Hulda crossed to her. “I tried.”

When the woman shuffled close, Dagny shot to her feet and seized her arm. “Not hard enough.” She drew back her fist and punched Hulda, taking her jaw clean off. Bone and flesh shot across the room. The exertion of the blow forced the baby to emerge more—just in time for his beloved face to catch Hulda’s spurts of blood. “Born in blood, my little deathling.” Born to deliver vengeance with your mother. She released Hulda to crouch like a bear and finish her labor. A final unholy push freed him, and she lovingly caught Torben’s son in her arms. His healthy scream was a battle cry. “Koda,” she breathed. “My deathling.”

Shuddering with horror, Hulda retrieved her jaw, tongue working like fat worm. She fled as if she’d witnessed a monster come to life. Because she has—two of them.

Yrsa was likely already on her way here. No time for Dagny to get to Craigdúr; the queen’s guard would hunt them down.

With her crying babe still attached by his cord, Dagny draped a bearskin over them and limped to Arctos’s den, every step a prayer. She’d sensed Torben’s death but didn’t share the same connection to Arctos. Maybe Hulda had lied. Only the shieldchief could rally enough of the clan to fight an ancient queen. Dagny entered his home.

Arctos lay on the floor surrounded by blood. His body was still; a clean, mortal wound to the heart had taken him—just one valiant kill away from ohalla.

Think! I have to get Koda out of here. Arctos must have had the same idea; he’d begun drawing summoning symbols with his lifeblood before dying. Probably to Inkletter.

Would the incubus’s loyalty hold true after death? Would he teleport Dagny and Koda to safety? The last symbol was incomplete. Taking a guess, she adjusted the slippery babe, bent down, and used Arctos’s blood to finish it—

Yrsa’s guards burst into the den, swords drawn, faces grim. The queen entered behind them.

“My gods-son!” Yrsa keened with a grief-stricken mien. “Emilia murdered Arctos and fled.”

Dagny spat, “Save the theatrics.” She rose, clutching Koda. “Your lover Prince Coștin did this. Torben figured that out, didn’t he? So you killed him. Hear me now: one day my son and I will wear your flayed skin as I wear this bear.”

Yrsa’s expression turned sanguine. “Interesting proposal. But how will you do that when you’re both dead? You, Torben, and even Arctos were all plotting against my crown. And now you’ll pay.” To her guards, she ordered, “Execute them. The traitor’s offspring first.”

The men hardly hesitated, even when Koda cried his baby cry against Dagny’s breast.

A shadow appeared beside her. Inkletter. His eyes swept the scene in one shattering glance: Arctos’s lifeless body, Koda’s wails, Dagny’s blood-spattered face.

“I didn’t hurt your friend,” she quickly said.

“Seize them!” Yrsa’s command split the air.

Boots thundered closer. Over the din came a low, impossible sound. A groan from Arctos’s body.

Inkletter lunged, scooping his fallen friend into his arms. He froze for less than a heartbeat, just long enough for Dagny to act.

Still clutching Koda to her chest, she flung herself toward him. Her fingers caught his sleeve—

—and the world tore away.

The incubus traced them from Ravinelun. The cave collapsed into nothingness as they tumbled through the dark to fall into hell, or whatever lay beneath it…


Chapter 58

Meera

Only an hour left until the portal opened.

Her breath misted the cool air, her heart beating so hard she could feel it in her fingertips.

Lowell had no reason to think she’d come at all. Would he show anyway?

Mist ringed the base of the Mount like a pale moat, the ground silvered by moonlight. Will he show? The Skein seemed to hush with her anticipation, night creatures quieting as if to listen…

Footfalls sounded behind her.

She whirled around. Tears rushed hot to her eyes when she saw Lowell racing through the mist, joy carved across his beloved face.

“Ach, love, no tears.” He lifted her off her feet and spun her around until laughter shook both of them. “When I heard naught from you, I dinna dare hope.”

“Here I am. This step is huge for me, so see that I don’t regret it.” Emotions threatened to overwhelm her. Had he ever looked at her so consumingly? Had his eyes ever burned so green? She would make a thousand pacts with Hecate for even this one embrace.

Forehead against hers, he rasped, “I’m proud of you. So bloody proud, my ireful witch.” He set her down, hands framing her face. “We’re early, so I’ll bide my time by kissing you.” He pressed adoring kisses along her jawline, her cheeks, across the bridge of her nose.

Doubts dissolved as magic sizzled under her skin like a live wire. Then his mouth claimed hers, and heat roared between them. A struck match tipped to oil.

The kiss bruised and deepened. A maelstrom of desire and connectedness seemed to hit them both. They assailed each other. The moon heightened every gasp, every groan. Clothes fell away until they were naked under its light.

“I want you!” she cried against his mouth. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything. Can think of nothing but you.”

“I feel the same.” His voice was rough. “You’re a fever in my blood. I turned my back on everything tonight.” His people. His religion of matehood. “But I will no’ live without you.” Against her damp neck, he growled, “Say you’re mine. Say it!”

“I’m yours,” she whispered. “I devastated my life for you.”

A savage sound escaped him—pleasure, relief, possession. He kissed her like a male who’d found his forever.

When they broke for a breath, she said, “Take me, Lowell. Take what’s already yours.” She felt the way she did before casting a new spell: nervous but eager to enjoy the outcome. “It’s time.”

He swallowed thickly, nodding once. “I’ll claim your body under this moon.”

Their own form of claiming.

He cupped a breast, weighing it as his thumb circled her nipple. His other hand descended past her belly and slid between her thighs to find her slick and open. “Gods,” he groaned. “So wet for me.” He delved a big, hot finger inside her—slow, deep—readying her. With practiced precision, he worshipped her.

She wantonly rocked to his touch, glorying in the slick sounds. “More.”

He worked in a second finger, as he’d often done before. He’d been preparing her for exactly this. He’d once told her he would be her first. He was about to fulfill that vow.

Her body would regenerate from any injury except the slight one about to happen. She was ready for this step, soaking his palm. “Now, Lowell.”

He nodded and slipped his fingers free. He gripped her backside, clutching her curves. “This arse will be the death of me. I’ll need a thousand years just to work through my awe of it.” He lifted her with effortless strength, and her legs wrapped around his waist. “You sure about this?” He notched the broad tip of his cock against her entrance.

She nodded. “Positive.”

His gaze locked with hers as he lowered her onto him. “You took a chance on me.” He gritted his fangs as he let her slide down, inch by inch onto his throbbing shaft. “You’ll never regret it.”

Her tightness was no match for slickness and gravity. When her virginity yielded, he shifted her slightly, then eased her down over his stiffened flesh.

Once she’d taken him as deeply as she could, pain pinched. She couldn’t hide a wince.

“I’m sorry, love.”

Love. Thrill. Would she never tire of that endearment? “I’m all right.” Her nails dug into his shoulders. “Better than. Don’t stop.”

He thrust once, slow and measured, and the moon went double. Pain vanished beneath the rising pleasure. When her head lolled, his free hand clasped her nape. “Gods almighty.” His voice held raw reverence.

Her swollen clitoris ground against the juncture of his cock and groin. Shocks of pleasure and pain, and she couldn’t get enough. “More!” She moved on him, desperate to take him deeper. “Don’t hold back.”

He thrust, hitting her needy clit again. And again. Pressure coiled, rapture nearing. His claws dug into her hips as he wrenched her up and down, thrusting his lean hips at the same time.

Words demanded to be free: “I love you!” she cried.

The idea must’ve excited him; his thick cock pulsed inside her. “You belong to me now. Forever!”

She clung to his sweat-dampened shoulders, scoring his skin. “I do,” she moaned, words dripping with submission. “I belong to you now.” The rightness of this pushed her over the precipice just as he gave her a teeth-clattering thrust and a hard bounce along his rigid length. She rode him tip to base, and the tension broke halfway down. “Ah, Hecate, yes!” Her orgasm consumed her, her core squeezing his shaft as it plunged inside her relentlessly. She threw back her head and screamed in total surrender to this male. I’m his.

Eternally…

A truth she felt in her bones.

Gulping air, she cried, “Follow me.”

He tensed, and she craved the searing bath of semen that was sure to follow. A marking in itself.

Yet then…his eyes flared Lykae blue, sheening in the moonlight. His fangs sharpened. For the first time, she saw hints of his beast rising—to answer a call far older and truer than lust.

Ah, great goddess. “I am yours!” Of course. Nothing could be this powerful if it hadn’t been fated. Meera cupped his precious face, nails digging in possessively. “Claim me. Bite me. Mark me.”

***

Lowell

—YOURS YOURS YOURS!—

His long-quiet Instinct rang like a gong in his skull. He staggered under the force of it. “I canna…canna breathe.” Lowell tore back from the rake of Meera’s nails.

She nodded with understanding, still rolling her hips atop him. “This is why we’ve been so drawn to each other. It’s all right, love. It’s a big change and one we’ll work through.”

“Canna breathe.” The awakening inside him was too bright. Too absolute.

Not panic. Transcendence.

The promise of an interlocking soul curled on the wind; a ribbon of scent—pure and radiant and impossible—came from the direction of Bloodreach. His mind expanded. His heart and body. His beast awakened, swelling within him like a tidal wave.

Yet Lowell was inside Meera. And she thought she had elicited this response. Ah, gods, it’s no’ her.

Her.

His mate.

She was in the Skein. Closing in. Their souls already turning toward each other, moving to interlock into one beneath a full moon.

“Lowell, love.” Meera’s voice took on an ecstatic note that made his chest hurt. “Your fangs have sharpened for a reason.” She drew her hair from her neck, baring it with hope. “Mark me as yours. I’m ready.”

He recoiled, tearing free of her body and setting her away. Shame clawed up his throat, shame for the betrayal he’d committed against his pack, his king, his family, the sacred mate he hadn’t believed in.

His shaft, glistening and pulsing, drew the witch’s gaze. But he was now hard for another female.

“You didn’t come?” She glanced up in bewilderment, her body clearly craving more of his. “Do you want to savor this moment before the bite?” She arched closer, and revulsion tore through him; his stomach heaved.

“I scented another.”

She stilled. “Another? I don’t understand.”

“My mate.”

Two words. Iron clarity.

“Lowell, no.” Her tears gathered, breaths shallowing. “This can’t be happening.”

“I am sorry,” he choked out.

“You look as if you’re dying inside,” she whispered, eyes stark. “But excited too.”

“I dinna know. I dinna expect this for myself.”

“Have you forgotten that you promised me everything? You told me I’d never regret coming here. This is a done thing. We have sealed our pact. I have sealed my pact, making my own promises.” She peered up at the moon as if reading portents.

Straightening, she returned her gaze to him. “We’re just steps from the threshold. You will leave with me. You told me you would fight fate, and we can still escape it. Turn your back on the other female, and depart this world.”

“I canna ever leave her.” His voice broke. “I’ve been waiting for this all my life. Her soul calls to my own, and it’s like a godsdamned roar from the universe right at my ear.”

Meera held out a hand and raggedly said, “Distance will dull it.”

“No.” He shook his head. He didn’t want to hurt her more than he had to, but he needed to make her understand. “It’s like I’ve never lived before now.”

She gasped as though he’d stabbed her. “You said you loved me.”

“I thought I did.” He gripped his head, gazing off in the night, then back at Meera. “I think. Now I doona know anymore.”

“So everything between us…”

“Feels wrong. Feels twisted. I’m sorry.”

She wiped her tears, face hardening like stone. “Then felicitations.” Her voice went soft and lethal. “Go to your mate, scored from my nails and reeking of another woman’s pleasure. I’ll be sure to get your letter into her paws in the future. All the best with her.” Meera’s fury crackled in the air.

He flinched from its sting—feeling how easily she’d ensnared him with her magic and loneliness and longing. Clarity struck him. She had spellbound him. She’d taken over his thoughts, defeated his loyalty, and made him a craven slave for her.

His claws extended, his beast demanding vengeance. Yet nothing could compete with his mate’s pull. He charged off toward that undeniable scent without a backward glance.

Lowell realized it was a familiar scent, one he’d dreamed of but had never been able to find. Tonight more than one mystery would be solved.

He freed his beast fully, and the heat of that force cleaved through every leash the witch had wrapped around him.

Almost every one.

Almost.


Chapter 59

Ditch

“Begone, foul creature!” Ditch snapped, turning from her vigil at the window.

Nettle lingered in the office doorway, golden eyes too intelligent, pupils slitted to knives. Fur bristled. She yowled a warning that set Ditch’s nerves even more on edge.

“I will make a stole out of you.” Exhausted and bruised, Ditch was in no mood for an ill-omened visit. It wasn’t even midnight. And she’d begun to feel the decided failure of spells. The sabotage of them.

Apparently, her campaign to win hearts and minds had won none. Even Meera had deserted her.

With a hiss, Nettle shot away.

“And don’t come back—”

A massive shadow took Nettle’s place, filling the doorway.

Thane.

But this was not the controlled, disciplined king she’d traded barbs and pleasure with. This was the moon-mad animal that lived beneath his skin. Towering, rippling, and hungry.

His bulging muscles twitched with anticipation, face and chest coated in blood. An unholy blue fire lit his eyes. His breath steamed in heavy gusts. Claws and fangs dripped.

Her heart kicked hard, but she kept her expression flat. “Ah-ah, beast. Heel.” She raised her palms, summoning her power. The glow flickered, weak. Her tail and horns barely gave off a spark, like dying candlewicks.

Damn it! She ran on fumes.

He did not. Superpowered by moonglow.

She considered pressing the alarm under her desk that Meera had noted in a binder. Still, an army of witches would have difficulty felling him—Lykae beasts shed spells—if they even mustered for Ditch.

“Thane,” she said, “if there’s so much as a scrap of you left in there, claw your way to control. Because what happens next, there’s no coming back from.”

He answered with a low, seismic growl that rattled the windowpanes and guttered the fire. He stalked forward, step by step, heat radiating off the remnants of his torn and bloodstained clothing. The wood beneath him groaned.

Her face changed, twisting into its demon aspect, but he shook off the mesmerizing effect, like stepping through a cobweb.

Her stomach dropped. “I said no, wolf.” She fired two hexshots. One slammed into his arm to blow out a chunk of flesh, one hit center mass, exposing bone.

The room quaked from the force, but he didn’t blink. Didn’t grunt. His flesh simply boiled, knit, and smoothed as if she’d splashed him with water.

Smoke thickened the air. Sulfur burned her throat.

She fired another shot of acid and lava. It splashed his neck, steaming. He sloughed it off, the molten mass hissing down to the hardwood. She fired again, but her palms fritzed, sputtering useless light.

Nearly the godsdamned Awaited One, and she couldn’t even slow a wolf king. Her only hope was the alarm.

He bared his fangs, his gaze a frenzy of predatory desire.

She dove for her desk.

He reached it first.

With a single swipe, he batted it across the room, wood splintering against the wall.

He seized her around the waist, crushing her against his chest.

“Let me go!” She punched her horns into his shoulder. The tips scraped bone. Her claws raked his chest. She tore strips of him open.

He didn’t seem to feel her, just dragged her head back, clamping her nape with a huge palm.

Her tail snapped forward, injecting his arm. She pumped venom into his muscles until toxin-tinged blood streamed from his flesh.

He didn’t react to the strike. Instead he inhaled deeply at her throat. A low groan vibrated through his chest, through her bones. The heat from his skin made her sweat. Her flailing legs brushed his hardened shaft but couldn’t get leverage for a kick.

He dragged his face along her neck, and a primal shudder racked him. Snarling, ravenous, he licked her flesh. His breaths fanned the wet trail.

Was he going to claim her? Bite her?

“Do not do this, Thane! You have no right!”

Suddenly he stilled. Cocked his head. Listening to something she couldn’t sense.

Then he launched forward. She slammed against his chest as he sprinted for the stairs. She was trapped against him, hauled like prey as he leapt down the steps.

The sconces in the hall burst as they passed, glass raining like sleet. Dried charms and witch knots tore loose from the walls. The floor split under his pounding strides, dust pluming. Nettle screeched somewhere in the keep as the beast thundered on.

Cold air hit her as they burst into the night. Trees seemed to writhe toward them, as if pulled by the Lykae’s gravity.

Four Riders appeared, hoods up, palms lit. Smirking Rosewyn the Banehand was among them. She could fell even this beast!

“Attack him!” Ditch ordered.

He tensed in readiness—

But the Riders stepped aside. Waved him on. Let him pass.

Understanding rang through her like a death knell. A coup. Conniving Rosewyn hadn’t been able to dethrone Ditch herself, so she’d schemed for a Lykae to do the dirty work.

Rosewyn had fed her to a wolf.

“You treacherous little worms!” she screamed. Enrage not a demon. “I swear on every hell that ever spat me out I’ll peel your minds apart! I’ll save you for last, Banehand!”

Thane’s beast loosed a triumphant howl and plunged deeper into the Witchwood. Branches whipped past, roots tearing under his feet.

“Where are you taking me, you mindless brute?” she snapped, even as dread sank its claws into her gut.

He didn’t slow. Couldn’t acknowledge her.

This creature had a destination. A purpose. A monster driven by Instinct.

She feared she knew exactly what it intended.

“If you force me from the Skein, I will hate you across worlds. You don’t understand. I must be here. I must rule and stop the All-Battle! If I leave, the Skein burns.”

The last chance of the immortals neared, and no one knew this but her!

“Thane, stop! Stop!” Her horns gouged his shoulder again. Her tail and claws dug for purchase.

He ran harder, the world hazy from his speed. They cleared the tree line. The ground dropped away and rose again in jagged shelves.

She slammed her fist against his implacable chest. “Damn you, wolf, listen to me.” Her voice cracked, its raw tone foreign to her ears. “I have never begged for anything in my life, but I’m begging now. Please. Fight for control. Sway your beast. I will do anything you want. I will surrender as your mate. Just don’t force me from here. All will die without me.”

Her words vanished in the wind, carried away with his heaving breaths and low snarls.

The beast tearing her from everything did not care—not about her destiny or wants, only his own. His strides lengthened even more, brutal and relentless, hammering forward.

Toward Mount Nothrior.

Toward the portal.

Toward a world that was not theirs.

***

Meera

Alone. Stunned.

Lowell just left me. She watched as he sped away, slowly lost to the mist.

Her staggered mind kept picturing the excitement she’d seen in his glowing blue eyes. Kept picturing how his beast had begun to surface and how she—idiot that she was—had believed it’d arisen for her.

Bile rose. This moment of discovery had been fated since he was born, and he’d been taking a witch’s virginity and making her orgasm when it’d happened.

Fate had a diabolical sense of humor.

Meera would feel the scorch of her release forever, because with one interrupted connection, Lowell had ruined her for other males. Even as grief wrapped around her like a shroud, her body still hummed for him. Always would.

She’d thought he loved her. Thought they were making love. She’d believed. Instead of making love, they’d fucked, and it’d been so lackluster in his mind, he hadn’t even finished.

The male she loved had recoiled from her like poison.

Her heart shattered into pieces so brittle she could never repair them.

She folded to her knees, hands trembling against her face as sobs shook her ribs. A wail bubbled up from her throat and died on the cold air.

Hope died with it.

In its place, something dark took shape, pain souring into a venomous bloom that wanted to consume every flicker of light.

But not her palms. Their glow reached even past her squeezed tight eyelids. She blinked them open to find her hands boiling with brightness, her power manifesting as never seen. She felt it spilling out into the Skein, infecting the night even more than before, stoking the fury of others.

War would follow.

Good.

Her despair had twisted into hatred, and in that hatred, she found clarity. Earlier she’d wondered how she could live without Lowell. She’d wondered what could buoy her. Now she knew.

These beautiful infuriations.

Her mother had warned that either Meera would control her power, or it would control her.

Correct.

She’d taught Meera to fear wrath without reason. No more. Because Meera had nothing left to lose.

Let the Skein tear itself apart. Let old resentments ignite. Let the land burn clean of broken dreams.

She rose as if emerging from a chrysalis with a vow upon her lips: “I promise myself to the coming war against the Lykae.” She would train. She would unravel wolves from the inside out. She would confess everything to the high priestess—about Lowell, Rosewyn, her own mistakes—and beg for Ditch’s mercy. Then she would earn the right to wield her wrath on those that deserved it.

And her compact with Hecate—I will never bear my own babes…if I can have the male I love—would be honored. He’d only been in Meera’s grasp for a brief moment, but she had indeed had him.

The covenant had been bound; she would bear no children.

Instead she would guide and tend to her infuriations, becoming Meera the Wrath Mother.

My story, she realized, is the origin story of a very wicked witch.

Footsteps neared the Mount.

She stood in the moonlight, naked, her orgasm dried on her inner thighs. No matter. Meek Meera was gone. In her place rose a voluptuous enchantress with no reason to fear anything. She lifted her blazing palms and dared this interloper to say

one

wrong

word.

Anyone who tried to intimidate her ever again would pay the price. I will smite them, mothering their wrath against themselves.

Into the clearing burst Thane—full beast—carrying Ditch in his arms.

Meera’s jaw dropped. He was hauling her toward the portal to the mortal world!

Her power thrummed, tasting the magic tangled around him. Rosewyn’s clung to the king. Clever little viper. She must have tampered with the containment spells even before Meera ever sent them.

How did I miss that?

Ditch would figure it out and blame Meera. She’ll kill me for my failure.

Or she’ll try to.

“Meera!” Ditch screamed, hardly noting her nakedness. “Thank Hecate! Use your power on him!”

Meera hesitated. Could even Ditch handle the fury Meera Newteye planned to unbridle on Lowell and his kind? On Lowell and his new mate? Meera’s lips drew back from her teeth. Maybe Ditch taking a permanent vacation was exactly what needed to happen.

Then a flicker of her former loyalty resurfaced. A Lykae was attacking a fellow witch, and she could stop it.

Just as Meera was about to strike, Ditch shrieked from the mountain path, “You traitorous fool! Follow my fucking orders, or I’ll dine on your corpse!”

Just as she had with Lazara, Meera’s friend and mentor.

The reminder turned Meera’s cold heart colder. The Wrath Mother gave Ditch a cheery salute and called, “Go with gods!”

Thane and Ditch disappeared up the path on their way to another world.

Just as well.

I’m the high priestess now.


Chapter 60

Rose

Rose’s skin glowed, luminous and healed, from Meera’s bounty of power. As she returned to her secluded cottage, her body felt lighter than air, as if rage itself carried her aloft.

Her mother, Hecate rest her soul, had once told her friends that every witch’s body was a cauldron: What you poured into it determined what boiled out. Tonight, Rose’s was overfull with magic and defiance, her cauldron brimming.

Otherwise, she might have hesitated before standing down in the face of a Lykae attack. Might have hesitated to use the Riders to neutralize Ditch’s carefully woven traps and containment spells. The laws of the covenants forbade tampering with another witch’s power. But needs must; Ditch deserved punishment.

And those traps weren’t really to keep the coven safe. They were to keep two royal Lykae brothers from reaching her, an outcome Rose wanted above all things.

One brother meant to abduct her from the Skein. The other meant to kill her.

And Rose—well, she could’ve gone either way.

Now she felt it like a tremor in her bones: Thane was on his way to the hidden portal no one was supposed to know existed.

Rose had broken worse laws for far less. She’d bartered charms to the stone nymphs for secrets, selling forbidden spells for whispers. What was one more sin when the payoff glittered so bright?

When she’d heard Thane’s rough howl carrying from a distance, she’d laughed. Take her far, wolf, she’d thought. All the way to Gaia. Even now, imagining Ditch’s outrage made Rose smirk, her expression sharp as glass.

The smirk froze when another howl split the night—closer, deeper, threaded with fury.

Rose stilled.

The other brother.

Shouldn’t he be pursuing his prey?

Another call, even nearer, ripped through the trees.

Her stomach plummeted. “To…my house?” she whispered.

The air thickened around her, heavy as vapor. He would find no defenses. Because she had disabled them all.

Another howl. Too near this time. The walls shivered with it.

Her pulse pounded like a drum in her throat. A rampaging wolf was the fear she could never quite banish, the nightmare that returned whenever she closed her eyes…

Concentrate. Stay calm.

Meera’s wrath roiled inside her. Rose was fully empowered, could turn a Lykae into a smear right now. Her palms radiated light. Her glow spread, searing through her clothes, veins incandescent. Rose’s cauldron had been set over ungodly heat and sealed too tight. Pressure building, ready to blow—

Her door exploded inward.

A shape filled the frame, shoulders brushing the splintered wood, the moon clinging to his naked body like smoke.

The male from her nightmares.

I know him.

Blood streaked his face and regenerating throat. When his fevered eyes locked on her, memories crashed over Rose.

She clutched her head as a past life from eons ago poured through her mind in a cascade of pain and revelation. A red riding hood as a girl. Training for high priestesshood. Beloved by my coven. A wolf in the shadows. Screams. Blood.

His name came to her like a curse:

Straegan.

King Thane’s younger brother. Her murderer. The one who had devoured her.

Not some ancestor, not a distant beast buried in story and dust, but the same creature breathing before her now.

Her lungs seized. She could still hear her grandmother’s scream as his claws raked through her neck, scythes through grass. She could still feel his attack, the wet punch of his fangs embedded in her chest. Pain flashed alive again, agony rippling under Rose’s skin, ancient and fresh all at once.

Straegan stepped toward her, lips curled back in a snarl.

For one suspended heartbeat, Rose stared into the maw that had once ended her.

This time, she didn’t hesitate to defend herself.

She screamed a piercing cry and cast off every restraint she’d ever held.

Magic detonated out of her.

A storm of light tore through the air. The cottage walls buckled under the shock wave. Straegan was hurled backward through collapsing stone, engulfed in a wildfire of power that leveled the Witchwood beyond.

And when silence fell, it was total—save for the faint hiss of her own power, still boiling over in the ruins around her. Ash snowed down, the world recoiling from her.

She had survived him this time. Her bones hummed with the truth of it:

I am not the girl he devoured.

I am not prey.

Not anymore.

Memories continued to flood in but not yet all. Why had he targeted her? Why had he dug for her very heart?

Somewhere in the distance, a howl echoed. Wounded but enraged, promising return.

Rose didn’t flinch. She lifted her glowing palms, the air warping around her fingertips, and whispered to the broken night: “I will repay his torture a thousand times over.”

The words trembled with power.

The wasted Witchwood trembled with them.

And as her magic seethed—hungry and uncaged—Rose stepped into the moonlight, a witch reborn from her own destruction.


Chapter 61

Firis

The Firis River woke.

What loud calamity had roused her from her slumber?

With a groan that shook the mountains, she stirred. Her molten body heaved, and crimson rapids frothed like veins reopening. Her waves spat against their own heat.

She stretched herself from bank to bank, feeling the ache of long stillness crack through her bed of stone. How long had she slept?

She remembered the last age—newcomers locked in ruinous war. Loose alliances of the desperate had driven the undead toward the Helter, and she, the mighty Firis, had pitied those immortal warriors. She had risen from Mount Nothrior and flooded the wilds, her torrents corralling the undead abominations in a ring of fire.

And for that service? Hardly a whisper of gratitude. No temples raised. No sacrifices worthy of her.

She’d been offered only the occasional Skeinian—a startled victim tumbling into her current or a lovelorn immortal determined to disintegrate beneath her waves.

She delved deeper, through the haze of memory, through layers of time and ash, and found something had changed within herself. A hollow in her heart of flame.

Something gone.

Something stolen.

Despite her service, evil had been done to her.

The recollection came with a volcanic surge. Geysers of rage erupted along her course as the truth ignited: Thieves had taken from her. Stolen the essence of her own being—her spark, her child of fire—torn away and carried beyond her reach.

The thieves would pay. All of them. Every creature in the Skein who had allowed this outrage would burn for it.

Her roar singed the air. Vengeance rekindled her ancient purpose, feeding her like fuel poured upon coals. Her heat swelled. Her banks widened. The ground trembled beneath a hunger as old as creation.

And far off, from the shadow reaches of the Helter, came answering cries—excited, feral howls. The undead knew their time had come.

My course will change, she vowed, her voice the hiss of steam and cracking stone. And when it does, the world will burn anew.

Immortals Untold returns soon with the Accession at full burn.

Every alliance is a gamble. Every desire a weapon.

Some will finally be claimed by fate.

Others will be left…DEVOURED.
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Excerpted from The Living Book of the Skein

The Immortals

	“Creatures from dreams, fantasies, and nightmares made flesh.”

	Every being once dismissed as myth exists and endures.

	Upon reaching maturity, most species regenerate from nearly any wound, though true death remains possible through unnatural flame, decapitation, or other rare means.

	Many first gathered or were born in Gaia until the gods exiled them to the Skein, a closed dimension sealed off from the mortal world.

	The Skein is now a patchwork of territories, each ruled by its own ancient laws and predatory hierarchies.

	Time runs strangely there: seasons warp, borders drift, and travelers often return changed. Or do not return at all.



The Lykae Clan

	“The wolf within them does not sleep. It listens—to breath roughening, to pulses thickening with heat—waiting for the moment restraint finally breaks.”

	Descended from the early Celts, Lykae are immortals with a latent wolf spirit bound within their human form.

	They seek their mate above all else.

	They carry the wolf’s hungers: for loyalty, for pleasures of the flesh, for the intoxicating moment when Instinct takes command.



The Valkyries

	“When a maiden warrior screamed defiance as she fell in battle, Wóden and Freya struck her with lightning, rescuing her to Valhalla and preserving her courage forever in the form of her Valkyrie daughter.”

	An eternal sisterhood bound by blood and legend.

	They revel in warfare and mirth, valuing laughter as highly as slaughter.

	They draw sustenance from electrical energy, releasing it through emotion, manifested as lightning.



The House of Witches

	“Feared and revered in equal measure, the House claims no moral alignment, only power, survival, and indulgence when it serves them.”

	Spellcraft wielders.

	Home world is Akelarre.

	Divided into five castes of abilities: warrior, healer, enchantress, conjurer, and seeress.

	The Awaited One is prophesied to embody all five.



The Demonarchies

	“Enrage not a demon, for their vengeance is immortal.”

	A collection of demon dynasties, divided into two rival kingdoms in the Skein: Rhun and Grimrock.

	Demon societies prize power, retribution, and memory; debts and slights are recorded with near-religious precision.

	Most demon breeds can trace—teleport—rendering their retaliation swift and often inescapable.

	Demons are famously patient in pursuit of vengeance, often hunting offenders across centuries or generations.



The Vampires of Bloodreach

	“Insatiable for blood, the vampires grew soft and weak, seeking ever easier prey.”

	A decadent faction whose overindulgence has caused many of their once-feared abilities to atrophy.

	Drinking a being to death or excessive feeding from victims can induce bloodlust, a red-eyed frenzy that strips a vampire of restraint and hastens further decline.



The Berserkers

	“Killing is prayer to the bear-spirit warriors.”

	Mortal warriors who swear their lives to Wóden, god of battle and death.

	Each one carries within them the spirit of the bear and can channel its ferocity into a Berserkerage, briefly rivaling inhuman strength.

	Upon earning two hundred valiant kills in Wóden’s name, a Berserker is granted ohalla: immortality with supernatural power.



The Sept of Sorceri

	“The Sorceri forever covet others’ power, seizing it through duel, theft, or darker means.”

	A distinct breeding line broken eons ago from the enchantment caste of the House of Witches.

	Physically weaker than other species, they historically relied on elaborate armor to protect their bodies.

	Over time, metals—especially gold—became sacred to them.



The Ubus Peoples

	“Born of demon blood and desire, the Ubus bind pleasure into chains. Thrice in one’s arms, forever enslaved.”

	A seductive species of succubi and incubi.

	They feed on a partner’s sexual release; repeated coupling leaves a victim irrevocably enthralled.



The Accession

	“And a time shall come when all beings in the Skein must fight and destroy each other.”

	A mystical checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals.

	During an Accession’s far-ranging battles, fated mates are often discovered amid the carnage.

	Occurs every five hundred years. Or right now…




Letter from the Author

Dear Reader,

Every series begins with a quiet choice: you opening the book, turning the first page, deciding to step into a new fictional world. Thank you for choosing Immortals Untold.

These characters have lived in my head and heart for a long time, and letting them go is both thrilling and terrifying. Knowing you’ve spent your hours here—that you’ve walked beside them, worried for them, maybe even loved them—means more to me than I can say.

If this story resonated with you and you feel moved to spread the word, I would be so grateful for your help. Reader support is what allows a series like this to continue, and I’m truly thankful for yours.

With all my warmest wishes,

Kresley


About the Author

Kresley Cole is the #1 New York Times bestselling author of the electrifying Immortals After Dark paranormal series, the young adult Arcana Chronicles series, the erotic Game Maker series, and five award-winning historical romances. Her books have been published in twenty-three countries and consistently appear on the bestseller lists in the United States and abroad.

A master’s grad and former athlete, Kresley has traveled over much of the world and draws from those experiences to create her memorable characters and settings. She lives in Florida with her family and too many pets.
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