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					[image: ]
				

			

			


EXCERPTED FROM

			THE LIVING BOOK OF LORE . . .










			

			The Lore

			“. . . and those sentient creatures that are not human shall secretly coexist with man.”

			•	Most are immortal and can regenerate from injuries, killed only by mystical fire or beheading.




			The Lykae Clan 

			“A proud warrior of the Keltoi People was taken in his prime by a maddened wolf. The warrior rose from the dead, now an immortal, with the spirit of the beast latent within him. He displayed the wolf’s traits: the need for touch, an intense loyalty to its kind, and an animal craving for the delights of the flesh. Sometimes the beast rises.”

			•	Each Lykae possesses the Instinct, an inner guiding force.


			•	Mate for life. Above all things, they seek their fated one, revering matehood as other species do gods.




			Those Best Forgotten

			“Cross the Forgotten, and your future becomes history.”

			•	A mysterious sect of warlocks, thought to possess a time-travel gateway.

			•	A supernatural sphere protects their home realm of Quondam.




			The Turning

			“Only through death can one become an ‘other.’”

			•	Various immortals can transform humans or even other Lore creatures into their species through differing means, but the catalyst for change is always death, and success is not guaranteed.




			The Accession

			“And a time shall come when all immortals in the Lore must fight and destroy each other.”

			•	A kind of mystical checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals.

			•	Two major alliances have recently formed: the Pravus Rule and the Vertas League.

			•	Occurs every five hundred years. Or right now . . .
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			“A clan seer once predicted I’d be saddled with a harridan for a mate. I’m no’ even sure what a harridan is—just know I doona want one.”

			—Munro Theodan MacRieve, Lykae Sentinel

			


“Some whisper that I sold my soul to a crossroads demon in exchange for my aim. Nonsense. No devil’s bargain could make me this good.”

			—Kereny “Ren” Codrina, practitioner of impalement

			arts, leader of the Circus of Hunters
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ONE







			Dungeon of the Disremembered, Quondam

			modern times







			The cracking sound of Munro’s bones echoed in the cell as his friend’s fist delivered another blow.

			Brain rattling inside his skull, Munro bit back a growl. He’d long since stopped trying to reach Madadh, the legendary Mad Dog of the Highlands. The warlocks had vassaled the male with an obedience spell; Madadh’s wolven inner beast was fully risen, his Lykae blue gaze vacant.

			A mindless slave for the Forgotten to use.

			And they wanted to do the same to Munro. He narrowed his eyes at the robed archwarlock controlling Madadh—Jels the Conniver. The male’s pasty face was sunken, his bald pate reflecting the cell’s torchlight.

			Munro could break his spindly frame so easily, but he was in no position to attack—on his knees, his manacled wrists connected to a chain that descended from the ceiling. Magic reinforced all the metal, making it indestructible even to one like him.

			Thoughts were foggy, but he held on to one critical fact he’d learned: the Forgotten couldn’t vassal a Lykae unless he or she unleashed their inner beast. Yet the warlocks had no magical means to summon the creature forth. “Give it up, Jels,” Munro bit out. “No torture will make me loose my beast. Nothing can.”

			When a Lykae experienced more pain than he or she could handle, the beast would rise up to take it. Even mental anguish. But Munro would never succumb. Having lived with his twin brother’s volatile beast for centuries, Munro had developed absolute control over his own.

			Jels only smiled. “If you’re betting on a rescue, don’t. The Vertas army already assembled outside of our realm’s sphere to free you and your men, but our new ally forbade a raid, so the alliance left you behind. No one cares about you enough to anger our ally. Not even your brother.”

			Who the hell was this ally? “My twin would never abandon me.” Will would be prowling for Munro’s freedom. “Sell that shite somewhere else.”

			Jels gave a wave.

			Madadh’s punch took Munro across the jaw, nearly dislocating it. His head snapped around, blood spraying the hem of Jels’s purple robe. “Godsdamn it, Madadh!”

			His friend’s scarred face was blank, the mad dog now a subservient dog.

			Jels tilted his head at Munro. “Why do you resist our thrall? I never expected it to take this long.”

			“I’ve been a warrior for nine hundred years . . . have known torture many times before. You waste your time.”

			As if Munro hadn’t spoken, Jels said, “The process is simple. Once you release your beast, I will recite an incantation to mystically leash it. You’ll still be aware of everything around you, but unable to physically react or refuse a warlock’s order. After a while, your consciousness learns not to care about anything. All that will be left is blissful obedience.”

			Munro spat more blood. “In other words: hell. Why no’ just kill me?”

			“Kill?” Jels blinked his beady eyes. “The purpose of this trap was to secure a Lykae elder like you. We were delighted to learn that you planned an incursion against us.”

			Munro had heard that the Forgotten were creating new Lykae from humans and then controlling those rabid newlings with magic. So he’d gathered seven of his most seasoned warlairds for a mission to abduct the archwarlock for intel and leverage.

			Jels could not have looked prouder of himself as he said, “Yes, we promptly dispatched the nymph Ariza to guide you into Quondam through a ‘vulnerability’”—he made air quotes with bony fingers—“in our boundary.”

			As soon as Munro and his men had squeezed through that rift, they’d been as good as captured. Madadh had released his beast, falling under the Forgotten’s control. The warlocks had then used the massive Lykae to attack the rest of Munro’s crew.

			Caught off guard, each warlaird had unleashed his own beast—and been vassaled, one after another. All but Munro, who’d been searching for any alternative. As usual.

			He’d known Ariza for years. Why would she betray him? Whatever she’d hoped to gain had been for naught; the warlocks had seized her as well. “A lot of trouble,” he told Jels. “Why do you want a Lykae elder so bad?”

			“Your beast is an incredibly powerful alpha. We could have searched a thousand planes and dozens of eras for a beast so strong as yours.”

			Eras. Some said that the warlocks had a gateway that allowed them to move through time. Munro had researched theories of time travel, hoping he could use that gateway to save his long-dead parents—anything to alleviate Will’s guilt over their deaths.

			Anything to rescue his suicidal twin.

			Munro had learned that history could never be changed, but beings could be brought forward. If one had access to a mystical gateway . . .

			Jels continued, “Your bite will seed legions of newling slaves for us.”

			They wanted Munro to turn humans? Condemning innocent mortals to decades of rabid insanity—or death? The perversion of it! “The next bite I make will snatch clean your throat. I swear that somehow, someway I will seize the upper hand with you. By all the gods, you’ll regret ever crossing my path.”

			“You can never win against me, because guile will always best brute strength.” Jels’s smug look faltered. “You have no idea what’s coming, do you? The threat that can end all of us—the Møriør! But the Forgotten will be ready. We won’t stop until we’ve amassed a Lykae army to protect us outside our realm. Until we’ve sacrificed enough beautiful nymphs to appease our dark god.”

			Munro’s busted lips split into a grin. “You’re crazed, you little fuck. Tell yourself whatever you need to.”

			A nod at Madadh set the male into motion once more; Munro braced. This one’s goin’ to hurt—

			Madadh’s claws plowed through Munro’s face, obliterating his right eye.

			Biting back a yell, Munro told Jels, “Ordering him to tickle me? You have to do better than that.”

			Another nod from Jels, and Madadh bent to grip Munro’s thigh, readying to snap a femur. Motherfucker!

			“Wait,” Jels commanded when another warlock slinked inside the cell.

			This minion whispered to Jels, “Ormlo has collected his prize.”

			“By all means, have him portal her in.” The minion hastened away, and Jels turned back to Munro. “Do better than that? It seems I just have. We’ve obtained something I think you’ll be very interested in.” His tone raised Munro’s hackles.

			Jels crossed to the wall, unhooking the chain there that secured his captive. As the tension on Munro’s arms eased, blood rushed into his limbs, setting off an explosion of pain to rival that in his maimed face. He fought to remain kneeling, keeping Jels in his limited sightline.

			He had no hope of defeating Madadh without freeing his own beast. But he could at least snatch Jels’s head from his neck. Munro tensed to attack—

			A portal opened, and two beings crossed through it into the cell: a warlock and a raven-haired woman. She shuddered, appearing dazed. A mortal?

			“Well done, Ormlo,” Jels told the warlock. “Your team extracted her.”

			Ormlo too was bald, his head shining with sweat. Dirt smudged his cheeks, and he limped. “Not without loss of life on our side, Father. The humans were full of surprises.”

			Munro barely noted that Ormlo was Jels’s son, too entranced by the lovely young female. Dressed in a formal white gown, she had olive-toned skin, irises the color of new pennies, and flowers woven into her mane of wild black curls.

			Jels told Munro, “Meet Kereny Codrina. You wouldn’t believe where—and when—we had to go to procure her.”

			She smelled of fire, spices, and sweet woman. At her ethereal scent, Munro’s body shot tight, spine straightening.

			Shock assailed him as his Lykae Instinct tolled one word: —YOURS.—

			After nearly a millennium of waiting. She’s . . . mine. His father’s words filtered through his consciousness: “When you find your mate, it feels like the hands of gods have reached out to touch you, like your soul’s been branded.”

			Aye. 

			But her wide eyes grew glassy, and she tottered on her feet. Though Munro saw no blood marring her gown, he sensed magic surrounding her. “What the fuck did you do?” he growled, lunging for her.

			Madadh clotheslined him, choking him to the ground.

			As Munro thrashed against his friend’s hold, his Instinct sounded once more: —YOUR MATE DIES.—

			His beast howled inside him to fight for her, but Munro quelled it. If Jels vassaled Munro, he would have no hope of escaping with her, much less of saving her life.

			When Ormlo drew away from her, she sank to her knees.

			“Behold.” Jels shoved up her sleeves, revealing black veins twining upward from her wrists. “Her lifeblood turns to stone, will reach her heart in minutes. I’m told there’s no worse torment.”

			“You hexed her?” Rage tightened his chest, but he couldn’t shake Madadh’s grip with his wrists still bound.

			As the black inched up her arms, her expression twisted, and she cried out.

			“What do you want, warlock?” Munro bit out. “I’ll do it! Anything!”

			Jels tsked. “If only you had cooperated, then we wouldn’t have had to steal her from her own wedding.”

			Wedding? Munro couldn’t worry about that. “Bloody tell me what to do to save her.”

			“You have little time, Lykae. She fades like night douses day. I suggest a death by bite. It’s much less excruciating than Ormlo’s spell, and she might actually resurrect as a Lykae.” He turned toward the door, saying over his shoulder, “Though females rarely do.” When Jels snapped his fingers, Madadh released Munro and departed with the two warlocks.

			Before the cell door clanged shut behind them, Munro had lunged for her once more. “Kereny, my name is Munro MacRieve. I’m going to help you.” He could only imagine what his mutilated face looked like, his missing eye. “Just stay with me.” He looped his bound arms over her body, could feel her shudder as another wave of pain hit.

			His mind turned to another human he’d grieved so long ago. Mortals perish so readily. Am I to lose another? 

			No! “I will no’ let you die.” But black continued to spread along her veins, would claim his mysterious female in moments.

			Munro had only one hope of saving her—by turning her. Yet he would have to unleash his beast, becoming Jels’s obedient pet.

			Bile rose, but Munro choked it down. He drew her closer to warm her, to prepare her—and himself. Never had he tried to turn a human. He rubbed his chin over her slim shoulder, breathing deep of his female. Her scent helped to temper his panic.

			All his life, he’d imagined biting his mate’s soft neck to give her his wolven claiming mark. But this turning bite would be a world away from that.

			One bite was dreamed of; one was unnatural.

			She spoke in a hushed voice. “I know what you are, wolf. Do not do this to me.”

			Her words carried an accent he couldn’t place. Eastern European?

			She craned her head toward him. “Defy the warlocks. Defy their evil.”

			“I will do anything to save you. You’re my mate.”

			“Mate?” She sounded aghast. “Then how can you think of abusing me like this? Don’t infect me with that thing inside you.”

			“I will take care of you, teach you to control it.” If she resurrected, she would awaken maddened from the ferocity that rose up uncontrollably in newlings. Harnessing one’s beast took decades and was often unsuccessful. This would be his last conversation with Kereny for an age.

			Unless she perished for good.

			“My kind worship freedom.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. She was so sweetly innocent. So gentle. “Ormlo told me what my fate will be if I resurrect. You would turn your mate . . . into a warlock’s slave?”

			“You will no’ be a slave! I will free you from this place.” Somehow. He used his mangled face to nudge her hair off her shoulder as he began to relinquish control to his beast. Save her, beast. Bite her fiercely.

			She resisted him but had no strength left. “Leave me to an honorable death.”

			“I canna, Kereny. You will resurrect. Do you understand me? You must return to me!” My beast is strong; it will light a firestorm inside her.

			“If you do this, I will despise you,” she vowed. “You’ll still have no mate.”

			His Instinct screamed —RUNNING OUT OF TIME!— “Then I’ll spend eternity earning your forgiveness.”

			Between ragged breaths, she said, “You would transform me into an animal . . . enslaving me to those I long to see dead? There is no forgiveness.”

			Munro’s claws and fangs lengthened, his body morphing. “Close your eyes for me.”

			Instead, she trained her gaze on his face. Hardened vampires cowered at the sight of a Lykae’s beast. She gasped but didn’t look away. “I-I’m begging . . . no.”

			Voice gone guttural, Munro choked out, “And I’m begging you to return to me, little one.”

			With a primal roar, his beast took over completely. Existing in the background, Munro perceived his head whipping forward, his fangs sinking into the tender skin of her neck.

			A sob escaped her lips as she writhed in agony. Her heartbeat slowed. Beat-beat . . . beat-beat . . .

			The beast snarled against her cooling flesh, injecting its essence. Ignite the fire inside her, beast!

			As Kereny shuddered with death throes, it pawed her closer to his body, rocking her, spilling blood over her wedding gown.

			The beast drew back, but only to sink its fangs into her again. And again. Howling between frenzied bites.

			Munro was dimly aware of Jels’s laughter outside the cell. Then the warlock started his incantation. Dirty power coiled around Munro as Jels began leashing his beast.

			Kereny’s body fell limp. Beat . . . beat . . . silence.

			When her heart went still in her chest, the beast released its bite. It threw back its head and roared until the dungeon quaked, quieting only when her lips parted.

			Just before Munro succumbed to the vassal spell, her final breath escaped her, carrying her last words: “I . . . hate . . . you. . . .”
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TWO







			five days later







			—She’s gone.— Munro stood at the edge of an acid pit deep beneath Quondam. Ormlo, his warlock jailer, had ordered him to carry Kereny’s corpse into the bowels of the dungeon to dispose of her.

			“More than three days have passed,” Ormlo said from behind him. “In all of our history, no mortal has ever resurrected as a Lykae after three.”

			Munro didn’t need his Instinct or the warlock to tell him that Kereny wasn’t coming back. He felt it; he knew. The Lykae fire hadn’t taken hold.

			She lay lifeless in Munro’s arms. His bite marks covered her neck. Her limbs had stiffened in death and from Ormlo’s spell, her body like a statue.

			My female is dead. His gaze roamed over her, taking in the dried flowers intertwined with her raven locks . . . the fringe of lashes resting forever against her cheekbones . . . her pale lips. . . . . 

			Between the times when Ormlo had commanded him to bite other mortals, the warlocks had left Munro in his cell with her. He’d memorized the contours of her fine-boned face and stroked her hair. He’d explored her wee hands.

			Thin scars crisscrossed the pads of her fingers. As he’d held her, he’d caressed those scars, wondering if she mightn’t be a seamstress. And from what era had the warlocks taken her? Questions had swirled, with zero answers and dwindling hope.

			With each day that his fated female hadn’t resurrected, something inside Munro had died with her. His body had healed from the worst of his torture, but his mind . . .

			“Let’s face it, you failed,” Ormlo added, rubbing salt in a fatal wound. “Your bite took her down instead of bringing her back.”

			Munro wanted these last moments alone with her, but he was a vassaled slave. He got nothing he wanted. And Loreans wondered why Lykae despised magic so much? Werewolves were the strongest sentient species in the mortal realm—yet this feeble twig of a male could control a warrior like Munro.

			“Into the acid she goes. Be a good dog.”

			Canna cast her away like refuse! He resisted with all his mental strength, but his fingers began to uncurl their biting grip from her corpse. No! Fight this! 

			“What are you waiting for?” Ormlo demanded. “Dump her.”

			Fight! With each of Munro’s heaving breaths, the lace on her wedding dress rustled. Swish-swish.

			Ormlo sidled closer. “I said, be a good doggy and watch her boil.”

			Munro shook harder. Swish-swish-swish-swish. Yet he still found his arms descending.

			He could only watch in horror as Kereny plummeted into the acid, hitting the piping surface with a gruesome splash. Nooo! He tensed to retrieve her.

			“Ah-ah, not another inch closer.”

			His body wouldn’t obey his mind. A helpless puppet, he stood by as the acid melted her skin until he saw the white of her bones. Her lifeless eyes flashed open, staring at nothing before she fully sank.

			Ah, gods, no.

			The warlocks had taken a female full of life and rendered her into nothing. Her final resting place would be this hellhole.

			Despair seized him, and his vision blurred. Lykae believed mates were two halves of a greater whole; without her, there was no godsdamned point to his existence.

			Where your mate goes, you follow. His father’s words, spoken just before he had joined his own beloved mate in the afterlife, echoed in Munro’s head.

			Now he stood at the edge of this pit, one step from joining Kereny. Unable to follow her in, he felt his sanity draining away. Losing it would mean losing this pain. Could anything be more seductive at that moment?

			But even in the shadow of looming madness, Munro’s rational mind searched for an angle. Didn’t he have an option his father hadn’t? Munro knew from his time-travel research that history couldn’t be changed, which meant the original Kereny still existed in her time.

			Munro was currently in a land of time-travelers. He could force Ormlo to send him back for her.

			She was vulnerable in that nebulous past, had already fallen prey to warlocks. What if they took her again? What if some other calamity ended her mortal life too early?

			Grief morphed into a fierce need to protect her. Munro had been put on this earth for just that purpose. All he had to do was remove a mystical leash, defeating a spell these warlock pricks had perfected over millennia. 

			The vassal was working because his beast was risen. What if it rose up in a fury, until no leash could hold it? A flame might injure, but it could also cauterize if hot enough. His vision cleared as the answer came to him. The beast fed on emotion; one emotion seethed inside Munro.

			Rage.

			He had lifetimes of it at the ready—all of the experiences that had shaped him. Rage over the murder of his mate. Over his mother’s beheading and his father’s suicide centuries ago. Over his brother’s devastation.

			Yet if Munro fed his beast rage, it might grow so strong that he never regained control.

			Risk he’d have to take.

			“Good doggy,” Ormlo said. “Now, let’s go bite a few more mortals. I think you tapped yourself out on your mate, since none of yours have resurrected. But we’ll keep at it.”

			Munro’s eyes narrowed. You want to be leashed to a powerful alpha beast? Then hang on for the fucking ride, warlock.

			He called upon the creature and opened the floodgates, letting raw rage boil up like this putrid acid. Rise, beast, as never before.

			And then Munro would tear this place to the ground until he had reunited with Kereny. Even time couldn’t stop him from reaching her.

			Where your mate goes . . .
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THREE







			Circul Vânătorilor (Circus of Hunters) Fairgrounds, Transylvania

			a century ago







			“I do,” Jacob Howard said, his proud green eyes glinting in the big top’s lights as he promised himself in marriage.

			Ren’s fiancé cut a striking figure in his three-piece suit with his blond hair tied in a queue. One could never tell he had a pair of revolvers holstered under his coat.

			His hands were warm against hers.

			Alfonso, the circus’s minister and sideshow barker, asked her, “Kereny Codrina, do you take this man . . .” His words grew distant as a wave of déjà vu swept over her.

			Damn it, not another one. All evening, she’d been feeling them. So much effort had gone into this wedding, and she didn’t want to ruin it now.

			She’d taken particular care with her appearance, combing her hair till it gleamed, then braiding flowers into the long waves. Her white full-length gown had been her mother’s wedding dress, fashioned in the traditional Transylvanian style, with wide sleeves, lace cuffs, and two formal aprons.

			The circus’s cooks had spent all day preparing a feast. Tonight spirits would flow, and musicians would play. A last hurrah before battle.

			Most of the members of the Circul Vânătorilor were part carnie/part hunter—stouthearted, foulmouthed soldiers in humanity’s Night War against monsters. They’d all flocked here to the vast Cursed Forest from around the world, drawn by tales of human freedom fighters turning the tables deep in the Carpathians. Of late, many had come to fight alongside a Transylvanian girl who’d become a reaper of immortals.

			But tomorrow’s battle would be one of the greatest challenges in the circus’s four-hundred-year history.

			And Ren was to lead them all.

			She inhaled the scent of the chipped wood covering the big top’s floor. That pine smell always fortified her.

			“. . . to have and to hold from this day forward, till death do you part?”

			Everyone seemed to be staring at her. Kindly Vanda, the ninety-six-year-old fortune-teller, cleared her throat just as Jacob squeezed Ren’s hands.

			Ah! “I do!”

			Worry creased Jacob’s brow, but she pasted on a bright smile. She wanted this marriage.

			He’d first asked her to wed him when he was nine and she was thirteen, and then every few months thereafter. She’d thought him too young for her, like a little brother. Yet over the years, he’d grown from a darling boy into an attractive man.

			Her right-hand man. While she managed the circus and oversaw the training of performers and hunters, he was their liaison with weapons dealers.

			A year ago, she’d finally told him yes, and they’d set this date. Now they refused to postpone the ceremony just because a deadly pack of Lykae newlings was making its way here.

			Another wave of déjà vu swept her up. She swiped a curl from her forehead, could have sworn she’d already experienced this moment.

			By the time Ren snapped out of it, Jacob had slid a ring on her finger. The ring was a touch ostentatious for her taste, but it’d belonged to his mother, some grand dame from Britain, a place Ren knew she would never get to see.

			In his Italian accent, Alfonso intoned, “By the powers vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

			As she stood on her toes, she wished her parents could have been here. She wished monsters weren’t prowling closer with every second.

			Cheers broke out when her lips touched Jacob’s. She sighed at the contact. His soothing kisses were always a pleasure—yet gentlemanly Jacob had made sure the two of them never progressed too far beyond them.

			He slanted his head, growing more ardent. So sweetly pleasant. She wanted to lose herself in this kiss, but a sense of awareness made her tense. A few seconds later the camp dogs signaled an alarm. The lions and bears roared from their cages.

			As the cheers in the tent died down, she drew back from Jacob with a frown. The newling pack wasn’t projected to arrive until tomorrow night.

			The animals fell silent, and the air grew still. Did some other threat dare descend on the circus? As she listened, she gazed at the faces of her loved ones.

			Vanda, a native Transylvanian like Ren, stood arm in arm with Puideleu, an elderly lion tamer from the Congo Basin. Inseparable for ages, the pair were like her grandparents. Swedish strongman Björn and Russian poodle-trainer Olga were the siblings she’d never had. Jacob had long been her best friend.

			Hearing nothing unusual, Ren asked Puideleu, “What was the status of the last scout check-in?” Their outposts dotted the forest in every direction.

			“Each station radioed in an all-clear before the ceremony started.”

			She relaxed a fraction. Their surveillance net would have caught a large force swooping in. “Maybe we have kobolds tunneling to the surface. They’ve probably been maddened by the scents from the cooktent.”

			“As have we all!” Vanda raised her crooked finger, eyes merry as she declared, “Those little pests can have the beef minci, but they’d best not touch our plum brandy.”

			Laughter rang out.

			Puideleu patted Vanda’s hand and laughed with her. The fortune-teller grinned widely, looking like she’d already hit the brandy. Ren had considered talking to her adored friend about her “tippling,” but the woman was nearly a hundred and had been the only one of her family to survive a centaur stampede fifty years ago.

			Cheers, Vanda. “To be on the safe side, let’s radio the scouts every quarter hour—”

			The main tent flap flew open. A shirtless giant of a man limped inside, his broad chest heaving.

			Who the hell is this? Closing in on seven feet of height, the stranger had pale skin covered with what looked like blood. His hair was drenched in it, and dried crimson obscured his features. His brawny frame had not a spare inch of flesh, his muscles rippling in relief. Slashed leather breeches clung to his narrow hips.

			With those glowing, ice-blue irises and black claws, he must be a Lykae. What if he was connected to the approaching threat?

			She canted her head. No, he wasn’t a newling. Those creatures never reverted to their more humanlike half, and this stranger’s inner beast—the spirit of the wolf that lived inside each Lykae—wasn’t fully risen.

			Ren had never seen a non-newling Lykae before. He looked almost human. And for some reason, he beheld her as if he were seeing a ghost.

			Lykae weren’t evil per se—not like warlocks and vampires—but this one was obviously aggressive.

			Jacob’s hand eased toward one of his revolvers. Puideleu drew a hidden rapier from his cane. Other hunters silently readied.

			But Ren possessed the only weapon that could take this Lykae down. Under her breath, she commanded in Romanian, “Hold.”

			The hunters stilled.

			As she took the Lykae’s measure, deciding the best strategy, his gaze remained riveted to her. Vibrations of power emanated from his towering body. She’d fought monsters for years, but she’d never had such an awareness of one’s strength.

			The air between them crackled. Though she couldn’t make out his features under all that blood, she found his power—his very being—compelling. When shivers raced over her skin, she wondered if she was losing her mind.

			His canines and claws lengthened, and his hands balled into fists—as if he was about to seize her.

			Björn said in broken Romanian, “I can strike him from behind, boss.”

			A human take a Lykae unawares? Not possible. In the same tongue, she answered under her breath, “Fuck right off, Björn. He’s mine. A monster dares to interrupt my wedding? He’ll feel the bite of my blade.” Her bespelled hunting knife was strapped in her thigh holster.

			Björn stood down with a nod. The others awaited her next move. Normally she would incapacitate her opponent at once, but she wanted to know three things: where this male had come from, if he was connected to the newling pack, and how many more the circus should expect.

			She also wouldn’t mind knowing why he focused only on her. “Do you speak English, stranger?”

			His lids grew heavy, as if her voice was music to him. “Alive. You are . . . alive?”

			She sighed. “Are any of us, truly?”

			Guzmán, the Brazilian contortionist, snickered. Trish, the dancer from America, chuckled. Vanda looked fascinated by this stranger, her gaze wide with excitement.

			The Lykae seemed not to notice anyone’s reactions.

			Ren asked him, “Where have you come from?” Portal, forest, or village?

			“You could be a dream.” His voice was deep and raspy, his accent a thick Scottish brogue. “The sweetest dream.” He spoke to her as if no one else existed. “Never seen anything so beautiful.”

			His words sent a misguided jolt of exhilaration through her, but she wanted answers. “Were you with the newlings in the woods?” That pack had been making its way through the Cursed Forest for weeks, never varying its course toward the nearby populated valley. The circus had set up at the head of the valley, a last stand to protect the innocent humans who had no idea their lives were in jeopardy.

			“Newlings?” The stranger looked even more confused. “Nay. I’ve come from . . . verra far away to reach you. I fought my way back to you, Kereny.” How did he know her name? With his accent, it sounded like Care-nay. “I told myself I only wanted to check on you. Make sure you were protected.” His gaze flicked in the direction of the woods and back. “You fucking are no’.”

			“What is your interest in a mortal like me?”

			“You are mine.” He hit his chest with a fist. “My mate.”

			Her jaw slackened. “Mate?” He’s insane!

			Jacob’s tension redoubled, and low murmurs broke out among the hunters.

			How dare this beast degrade Ren in front of everyone! She was even more determined to vanquish him, adding him to her many victories.

			“Aye. I’m taking you to my home in Louisiana.”

			The gall! “And if I don’t wish to be taken?”

			“Too bloody bad.” He inhaled deeply, as if to suppress his temper. “You are no’ safe so close to a forest like this one. I alone can protect you.” His gaze slid to her new husband. Jealousy seethed from the wolf as he growled, “She belongs to me.” He looked like he wanted to rip Jacob apart.

			Question time was over. “Wolf! Eyes on me. Now.” Usually her tone of authority made people jump to obey her.

			The Lykae never averted his predator’s eyes from Jacob, just went eerily still, every sinew in his body coiled to spring.

			“I won’t tell you again”—she clapped her hands—“eyes on your mate.”

			The wolf blinked as if he’d awakened from a daze, then returned his attention to her.

			“That’s better.” She feigned a seductive smile, determined to hold his interest until she reached her knife. A seasoned performer, she could play everything from an innocent lure to a provocative femme fatale. She decided on the latter now.

			“If I’m your fated one,” she purred, “then you should get a taste of what I’m like.” She bent forward, grasping the hem of her gown. She eased the material past her slippers, past her calves, closer to her thigh holster.

			For her knife-throwing act, she wore daring costumes, so she kept her legs smooth. The Lykae appeared very appreciative of the view, his lips parting, his blue eyes ablaze with lust.

			His fascination with her body brought on a heady mix of fear and thrill. But when her fingertips brushed her knife handle, focus suffused her. In a throaty voice, she asked, “Will you have more from me?”

			His brows drew together as if she’d given him an agony of pleasure. He seemed helpless not to nod.

			He never saw the dagger she threw until the hilt protruded from his chest. Bull’s-eye. Right in the heart.

			She cast him a cocky wink. “Got you.”

			He scowled at the knife. Snatched it free and tossed it aside. “Joke? You ken what I am.” He frowned when his legs grew unsteady. “Takes more than a splinter . . . to fell . . . a Lykae.”

			“That’s why my blade is bespelled to knock you unconscious.” Passed down through her mother’s line, the knife would incapacitate an immortal for hours.

			Body quaking, he rasped in bafflement, “Kereny?” Care-nay?

			“I don’t mate with your kind; I hunt them. We all do. And we’re quite good at it.” She knew her expression was pitiless. “Cheers to the end of your life, monster. You will never wake up again.”

			Disbelief clear on his face, he collapsed to his knees. When he failed to rise, he threw back his head and bellowed with frustration—a gut-wrenching, earsplitting roar to end all roars.

			It pained her ears and hit her stomach like percussion. Outside, the lions roared alongside him, the bears growling their upset. The corralled horses neighed with fear.

			Shoulders sagging, he finally fell silent. He shot her one last betrayed look, then crashed backward in a cloud of sawdust.

			Out cold.

			She and Jacob traded an uneasy glance. The hunters’ gazes darted. These were brave women and men, but that primal sound must’ve awakened the entire forest. Would it bring the newlings early?

			Making her demeanor brisk, Ren announced, “The banquet will have to wait. Björn, radio the scouts to be on alert, and set up a perimeter watch of the fairgrounds. Six hunters in each direction.”

			“Ja, boss.” He hastened away.

			Ren retrieved her knife, then swiped the bloody blade across the Lykae’s pants. Though she had hunted all kinds of “Loreans,” as immortals called themselves, she didn’t often kill human-looking ones. Still . . . “Will somebody lend me a sword?”

			The sound of a dozen weapons being freed from scabbards filled the big top.

			Jacob said, “If we behead the Lykae here, it will get messy.”

			True. Decapitated immortals were often slow to relinquish life, making executions a grisly business. At best, the creature’s jugular would spray for dozens of feet, soaking everyone around. At worst, a headless Lorean might make a final kill.

			As she debated what to do, Ren absently twirled and flipped her knife with one hand, a series of moves so practiced she could do them in her sleep. “Right, then. Take him to the trench.”
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FOUR










			“Best wedding I’ve ever attended!” Vanda’s grin lit her eyes. “And what exciting entertainment.”

			The tent had cleared out, leaving only Ren, Jacob, Vanda, and Puideleu.

			Though Ren’s nerves were jangling as the four made their way to the exit, she cast Vanda a warm smile. “Puideleu’s going to take you back to your wagon now. You two leave early in the morning.” Ren had ordered them to evacuate the fairgrounds ahead of the battle.

			Puideleu nodded, the pleated wrinkles on his face deepening as he scanned the blustery night. “The woods are stirring.”

			As the wind gusted, the great trees surrounding the fairground swayed. But Puideleu wasn’t referring to the weather.

			At any given time, the Cursed Forest was a hotbed of supernatural activity. Invisible spring-trap portals slammed shut behind the unwary, vanishing travelers forever. Rocks wept blood and trees whispered. Monsters haunted every valley and ridge within it.

			Yet tonight, the forest seemed alive with movement. Howls, yips, and screams carried from the Carpathians. “I’ve never heard so much activity before.” She flipped and twirled her knife to allay her uneasiness. “Puideleu, after you take Vanda back, check with Björn for scout reports.”

			He nodded. “Of course.”

			A breeze toyed with the colorful headscarf atop Vanda’s silver locks as she crossed to give Ren a hug. Her familiar scent of lavender and liniment enveloped them. This woman had been her mentor since Ren’s parents had died nearly seventeen years ago.

			Vanda pressed a kiss into her hair, saying, “You will always be a little wild, my fierce Ren. As wild as that wolf you captured.”

			Before Ren could ask about that puzzling comment, Puideleu escorted Vanda from the tent.

			Alone with Jacob, Ren lifted her dress to holster her knife. The weapon was perfectly weighted to her hand, its edges as pure as devotion. Esoteric writing had been carved into the bone hilt, the surface worn down through centuries of her family’s use. Wood-grain patterns adorned the crucible-steel blade, but it still shone like a mirror.

			She considered changing from her mother’s dress, but she didn’t dare take that much time. Though the effects of her blade lasted for hours, a Lykae in the camp equaled a live grenade.

			Ren caught Jacob’s gaze on her legs before he glanced away with a blush. She frowned as she smoothed her dress in place. When the wolf had leered at her body, Ren’s senses had flared to life. Now, she felt awkward.

			“After you,” Jacob said, his voice thickened. Out into the squally night they went, winding around tent stakes as they took a shortcut to the trench.

			Though the circus traversed the countryside from one immortal threat to another, they always returned to their previous spots, and this one was her favorite. Soaring stone pines and braided brooks circled the fairgrounds. In the distance was a heart-shaped boulder flanked by two oak trees. She met Jacob there to steal kisses. The oaks leaned toward each other, growing closer over the years—just as she and Jacob had done.

			A misty gust buffeted them as they skirted the far side of the living quarters, a collection of individual wagons. Painted on each side panel was a description of a Circul Vânătorilor act.

			Hers read: The Great Kereny, Transylvanian Blade Huntress. That was her stage persona for her knife-throwing act, but also her reputation among immortals in the forest.

			She was proud of her wagon and excited to share it with Jacob now that they’d wed. Inside were her treasured scientifiction novels, costumes, and an arsenal of various weapons.

			It was the only home Ren had ever known. She and her parents had shared it until they’d been taken from her much too soon.

			Past the wagons stood a multitude of booths, the Ferris wheel and carousel, and the animal cages. Battle was coming, and like a wardrobe change, the fairground had been transformed according to her defense plans. Gone were the juggling balls and the candied treats. Out had come the pikes and mounted machine guns.

			Olga’s carpentry crew had added scaffolding to the structure of the Ferris wheel to make a sharpshooter tower. Björn’s earthworks detail had dug pitfall traps, as well as a trench filled with pikes and oil.

			This rain was problematic for the trench, but Puideleu’s bad leg had told him the weather would clear tomorrow, and his prediction success rate hovered close to a hundred percent—

			“You can’t turn it off for even a second, can you?” Jacob asked, reclaiming her attention. “We’re going to be fine tomorrow. Thanks to you, we have the numbers and the discipline. Not to mention the strategy.”

			“And thanks to your skillful negotiating, we’ll have more than enough ammunition.” A weapons dealer was arriving at dawn to restock their depleted supply of grenades and bullets. “We’re going to blow that pack to kingdom come.” As if to punctuate her statement, lightning flashed, and the rain intensified.

			Ren despised immortals. They didn’t go bump in the night; they were the night—a great, ravening darkness that might relent but always returned.

			Fitting that the circus called the struggle against them the Night War.

			Ghouls, shifters, and demons kept Ren and the hunters busy—as would those newlings—but she didn’t feel as if they were turning the tide of the war. She dreamed of taking down high-value Lorean leaders to strike fear in the hearts of immortals everywhere.

			She wanted to send a message: We know you exist, and we’ll be hiding under your beds from now on. Then maybe they’d think twice about preying on humans.

			“I love it when you get bloodthirsty,” Jacob said. “Speaking of which, are you bent on killing this wolf?”

			She nodded. “I can’t keep stabbing him with my blade. Sooner or later, he’ll get the upper hand.”

			With his charming grin, Jacob said, “I didn’t mean we shouldn’t kill the Lykae. But I can do it. Maybe you should leave off committing mate-icide.”

			Ren punched his arm. “I will catch grief for this mate nonsense till the end of time.” Carnies were boisterous; hunter carnies were impossible. “Should I expect a kobold suitor next? Perhaps a pus demon on bended knee?”

			“It’s too comical. The monster huntress a monster’s mate?” He chuckled.

			She loved Jacob’s laugh. It sounded cultured, as gentlemanly as everything else about him.

			He hailed from a wealthy line of British barons. Unfortunately, his father and uncle—younger sons with no chance of inheritance—had moved their families to Prosperity, a settlement in the Canadian wilderness.

			A wilderness rife with Wendigos. Those monsters had slain Jacob’s family in horrific ways, driving him and his surviving uncle into the Night War.

			Not long after the two had joined the circus, Jacob had strayed too far from the fairgrounds. Luckily, she’d been in the woods herself. When a viper shifter had targeted him, she’d saved Jacob’s life with her blade. They’d been inseparable ever since.

			“Well, what do you say?” he asked with his usual jolly-good-show tone. “Shall I do the honors?”

			She smiled up at him. “Thank you for the offer, but mate-icide is in my future. The Lykae is my kill to make.”

			Jacob frowned. “Why does everything onerous or gritty have to fall to you?”

			Her parents’ voices echoed in her mind: We fight evil immortals wherever and however we can. That is our noble duty. Ren shrugged. “Because that’s my lot.” She’d accepted it.

			“Hmm.” As quickly as his frown had appeared, his brow grew smooth once more. “Well, you know you have my support.”

			“I know I do, Jake.” He was a dear man who never had an unkind word to say about anyone and who considered Puideleu and Vanda to be his own grandparents.

			Now that Ren and Jacob had married, she expected her love for him to grow and change. They were two oaks now free to intertwine. With that in mind, she rose on her toes to give him a quick kiss. So pleasant. “Let’s get this over with and return to our wedding night.”

			Another blush as he said, “Yes, let’s.” He gave her an encouraging nod. “Right by your side, Ren. Always.”

			The torch-bearing hunters that had gathered for the execution parted to let her and Jacob through.

			The wolf’s long body was stretched out beside the trench. As soon as Ren decapitated him, others would kick his headless corpse down among the pikes.

			She drew closer. Rain had washed away much of the blood on the Lykae’s face. In the torchlight, his features appeared chiseled. Proud, straight nose. Wide jawline. Strong, cleft chin.

			And that body. Aside from his chest wound, it was flawless. As raindrops danced over his rigid muscles, something like elation pulsed through her. What is happening to me?

			Björn handed Ren a sword, and she moved into position. Yet as she raised her weapon, the Lykae’s right hand twitched. Maybe he was dreaming about his home in Louisiana.

			Protectiveness toward this deluded male welled inside her. Who was he and how had he known her name? Damn it, why did he believe they were fated? Once she ended him, she’d never have answers to her questions.

			Trish muttered, “What a waste.” Others nodded in agreement.

			“What are you waiting for, boss?” Björn asked.

			Everything in Ren balked at the idea of slaughtering this creature in cold blood.

			With her thick Russian accent, Olga said, “Keel him, boss. Before he vakes.”

			Jacob said, “The blade works for hours.”

			“Then keel him so vee can get to the banquet. Some of us vould like to eat.”

			“Ren?” Jacob quietly queried.

			The circus didn’t harm immortals unless they preyed on humans. But the wolf did plan to prey on Ren, forcing her to be his female. And Jacob would be in danger as long as this monster lived. As her mother had taught her: Never get between a Lykae and his mate.

			Mate. Surely a fated tie between an immortal and a human wasn’t possible. Had he planned to turn her undying? She shuddered. That was her worst fear.

			Her parents had shared that fear. A flash memory arose of finding their bodies in the woods with monster corpses all around. . . .

			She bit the inside of her cheek, forcing herself out of that memory into the present. If this Lykae was determined to end her freedom, she had no choice but to end his life.

			Whenever she let a blade fly, she all but entered a trance. Sounds faded away. Peripheral sights grew muted until her vision became a tunnel of focus on the bull’s-eye. Over the years, she’d begun to view all of her goals with that undivided concentration.

			Right now, her target was to ensure her freedom. She adjusted her grip on her sword. Time to kill a wolf.
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			Consciousness returned in a rush.

			As Munro’s eyes opened, he saw his mate standing over him. Alive. So alive. For a moment, he feared this was a hallucination and that he’d awaken to find her melting in acid.

			Then he realized he lay on the ground beside a pit. His female held a raised sword—and she looked bloody determined.

			His eyes narrowed; hers widened. She gave a yell and swung. He rolled into her, just missing the sword. It sank into the mud and wedged there as she tumbled over him, dress flying. He snared her inches above a pike in the pit.

			Clasping her in his arms, he scrambled to a crouching position. “Wrathful little witch! You swung on me?” He’d scarcely come to in time. He pulled her tighter against him, baring his fangs at the gang of armed carnies closing in. Hadn’t she said they were all hunters?

			When he growled at the mortals, she calmly said, “My freedom for your testicles.” She’d tucked that hexed knife against his groin!

			What had happened to his sweet, vulnerable seamstress? He rasped, “Who are you?”

			She gazed up at him without fear, steady as a godsdamned assassin. “Release me, or I’ll harvest your balls and give them to the circus’s juggler.”

			Recovering his wits, he said, “Too high, lass.” He snatched her knife away, then stowed the weapon in his belt. “You underestimate the size of my ballocks. Besides, I’d be sure to grow another pair for you.”

			“Unhand her, cur!” The groom pointed a revolver at them.

			Munro craved to take the man’s head, but such a move would earn Kereny’s unending hatred. All of these hunters were untouchable, and they looked like they’d die for her.

			After defeating the vassal spell and traveling back through time, Munro would be damned if he lost her now. “She’s the only one you can hurt with that toy, mortal.” Keeping her close, he rose to his feet. “So lower your bloody weapon.”

			The male looked to Kereny, who said, “Do shoot him, Jake.”

			Motherfucker. Munro shielded her with his body as he spun around and sprinted toward the woods. Shots rang out. Right before he cleared the tree line, three bullets caught him in the back. “Damn it!”

			She thrashed against him. “Let me go, or I will flay you.”

			Though she was a human, he took her threat seriously. Careful not to squeeze her too hard while he ran, he made sure she couldn’t reach that knife.

			As the hunters gave chase, she yelled something in Romanian to them. To Munro, she snapped, “You undying fiend, where are you taking me?”

			To the future. “A safe place.” He located his previous route, would backtrack his way through the woods.

			When he’d first charged across the warlocks’ eerie time-travel gateway into this time, he’d told himself he would only check on Kereny, to see if she was happy and secure. Then he’d discovered that she lived next to a forest filled with Loreans. On top of that, she worked in the most lethal career a mortal could possibly choose.

			No way could he leave her behind.

			“A safe place? What does that mean?”

			“It means I will no’ allow anyone or anything to hurt you.”

			“And what about my people? They will follow, risking themselves for me. You’ll have their blood on your hands.”

			Not true. None of this had ever happened. If they died chasing Munro, it would never stick. History could not be changed, so as soon as he returned through the gateway, this timeline would boomerang back to whatever it had been before he’d interfered.

			Even Kereny would return to her previous timeline. But once she crossed into the future, a perfect facsimile of her—a mystical replica—would be created. Which meant the only thing that mattered was getting her to the gateway alive.

			He told her, “Those hunters should know they have zero shot of catching me.” Their yells faded in the distance. Despite the lingering effects of her blade’s spell and his prolonged torture—not to mention a trio of new bullet wounds—Munro still possessed superhuman speed.

			She clenched her fists. “If anything happens to my husband out here, I will hate you forever.”

			Her last words in Quondam rang through his mind. I . . . hate . . . you . . . . “The groom should be strong enough to survive such a forest, or he should no’ enter it.”

			She bristled in silence, her winged brows furrowed. No doubt scheming for her freedom.

			As Munro ran in a strange land and foregone time, the world seemed to spin. The bullets in his back were an unwelcome irritation, and waves of pain pounded in his head.

			Though he’d defeated the warlocks’ vassal spell, Munro’s psyche had paid the price, and his beast was hair-trigger ready to rise, still primed from a flood of rage. Plus, it probably sensed its own end; Munro raced against a countdown clock, could only remain in the past for so long.

			The rain tapered off, clouds dispersing. The moon was half-full, but to Munro’s vision it blazed with light. Even after so much rain, he spied residues from other creatures. The Instinct warned —Be wary. Immortals in number.— 

			He needed to stay on guard, but Kereny kept drawing his gaze. The last time Munro had held her in his arms, she’d been a cold statue. Now . . . so alive.

			Beams of moonlight struck her, lighting her copper-colored eyes, her plump red lips and even white teeth. Her olive-toned skin looked like it’d been born from silk. The damp bodice of her dress and her bra did little to conceal her luscious breasts and taut nipples.

			Despite his battered condition, his tongue flicked in his mouth for those tips, and his shaft stirred.

			She tensed in his arms. “Are you quite done ogling me?”

			He had to clear his throat to say, “No’ by a league.”

			“You need to watch where you’re going. Spring-trap portals lurk everywhere.”

			“I scent them.” This forest, with its creatures and portals, reminded him of the Woods of Murk near his family’s ancestral home in the Highlands.

			“Other monsters roam about,” she said. “I need my knife back.”

			Other monsters? Still pissed that she’d nearly beheaded him, he had to bite back harsh words. Instead, he asked, “How’d you come by a bespelled blade?” And how had she learned to throw like that?

			She gazed at his slowly regenerating chest wound. The flash of pride in her sultry eyes only made his shaft harder. “Circus secret.” With her accent, those words sounded like sayer-kiss sacrett.

			His lids went heavy. Her voice was as sexy as every other thing about her!

			“Where have you come from, wolf?” she asked. “When you interrupted my wedding, you were covered with blood.”

			So much for a first impression. He’d crashed her nuptials with slashed pants and no shirt, fresh from several kills. “Why should I answer your questions? Mayhap I should say Lykae secret?”

			“If you answer some of mine, I will answer some of yours, but not about my knife.”

			Itching with curiosity about the female, he played along. “I wore warlock blood. I’ve just escaped from Quondam.”

			“What were you doing in the warlocks’ realm?” she asked, sounding familiar with the place. As a hunter, this human would know much about the Lore.

			Should he tell her that he was a time-traveler and try to explain the logistics? The splitting pain in his head said, Fuck nooo. “The Forgotten captured me and my men. Jels the Conniver, the archwarlock, wanted me to surrender to their vassal spell.”

			“What is that?”

			“It turns a Lykae into a mindless slave, one forced to obey every warlock order.”

			“I’d rather die.”

			I am abundantly aware. “I felt the same. No torture could break me. Until they brought a game changer into my cell.” He held her gaze. “I surrendered my will, but my bite dinna work. The fire dinna take hold. . . .” As he stared into her eyes, the night grew dreamlike. He’d just come from a place of madness and magic, and then she’d used magic on him anew.

			What if this wasn’t real? Maybe he had indeed lost his sanity when he’d lost her the first time. He could still feel her cold, stiffening body in his arms. My female is dead.

			No. Alive now. Vitality pulsed through her.

			“Wolf?” She snapped her fingers. “Who did you bite? What fire? And what’s a game changer?”

			“It’s what I’ve longed for all my life.” He edged between two boulders as the terrain grew hillier.

			“Though English is my fifth language, I speak it fluently and read voraciously. Yet I don’t understand you.”

			Organizing his thoughts into speech proved difficult. And the harder he concentrated, the more his head ached.

			She asked, “How did you get free of their vassal spell?”

			“My beast is powerful, more so than they ever anticipated. A Lykae’s beast feeds on emotion, so I gave it a surfeit until it broke free of its bonds.”

			“What did you feed it?”

			Standing beside the pit, rage coursing through him like that piping acid, Munro gave up control of his beast as never before. Grueling pain surged as the spell splintered around his body. Blood poured from his nose, ears, and eyes, but he and his beast fought to withstand the pain, fought harder than ever before in their life—

			“Wolf?”

			He jolted back to the present in time to leap over a downed tree. “I fed it rage.” So much that he’d had little hope of regaining control. Only the idea of rescuing Kereny from a treacherous past had pulled him back from the void. “I got free and seized Jels’s son, Ormlo. The coward gave me a vow to the Lore—an unbreakable vow—to serve only my interests. Now he’s as good as vassaled to me.”

			Yet the warlock had neglected to mention that Kereny’s people were bloody hunters—and that her aim was remarkable.

			Or maybe he had mentioned it. Munro only recalled flashes from that feverish time after he’d shed his vassal spell and captured Ormlo:

			Creeping through the dungeon toward the Forgotten’s Temple of Time.

			Surprising five warlocks inside.

			Munro’s beast happily slaughtering them. . . .

			He thought that Ormlo had directed the gateway to open in Transylvania sometime in the nineteen-twenties. But why would he send Munro right back to Kereny’s wedding? There had to be some significance.

			She asked, “Is Ormlo waiting for you in the forest?”

			“He remains in Quondam. I made him send me to wherever”—and whenever—“my mate was.”

			Fueled by the darkest sacrifices, the gateway was similar to a portal, but exponentially more powerful. One could cross space through a portal. One could cross space and time through that gateway.

			“Why send you here?” she asked. “How would warlocks know anything about a mortal like me?”

			“They have seers. The archwarlock told me Kereny Codrina is my fated one.”

			Annoyance filled her expression. “And you believed that villain?”

			“Only after I took your scent into me, and my Lykae Instinct confirmed what he’d said. It is infallible.”

			“Why would fate bind you to a human who hunts monsters?”

			“No’ for me to question.” As he cradled her lovely figure, he easily said, “I’ve no complaints. Other than your occupation.” And her mortal fragility.

			“Surely your warlock portal should have appeared directly in front of your ‘mate,’ like the ground opening to swallow me up. So why are we still running through the woods?”

			Ormlo had explained that the gateway would only open far away from other dimensional rifts. “We had to avoid other portals. As you yourself said, this forest is filled with them. I followed your scent to the circus.” Across dozens of miles of rough terrain and over one sheer mountain.

			“Did you encounter any other Lykae?”

			Hadn’t she asked him this before? He shook his aching head. “I’m alone.”

			“Wolves are pack animals; they never travel alone.”

			“This one did.” He’d been too impatient to wait for Ormlo to free his men from their cells and remove their vassals. And Munro hadn’t exactly expected trouble retrieving a mortal female. “You forget I’m as much man as beast.”

			She cast him a look of distaste. “You make that easy to forget.”

			He snapped his fangs.

			Unfazed, she laughed at him. “Such aggressive behavior toward your fated one?”

			He grated, “I have no’ eaten or slept in weeks. Have no’ had a nip of whiskey nor a female beneath me in just as long. All I’ve known is torture. On the heels of that, my mate tried to behead me. If you want my aggressive behavior to change, then fucking incentivize me.”

			“Ah, you want me to be polite to my abductor. Be nice to you.” Voice a throaty purr, she said, “Should I cower for you, dragul meu? Will that make you feel strong?”

			He growled with frustration. “I took you to save your life. That blade of yours can only help you prevail against immortals for so long. Which means you canna fight them again. Ever.”

			Her eyes sparked with fury. “You don’t have the right to control me, you infernal lout.”

			“If you’re going to hold your life so cheaply, then aye, I do.”

			“Not cheaply. Nobly. I have a noble duty, passed down through my family on both sides, to hunt the monsters—”

			“Quiet!” He eased his pace as a foul scent hit him.

			She sputtered with outrage and kicked him with a slippered foot. “You did not just order me to be quiet. I will skin you so slowly for that. I’ll tack your wolven hide to the wall of my wagon!”

			“Ghouls.” He turned his head from side to side, detecting movement in all directions. Their putrid green glow lightened the woods, their moans echoing. “We’re surrounded.”
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SIX










			“Give me my knife!” Ren hissed to the wolf. “I can fight.”

			“No’ a chance.”

			“A single scratch will turn even you. But I have experience with them. Believe me when I tell you this.” She’d decimated their numbers. “Damn it, listen to me!” She pounded her fists on the Lykae’s chest. 

			Her hits faltered when dozens of ghouls burst through the woods toward them, a green wave of gangling limbs. They loped closer, their toxic fangs and claws bared.

			He told her, “Cover your ears.”

			After a hesitation, she did as he bade.

			He roared—not like before, not crazed—yet the ghouls froze. Then, in a flurry of movement, they fled; their shrieks trumpeted as they tore through the brush to escape a monster that terrified even them.

			She lowered her hands. “They’re headed right toward my people!”

			“That should keep them all busy.”

			She twisted against his viselike grip. “Whatever the warlocks did to you wasn’t enough! And it will look like child’s play compared to what I’m capable of!”

			His jawline tightened as he resumed running.

			She couldn’t help worrying about Jacob and the others facing off against those ghouls, but they were skilled fighters. They could handle themselves in challenging circumstances.

			For herself, she had only one shot of escaping this wolf—by reclaiming her blade. The Lykae would have to lower his guard sooner or later, and she’d be ready to strike.

			She still couldn’t believe she hadn’t taken his head earlier. And why hadn’t she simply stabbed him in the groin when he’d awakened by the trench? What was it about him that made her behave so out of character?

			Next time, she wouldn’t hesitate. Nonetheless, onward. That was the circus’s battle cry, the motto Ren lived by.

			Despite his injuries, he ran at a blistering speed, gaining elevation until her ears popped. His muscles worked as he dodged boulders and branches, but he wasn’t out of breath or sweating.

			She often put herself in her enemies’ shoes to imagine their capabilities. Experiencing this one’s strength and speed firsthand left her uneasy about tomorrow’s battle. A few years ago, the circus had taken out a pair of newlings, but not without loss of life on their side.

			Could they triumph over a pack of eleven . . . ?

			The Lykae broke the silence to ask, “Are your people all hunters?”

			She debated how much to tell him. “Everyone either hunts or contributes to the cause. The forests of Transylvania teem with monsters, so we patrol and protect the neighboring villages. That’s the circus’s mission. It has been for four centuries.”

			“I heard different languages when I was rousing earlier.”

			“Hunters come here from across the globe.” Conflicts between nations disappeared in the circus; all that mattered was their shared humanity and their common enemy. “All of them have been hurt by immortals in some way, the veil pulled from their eyes.” Crocodile shifters had eaten Puideleu’s siblings when he was a boy. Jacob’s mother had still been alive when Wendigos had sucked the marrow from her bones. My father’s last two kills destroyed him. . . .

			The wolf asked, “Are you an offshoot of the Order?”

			“The what?”

			“A high-tech organization of humans at war with immortals.”

			High-tech? She mentally searched her language glossaries but couldn’t place that word. “Never heard of them.” She’d come across accounts of other Night War organizations but hadn’t been able to confirm their existence. “Do you happen to have their correspondence address?”

			The Order must be a sensitive subject; the Lykae’s irises glowed blue with menace, and his fangs and black claws elongated even more—signs his beast stirred. He seemed to have a tight rein over it, but could she bet her life on his continued control?

			A wolf with its beast at the fore attacked anything that moved. What would one do to its mate?
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			Struggling against his temper and his beast, Munro grated, “The Order does sick experiments on Loreans. They captured my twin and cut him open while he was awake. He’s never harmed a human in his life.”

			Will’s new mate had a familial connection to the Order, but Chloe wanted nothing to do with those fiends—unlike Munro’s female, who was angling for their contact information.

			After a hesitation, Kereny said, “We have no ties to them. Or to any other Night War groups.”

			Night War? “You said you come from a long line of monster hunters, yet I scented none of your family at your wedding. I assume immortals killed them all.” Because that was what happened when members of a weaker species challenged stronger ones. “Who murdered them?”

			“I do have family. I have my new husband and the entire circus.”

			New husband.

			Those two words gutted Munro. Was his female in love with another? The mortal groom had been handsome enough, he supposed. Decent height. Not unmuscular.

			Had that prick seduced her before their nuptials? Jealousy flared yet again, and Munro’s fangs ached for her. The first time a Lykae male made love to his mate, his beast would bite her neck to leave a claiming mark that would always be visible to other Lykae—a sign that the female was taken. Munro’s gaze landed on Kereny’s flashy wedding ring. In a way, it was a marking.

			She’d worn no ring in Quondam, which meant the warlocks had stolen her before she’d pledged her life to another. No’ so this time.

			Munro briefly closed his eyes. No, this feeling was not so tame as jealousy. It was corrosive and consuming.

			He’d awaited her for nearly a millennium, but she was likely in love with another and considered Munro a monster. His first impulse was to act like one. When a pack of gnomelike kobolds swarmed them as he crossed a glen, he irritably punted them out of the way.

			No, Munro, you must think and reason.

			“Can we not stop?” Kereny shifted in his arms. “You’ve outrun my hunters.”

			But he had only so much time to make it back to the gateway. “Hold on to my neck. ’Twill be more comfortable.”

			“As you said, ‘No’ a chance.’”

			“Suit yourself.” When Munro adjusted her position, Kereny’s generous curves pressed against him. His lust simmered, all thoughts of husbands and gateway countdowns fading.

			He bounded them over a stream, and she gasped, drawing his focus to her sensual mouth. Her full lips were the hue of a new cherry, a shade that was a siren’s call to a Lykae male. Munro wanted to place things between those red lips.

			The choicest bite of venison. A dew-moistened berry. The sensitive tip of his manhood.

			The thought of her closing those lips around his straining, slickened cockhead, tonguing it at the same time . . . 

			Munro had to bite back a growl. He hadn’t come in weeks, the longest span since he’d first spilled seed. His shaft could crush granite.

			A gust of wind tore through the forest, and he caught yet another ominous scent. In the distance, he barely made out maddened howls. What sounded like a newling army was crashing toward them.

			Munro’s erection deflated as if dipped into a bucket of ice water.

			His clan had always wondered why mortal books tagged Transylvania as the home of werewolves, had laughed about it from up in the Highlands. They’d had no idea this many Lykae were running about crazed in the Carpathians.

			Munro narrowed his gaze at Kereny. Earlier, when he’d first arrived at the circus, he’d been too preoccupied to register details. Now he cast his mind back.

			The grounds had been immaculate, the animals well-tended, the living quarters orderly. But he’d also seen signs of battle prep, such as scaffolding on the Ferris wheel and that trench lined with pikes.

			No wonder she kept asking about newlings. Those carniefolk had been readying for war against them. Newlings needed to investigate their surroundings, exploring every new scent and sound; the circus’s fairgrounds would be irresistible to them.

			Other pieces fell into place in his disordered mind. Ormlo had directed the gateway to her wedding night twice—indeed, that fact did have significance.

			Kereny dies against those newlings.

			His heart lurched, and he stumbled. He had to get her away from them! One problem: the pack roamed between Munro and the gateway. He couldn’t fight that many while keeping her safe. Would he have enough time to wait them out? Cutting it close. 

			“Did you scent something?” she demanded.

			“Mayhap I did. What are you expecting?”

			As if the words were dragged from her, she said, “We’ve been tracking eleven Lykae newlings in these woods. Based on their speed over the last week, we project they’ll arrive at the fairgrounds tomorrow night.”

			Based on the pack’s current speed, they would arrive tonight, and there were far more than eleven of them. “Why is your circus no’ fleeing in the other direction?”

			“And leave behind all the innocent people in the nearby valley? We’re the only thing standing between the villagers and disaster.”

			“You could’ve evacuated them.”

			“Whenever we try to warn them about a threat—or show them a dead immortal—they accuse us of carnie trickery and boycott the circus, which limits how much ammunition we can buy to protect them. So we’ve learned to stay quiet. Besides, that pack is contagious, will keep growing like a snowball. If we fail to stop them at this village, they’ll continue on to the next. Where does the carnage end?”

			He had no idea what recourse humans might have. Normally immortals policed their own species, or order-keeping guardians like Vrekeners or Furies stepped in.

			If Kereny learned the pack would strike tonight, she’d be even more desperate to return and fight her Night War. But the newlings were still too far away for her mortal hearing to detect. He picked up his pace again. “I scented them. They’re at least a day”—a few hours—“away.” The lie sat ill with him, especially when she relaxed slightly against him.

			“What made you tense up, then?”

			“I need to reach a portal to my home in Louisiana.” Via Quondam. “But a number of demons are between it and us.” Though he hated lying to his mate, he would do whatever it took to deliver her out of this forest. “There’s a waterfall nearby. We can wait them out behind it.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Scared of a few demons?”

			“With a mortal in tow, I’ll take precautions.”

			“Do you often abduct humans?”

			“I avoid them at all costs.” Munro’s mind flashed to an image of the mortal babe he’d found centuries ago. Of tiny hands reaching for him . . .

			“You’d do well to avoid me,” Kereny said. “Even if you somehow succeed in kidnapping me, I will never accept you. You might win in the short term, but you’ll lose in the end.”

			“And you’ll be alive. I can work with that.”

			“I was bent on killing you before you abducted me,” she snapped. “What do you think I’ll be like now?”

			“Alive.”

			“Yet you won’t be for long, immortal. I promise to be very bad for your health. I will fight you forever.”

			He held her gaze. “Then I’ll have to convince you of my charms.”

			“Charms? Oh, wolf”—she gave a bitter laugh—“even in the Lore, some things don’t exist.”
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SEVEN










			After several more miles, the Lykae slowed. “There’s a drop-off ahead.” He came to a stop at a cliff that fronted what looked like an abyss. “I’m going to step down. Prepare yourself.”

			They must be thousands of feet up! “No. I know of a way around.” A hidden cutout snaked between two mountains, leading to one of the circus’s scouting outposts. Once she reclaimed her blade, she could drop the wolf, then hitch a ride right back to the fairgrounds. There’d be no portal to Louisiana for Ren. “We just have to go—”

			He stepped off into nothing.

			She choked back a screech and clawed his bare shoulders, her hair whipping around her ears.

			Falling!

			Still falling—

			The wolf’s feet finally hit the ground. Hit wasn’t the right word. He landed, his legs absorbing the impact with ease. 

			Between breaths, she snapped, “Du-te dracului, devil wolf!”

			“Go to hell?”

			She leaned in until their faces were inches apart. “Hell is where you belong, you insufferable, shit-eating mutt.”

			Instead of being insulted, his eyes glimmered with fascination. “A clan seer once predicted that my mate would be a harridan. I’m starting to see the appeal.” His voice dropped to a rumbling burr as he added, “Never imagined my female’s tart tongue could be so invigorating.”

			His words gave her shivers. Was she light-headed from plummeting so far—or from his dizzying intensity?

			She grew acutely aware of all the places their bodies touched. His hand cupped her high on her thigh. His shirtless chest pressed against her breasts.

			“I’ve waited a long time for you, wee harridan.”

			How long? This immortal might be decades old—or centuries. She parted her lips to ask, but when his gaze dipped to her mouth, her thoughts fled. Was he going to kiss her?

			This male was a monster, and yet she wondered what his kiss would be like. When she absently wetted her lips, he groaned, and that heady mix of fear and thrill zinged through her belly.

			Then she remembered herself. Immortals were spellbinding; that was part of their danger. Resisting his supernatural magnetism, Ren murmured, “I’ll put this in wolf parlance for you: kiss this bitch, and she will bite.”

			Clearly still debating it, he studied her face. Whatever he saw in her expression made him think better of it. He sped on.

			Could she truly have a fated tie to an immortal? No, she refused even to entertain the possibility. Besides, the point was moot. She could be fated to him a thousand times over, and she’d still end him at her earliest opportunity.

			She’d been born and raised to fight Loreans. While her parents had lived, she hadn’t heeded the call as she should have, but after they’d died, she’d made up for lost time, working without cease.

			She was proud of the power she’d garnered in the circus and proud of the existence she’d carved out for herself. Yet this Lykae had unilaterally decided to destroy it. She was sick of immortals steering the course of her life, forever taking.

			Want to plan for the future? Don’t count on living long enough to enjoy it.

			Contemplating a family? Too dangerous in the midst of the Night War. Jacob had agreed to use contraception because she would rather not have children than risk them to an immortal attack.

			Forever taking, taking, taking. And now this monster planned to take more than she could ever stand to lose.

			Everything.

			The forest grew thicker, a dense canopy of stone pine. The wolf transferred her to one arm, then used the claws of his free hand to slash at the brush, felling saplings. When a branch caught her dress, he clawed the skirt away.

			“No, stop!” She pummeled his chest.

			Ignoring her, he removed a length of white silk, tossing it aside.

			“You bastard! This was my mother’s wedding dress.” Her legs were now bare from the thighs down.

			“I’m sorry for it, lass.” He actually sounded sincere. Then his rapt attention dipped to the leather holster around her right thigh. “Those legs of yours were nearly the death of me.”

			His low words heated her cheeks. Remembering herself, she snapped, “My legs are good for more than your enjoyment. In fact, I can walk with them if you’d cease carting me around!”

			He dragged his gaze away with a muttered curse, then continued forward. “Almost there.” His calloused palm rubbed against her bared thigh, his touch as hot as a blue flame in the night air.

			She heard a waterfall in the distance. Soon they came upon a towering cascade that pooled into a natural basin. When he continued toward it, she said, “The force of the water will be pounding, the temperature freezing.”

			“I expect even a mortal like you will survive. And mayhap a dip will cool your pique.”

			She’d just worked up a scathing retort when he leapt in. He lifted her above the surface as he swam, but there was no avoiding the falls.

			As he moved them through the curtain of water, she sputtered from the shock of cold. “Y-you muleheaded brute!”

			Behind the water was utter blackness. She could see nothing in that echoing expanse. With an embarrassing tremor in her voice, she said, “We’re in a cave?”

			“Aye. A larger one than I’d expected.”

			She muttered, “Grozav.” Lovely. Over all of her years fighting Loreans, this experience was new. I’m trapped in the dark with a monster—who’s waited his entire existence to mate with me.
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EIGHT










			“I can’t see,” Kereny said. “I don’t want to be here.” A shudder raced through her body that had nothing to do with the cold. How strange abruptly losing one’s sight must feel, Munro realized. She couldn’t be more vulnerable. 

			He had told her that he avoided mortals, and that was true, but for a short time in his endless life, he’d had a mortal son. Tàmhas.

			The learning curve of caring for a youngling of another species had been steep. He remembered tucking in his toddler on the first spring night that they’d needed no fire. Unable to see in the dark, Tàmhas had lisped, “Dada! Ith scary!” 

			Mortals hated the dark as much as immortals reveled in it. Even now his mate’s widened eyes were unblinking.

			Though still furious over her attempt on his life—did their matehood bond register with her at all?—his sympathy arose. “I’ll get a fire going.” Some previous flood had left a tangle of branches and logs inside the cave, and the cavern’s soaring ceiling would trap any smoke. He released her, steadying her on her feet. “For now, stand right where you are.”

			When he moved away, her heart thundered, a staccato beat in Munro’s sensitive ears. “I will no’ let anything hurt you. No need to be afraid . . .” He trailed off at the sight of her. The wet silk of her shortened gown clung to her every curve, and her provocative leather holster hugged one shapely thigh.

			He felt like a monster for what he wanted to do to her. Ruck her dress to her waist. Unfasten that holster. Nuzzle the tender skin there as he settled between her soft thighs. Lick her sweet cunny till she screamed for him. 

			He palmed his erection, adjusting himself. Once she was sopping, he’d wedge his shaft deep into her core, claiming her forever. . . .

			But he couldn’t claim her. Not until she craved him as he did her, and not until he’d made her undying. A Lykae mating could kill a human.

			Her widened eyes had narrowed. Her hand dipped to her holster as if from muscle memory, then she bit out a curse at the reminder that she was bladeless. “Fantastic. A monster leering at me in a pitch-dark cave. I can feel your perverse gaze on me.”

			“Wet silk. Comely curves. I’m no’ a eunuch.”

			“Yet,” she bit out. “Just hurry and be about it.”

			Harridan. He began collecting wood.

			“I’ve looked forward to this wedding for months,” she said. “Trust a Lorean to attack right when you least expect it. Your stock in trade.”

			“Attack? Again, I’m trying to save your life.” He dropped an armful of logs onto the ground in the center of the cave. “The Lorean you were about to behead has never hurt a mortal in his life.”

			As soon as he spoke the words, he realized they were no longer true. He flinched to recall human flesh beneath his fangs and hot blood splashing down his throat. Suddenly he was back in his cell as the warlocks shoved a prisoner inside, a young male wearing a T-shirt that read: World’s Best Papa.

			When the chained human had stumbled to his knees, Ormlo had ordered Munro, “Bite this one hard.”

			Like a puppet on a string, Munro had snatched up the man, choking on the scent of his fear.

			“I-I have a family, a baby girl. Please, sir, don’t kill me,” the young father had begged. “She’s everything to us. Th-they need me. Please, mister, no!”

			The pitiless warlock had commanded Munro to be a good dog.

			Gods help me, I was.

			After centuries of free will and unequaled power, a proud warrior like Munro had been no more than a plaything to those magic-infested fucks. He shuddered with revulsion. Never again.

			“What’s taking so long?” Kereny wrung out her hair and what remained of her dress.

			He tore his mind from the horrors of Quondam and got to work arranging wood. He found two rocks to strike for sparks, and his kindling caught fire.

			“At long last.” She exhaled a tiny breath, relieved by even that glimmer of light. “I was about to step in.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			As her eyes adjusted, tension eased from her shoulders. She was a fierce huntress—not because she had no fears, but because she mastered them.

			He coaxed the flames higher and added wood. They had enough to last them days. No’ that I have that kind of time. He turned to Kereny and asked, “How long was I unconscious?”

			Her ruby lips curled into a smile. “Precisely one second too little.”

			Harridan! With her glorious fucking smile. He wanted those lips to curve after he’d ridden her hard and made her come around his length. The odds of that happening anytime soon couldn’t be slimmer. She was mortal, married, and she despised his kind. Frustration gripped him. “The groom was fine with you making an immortal kill? Doing the dirty work?”

			“My husband offered to execute you, but yours was my kill to make.”

			Munro was a big boy—if he dished out grief, he’d better be prepared to take some in turn—but the fact that she’d swung on him chapped his arse. Not so much because of concerns about himself, but she would have eliminated her best chance of survival. “Even though you’re just a mortal, you should have some sense of our connection.”

			“This merely-a-mortal has zero sense of one.” Her irritation was palpable, prickling his skin. “You’re suffering from a delusion. The warlocks’ torture you mentioned must have twisted your mind.”

			“Nothing could affect my Instinct. As I told you, it rings true that you’re my mate.”

			“Even if I had any inclination to be with a monster—which I do not—the fact remains that we’re at war. You’re my enemy.”

			“The Lykae clan does no’ war with humans. It’d be like a lion warring with an ant.”

			She raised her chin, her eyes flashing with courage. “We puny ants can be dangerous if united. As we will be against those newlings—your species.”

			That glint in her eyes made his gut tighten with want and his beast prowl for release. Her bravery was an aphrodisiac—not a good thing since she had so much of it, and he already struggled to control himself around her. “Newlings are no’ representative of the Lykae, any more than a rabid animal is representative of its kind,” he said, even as his beast was baying to rise. He inhaled for calm and asked, “Would you have swung on any immortal you captured? Do you hate us all?”

			“We focus on the monsters who prey on humans.”

			“As do I. I’ve been a warrior all my life. I’ve fought against vampires, warlocks, and evil demonarchies.” He’d first earned his stripes as a Sentinel, protecting the Woods of Murk. Before those bloody clashes, he and Will had been formidable soldiers. After them, the twins had been unstoppable. At least in battle. “Now I war against the Pravus alliance—Loreans who hurt mortals. You and I are on the same side.”

			“Evil demonarchies?” She rolled her eyes. “As if there are good ones!”

			His frustration continued to mount, his beast rising alongside it. Though Munro had kept absolute control of his primal half since he’d been a young lad, now he could barely muzzle it. Saliva dripped from his lengthening fangs.

			Was this how Will had felt for centuries?

			For the first time in his life, Munro had reason to be more concerned about his own fate than his twin’s. Kereny was skilled and clever, and if she used her wits against him, she could make trouble in the journey from here to his home. He needed their interests aligned.

			Should he tell her all and try to convince her to accompany him? Nay. If he revealed that he’d traveled from the future, she would doubt his tale, becoming even more suspicious of him.

			Mayhap he should seduce her, making her question her feelings for the groom. Munro gazed down at his gaunt, half-dressed body. He’d lost a stone of muscle during his imprisonment.

			Had he relied on his looks with the fairer sex over his long life? Aye, it’d been easy to do so. For centuries, he’d had a line that had rarely failed, one that consisted of a lift of his brows and three words: Care to fuck?

			Seduction was a different game when it proved challenging. And when it actually counts.

			But once he had Kereny back in New Orleans, he would get his head together. A mate acted as a balm for a Lykae’s woes, and already he was doing better just being near her. After he’d healed, he would use all his considerable charm, and then how could she resist him?

			He simply needed his freedom and time. Yet both were limited. He was trapped in the past with a countdown on his life.

			The fire crackled, reclaiming his attention. He glanced over at Kereny.

			Though she eyed the flames with longing, she hadn’t moved closer. He sourced a larger log for her to sit on. “Come and get warm.” Then he backed away to lean against the cave wall.

			“I’ll stand.”

			Stubborn chit. When she shivered, alarm seized him. Maybe she’d been right to worry about the cold water; mortals could die of ague. “Sit by the fire, or I’ll chafe your skin to warm you. You’ll no’ catch your death on my watch.”

			She glanced at the falls as if she considered making a run for it. He half hoped she would. Lykae loved the chase.

			Instead, she squared her shoulders and told him, “Return my knife, wolf. Now.” She sounded like a general used to having her orders obeyed.

			He found himself aroused by her tone, imagined her commanding him, Harder, wolf. Faster. Now! He said, “Does no’ bear discussing.”

			“Bear this.” She flashed him a hand gesture that had stood the test of time.

			“You’ll get your knife back, carnie, once you learn the difference between a good immortal and a bad one. Also, you should know I’m no’ one to make empty threats. You’ll warm yourself—or I’ll do the job for you.”

			After a long hesitation, she marched to the log. As she sat, her sheared dress fluttered to reveal more of her thighs. Want between them!

			She raised her hands to the fire, light dancing over those scars on the pads of her dainty fingers. Her wedding ring sparkled.

			The groom’s marking. Munro’s fangs ached anew to take her neck, to claim her as his woman forever.

			“Why are you baring your teeth at me?” she asked. “I can’t keep up with your ever-varying moods.”

			“You think me moody? My brother would get a laugh out of that.” Munro had a reputation in his clan for his even temper. Instead of brawling, he settled disputes. Rather than depending on his beast’s frenzied strength, he strategized. He’d founded settlements and worked to keep his brother in line. “I’m known far and wide to be steady as a rock.”

			“And just as clever as one?” she asked with cutting disdain.

			So why was he getting harder for her? What about her didn’t do it for him?

			He knew one thing that would put a dent in his need. He twisted around to assess his bullet wounds. His body might push out the slugs or the skin might heal over, so he took matters into his own hands and dug his claws into one hole. Ignoring the pain, he snared the bullet, then cast it through the curtain of water. On to the next one . . .

			Gaze watchful, she asked, “How long will it take you to heal from those?”

			He finished up and rinsed his hands, telling her, “Depends on how much rest and food I’ve had. Right now, my regeneration is sluggish.” He would pretend she was curious about her new mate—instead of sussing out weaknesses. He hankered for answers about her. “I saw your wagon at the fairgrounds: The Great Kereny, Transylvanian Blade Huntress. Do you have a knife-throwing act?”

			“Yes. For a few years.”

			“Your fingers are scarred. You must have practiced like your life depended on it.”

			“The villagers say I sold my soul to a demon for my talent. Of course, most of them refuse to believe demons exist.”

			“To master an aim like yours, I bet you worked yourself to the literal bone.”

			For the first time since he’d taken her, Kereny seemed to see him. Shoulders back, she said, “I am not as strong or fast as an immortal. But my power is determination. If I work hard enough, then what I envision becomes reality. I wanted to be excellent, so I became excellent.”

			Fuck. I’m a goner. He reacted viscerally to her steely gaze and iron will. She might as well have clutched him by the ballocks and informed him, Mine.

			Voice roughened, he asked, “What did you do before your knife throwing?”

			“I ran a shell game or read a crystal ball. Anything to help the cause.”

			“So you’re a con artist as well.”

			“Do you mean a confidence artist? You don’t believe I can see the future?” She swept the length of her drying hair over one shoulder, sending him awash in her exquisite scent. . . .

			Hadn’t she asked him something? Ah! “If you could see the future, you would no’ square off against those newlings. I once saw a pair of them pulverize a stronghold to catch a cat.”

			“They’re inherently vicious?”

			He scratched his head. “I believe they’re more like uncontrollable toddlers who have the heightened senses to detect aggression and the strength to do horrible things when defending themselves.”

			“The newlings wouldn’t attack us if they sensed no aggression?”

			He exhaled a breath. “We canna know for sure. Some believe they’ll only strike if you fight or run, but who among us can encounter a newling and no’ do either?”

			She seemed to ruminate on that, the wheels turning behind her coppery eyes.

			“Yet your circus intends to tangle with a pack of them? There’s no fighting that many. Humans certainly canna do it. You’re the most fragile species I’ve ever encountered. A bee can take you out. A trip and fall. A draft.” He shook his head. “Who is your thickskulled leader? Someone needs to talk some sense into him.”

			“You’re looking at her.” Strength and intelligence blazed from her eyes as she said, “Thickskulled I might be, but I will still defeat you and that pack.”

			She was the leader? His Lykae curiosity redlined. How had a wee slip of a female gotten hardened men—in this decade—to obey her orders? That would certainly explain her general’s tone. “Then walk me through your battle plan, leader,” he said, though he already saw all the moves on her fairground chessboard.

			She murmured, “Circus secret.” Sayer-kiss.

			Sexy little Transylvanian! If she whispered that in his ear, he’d come in his pants.

			Inner shake. “No matter what you planned, it still would no’ be enough. You canna use a hexed blade on all of them.”

			“I’m also handy with a sword and a rifle. We all are. And a bullet to the brain will fell a younger Lykae for long enough to take its head.” A knowing grin teased her lips as she added, “I understand that grenades are effective as well.”

			“Once you engage those wolves, there’s no falling back. No retreat. You canna imagine what the chase does to us. How it excites us.”

			“Very many things seem to excite you. Perhaps I can use that trait against my foes.” The unspoken words: . . . against you.

			Aye, lass. Try to excite me.

			She canted her head at him. “What if I told you I’d go with you after the newling battle?”

			“Trust the carnie’s word?” He was one to talk. “In any case, I’d never let you wade into that fray.” If anything happened to this timeline’s Kereny, he’d have to return to Quondam, force Ormlo to power the gateway once more, then travel back in time for her yet again.

			His mind flashed to the horrific toll for such a journey . . . what lay on their temple’s sacrificial altar.

			He now knew why Ariza had betrayed him.

			“You disregard my wishes so easily.” Kereny’s expression told him she was making a mental tally of each time. “How much longer must we be in this place?”

			Depends on the newlings. He had trouble scenting them from behind the falls, but he heard their distant howls. They remained between him and the gateway. “We’ll leave as soon as the demons clear out. Try to relax.”

			She rolled her eyes at that and returned her attention to the fire.

			As he watched the light flicker over her fine-boned face, he pondered his current predicament. Did he dare spend even an extra second in the past?

			He was confident that Ormlo couldn’t instigate a trap back in Quondam because the warlock had made an unbreakable vow to serve Munro’s interests above his own. Even so, the pressure to return remained. An earlier form of Munro was alive in this era, and no time-traveler could exist in the same age as the exact same being. The universe had a way of fixing the problem—by erasing the time-traveler.

			The warlocks’ gateway had provided magic to protect Munro, but its effect was short-lived. Hadn’t Ormlo warned that he needed to get in and out as swiftly as possible?

			After such a long and tumultuous life, Munro could soon fade to nothing. Feeling as if he had another sword raised over his neck, he held up his hands to check for wavering. Would the erasure take place over hours, giving him a chance at survival?

			Or seconds?

			He gazed at Kereny, her luminous copper eyes burnished in the firelight. He didn’t fear death, but the thought of being unable to save her life maddened him.

			Especially since he’d already failed to save her before.
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NINE










			The wolf had started pacing, looking deep in thought. Were his musings as tangled as Ren’s?

			He’d told her to relax, but she hadn’t relaxed in memory. Not really since her parents had been late to return to the circus all those years ago.

			What would they think about her current predicament? No doubt they’d be puzzled why she’d twice hesitated to kill the Lykae.

			I’m still puzzled as well.

			Ren studied him as he crossed the cave from wall to wall. The fire cast his shadow on the curtain of water like a projection from a magic lantern show. No longer was he a filthy giant. The falls had scoured away the last traces of blood, leaving . . . perfection.

			His beast was dormant at last, his claws and fangs receded, and his wounds were healing. His thick hair had dried, the shade more brown than black, and the blue of his eyes had returned to his normal color, which for him was blazing gold.

			He’d called her beautiful at her wedding. During all of his leering, he must have envisioned intercourse with her. Would a Lykae want her on all fours? She pictured him naked, surging behind her, his skin slapping hers into submission, and her breath caught.

			Just that one imagining brought her more pleasure than all the kisses she and Jacob had stolen at the heart-shaped boulder. The two of them had never experienced uncontrollable passion together, but she’d witnessed it in others whenever she’d interrupted villager liaisons behind the tents.

			Oh yes, she’d gotten an eyeful—and she’d coveted their abandon.

			Sweat. Tongues. Frantic hands and hips. Descending another’s body with one aim. Taking turns to see who could do the most shameless thing.

			Her mind easily supplied a vision of this Lykae with frantic hips and hands, sweating and shameless for her, and her body grew taut as a tightrope.

			But how would sex with him even work? He would crush a mortal with his unnatural strength. Her traitorous mind whispered, He’s been gentle so far. 

			Focus, Ren! She glanced at her knife tucked into his belt. She would have to get close to reclaim it. Maybe if she stopped sparring with him, he would lower his guard. “Do you not want to sit? Your pacing is making me dizzy, wolf.”

			“I’m eager to get you safely to my home.”

			Her eyes narrowed as a thought occurred. “And then what? If you managed to force me all the way to Louisiana, how would you prevent me from escaping you? Would you lock me in a room?” So much for not sparring. But his arrogance goaded her temper.

			 “I believe you’ll enjoy a future with me. I’ve ways to ensure you do.” He rested a shoulder against the cave wall. As he leaned in, muscles rippled down his torso.

			Ire forgotten, she found her gaze dawdling lower to the line of crisp black hair descending from his navel to . . .

			The considerable bulge in his pants stirred.

			Arousal shocked its way through her system. If merely looking at the wolf made her react like this, what would touching his godlike body do to her?

			Get hold of yourself! She wrenched her attention back to his face and found his gaze locked on her stiffened nipples.

			His eyes flashed from gold to blue and back, and he licked his lips. “That’s better. You’re no more immune to me than I am to you.”

			She cleared her dry throat to speak. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			He strode over to her with an intent look in his eyes, but she feigned a bored demeanor, even as she had to tilt her head to gaze up at his face. His height was both intimidating and attractive.

			He moved far too close to her, until his oversized member was directly in front of her. Oh, Doamne. Oh, God.

			When he sat on the log beside her, she detected his scent. It reminded her of the Carpathians after a rain—stone pine and pure wildness.

			Being around him ratcheted up her senses and awareness. When he’d ogled her in the dark earlier, she’d all but felt his hot gaze on her body.

			This close, she made out the tiniest details of his eyes. His pupils were like eclipsed suns with golden rays blazing out across his irises—as if that light couldn’t be contained, as ungovernable as he was.

			“How old are you?” he asked. “Twenty? Twenty-one?”

			Grappling for control of herself, she answered, “Twenty-nine. And you?”

			“I was in my early thirties when I froze into my immortality.”

			Froze? Ah, when he’d stopped aging and started regenerating.

			“Technically we’ve just a few years of difference between us.”

			“You haven’t told me your chronological age, which means you must be very old indeed.” No wonder he’d shaken off the effects of her blade so quickly. Immortals grew stronger with each passing year.

			When he inclined his head in silent acknowledgment, she said, “Yet another way we aren’t suited.”

			“We are suited. You’ll see how much so with time.”

			Exasperation filled her. “Since you don’t know me, that assessment must be based on looks.” Typical.

			“Oh, I know you. You’re brilliant and courageous and such a good leader that your hunters would follow you into hell. You’re loyal, and the Lykae value few traits above loyalty.” He leaned in even closer. “I know that when I recall your cocky wink after you pierced my heart, I grow hard as steel. You ken how good you are, and that’s sexy as hell. I know that you’ve gotten me so fucking twisted up inside.”

			You make him hard, Ren. And twisted up inside. Somehow she had the presence of mind to say, “And yet, I know nothing about you. Not even your name.”

			“I told you . . .” He frowned. “No, no’ you. I told another in Quondam.” He straightened his broad shoulders and said, “I’m Munro MacRieve.”

			“A sheer displeasure to meet you, Munro MacRieve.”

			He ignored her barb. “Tell me how you got to lead your circus at so young an age.”

			Deciding to share more, she said, “Jacob’s uncle became the leader when I was a teenager. After he perished in a demon ambush, I was the strongest candidate to fill that void.”

			“No’ the leader’s nephew?”

			“Jacob backed me.”

			“Did he, then?” The wolf sounded disbelieving.

			“Yes. I told him that the hunters wouldn’t follow the orders of a woman, much less a young one. He replied, ‘They will if you’re the leader who makes the most sense. Show them how much sense you make.’” 

			In a grudging tone, Munro said, “No’ terrible advice.”

			“So I understudied with each hunter to gain new skills. I learned all about weaponry and developed more effective traps. I worked twice as hard as anyone else, proving myself.”

			Had she dreamed of a wider existence? Of course! She’d fantasized about lying abed and reading for an entire afternoon. Or gift-shopping for loved ones in a big city. She’d wished she could travel the world.

			She had forever longed for something out of reach, something nameless, and had felt incomplete without that unidentified want. She’d once confided this to Jacob. He’d thought that she might be yearning for children or that she’d been missing her parents.

			Yet she had always suffered that incompleteness—even before she’d grown old enough to think about having her own family and even before her parents had died. She’d thought everyone felt that way.

			She glanced over at Munro, found him studying her face, as if he might discern all her thoughts. She gave an uncaring shrug and said, “Luckily, my hunters recognize a good thing when they see it.”

			His voice went low. “A talent I possess as well.”

			“Yet you plan to take me from a life I’ve worked hard to create with no care about how I feel.”

			He parted his lips, closed them, then clenched his jaw. Did he do that whenever he was biting back words? Finally he said, “Why does your life have to be filled with misery and risk? Who made that decree?”

			Jacob had posed a similar question this very night. “I told you, fighting evil is my noble responsibility, passed down through generations of my family.” When she was young, all she’d wanted to do was work with the circus’s horses. But she’d assumed the mantle after her beloved mother and father had perished.

			“Responsibility? You mean obligation. One you never asked for.”

			He wasn’t wrong. “But it’s one I’ve risen to meet.”

			“How can that groom of yours stand for you to be in jeopardy over and over?”

			“My husband knows that I’m capable and level-headed.”

			Munro stabbed his fingers through his hair. “You’re in love with him?”

			In love? She didn’t want the wolf to doubt how committed she was, so she told a partial truth: “I love Jacob.” He’s my partner. We see eye to eye on everything.

			The Lykae scowled at her wedding ring. His fist clenched, as if he’d just stopped himself from yanking the band off her finger. “His name is fitting. He is a cub, no’ yet a man.” 

			How dare this immortal! “Jacob Howard is the best man I know.” She was lucky to have him. Jake was thoughtful, self-sacrificing, and brave, and their lives fit together seamlessly. For years, he’d risked his life to fight the darkness.

			Unlike this wolf—who was a part of the darkness.
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			Munro choked back his jealousy, refusing to accept that she’d given her heart to another. Lykae revered matehood; fate was on his side. Kereny was simply too young to know her true feelings. “Why marry now? Is your biological clock ticking for bairns?” That I will give you.

			“My what?”

			“Biological clock. Some say a mortal’s innate need to have pups—children—strengthens as you get older.” An abhorrent thought arose. “Do you have a child on the way?” He didn’t scent a pregnancy, but it might be too early for even him to detect.

			She drew back her head. “Of course not. Jacob is an honorable man. He refused to consummate our relationship until we wed.”

			A piece of luck for Munro. Yet then he scowled. “The cub refused, but you were down to fuck?”

			“What does that—oh!” As the answer came to her, she glared. “That’s none of your business.”

			“Do you no’ want bairns?”

			“At present, I want my crates of grenades delivered on time tomorrow morning.”

			Which would be too late. By now, Munro perceived the crashing footfalls of those newlings as they neared. Unless they came closer, she couldn’t hear them, would never know they’d soon descend on the circus.

			“What about you?” she asked. “Any children?”

			Even after all these years, his grief for Tàmhas was raw. Da, how did this happen? How? 

			Munro shook off the memory of his son’s last night alive and skirted that subject. “My brother and I have two wards, and I’m a fond packmate to bairns at Glenrial.”

			“Come, now. Over the ages, you must have sired litters of pups.”

			He let her insult slide. “Canna sire bairns with anyone but my fated female.” He eyed her meaningfully. “But I’ve long wanted them.” Just thinking about her big with his child made his shaft pulse in his pants.

			His eyes went heavy-lidded as he imagined pumping his seed deep into her womb, impregnating her. His beast clamored inside him for such a scenario.

			“Without me, you will never have offspring?” Her brows drew together with confusion. “A Lykae pregnancy would kill a human like me. Merely lying with you could kill me.”

			He blinked to attention, haunted by her words. “Aye, which is why I plan to make you undying.”
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TEN










			“Become an immortal?” Ren shot to her feet. “You’d murder me?”

			The wolf looked confounded. “Murder?”

			“The circus once had a Book of Lore. So I know all about species transformation.” The treasured tome had been destroyed in a fire demon attack years ago, but Vanda had passed down its knowledge. “Everything from a Lykae’s bite to a ghoul’s scratch can potentially turn a mortal, but the catalyst for transformation is always death.” Ren didn’t dread falling in battle, but her fear of getting turned loomed ever large in her mind. “You don’t want me, wolf. You want a female Lykae. Go find one.”

			“I want you immortal. The rest is just details.”

			She began to pace. “You plan to bite me and make me a crazed newling? You’re as insane as they are.”

			He stood as well. “We would find a way to control the rabidity newlings face, or we’d investigate a different species. And I will never bite you. Humans seldom resurrect.” A shadow crossed his expression. “Females even more rarely.”

			“How easily you talk about stealing my species from me.” He wasn’t even sure what creature she would become, just had decided she couldn’t remain mortal! He thought she was his to change by right. “If you’re so keen for us to be the same, why don’t you figure out how to turn yourself human?”

			He didn’t bother to hide his bafflement. “No one in their right mind would choose mortality over immortality. Why would I wish to lose my strength and abilities? My Instinct? Losing that would be like losing my soul. No’ to mention my beast.” He moved to stand in front of her, placing an arm against the wall to block her way.

			Despite her fury, crackling chemistry passed between them, licking at her skin.

			“Immortality is a gift, lass. I would no’ be stealing from you. I’d be giving to you.”

			Typical Lorean arrogance! The more she thought about what he’d said, the madder she grew. “Here’s some advice. When you’re out wooing the next woman that you mistake for your mate, don’t tell her that you’re planning to fundamentally alter everything about her. You couldn’t have insulted me more, you muleheaded oaf!”

			And his plans didn’t stop with transforming her! He also intended to rut on her until she bore his werewolven progeny.

			He was part man, part beast. She could guess which half his offspring would favor. He’d called Lykae children pups. She pictured little wolven creatures. Would they bite? Maybe teething would take on a whole new meaning?

			He drew in closer. “When you get like this, it’s everything I can do no’ to take your lips. Turn all this fiery anger into something else entirely.”

			Underneath her outrage, temptation simmered. Despite his many faults, she desired the Lykae. Nothing could be more forbidden. She hardened herself against his immortal spellbinding.

			“As for the other, I’ve made no mistake about you, Kereny.” Care-nay. “You are my mate. You’re feeling the pull to me, just as I am to you.”

			She ducked under his arm and edged toward the water. She wanted away from him. Away from the forbidden.

			She could charge through the cascade, dive into the pool, then sprint as fast as her legs could take her—

			“You’re thinking about running? From me?”

			When she faced him, some kind of dark promise gleamed in his eyes. His gaze raked over her as if he fantasized about catching her. He’d told her that the chase excited wolves like him.

			She would never be able to escape him, and fleeing wasn’t her way. How many times had she stood her ground against terrifying threats, confronting the unconfrontable?

			But now she faced an enemy unlike any before.

			Myself. 

			Her fingers curled for the reassuring feel of her knife. With all of his talk about turning her, the wolf had distracted Ren from her plans to reclaim it, but now she would refocus. The best way to get away from him is to get closer to him.

			Carefully. The attraction between her and Munro was a double-edged sword. “I won’t run from you.”

			He cleared his throat. “Good.”

			How much power did a mate wield over a Lykae male? When she’d shown him her legs earlier, he’d seemed mesmerized.

			She could seduce him, make him mindless, then strike—unless he suspected her of doing just that and kept on guard. A plan evolved. As she used to do with her shell games, she’d keep him focused on the wrong direction, making him think she seduced him for another reason. “Are you an alpha, Munro?”

			“Aye, you could say that. The warlocks targeted me because of the strength of my beast.”

			“Can you control those newlings?”

			He shook his head. “I could spook them, but not govern them. They’re too wild to follow pack dynamics.”

			“A pity.” She beckoned him closer with a crooked finger. “Munro . . .”

			He jolted straighter. “Aye?” He joined her by the wall of water, looking like a predator about to pounce.

			She was too determined to give up now. Doubt is the enemy of determination. “Do I hold sway over you?”

			“More sway than the godsdamned moon,” he rasped, the words akin to a vow. 

			Compelling male! His intensity was like rain on a bloom, seeping into every inch of her, all of her secret places. Focus, Ren! “Is there anything I could do to persuade you to fight the newlings for me?”

			“Touch me and see.” He drew her hand close until it rested under his chin.

			As she peered up at him, her hand shook. She was a knife thrower; her hands never shook! She had forever pondered how best to hurt immortals. Now she had to figure out how to pleasure one. Her sneaky thumb decided to feel his stubble. “It’s soft,” she murmured, surprised. “With a bite.”

			His lips curved into that spellbinder’s smile. “Ah, lass, that’s exactly how I’ll make love to you.”

			She drew in a tremulous breath.

			“At least the first time.”
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ELEVEN










			She’s going for the blade.

			A glimmer had lit Kereny’s vivid eyes, and her voice had softened. No more general’s tone. Like a struck tuning fork, Munro’s body vibrated from the change in her demeanor.

			So his bonnie carnie was attempting to seduce him? Best case: she intended to persuade him to fight the newlings for her. Worst case: she planned to stab Munro again and behead him while he was unconscious.

			But he would turn this seduction game right back on her. He had centuries of experience, and he would draw on every year. That’s it, beauty. Come for your little knife. 

			He considered putting it far out of reach, but he needed her to think she had a chance at reaching it—at least, until he’d given her a taste of their bond. Once she’d comprehended their fated connection, she would become as lost for him as he already was for her.

			When she gave his stubble another stroke, he grasped her free hand and traced the scars on her fingers. “You never considered quitting?” Those marks were part of what made her Kereny. Which meant he was enamored with them.

			“Quitting isn’t in my nature. I needed to be the best more than I needed to be free of pain.”

			Bold, fierce female. He ran his knuckles over one of her cheeks, marveling at her soft skin. Bold she might be, but she was also beyond delicate to one like him. He caressed the line of her jaw as he would gossamer.

			Her lids fluttered. Yet then she tensed and said, “You can’t touch me.”

			“Why is that?” Because she wants to get back to her groom unscathed. Munro’s fangs sharpened again, jealousy sending his thoughts into chaos. He wanted to hurt her as she hurt him. Or cherish her. No, possess her. Hold her dainty hand or fuck her till she screamed his name.

			“What if things get out of control? What if your beast rises?”

			He struggled for a level tone. “I’ve more control over mine than the average Lykae, have found cooler heads prevail.” But that was before he’d fed it rage.

			She dropped her hand, and he felt the lack keenly. Nooo, waited so long for this! 

			“Vow to the Lore that you won’t touch me.”

			“Why would I do that?” If he made her that unbreakable vow, only she could cancel it.

			“You are convinced that I’m yours, but I’m still deciding about you. Munro, will you not let me explore what you have to offer?”

			The sound of his name on her tongue rendered him to putty. He fought her pull. “Those vows are no’ trifling.”

			She raised her brows. “Neither is my touch. You either want it or you don’t.”

			Oh, I want it. “I might need to hie you away from here in a hurry. So I vow to the Lore that I will no’ put my hands on you in a sexual way, while in this cave tonight—until you ask me to.” He leaned down. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way . . .”

			“And don’t kiss me.”

			A growl escaped his lips. “Fine. I vow to the Lore that I will no’ kiss you in this cave tonight. Again, until you ask me to. Now, explore away.”

			She raised both hands and tentatively caressed his cheeks. Such a simple touch, but her fingertips left bliss in their wake. “When you change into your werewolf form, does it hurt? You’ll grow even bigger, right?”

			“Aye. We call it a’leigeil a’mhadaidh fa sgaoil: letting the beast out of its cage. It does no’ hurt. ’Tis as easy as breathing. That’s the problem.”

			Tilting her head, she traced his jawline. “What do you mean?”

			“A Lykae can get stuck in beast form, never to return. Even a natural-born wolf.”

			“What causes that?” She cradled his face with impossibly soft hands.

			“Usually grief.” Sometimes rage. He’d risked everything to defeat that vassal spell. And this is my reward.

			When she grazed a thumb over his bottom lip, he hissed in a breath.

			“Wolf?”

			“It’s good.” So fucking good. He pretended that she didn’t love another, that he wasn’t stealing her groom’s wedding night delights.

			As her thumbs descended on either side of his Adam’s apple, he swallowed thickly.

			“I’ve never seen a female newling,” she said in a low tone. “How would she differ from a male?” The unspoken question: What are you planning to turn me into?

			“Same blue eyes, but her lips would grow blood-red.” An attractant to males. “She’d have smaller fangs and black claws. The image of her beast would overlay her body, obscuring her features with its wolven ones.”

			Kereny brushed her palms over his shoulders. “Would she have big muscles like yours?”

			He had the urge to point out something and flex for her. “Nay, a female would have exaggerated curves.” Picturing his mate in that state made his cock stiffen painfully.

			“Would she remember anything?” Where was Kereny going with this? Intelligence for monster hunting? Or lulling him with conversation?

			“When the beast is risen, you’re still there, still thinking. You just canna govern your actions. Kind of like being on a runaway train, holding on for dear life.” He would never have added that last part if the blood in his brain hadn’t been diverted to his groin.

			“Have you pictured me like that?” she asked, her pupils dilated with interest.

			He could only groan.

			“If you turned me into a Lykae, wouldn’t my beast be born from yours? Wouldn’t that be incestuous?”

			He struggled to concentrate. This was important, but gods, she’d begun to knead his neck.

			“Some in my clan believe there are two types of humans—those with a latent beast and those without. A bite would only deliver a lit match. You would either have your own Lykae kindling inside you or not. But the fire would be all yours.”

			When she sensually swept her hands down his arms, he had to struggle to keep his eyes open. Words left his lips unbidden: “So this is what they all speak of.”

			“Who speaks of what?” Her voice had grown throaty.

			Even without caressing her in turn, he was getting to her. Fate said that he would pleasure her more than any other. “Lykae talk of a mate’s touch. It truly is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Your touch is laden with . . .” He trailed off, struggling to sum up the totality of his feelings.

			“With what?” Her inquisitive fingers outlined one pec.

			“Ah! With more.”

			She whispered, “You’re putting some kind of spell on me.”

			“I could say the same of you.” Munro was high from her, lost in her sultry gaze. Their play enlivened him, making him feel young again. Right now, he felt like he could do anything. Topping his list was getting free of his vows so he could kiss her for the first time and bring her to come.

			Licking an orgasm from a mate was a dreamed-of milestone. He would pet her till she was senseless, then spread her thighs over his face and feast. Spearing her with his tongue, suckling her wee clit. His body quaked in anticipation, his ballocks tightening—

			He jolted when he caught the honeyed scent of her arousal. My gods. Want my first taste of that cunny. Want my due. His shaft throbbed as bad as a battle wound.

			Her petting grew bolder, and he knew the knife was forgotten. Your arse is mine, female.
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TWELVE










			As Ren’s palms luxuriated in the Lykae’s smooth skin, that hazy feeling came over her, the immortal spell.

			In this cave, the two of them were cut off from the world and its rules and responsibilities. The pounding water misted over them, but the fire kept them warm. They were both out of breath, desire sparking between them.

			With each inch of him she caressed, her thoughts turned racier. What would he taste like beneath her tongue? Could she make him shameless?

			Peering down at her, he rasped, “Your eyes are eating me alive. If you’re begging me for something that I would gladly kill to give you, how do you think this will end?” He eased even closer. “Kereny, I was born to pleasure you, to deliver anything your body craves. Any secret fantasy will be yours. The wickeder the better.”

			At his words, her lungs forgot how to work.

			“I’ll always give you what you need. Remember that,” he said, his tone vaguely threatening. “And it begins tonight. I’m going to make you orgasm.”

			So confident that he could?

			“Release me from my vows, woman. Need to touch you, kiss you.” His hands clenched at his sides, his arm muscles swelling.

			She gazed down to find his claws had drawn blood from his palms. It dripped from his large fists, and for some reason, she found even that sexy.

			Did all immortal males react so intensely? Would intercourse with one be so very different from sex with a mortal man? 

			She would never find out. “What you want from me is forbidden.”

			“But there’s temptation in the forbidden, no?” Golden eyes gone molten, he said, “Let me show you how wicked we can be together.”

			This Lykae had the power to lift trains, and yet his sex appeal might be the strongest thing about him. How could she be expected to resist it?

			“Let me show you how good it feels to come upon my tongue.”

			Doamne! He was talking about a below kiss, like the ones she’d seen behind the tents. The kisses I’ve coveted.

			“You’ve got me in a state, Kereny. If you will no’ release me from my vow, then pull your hair aside and bare your neck for me. Want to see that flesh.”

			He was very domineering in his demands. She was used to giving orders. Still, she needed to stoke the hunger in his gaze, to work him up to the point where he’d be oblivious to her scheme.

			She slowly tugged her hair over her shoulder. “Like this, wolf?”

			Gaze riveted, he said, “When you become immortal and I claim you, I’ll bite your neck, marking you as mine forever. Even after the bite heals, all Lykae will still be able to see my mark on you. They’ll know who you belong to. They’ll know who gives Kereny her pleasures.”

			Shivers danced over her. She wore revealing costumes every day, but she’d never felt as bare as she did while this male stared at her neck and described how he needed to bite her there. Still . . . “You’d hurt me.”

			He leaned down, mouth near her ear, and let her feel his breaths. “The claiming bite is different. It’ll make you come till your eyes roll back in your head. By that point, I’ll own you body and soul, just as you’ll own me.”

			That mix of fear and thrill coiled inside her. She was only supposed to grab the knife, but she needed ever more of this.

			He inhaled deeply. Could he scent her arousal? “Gods, I’m going to devour you.” His hips rocked, drawing her gaze.

			She whimpered to see his penis had grown impossibly larger. It strained against his pants, its shape encased in leather. She could make out every lurid contour. Would his swollen shaft be hot? That member sweltering in its leather cage?

			Want to touch it. Gaze locked on his erection, she licked her lips.

			It pulsed, and he groaned brokenly. Fresh blood dripped from his palms. Her tongue against her lips had made him react more than when she’d pierced his heart!

			Emboldened, she leisurely circled one of his flat nipples with her fingertip. Round and round and round she went, while a growl rumbled up from his lungs.

			When she scraped her nail over the tip, he jolted as if she’d done more violence to him. “Kereny!”

			What if she massaged his erection? Gave him a below kiss? She could fell him. Vanquish his will.

			So this is how you master an immortal. Despite all his terrible strength, he was hers to do with as she pleased. “Is my touch honestly so different?”

			He nodded. His voice broke lower as he admitted, “Woman, I could lose my fucking mind over you.”

			His gruff admission annihilated her resistance. She felt as if she’d been born for this. In the face of so many delights, she thought, Maybe I was.

			Maybe she had been born for him.

			She remembered a stormy afternoon from her sixteenth summer. She’d been scouting the forest when lightning had struck a nearby tree, scoring its trunk. The light had inscribed itself in her eyes, in her memory forever.

			Now she felt like that tree, and Munro was lightning personified. She’d just been minding her own business when she’d been seized by an outside force, one that planned to transform her forever. She burned from the inside out, her body weeping for him to do whatever he wanted with it.

			Put her on all fours and devour her . . . penetrate her . . .

			Take me, turn me, mate me.

			“You asked me how I know you’re mine,” he said, his brogue caressing her. “I was told that when a Lykae finds his mate, it feels like the hands of gods have reached out to touch him, like his soul’s been branded. That’s how it was with you. As soon as I caught your scent, I was changed forever. Electrified.” Exactly as she felt! Seized by lightning. “Kereny, there’s no denying it.”

			Could she deny it? When even now his voice seemed to awaken her? She instinctively knew that she would never have this level of intensity with another man. The wolf was simply too captivating, too sexually attractive.

			“I’ve awaited you for nine hundred long years.”

			He was nearly a millennium in age! Because he was deathless, a nonhuman. That reminder came before all was lost, briefly weakening his spell.

			Using her sleight-of-hand skills, she made her move.

			“I must have you for my own,” he said, none the wiser. “And I know how to do it. I’ll steal you from that mortal male one orgasm at a time. You’re going to choose me because I’ll bring you more pleasure.”

			She would stop this now. Any second.

			He was a different species. He’d lived through eras. She was married.

			Yet her finger decided to brush one of the Lykae’s nipples again.

			“Gods almighty!” His hips bucked, as if beckoning her to that huge ridge.

			She couldn’t resist the urge. Her hand descended, and she traced her forefinger above the waist of his pants.

			“Yes! Touch it, lass. Touch it.”

			She watched in shock as her finger dipped inside toward that bulge. Taut leather over tauter flesh. She gasped as she grazed the slickened head.

			A curt yell broke from his chest. “Killing me! I’m on the verra brink.”

			She delved in again, swiping the pad of her finger over the slippery slit.

			“Unh!” His head fell back, tendons straining in his neck. Sweat made his skin sheen. “You’ll take my come from me . . . with naught but your clever finger.”

			A howl rang out, then another. Those sounds—as cold and shocking as that waterfall—cut through the spell. She removed her hand from him.

			He groaned with loss and lowered his head to meet her gaze. Inhaling for control, he adjusted his member, then gave a hoarse exhalation. “Kereny?”

			“I heard Lykae howls.”

			“Did you?” He’d quickly masked his reaction to her words, a slight narrowing of his eyes.

			But she was a carnie, trained to read such tiny revelations. “If I’m hearing the newlings now, you must have detected them before.”

			Another exhalation. “Canna say that I dinna.”

			“Your roar must have brought them early.” Realization hit her. “There were no demons.” The newlings separated him from that portal to Louisiana.

			“Canna say there were demons.”

			The carnie had been had. “Typical, lying immortal!” He knew she planned to fight them, so what was his solution? Hide the fact that they would attack early!

			“I did lie,” he admitted baldly. Because the wolf still believed he held all the cards. “To get you to safety, I will be ruthless. As soon as the pack passes, we’re heading out.”

			The circus wasn’t ready for an incursion tonight, not without the grenades coming tomorrow. The hunters would need her leadership more than ever.

			But what if she could get Munro to help them?

			Despite her outrage that he’d tricked her and planned to leave her loved ones to the mercy of those newlings, she humbled herself to a monster and said, “Please don’t abandon my people to die. You’re their only hope, Munro. Fight for them. Please?” She was asking him now, giving him one last chance.
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			The ruse was up, their play over. Munro had been teetering on the edge of release, but Kereny’s fear blunted his lust.

			For her to beseech him for help, she must know that her people would die tonight. But once he had her back home and explained that history couldn’t be changed, she would forgive him for his dishonesty.

			Still, he made a vow of his own: after he got her to safety, he would never lie to her again. “I canna fight those newlings. If I’m embroiled with them, then you’ll be left unprotected. I will never risk you.”

			“Then leave me here and go battle them.”

			He shook his head. “I will no’ let you out of my sight.” Even if he had the time to fight, none of this would ever be. The past was indelible.

			“You’re leaving my family to die.” Her stricken expression sliced at him. “You tricked me.”

			“I regret that.” She was so young and mortal, hardly a worthy adversary. No’ even sporting—

			Searing pain erupted in his side. He gaped down at the new wound she’d just delivered.

			Knife in hand, she ducked away from him.

			“Damn you, Kereny.” He’d been so lost in her that he hadn’t noticed she’d stolen her weapon back. He lunged for her. As the magic sapped his strength, he stumbled. “Damn you!”

			She raised the crimson blade in front of her face. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? And always thirsty for the blood of a lying immortal.” She flipped the knife in the air, then let it roll in her hand with a fluid, hypnotic move before she gripped it once more. “You shouldn’t have taken this from me. You never will again.”

			The hex was spreading through his system. “Stay by my side.” He lurched forward to grab her arm; she easily evaded him. “Let me protect you. You canna defeat this foe.”

			“And yet I’m still going to answer the call. Nonetheless, onward. That’s our motto. Countless hunters have given their lives to this cause, and our most glorious battle arrives soon. I will be there to lead my people.”

			Strong-willed woman! He would have applauded his mate’s strength—if she hadn’t been using it against him.

			His legs were about to buckle. Dizziness surged. “You’ll die! Tonight.”

			“So certain?” She shrugged. “Wolf, understand something: girls like me don’t make it to the end of the story.”

			“Noo!” He fell to his knees for the second time—because of that cursed blade. “They took you tonight for a reason! It happens against them!” His words wouldn’t make any sense to her. Canna think!

			Gazing at the falls, she said in a distracted tone, “This is my duty. Since you will be sure to try to stop me, I must stop you. Permanently.”

			She was going to fucking behead him. Canna protect her if I’m dead! Panic fueled his dizziness. His beast was in the throes of confusion and aggression.

			She told him, “Vow to the Lore that you’ll never come near me again. Or die.”

			“You canna kill me. I’m yours.” His vision was failing. “As protective as I am of you . . . you feel the same for me.” He only hoped that. In truth, he suspected his mate was about to godsdamn end him. “Lass, let’s protect . . . each other.”

			As darkness took him, she murmured, “Time to kill a wolf.”
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THIRTEEN










			Ren stepped away from the Lykae’s body, wiping blood off her blade with the tatters of her gown. She removed her thigh holster, tightened it around her arm, then stowed her knife within easy reach.

			Disbelieving what she’d done, she hastened to the cascade without a look back. She dove into the pool and swam away from the cave. Back on land, she freed her blade once more. She heard no howls and spied no newlings; they must have already passed by.

			Heart in her throat, she tore into the stormy woods toward the scout outpost. With luck, she could evade the invisible spring-trap portals that moved around the forest. Those trapped in one never returned—not even teleporting immortals.

			A gust of wind rocked her on her feet. Lightning flared nearby, charging the atmosphere.

			Though Munro had sounded so sure of her death, she sped on to meet her destiny. What was the alternative? Leaving everyone she loved to their doom?

			Never. She would get back to the circus and protect them.

			Especially Jacob.

			All of her hunters had chosen to journey to the front line of the Night War, pledging their lives to the cause, but Jake had been brought here as a boy. Over the years, she had sensed that this wasn’t his calling, and feared he’d stayed because of her.

			She would do anything to keep him safe.

			As she ran, she spied more ghoul tracks. All of a sudden, she was thirteen, right back in that harrowing search party for her overdue parents. . . .

			Shaking herself from the memory, she inhaled the smell of the stone pines. Even that scent didn’t settle her. She would forever associate it with the Lykae now.

			Her thoughts spun from past tragedies to her actions this night. She’d lost herself with the enemy, had never felt so much addictive passion. What if we were fated—

			Two viper shifters leapt from the bushes in front of her, fangs bared. Their venom paralyzed victims while the creatures fed—and this pair looked hungry.

			Fear tightened her throat, but Ren brazenly raised her weapon. “Reconsider,” she commanded them.

			They crouched, coiled to attack.

			She forced herself to take a threatening step forward. “You know of this knife. You know of me. Reconsider.”

			The pair shared an unnerved look with their sliver-pupil eyes, but remained poised to strike.

			“Scent the blade,” she told them. “You’ll detect Lykae blood from the ancient one I just beheaded.”

			They raised their faces, flicking the air with forked tongues—then shot into the brush, hissing over their shoulders.

			Relief weakened her knees, but she pressed on toward the outpost’s small cabin. When it came into view, the interior was silent and dark. By the flares of lightning bolts, she saw that the ground all around the structure was torn up.

			The newlings had already been here.

			Ren clenched her blade. Did any linger nearby? Though more might attack at any second, she had to check for survivors and radio a warning to the circus.

			She skirted the scouts’ truck, approaching the cabin. The front door was missing, the hinges twisted. Knife at the ready, she entered.

			The earthen floor glistened with blood. Two rifles had been snapped in half, and body parts lay strewn across the space. A severed hand clutched the shredded radio receiver.

			Even after all her years hunting, the carnage shocked her. These had been good, brave men.

			Warmth hit her face. Blood? She craned her head up . . .

			Gasped at the sight. Bits of ragged flesh were stuck to the rafters. She whirled around and sprinted for the truck, her pulse pounding in her ears.

			The pack’s tracks led west, which meant they would have to scale that high ridge to reach the circus. If she took the shortcut between the mountains, she might beat them there.

			But the battle would happen tonight. The safety of her people depended on her outrunning the newlings.

			She hastened to the front of the truck, gripping the crank handle. Would the combustion draw the pack? She held her breath and turned the crank. The engine rumbled to life! And died. “Damn it.” She spun the crank handle again.

			Rumble. Rumble.

			She snatched open the door and hopped behind the wheel. Mind in turmoil, she shifted into gear and jerked down on the accelerator lever. The road was a muddy track, and rain came down in bursts. Driving as fast as she dared, she gripped the steering wheel with one hand, operating the windshield wiper with her other.

			For what felt like hours, she powered along, fighting the wheel, working the wiper. All the while, her mind kept returning to those poor men.

			This is why we hunt monsters. Yet she’d nearly been seduced away from Jacob by one? Her gaze flicked to her wedding ring. Passion wasn’t everything. She could live without it, but she couldn’t live without trust.

			At last the fairgrounds came into view. She yanked the brake lever, ditching the truck before it’d skidded to a stop. As she ran for the big top, anxious voices sounded from within.

			“Jacob, we cannot go back out there like this,” Puideleu said. “We must get into position!”

			Björn added, “And we don’t know where it took Ren.”

			Jacob snapped, “Then I’ll scour the entire bloody forest for her!”

			Puideleu said, “The Lykae won’t hurt her, son. She will want us to meet this foe and save the villagers.”

			Ren ran inside, found all of her hunters gathered. “Jacob!” A makeshift sling supported his right arm. Mud covered his suit, and bruises marred his dear face. “What happened to you?”

			“Ren!” Brows drawn, he limped over to her. “I got tangled up with two ghouls. They barreled over me and sank me into a patch of mud.”

			“Scratches?” She swallowed. Not Jake. Not him. 

			He shook his head. “No, no. Got lucky.”

			She threw her arms around him, shuddering with emotion.

			“Ren, I thought I’d lost you! Did the Lykae hurt you? Your dress . . . ?”

			“No, he didn’t hurt me. He wanted to protect me.” To make me his own.

			“Thank God.” Jacob leaned down and pressed his lips to hers.

			She poured all her relief into that kiss, all of her hopes for a future with him. Make me forget the wolf.

			Yet Jacob’s kiss was as chaste as a brother’s compared to the toe-curling chemistry she’d experienced with Munro.

			Someone cleared their throat.

			As she and Jacob drew back, her heart sank; they’d parted as easily as two opposing magnets.

			Even his expression was puzzled. “How did you escape? Did you take down the wolf?”

			Guilt flared as she recalled her questionable actions in that cave, right up to her last decision: Kneeling over him, the blade handle clenched in her white-knuckled grip . . .

			When she nodded, Jacob didn’t look relieved—just the opposite. “We got a radio dispatch from the scouts. The newlings had them surrounded. The pack is on its way here tonight.”

			“I know. I was at the outpost. The scouts are dead.”

			“You shouldn’t have come back!” He gestured with his bad arm, wincing. “If that Lykae didn’t intend to hurt you, then you were safest of us all.”

			She frowned at him. “I’m not missing this battle.”

			Björn crossed his beefy arms over his chest. “There won’t be a battle. Too many to fight.”

			“How many?” She gazed from one hunter to the next.

			Jacob finally said, “The scouts counted thirty.”

			Even with the promise of grenades, she’d worried about eleven! Those creatures must have turned unsuspecting humans. Or perhaps more of their number had arrived from the portals in the forest. Maybe Munro’s roar had brought more into that pack.

			She considered not mounting a defense, testing the theory that newlings weren’t inherently vicious. But even if her hunters possessed the nerve to refrain from running or fighting, the villagers wouldn’t.

			We have to stop our foes here.

			Her battle plan had depended on a clear night, flames, and restocked ammunition, not a surprise tripling of enemy forces. But plans often changed, and circumstances flipped. Dynamic hunters lived to fight another day. So what could they manage with limited grenades, bullets, and time?

			She addressed the crowd in a raised voice. “The number doesn’t matter as long as our defense is solid. This is what we’ve trained for.” Ren pointed to Björn. “The pitfall traps are finished across the field?” He nodded. “Can you get the trench fire to light in this rain?”

			“With added petrol? Ja. In bursts.”

			“It’ll have to do. Fill it to the brim and cover it with hay. Be at the ready with fire.”

			Björn and his team hastened off to their position.

			“We need to level the playing field, which means light.” Ren turned to Trish. “Get a crew and light up every vehicle.” Recalling Munro’s information about newlings, she said, “But don’t start the carousel till I give the order.” Trish and five other women charged outside.

			Ren would bet the newlings had never seen a carousel. The lights and music should make them crazed; with luck, they’d run right into the camouflaged trench.

			An idea came to her for more targets to distract the pack. Let’s excite our foes with the chase. “Olga, when the newlings are in sight, open the corral and release our horses into the forest.” She looked about to argue, but Ren said, “I’m sorry for it. Obey my order now.”

			Olga nodded and hurried away.

			“Sharpshooters, make every bullet count and have a sword at the ready. I need you on the Ferris wheel five minutes ago!”

			Gunmen ran out of the tent.

			“Anybody with empty hands, get bullets to the shooters. Save a rifle and some grenades for me, and someone grab my boots and sword.”

			The rest of the hunters jogged off. Only Jacob and Puideleu remained.

			To Puideleu, she said, “Your animals will be safest in their cages.” She’d thought about freeing them as well, but they might attack humans in their panic. “Will you radio the village? Tell them . . . tell them any lie you think might make them evacuate.”

			“They’ve never believed anything we’ve told them before, but I will try.”

			Nod. “Where is Vanda?”

			“I left her sleeping. She doesn’t even know you were taken.”

			“I need you to be with her. If she wakes, tell her I said I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.” Ren laid her hand on his beloved cheek. “Vă iubesc pe amândoi.” I love you both.

			With a meaningful look, he squeezed her arm, then limped away.

			She and Jacob strode to the tent entrance. He stood beside her, her cherished right-hand man.

			Over the strengthening rain, howls sounded. She faced him and murmured, “It’s showtime.”
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FOURTEEN










			Why can I no’ wake? Munro couldn’t lift his lids, much less his limbs. Despise magic! 

			Kereny had stabbed him with that hexed blade for the second bloody time. And the effect felt cumulative.

			So much for their matehood connection.

			Wait . . . if he was having these foggy thoughts, then that meant he still lived. Which meant she hadn’t been able to behead him while he lay unconscious. Progress!

			How much time had passed? The blood pooling at his side had cooled. He couldn’t detect her scent because of the waterfall, had no idea how much space separated them.

			His mortal mate was out in a cursed forest, alone, with a pack of newlings on the loose! He had to get to her before they did. Sweat broke out across his skin. Her clear-eyed gaze had been so direct as she had all but promised Munro she would die. Girls like me don’t make it.

			Was it already too late? He told himself he could use the gateway again, returning for her once more. But the toll . . .

			For each trip to the past, the Forgotten would take the heart of a nymph too young to regenerate—a true death—sacrificing her to their god Tempus.

			When Munro had first reached Quondam’s Temple of Time, those five warlocks had just sacrificed a young cloud nymph—Ariza. He’d found her slain on that altar, her lifeless eyes staring up in horror at the giant Tempus statue that loomed above.

			Munro had also detected the fresh scent of another’s blood, likely a sister of hers, and realized that Ariza had betrayed him to rescue an imprisoned loved one. But then the warlocks had double-crossed her in turn.

			Munro had used Ariza’s death to go back in time. He hadn’t killed her himself, yet would he have done murder to save Kereny’s life?

			Nay, it canna come to that. Must wake!

			Her blade’s hex on him was beyond potent, but Munro had defeated the warlocks’ vassal—he could shake this spell now.

			Wake, beast. Your mate is so close, but she’s in danger. At last, the slumbering creature roused inside his body. Munro’s fangs and claws lengthened. His muscles swelled.

			Rise, beast! Rise—or she dies.

			Munro’s eyes flashed open.
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			“There’s too many,” Ren murmured to Jacob in a break between waves of newlings. Instead of one big flood, their numbers had been divided as they’d chased horses through the forest before returning.

			The circus had survived the initial onslaught, but now a larger one was about to emerge from the woods.

			Jacob tottered beside her. “We thinned their ranks at least.” Ever the optimist. Though injured, he’d put up a valiant fight, using a sword with his good arm after he’d run out of bullets.

			Altogether, the circus had dispatched fifteen. The pitfall traps had snared a few. Machine guns and grenades had torn through more of them, allowing hunters on foot to behead the mauled wolves. The now-sputtering trench had claimed a few more.

			But those kills had come at a heavy cost. At least six of Ren’s own lay slaughtered, all the traps had been sprung, and they’d run out of ammunition. The sharpshooters on the wheel had climbed down to join the hunters flanking her and Jacob.

			There was no retreat. They would stand their ground, using the sword moves she’d drilled into them.

			Howls ripped through the night. The great trees shook. They’d be here in minutes.

			In this lull, regrets preyed on her. She should have forced Vanda and Puideleu to leave earlier. She should have humbled herself more to the Lykae, promising him anything to fight, even her very soul. But now her options had winnowed down to zero.

			She turned to her husband. “Jake . . .”

			He slid her a pained grin. “Best honeymoon ever?”

			She returned a sad smile. “Without a doubt.” How could she have betrayed this man? In a low voice for him alone, she murmured, “There’s so much I wish I could say to you.”

			“And I to you.” He softly said, “Ren, I dreamed of more. I was going to try to talk you into leaving with me. Starting a family outside of the war. We could’ve taken Vanda and Puideleu with us to England.”

			So he had stayed for her. She cupped his face. “Oh, Jacob.” The end had come for them. They would never live out the night, much less find a haven elsewhere. He was just twenty-five, and she’d gotten him killed. She’d gotten everyone killed. The wolf had been right.

			Jacob kissed her palm. “I dreamed of more for my Ren. We would’ve had a cracking time of it, wouldn’t we?”

			Her eyes watered. “The best! We definitely could’ve improved on our wedding night.”

			He gave a laugh.

			More howls. Closer.

			He squared his shoulders. “The festivities continue. Shall we?”

			She unsheathed her blade with one hand and her sword with the other, slicing it through the air with a flourish she didn’t feel. She turned to the others and yelled, “We stop them here, hunters! Nonetheless, onward.”

			From the woods, a booming roar answered her: “Kereny!”

			Her heart leapt. Munro had already awakened!

			“Ren?” Jacob frowned. “You didn’t kill the wolf?”

			Her decision still confused her. “I stabbed him, but I didn’t behead him. He isn’t evil; just unbearable.” If Munro reached them before the newlings, she would beg him to fight.

			“Good. I’m glad he lives.” Jacob straightened. “I’m going to give you to him on a silver platter.”

			“What?”
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FIFTEEN










			“Kereny!” Munro had heard her battle cry and knew what that meant. She was about to die.

			He increased his speed even more, following her trail through the steady pour of rain. Weakness lingered from her blade, and he blundered against trees, taking out anything in his path.

			His beast was in a fury to rise, just as it had in that cave. Munro beat it back once more. Must think and reason!

			Haphazard miles passed beneath his feet. But by using her shortcut, he’d been able to get out in front of some of the pack. He could save her. I still have time. 

			He’d just had that thought when a bout of vertigo hit him, as if he had a mortal illness. Regeneration must be affecting him.

			He told himself that until he looked down. “Oh, bloody hell.” His hands and wrists wavered before returning to solid form. The fade had begun. Would he have hours or minutes?

			For the first time in his existence, he was . . . dying. His beast, sensing its own end, thrashed for freedom.

			Even if Munro reached Kereny before she fell in battle, he might not have enough time to get them back to the gateway. His Instinct screamed that he would fade in this past, never reaching his own time.

			No, he refused to fade. Not now. Not when he’d found his mate at last, and she was more than he’d ever dreamed of.

			Munro raced through the forest, outdistancing a number of newlings to reach the fairground clearing well ahead of them. He slowed at the sight of the gruesome battle scene. The mortals had taken out a surprising amount of Lykae. Headless corpses lay mangled in traps. Machine guns and grenades had dismembered more across the blood-soaked field. Bodies floated in that flaming trench.

			He swore under his breath. These creatures possessed the Instinct, which made them Munro’s brothers.

			Yet nothing mattered beyond Kereny.

			He spotted her in the clearing with the other hunters. Blood streaked her gown and legs. Her hair was a wild tangle, her vivid eyes even wilder. With her weapons drawn, she made a fearsome sight.

			But she was alive. As he sped toward her, she gave a signal to her hunters not to attack him, then marched forward to meet him. She sheathed her sword—but not her knife.

			He stopped before her. Between breaths, he said, “You’re coming with me.”

			“You know I won’t leave my people behind. Be reasonable.”

			“Reasonable? All I do is bloody listen to reason! This is no’ reasonable.”

			The groom limped over, in rough shape. To fight me? Munro might’ve laughed if less had been on the line.

			“She’s yours,” the cub said. “Take her from here.”

			He gained a notch in Munro’s estimation. “Done.” Munro advanced on her.

			But she brandished that knife. “Your third dance with my blade will be your last.”

			Jacob said, “Ren, I meant what I said. I want more for you. I release you from this marriage. Go with him and survive!”

			She shook her head. “I pledged my life to this cause. And to you.”

			He swallowed thickly, but said, “Wolf, take her. Just go.”

			Eyes fierce, she told Munro. “I’ll fight you every inch. You’ll never have peace, will never get what you desire. You want me to look favorably upon your suit? Then incentivize me. Crush our enemies.”

			More hunters gathered round. Munro ignored them. “There’s no time!” He was about to be erased out of existence, and none of this would ever have happened. “If I fade, I canna come back for you. And once I’m gone, you will die against these newlings. Then we’ll both be lost.” For all of his life, he’d depended on logic. Why abandon it now?

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Damn it, none of this matters!”

			“You coldhearted bastard, it matters to me! You have the power to save my people and all those innocent villagers. Don’t leave them like this. Don’t make me hate you.”

			His fists clenched. “I’ve never deserved your hatred.” He knew the past couldn’t be changed—but his mate could. If he ran with her, she would hear her people’s screams as the newlings massacred them. She would replay those screams forever, just as he replayed her last words when she’d died in his arms in Quondam: I hate you . . . I hate you . . .

			He would easily risk his life to prevent that, but could he risk hers?

			She placed her free hand on his chest, her palm a brand in the cool rain. “Fight the newlings. For me. For our future.”

			Our future. Her words wormed their way into his brain, his rationality fleeing.

			“Munro, if you save them, I’ll become what you want.”

			He gazed down into her eyes. “And what is that?”

			“Your . . . immortal mate.”
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			The wolf’s expression somehow looked both crazed and cunning. “You’re offering yourself to me forever?”

			Belong to the night? To the Lore?

			To him.

			Ren shivered, her mind racing for any alternative. Who will take care of Vanda if I go with him? Of course, if Ren didn’t go, Vanda and everyone else would die. Who will lead the circus? The circus was about to perish.

			“Yes.” She swallowed. “That’s what I’m offering.”

			He swiped a palm over his face. Glanced at the woods and back to her. “Make me a vow that even a carnie like you must keep, no matter what occurs in the future.”

			Ren’s gaze flicked to Jacob. He and Björn and all the others had heard this exchange, were awaiting her next move.

			She would make any sacrifice to keep her loved ones alive—even surrendering her humanity. She told Munro, “If you defeat these foes, I vow on the souls of my ancestors that I will be your mate forever.”

			“Good lass.” Munro stepped closer and cupped the back of her head. “For you, Kereny, I’ll kill them all.” The wild lightning bolts reflected in his golden eyes as he leaned down. “Now, give me a taste of what I’ll be fighting for. . . .”

			In the pouring rain, his warm lips met hers for the first time. She gasped into the kiss as the world spun, and his words echoed through her dazed mind.

			The hands of gods.
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SIXTEEN










			If there was ever a prize to fight for, it was more of his mate’s breathless kiss, yet Munro couldn’t spare the time to enjoy it.

			When he drew back, she looked thunderstruck.

			His irrational decision to fight was a huge risk, but at least he had a chance of securing her cooperation through Quondam and while searching for a way to turn her immortal. He just needed to survive long enough.

			His wavering had subsided. The fade must come at intervals. How long did he have before the next one hit him?

			When the newlings burst from the tree line, Munro told her, “Doona move from this spot. I’ll keep them away from you and your hunters.”

			Her gaze slid to the groom, who looked partly sick, partly determined.

			Getting his head in the game, Munro faced the approaching threat: his Lykae brethren. He reminded himself that he’d never killed a newling, and history couldn’t be changed. This slate would be wiped clean as soon as he reached the gateway.

			Each male had fangs and claws bared. They were going to come at him like a tornado of razor wire, as fast as the lightning bolts all around them.

			But war was Munro’s vocation. Battle is what you do. And never was a wolf stronger than when protecting a mate.

			As he struggled to concentrate on the task ahead, he stole a glance at his hands. They wavered once more, only now the fade had spread up his forearms.

			This one’s goin’ to be close. . . . 
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			Before Munro had turned from Ren, he’d shaken his head hard, his gaze growing focused.

			He was going to battle without his beast. If he harnessed his body’s unspeakable power with his calculating mind, he’d be more terrifying than all the newlings.

			But he was weak from his recent imprisonment and her knife attacks, and she counted another dozen in this wave. No way he could defeat so many.

			Jacob limped to Ren’s side. “I never thought the wolf would fight his own kind. Maybe they’ll cancel each other out.”

			Munro might . . . die. The ache in her chest shocked her. Munro MacRieve cannot be meant for me. A Lykae?

			Jacob studied her face. “So matehood is real?”

			Guilt swamped her. “I-I don’t know.” But how else could she explain her reaction to Munro’s kiss? She’d felt as if the entire universe had been distilled into that contact between them. As if gods had indeed touched them with a divine hand.

			Seeming to read her mind, Jacob said, “We never kissed like that.”

			“I’m sorry you had to see it. I want to talk to you about all this, but right now we must prepare to defend ourselves, just in case.” She addressed the hunters: “Regroup and make ready!” They mustered into place as Munro fearlessly charged to meet too many opponents.

			She sensed Jacob’s eyes on her, but she couldn’t wrest hers from the wolf.

			When he gave a brutal roar, several of the newlings stopped and howled at this unknown alpha. Four heedless others attacked him.

			Munro moved like a flickering shadow in the storm. He swung, claws glinting. Two newling heads somersaulted through the air, and blood spurted. The bodies hadn’t even dropped before Munro turned to the next pair. He clawed at one’s throat while punching the other male’s face in, sending that Lykae flying.

			Eight more tore past him.

			“Swords ready!” she yelled, but Munro turned and vaulted into the air, soaring over the newlings. He landed well ahead of them, merely awaiting their arrival.

			His lethal claws tore through them. He slashed and even bit like an animal. Yet his beast hadn’t risen.

			He’d been right about one thing: he was a warrior. Despite the savagery of his fighting style, his movements were practiced and efficient. When the last three of that wave managed to make it past him, he snatched up a headless corpse and hurled it at the trio, knocking them to the ground.

			Her jaw dropped.

			“Remind me not to fuck with your mate,” Björn called, eyes wide.

			She glanced at Jacob. He looked like he didn’t know what outcome to hope for. Either way he would lose: his life or his wife. Unless Munro fell late in the battle . . .

			By the time those stunned newlings had made it to their feet, Munro was there to lay waste to them.

			With him nearby, her senses were heightened again. She heard cracking bone and could swear the scent of blood tainted the mist. Chunks of flesh sailed hundreds of feet through the air to pelt the big top. Thwack, thwack!

			The gore didn’t faze her, but Munro’s skill did. When he took down the final newling from that cluster, he had his piercing gaze locked on her—as he ripped the male’s head free.

			They stared at each other through the rain, his eyes promising things she wasn’t ready to accept.

			She wrenched her focus from him when the woods spat out three more Lykae, the last of the thirty the scouts had reported. One of them was gigantic, as tall and big as an ogre. Must be a hundred pounds heavier than Munro.

			He readied as the trio reached him, circling him. This group looked fresh while his reaction time had slowed. One newling slashed his leg while the ogre raked its claws across his chest. She saw a flash of bone before Munro’s blood welled.

			His words rang through her mind: Lass, let’s protect each other. “He’s in trouble.” Knife at the ready, she searched for an opening to help, but the fighting would be unpredictable by design. Warriors trained not to telegraph their moves.

			Jacob said, “We can take the rest of them, Ren.”

			Björn added, “Let the wolves have at him. Your vow doesn’t count if he’s dead.”

			“I can’t repay him with treachery.” She turned to Trish and yelled, “Crank the carousel again!” 

			With a nod, the woman sprinted in that direction.

			Hold on, Munro! But how much longer could he continue like this?

			She’d just had that thought when his body began to grow. He was transforming! She’d never seen a Lykae turn into its werewolf form.

			His muscles burgeoned, fangs and claws lengthening. His eyes glowed blue in the night as the image of the beast rose over him.

			She had caressed that Lykae’s body while such a monstrous creature lurked beneath the surface!

			Munro threw back his head and roared. The newlings grew more aggressive against an alpha beast, clawing at him with increased ferocity. They moved so quickly that gashes on his flesh seemed to appear as if by magic.

			Just then, the carousel blazed to life with music and lights. Each newling jerked his gaze to it. Munro used the distraction to strike, annihilating his way through two.

			The ogre alone remained. It squared off against him; they traded blows. The fight was fast and difficult to follow, but something wasn’t right. Munro’s arms appeared to pass through the ogre each time he struck.

			Suddenly, the ogre jabbed its claws forward, stabbing them into Munro’s throat.

			Ren bit back a scream. Shake him off!

			Munro swung his arms at the ogre, but they were like air. His throat wasn’t, though. One yank upward and he would be no more.

			The ogre roared with triumph.

			Beneath the vision of his beast, Munro’s brows-drawn gaze flicked to her. The end. And he knows it.

			“Munro!” she screamed, her legs moving, taking her closer. She readied her blade as she ran. If she threw from too far away, she would miss. If she waited too long, she would lose him.

			That feeling of protectiveness sparked aggression like she’d never known—as if she would snatch out the ogre’s throat with her teeth if she had to. Desperation underscored determination as she took aim. She heard Jacob yelling, hobbling after her, but then sounds faded away as her tunnel of focus appeared.

			When the ogre’s arm tensed for the killing blow, she flung her knife with everything in her. The blade shimmered in the lightning. . . .

			Thunk. 

			The hilt jutted from the ogre’s temple.

			Munro staggered back, freeing himself. Blood gushed from his neck. When his hands shot up to stem the flow, it ran through them. Yet then they solidified once more.

			She had no time to devise an explanation; the giant still stood. It lurched toward Ren, resisting the blade’s spell. She readied her sword—

			A fist punched through the ogre’s thick neck from behind. Munro’s beastly hand snatched at flesh, then yanked backward. Hot jugular blood sprayed in the rain as the ogre’s head tumbled to the ground.

			Its body relinquished life by grudging degrees, its arms swinging in a macabre dance.

			At last, it fell.

			“Make sure that one’s done,” she ordered her hunters. “And free my blade.”

			As they descended on the newling, she asked Munro, “What’s happening to you?”

			He’d turned from her. Doesn’t want me to see him with his beast risen? The injuries across his bare back gaped open with each labored breath. Rain seemed to pour through his body. In flashes of lightning, he wavered again.

			“Wolf?” She dimly noticed when Björn returned her blade to her.

			Moments passed, but no more newlings exited those woods. They heard no howls, only the storm.

			Someone let out a cheer. Others joined in. They’d won!

			Shoulders heaving, Munro rocked on his feet. Then the fully turned Lykae eased around to face her, and everyone fell silent.

			There he stood against a backdrop of lightning, surrounded by still-writhing corpses. Each bolt illuminated the monster inside him, the monster that wanted to claim Ren for its mate.

			As the blood-drenched male stalked toward her, she swallowed, forcing herself to hold her ground.

			Jacob limped over to stand in front of her. “Just one second! You’re no better than a newling like this, a danger to her—”

			The beast batted him away, pure menace stamped on its face.

			“No!” she cried, holstering her knife. “I’ll go with you, Munro.”

			Jacob had landed some distance away. He sucked in air, coughing on the rain.

			The hunters raised their swords, but she shook her head. “I made a deal with him, and I’ll honor it.”

			Björn helped Jacob to his feet. Her husband gazed at her with anguish, knowing he couldn’t stop the wolf. Never get between a Lykae and his mate.

			When Munro stood before her, his look of dark possession said everything: He’d earned her. He deserved her. She was his prize. He stifled his beast enough to growl one word: “Mine.” Then he tossed her over his shoulder.

			She bit back a cry as he lumbered toward the forest. The wolf was taking her to his world. As his mate.

			Oh, Doamne, what have I done?

			She peered back at the hunters he’d saved. Pity filled their expressions. Jacob looked utterly defeated.

			A new lantern light shone from Vanda’s wagon. She and Puideleu stood outside the door, seeming unsurprised that a wolf was carrying her away. Or maybe they were just resigned.

			Had this been Ren’s fate since the moment Munro MacRieve had first learned of her existence?

			Vanda raised her hand, saying so many things in that simple gesture.

			Ren raised hers in return. Her gaze swept over each of her loved ones. Will I never see them again?

			She kept her eyes on them for as long as she could, memorizing their faces. She stared until her vision blurred from tears, and the forest swallowed her and the wolf whole.
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SEVENTEEN










			—You’re running out of time!— Munro tore through the woods as fast as his damaged body could take them. He’d curbed his beast, but it remained in a tumult to rise.

			When he shifted Kereny’s position to cradle her in his arms, drops of rain pattered her lovely face. “What happened to you during the fight, wolf?”

			Between ragged breaths, he managed to say, “Canna explain it.” That hulking newling had savaged his throat but must’ve missed his vocal cords. “Barely talk.”

			“Okay. Just . . .” She exhaled. “Okay.”

			Though he blocked out the pain of his many wounds, blood loss made his legs feel like cold stone, nigh impossible to lift. Would he reach the gateway before the next fade hit him? He had no doubt Kereny had perished against those newlings in her original timeline. If Munro died here, she’d be lost forever.

			As he staggered on, a haze settled over him, and memories filled his mind. Of Mam. Da. Tàmhas. They all appeared to him, so lifelike and fresh. Maybe because he was on the verge of death himself?

			Those memories demanded to be relived, but he couldn’t stop. Couldn’t say good-bye to them.

			Over the gusting winds, Kereny murmured, “You can’t continue like this.”

			He blinked to attention. “Must.” Quondam was not far now. He could scent the magic-polluted realm, could hear the howls of newlings as they were vassaled. But another bout of dizziness crested as he began to waver again. His body was failing, his Instinct screaming —REACH THE GATEWAY OR DIE.—

			“Munro, you have to rest—” Kereny hit the ground, dropped through his vanishing arms. She blinked up at him. “Are you . . . disappearing?”

			He bent to pick her up. His hands went through her. Damn it! Return, body. After centuries of existence, he was frantic for a few more seconds.

			Throat on fire, he grated, “Want our future. So damned badly.” All he had to do was make it to that gateway. She must have felt their connection. She would choose him.

			Return, body. Return! 

			Then . . . it did. 

			He snared her from the ground and scrambled forward, only to stumble again. He growled with effort. Do it for Kereny. Her life hung in the balance.

			She embodied all his hope. She was the future. He pictured her smile. Her steely look of

			determination. He replayed their kiss.

			Another grueling step . . .
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			The wolf rounded a rock outcropping, and a shimmering rift came into view.

			“What is that?” Ren demanded.

			“Portal.”

			Like no portal she had ever seen. Electrical white light coursed over a purple surface the size of a wagon.

			Gnashing his fangs, Munro limped toward the thing. When he crossed the threshold with Ren in his arms, a flash blinded her. She felt as if she floated.

			Then they came crashing down. Munro had collapsed to his knees.

			Blinking to restore her sight, she craned her head back at the portal. On this side, it stretched between two stone walls. On the other, rain and leaves from the Cursed Forest tumbled across the rift.

			As she peered through the shimmery surface, her lips parted. She saw herself in the woods—still cradled in the wolf’s arms. And it looked as if he strode backward with her, their movements reversed. They turned the corner and disappeared into the forest.

			How? How?

			The portal’s surface dimmed to black, seeming drained of power. Rain ceased to blow in, and no more leaves tumbled through. She tore her gaze away from it to find herself in a vast, torchlit temple with a cavernous ceiling. She thrashed against Munro’s hold until he released her.

			“Stay close. Danger,” he said weakly, still on his knees.

			In the torchlight, she made out the full extent of his wounds. Those newlings had brutalized him. But at least he’d regained his solid form. What kind of magic had made him disappear earlier? And more importantly: “Where have you taken me?”

			He didn’t answer, just stared unblinking at the floor as he caught his breath.

			She drew her knife and scanned the area for clues. The walls bordering the portal weren’t walls at all, but feet, the base of an enormous statue. The robed male figure had eight eyes, each with an hourglass for a pupil. A yawning maw opened where his mouth should be.

			A depiction of some kind of god?

			Carvings of other robed males covered a far wall. Robes. Warlocks. “We’re in . . . Quondam.” 

			“Had to stop here.” Munro forced himself to his feet. When his massive frame nearly pitched forward, she resisted the urge to help him.

			Vanda had once told her that Quondam was a pocket realm within the mortal dimension yet completely separate from it. So Ren wasn’t even in the mortal world?

			Movement to her side. Blade raised, she pivoted toward the threat.

			A bald man in a black robe strolled from a nearby alcove. A warlock. She readied to strike.

			Despite her blade, he sidled closer to her. “Ah, the lovely Kereny. I am Ormlo, son of Jels,” he said, his tone full of self-importance. Munro had spoken of him. “We’ve met before.”

			“I’ve never seen you in my life, warlock.”

			Obvious interest burned in his gaze. “I could never mistake you. Or that blade.”

			“What are you talking about?” Who else possessed a knife like this?

			“You took out four of my men with that before my beam sucked the magic right from it.” Was he lying or crazed? Maybe everything that came out of this dimension was crazed. Including Munro. “I warned the werewolf about you and your hunters, but he was too eager to reach you to listen.”

			In the distance, howls and screams carried from what sounded like an underground labyrinth. “What is this place?”

			“You are in Quondam’s grand Temple of Time, the centerpiece of our vaunted realm.” He waved to a set of windows.

			Keeping him in her sightline, she hastened over and gazed out. This temple was in a mountain stronghold high in a tower. Fog circled the base like a collar. Above, a transparent dome stretched over the entire realm. Iridescent purple magic rippled across it.

			She was in a different world, the site of Munro’s imprisonment and torture. Why would he ever come back?

			Maybe that vassal spell still compelled him! He might have brought her here as a prisoner. Another warlockian slave.

			She peered at Ormlo, at the desire in his gaze. I’d rather die. She pointed her knife at him. “Power up the portal once more. I’m going back.”

			“Oh, there’s no way to return”—he gave a chilling laugh—“because you never left.” His palms began to glow. Could he actually suck the magic from her blade?

			As she backed away from him, the statue’s grotesque face drew her attention. Its many eyes appeared to stare at one thing. She followed its gaze to a raised altar far across the temple. Dead warlocks circled the altar’s blood-spattered base. They’d been slaughtered in what looked like a frenzy of violence. Heads missing. Intestines pouring from gored flesh.

			From this spot in the temple, Ren spied what lay atop the altar’s slab: a mutilated young female with a hole where her heart should be.
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EIGHTEEN










			“Wolf, what is this?” Kereny had spotted Ariza’s body.

			Being back in this dimension made Munro half-crazed once more, his mind struggling to separate reality from hallucinations. His wounds weren’t helping. Head splitting. World spinning. Throat on fire. With difficulty, he said, “Warlocks sacrifice nymphs. I killed that lot of them around the altar for what they did.”

			Kereny looked to Ormlo, who shrugged, uncaring that his fellow warlocks had been slain. Clenching her knife, she turned toward the temple doors, looking like she was about to bolt.

			“Stay close. We’re leaving soon.” But not without his crew. To Ormlo, he said, “My men?”

			“I opened a portal to New Orleans and sent them through. I removed their vassals only after they were in the mortal realm, and right before I slammed the portal in their faces.”

			“Why no’ free them here?”

			“They would have killed me, which would have hurt your interests.”

			 “Do nothing else without my direct order.” Munro ran a hand over his face. “Can the gateway be powered without a sacrifice?”

			Ormlo blinked in confusion. “No. That’s what Tempus demands in exchange for his gifts. That’s all he wants. His appetite for beautiful innocents is never sated.”

			The statue’s gaping mouth would hunger forever. Munro turned his attention to Ariza. The dead nymph’s sightless eyes still stared up in horror at the face of Tempus.

			The warlocks had probably disintegrated her sister’s body in the acid pit by now.

			Ormlo said, “If you want to use the gateway again, I can order up a nymph. Untouched, even by my father. He’s as bad as Tempus!”

			“No, you sick fuck. I will no’ sacrifice an innocent.”

			Suddenly the Instinct boomed in his head. —Destroy the statue! Defeat the god!—

			Munro rarely denied his Instinct, but if he took down that statue, the destruction would bring guards running. He was in no shape to protect Kereny. Canna risk my mate. 

			Gritting his teeth against the Instinct’s command, he told Ormlo, “Make another portal to New Orleans.” Munro would be keeping this warlock as a hostage for leverage and for mystical protection against his ilk.

			Ormlo’s lips thinned as his palms began to shimmer and vibrate.

			“No’ so fun taking orders, is it?”

			Against his will, Ormlo created a portal not ten feet away, revealing a cloudy night.

			The scent of the fog wafting in told Munro that the rift had opened near the French Quarter, not far from Loa’s Emporium—his first stop. “Come, Kereny.” He offered his hand to her.

			She eyed him suspiciously. “You might be taking me somewhere worse. What’s on the other side, wolf?”

			“Our future. And there are few places worse than this.”

			She must’ve taken his point. Blade at the ready, she joined him beside the portal.

			He ushered her through but paused at the threshold to gaze at the gateway. What was to stop Jels from going back to the past for another version of Kereny to use as a counter-hostage? Or, for that matter, Jels could retrieve another Ormlo, one not bound by vows to a Lykae.

			Munro had defeated the vassal, their most valuable spell; they might abduct another version of himself to study how he’d done it. Would an alternate Munro make his present version fade, or vice versa? His head pounded as he contemplated scenarios.

			Bottom line: no one was safe from the Forgotten as long as they possessed the ability to move through time.

			Munro could make sure Tempus’s toll was never paid again. The Instinct commanded: —DESTROY THE STATUE FOREVER!—

			In his condition, he might not be capable of felling it. But when would he ever have another chance to try? “Kereny, wait for me. Stay just there.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“One last thing.” To Ormlo, he said, “If anyone enters the temple, you defend us to the death.”

			The warlock raised his glowing hands in readiness. “What are you planning, wolf?”

			“Got a date with Tempus.”

			When Ormlo caught on, his voice scaled higher: “Think about this! You can never go back again! If anything happens to your mate, I can’t collect another one for you.”

			From the other side of the portal, Kereny asked, “What did he say?”

			“Nothing.” He scowled at the warlock. “Just watch the door, lackey.”

			Ormlo fought the command, but his vow compelled him to obey.

			Gritting his teeth against the pain in his body, Munro turned toward the statue. That immense godsdamned statue. 

			Blood loss had left him feeling as weak as a mortal. Yet still he took sight . . . and charged. He gained speed, ramming his shoulder into a leg, tackling it.

			CRACK.

			This job called for more power than he could muster right now—or a lot of hits. Munro backed up and ran again. And again.

			His victims’ words echoed in his head with each charge.

			Little baby girl.

			Crack.

			They need me.

			Hit.

			Please, mister, no!

			As fractures forked out like veins across the statue, Munro hesitated, his past warring with his future. Once he felled Tempus, he could never again retrieve his mortal mate. Nor see Tàmhas and his parents again.

			He turned to look at Kereny. His female awaited him, and every second here was a risk. He could never pay the toll anyway.

			Munro tensed to run at the statue one last time—

			“STOP!” Jels yelled as he rushed forward from a new portal.

			Behind Munro, the statue continued to rupture. “No stopping now, you prick.”

			Jels raised his glowing palms. “You dare desecrate this holy place? Then you’ll pay with what you hold most dear!” He took a bead on Kereny, his right hand ablaze with black light—a lethal beam.

			Munro leapt for Jels, yelling, “Ormlo, fire on him!” The warlock groaned with effort as he resisted the order.

			Jels evaded Munro, portaling to the other side of the temple. He took aim again.

			Munro bellowed, “Run, Kereny!”

			As she fled into the city, Munro lunged for Jels once more.

			But the archwarlock had already fired.
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NINETEEN










			Magic chased Ren through the portal into a new dimension. She dove and hit the ground just as a beam zoomed over her head, singeing locks of her fluttering hair.

			She scrambled to her feet, blade in hand. Another bald warlock had arrived in the temple, bent on murder.

			“Keep running!” Munro roared from Quondam.

			She sped away from the threat, only slowing once the portal was out of sight. She found herself in a foggy maze of paved asphalt streets with darkened homes.

			If the warlocks gave chase, she’d be safest in a crowd. She heard distant music and headed in that direction.

			Yet as she ran, she kept glancing over her shoulder for Munro. How could she feel this much worry about an immortal, one she had known for only a few hours? And one who’d kidnapped her and lied to get her to leave her family to die! Why should she spare him even a thought?

			Because you’re fated to him. 

			No. She refused this.

			If the wolf escaped Quondam, she would convince him how poorly they were suited. This harridan would give him so much trouble that he’d release her vow and send her packing back to Transylvania himself! I’ll be home in a week. Two at the most.

			Now that her loved ones were safe from those newlings, she and Jacob could take some time and decide what to do with their futures. She wasn’t eager to leave the Night War behind, but after tonight’s narrow escape, she wanted her husband to enjoy a full, long life. . . .

			The farther she got from the portal, the more the fog dissipated. She spotted bizarre vehicles parked along the streets. Were those automobiles? Each one looked as if it’d rolled straight from the pages of her scientifiction books set in the future.

			Soon houses gave way to multistory buildings, and a city unfolded before her.

			Surely this wasn’t New Orleans. Maybe Ormlo had double-crossed Munro to send her to another Lorean realm where scientifiction was real.

			A swooping sound above drew her attention. A machine that resembled a giant dragonfly hovered overhead. Swoop. Swoop. Swoop. She’d once read a newspaper article that predicted machines with high-speed rotors would soon grace the sky, alongside the great helium airships.

			An actual helicopter flew above her! From its belly flared a spotlight. She gasped and ducked down. The thing tilted in the air, then glided away.

			She whirled around at a crashing sound. A huge truck with metal arms lifted what must be a trash receptable. The thuds were murder on her ears, the smell nauseating.

			Ren doggedly continued on. The streets became more congested with automobiles. Peculiar music emanated from some. Many of the drivers were female!

			Before she could follow that train of thought, she turned a corner and caught sight of a multitude of glowing signs.

			Sushi Bites! 

			CBD Gummies! 

			Vapes R Us!

			Huh?

			Along a main thoroughfare—Rue Bourbon?—crowds of people milled. Revelers of all colors drank and danced together with none of the separation she usually saw outside of the circus. Half-dressed men and women strutted by without a care.

			One female bared her breasts to a cheering group on a balcony, and they tossed her beaded necklaces. Currency of some sort?

			These bystanders all appeared to be human, so Ren sheathed her blade and joined the crowd, trying to blend in. Not so easily done; dried blood covered her, and she wore a torn wedding gown, hunting boots, and a knife holster.

			She expected people to look at her with disdain. Instead, they appeared approving. “Cool costume!” one said. Another drunkenly asked, “Where’re y’all filming?”

			If they figured out that she wasn’t filming? or in costume, would they call the constable? Exaggerating her accent, she said, “Sorry, no English,” and kept moving.

			Not everyone noticed her. Many carried a glowing rectangular contraption in their hands. Appearing entranced, they would pet it with their fingers. Clearly, some kind of idolatry.

			Then she saw a sign that sent her thoughts into chaos: New Orleans Seafood Company.

			So Ormlo had opened a portal to New Orleans. Which meant she wasn’t trapped in some Lorean realm.

			She slowed as comprehension dawned. To reach Quondam, she and Munro had crossed through a portal located in the Temple of Time. At her wedding, the wolf had said he’d fought his way back to her. At the threshold to New Orleans . . .

			“What’s on the other side, wolf?”

			“Our future.”

			Ren no longer wondered where she was.

			But when.
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TWENTY










			She escaped!

			Munro had no chance for relief, because Jels had portaled to another spot in the temple, evading him once more. The archwarlock took aim at him, light boiling up from his palms.

			“Father, no!” Ormlo yelled, his own palms glowing, his face sheening with sweat. “I can’t let you!”

			The next few moments seemed to pass in slow motion.

			Ormlo finally hurled a red beam, tagging his father’s shoulder, just as Jels fired a lethal beam at Munro. The impact from Ormlo’s strike severed Jels’s arm and spun the archwarlock around, at the same instant he released that black beam. It zoomed wild—straight for Ormlo.

			Direct hit.

			“Father!” Black light spread across Ormlo’s body. “Help me!”

			Jels’s eyes went wide. “Ah, Tempus, nooo!” He portaled for his son, falling to his knees beside him.

			Ormlo shrieked as his limbs crumbled to ash.

			Across the temple, the gateway surged against the statue. The deepest fissure yet snaked up one leg. Munro’s ears rang from the cracking of that ancient stone.

			Would it hold . . . ?

			The leg toppled, crashing across the length of the temple. The second leg collapsed beside it. When the rest of the statue hit the floor, a cyclone of some kind of energy funneled upward from its chest.

			The gateway was no more. One mate. One chance. Yet Kereny was alone and vulnerable in New Orleans. —Reach your female!—

			Ormlo’s portal started to shrink. As Munro bolted for that rift, the entire mountain rocked. The floor buckled beneath his feet, the temple beginning to cave in. He chanced a glance back.

			Jels knelt by Ormlo’s remains, now only a pile of cinders. “You killed my son!” He screamed, beating an ashy fist against his bald head. “You destroyed our god!”

			Munro faced forward, skidding to a stop as Tempus’s head rolled before him. The many eyes flickered before sliding shut. Munro veered around it just as Ormlo’s portal blipped, about to disappear.

			Beast in turmoil, he sprinted for his only escape as Jels’s scream carried: “I will never rest till I have my revenge! Your female is doomed!”

			Munro dove through the shrinking portal. Eyes closed . . . flying on a prayer . . .

			Louisiana asphalt greeted his face. He scrambled around to watch the portal seal shut into nothingness behind him.

			Inhaling a breath of clean air, he staggered to his feet. He had no time to waste finding Kereny. Once Jels and his warlocks regrouped, they’d descend on this city like a robed plague.

			She would probably head toward people, which meant she’d make for Bourbon Street. He hastened in that direction, pushing his body. 

			Even in these predawn hours, there’d still be a crowd. Though Quondam had provided no hints that she was in the future, this town would give her the shock of her life.

			When he isolated her scent, indeed near Bourbon, he picked up his pace even more. Strange, he didn’t scent his men in the area at all.

			The fog thinned, revealing the setting moon. Not quite three weeks till it’d be full. He’d gotten fortunate to avoid the full moon in Kereny’s time, and fortunate now. On that night, the need to claim her would overwhelm him, but his claiming bite would kill a human. Unless he got her changed before then.

			Passing a newspaper stand, he scanned the date, and his steps faltered a beat. Almost two months had passed since his capture. He’d suspected that Quondam had a time differential from the mortal realm, but not weeks equaling months.

			If Munro had been separated from Kereny for minutes, then she’d been out here alone for far too long. No wonder he didn’t scent his men; they’d probably given up waiting for him after their portal had closed.

			What must be going on in her head? A jetliner roared overhead. Tugboats chugged along the river. A bright centipede of cars lined a bridge.

			She certainly would have figured out what he’d done by now. But he would help her adjust to this time, and then he would win her forgiveness. If he worked hard enough, she would miss nothing about the past, least of all that husband.

			Only one thing mattered: She lives.

			The pursuit of his mate sparked every cell in his body. His heart beat stronger, and he drew in deep breaths, each spiced with her enticing scent. He spotted her a block away, wending through the crowd.

			When she glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of him, her eyes widened, and she almost tripped over a busker’s guitar case. At any second, she would whirl around and sprint from him. Prey always ran from Lykae—to a wolf’s delight—but never, ever escaped.

			His beast panted for such a possibility tonight.

			Muscles tensed to flee, she took Munro’s measure. Yet then she squared her shoulders. No’ going to run? Eyes narrowed with intent, she marched up to him.

			Glorious female! His beast was in awe.

			“What in the hell have you done to me, Lykae?”

			Whatever it took. “You dinna run,” he said, rubbing his regenerating throat. You’re alive. In my time. Unharmed.

			She allowed him to squire her into a secluded alley, but then she drew her knife and twirled it with a flourish. “You said my running would excite you. And why would I flee when I can just keep stabbing you?”

			Good point.

			“I’m actually looking forward to it, seeing the shocked look on your face as I stick you again—”

			“Okay, okay, I get it, blade huntress.”

			“I require answers from you, wolf. You will give them to me. Now.” Her general’s tone had even his mauled body stirring for her. “What is the year?”

			He shook his head. “We canna do this here.” The warlocks would come as soon as they mobilized, and spies were everywhere. No secrets are long-lived in New Orleans. “I’ll take you to a safe place, and we can talk there.”

			Through gritted teeth, she said, “The. Year.” The grip on her blade changed.

			He exhaled in defeat. “Verra well.”
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TWENTY-ONE










			Ren’s lungs deflated when his answer sank in.

			Wandering this metropolis, she’d seen ever more hints of the time, until she’d finally asked an inebriated group for the year. They’d given her the same answer as Munro. She’d assured herself she shouldn’t believe people who were that drunk.

			“A century has passed,” she murmured now. “That gateway was more than a portal. It was a time machine.” She’d read about them in her books.

			“Aye. And much has changed. But I will help you acclimate to everything.”

			“They’re dead.” Jacob, Vanda, Puideleu, and all of her hunters had passed on. She swallowed hard as tears threatened. “I can’t stay in this time and place. I must return to the Cursed Forest—in my time!”

			“That’s no’ possible.”

			Misery transformed to fury. “You tricked me into another era! Yet another lie.”

			“I dinna tell you, no. And I have been dishonest with you, but my lies were in the service of saving your life.”

			“You wrecked the warlocks’ gateway, my only way home. You fucking snake!”

			“That’s no’ why I did it. My Lykae Instinct told me to destroy it. You would never be safe as long as it existed, and you would no’ have wanted to use it anyway. Tempus required a sacrifice for every trip to the past.”

			The image of that female on the altar flashed in Ren’s mind. “Yet you went to the past to collect me.” She raised her blade against him. “Did you order Ormlo to kill that young woman?” She’d heard Munro tell the warlock that he wouldn’t sacrifice innocents, but now she didn’t know what to believe.

			“Nay, she was a friend. Those five warlocks in the temple had already taken her heart when I came upon them.”

			She studied his expression and decided she believed him.

			“Kereny, there’s a time differential between Quondam and the mortal realm, which buys us some breathing room, but the warlocks will mount an attack here soon.” He scanned the area, a soldier on alert, before he faced her again. “They’ll try to capture you to get back at me. Jels vowed as much when Ormlo died.”

			“Ormlo is dead?” Good riddance.

			“Aye, and Jels will stop at nothing to avenge his son. He’s an archwarlock, their leader.”

			She’d caught a look at Jels after he’d fired on her, had recognized pure evil. Exactly the kind of immortal I’m sworn to fight. “Then what is your plan? Are we meeting up with your pack?” A sentence she never thought she’d utter. But she needed numbers to challenge a force of warlocks, and she couldn’t simply sound an alarm and have dozens of hunters appear.

			“We canna go to Glenrial, our Louisiana settlement, no’ yet. We have sentries on the wall, but the warlocks would just vassal them, using our own people against us. I’m taking you to Loa’s Emporium, a Lore shop. Loa is a friend and a valuable resource. She can help us.”

			Ren turned from him and surveyed an unfamiliar town in an unfamiliar time. She was as good as exiled—all of her connections broken by decades. 

			Nonetheless, onward was her mantra for a reason. She wasn’t one to dwell on things that she couldn’t change. She had always worked to keep moving forward, to wring satisfaction from despair.

			How to move forward now?

			Just when she thought she would go mad, she recalled her mother’s words: Every day a bed is made and unmade. If some Lorean power had brought Ren to the future, then some Lorean power could send her back. The abilities of immortals were never-ending.

			Unfortunately, Munro—the very one who’d stolen her from her time—was her best lead to find such a being.

			“We have to get moving, lass. Now that their gateway is gone, the Forgotten will no’ kill you. They will keep you.”

			She stifled a shudder. After tense seconds, she sheathed her blade. “I’ll accompany you. For now.”

			“The shop’s no’ far.” He clasped her arm and led her from the alley into the street. “Just a few blocks.”

			As they brushed through the crowd, she expected more attention; he was a towering, muscular male with clawed pants and no shirt. Blood striped his chest and face. But most of the bystanders continued their carousing or their private idolatry.

			A young man in oversized trousers vomited on a nearby corner, and his companions laughed. He laughed too, and viscous liquid spurted from his nose.

			This is not my time! She glared up at Munro. “I swear to you that I will find my way back to the past.”

			“Even if the gateway remained, you canna return for good. Only one version of a being can exist in any time. Your previous self is still there, just as my previous self is. That’s why I began to fade.”

			“How is that possible? If I remain in the past, then what am I?” She gestured to herself. “A shade?”

			His shook his head. “Warlocks steal from other eras. People. Artifacts. For some reason, whenever things are brought to the present, a perfect replica gets created. Even living ones. You’re a replica.”

			“Am I . . . real?” She hated how weak her voice sounded.

			“You are. You’re real, the same Kereny.” He led them away from the bustling Rue Bourbon toward a quieter street.

			“How do you know this? How many times have you time-traveled?”

			“Just once, but I’ve researched the subject extensively.”

			She pinched her temples. “I was replicated—either by some foul warlocks or a repulsive god who craves nymph sacrifices. Do I even have a soul?”

			“O’ course you do! Again, you are the same. But this version can never go back.”

			“Then what will happen to the original version?”

			“You’re still there. Since the past canna be changed, your timeline would revert to whatever it had been. Once I stopped trespassing in the past, you would remember nothing of me or what happened because of my interference.”

			Revert. Ren had looked through that gateway in Quondam and had seen the wolf and herself moving backward. Ormlo had told her, “You never left.” So according to two Loreans, she hadn’t disappeared from the past.

			Yet I’m here now.

			Munro added, “Some suppose you would have felt déjà vu, and then your life would have continued on seamlessly.”

			Déjà vu. She hid her surprise a fraction of a second too late.

			“You felt it. Around your wedding ceremony, I wager. That’s when the warlocks took you before.” 

			“They abducted me?” Now Ormlo’s words made sense! I’m a replica. 

			Munro had said she was real, but what if he had it wrong? Ren might be some kind of soulless golem. No matter what, she was a woman outside of time.

			“Aye, they did. I . . . met you. Another version of you.”

			Based on his reaction to her at her wedding, she could guess what had happened to that version. “I want you to recount every last thing about your experience with the warlocks and my previous self. If I sense a lie, I’ll skin your hide, wolf.”

			He raised his brows at that. “Fine.” Scanning the streets and rooftops for threats, he began to talk.

			About the warlocks forcing Ariza to lead Munro and his men into a trap.

			About biting another Ren, a replica who’d been stolen from her wedding and hexed to die.

			About waiting in vain for her to resurrect, until Ormlo had commanded Munro to discard her body in acid.

			About journeying back to the past for still another Ren.

			He finished with, “I ken how daunting a new time must feel, but I will help you adjust.”

			One detail horrified her more than all the others: “You bit me? To turn me?”

			“Aye, I tried to save your life.”

			She cast him a murderous look. “If I’d survived, I would have become a rabid newling! No, worse—Ormlo would’ve vassaled me! Did you not see the way he looked at me?”

			The wolf’s jaw muscles tensed. “I would’ve done anything to save you, even become a warlock slave myself. Or mayhap I should have let you die?”

			“Apparently I did anyway. And then you tossed me into acid.”

			“No’ by fucking choice!”

			“And what about your jaunt into the past?” she demanded. “How could you not tell me you’d come from the future?”

			“It dinna matter. All that mattered was rescuing you from those newlings.”

			“What if I survived them?”

			He led her around a group of singing revelers, then said, “I changed nothing in your original timeline. I was never there. Your life would have played out without any interference from me. Which means you would’ve been killed.”

			“But you did change things. Your roar drew them early, and it likely brought more Lykae. My defense strategy would have worked with restocked ammunition. So I wouldn’t have needed your help. I certainly wouldn’t have made any vows in exchange for it.”

			“The pack attacked you on your wedding night, and you died. Period. Why else would the warlocks take you then? They could have chosen a year later. But Ormlo aimed the gateway toward that night twice.”

			“You’ve presented me with two unacceptable scenarios,” she said. “Either my people prevailed and I bargained with you for no reason, or I misjudged the newling pack and got the entire circus destroyed. Now you want me to live with that guilt?”

			“No, no. Your past remains in the past. Let it live there.”

			“If you’re so certain the past can’t be changed, then why defend my people?” Her gaze widened as the answer came to her. “You didn’t have a problem fighting your own kind because you didn’t believe you were actually killing them. You tricked me again!”

			“You offered yourself up to me and I accepted your terms.” He stabbed his fingers through his hair. “Regardless of how your vow came about, you’re sworn to remain with me as my eternal mate. No matter what occurred in the future.”

			Queasiness welled—because he was right. She’d pledged herself to him unconditionally. He’s . . . got me.

			He not only wanted to change her era, her calling, and her allegiances—he wanted to change her species. This immortal male kept saying that he’d saved her life, but he planned to obliterate her entire existence.
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			Checkmate, female. 

			Munro’s sense of victory dimmed right along with the light in Kereny’s eyes. Everything she’d lost must be sinking in.

			But her words had struck home, and a nagging worry took hold: What if his presence had changed her timeline? What if they discovered that in her true past, she had survived the newlings, then lived happily with her husband for years?

			Munro might have taken her from her future children. He’d be no different from the warlocks, and she’d have all the more reason to hate him. They needed to investigate the past as soon as possible. Loa would be able to help.

			He gentled his voice to say, “Look, we’ll figure this out. But for now, we need to take cover.” He led her along.

			Kereny dazedly walked beside him, her fire extinguished.

			Aside from her emotional lows, she’d probably been awake for more than twenty-four hours and hadn’t eaten in some time. The care of a mortal was very involved, yet he didn’t dare take time to let her rest.

			The fog thickened as they neared Loa’s. The emporium always had its own weather, as did the priestess herself with her mercurial moods. Loa was a mystery, and he knew more about her than most.

			Her accent changed from Hollywood’s version of a Caribbean Islander into a posh Sussex diction between one customer and the next. He’d seen her reading everything from tomes on quantum physics and string theory to torrid romance novels.

			He paused to scent the vicinity. Witches—uncanny creatures—were within the emporium, but no Pravus enemies. “Coast is clear.” He ushered Kereny across the street. 

			“We’re to go in there?”

			Admittedly, the shop looked creepy. A loose shutter banged against the front of the store, hinges forever squeaking. Despite the blowing wind, the fog refused to lift. Lightning illuminated each slithering bank of it. “Aye. In there.”

			“Who is this Loa person?”

			A woman I dallied with before I left for Quondam. “She’s a voodoo priestess who talks to restless ghosts.” She’d even started communing with them of late. Her irises would turn white as she joined senses with a spirit. “Some call her the commercenary, a cross between commerce and mercenary. She’s known for her ability to turn needs into realities.” And for charging exorbitant prices.

			Loa rivaled the House of Witches for cash-register worship, and she was as thick as thieves with them, peddling their H.O.W. juju bags and whatnot in her shop. The Instinct warned him on a loop —Be wary of magics!—

			“Needs?” Kereny stopped on the sidewalk. “Such as your need to make me undying?” She made him sound like a monster for even thinking about the possibility.

			“Immortality is your future.” He grasped for patience. Found little. His body was a mass of pain. “You must resign yourself.”

			“Then your future is my hatred.” She smiled, a brilliant baring of her teeth. “Resign yourself as well.”

			Was earning her hatred his unavoidable fate? “Would you no’ want to live forever?”

			She raised her chin, her fire returning. “I want to live—on my own terms.”

			Fuck. He couldn’t fault her for that. In fact, her determination only increased his blazing attraction to her.

			She pointed to the emporium. “I need information, and a Lore store sounds like a good place to start. But I don’t want you to get one step closer to turning me against my will. Understand me, Munro. I will never voluntarily become immortal. The idea sickens me.”

			“Sickens?” The prospect of life as a Lykae was that repulsive to her? Losing the reins of his temper, Munro rubbed his throat again and snapped, “You know what, sweetheart? We’re under the gun here, and I’ve had a day. So I’m just going to lay this out there for you: I know better than you do.”

			Her lips parted.

			“You think like a human, only concerned with the short term. My view is looong. And it’s right. You’ll understand once you gain some wisdom and perspective with age. Until that time, you’re bound by the vows you made me, so let’s no’ waste any more time.”

			“Oh, really?” A cunning glimmer lit her gaze, like he’d just picked the wrong shell in her carnie game. “Original Ren made those vows in another era, and the past remains in the past. I am a clean slate. No vows here. This replica is outside of time—and outside of the rules.”
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			Ren was enjoying Munro’s bemused expression—realizing I’m not to be controlled, wolf?—when a trio of females swerved from the shop.

			Munro exhaled. “Witches. With impeccable timing.

			According to the Book of Lore, the witches were mystical mercenaries who sold their spells and services to the highest bidder. These three looked human, but Ren sensed power in them. And alcohol. Was anyone in this city sober? When the trio ogled Munro’s bared and bloodied chest, irritation grated at Ren.

			“Hotter!” one of them called to him. “Or are you only Hot? I can’t tell!”

			He muttered, “That never gets old.”

			“What are they talking about?”

			As if the words were dragged from him, he said, “Some in the Lore have nicknamed my identical twin and me Hot and Hotter. They debate which one is which.”

			“As in more attractive?”

			“Again, we’re identical.”

			When the females closed in, one hiccupped and said, “Hey, why’re you hanging out with an organic?”

			Ren raised her brows. “Organic?”

			“Another term for a human,” Munro explained. “It means you’re highly perishable.”

			The third witch slurred, “I sensh tenshon ’tween you two. Is she the one who knocked your dick in the dirt?” That female raised her palm to Ren. “High fiiiiive.”

			Ren frowned. “Pardon?”

			“Low five!” The female pouted. “No five?”

			Huh?

			“A little privacy, ladies,” Munro said, and they finally filed around him, blowing kisses as they departed. To Ren, he said, “Replica or not, you’re still you. Do your vows mean nothing?”

			The nerve! “Oh, you’re one to talk. You put the lie in Lykae! But for your information, my vows mean everything. If the ones I made to you still count, then the wedding vows I made to Jacob do too, and I made those first.” She would never forget how valiantly Jacob had fought all the way up to what they’d thought was the end.

			“The groom released you from your obligations. Besides, he’s long gone now. You’re a widow, free to be with me.”

			Jacob had been ready to give her over to the wolf to keep her safe, had always put her needs above his own. He’d had secret dreams for them both, and he loved her—unlike Munro, who only wanted to possess her and who looked down on her very species. Jacob was as honest and forthright as the wolf was dishonest and scheming.

			From inside the shop, a woman called, “Munro, you had better come in.” Was that Loa? “The warlocks will be lookin’ for you here first.”

			He said to Ren, “The devil you know?”

			Despite Munro telling her it was impossible to return to her time, she had three reasons to believe otherwise. One, she didn’t trust anything he said. Two, even if he’d told the truth, she could return to the past without fading—if she’d died back then. And three, she feared she’d go crazy if all hope was lost.

			Unfortunately, she needed immortal help to return to her time. To complete her mission, she had to risk him completing his. “Fine.”

			He took her arm and ushered her up the stairs. Small signs plastered the door of the ramshackle structure, and a bell rang overhead. Munro had to duck under the doorframe.

			The interior smelled of incense and looked no different from any of the gift shops she’d passed earlier. He led her toward the back, to a shelf of dried alligator heads and black candles.

			Which wasn’t a shelf at all, but an optical illusion. He walked them through it, and another candlelit store spread out before her. The fine hairs on Ren’s nape stood up. This was the Lore store.

			Aisles were stocked with unfamiliar goods, and books lined the shelves. What did monsters buy or read?

			Signs throughout the shop heralded:

			Accession sale!

			Not one iota cheaper! (but do you care?)

			Everything must go (because apocalypse!)

			Ren glared at Munro. “Naturally, you brought me to the End Times. This gets better and better.”

			“That’s nothing more than marketing. Probably. Just ignore it.”

			“I know what an Accession is.” Occurring every five centuries, Accessions were dangerous times in the Lore, rife with battles between immortal species. Which was great for humanity—unless mortals got caught in the crosshairs.

			“I regret that we’re now in the thick of one, but it canna be helped. Mates often find each other during Accessions.” He steered her forward. “Come. Time is short.”

			She scanned the bookshelves as they passed. The titles ran the Lorean gamut:

			Litter Train Your Cub Overnight: The No-Diaper Solution.

			The Authorized Biography of Nereus the Sea God: Big D Down in the Deep.

			Mating Ball: A Romance. The description teased: “Will Cinderviper find her Prinssssce?”

			Ren’s gaze flicked over curiosities on the shelves. Scale polish remover. Molting itch reducer. Centaur salt licks “for comfort.”

			A human could tell a lot about immortals from the goods they favored. Were they any less vain or lonely or anxious than mortals?

			A beautiful female who looked about Ren’s age sauntered over to them. “You’ve stepped in it now, Munro.” She had long, jet-black hair and smooth dark skin. Her expressive eyes were amber, but against the red of her provocative dress they appeared ocher.

			Was she the shopkeeping priestess? Ren tried to puzzle out her species. No pointed ears, fangs, or wings. But her otherworldly looks were too gorgeous for a human. Compared to such a vision, Ren was embarrassed by her own tangled hair and tattered dress.

			“Kereny, this is Loa. Loa, meet my mate, Kereny MacRieve, late of the nineteen-twenties.”

			Ren’s back stiffened. “We are not mates. I’m married. My name is Kereny Howard.”

			Loa grinned. “And I thought Will had an uphill battle when he brought his dyin’ mate into my shop. Munro, I can fix near death; I can’t fix married.”

			“Have your fun, priestess, but we’re in a spot. What do you know about our situation?”

			“Everything you told your mate on the way here. I’ve had spirits on the lookout for you since you were captured. They followed you from the portal and have been fillin’ my ears! Seems you’ve made yourself some nasty foes.”

			Were the spirits here now? Though Transylvania was known as the land of ghosts, Ren had never seen one, had never known they were near.

			Munro asked the priestess, “What protections do you have?”

			“A boundary spell outside and angry ghosts inside. New hires from Michigan.”

			Ren’s hand hovered near her blade. “Angry?”

			The priestess told her, “A serial killer murdered them. You’d be angry too.”

			And this place was supposed to be a refuge? As Ren did with every building she entered, she scouted for an alternate way out. A back door beckoned. Was that a draft stopper in front of it?

			Ren’s jaw dropped when her mind registered the white mass stretching across the floor. “There’s a snake!”

			“Boa is a pet. She will no’ hurt you,” Munro assured her, making Loa laugh. Madness! To the priestess, he said, “We need you to close the store for the next half hour.”

			Loa’s eyes gleamed. “The amount of money that will cost you takes even my breath away.”

			“Fine. Bloody charge me through the nose.”

			“Full disclosure: if the warlocks have somehow managed to lay hands on a very rare spirit trap, they could overwhelm all my defenses. But I give the Forgotten a one-in-a-million chance of havin’ such a contraption.”

			“We’ll roll the dice.”

			“Consider them rolled.” Loa addressed something unseen: “Be a dear and lock up.”

			Ren whirled around when the clink of a dead bolt sounded from the front of the shop.

			Loa told Munro, “You look like hell spawn. First order of business: you need a healing potion.” She headed to an aisle that read Healing Arts and collected an orange bottle, tossing it to him.

			He caught and uncorked the bottle. No questions asked, Munro guzzled the contents, then swiped the back of his hand over his mouth.

			His injuries mended before Ren’s eyes, and he put on even more muscle. His chest broadened, his arms growing brawnier. His skin went from pale to bronze, as if from an afternoon spent lazing in the sun.

			That physique was too, too much. I petted it, learning what made him growl. Despite her fatigue and the emotional weight in her heart, desire simmered.

			When she dragged her gaze away, Ren noticed she wasn’t the only one watching him with fascination. Had he and Loa been more than friends? Had the priestess run those red nails of hers over his shuddering body?

			Munro asked Ren, “Do you have any injuries?”

			She delicately cleared her throat. “Healthy as a horse.” But now that she wasn’t in immediate danger, exhaustion threatened. The lazy ceiling fan cast down breezes that fluttered the candles and lulled her eyes to go half-mast.

			She fought the urge, determined to remain on guard. She was in the company of two Loreans, in the lair of one, and an archwarlock had declared Ren his primary target.

			“Loa, do you have a protection spell for her?” Munro asked.

			“The House of Witches usually sell an elegant little charm for mortals, but the ingredients recently dried up. Hashtag: globalwarming.” Hashtag? “I’ll be on the lookout for them.” She tilted her head at Munro. “I s’pose you should have a T-shirt, though the spirits are in a chorus against that.” She crossed to a rack and selected a black short-sleeved shirt, handing it to him.

			Only once he’d pulled on the garment did Loa turn her full attention to Ren, giving her an assessing glance. “The spirits tell me you’re a monster huntress. Should I be worried?” She didn’t look worried. In fact, her hair had begun to swirl around her head, as if spirits surrounded her protectively.

			Feigning fearlessness, Ren said, “Depends. Do you hurt humans?”

			“You’re still standin’, no?”

			She got the sense that Loa was testing her. “As are you.” Ren patted her holster and added in a menacing murmur, “By my leave.” 

			Loa’s face split into a grin. She turned to Munro and said, “She’ll do for you just fine.” Then she leveled that stunning smile at Ren, and it was genuine, all of her pretenses gone. “Welcome to the Lore, young mortal.”

			Ren must’ve passed the priestess’s test. Does Loa pass mine? Like most carnies, Ren was an excellent judge of character, and the priestess struck her as a decent person, whatever her species might be. “Thank you, but I won’t be staying long.”

			Loa laughed. “Oh, lamb, that’s what we all say.”
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TWENTY-THREE










			Munro had much to accomplish and no time to do it all. Every second here was a risk. He asked Loa, “If the warlocks surround this place, how will we get out?”

			“Once I’ve drained your pockets, I’ll call you two a Luber.” At Kereny and Munro’s blank looks, Loa explained, “Lore Uber.”

			Kereny sighed. “I still don’t know what that means.”

			“It’s a demon teleportation service.” The priestess gestured to a flyer behind her counter. Luber promised “Lore-wide travel in less than a nanosecond. Confidentiality is our vow to the Lore!”

			Like most Lykae, Munro both mistrusted and resented teleportation, or tracing. Whenever his clan had warred unsuccessfully with the Vampire Horde or evil demonarchies, tracing had been the sole factor in their defeat. “Who runs the service?”

			“Deshazior the storm demon. He started it in addition to his other businesses. Luber has proudly announced that it’s gone two days without a single accident, ambush, or melee on the job.”

			Two whole days? “I know Desh. He’s a good bloke.” The storm demon was a former pirate with a salty accent, huge horns, and no filter. Back in the day, they’d fought the Horde together.

			Loa took a phone from her dress pocket. “I’ll send him your details and ask him to be on standby.” As Kereny watched with fascination, the priestess’s fingers flew over the screen. Beep went the text message. “Done. With my brokerage commission added, of course.”

			“Aye, then. Where’s my brother?” Munro needed Will to help him defeat Jels.

			“Will and Chloe are offplane. He called this morning for an update and said they would check back in the next couple of weeks.”

			Ballocks. Munro would have to field the warlock threat and an immortality quest on his own. “They’re together? How are they?” Nine hundred years of history told him to expect the worst. And Will had never gone unsupervised this long.

			“They’re fantastic. All drama put to bed.”

			“Uh-huh.” No’ buying it. But maybe Loa didn’t want to reveal the whole truth in front of Kereny. He refrained from asking more about their personal lives. “Why are they offplane?”

			“They’re bent on rescuing you, which means they’re on the hunt for Nïx.”

			“How does Nïx figure into this?”

			“When the Vertas alliance gathered outside Quondam’s sphere to free you and your men, the Valkyrie said, ‘You assume Munro wants to be rescued? You’ll ruin everything between him and his cellmate.’” Loa tapped her chin with a manicured nail. “Now it makes sense why that was so funny to her. Anyway, she outlawed any aggression against the warlocks. After that, the witches ditched the campaign, and no one else could pierce the boundary. Will couldn’t abide leaving you in there, so he’s off to find Nïx and talk her out of her decree.”

			Kereny asked, “And who would Nïx be?”

			Munro answered, “The Ever-Knowing One. She’s a three-thousand-year-old Valkyrie and the de facto leader of the Vertas League. She’s also the most powerful soothsayer in all the worlds.” Yet her godlike strengths were equaled by her many weaknesses—disorientation, capriciousness, madness. “Looks like the warlocks were no’ the only ones who foresaw you’d be mine.”

			Hell, Nïx had actually done him a solid letting him rot in that dungeon. If there’d been any interference from outside Quondam, Munro would’ve lost his chance to go back in time for Kereny.

			But Nïx hadn’t done Ariza any bloody favors. “Why would the Valkyrie side with the warlocks?”

			“She said all the factions in the Lore—from the warlocks to the werewolves and from the Vertas to the Pravus alliances—would need to unite to stand any chance against the Møriør. She mentioned recruitments. And Moneyball. She said she needed ringers, and she was off to get them.”

			“Are the Møriør such a danger?” Jels hadn’t been concerned about the Vertas, but he feared the Møriør.

			“Oh, you have been gone awhile,” Loa said. “They blew down Val Hall, lair of the Valkyries.”

			“With explosives?”

			“With a single breath. Darach Lyka—the primordial Lykae—razed it to the ground.”

			“Fuck me.” Another worry. Put it on the list.

			Loa muttered, “That ship has officially sailed.”

			After flirting for years, he and Loa had kissed before he’d left for Quondam, but neither had experienced the life-changing heights they’d both expected. Once it was over, she’d patted him on the shoulder and said, “We’ll never be revisitin’ this again,” and he’d given her a definitive nod.

			Kereny’s watchful gaze was unreadable as she said, “Lyka’s the one originally bitten by a wolf in the Book of Lore, right? Is he your great-great—great times twenty—grandfather?”

			“Nay, he bit and turned others, who then begat our bloodlines. But each Lykae beast can be traced to his bite.”

			Kereny nodded, taking everything in, then said, “You might as well go ahead and explain what the Møriør is.”

			“Aye, then. They’re a group of primordials—the oldest and strongest of each immortal species. Their members range from the King of Hell to a giant. True monsters. They mean to rule all Loreans beneath a single bootheel.” He couldn’t even contemplate that threat now. “But one enemy at a time. Now we contend with the warlocks.” He asked the priestess, “Can you arrange for the House of Witches to place a boundary spell like yours over Glenrial? Jels might know of my wards.”

			“On it.” Loa’s fingers flew over her phone screen once more. Moments later came an incoming-text beep. She scanned the response. “Done. With my surcharge, naturally.”

			Kereny couldn’t control her curiosity. “Did you somehow send a telegram to the witches?”

			“Well, in a way, yes. A telephone telegram, of sorts.” She told Munro, “I assume your own phone is in a pile somewhere in Quondam’s dungeon.”

			Or an acid pit. “Something like that. And I’ve got to check on my wards.” Also, King Lachlain would need a status report.

			Loa crossed to an aisle with a sign that read: Wicca Tech! She collected a phone and tossed it to him. “Just released by the House of Witches.”

			“Wicca tech?” The packaging claimed that the phone was shatterproof, fireproof, and waterproof “all the way to Nereus’s lair.” The battery was promised to last a decade, and reception was “guaranteed anywhere in all the worlds!”

			How much Munro detested magic; how much he was beginning to rely on it.

			He tore open the package, thinking, If Tàmhas could see me now. Munro had forbidden the mortal boy to get a simple protection spell, calling his request blasphemy.

			Yet Munro now stood in a Loremart full of hexed goods, his body healed from some kind of witchly brew, and he’d hoped for exactly such a spell for his mortal mate. What a godsdamned hypocrite.

			When he clasped the phone, pain pricked his hand. He flipped the case over, saw that the phone had sucked a drop of his blood into a tiny reservoir. “What the hell, priestess?”

			“Ah, that. Your lifeblood powers a spell that will siphon the information from your previous phone. That’s a beta feature, so your patience is requested.”

			He glanced at the screen, saw his information slowly populating. He gazed over at Kereny. “I’ve got to make a few calls. Why don’t you look around for some gear? But stay away from the windows. And try no’ to antagonize the snake. And touch nothing that looks like it was made for immortals.”

			She quirked a brow. “Wolf, I did manage to keep myself alive all this time.”

			“Nay, lass, you dinna. Twice you dinna make it to thirty.”

			Kereny narrowed her eyes. “That remains to be seen.”

			“Come, mortal,” Loa told her, breaking up the tension, “let’s shop!”

			Once they’d headed across the store, Munro rang his wards but got neither Rónan nor Benneit. He called King Lachlain; no answer. Where was everyone?

			Munro dialed Madadh’s line, intending only to leave a message, yet Madadh quickly answered.

			“Was hoping you got out,” the male said in Gaelic. As Glenrial’s master of the watch, he would be instrumental in its protection.

			Munro replied in the same language, “I dinna expect you to have a phone so soon.”

			He admitted, “Some bloody Wicca tech or something.”

			“I as well. Have you seen Rónan or Ben?”

			“I dispatched a sentry to retrieve them. They’re out camping. With witches.”

			Another worry for another day. Add it to the list. “How much do you remember?”

			“Every bloody second.”

			Munro remembered too. Please, mister, no! Since none of his victims had resurrected, that young father had died beneath Munro’s fangs. Shaking off those memories, he said, “On my way out of Quondam, I might’ve destroyed the warlocks’ temple and their time-travel gateway and gotten Ormlo killed. Jels was winged as well.” Shame that arm would grow back.

			“The tits.” Madadh was a wolf of few words. “What of your married mate?”

			“She dinna resurrect.” Munro’s gaze fell on her across the shop. “So I went to the past to collect her again. She’s still mortal.”

			Madadh grunted.

			Munro knew him well enough to translate that sound: Bad bounce, that. “I’m getting a boundary spell for Glenrial. No vassal will be able to pierce the witches’ protection, but we canna depend on that forever. We need to train our sentries no’ to release their beast if the Forgotten show.”

			“On it. Will no’ happen overnight.” He grew quiet for a beat.

			Munro knew they were both remembering when a vassaled Madadh had turned on his packmates in Quondam. “Look, if you had no’ attacked us that night, I would no’ have my mate.”

			“I’ll tell myself that. A lot.”

			Munro said, “I have no idea when I’ll be back to Glenrial.”

			“I’ll hold down the fort.” Pause. “I sired two newlings in Quondam. Want to reach them.”

			The Lykae clan’s law decreed that any newling must be secured in the dungeon of Kinevane Castle, the royal seat in Scotland, until he or she learned to control the beast. If one did.

			One reason I never considered the possibility for my adopted lad. Munro remembered how excited Tàmhas had been, running up and saying, “Heath will do it, Da! He’ll give me the bite.” Hotheaded Prince Heath. As willful as King Lachlain and as wild as Prince Garreth—a ruinous combination. No one had been surprised when the prince had died young. . . .

			“Munro?”

			He snapped back to the present. “We’ll figure something out with your newlings.” He’d seen thousands of them in Quondam’s dungeon. “Just give me some time.”

			“Aye, then. Rest easy, friend,” Madadh said. “And take care of your human.”

			Munro found Kereny looking over at him and couldn’t drag his eyes from his new female. Fierce, intelligent, beautiful beyond the telling. With her tart, harridan tongue. Now would be a good time for me to stop staring. “She will no’ be human for long. . . .”
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TWENTY-FOUR










			As the wolf talked with someone on his new telephone, Ren followed Loa to the clothing racks, keeping that snake in her line of vision. It’d coiled up in a nearby corner, its shuddersome eyes watchful.

			Had it been only hours ago that Ren had faced down a pair of viper shifters? Or a century ago? Because she was an actual time-traveler. And a replica—whatever that was—as well. She raised her hands to her face. Am I even real?

			“You look like you haven’t blinked in a year,” the priestess said. “You need a chance to decompress, no?”

			Ren dropped her hands. “What does ‘decompress’ mean in this context?” No wonder so many of the wolf’s phrasings had confused her. They were from the future!

			“It means to process things without pressure.” 

			“This has been a lot to take in.” Another version of Ren had been hexed by warlocks and bitten by a Lykae. Then she’d died. How close had she come to resurrecting as a werewolf?

			“Well, you’re safe here now—unless the Forgotten have a spirit trap, of course. So let’s get you squared away with whatever you need. Care to try any of these clothes?”

			Ren perused the racks. Transparent blouses. Skirts that would scarcely cover her backside. “They appear very, um, modern.”

			“Not to your taste. I understand. Nothing a little magic can’t fix.” Loa turned toward the aisles, motioning her to follow.

			When a duffel bag suspended in midair began trailing them—evidently carried by an invisible spirit—Ren struggled to appear unaffected.

			Loa retrieved a couple of packages of something called Dream Duds and dropped them into the bag. “These are pricey. Luckily, Munro is rich.”

			Ren read one of the packages on the shelf:

			Put your best foot, fin, or paw forward! This charm will conjure your dream outfit and recreate your hygiene rituals as needed. Teeth brushing, hair removal, cosmetics, and ’do included! Just apply the stamp to your skin. Lasts for two cycles of the moon. 

			Ren supposed she couldn’t scruple about using a witchly good, since her blade was magical.

			Next Loa headed to a large display of H.O.W. Cuffs. Each one seemed to be fashioned from a different metal and was labeled by purpose: Tail Concealer . . . Contraception . . . Scry Cloaking . . .

			The priestess selected two cloaking cuffs and popped them into the bag. Another phone and a nondescript silver flask followed. “My number is preprogrammed into all the phones I sell, so feel free to contact me. Well, not free. Standard rates apply.”

			“Of course,” Ren said absently. The wolf kept drawing her attention as he spoke to someone in a language she didn’t know. Must be Gaelic. Though she didn’t understand his words, his bearing of command was unmistakable . . . and attractive.

			When she replayed their time in the cave and their kiss on the battlefield, conflicting impulses warred inside her: the urge to explore what matehood meant—or throw that salt lick at his head.

			“You can’t keep your eyes off him,” Loa observed.

			Ren flushed. “I’m curious about what he’s doing. It seems my fortunes have temporarily been tied to his.”

			“Can I give you some advice?”

			Ren nodded.

			“The spirits that surround me come from all walks of afterlife, but they each agree on one thing: time is precious. You’ve been given the second chance that none of them received. I’d hate to see you squander it.”

			“You think Munro saved me?”

			Loa inclined her head.

			“Even if true, that doesn’t mean he owns me,” she pointed out. “It doesn’t mean that we have a fated bond.” Though apparently, the worlds’ most powerful soothsayer believed they did.

			Yet how could Ren be fated to a male who expected her to relinquish everything that made her who she was? “Loa, I understand that you turn needs into realities. Can you help me get back to the past?”

			“You’re not tempted to stay? I lived in your time, and I greatly prefer this age.”

			“I liked my life.” Though I felt incomplete.

			“Maybe you could make a new life with a certain wolf.” Loa lowered her voice to say, “Munro’s one of the good ones, you know.”

			“Is he? He lied to get me to this time.”

			“Can you understand why? Matehood is a Lykae’s religion. If he didn’t pull out every wolfy trick to save his fated female, he would have gone against his beliefs.”

			“I didn’t ask for this connection.”

			Loa gave a laugh. “Yet so many others have. Scores of immortals would kill to be his mate.”

			Ren raised her brows. “Such as you?”

			“I’m not immortal,” Loa replied, not answering the question.

			“You were alive in my time. So what are you?”

			Cheshire Cat grin. “Complex.”

			“Is there a way for me to return to the past?”

			“What did Munro tell you?” she asked airily. “He knows more about time travel than I do.”

			“You’re hedging.” Hope leapt in Ren’s chest.

			“And you’re perceptive. Perhaps there is a magical way that I’m not aware of. But the cost of magic is always steep. The greater the feat, the greater the price.”

			“I’ll do anything to return.”

			“Anything?” Loa’s eyes flashed white, and the air seemed to go still. Out of the corner of Ren’s vision, she spied the snake raising its bulbous head. “The word anything is a dangerous one filled with bitter consequences. I would know.” Appearing to wake from a daze, she said, “Consider your future carefully, blade huntress. With an aim as honed as yours, you had best settle on the right target.”

			Ren parted her lips to ask Loa to explain, but Munro walked over and announced, “Next order of business.” He pocketed his phone and pointed at Ren. “We need to make her undying.”

			High-handed, arrogant immortal! She clenched her fists. “Whether I want to be or not.”

			He told Loa, “I bit another version of Kereny, but she dinna resurrect. So what’s the best play here? Magic?”

			“Be careful, Munro.” A shadow crossed Loa’s expression. “Once you start down this road, your only outcome is ruin.”
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TWENTY-FIVE







			Castle Pyrestone

			Capital of the Pravus Rule







			“Your only outcome is ruin,” Nïx the Ever-Knowing echoed from thousands of miles away.

			When her companions frowned at her words, Nïx blinked to attention and said, “Apologies. I just saw a snippet of a vision, one wave in infinite oceans of them. Two players play their playful parts, their destinies becoming intertwined.” She shrugged, briefly waking Bertil, her pet bat, who was perched on her shoulder. “So, before that, what were we talking about?”

			“Your impending execution,” Portia, the Sorceri Queen of Stone, answered from her throne, deep within the granite castle she shared with Emberine, the Queen of Flames.

			For some reason, Nïx—the highest-value target in the Vertas—had waltzed right into this Pravus lair. Clad in a dented breastplate, a black miniskirt, and no shoes, she looked a fright; even her bat’s fur was frizzy.

			“However shall we finish her off, Portia?” Emberine asked coquettishly. She sat sideways, legs propped up on the arm of her own throne. Yards of crimson silk from her plunging gown bunched around her thighs.

			“Torture her first?” Portia answered. “Or get right to the decapitation? We’ll leave the Vertas alliance as headless as their leader.”

			The capital’s courtiers—Horde vampires, demons, more Sorceri, and centaurs—clamored at that prospect.

			Nïx merrily waved at some she’d met over the centuries, showing no fear, despite how infamous these foes were.

			Portia and Emberine alone were two of the most powerful Sorceri alive. Gifted with the ability to manipulate fire, Emberine was as fast as flames and just as volatile. Whenever she experienced intense emotion, varying parts of her body would burn. Portia could control all stone, from gravel to a mountain. Grim Portia was more contemplative than Emberine, but no less feeling—the ground often rumbled from her emotions.

			She’d constructed this grand edifice from slabs of granite. Emberine’s lava oozed down the walls inside and out.

			“You don’t seem worried, Valkyrie,” Portia observed. Firelight illuminated her stony expression and lent a sheen to her spiky blond hair. “Give Ember and me one reason why we shouldn’t kill you.”

			“I will give you exactly zero reasons not to kill me.” Nïx made finger pistols and fired them. Bang bang. Then she blew the imaginary smoke from the barrels. “Instead, I’ll pose a question: What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?”

			Emberine cocked her head, sending her fire-red tresses cascading over one shoulder. “Keep it up, Valkyrie. You make even me look like a paragon of sanity.”

			Portia added, “It doesn’t matter if you can see the future. What use is that information when you can’t stay focused enough to exploit it?” She sighed. “And you are the leader of our adversaries? I fear this will be a disappointingly short war.” 

			“Do you still think you’ll war with the Vertas?” Nïx asked. “Or with the Møriør? Because I’m about to offer you the chance to eliminate one of their primordials. In the scenario I mentioned, a giant is the unstoppable force, and one of your mountains is the immovable object. Add some flames, and it will be a popcorn-munching moment for those of you at home!”

			Portia asked, “How do you know the Pravus doesn’t have a plan to wipe out the Møriør?”

			“Because, little sorceress”—Nïx fluffed her knotted hair—“I’m the Ever-Knowing One.”

			“Yet you didn’t foresee your own execution today?”

			Instead of answering, Nïx said, “The trick about moneyball is to recruit players that they will never expect you to.”

			Emberine frowned. “Who are they?”

			“The man,” Nïx murmured meaningfully.

			“You’re not fitting sport for an execution,” Emberine said with a pout. “We want the fight we were promised. Off with you. Come back when you’re worthy of our notice.”

			Nïx’s gaze took on a faraway look. “Some in the Lore wonder how devoted you two could possibly be to each other, considering your history with the Pravus.”

			Emberine rose, her gown rustling as she slinked closer to Portia’s throne. “I’ve changed my mind. No less than a smiting will do tonight.” Her red tresses burned at the ends.

			Portia’s lips thinned. “You think that because we’re pure evil, we can’t love?”

			“I think that because you love, you can’t be pure evil,” Nïx countered. “Which is why I’m giving you this opportunity. You two will be my giant killers.”

			Emberine asked, “Why should we ever ally with you?”

			“Because I’ll pay you.”

			“Pay?” Interest sparked in the sorceress’s fiery eyes. “With what currency?”

			“Death.”

			Emberine laughed. Portia gazed on quizzically.

			“I’ve foreseen your futures,” Nïx said, all playfulness abruptly gone. “Join forces with me, and both of you will probably die in battle.”

			Emberine shared an amused look with Portia, then told Nïx, “Alas, we must decline your gracious invita—”

			“Don’t join forces with me,” Nïx interrupted, “and only one of you certainly will.”

			That would leave the other to live alone for eternity, a fate more terrible than death.

			Portia’s grave gaze met Emberine’s. The ground rumbled beneath their feet; outside, grit fell from the sky like leaden rain. Visible under her pale skin, Emberine’s heart went aflame.

			And Nïx knew she’d just recruited two more. 
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TWENTY-SIX







			New Orleans, Louisiana







			“Tell me,” Munro said.

			Loa wasn’t an overly dramatic being, and she didn’t mince words. If she said ruin, then that was exactly what she meant. But what alternative did he have?

			The priestess sighed. “Not long ago, a vampire used a wishgiver to turn his human Bride into a day-walking vampire. No death and resurrection necessary.”

			Sign us up! This sounded ideal.

			“A wishgiver, then?” Kereny wore a poker face—even as her heart rate spiked.

			The beat filled his ears, exciting his beast.

			Loa nodded. “It’s called the Ring of Sums, a talisman owned by La Dorada, the Sorceri Queen of Gold and Evil.” Meaning she could control both.

			Not so ideal. When Dorada had attacked an Order installation to reclaim that ring—while Will was a prisoner there—she’d empowered all the evil beings, leaving the good ones weakened.

			Once the installation fell, Will had nearly been raped by a pack of starving succubae. Of all the creatures.

			“How do we get that ring?” Kereny asked, her body vibrating with new tension. She must think it would return her to the past. Which wasn’t possible, even with such a storied talisman.

			Loa answered, “To find it, you must find Dorada. Your best lead is Lothaire, the Enemy of Old. He’s the one who used the ring to turn his human Bride. As far as I know, he saw Dorada last.”

			“Who is Lothaire?” Kereny asked.

			Munro said, “He’s a crazed vampire, possibly the oldest in this realm. He’s known for doing favors in exchange for open-ended vows. He keeps a list of his debtors in an infamous ledger book.”

			Loa shook her head. “No longer. Lothaire surrendered his ledger for one night’s use of the wishgiver. Now Dorada controls everyone in that book.”

			Munro traded a brief glance with Loa. The priestess herself had once run afoul of the Enemy of Old. Her name resided within those pages.

			Loa continued, “The spirits tell me that Dorada has gotten a taste for those vows and will bargain with the ring for one. Since she can already control any evil being in existence, she’ll only consider powerful Loreans who are not evil.”

			“Then I qualify,” Munro said. “Where do I start?”

			“Are you sure about this? I would’ve thought you’d be the last person to make an open-ended deal like that.”

			He’d sworn to himself that he would never be a plaything again, but nothing was more important than Kereny’s survival.

			“Munro, Dorada can make you do whatever she pleases. You’ll gain your wish and forfeit your future.” Loa could speak from experience.

			But so could Munro. “There’s nothing Dorada can do to hurt me worse than losing my mate.”

			Loa looked disappointed, but not surprised. “Then I’ll try to arrange a meeting with Lothaire.”

			“Can the witches no’ scry for the sorceress?”

			“Debtors in the ledger have hired them to, without success. Plots abound to either steal the book or kill the sorceress.”

			Loa no doubt schemed to do both.

			He’d just had the thought when Kereny said, “Like you, priestess. You’re in that ledger.” Observant lass.

			Loa lifted her chin. “I bargained with Lothaire, and now I regret it.” Her tone indicated she’d say no more on the subject. Even Munro didn’t know what would have possessed her to make such a deal with the Enemy of Old.

			To her credit, Kereny didn’t press. “What does Dorada want with her debtors?”

			“Some think she’s buildin’ an army of the good, so that few remain to fight her own dark forces.”

			Kereny frowned. “Why would she need an army, or anyone in her debt, for that matter? Couldn’t she use her ring for whatever she wants?”

			“Dorada knows the perils of that wishgiver,” Loa said. “The more one uses it, the more the ring misinterprets one’s wishes. Things go awry. She has vowed never to use it again.”

			Kereny narrowed her gaze. “She doesn’t trust her own talisman?”

			“It can be dangerous. I believe Lothaire only dared to make two wishes.”

			Munro waved that away. “I only want one.” Mayhap two. Three at most. Though he’d destroyed the gateway, he could still reunite with his family! “How soon can we meet with the vampire?”

			In a resigned tone, Loa said, “His response time varies. I might hear back in ten minutes or a decade. Also, you should know that Lothaire is now the king of Dacia.”

			“The Realm of Blood and Mist?” Munro had heard legends of a hidden kingdom of super vampires who lived within a hollowed-out mountain in the Carpathians.

			Loa nodded. “Lothaire is allowin’ select immortals into his kingdom. Let’s hope you make the cut.”

			“How do I get there?”

			“He sends his general to pick up guests from the Inn of Nine Daughters, an establishment run by nymphs. It’s rumored to be close to Dacia.”

			“Wait one moment.” Kereny crossed her arms over her chest and drummed her scarred fingertips. The mannerism reminded him of a cat flicking its tail before a pounce. “I can’t go a decade without knowing what happened in the past.”

			Nor can I. Munro’s nagging worry grew. Had he affected that newling battle?

			Loa said, “The inn is tucked away in the Carpathian foothills, right at the edge of your Cursed Forest. You could return there and look for clues to your fate.”

			Kereny’s eyes brightened. “Yes, I want to see the fairgrounds as soon as possible!” She turned to Munro. “Would you be able to scent or sense if I died there?”

			After a beat, he said, “Aye.” And stay sane while doing it? Debatable.

			“Can the Luber demon trace us there now?”

			Munro made a scoffing sound. “No’ happening. You have to eat and rest first.”

			“The inn would be a good place to do both,” Loa said. “My advice is to lie low from the warlocks until we hear from Lothaire. The nymphs too might have information about the past, and I can also investigate on my end.”

			“Very well,” Kereny said. “We’ll take a meal and a short rest.”

			“Try a full night’s sleep and two meals.” When she parted her lips to argue, he shook his head. “Mayhap you should no’ go on this quest to find Dorada. You’d be safest at Glenrial, once the boundary spell is in place.” Yet mates never willingly separated.

			Kereny’s gaze flashed with irritation. “Leaving me behind? I guess I should have been sitting at home in my wagon during the newling battle. Oh, wait! I had to save your life against that giant Lykae.”

			Munro closed in on her. “Only because I was fading! Rather than fight those newlings, I should have just hied your arse away without raising a claw against them.”

			“How far would you have gotten with my knife in your back?” By now they were toe-to-toe.

			“We both know you want to bargain with Dorada to return to your time. Why should I take you?”

			“Because you’ll also be getting a chance to convince your mate to stay with you and accept eternal life.”

			“Aye, but you’ll be getting the chance to persuade me no’ to turn you.”

			With a challenging lift of her brow, she said, “Ah, you doubt the strength of your convictions, and you’re afraid that an organic will outmaneuver you mentally.”

			His lips curled. “I warn you now: You will fall for me. And when you do, you’ll be begging for eternity.”

			“Or perhaps you’ll fall for me, becoming more sympathetic to my needs.”

			“So which one of us is the most determined and persuasive?” He leaned down.

			She went to her toes until their lips were inches apart. “Bring me with you, devil wolf, and let us find out,” she said, even as her expression told him, Oh, silly boy, you’re going down. 

			“You plan to use your wiles on me?” Had his tone sounded hopeful?

			“If by wiles, you mean my blade, then yes. Often.”

			He parted his lips to lay into her. Or kiss her. Impulses tangled in his muddled mind—

			Loa cleared her throat. “Kids, kids, as much as I love to witness unadulterated sexual tension between species, we only have so long before the warlocks arrive.”

			Munro pulled back from Kereny before he did something to make her stab him yet again. Her glare told him she was considering it.

			Loa blithely continued, “I just texted the nymphs at the inn, so they’ll be awaiting you with a bounty of food.” She tossed Munro the duffel bag. “I’ve packed two cuffs to conceal you from scrying and some witchly products that will conjure all the clothing you two might need. There’s also a phone for Kereny and a werewolf treat for you. Anything else I can help you with?”

			Munro retrieved one of the cuffs and clasped it on his wrist, shuddering from the feel of magic. He handed the other one to Kereny. After a hesitation, she donned it with a shiver.

			In for a penny, in for a pound. “Do you have something that can tamp down my beast during the next full moon?” An adult Lykae could control the beast during that night—unless he or she found their mate. Then control became impossible. “Mayhap you’ve got a cuff like Prince Garreth wore.” Garreth had bought one from the witches to keep his beast leashed as he’d chased Lucia, his Valkyrie mate, around the world. It’d worked like the charm that it was—right up until it hadn’t.

			Loa shook her head. “After the failure of the prince’s control cuff, the House of Witches made a pact never again to meddle with a Lykae’s beast. His talisman was the last one. If you need that magic, you’d have to find that very cuff.”

			Not likely. After Will and Chloe had left for Scotland to work through their issues, Munro had made inquiries about that control cuff for Will’s beast. He’d learned it had been lost.

			Seriously lost.

			On the night of a full moon in the Amazon basin, a shifter had attacked Garreth. The two had grappled, landing in the water, which had teemed with supernaturally large caimans. One had eaten the shifter. When Garreth surfaced, his cuff had disappeared.

			Also presumed to have been eaten by a multi-ton caiman.

			The witches had told Garreth that the cuff might work for days or years, but eventually it would fail because fate would have her way. Munro had hoped for even a single night’s control. He’d have to figure something else out. There must be some means to keep Kereny safe—from him.

			Loa stiffened, drawing him from his musings. Her irises grew white. She was communing with a spirit, borrowing its senses. Her voice sounded like a child’s as she said, “The warlocks have come! The warlocks have come! Five minutes away.”

			Wares crashed to the floor as torrents of icy air whooshed through the shop. All the candles guttered out.

			Munro wrapped his arm protectively around Kereny. “Priestess, what’s happening?”

			Loa’s eyes returned to normal. “My invisible guests and coworkers are agitated. It seems the Forgotten have laid their hands on a spirit trap.”
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TWENTY-SEVEN










			Ren’s gaze darted as unseen spirits continued to ransack the shop.

			Over the commotion, Munro asked Loa, “Is Jels with them? Have they brought vassals?”

			“No and no.” She dispatched a telephone telegram. “A dozen heavy-hittin’ warlocks have portaled a few blocks away, without a care for traffic cameras.”

			Traffic cameras?

			Munro bit out a curse. “They’ve lost their bloody minds.”

			A chime sounded from Loa’s phone. “Desh will be here in two minutes.”

			Though Ren didn’t like to run from a fight, she and Munro were outnumbered, especially if the warlocks could neutralize her blade. Besides, Jels was the real target, and he hadn’t been spotted among his forces. Ren would retreat, then regroup in order to strike.

			And she would strike. Nothing could be more delicious than a replica killing her own creators, and Jels was exactly the type of high-value target Ren had aspired to challenge.

			As was Dorada.

			Munro said, “And what about you, Loa? Desh can just as easily take three.”

			“Once you’re gone, I expect the warlocks”—the priestess raised her voice—“will leave me and my haunts alone.”

			At that, the shop settled down. Ren imagined the ghosts sheepishly saying, “Oh. In that case . . .” A number of them began to clean, swooping up merchandise and righting displays.

			Ren was not so relieved. She had less than one hundred and twenty seconds until she was to teleport with a monster from hell. But what wouldn’t she do to evade the warlocks?

			And what wouldn’t she do for that wishgiver?

			Well, anything except sell her soul for it.

			The Queen of Evil sounded like a confidence artist, offering a fantastical dream. And if something seemed too good to be true . . .

			A carnie like Ren offered deals like that—she didn’t accept them.

			But she would let Munro think she intended to bargain with Dorada and that he and Ren were locked in a battle of wills over her future as a human. In fact, she planned to use Munro to get close to the sorceress. Once Ren located the Queen of Evil, she’d take Dorada’s head and her ring. If the wolf got in her way, Ren would stab him yet again.

			With the ring in hand, she would wish to go back in time and save her parents. Another wish would return her to her previous life.

			Her mother used to say, The universe speaks to us every day. My dearest daughter, are you listening? 

			Mamă, I am! Ren’s situation was no longer a tragedy. She would find her footing in this era, and then execute her plans.

			Munro gazed down at her. “Have you ever traced before?”

			“Never.”

			“Though I have a time or two, I’m no’ a fan of it. An untrustworthy demon could trace us anywhere in the worlds. To give up control like that is difficult for me.”

			She’d gotten an idea of how much Munro valued his control. Yet if what he’d told her about Quondam was true, then the proud male before her had become a mindless pawn of warlocks to save her life. For her, he’d given up the thing he needed most.

			And he expected Ren to sacrifice just as deeply for him.

			He added, “But I trust Desh.”

			Could she? Before Ren’s time, fire demons had attacked the circus, killing her aunts, uncles, and grandparents in one night of terror. But the circus had reassembled and outsmarted those demons. Every immortal species had its strengths and weaknesses—

			A gigantic male with huge forward-pointing horns appeared before them. “Who here is wantin’ a ride?” The demon had ringing telephones strapped to his belt.

			Loa said, “Four phones, Deshazior?”

			“And they’re all a-chatterin’! Start another business, I says to meself. How hard could it be? I says to meself.” He cast Loa a heated wink. She smoothed her hair and winked back. Wrenching his gaze from the priestess, the demon gave Munro and Ren a jerk of his long chin in greeting. “I understand ye’re pressed for time, so shall we?” He offered his hand to Ren.

			Though she ached to return straightaway to her homeland, she hesitated.

			The demon tempered his voice to say, “First-timer, then? Where’re me manners? Ye must be Kereny.” He gently took her hand, enfolding it in his oversized paw. “I’m Desh, and I’ll be yer teleporter today. Loa texted that ye two have hit a rough spot of late”—his brows drew together, his demonic face earnest—“but I’m here to help ye through it.”

			Her intuition told her Desh was a trustworthy male. Perhaps there were, in fact, good demonarchies? “It’s nice to meet you,” she said, and she meant it.

			“Have no fears, luv. I’ll trace you in front of the nymphs’ inn as gentle as an egg laid into a nest.”

			She managed a nod.

			Munro asked Loa, “Are you sure you’ll be safe here?”

			“As my grandmother used to say, I’ll be safe as celery at a vampire convention. You know I have other tricks up my sleeve.” Boa had slithered over to coil around her feet.

			Ren avoided looking at the snake. “I appreciate everything, Loa.”

			The priestess smiled at her. “Thank the kindness of my heart—and Munro’s stout credit.” Before the demon traced them, she said, “Good luck with your quest to find the sorceress.” She cocked her head, as if listening to those spirits, then muttered, “Unless Dorada finds you first. . . .”
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TWENTY-EIGHT







			Carpathian Foothills, Transylvania







			“I don’t know what’s more bizarre,” Kereny said, still wobbling. “That a demon just traced me or that he kissed my cheek good-bye.” 

			That move had almost gotten a storm demon killed—not to mention Desh’s parting words to Munro: “Now the second twin is off the market! Nymphs the Lore over are weepin’ on this day. Who’s to service them if not for Hot and Hotter?” 

			Kereny had raised her brows at that, but Munro had told her, “I’ve merely been practicing for the real thing.”

			Now she took in the bucolic scenery. Time stood still in this rustic valley. The historic-looking inn was a sprawling pastel building with equally colorful guesthouses scattered across the foothills.

			In the village, horse-drawn carts carried grain past medieval stone houses. A blacksmith’s hammer clanged like a metronome. Shepherds in old-fashioned garments tended their flocks.

			Munro spied nary a car or traffic camera.

			Kereny’s expression grew confused. “We’re in my time. We must be.” Even the summer season was roughly the same as the one she’d left.

			“Nay, we only changed locations and time zones. But I can understand why you’d think otherwise.” He inhaled the air, catching scent of nymphs, shifters, and fey. Loreans alone populated this time-capsule valley. Kereny was the sole mortal he detected. Which explained why Desh had traced them out in the open.

			In fact, Munro didn’t scent humans for hundreds of miles in any direction. The mortal towns the circus had protected seemed to have vanished. Mayhap because their protection had? “Have you ever been here before?”

			She shook her head. “How far are we from the fairgrounds?”

			“Dozens of miles, I wager. We’ll rent a truck.” Another glance around. “Or, rather, horses.” Down a winding lane was a livery.

			“This looks like the valley we last protected,” Kereny said, voice wistful. How maddening to be so close to her home physically, but a world away temporally. “I expected something more futuristic.”

			“This must be a working village. A sustainable one.”

			Frown. “Why would a village ever be unsustainable?”

			“A verra good question.” On the heels of all she’d been through, Munro didn’t want to overload her about this time. “Tomorrow, after we’ve eaten and rested, I’ll teach you more about this era. For now, let’s head in.” He ushered her toward the front door.

			“Eventually, the warlocks will find us here. Hiding is never a good strategy when dealing with immortal adversaries.”

			“What is?”

			She raised her chin. “Traps.”

			His lips curled. “I am going to enjoy getting to know your tricky mind so much.” He dared to smooth a lock of hair behind her ear, a casual touch that obviously surprised her.

			He’d told himself that once he was back in his own time and healed from his torture, he would turn on the charm. He planned to seduce her, to teach his wee harridan why she should become a Lykae.

			And she would become one. He would win this battle of wills because no one could outstubborn a MacRieve. Especially when Munro was right in this. He’d never been so right.

			In this case, his seduction could save her life. The things I do for my lass.

			But there’d be no bed play when she was reeling from everything that had happened. He would behave himself until she was rested and ready.

			He opened the door. The scent of nymph told him several were within, enough to make a covey. The entryway’s forest murals indicated Dryads, tree nymphs.

			Actual oaks grew inside the lobby, arching toward a glass cathedral ceiling. Limbs wound through the walls, and a trained branch served as the front desk. Kereny surveyed the fantastical space with her customary poker face, but he detected her wonder.

			A long-haired brunette emerged from one of the trees, stepping out of a trunk as if through an open doorway. Kereny’s tension increased, but she hid her shock well.

			“Welcome, guests!” The nymph wore traditional garb—a peasant blouse, sheepskin vest, and long skirt—but she likely had a modern phone in her apron pocket. “I’m Iona, the innkeeper, and you must be Kereny and Munro MacRieve.”

			Before Kereny corrected her, he said, “Thank you for the welcome.”

			“Congratulations on finding each other!” She made no mention of their bedraggled state. This innkeeper had probably seen it all.

			As a number of other nymphs surfaced from the room’s trees, Iona said, “These are my daughters.” A total of eight females. Though all were dressed like their mother in brightly colored skirts and white aprons, he could tell each had come from a different father. Nymphs disdained monogamy even more than unmated Lykae.

			They were all polite and amenable, yet he sensed an underlying tension in them.

			Iona said, “We’ve heard much about you two.”

			He’d bet. Nymphs were some of the most accomplished spies in the Lore. Different types could meld with various elements—water, clouds, mountains, trees—and they communicated widely with each other. As his mam used to say, Never tell a clan secret near a puddle or an oak.

			One of the daughters told Munro, “You went back in time to save your mate’s life. How romantic.” She sighed. “I can barely get a male to buy me a corsage for a bacchanalia.”

			Kereny parted her lips, no doubt to contradict the saving-her-life claim, but then she let it go.

			“We understand you haven’t slept in some time,” Iona said. “Dinner will be ready shortly, and we’ve prepared our honeymoon guesthouse for you, the most secluded of our accommodations. Do take warning: many a firstborn has been conceived there.” Iona smiled, and her daughters chuckled.

			Kereny’s eyes grew starker. Was it sinking in that she’d be rooming with a Lykae? Technically this was still her honeymoon—with another man.

			Iona continued, “Loa wrote that you’re looking for information about the past.”

			“Aye.” He explained the basics of the circus, then uneasily awaited her answer. Hell, Iona might say, “I remember you back in the day, Kereny. You were a happy, long-lived mortal with a passel of kids and an adoring husband you loved.”

			“I’m sorry, but we only settled here a couple of decades ago. And most of the other immortals in the valley came after us.”

			When Kereny seemed to deflate beside him, he asked, “Are there any other nymphs in the forest who might have been here longer?”

			“Nymphs don’t enter that forest anymore,” Iona said, giving no explanation. “But Loa texted that she is also on the case, and there’s little the priestess can’t uncover.”

			“Thank you,” Kereny murmured.

			Munro said, “You should know that we might have unexpected company. We’ve taken steps to cloak ourselves, but Jels will stop at nothing to capture us.”

			One of the daughters sneered, “The Conniver.”

			Iona’s expression grew strained, and that tension he’d sensed in them increased. “We heard you destroyed the Forgotten’s time-travel gateway. That can’t possibly be true, though?”

			“It is.” Would they know about Ariza?

			Another daughter said, “I don’t suppose you somehow brought down the entire statue of Tempus?” Each of them seemed to be holding her breath.

			“Aye, I knocked it to the ground. The whole temple was raining down around my ears when I—”

			Cheers rang out, all the nymphs talking at once: “She’s free!” “At last!” “Thank the gods!”

			Iona began to cry. “Thank this wolf! We are in his everlasting debt.”

			Kereny asked, “Who is free?”

			With tears streaming down her face, Iona said, “My youngest daughter. The Forgotten abducted her from the Cursed Forest a decade ago and sacrificed her to Tempus, her soul trapped by him for all time. We were told by an oracle that only the destruction of the statue would release her. My little one is finally, finally free!”

			Munro recalled that cyclone of energy funneling up from the statue’s chest. Had he saved Ariza and her sister from Tempus’s grip as well?

			Iona and her daughters hugged each other, but their relief actually increased Munro’s own disquiet. How many Lykae thought of nymphs only as easygoing companions for a roll in the hay, as nameless others? He remembered a male clan elder saying, “A night with a nymph will never be more than a night with a nymph, which means they were made for us to enjoy and forget.”

			These females had hopes, dreams, fears. Same as everyone.

			Iona used her apron to dry her tears. “Munro MacRieve, we will post watches around the clock. If you have unexpected company in our home, we’ll protect you and your mate with our lives.”

			Though he appreciated the offer of the watch, he didn’t count on much protection. The nymphs weren’t warriors. In large-scale conflicts, they’d always remained neutral, refusing to pick sides—yet more reason why they shouldn’t have been targeted by the warlocks.

			“My thanks,” he said absently.

			“Well, I’m sure you two are ready to be bathed and settled,” Iona said. “After all, you’ve only waited your immortal lifetime for this eve.”

			She expected Munro to claim his human mate tonight? Did Kereny think he’d press his suit? To reassure her, he said, “We’re both done in. Sleep is the first order of business.”

			The innkeeper glanced from Kereny to him and smiled knowingly. “Uh-huh.”
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TWENTY-NINE










			If Munro and I were truly in a battle of wills, I might lose.

			That was Ren’s first thought when she spied him dressed for dinner, awaiting her as she exited the bathroom. Her second thought: He’s the most devastating male I’ve ever beheld. 

			His face was shaven, his bronzed skin smooth. His thick, dark hair reached his collar. Black leather pants and a fitted white shirt highlighted his muscular physique.

			At her wedding, she’d considered him a savage animal. Now she scarcely believed that she’d caressed this immortal’s body. Had touched the tip of his—

			“What a beauty you are, Kereny.” His gaze went molten as it leisurely roamed over her. His spellbinder’s smile revealed white, even teeth. “You take my breath away.”

			Her mind momentarily blanked at that smile. It called on her body to relax, but she couldn’t.

			She’d never had more work to do. “Magic can do wonders,” she said crisply, though the Dream Duds had taken some getting used to.

			When she’d applied the charm to her forearm, her skin had absorbed it. In moments, the blood and mud covering her had disappeared until her hair and body smelled as if she’d just stepped from a bath.

			She’d imagined clothes, then sucked in a breath when silk underpants and a bandeau brassiere appeared. Next had come a white blouse, fawn-colored pants, and a fitted vest like the cobalt one Vanda had embroidered for her. Sleek hunting boots and a new holster for her blade had rounded out her ensemble.

			As the holster materialized around her upper arm, the compression had reassured her. Time to get to work. . . .

			The wolf drew closer, giving her a hint of his stone-pine scent, and her heartbeat thudded. “Once you have hearing like mine,” he murmured, “you’ll know my heart reacts the same way to you.”

			Warmth flushed her cheeks. “Then by all means, I must become a Lykae at once.” She snapped her fingers in the air. “A magical ring, please!”

			He chuckled, a rich, raspy sound that made her belly clench. Still smiling, he said, “The nymphs just brought over our meal.” He offered his arm. “Shall we?” So now he was to be all charm and good humor?

			When she took his arm, potent chemistry sparked between them. Damn that wolf. Even Jacob had seen some kind of tie between her and the Lykae.

			As they headed to the dining area, she used the time to collect herself, which meant looking at anything but the towering male beside her.

			The guesthouse enchanted her anew. Tasteful tapestries adorned the walls, and wood beams curved along the ceilings. The windows displayed twilight views of the spectacular Transylvanian landscape.

			To the east, the Carpathians loomed, bordered by the Cursed Forest. To the west spread verdant hills, dotted with shepherd huts.

			Maybe once she returned to her time, she would bring Jacob to this valley and tell him all about her unbelievable adventure.

			In the meantime, she and Munro would be forced to share this “romantic” guesthouse—home of many conceptions. Iona expected Ren and Munro to consummate their matehood tonight. Did he?

			At the idea, tingles raced from Ren’s scalp to her toes.

			“You’re wearing your poker face,” he said. “Our battle of wills is afoot, no?”

			She cast him a confident smile. “Oh, Munro, you’ll only be able to discern my moves in retrospect.” He had no idea of her grand plans—or his role in them.

			Eyes lively, he said, “I look forward to it.”

			They entered the dining room. Candles on the table and a fire in the tiled hearth lent the area a soft glow. The opened windows allowed in the tinkling cadence of wind chimes.

			Aromatic scents carried from steaming platters. Despite her nervousness—what exactly would a Lykae eat?—her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t had a bite since before the wedding. She and Vanda had taken a light repast, enjoying fruit, spiced tea, and sparkling conversation. At the memory, a pang twisted Ren’s chest.

			Munro pulled out a high-backed chair near the fire and gestured for her to sit.

			She obliged him. “One could almost mistake you for a gentleman.”

			“Relish this moment, then, for that is no’ often the case.” He crossed to the sideboard. “What’s your drink?”

			“Brandy. A small amount.”

			He poured one for her and a whiskey for himself. Aside from his short black claws, his hands and fingers looked human and were as well-formed as everything else about him.

			As he offered her the brandy, their fingers touched. When currents jolted between them from that tiny contact, doubts arose about her plan. What if Lothaire didn’t get back to Loa for years? Ren feared she wouldn’t be able to resist this chemistry for another night, much less a decade!

			Munro took a seat at the table. “You hide it well, but my Instinct is warning me that your nerves are frayed.”

			How could they not be? Everything was up in the air. Should she hate him for stealing her from her life, or thank him for saving it? Do I count on seeing everyone I love again—or grieve them? 

			Even her feelings about Loreans were in flux. In one day, she’d encountered kindness from a voodoo priestess, graciousness from the nymphs, and gentle patience from a random storm demon.

			Her Lykae kidnapper/possible rescuer flirted with her, his charisma at full force.

			What if everything Ren had thought she’d known about immortals was wrong?

			Didn’t mean she wanted to become one. She met Munro’s gaze. “I am unsettled. Dinner with a werewolf will do that to a human. Will Iona wheel in a carcass for the second course?”

			His lips quirked. “I do love a well-seasoned carcass.”

			He was teasing her? “I’m serious. I know little about your species.”

			“Then dine with me and learn more. You might discover we Lykae have a lethal food allergy.”

			“True. Let’s eat.”

			The nymphs had left a bounty: potato bread, salad with honey and cheese, a platter of goulash, and another with grilled steak and vegetables. As Ren ladled selections onto her plate, his gaze followed her every movement.

			Her senses remained heightened around him. The food scents were more sublime. The deep, husky notes of his Highland brogue seemed to caress her skin, even as his attention kept her on edge.

			Munro served himself, then sampled his meal with impeccable table manners. “Mayhap I’m starving, but this is startlingly good.”

			She tasted some of the goulash and went heavy-lidded. “Delicious.” It was spiced with caraway seeds and dressed with the perfect amount of sour cream, just as Vanda made it.

			Now, a hundred years later, the world was so different, but at least Ren’s favorite dish remained the same. What else had endured?

			What hadn’t?

			“Where are your thoughts, lass?”

			“On the passage of time and changes. You told me you’d teach me about this era tomorrow, but what about a few general things? I’ve read books set in the future. I want to know if anything matches up.”

			“Ask away.”

			Questions that had filled her overworked brain scurried as if from an opened door. So she snared a couple of the closest: “Do people live on the moon?”

			“Humans have accomplished landings only. No colonies or anything like that.”

			“Are there female political leaders?” She took a sip of her drink. Ah, plum brandy. Her favorite.

			“More than there were in your time, but no’ nearly enough.”

			She arched her brows. “You think there should be more?”

			“In the Lore, we have a good number of them. They do a fine job. Why would it be different for humans?”

			Why indeed? “Loa said she preferred this time. Do you think I would?”

			She expected him to say, Of course you will because it’s the best!

			He opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to rethink his answer. “I will no’ give you my opinion of this time. How can a Scottish immortal male speculate on what a Transylvanian woman’s experience will be like?”

			As soon as she’d decided he was the most wrongheaded, obstinate Lorean ever born, he would say something that spoke of a fair sensibility.

			“You’re a clever female, Kereny. You’ll form your own opinion.”

			I always do. “I’m curious what Loa’s species is.” The priestess was brimming with powers, yet she feared her fate as one of Dorada’s debtors.

			“Most canna determine it through scent or sight. And a Lykae’s Instinct will come up flummoxed.”

			“You two have a romantic history, do you not?”

			“We kissed once.” He shrugged. “It was no’ what either of us hoped for, so we left it at that.”

			Ren pictured the two of them kissing, and jealousy seethed. If Munro continued getting under her skin, then she couldn’t return to her time fast enough. Keep your tunnel of focus on the goal. “What do you know about Dorada?”

			“More than most. Prince Garreth and his mate saw her before her ring was stolen, when she was still a dried-up husk of a mummy.”

			“A mummy?” Ren had read about them, but she’d never seen one.

			He nodded. “Dorada rose to hunt for her precious ring, following its call to the Order’s prison installation, the same one where my brother was a captive.”

			Munro had said the Order had experimented on his brother. And I asked for their address. Her cheeks heated. “Did he encounter her?”

			“Aye. She was still regenerating when she stormed the prison. Will described her as an eerie, rotting witch, moaning for her riiiinnnnngggg.”

			Yet Munro intended to bargain with such a creature? Continuing her ruse, Ren said, “As long as her ring works, I don’t care what she looks like.”

			“My thoughts exactly.” He switched his knife and fork between hands to cut his steak. Ren had witnessed those long fingers snatching heads from necks, yet now they deftly maneuvered silverware.

			Stop staring at his fingers! 

			“I’m curious about circus life,” he said. “Tell me about your act. Did you throw knives at an assistant on a spinning wheel?”

			“Yes, the villagers love the wheel of death.” When she’d first set her sights on that feat, she’d asked herself, How difficult can it be to throw daggers at a person strapped to a moving wheel? Her determination had answered, Very. But you can do that, and far, far more. “The income helps fund the circus’s efforts.”

			He took another swig from his glass. His drink of choice reminded her of his words: Have no’ had a nip of whiskey, nor a female beneath me . . . 

			Her thoughts tumbled to that sinful play with him in the cave, stoking her arousal. If she didn’t get herself under control, he’d probably be able to scent his effect on her. Would he try to capitalize on it?

			“Did you enjoy performing?” he asked in an even tone as he took another bite. Maybe he was so experienced with females—with the nymphs who would be weepin’ from the loss of his “service”—that this was just another romantic dinner for him.

			One of a million over his long, long life.

			“I did enjoy performing.” Needled by jealousy, she added, “The exhilaration from a great show could only be equaled by a great hunt.”

			He didn’t rise to the bait. “Tell me about the other circus members.”

			She saw no reason not to. “Vanda, the fortune-teller, has been my mentor for years. She and Puideleu, the lion tamer, are inseparable. They’re like my grandparents. Jacob’s too. He adores the pair.”

			“Does he, then?” And Munro accused her of poker face? He was good at hiding his expressions, but tension had crept into his shoulders at the mention of Jacob’s name. “Your parents were part of the circus too, I assume. What were they like?”

			Ren pushed food around on her plate, too keyed up to eat more. “By day, Matei Codrina was a horse trainer known among the carnies for his soft touch and amazing results. Stefania was a knife thrower of renown, with more mettle than a thousand men. By night, my father was a tracker who always found his prey, and my mother never missed her target. They were legendary together.”

			Until they’d been outnumbered.

			“You must miss them.” When she gave a nod, he asked, “How did they die?”

			Ren’s throat tightened at the memory, and she pushed her plate away. “Perhaps I’ll tell you more about my family history—in the future.”

			“Verra well.” Concern in his golden eyes, he said, “You must be done in.”

			“I’m used to going without sleep.” Still, the weight of everything that had happened threatened to overwhelm her. But she had work to do, keeping Munro off the scent of her true plans.

			He believed he was in a position of power. Good. She knew the truth.

			You are my bait, wolf. And you can never know it.




 

			

			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


THIRTY










			Munro was in a bad, bad way.

			Kicked back in his chair, he was the picture of ease on the outside. Inside, his Instinct screamed for him to kiss Kereny. Pet her. Soothe her jangling nerves in the most delectable way possible.

			What he felt for her was like a foreign force growing within him, as volatile as the beast and already stronger. It robbed him of reason and heightened his emotions, which were becoming more linked to her own.

			She rose and crossed to the window to gaze out at the night. Giving him her profile, she unsheathed her knife and twirled it—spin, toss, flip—with expert skill.

			He sipped his whiskey, deciding he could watch her do that all night long.

			When howls rang out, carrying over the valley, she switched her grip on her knife. “Are those regular wolves?”

			“Just so. Gray wolves.”

			She relaxed a fraction, lowering her blade. “Can you understand them?”

			“Aye. They’re hungry and frustrated. Flocks of sheep are just out of their reach. The scent is maddening to the pack.” I can relate, he thought when his mate pulled her glossy mane over her shoulder, teasing him with her own luscious scent.

			He fantasized that she’d bared her neck for his bite, and his fangs throbbed for the hundredth time tonight. He wanted all those silken tresses fanning out over a pillow as he rode her. Curls tickling her puckered nipples as she mounted him . . .

			“Do they truly mate for life?” She turned from the window and caught him leering at her breasts, licking a fang.

			No’ my best look. He wrenched his gaze from her chest to meet her eyes. “From the instant they find their mate, a wolf will remain true forever.” I will be true forever, Kereny.

			Taut seconds passed between them; then she resumed her knife play. Spin, toss, flip.

			Not exactly sleep-inducing. “What’s on your mind, huntress?”

			She cast him a look from beneath those thick lashes. “Tell me you’ll give me a choice about transforming my species.”

			“No. You must become immortal. If I told you I’d give you a choice, I’d be lying.” He held her gaze. “And I will never lie to you again.”

			She took his measure. “It seems one of us believes what you’re saying.”

			“Mark my words: I want your trust, and I’m going to earn it.”

			She waved that away, as if he’d uttered something ridiculous. “If I died for some reason, you could always use the ring then. No need to turn me now.”

			He wouldn’t survive her death again. He’d nearly lost his mind the first time, and that had been before he’d comprehended what Kereny would become to him: the meaning of everything. “No’ an option, lass.”

			Clearly back on mission, she started toward him, peering at him like he was a target she was determined to hit. She probably saw him as another headache to contend with, the latest monster of the week.

			When she sat beside Munro, his beast prowled inside, wanting even closer to its mate.

			“Do I make you nervous, wolf?”

			“Bit.”

			“How can that be? I’m merely a mortal.”

			“Because I want you dearly, and I have a feeling you’re about to use your wiles on me.” Judging by the ache in his cock, she’d already begun.

			She canted her head. “Do you think they’d convince you not to turn me against my will?”

			“No’ a whit. But denying us would challenge my self-control as never before. No’ to mention control over my beast.” The ongoing howls outside were like spurs to it. Down, creature!

			“You said you have more control than most Lykae.”

			“I did. Before the warlocks got hold of me.” Before he’d fed his beast pure rage. Munro drank deeply from his glass.

			“The nymphs seemed certain that we’d make love tonight.”

			He coughed on his whiskey. To claim Kereny this very night . . . catching her gasps with his lips as he fitted his swollen shaft inside her cunny . . .

			“Are you planning to take me?”

			Would give anything! “Nay. Nay. Aside from the fact that I could hurt you, I also will no’ risk getting you pregnant.”

			“I thought you’ve wanted children.”

			He had ever since Tàmhas had passed centuries ago. Now, in a stunning reversal, Munro didn’t. Already his mate had been forced to accept too many changes. And he would insist on still one more, the greatest yet.

			How much could she be expected to handle? “I would be humbled to have them with you, but no’ for a verra long while. We’ve got all the time in the worlds for bairns. After you become immortal.”

			“Always back to that. Why do you get to make this choice about my life?”

			“Because I have a fated interest in your longevity.” Oi, that sounded shite. Where was his effortless charm?

			“Hmm.”

			His tension only increased. “Hmm? What does that mean?”

			“Full confession: I did plan to use my wiles on you. After all, I had so much success with them in the cave.”

			He scowled at that.

			“You were utterly in my hands, mine to do with as I would. A puppet, really. Or more like you were a violin and I a virtuoso—”

			“Are you done?”

			She shrugged. “I’ve ultimately decided against that plan. You’re too old for games, and I’m too tired. But I will wear you down eventually.” She sounded sure of herself. Yet then her gaze landed on his lips. Her pupils dilated, and her heart stuttered.

			He turned in his chair to face her and leaned in until their knees touched. “Will you? I think immortality tempts you. I think I tempt you. You already want me any way you can get me.”
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			Ren scoffed, “You sound as drunk as the entire populace of New Orleans.” But she did want him. Badly. Just one more kiss, and then maybe she could put him behind her.

			No, Ren!

			His eyes held hers as he said, “You could’ve killed me in the cave. You knew I would wake, yet you spared me. You wanted me to come for you, seize you, take you for my own.” His sensuality smoldered, making it difficult to concentrate.

			“I spared you because I kill evil immortals. You’re not evil; merely insufferable.”

			“Then insufferable Lykae must be just your type—because I’m doing it for you.”

			He was. God help her. His imposing size seemed to suck the oxygen out of the room, leaving her light-headed. That immortal spell came over her again, and for the first time she recognized it for what it was.

			A haze of lust.

			How could she desire someone so deeply when she resented him just as much? “Keep dreaming, wolf,” she said between shallowed breaths. Deciding that retreat was the best course, she rose and strode from the dining room.

			He called, “Doona walk away from this, Kereny.”

			She didn’t look back, even when his chair scraped across the floor.

			A split second later, he grabbed her hand and tugged her around to face him. “Tonight you were eye-fucking me all through dinner, getting nice and wet for me. You crave more of what we started in the cave.”

			“That’s true,” she murmured. “You’ve found me out. Oh, wolf, I do so crave . . . stabbing you in the gut again.”

			“Harridan! Stop fighting what’s between us and accept fate.” He grasped her waist with his hot palms and rubbed his thumbs right below her breasts. “Accept that I’m under your skin just as much as you’re under mine.”

			When she mustered a defiant look, he said, “Stubborn wench, you are such a pain in my arse.”

			“That must be just your type then.” She glanced down at his erection. “Because this pain in the arse is doing it for you.”

			“You are. Fuck me, you are. I canna reason. Canna plan. Can think of naught but you.” His gaze dipped to her lips.

			She snapped, “Do not dare kiss me.” Yet she found herself raising her face.

			“Have zero fears on that score.” Yet he dragged her closer.

			The rigid length of his manhood pressed against her, and she had to stifle a moan. “I mean it, devil wolf.”

			“No kiss for you, carnie,” he rasped, even as he leaned down. “No’ inclined to delight you thus.”

			“Delight me? Flatter yourself some more, you vain swine!”

			Realization lit his golden gaze. “So this is how it will be with us.”

			Curiosity forced her to ask, “What will be?”

			“With you and me, fighting will always lead to fucking—”

			The wolves outside howled anew, and then Ren and Munro were kissing. He gave a sensual lick against the seam of her lips, and a cry of sheer relief escaped her.

			When his tongue dipped inside, finding hers, she moaned at the sensations and threaded her fingers through the hair at his nape. With a groan, he slanted his mouth, taking hers more deeply.

			A taste of whiskey . . . breathing each other’s breaths . . . heat flooding her veins.

			She tried to block out such divine pleasure and focus on how manipulative he was. This is forbidden. Stop him. You’re married—

			His thumbs reached her stiffened nipples and stroked, a live-wire shock of bliss. She clutched at his hair and sagged in defeat.

			As if he’d read her mind, he said against her lips, “Tell me you doona feel the same way about me.” Or else. The threat lingered in his words, and even that aroused her. “Tell me!”

			She didn’t answer—because right now all she could offer up would be a lie.
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THIRTY-ONE










			Munro struggled to control his lust, which had been brewing since his mate had brought him to the razor’s edge of release mere hours ago.

			He could tell she was new to this kind of kissing, but that only filled him with a savage satisfaction. He had untold experience, and she was hot-blooded; he would have her panting after him—

			She lapped at his tongue, and experienced Munro nearly came in his trews!

			When he stroked her tight nipples, she gave a cry into their kiss and arched for more.

			Fiery mate! His control burned away, as if scorched under the hot sun. He swept her up in his arms and started for the bedroom upstairs. As they ascended the steps, he leaned down and grazed his lips over her neck.

			A flashback of his turning bite arose, but he shook away the memory. A kiss in the dip between her collarbones made her head tilt back. He took that as an invitation, sucking on her fluttering pulse point.

			She shivered in his arms. “Yes.”

			Against her damp skin, he said, “My fangs ache whenever you make me jealous and whenever I need inside you. They always ache.”

			In the firelit bedroom, he set her on the bed, following her down. When they lay side by side, he took her mouth again, picturing all the things he was about to do to her.

			Learn her curves. Taste her wetness. Plunder. Claim.

			No. Canna take her. No’ yet. But he could give her pleasure.

			As their tongues tangled, she clutched his hips and rocked her own to rub her mons against his sensitive cock.

			With a groan, Munro cupped her breasts, soft mounds that molded to his hands. His Instinct warned about his delicate mate, but his body demanded ever more of her. As did his beast. It scented how wet she’d grown and howled inside to lap up her nectar. Begone, creature! This is all mine tonight.

			When Munro plucked at her nipples, she whipped her hips, threatening to bring him off! Her passion convinced him that she didn’t love her husband. Unless she was simply too overwhelmed by everything.

			Overwhelmed. 

			Damn it! Munro needed to pull back. But how? Wasn’t like he’d waited nine hundred years for this. Could he possibly return from the razor’s edge yet again?

			Aye. He brushed his mouth to hers a last time. A shudder of loss racked him as he drew back.

			They spoke at the same time:

			“I canna do this.”

			“I can’t do this.” 

			Her cherry-hued lips were kiss-swollen. She licked the bottom one as if she wanted another taste of him.

			His shaft was so hard he feared he’d spontaneously come. Lick those lips again, female. Bring me off.

			She murmured, “I feel like I’m in a stranger’s body. Little control over myself.”

			He managed a nod. “Same.”

			“I’m stronger than this.”

			Focused on her lips, he muttered, “I fucking am no’.” He briefly closed his eyes, then met her gaze. “I will be. I am. Kereny, I will be whatever you need.” He forced himself to stand, wincing in pain. “I can wait till you’re more comfortable, more rested.” I can! Eyes off her sweet mouth, Munro. Ignore your throbbing dick. “This is no’ the time for us. But it’s coming. Fate canna be stopped.”

			With the last bit of his restraint, he left the room and closed the door behind him. He collected the flask of whiskey that Loa had packed for him—a magical one, never to empty—and strode out to the terrace. A picturesque Transylvanian countryside greeted him.

			Swigging whiskey and sucking in gulps of cool night air did little to tame his arousal. Never had he felt such need, as if he would’ve plumbed the depths of madness before he ever reached the heights of release. His female was so bloody perfect for him, with an innate sensuality just begging to be explored.

			When he heard her crawl under the covers, he would’ve permanently given his right arm to join her there.

			His new phone pinged, drawing his attention. Old messages and texts continued to populate in a random patchwork of data.

			An email from the House of Witches had arrived, announcing the completed spell around Glenrial. The email had a terms-of-service contract attached. A five-hundred-page contract that he’d need to read.

			Just then, a dinosaur’s roar sounded, alerting him to a text from his ward Rónan.

			Rónan: Missing for weeks and you don’t head home? No. Cause you’re out honeymooning with your married time-traveling mate.

			The whole pack must have heard the story. Wanting to know more about how the lads were doing—and to get details about Will and Chloe—he dialed Rónan’s number. The lad didn’t pick up.

			Teenagers.

			Munro texted: Emergency. We’ll be back asap.

			Rónan: What if she doesn’t like us? I mean, I’m amazing, but Ben . . .

			They both were a handful in their own ways. Typical of his age, Rónan was moody and rebellious, and Ben was painfully shy with a hair-trigger beast.

			Munro replied: Kereny’s fair. If you treat her well, she’ll like you. Stay behind the walls of Glenrial. Warlocks might target you and Ben.

			Rónan: They can bring it. Learned some spells from my witch gf.

			He must know his words would chill Munro to the bone. Was this acting out? Munro needed to read a book or something. Behind the walls. That’s an order.

			Rónan: [Middle finger emoji]

			Thanks. I am number one. How’s Will?

			Head Case and Chloe are cool now. When Will had first discovered Chloe’s true species, he’d earned his nickname of Head Case in a nuclear way, treating her abysmally. BTW, give us 48 hours’ notice before you show at the lodge. Ltr.

			Munro exhaled. Aye, then, later. He took another swig from his flask, his mind tumbling over Will’s pain-filled history.

			Munro couldn’t quite believe his brother had made such a miraculous turnaround. Yet hadn’t Munro himself begun healing in the presence of his own mate?

			He gazed in Kereny’s direction. Each minute he spent with her muted his memories of Quondam. . . .

			The gray wolves were still howling across the countryside when he received a message from the priestess.

			Loa: Nothing yet on Kereny’s past, but Lothaire is intrigued by your story. Kept calling you the werewolf ambassador to Dacia. I stopped correcting him. He will allow you and Kereny entry.

			When? Munro needed to clear this with his king.

			A Dacian general will teleport you from the inn within the next two days.

			But he wouldn’t have heard back from Will by then. I need my brother to look after Kereny while I meet Lothaire. Though hopeless when it came to responsibilities, Will was a fierce warrior. Munro would trust no one but his twin for her protection.

			Loa: The Enemy of Old will only allow you entry if you bring your mate.

			Munro ground his fangs as he typed: Why?

			The text wheel spun and spun. Then: Leverage to keep you on your best behavior.
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THIRTY-TWO










			Toss. Turn. Toss. 

			Ren punched her pillow and tried another position in the soft bed. Everything about this room—from the cozy window seat to the fireside settee—was made for comfort. Yet her body was too charged for sleep, her mind filled with guilt.

			The Lykae had stopped their kiss before she had. An immortal wolf had been decent.

			After waiting for Ren for a millennium, Munro had denied himself, despite the desire he’d clearly struggled with. Could anything be sexier than a male in need who put a female first?

			After he left, she’d dazedly undressed, laying her blade on the nightstand. Then she’d imagined a modest nightgown with far more coverage than she usually wore.

			Now she stared at the ceiling, fiddling with her new cloaking cuff, replaying their encounter.

			Her lips tingled for more of Munro’s kiss, her nipples tightening from the memory of his clever fingers. She was tempted to relieve her arousal, but as she moved her hand her wedding ring caught her attention.

			Was it to mean nothing now? Were all those years fighting alongside Jacob to mean nothing?

			Though she didn’t believe they could ever recreate the passion she’d experienced with Munro, Jacob was still her husband and best friend. Once she returned to the past, she would confess everything she’d done, and somehow, she would learn to live without the wolf.

			She frowned as a thought occurred. If such a lover existed for Ren, maybe one did for Jacob as well. Maybe he could experience that level of passion with another.

			When Ren had announced their engagement, Vanda had told her, “Jacob’s a good man, but he’s not your good man. You’re keeping him from finding a woman who’ll adore him as he should be adored.”

			Ren had replied, “Then why does he keep asking me to marry him?”

			“Because he can’t see past you.”

			Maybe Vanda was right. Would it be fair for Ren and Jacob to remain married?

			Regardless, she wouldn’t choose Munro. A girl who’d been born and raised to hunt monsters couldn’t simply throw her lot in with one—no matter how much pleasure the monster delivered.

			Decided, she rose to add another log to the fire, then returned to attempt sleep again. Rain began to fall outside, and she longed to hear it drumming the roof of her wagon. Everything here was too quiet.

			The circus took on a life of its own after dark. The animals snored. Sentries caroused as they came off their shifts. Older hunters recounted tales around the bonfire. . . .

			What must have been hours passed, but she couldn’t drift off.

			A knock on the door sounded, and she snatched her blade from the nightstand.

			“It’s me.” Just the timbre of Munro’s low voice made her heart beat faster.

			“Come in.” She returned her knife to the table and sat up when he entered.

			“I thought you would want to know as soon as I heard from Loa.”

			“What did she say?” Ren quickly asked. “Did she have information about the circus or me?” She braced for his answer.

			“No’ yet. She texted about Lothaire.” He crossed the room to drop onto the settee. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing muscular forearms with golden hairs that glinted in the firelight.

			He took a flask out of his back pocket and offered it to her. “Care to join me for a whiskey from a never-ending flask? A nightcap might help you sleep. Come, you ken I’m safe.”

			His earlier restraint did make her feel a speck of trust toward him. “Very well. The sheep I was counting fled with your arrival.” She rose and crossed to the settee, taking a spot as far away from him as possible.

			When his back went ramrod straight, she glanced down at her high-necked gown; she was covered from her ankles to her ears.

			She accepted the flask from his white-knuckled grip, puzzled that he’d dented the metal. “Well?” She took a sip, grimaced, then handed it back. “What about Lothaire?”

			Munro downed a large swig. “The Enemy of Old invites us to his kingdom. I’m to be an ambassador.”

			“How do we know this isn’t a trap?” Will I be taking out Lothaire next?

			“We canna know for certain. But these days, he seems to be playing better with others. Still, I would never relax my guard with one like him.” Was Munro avoiding her gaze? “You’re determined to go with me?”

			“I am.” The prospect of journeying to a vampire kingdom unnerved her, but she would face her fears, just as she’d always done. “How will we get there? And when?”

			“A Dacian general will arrive here to teleport us within the next two days.”

			Trusting Desh’s teleportation was one thing, but a vampire’s? “We’re still going to the fairgrounds in the morning?” Despite how much time had passed, they might find old equipment there. Or even . . . remains.

			Had Ren’s people decamped? Or been mauled to death? The fairgrounds—and the wolf’s sense of smell—could tell her much.

			“Aye. I figure this general will have to come at night, so we can explore the area during the day. We’ll stay close to the inn once the sun goes down.”

			And what was there to do here after dark? Her cheeks heated, and her nipples hardened against the cloth of her nightgown.

			Munro abruptly stood and crossed to the bed, “You must be chilled.” He retrieved a blanket to cast over her.

			Realization. “You can see through my nightgown, can’t you?”

			Looking as if he’d been slugged, he sank back onto the settee. “Every . . . mouthwatering . . . inch. . . .”

			His reaction didn’t embarrass her; it enlivened her, reminding her of the power she’d felt over him in the cave. “Are you more comfortable now that I’m covered up, wolf?”

			Another slug of whiskey. “Comfortable is no’ how I’d describe my condition at present.” He adjusted himself with a grimace.

			Don’t look down. Don’t look at it. 

			She looked.

			His erection pressed against leather again. And he’d called her mouthwatering? She wondered what the slippery tip of it would taste like. . . .

			He handed her the flask, and she took a healthy swig. Striving for a composed tone, she said, “You’re very randy for someone of your advanced age.”

			A pained grin teased his lips. “Ah, lass, you make me feel as young and new as a pup.”

			Maybe it was the whiskey, but her own lips quirked in response. He had a certain rough charm about him.

			What a quandary. She was never supposed to like an immortal wolf. “I’m surprised you didn’t press your advantage earlier.”

			“I canna claim much wisdom about women, but I do know that a bloke should always avoid being one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“A regret.” He met her gaze, the firelight making his golden eyes glimmer. “When I take you, Kereny, you will never regret trusting me with such a gift.”

			She almost believed him. Almost.

			As they traded the flask a couple more times, she reminded herself that he was trying to seduce her to a dark side, a side she’d fought tirelessly.

			The logs in the fire crackled, and an ember took wing, flitting upward on a journey into the night. If Ren wasn’t careful, she’d end up like that ember, tumbling into a completely different life.
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THIRTY-THREE










			“Since you will no’ tell me more about your family, what should we talk about?” Munro asked, gauging her sleepiness. Mayhap the whiskey was starting to work.

			He himself was wide awake and still hard. Kereny’s nightgown—one that Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother would covet—had been no match for his wolven eyesight.

			He’d seen everything from Kereny’s upturned breasts and tight little nipples to the V of curls between her thighs. Mercy, woman! 

			“We should talk about you.” Her sudden smile hit him like a gut punch. “I discovered no lethal allergies during our meal, but a girl can keep hoping. Tell me all about yourself. And don’t leave out the weaknesses.”

			“I have few beyond you,” he said easily. “What else do you want to know?”

			“Where did you grow up?” She began braiding the length of her hair, entrancing him.

			What had she asked? Ah! “I was raised at Conall, my family’s ancestral home in the Highlands. It borders the Woods of Murk, a forest rife with creatures and portals, much like your Cursed Forest.”

			In the distance, thunder rolled over the mountains, the rain intensifying. If it kept up, there’d be no field trip tomorrow.

			Kereny asked him, “What was your childhood like?”

			Idyllic, then tragic. All extremes. Keeping his tone as light as possible, he said, “As young lads, my twin and I made much mischief for two loving parents. Will and I are the last of the Sentinels, a line of Lykae tasked with making sure those creatures in the Murk never invaded the neighboring peaceful lands. Once we grew older, we assumed those responsibilities.” Munro and his mate had little in common, but he would draw on their few similarities. “You patrolled your forest, and I patrolled mine.”

			“Uh-huh.” With an arch look, she asked, “And when was the last time you patrolled?”

			The last Accession. “I admit it’s been a minute. But in the end, we waged a full-out war against the malevolent beings that had gathered.” Among them were evil succubae. Munro had suggested clearing the woods as a means of catharsis for Will, who’d been raped by one as a boy.

			The catharsis hadn’t worked. But Munro had found Tàmhas in those woods. Some Pravus creature must’ve stolen and then abandoned the infant.

			Munro had been determined to locate the birth family—to no avail. Despite how attached he’d grown to the wee babe with his tuft of red hair and toothless grin, he’d placed Tàmhas with adoptive humans. Yet each situation had been worse than the last—drink, dissolution, sickness. Finally, Munro had taken Tàmhas in to raise as his own.

			A mistake. He debated telling Kereny about his son, but the tale was a sad one, and she’d already experienced far too much sadness with him. They had time.

			“What happened in your war?” she asked.

			“We wiped out our enemies, and the woods grew light once more.”

			“And then what did you do? What were you doing a hundred years ago?”

			Wallowing in the past. Drinking. Tupping. Anything to break up his and Will’s interminable lives. He’d had no drive other than to keep his twin from self-destructing. “I wish I’d been in Transylvania finding you.”

			“But you weren’t. If the warlocks hadn’t taken me, you never would have known about me,” she pointed out. “I would have skipped right by you, with you none the wiser.”

			For all his years, he’d believed that if he existed long enough, he would catch his mate’s scent from afar, as Will had with Chloe.

			Shock stole through him as it sank in that he’d missed her. He’d lived for a century with false hope, never knowing she’d been cold in the ground.

			Munro had been born for one purpose: to find and protect his mate. And he’d failed. Now he was to get a second chance—courtesy of the warlocks—but she remained vulnerable as a human.

			Kereny said, “From what I’ve heard, I’d say you’ve been enjoying a feckless and debauched life for some time.” She’d sidled far too close to the truth.

			He was just frustrated enough to give it to her. “My brother has been nigh suicidal for centuries. Two things got him through the night: sex and violence. So for all these years, he and I undertook dangerous missions for our king and battled threats to our clan. When we believed vampires had assassinated our ruler, we founded Bheinnrose, a settlement in Nova Scotia, to get Lykae families away from the Horde. But after that, we had no more missions. No more danger. So we prowled for women and hoped for war. You likely would have found me verra debauched.”

			Instead of being scandalized, she casually asked, “How many have you been with?”

			He shrugged. “More than a few. Are you jealous?”

			She shrugged right back at him. “How do I compare to more than a few?”

			“There is no comparison.” They were mates; their experiences should mirror each other. Did she not feel the same raw bliss when they kissed and touched?

			“How many of them have you loved?”

			“Love? You canna pledge your heart when it’s been fated to another,” he said, baffled by her question. “Lykae revere matehood. We believe each of us is unfinished, half of a greater whole, awaiting the right partner. Every second of my existence, I’ve been aware of how incomplete I am.”

			She murmured, “Incomplete.”

			“Aye. But now everything is different.”

			“I find it hard to understand how you’d give up all those lovers for one.”

			Then she was not feeling the same as he was. He sat back, troubled. “As I said, wolves mate for life.” What if she was his, but he wasn’t hers? Such a thing only happened if two beings were of different species.

			Like a human and a Lykae.

			As if reading his mind, she said, “Alas, humans don’t.”

			Her words plagued him far worse than her blade had. “Just one more reason for you to become a wolf. I’ll bring you around.” With time, she’d feel their bond and come to the obvious conclusion: immortality.

			Still, doubts whispered. If he wasn’t her mate and she became a Lykae, she would spurn him.

			No, of course he was hers. All he had to do was recall her response to him earlier. “And mayhap you should no’ knock debauchery since you liked it so well with me.”

			She brushed aside his words. “Tell me why you were set upon such a path for hundreds of years. Why was your brother suicidal?” When he hesitated, she gentled her tone. “You speak of bonds and fate, but I don’t know you, Munro.”

			He paused with the flask at his lips. “You want to?”

			“Maybe.”

			If he told her about his family, would she confide in him about her parents? Fuck it, here goes. “When my brother was only a young boy, he fell into a succubus’s clutches, a fiend named Ruelle. . . .”

			Munro told Kereny how Ruelle had secretly fed off Will for years, twisting him and his beast. When their mother had found out, she’d hunted the succubus, but Ruelle hadn’t been alone. “One of the succubus’s other lovers—a vampire—beheaded my mother.” Munro and Will’s beloved mam. “Da slew the vampire and Ruelle. Then he . . . died by suicide.”

			Or partially. He’d almost managed to take off his own head. A sympathetic friend had helped the rest of the way.

			Munro had adored his father, but after that final act, resentment had gripped him. Now that Munro had a mate, he was starting to fathom his da’s actions. Hadn’t I been ready to follow Kereny into an acid pit? “My brother blames himself for everything. He has little control over his beast and even less over his emotions.”

			Kereny’s brows drew together. “I’m sorry. As his twin, you must feel his pain keenly.”

			“Aye.” Keeping Will afloat meant Munro was sinking himself. He simply hid it better. “Will’s recent torture dredged up every ounce of trauma from his past, and he grew more determined to end his life.”

			But suicide for an immortal was difficult to carry out alone. Unfortunately, Will knew of a way. He’d booked a one-way ticket to Hungary, home of the Fyre Dragán, a pit of unnatural flames hot enough to kill even a Lorean—a.k.a. Where Immortals Go to Die.

			“What happened then?” Kereny asked.

			“He met his mate, Chloe. The two of them appeared to be perfect for each other, except for her mortality. Yet then her true nature emerged. She’s actually a cambion—half mortal/half succubus. Will dinna do well with that fact, even when I reminded him that at least she’s undying now.”

			“She feeds through . . . sex?”

			“With Will alone.” His brother would never allow anything else.

			“Despite his history, you would rather Will be mated to a succubus than to a mortal?”

			“In a heartbeat. I canna say this enough: humans have no place in our world.” He’d learned that lesson harshly. Da, how did this happen? How?

			A mortal in the Lore was on borrowed time. Hell, Munro himself was at once a protector for Kereny—and a threat to her.

			The full moon neared, and his feelings for her were deepening so quickly that he already confused up with down, his fascination with her growing darker. His beast was no better, demanding its own access to her. How much longer could Munro keep the creature leashed?

			An out-of-control werewolf . . . around a mortal he was becoming obsessed with . . .

			Gods help us both.
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THIRTY-FOUR










			As the wolf stared into the fire, the urge to comfort him was nearly undeniable. Ren couldn’t believe that he’d lost his parents when he was thirteen, the same age she had hers.

			As he’d spoken about his family, he’d been vulnerable, seeming all too, well, human. Over the course of this endless night, Munro MacRieve had shown her many facets to his personality.

			The wounded wolf who’d escaped torture. The brutal warrior fighting his kind in the rain. The immortal lover with his divine kisses.

			He intrigued her; after a few shots of whiskey, infatuation was setting in. But as long as she believed going home was a possibility, and as long as the wolf ignored her wish to remain human, she couldn’t allow her feelings for him to deepen.

			She gazed at his strong profile in the firelight. Easier said. When Munro had remarked that he’d felt incomplete, she’d barely concealed her reaction. What if she’d been yearning for him?

			He turned to face her. “I dinna want to burden you with such a tale. But you would learn of it eventually.”

			“You asked Ormlo for another means to power the gateway. You were going to use it for your parents, weren’t you?”

			He nodded. “I went to Quondam partly to investigate rumors of their gateway and see if I could retrieve my family. Now I’ll use the ring.”

			She stiffened. “Would I be your first or second wish?”

			“My first. O’ course.”

			With a roll of her eyes, she said, “I think you’ve forgotten that my plans for Dorada’s ring don’t coincide with yours.”

			“What would you do with it if you had it right now?”

			“I would wish to return to my life with all my loved ones and for my parents to have survived.”

			His eyes flickered gold to blue and back. “I’m no’ in any existence that you envision,” he said in a toneless voice.

			“You can’t be. Even if I didn’t have commitments, the two of us could never be together. You said it yourself: humans don’t belong in your world. Whether you like it or not, that’s my species. And I intend for it to stay that way.”

			Instead of rehashing their argument about changing her, he asked, “Why do you think the ring will allow you to live in the past?”

			“If I died, then I can go back without fading. There won’t be another version to compete with.”

			“Even with the ring, you canna return as you were because you would alter events of the past—which is no’ possible. Think about it this way: if the warlocks could change history, then they would no’ be hiding in their own sphere, which is a prison in itself. With such an ability, the Forgotten would rule all the worlds.”

			That was the first thing he’d said about time travel that hit home with her. Oh, Doamne, he’s . . . right. “So even with magic, I couldn’t go back and whisper in my parents’ ears to save their lives. I couldn’t get more grenades delivered to the circus earlier.”

			“Nay, my lass, you canna.”

			Her lips parted. Then my existence is gone.

			Gone.

			Gone.

			Ren would never again wander through the circus fairgrounds, awash in a feeling of unity.

			“Your loved ones could theoretically be brought forward,” Munro said, “but they could no’ avoid their deaths back then.”

			“Then I will wish them all forward.” She would seize the ring from Dorada, then recreate the circus in this time.

			“How would your parents feel knowing you used an evil sorceress’s talisman to resurrect them?”

			They would rather stay dead. Ren doubted her mother and father would ever accept such machinations. Still . . . “I will wish them forward, then work to earn their forgiveness.”

			Munro gazed at her meaningfully.

			Comprehension dawned. She planned to take away her parents’ choice about resurrection, just as the wolf planned to take away her choice about transformation. “It’s not the same.” It’s a bit the same. “They died. I’m still alive.”

			“In any case, the wishes likely must come from an immortal like me. And I’ll do it gladly if that’s what it takes to make you happy here.”

			“But only after you’ve made me undying?” Ren considered continuing her ruse with Munro, arguing about a bargain with Dorada that would never be. Yet she was just so tired. “I might not be able to return to my time, but that doesn’t mean I have to sign on for a life with you.” She rose from the settee. When he did as well, looking like he’d follow wherever she went, she said, “I want to be alone. To decompress. Do I get a choice in that?”

			He held up his hands. “O’ course. I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

			After the door closed behind him, she climbed up into the window seat. Gazing into the rainy night, she hugged her legs to her chest and replayed their conversation.

			Could she use a stolen wishgiver to bring souls back from the grave? Ren had been born and raised in Transylvania amid tales of restless spirits. Hours ago, she’d shopped with one! If she used that ring to wake her loved ones from their eternal rest, might things go awry? How many wishes could she make before the ring misinterpreted her desires?

			Ren’s heart broke as she concluded that she couldn’t risk it. I can’t go back; they can’t come forward.

			Desolation threatened. Her people were gone, and she was alone in a new world. She peered down at her wedding ring, tears welling. Strange, she didn’t feel like a widow. . . .

			As her tears began to fall, she replayed favorite memories, wrapping them tightly around her. When she’d lost her parents, the Night War had saved her from a deluge of grief. Now it must again. Into this time, she would carry her memories—and an ever-expanding mission.

			Sinister forces still existed. Tonight she’d learned of a veritable rogues’ gallery of high-value targets.

			Jels the Conniver. The Enemy of Old. The very Queen of Evil.

			Ren would kill Dorada, then use the ring to destroy the warlocks and any vampires who preyed on humans.

			I’ll fight evil immortals wherever, however, and whenever I can.

			She caught her reflection in the window. Her face looked almost lupine in the rain-slicked glass. Fitting. From tonight on, she would be the wolf.

			In sheep’s clothing.






			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


THIRTY-FIVE










			Munro liked this solitary night not one whit. He was unused to being alone—had spent nine centuries all but attached at the hip to Will. And yet Munro often suffered from loneliness. Being around Kereny had allayed that feeling, making it all the more acute now.

			As the wolves outside continued their plaintive howls, he paced the guesthouse, haunting it like one of Loa’s spirits. When he meandered upstairs and put his palm against the bedroom door just to be closer to Kereny, he realized he’d been like those gray wolves for his entire life, desperate for things tantalizingly out of reach.

			In time, he heard her return to bed. When her breaths grew deep and even, Munro allotted himself an hour to sleep.

			If he rested his eyes and cleared his mind, he’d stand a better chance of winning her over. Then, once they’d strengthened their bond, he could help her through her grief.

			He programmed his phone alarm and sat on the floor outside the bedroom. Sleep came swiftly for one so deprived. As if to make up for his weeks without dreams, reveries bombarded him. He drifted from one to another in a bewildering montage, back, back centuries in time . . . to the last argument he’d ever had with his eighteen-year-old son.

			. . . “You canna continue to take these risks,” he told Tàmhas. “How many times must we speak of this?” He’d discovered his son trying to play sports with Lykae lads. Again. “You canna go up against the others. It’s much too dangerous.” He knew in his gut that Tàmhas’s next close call would be his last. How foolish Munro had been to take a fragile mortal into the pack!

			Cheeks flushed to match his red hair, Tàmhas said, “If you’re this worried about my safety, then let me get a protection spell from the witches.”

			“Blasphemy! I raised you better than this. We doona truck with their kind!”

			“Then I’ll become a Lykae. I told you Heath would bite me, Da.” 

			Hotheaded Prince Heath. “That will never happen.” Munro’s hands balled into fists. “No’ while I live. If I have to fight a prince of the Lykae, then I bloody will!”

			Clearly surprised by his da’s unusual show of anger, Tàmhas said, “I’ve thought and thought about this, and my path is clear. I canna live like this. I must have immortality, Da, or I must go. And if that is what has to occur, I will never be able to see you again.” Voice breaking, he said, “I’ll never want to be reminded of all I’ve lost.” 

			Munro had known this day would come, the ever-present worry like an aching wound that refused to regenerate. To Tàmhas’s obvious shock, he said, “I know. You have to go.”

			As Tàmhas left that very night, he’d looked back over his shoulder and said, “I only ever wanted to belong, Da.” 

			“That’s all most want. But it is no’ possible here for you, son.” Choking back his grief, he’d watched his beloved lad set off into a perilous mortal world, lost to him forever. 

			Yet they had met once more. “Da, how did this happen? How?”

			Munro’s reverie tumbled from that agonizing memory to another scene, one that had never been. . . .

			He and Will stood in the Fyre Dragán’s lair at the edge of its fiery pit. Instead of the sound of crackling flames, an irritating ringing echoed throughout the cavern. 

			Sunken-eyed and broken, Will said, “Time for me to take a bow.” All he had to do was jump into the fire, and he’d be gone forever.

			“Never! I’ll no’ let you do this.” For centuries, Munro had felt that if he could just say the right thing, he could fix Will. Now he struggled to ignore that ringing as he grasped for the words to change his twin’s mind. “Bràthair, do you no’ understand? You canna dive off the deep end when we’re on the platform together. You canna leave me behind.”

			Will smiled his soulless smile. “Like father, like son.” He leapt.

			“Nooo!” Munro watched in horror as Will melted away. Then he realized it wasn’t Will in the fire. 

			It was Munro. My face melting—

			His eyes flashed open, his heart pounding. Where the hell was he? He frowned down at his ringing phone and turned off the alarm.

			Then he registered his mate’s scent. Kereny was close by. Safe. He lumbered to his feet and sneaked a glance through the bedroom door. She lay on her side, her lips parted.

			So vulnerable. So mortal.

			Had he actually promised to take her back into the Cursed Forest? He’d barely gotten her out alive the first time.

			He dragged himself away, closed the door, then headed downstairs. The nymphs had left a pot of coffee warming. Bless them. As the rain poured outside, he filled a cup.

			He’d just taken his first sip when he received a call from his king.

			Lachlain skipped the greetings. “You’ve been busy, friend.”

			“What have you heard?”

			“Madadh briefed me on everything he knows. I’m glad you got yourself and your men free, since your king could do fuck-all for you. Thanks to Nïx.”

			“Loa told me the Valkyrie is working with the Forgotten. Strange bedfellows.”

			“Nïx wants a warlock sphere to cover this planet to protect us from the Møriør.”

			“Why is the Ever-Knowing One concerned about them? She can foresee their every move and direct our alliance to defeat them.”

			“We’ve learned that Orion the Undoing—the Møriør’s leader—can see the weakness in anything. Any fortress, any battle plan, any warrior. Even Nïx’s own weaknesses. A type of foresight in itself,” Lachlain said. Munro pictured the king sitting by a window at Kinevane Castle, gazing out at the Highlands with a thoughtful look on his face.

			“The Ever-Knowing’s alliance versus the Undoing’s should be an epic matchup,” Munro said. “But this pits our clan against Darach Lyka. Do we no’ owe our loyalty to the alpha of us all?” Loyalty was the Lykae way.

			“No’ while he’s following the lead of someone else. If the Møriør want to subjugate us, we’ll have to fight. Primordial alpha or no.”

			“Agreed,” Munro said, but not without regret.

			Lachlain had only recently escaped the Vampire Horde’s torture beneath the streets of Paris. They’d burned him alive for a hundred and fifty years. After so many ages of hungering for war, now Munro wanted peace—for his king, for his pack, and for himself and his new mate.

			“Garreth and Lucia are out scouting for information on other Møriør members. I’ll let you know more details as they uncover them.”

			“Good. I’m curious about our enemies,” Munro said. “And about my brother as well. I’ve heard Will and Chloe are solid.”

			When the two of them had set off for Conall, Munro hadn’t known which scenario terrified him more: Will ruining his matehood—or healing because of it. Munro had lain awake wondering, If they make a fresh start, what will I do with myself?

			It was an unworthy thought, and one that shamed him, but the truth was that he’d lived for his brother for centuries. The prospect of living for himself had daunted him—until he’d found his mate.

			“Rest easy, friend, the two of them are fine. Better than,” Lachlain said. “Is this the longest you’ve ever gone without watching over him?”

			“Aye.” Munro had now heard from three people he trusted that Will was good, yet he still couldn’t quite believe it. Have to see it for myself. “Do you think he’ll find Nïx?” Munro needed Will scope-locked on Jels—not the soothsayer.

			“Only if she wants to be found. So what’s your plan now?”

			“Turn my mate immortal.” Munro relayed the highlights of his quest, his battle of wills with Kereny over her species, and his potential new ambassador gig, finishing with, “So now we’re waiting for information and a ride to Dacia.”

			Waiting. Whenever Munro had a goal, the warrior in him needed to be out fighting for it, yet he was stymied here.

			“I’ll dispatch a guard detail for you two.”

			“Appreciate the offer, but we’re hidden for now. A detail might draw attention to us.”

			“Verra well. So you’re determined to bargain with a sorceress like Dorada?”

			No’ you too. “What would you have done if your queen had been mortal?” Lachlain had found Emmaline—a Valkyrie/vampire halfling—right after escaping the Horde’s torture. The road for the two of them had been understandably rough.

			“My beloved Emma? I’d kiss Dorada’s arse for the chance to sign her bollixed-up book.”

			“Exactly. But first I have to find her by meeting with Lothaire. You know him?”

			“Aye. The Enemy of Old is as diabolical as everyone says, but his new Bride is personable and kind, and she influences him. She seems overjoyed with immortality. Mayhap she could help your mate see the benefits.”

			“Canna hurt to try.”

			“Munro, your situation presents us with a unique opportunity. I need you to undertake a mission.”

			Wee bit on my plate right now. Still, he said, “What’s the op?”

			“The Forbearer vampires have been stalwart allies to the clan.” Their King Kristoff had saved Emma’s life, forging an unbreakable alliance between Lykae and Forbearers. “And I see a way to repay their loyalty. . . .”

			As Lachlain filled him in on the details, Munro grew uneasy. He’d often done tasks like this for his king—at varying times, Munro had been a spy, an assassin, and an enforcer for the clan—but never with a mate in tow.

			A mortal mate.

			Yet he was ever loyal to his king and pack. “I’ll do aught I can.”

			“Stay sharp in Dacia. And whatever happens, tell no lies to Lothaire. He’ll know and become even more unbearable. Good luck and call me before you leave.”

			Once the line disconnected, Munro muttered, “Fuck.” An extraction mission? From one of the most guarded realms in existence?

			Two text chimes sounded then. One was an unwelcome sext from weeks ago that he blocked. The second was a real-time message from Loa: The warlocks have placed a tempting bounty on you. Suspect everyone. Even me.
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THIRTY-SIX










			“Finally!” Ren exclaimed when rays of morning sun peeked through the bedroom window after four days of storms.

			With each hour of driving rain, Munro had sensed the foothills were growing unstable, and the nymphs had concurred. Which had left Ren trapped in the guesthouse with him, waiting for a break in the weather or the Dacians, who were now two days overdue.

			She imagined riding clothes, sheathed her blade in her arm holster, then hurried down the stairs.

			Munro stood when she entered the dining room. “Morning, beauty.” Dressed in leather pants, boots, and a form-fitted shirt and jacket, he looked so handsome he stole her breath. “I made you tea.” He pulled out a chair for her, setting a cup on the table. “Are you hungry?”

			“I’m too keyed up to eat.” But she sat for the tea. “It’s warm in here.”

			“Aye. Unfortunately, we have no air conditioning.”

			She’d read about that. It sounded marvelous. But not for the planet, it seemed. Over these housebound days, Munro had taught her how to navigate her phone and the virtual world, and she’d discovered what hashtag: globalwarming meant.

			The internet was a window to this present time, a bittersweet window. She’d learned that modern cars needed no crank handles; a button started the ignition process. She’d read about women assuming more power around the world, though she’d found the progress too sluggish for her taste. And she’d seen the Cursed Forest from space—or at least, she’d seen the cloud that always covered the region whenever a satellite photographed it.

			But she’d also read about the last hundred years of human history and had come to a conclusion.

			We’re the scariest species of all.

			Say what you would about Loreans, but none of them would hurt their own species the way mortals did.

			“I’ll let some air in.” Munro crossed to a window. The rain-swollen wood groaned with resistance.

			Outside, the Carpathians beckoned. “When are we heading to the forest?”

			“It’ll still be a quagmire out there, Kereny.” Care-nay. But his pronunciation didn’t bother her as it had before. “I’ll no’ put you in danger of landslides.”

			Yesterday, she’d spied an oak atop a ridge lose its footing and come tumbling down the hillside. Still . . . “We can’t remain in here for much longer. I’m about to climb the walls.”

			“Right there with you.” He took the seat next to hers.

			In the beginning of their stay, she’d been determined to avoid Munro, but she needed to keep up her strength, so she’d joined him for meals. As he’d started sharing with her his sly humor and his profound thoughts about the Lore, meals had turned to lingering over tea, which had turned to candlelit discussions late into the night.

			At Loa’s, he’d predicted that Ren would fall for him, which had struck her as absurd. Was it, in fact, possible?

			It can’t be. He’s undying. You’re still wearing Jacob’s ring.

			Ren had endeavored to resist the wolf. Focus on the mission, she’d told herself a thousand times. Focus on your differences. He still intended to transform her species against her will; she intended to eliminate Dorada.

			He’d almost kissed her a few times—God help her, she’d been receptive—but he’d always pulled back and said, “We have time.”

			Did they? The priestess had told them about the Forgotten’s promised bounty: a trip through their time-travel gateway for whoever captured Ren and Munro alive. When he’d reminded Loa that the gateway no longer existed, she’d said, “The Forgotten swear that a Lykae tells tales, and the lure of such a fantastical prize makes people believe anything.”

			Now Ren said, “Munro, despite how badly I want to see the fairgrounds, we can’t stay in this valley. Sooner or later, bounty hunters will find us here, even with our cuffs.” She flicked her wrist.

			Maybe Ren should abandon the hunt for Dorada for now and target only Jels?

			“This is where the Dacians are picking us up,” Munro countered. “Eventually. Our priority is still your immortality.”

			Tone dripping with irritation, she said, “Is it ours?” As if by tacit agreement, they’d steered clear of this subject.

			He parted his lips, closed them, then clenched his jaw. Biting back his words.

			She narrowed her gaze. “You’ve heard something, haven’t you? Go ahead and tell me.”

			“Loa unearthed news.”

			“About me and Jake? About the circus?” Ren took a fortifying gulp of tea. So far Loa had found no evidence of the circus ever having been.

			Munro rubbed a hand over his face. “I’ve learned that you did die around the time of the newling battle. Mayhap no’ that night, but there’s proof you dinna reach thirty.”

			For the second time. Just as Munro had speculated. “What proof?”

			“Jacob’s obituary. The priestess found it in some obscure English hamlet’s community bulletin. Desh couriered the sole copy here minutes before you came down.”

			“What was the date?” Ren asked with her heart in her throat. “When did Jacob die?”

			“He lived to be ninety-three.”

			Jacob had survived the newlings and then some! And if he’d lived, maybe others had too. Her lingering grief disappeared, washed away by a surge of relief.

			“There’s more.” Munro retrieved an envelope from his pants pocket. “He remarried. You can read about him—”

			Ren snatched the waxy envelope and removed a yellowed clipping to read:

			Two years after returning to England from a long sojourn in Transylvania, twenty-seven-year-old widower Jacob Howard wed Esther Jean, a nurse he’d hired to care for his grandparents. Happily married for sixty-six years, the couple had five children and sixteen grandchildren. Jacob and Esther died within two weeks of each other.

			The accompanying picture showed an aging Jacob beside his wife, the two surrounded by their family. Instead of gazing at the camera, he smiled down at Esther, who’d been caught midlaugh.

			That woman, Esther Jean Howard, was Jacob’s beloved. He’d found her.

			Ren’s eyes watered. He’s your good man, Esther. 

			Munro cleared his throat. “I ken what this means for you, lass. I imagine your existence as a proud tartan, frayed by too much wear, one thread short of unraveling.”

			In an absent tone, she murmured, “What this means for me?”

			“You canna bring Jacob forward with the ring. You canna take him from his kin.”

			“Oh. No. I wouldn’t.” Though she’d already decided she couldn’t use the ring in such a way, this clipping was still life-altering. “One thing is strange in the wording. Jacob’s grandparents had all died. . . .” Realization struck. “Jake considered Vanda and Puideleu to be his grandparents. I think he took them with him to England!” As he’d told Ren he wanted to do. “That means at least three survived against the newlings.”

			Munro sank back in his chair. “Then you were right. Without me in that timeline, mayhap fewer Lykae came or they arrived after you got more grenades. Your hunters would’ve handled them with enough munitions.”

			“But you were right too. Jacob returned to England when he was twenty-five, which means I did die either in that battle or soon after it.”

			Which means Munro saved my life. She placed the clipping back in its envelope, then laid it beside her teacup. “I need to go to the fairgrounds. I have to see it.” Returning to her last home was the only thing that could ground her, giving her a touchstone to sort through the highs and lows she continued to weather.

			“Then I’ll get you there.” Voice gone gruff, he said, “You really loved him . . .” His words died away, tension stealing over him. “Something’s no’ right.”

			Had the Instinct given him a warning, or had he scented something new?

			He jumped up and charged to the window. Whatever he saw outside made him roar, “GET DOWN!”
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THIRTY-SEVEN










			A split second before Munro dove for his mate, Iona’s scream carried from a distance, “Take cover!”

			He landed on the floor with Kereny clasped in his arms and yanked the table over them—just as a shockwave of flames tore the second story and more off the house.

			Timbers groaned, the roar of destruction deafening.

			“Munro, what’s happening?”

			He kicked the blazing table off of them. “Fire demons! Bounty hunters.” As flames grew all around, he sprang to his feet with his mate in his arms. “We have to get out of here.”

			“The forest! Go!”

			“Aye. Keep your head down. One hit and you die.” Cradling Kereny, he bounded over the ruins of a wall and landed on the hill outside the smoking guesthouse.

			“How many are there?”

			As he sprinted toward the closest line of trees atop a ridge, he chanced a look over his shoulder. “At least four.” The demons were reloading, balls of flame building in their raised palms. More could be out of sight. Hell, the whole valley could be crawling with them. He dug deeper and increased his speed.

			When he heard a fireball whistling behind him, he veered his direction, just escaping the blast. Then came another one. And another. He yelled, “The warlocks want us alive, you pricks!” Zigzagging, he gained elevation over the countryside.

			Kereny said, “They’re going to corral us!”

			The words were barely out of her mouth when he spied the demons tracing in all directions. “Hold on!” Gritting his teeth, he leapt for the distant ridgeline, vaulting through the air. He landed short of the top, clinging to the vertical edge.

			Until the edge disappeared.

			“Landslide!” Kereny cried, clutching him as he stabbed his claws into the earth; it fell away just as quickly.

			Every time he sprang upward, more ground gave way. He couldn’t launch himself from air. Huge trees toppled above them. “Fuck!” He twisted left to dodge one, then right to avoid another. A glance up had him yelling, “Hold on, hold on!”

			“I am!”

			“No’ you—that!”

			She craned her head, eyes going wide at the giant, teetering boulder. “Move your tail, wolf!”

			The impulse to release his beast flashed through him, but it might hurt her in its frenzy. Canna let it free, need to think—

			A blast of fire struck not a dozen feet from them. He jerked around to shield her from boiling mud and superheated grit. It spattered his jacket like acid.

			The boulder above tumbled over the edge, right as one of his scrabbling feet met bedrock. He kicked with all his might, sending them flying over the landslide onto solid ground.

			“Hurry, Munro!”

			He sprinted into the trees, but the sulfuric stench of fire demon told him their pursuers closed in fast.

			Under her breath, she said, “Do you scent any spring-trap portals nearby?”

			He inhaled. “Aye. Few miles away.”

			At his ear, she said, “Get us there.”

			He glanced down at her. “Those types of rifts are one-way. You planning to take a trip?”

			With a ruthless look, she said, “No. They are.”
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			The wolf nodded with understanding and picked up speed.

			She’d dreamed about employing the Cursed Forest’s arsenal against immortals, but since those portals moved, she’d never been able to locate one in advance. Now Munro had scented a fresh rift, could take them directly to it. “Leave a trail even a fire demon can follow.”

			“This plan only works if they canna scent the trap. You had better hope the flames and smoke have done a number on their noses.”

			“Counting on it.” As with most immortals, their greatest strength produced a balancing weakness.

			With dizzying speed, Munro weaved through miles of trees, then crested another rise. A gulley dropped away at their feet with a sheer rock wall on the far side. “The portal’s at the bottom of that ravine.”

			“Can you scent where it leads to?”

			“Nowhere good. I canna tell what that realm is, but it reeks of . . . stomach acid.”

			“Perfect.”

			Between breaths, he said, “You think this will work?”

			In theory! she thought. But she made her tone confident as she said, “Of course it will.”

			“If things go south, we’ll be trapped in a kill box.” Even a Lykae would have difficulty clearing that rock face with a human in tow, much less as demons fired on them.

			“This is our only chance. Unless you can outrun four teleporters while carrying me?”

			Curt shake of his head. “No’ without hurting you.”

			“Then we’ll stick to this plan. Stay here until they get closer. When I give you the signal, make it look like we’ve just managed to get this far, then head down the ravine to skirt behind the rift.” She’d heard from older hunters that one could walk directly behind a portal; like a sheet of glass, its depth ended almost where it began.

			She watched for the demons over Munro’s shoulder. “Wait for them. Steady . . .”

			Munro muttered, “Nerves of steel, mortal.”

			“Honed from years of practice, wolf.” When she caught sight of them, she squeezed his arm and murmured, “Go.”

			He charged down the saturated hill, then used his sense of smell to sidle around the invisible portal.

			Once they were behind it, she said, “Follow my lead, okay?”

			“Aye, general.” He set her on her feet just as the demons made the rise above them.

			The four males were almost as large as Munro, with the same dark claws. The similarities ended there. Ridged horns protruded from their broad foreheads, and their eyes were black with excitement to have trapped their prey.

			Despite their aggressive growls filling Ren’s ears, her familiar focus suffused her as she pulled free her blade. She called to the demons, “If you want to collect the bounty on us, you’ll have to get past me first.”

			They shared glances and guttural laughs.

			Beside her, Munro’s body was coiled as tightly as a spring trap, his beast hovering at the surface.

			“You’re laughing—yet you aren’t attacking.” Ren gave them a pitying expression. “I think the little demonlings are afraid of a woman, and a mortal to boot.”

			Their palms grew redder, balls of flames appearing. Tendrils of smoke rose from their hands to slither around their faces and horns, making them look even more sinister.

			What was that insult a demon hunter had taught her once, the one notoriously offensive to demons? Struggling to recall it, she yelled in rusty Demonish, “Your horns are as firm as rotten turnips!”

			Eyes gone wide, all four demons roared with outrage and charged down the ravine—

			Directly into the portal.

			WHOOSH! The rift sprang shut behind them, creating a vacuum that shook the forest. As Munro clasped her against his chest, trees shuddered, and pine needles rained down over them. Birds jetted into the sky.

			Once the woods had settled, Munro drew back, casting her an awed look. “Indomitable female. How’d you know that insult would do the trick?”

			She shrugged, then said, “You’re on fire.”

			“I was pretty good myself, huh?” He gazed at her as if he wanted nothing more than a kiss. Had it consumed his thoughts?

			Something had. “No, Munro. You’re literally on fire.”

			“Ballocks!” He yanked off his smoking jacket, discarding it. Mind back on their predicament, he said, “We’ve got to keep moving.” He swooped her up in his arms again to start up the rise.

			At the top, he used his free hand to retrieve his phone from his pants pocket. “So much for guaranteed reception anywhere in the worlds.” He swore under his breath. “Think there was an asterisk after that claim.”

			“Maybe all the nearby mystical energy and portals are affecting it.”

			He pocketed the phone and surveyed their surroundings. “I’ll be fucked if I know where to go.”

			“When those demons fail to return, will more follow?”

			“Possibly no’. Bounty hunters never tell others if they’ve got a hot lead. They fear getting scooped more than anything.”

			“So where did those demons get the lead from? Do you think our cuffs are still working?”

			“Aye. This situation stinks of an informant.”

			“Then we’ve got to figure out who betrayed us. It could be anyone who knew we were at the inn.” Paranoia gripped her.

			His gaze darted. “We can’t talk here. Too many trees.”

			Iona had said the nymphs never entered the forest, but had she been telling the truth? “I agree. Can you get us to the cave? We’ll regroup there.”

			“Done.” He started running once more.

			In a lower voice, she said at his ear, “You suspect Iona? She despises the warlocks, and she warned us to take cover.” What if the nymphs had been hurt in the attack?

			“The warning might be a ruse,” he pointed out. “If she did inform on us, then mayhap she dinna do it by choice. Remember, I was sold out by a nymph who was my friend.”

			“Shouldn’t we suspect Desh before Iona? He must ally with other demons, and you said he couriered the clipping this morning.” As soon as Ren uttered the words, she wanted to take them back. Desh had been kind.

			“I’ve trusted him with my life in the past. Hell, if I go there, I’d have to also turn my gaze to Loa. She warned me no’ to trust her.”

			“Loa definitely didn’t do it.”

			“How can you sound so sure?”

			Because she and I plot to take out Dorada. Ren had first contacted the priestess a couple of days ago, during one of the few times Munro had slept.

			“. . . Ren! What can I help you with?”

			“I think it’s I who can help you.”

			“And will this mysterious favor have strings attached?”

			“I’m a carnie. Count on many strings. . . .” 

			Before Ren had confided her secret mission, she’d bound Loa in vows to the Lore, making her swear not to reveal a hint in word or deed to Munro or anyone else.

			Now Ren told him, “Loa wouldn’t betray us because she knows the bounty is a sham.”

			He nodded. “Aye, then. I dinna want to suspect her.”

			As miles passed, fog moved in to bathe the trees, the Cursed Forest looking spectral and forbidding. She and Munro were on the run, cut off from allies and with limited gear—one hexed knife, a pair of cloaking cuffs, and two magic stamps. She wondered what else Dream Duds could conjure. If she imagined wearing a canteen or a sleeping bag, would they appear?

			Munro continually scanned for threats, but he always returned his penetrating gaze to her. Just as he’d done days ago—or a century ago—he carried Ren as he would his most treasured possession, never putting so much as a bruise on her.

			After reading Jacob’s obituary, Ren now knew that Munro’s frenzied jaunt to the past had indeed saved her. Immortals had taken much from her, yet this Lykae had given her back her very life. He’d risked his own to journey through time for her.

			Almost as important as saving her, he’d trusted her earlier, going along with her plan against the demons. For a woman like Ren, his trust meant the world.

			And now it was his turn to take the lead in their escape. He stuck to streams and planted deceptive scent trails, a capable partner. As he put more distance behind them, she allowed herself to relax in Munro’s arms and let him protect her.

			Her senses registered each contraction of his working muscles. The warmth of his skin. His pounding heart. Desire for him spiked, despite all the danger surrounding them—or maybe in part because of it.

			When the waterfall came into view, vertigo swept over Ren. It felt like lifetimes ago since they’d been here.

			Past. Present. Fate. Maybe she was meant to be in this place at this moment—with this male.

			The memory of that lightning-struck tree flashed in her mind. No matter how much the tree might have wished to continue on with its usual existence, it’d been forever changed by that bolt.

			I’ve been changed by Munro. 

			There was no going back.
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THIRTY-EIGHT










			Now what the hell do we do? Munro wondered as he set about starting a fire.

			He found no sign of his and Kereny’s last visit to this cave, nor anyone else’s presence. The water was higher, and more wood had washed in, but their secret place had remained so all this time.

			As he sourced logs once more, he’d given her his phone to use for light—at least that feature worked. While he broke and stacked wood, he sensed her gaze on him but must’ve misread the heat in her eyes. She’d just found out her husband had married another, and then demons had attacked her!

			“That was good work covering our tracks.” She removed her waterlogged boots and stockings. “Do you think we’ll be hidden here for a time?”

			“Aye, but we’re no’ out of these woods yet.” None of this would have happened if the Dacians had shown up when promised. He’d put in another call to Loa two days ago, but the priestess hadn’t heard back from Lothaire as of early this morning.

			Munro had also spoken a couple more times with Lachlain, getting more background on the Enemy of Old to try to figure out why their ride was late.

			Lachlain’s best guess? “Because Lothaire is a dick?”

			As Munro’s kindling caught fire, he stared at the growing flames and replayed how close that one demon blast had been. The strike wouldn’t have killed an immortal like him, but Kereny would have perished. Again. The Lore is no place for a mortal.

			He dug his claws into his palms, fighting to steady himself. He’d already been in turmoil even before the attack. Kereny’s reaction to that obituary had made him feel like the vast chasm between them only continued to grow. She loved another. Her heart had been given.

			What if my mate will never be . . . mine?
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			Ren watched Munro coax the flames higher, her gaze roaming over the soaked shirt that clung to his torso. Being back in this cavern with him intensified her every feeling. Foremost among them was desire.

			Yet whenever Munro glanced her way, his eyes were wary. Finally he said, “I’ve got something for you.” He rose and offered her . . . a charred envelope.

			The clipping! She’d set it on the table before the attack. How had he saved it? Then she noticed that his hand was blistered. “You snatched this out of the flames?”

			He shrugged.

			She drew out the paper once more. The waxed envelope had protected it, even through the waterfall. “Why?”

			He rubbed his burned hand over his face. “Because it could be the last tie you’ll have to the husband you love.”

			Munro had just shown her yet another facet of himself. Selfless man.

			“I do love Jacob—as my dearest friend. I grieved when I thought he’d died young, but he got almost seven more decades of life and a family.”

			“Friend? I feared I’d taken you from a love-match marriage.”

			She shook her head. “I think Esther was his soul mate. Munro, you took me from certain death. You saved me.”

			He eased closer. “I was born to protect you, Kereny. Will do anything to keep you safe.” He held her gaze, spellbinding her.

			She couldn’t look away. One moment turned to many. Were these the breathless seconds?

			Vanda had once told Ren that whenever she used her tarot cards to lead someone to a major realization, her client would often hold their breath. Time seems to bend. And a mindset can shift in the space of a few missed breaths.

			A lot of things might happen in that span. The universe could turn, and a monster huntress could imagine walking hand in hand with a “monster.”

			He gently cupped her face and leaned in to deliver kisses to her chin, the line of her jaw, her fluttering eyelids. “You are gossamer,” he rasped. “A breeze will take you away from me, yet I canna clutch you tightly else destroy you.” His kisses were as light as a bird’s wing skimming a still lake—while beneath the surface, currents of feeling swirled.

			With each kiss, that sense of incompleteness she’d carried with her . . . vanished. It’s Munro; him for me.

			She drew back and reached for her wedding ring. As she removed it, the moment was as taut and laden as if Munro were placing his own upon her finger.

			He felt it too; his breath left him in a rush.

			She placed the ring and the clipping into the envelope, then set it on a nearby rock.

			When she returned to him, he said, “You’re free, then?”

			She nodded.

			“Kereny, I canna lose you again. Tell me I will no’ lose you ever again.”

			“I’m a lot stronger than I look.” Her gaze swept over his face, lingering on his mouth. “I’m strong enough for you.”
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			Just as it had the last time they’d been in this cave, Munro’s body vibrated like a struck tuning fork. “Are you, then?”

			“Yes. I’ve decided to explore this with you. With some adjustments on your part.”

			Exploration sounded fantastic! Wait . . . “Adjustments?”

			When she removed her arm holster and began unbuttoning her shirt, the comment was forgotten. “I want you. I have since the moment I first saw you. For the last few nights, even my dreams have been of you.”

			Her words were like balm on his ragged psyche. But then he shook his head. “Considering all you’ve learned and been through, you’re no’ ready for more. No’ yet. I told you that I will never be a regret.”

			“You won’t be. I know my own mind, and I’m done taking time for granted.”

			He glanced at the falls and back. “We need to be strategizing, coming up with a . . .” Words vanished from his brain when she peeled away her shirt, revealing her transparent brassiere. His tongue flicked in his mouth for those pert breasts and pebbled nipples. His beast bayed inside him to seize her.

			“Munro, nonetheless, onward is just another way of saying the time is now. I am—how did you so eloquently put it?—down to fuck.”

			He hissed in air between his teeth.

			“We’ll plan,” she said in a siren’s voice. “After.” 

			That one word made his cock even harder.

			How could he deny himself what he wanted most in the worlds? “This is a horrible bloody idea. My beast is rising up like a leviathan inside me and wants only one thing: you, gripped in its claws, your naked flesh beneath its tongue.”

			She unbuttoned her pants and slipped from them, revealing her toned legs. “It won’t hurt me.” She stood before him in only wet, silken undergarments.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck. “It would no’ mean to.”

			“I think you’re forgetting something.” She collected her holster and secured it around her arm once more. “My knife says I have the power in this cave with you.” She cast him such a lascivious look that his gut tightened. “I’m in control.”

			Would the blade he’d cursed now free them to indulge? Voice gone hoarse, he commanded her, “Prove it.”
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THIRTY-NINE










			Ren started unbuttoning Munro’s damp shirt. She didn’t have a lot of experience undressing males, but everything between them felt natural. Necessary.

			Once she’d bared his sculpted chest, he swallowed audibly. “If my beast gets free, you canna hesitate to use that knife of yours.”

			“I won’t. But we’re going to do fine. Now, take off your boots.”

			With raised brows, he said, “Yes, ma’am,” and made short work of them.

			She reached up and clasped his face, drawing him down for the kiss she’d craved ever since they’d ended their last one.

			His lips teased hers, and that divine pleasure bloomed. With a groan, he dipped his tongue inside. As they twined their tongues, he grasped her waist and tugged her even closer to him.

			The unyielding length of his manhood pressed between her legs. She felt the heat of it through his pants, could swear it pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

			But Ren needed even more contact. She took his hands, moving them to her breasts.

			He groaned into the kiss and cupped her with his calloused palms, his thumbs slowly sweeping over her jutting nipples. Back and forth went his languid thumbs. Back . . . forth . . . back. Frantic for more, she wriggled her hips to grind against his shaft.

			He drew his head back to say, “Killing me! My lusty little mortal.” He raised a single claw and sliced her bra away as if it were gauze, then stared at her bared breasts with undisguised hunger. “So fucking beautiful.” He leaned down, letting his breaths dance over one of the peaks. “I am going to spend an eternity tonguing these.”

			She arched to the mind-numbing contact. “Start now.”

			With a pained laugh, he bestowed a light kiss, a mere brushing of his lips.

			“Ah!” She couldn’t get enough. . . .

			Then came his tongue against the tingling tip.

			“Yes! Oh, yes.”

			He turned to her other breast. More kisses, licks.

			Imitating his accent, she said, “Oh, aye, this is a horrible bluidy idea. I hate this.”

			“Smartarse harridan. I’ll make you sing another tune.”

			“Waiting—”

			His lips closed around her nipple, and he gave it a hot, wet suck.

			“Ah! Munro!” Another suck made her hips shoot forward.

			Face pressed against her breast, he said, “You like when I play with your sensitive nipples.” He pinched them, tweaked them. “I scent how wet you’re getting.”

			“I am. I’m close!” As her orgasm neared, her core felt empty, her clitoris throbbing. She made unintelligible sounds, squeezing her thighs together.

			“Oh, no, Kereny. No’ yet.” He pulled back, leaving her breasts and nipples aching. Barely harnessed aggression radiated from him as he clawed away her damp underpants.

			Once she stood nude before him, she shook with anticipation. She was a woman outside of time. Outside of the rules. Too aroused to be shy, she rolled her shoulders back.

			He bit out words in Gaelic.

			“English?”

			“I disbelieve you are mine, could come just looking at you.” His eyes had turned full lupine blue.

			Though she would be ready with her knife, for now the sight of those eyes only inflamed her more. This immortal warrior who worshipped control was losing it because of her body. “And what about you?” she said. “I want to see what I almost explored here the last time. Your pants off. Now.”

			He growled with delight. “As my general demands.” He carefully worked the zipper down over his erection, and his engorged rod bobbed free.

			Oh, Doamne. 

			He shoved his pants off and straightened, letting her look her fill.

			The vision of his manhood in firelight was now emblazoned on her brain. Crisscrossed with generous veins, the shaft was as straight as an arrow between his lean hips, the crown a touch wider. Large, dusky testicles descended at the base.

			Magnificent male!

			His penis jerked, and pearlescent seed beaded the slit, glistening in the light. He released a ragged breath. “Can feel your gaze on it. Look how much precum I’m making for you.”

			She’d never heard that term before, but she knew to what he referred. Eager to feel and taste it, she reached for him. The heat of his member staggered her.

			Ren might be a novice, but she was a quick study. She would learn how to pleasure him by watching his reactions.

			He made fists as she traced the raised veins along his iron-hard flesh. When she cupped his heavy testicles, he hastily widened his stance for more. Once she gripped his shaft, he ground into her hand with a rumbling growl. Like that, do you?

			Her thumb brushed over the tip, and another drop beaded. Fascinated, she rubbed the welling slit.

			Every muscle in his frame tightened. “Maddening me!” Blood dripped from his fists once more. “I fear I’ll shame myself right in your soft palm.”

			“I’d like to see that.” As she rubbed, she licked her lips.

			His gaze locked on them. “Those red lips of yours drive me crazy. I imagined feeding them my straining cockhead. Would your tongue greet it?”

			The image he painted was so erotic that she gasped: “Yes.”

			“I pictured your lips closing around the crown. You licked it as you suckled me.”

			Wonderful idea! “I think I’ll have a taste—”

			“Ah-ah. Canna let you do that. No’ yet. Going to eat your sweet cunny first.” The gravelly timbre of his voice made her sex clench. “That’s my lifelong fantasy, and I want it. Are you going to give it to me?”

			An immortal wolf was about to deliver his dark kiss to a huntress in their secret cave. So forbidden.

			She wanted nothing more! “Do it.”

			His fangs lengthened as his attention drifted down her body . . . lower . . . lower . . .
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FORTY










			Begone, beast! The creature was in a lather for Kereny. Munro had never had this much trouble muzzling it before.

			He called on every ounce of mastery that he’d ever garnered. No way he’d miss out on this experience. At last, he was about to taste his female’s pleasure.

			With the beast somewhat secured, Munro took in Kereny’s beauty as the light played over her supple flesh, just as he planned to play. His gaze roamed from her luminous eyes to her kiss-swollen lips to her shining mane.

			The ends of her tresses tickled her breasts . . . those plump mounds that had nearly stolen his culmination.

			Her tiny waist and shapely hips drew his attention lower to the soft black curls between her legs. “Gods almighty, woman.” Had he said that aloud? He fell to his knees to nuzzle her smooth thighs. He licked one, then pressed a tender kiss to her other, inhaling the air warmed from her skin.

			She trembled, her hips rocking sensually. Even as his thoughts turned wickeder, emotion lodged in his chest for his wee mortal. She was a treasure.

			My treasure. Mo stór. “Put your knee over my shoulder, love. Let me into you.”

			She eagerly did as he bade her, making him want to howl with pride.

			“Good girl.” As he leaned in, her cunny lips opened like a blossom, weeping wet. “Mercy!” His nostrils flared for her exquisite scent even as he needed his own scent all over her.

			Her glistening flesh matched the shade of her nipples, her wee clit begging for a tongue-lashing. His mouth watered for her tight core, his shaft aching to claim the virginity he could see.

			When her channel quivered before his eyes, he licked his lips in anticipation, a ravening wolf about to feast on his mate.

			She murmured to him in throaty Romanian.

			He didn’t understand her language, but passion steeped her words. “English?”

			“Munro . . . kiss me. Want your mouth here.” She rocked her hips, teasing him with her splayed heaven.
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			Ren perceived Munro’s exhalations on her intimate flesh just before his tongue laved her entrance. “Ah, Doamne!” Her back bowed as she clutched his hair.

			With a lost groan, he buried his mouth, strong tongue darting.

			She threw back her head. “Yes, yes, yes!”

			His fingers dug into the curves of her backside, heightening all the sensations. He broke the kiss to command, “Look at me. Meet my eyes as I eat you up.”

			When she locked gazes with this god of a male, he began delving at her core. “Feels so good!” He moved higher to flick her bud with his tongue, and she jolted as if he’d found a bared nerve. “Ahhh!”

			Between licks, he murmured, “Sweetest lips and clit. Never get enough of this.” He raised his hand to stroke her at the same time, wedging one finger inside.

			Her channel greedily clamped it. “Wolf!” The fullness within made her moan.

			He inhaled sharply and thrust that finger. “This—is—mine,” he said with a harder thrust. “You are all mine. I’m going to claim you soon.” He tongued her, playing with her slickness, copulating her till she was about to burst.

			Shed of all inhibition, she petted her breasts and pinched the tips.

			He groaned anew. “Admit that you belong to me.”

			Belong? Such a loaded word.

			“Tell me, or I’ll leave you like this. Aching. All drenched and empty.” He nipped her thigh, reminding her of what he was.

			“Fine! I belong to you!” She gripped his hair harder, earning a firmer lick.

			“Good, because I sure as hell belong to you. Would battle the entire godsdamned world for you.”

			Emotion only magnified her arousal. “Munro . . .” Yet as she neared the very edge, he slowed his play, keeping her in an agony of dripping wet lust. “You devil wolf, I can’t take much more!”

			 “You will. If I can, you can.” With his free hand, he gave himself a stroke.

			She imagined him replacing his finger with that rigid shaft. Every cell in her body craved it. “Put it inside me.”

			“Gods! You crave my claim? My marking?”

			“Anything! Everything. Please!”

			“I canna claim you yet, but I’ll give you what you need.” He pumped his finger faster. Then he took her bud between his lips to suck—

			A cry burst from her lungs. “Release me!”

			He growled as he consumed her. The vibrations against her sodden flesh pushed her over the precipice.

			“YES!” She tightened her hold on his hair, yanking his head while wantonly undulating for more. More. More! On and on, pulsations gripped her until she sobbed his name in surrender. . . .





			

			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


FORTY-ONE










			Everything I can do no’ to spend! 

			Each taste of his female’s climax put Munro into a frenzy. As he wrung her body of its orgasm, the muscles at the base of his spine clenched and his ballocks tightened.

			This crucible of agony and pleasure was altering him forever, obliterating everything he thought he knew about sex. Can never go back . . . can never lose her.

			With a last shudder, she pushed against his head, and he reluctantly ended his kiss. Resting his cheek against her flat belly, he licked his lips for more of her honey.

			She reached for his face, tugging him to meet her gaze. The bliss in her lambent eyes made his heart punch his chest. Voice throaty, she said, “Your turn.”

			He somehow made it to his feet. “No’ possible.”

			“What do you mean?” Her gaze drifted over his heaving chest and rocking hips. “Of course it is.” She knelt before him, eyeing his cock like a woman starved for it.

			“I’m so close. Fear losing control.” When her breaths feathered over the wet head, he involuntarily bucked for more, and the tip glazed her lips. “Gods. Sorry.”

			Her tongue dabbed them, and she smiled.

			“Fuuuuuck.”

			“You said you fantasized about my lips closing around the crown. I can do that. Suckle a little. Lick it.”

			Suckle. Lick. His blood was on fire! He shuddered when her silken palm gripped his shaft.

			“I’ve seen villagers doing this behind the tents, and I want to experience it.”

			“You watched?” His length surged in her hand. “Little voyeur.”

			“I watched and I wanted.” She gave him a heart-stopping stroke. “Now it’s my turn.”

			“I have no’ spent my seed in a good long while. At the verra least, I will come a flood between these beautiful lips.” He rubbed his thumb over the bottom one.

			“Isn’t that the plan?” Another stroke. “I’m hungry for you.”

			“Kereny!” He scented her renewed arousal and wondered what in the hell he’d done to get this lucky.

			“In this very cave, you promised me you’d give me anything my body desires, any secret fantasy. I’ve asked for two things. Are you going to deny me again, or are you going to give me what I want?”

			When she puts it like that . . . He dipped his thumb into her mouth.

			She drew it deeper, her cheeks hollowing. He was a werewolf in his element, towering over a vulnerable mortal, and yet he felt helpless before her.

			The look in her eyes told him she’d figured that out—and that she liked her newfound power. At this point, she could demand anything from him, and he’d deliver it. Golden Fleece? Yours. A queen’s ransom? Done. Mortality? I’ll be your human male if you just give me this.

			He pulled his finger free and took his cock from her hand. “Part your lips.”

			She did.

			He began feeding her his shaft. Her mouth was a hot paradise; he wouldn’t be able to resist its hungers for long. “Tongue me, beauty.” His knees almost buckled when she circled the head. “Look at me. Want your bonnie eyes on me.”

			She gazed up at him with heavy-lidded eyes as she lapped at the slit, dipping the tip of her tongue against it.

			“Unh! The things you’re doing with your mouth!”

			Her whimper of need nearly did him in.

			“Suck me. Take more!”

			She did. Her lips sealed around his length, her tongue flicking wetly as she cupped his ballocks.

			Too much sensation! His beast kept trying to rise, lashing Munro’s innate ferocity. He rested his hands on her head, telling her, “Need to fuck your lush lips.” He rolled his hips to her. “Push on my thighs if it’s too much.”

			She didn’t push him back; she palmed his arse and pulled him in for more, moaning with every inch she took.

			“Great gods, Kereny.” Her swirling tongue and nursing mouth inflicted dizzying pleasure. When her wee mortal nails dug into his skin, an electric tingle shivered up his spine, telling him he was crossing the point of no return. . . .
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			“Never want this to end.” The wolf sounded enthralled. “You’re sucking me so good, lass.”

			When she’d first knelt before him, Ren had gazed up at his stunning body, at his bronzed skin and rugged muscles. His prodigious erection had jutted before her, and she’d felt as if she were praying to some pagan sex idol.

			Now she worshipped him with her mouth. After the kiss he’d delivered, she had zero inhibitions. Consuming his swollen length had become all that mattered. This immortal is mine.

			“Everything is different. Everything is you.” His blue eyes were lost . . . lost . . . lost—as if he couldn’t see beyond her. Couldn’t think beyond rapture.

			He overwhelmed her senses. Her ears relished the curt groans that broke from his lips; he sounded like he was in pain but loved every second of it. His masculine scent—stone pine mixed with sex—made her light-headed. When she tugged on his testicles, he rewarded her with hints of salty seed.

			“My beauty, I need to pull back.”

			None of the villagers she’d watched had done that. She wanted the full experience! She sucked him deeper and bobbed on his shaft.

			“Ahhh!” A shudder racked him. “Then take it from me. Empty my seed!”

			His erection jerked and spasmed against her tongue; its scorching essence pumped free. His head fell back, and he yelled, “Kereny! EMPTY ME!” 

			The sounds of his desperate groans echoed through the cavern as she did.
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FORTY-TWO










			Munro dropped to his knees before Kereny, pressing kisses to her face, threading his fingers through her shining locks. “Mo stór.”

			When she returned his kisses with obvious delight, he and his beast basked in the affection from their mate. It helped to right Munro’s equilibrium from the most mind-scrambling pleasure he’d ever experienced.

			He wanted to freeze time and remain with her like this for days. Yet it wasn’t to last. . . .

			Moments later, she murmured, “Now we plan.” She stood and imagined another outfit.

			Reality sets in. He gazed on in fascination—and disappointment—as garments stole over her ravishing body to conceal her.

			“Where do you think we should go from here, Munro?”

			“Go? Ah.” He blinked to attention, then imagined his own clothes. “Nothing has changed in my mind. We still must find Dorada.”

			“Agreed.”

			He frowned. “You have no plans to bring your loved ones forward, and you canna go back. Yet you still want the ring? Have you accepted your future as an immortal?” She must have. After all, she’d begged him to take her, had pleaded for his claiming bite.

			“No, Munro.” She gave him a look that said, You’re amusingly crazy. “Our . . . battle of wills continues. I intend to use Dorada’s ring to wipe out Jels.”

			“If the wishgiver can carry out such a feat.”

			“One way to find out. So how do we reestablish contact with the Dacians if your phone won’t work? Have you scented any nearby towns?”

			“Nay. The one in the nymphs’ valley is the only one for hundreds of miles. I could steal back there and get a call out, but dragging you along would be too dangerous, and I will never willingly leave you here alone.”

			“Then what are our options?”

			Earlier as Munro had been running from the fire demons, his Lykae sense of smell—unequaled in all the Lore—had picked up unusual threads. Ancient ones.

			Blood. Cold stone. An elusive mist.

			The Realm of Blood and Mist? His Instinct had said —Go there.—

			So he would. “I plan to find Dacia. And since I’ve nowhere safe to leave you, you’ll be coming with me.” He’d promised his king that he would undertake a mission there. Munro had debated telling Kereny about his task, but decided he wanted her to have plausible deniability if things went sideways.

			“Find a hidden vampire realm?” She raised her brows. “Though no one has before?”

			“No Lykae has ever looked for Dacia.” Lachlain had nearly found Helvita, the royal seat of the vampire Horde, but had been waylaid outside its borders. The thought gave Munro pause. A search for Dacia would expose Kereny to tremendous risk, and not just from vampires or a forest of threats.

			Munro’s beast was still trying to slip the leash, and the full moon neared. I’m a bomb on a countdown. 

			But he had no choice.

			Without missing a beat, she said, “I’m in. We just have to make one stop first.”
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			Braided brooks and stone pines surrounded a field of wildflowers at the old fairgrounds. The oaks on either side of the heart-shaped boulder still stood.

			The slow-growing trees weren’t much taller, would never reach each other. Which was fitting.

			As Ren investigated the area with her new conjured bag over her shoulder, Munro had stayed by her side, his gaze ever watchful for more demons. He’d been opposed to coming here until she’d explained that she needed this closure. He’d finally relented, running with her in his arms the entire way.

			They’d found no signs of the caravan or circus equipment, which led Ren to believe her hunters had cleaned up the site and decamped—yet more evidence that they’d defeated the newlings.

			In the center of the wildflower field, she told Munro, “This is where the battle would’ve taken place.” Though this land had once been marked by violence, it’d also known laughter and unity. “It doesn’t feel like a battleground. Time healed those wounds.” Leaving only blooms, breezes, and birdsong.

			“Aye, because the earth is immortal.”

			“I never thought of it that way.” Not everything undying was evil.

			He gestured to a spot nearby. “And that was where Jacob surrendered you to me. His actions struck me as brave and selfless then. Now that I know you better, they strike me as bloody miraculous.” The possessiveness in his gaze punctuated his statement.

			“Jake was a good man. Always looking out for me, always supportive.”

			“I owed him my thanks. No’ my contempt.”

			“I don’t think this is a past-tense situation.”

			He frowned. “What do you mean?”

			“The warlocks could have gone back in time for someone over and over, right? So the past is alive. It might be unchangeable, but it lives. Our loved ones still live back then. Think about it—we are in the past right now.” She bent to pick a bloom, placing it in her hair. “And then the people we love live on in the afterlife too. Munro, they’re alive all around us.” She gazed over the field and murmured in Romanian, “Mi-e dor de tine, dar nu te pot plânge, pentru că trăiești mai departe.”

			“What did you say?”

			“I miss you, but I cannot grieve you because you live on.”

			Munro fell silent. Was his mind tumbling back over his long life, remembering everyone he’d loved?

			When he returned his attention to her, she asked, “What does your Instinct tell you about this place?”

			His expression grew stark. “I sense that no humans perished here—apart from you. Kereny, you . . . remain.”

			So the hunters had buried her body here. “I see. I wonder if my spirit made it to the afterlife.”

			“I think it did but was brought back to be embodied when you passed through the gateway.”

			She had seen a flash of light. Maybe she was more than a replica. She certainly was more than moldering remains.

			Because of Munro.

			He’d journeyed back in time and had taken her from this place, carrying her into the future. He’d kissed her for the first time here, and together they’d been touched by the hands of gods. She might have died in this field, but she could also embark on a new life here. “Can I have a moment to myself?”

			He straightened. “A short moment. Keep your head on a swivel.” He crossed the field, his gaze combing the woods for threats. The sun was setting, and the waxing moon rose in the sky. Night neared. The time of the immortals.

			Alone, she walked to the heart-shaped boulder, then reached into her bag. She retrieved her ring from the envelope within. Pressing a kiss to it, she laid it on the cool stone. If another found it, she wished it would bring them fortune.

			She whispered, “My heart is with you, Jake. With all of you.” Not a good-bye. Because they lived on.

			Then she turned toward Munro. Toward the future.

			She had a feeling her life was only about to get more interesting. A new adventure was beginning: a hunt for a secret kingdom of super vampires, with a werewolf companion, under the countdown clock of the full moon. . . .

			When she rejoined Munro, the last of the day’s sun stole through the pines to light his eyes. Beautiful male. Comprehension struck her like a stallion’s kick to the chest: He was right—I am going to fall for him.

			Which was a problem. Despite all the developments between them, little had changed outside their relationship.

			Before, she hadn’t worried too much about his misguided intent to transform her. As long as she had her blade, she could prevent him from turning her against her will. But if they were ever going to share a meaningful future, Munro needed to be a male who understood why the choice had to be hers.

			And why Ren must eliminate a key player in his own plans.

			The Night War demanded the sorceress’s death. If Ren secured the Ring of Sums before taking Dorada down, then all the better, but it wasn’t a requirement.

			Which meant Ren needed to drag Munro to her way of thinking before her blade flew—or the wolf might not ever forgive her.






			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


FORTY-THREE







			Andoain, House of Witches Coven

			New Orleans







			“I do not know one thing,” Nïx the Ever-Knowing mused aloud. “Why my friends implore me not to tell bedtime stories to their offspring. I’m utterly ace at it.” Confused look. “Or ass at it. One or the other. Or both!”

			As she regaled her audience—half a dozen young witchlings and a bat—with a heartwarming tale, they hung on her every word, slurping juice boxes with widened eyes. Even Bertil, Nïx’s bat, held a box in his tiny talons.

			“What did Slimeator the Gutsucker do next?” asked Ruby, a seven-year-old witch with a pleasingly big attitude. She’d been a prisoner in the Order’s installation, losing her mother to them. But with some help from a very special Valkyrie soothsayer, she’d found two doting adoptive parents.

			“Accessions giveth and taketh. As do I.”

			“What’s that, Nïx? Are you talking to yourself again? Get back to the story!”

			“Ah, yes.” In a dramatic voice, Nïx continued her uplifting bedtime tale: “Slimeator clawed open the industrial polluter’s stomach cavity and plunged his wrinkly extraction probe inside the grisly wound. The man shrieked, his limbs juddering as Slimeator sucked the guts from his body like you would a spaghetti noodle.” She made a Hannibal Lecter-esque sucking sound. “Sucking . . . sucking . . . all fifteen feet of intestines, inch by bloody inch, until the polluter screamed his last.”

			Though Bertil happily drank on, for some reason the witches all set away their juice boxes.

			Nïx sighed, “The mysteries of children.” With a clap of her hands, she said, “Anyhoodles, this is why Slimeator gets a holiday card from yours truly every year.”

			The witches erupted with questions: “Does Slimeator get enough vitamins from guts?” “Does he gutsuck witches?” “Am I getting a familiar for my birthday?”

			Ah, one of the witchlings intended to cash in on Nïx’s foresight. Before the rest clamored to have their futures told, Nïx said, “I have to go soon. Among a thousand others, a wolf and a cambion stalk me. And I stalk Dorada. And she stalks that wolf’s twin. And he stalks his mate, hi-ho the derry-o. And an archwarlock stalks her. And she is about to get cozy with death! Is that now or in the past? Or in the future? Who can tell! But before I leave, I have a question. Do you know the difference between varsity and junior varsity?”

			They blinked.

			“Okay. How else to ask you to be on my team?” Nïx tapped her chin with a pink claw. “Did you know that a baby snake isn’t actually more dangerous than an adult one?”

			“Of course we do!” Ruby squealed, her green eyes excited. “Witches love snakes.”

			Another added, “Eve was a witch, you know. She took the apple because the devil was a serpent!”

			A third said, “And also ’cause she wanted the apple. Witches like apples, and we’re greedy!”

			Nïx chuckled with vacant eyes. “Just one of the reasons I adore your species so. Not to mention your handy-dandy spells.” The blankness in her gaze vanished, replaced by silvery shrewdness. “What if I told you that, unlike snakes, baby witches can be more dangerous than adults? And that I will want you to be very much so in a few upcoming battles? You’re to be on my varsity squad!”

			The girls shared a look. Then Ruby collected her juice box. “We can totally help you out, Nïxie.” She took a casual slurp. “But it’s gonna cost you.”
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FORTY-FOUR







			Deep in the Cursed Forest

			six days later







			There was no denying it; Munro had altered their course.

			All afternoon he’d been diverting them from the north—which he believed was the way to Dacia. Why?

			After that demon attack, Ren had begun trusting him. Why didn’t he trust her? When will he start treating me like a partner? she wondered, even while she schemed to complete a secret mission.

			He glanced over his shoulder, noticing she’d slowed. “You want to take a break? Looks like a good spot.” They stood atop a woodsy vantage that overlooked a valley draped in fog.

			With a nod, she removed her conjured canteen from her bag. Though Munro had carried her for most of these days, she’d wanted to walk this afternoon. Her pace must frustrate an immortal like him, but he was patient with her.

			“Tell me when you’re ready to ride.” A breeze riffled the locks of his hair.

			“I’m good for now.” She took a drink and gazed out over the valley’s blanket of fog, could imagine running atop its defined surface.

			With Munro as her guide, the Cursed Forest wasn’t forbidding. She’d begun to view it like immortals in general, seeing miracles within. Beauty even.

			Munro was like a miracle to her, a brave wolf who gentled himself and his beast for her.

			She was losing her heart to him bit by bit, but he wasn’t hers irrevocably yet—because he remained fixated on turning her.

			The more he yearned for her to be different, the more lacking she felt in their relationship. If he ever saw me as an equal, I’d be lost for him. 

			He closed in on her. “I like carrying you. It gives me my fix of you. At least until night comes.”

			Just this proximity shallowed her breaths. “You’re getting that look in your eyes. Are we stopping?” Tell me why you changed directions.

			“I’d planned to go for another couple of hours, but I can be persuaded to pitch that tent.”

			Each night he’d stopped so she could rest, setting up their conjured tent and sleeping bag. Within those cloth walls, the werewolf had proved to be an intense, generous lover with a bone-melting sensuality.

			Hours after she’d fallen asleep, he would wake her with his mouth between her legs, as if he couldn’t wait till dawn for another taste of her. Afterward, as she lay sprawled and sated, he’d rasp in her ear about the immortal life they could have together, the thrill of it, the delights.

			She would drift off to his promises of eternity.

			Though they’d been taking the edge off their need, he still refused to have intercourse with her, was convinced he would hurt her. Or impregnate her. She wasn’t certain a replica could have children. Had Ren truly been ensouled . . . ?

			“Well, what do you say, lass? Stop for the night?”

			“I can continue for longer,” she told him, stowing her canteen. “As soon as I know where we’re going.”

			He sighed. “Aye. I did vary our route. I’ve finally scented another village, one far enough away from the nymphs’ valley that we might escape detection.”

			“Why now? I know we’re close to Dacia.”

			“You know, do you? With your superhuman senses?”

			Irritation pricked at her. “I don’t need superhuman senses to notice you’re different, like a wolf chasing a target to ground.”

			“Observant lass,” he murmured, definitely getting that look in his eyes.

			Before she got caught up in his spell, she took a step back. “Did you change our plans because of the moon?” It would be full in seven nights. The only thing he stared at as much as her face was the moon.

			“That’s just one risk among many. I canna keep putting you in harm’s way. Once we reach the village, I’ll contact my brother. He should have returned by now. He’ll protect you back at Glenrial while I continue the hunt for Dorada.”

			“You’re leaving me behind?” Ren’s hands balled into fists. “And what happens if you find the sorceress? Will you make a wish and turn me?”

			Grave nod. “It should work even if you are halfway around the world.”

			Ren’s unwavering confidence about her destiny took a nosedive. If she wasn’t with him, she’d have no recourse; her blade would be useless. He could get the ring and transform her, and then she’d have to hate him forever.

			Or worse, what if her new wolven Instinct compelled her to forgive him? To love him?

			No. She could never blame another force for that, was falling for him all on her own. “You would do such a thing? Even though you know I don’t want to be changed with that ring?” She frowned at her words. I will never become immortal had become I will never become immortal with that ring.

			Tension stole through him. “You’ve accepted me. Which means you must’ve accepted immortality.”

			“No, I’m exploring this with you while I try to convince you that we can be together as we are. If you see reason, then I might accept you.” 

			“You’ve begged me to claim you and mark you. Did you no’ think I might set some store by that?”

			“I’ve spoken in the heat of the moment, which always passes. Yet day-to-day life doesn’t.”

			Munro’s eyes flashed blue, his beast rousing. “Can you think of me for once? I need to rest easy in the knowledge of your safety.”

			“I am thinking of you! Vulnerability is relative. If you turn me, you might make me stronger, but I won’t be safer. Not in the Lore. We’d still have the Accession, and the Møriør, and the warlocks to contend with.”

			He had no argument against that. But judging by the stubborn flex of his jaw, he still wasn’t budging.

			“If you leave me behind,” she told him, “I won’t sit around and wait to be turned. I’ll give your brother the slip and go on the offensive with Jels. Once I remove that threat, then perhaps you’ll relax about my safety and my mortality.”

			Munro began to pace. “Say Jels was no more. We still canna stay as we are. I’ve told you that my claiming bite alone could kill you, much less what my beast would do to you under the influence of the full moon.”

			She’d given these scenarios a lot of thought. “You don’t have to mark me. We can have intercourse without a bite. And for the night of the moon, Desh can trace us to a place where it has already set.” Assuming the demon wasn’t the one who’d informed on them.

			“Then am I never to have my mate under the light of the moon? You canna imagine what you’re asking me to give up.”

			“More than I have given up?” Grasping for patience, she said, “I’m looking for a solution that we can both live with.”

			“You fucking have no’ found it. If you could just trust me. Have I steered you wrong in bed? Do you no’ enjoy the things I do to you?”

			“Yes, but I don’t want to sacrifice more of me to experience more of you. Why must you go to such dangerous lengths to change me? Just be with me.”

			“For how long? I can never forget that in two of your lifetimes you’ve died by a Lorean’s hand before you reached thirty. What if that’s your destiny and immortality is the only thing that can change it?”

			“And what if the ring doesn’t work right? You intend to meddle with powers you know nothing about to alter me. The choice must be mine.”

			“Then make the right bloody one.”

			She refused to be browbeaten into this. Squaring her shoulders, she said, “Munro, as long as you’re bent on this course, I can never allow my feelings for you to deepen any further.”
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			“Then we’re fucked,” Munro grated. “Because as long as you’re mortal, I canna allow mine to deepen.” As if he could moderate his feelings for her.

			She stood with her eyes flashing, her chin raised—as necessary to him as air to his lungs. “You truly don’t see me as your equal.”

			“Equal in strength? In fortitude or longevity? No, I doona consider a mortal my equal, just as you would no’ consider a green hunter to be yours. But if you’ll accept what I am desperate to give you, then you can have these gifts.”

			Why could she not understand what his worry was doing to him? What was it Munro’s mam had told her sons? In every relationship, sometimes you’re the steady strop that brightens the blade. Sometimes you’re the blade in need of care. You canna always be one or the other. 

			With Will, Munro had forever been the strop. He’d spent nine hundred years working his arse off to keep his twin alive. Now that Munro might finally be able to rest on that score, was he to have the same fight with his mate?

			The thought spurred his temper, the pressures of the last several days threatening to explode. The pressures of the last several eras! “I’ve awaited you for nearly a millennium, begging fate to give you to me. Then she does, but that fickle witch had a surprise in store. My mate is selfish.”

			“Because I want a say in my future? I went from being in charge of myself and others to being powerless. I went from knowing my world to knowing nothing. I need to reclaim my power, but you plan to rob me once more.”

			“Is that why you hold yourself distant from me? You give me your body, but no’ your heart and mind.” Lykae mates always shared secrets, yet Kereny remained close-lipped. “I still have no idea how your parents died or why you loved everyone in the circus so much. I still have no idea how to make both of us happy and earn those feelings for myself. But one day, I will figure this out.” He reached for her, cupping her nape with a shaking hand. “And once this obsession runs both ways, you’ll thank the gods that I was ready to do whatever it took for us to be together.”

			The mulish set of her chin told him he wasn’t getting through to her at all. So what the hell should he do with her?

			He couldn’t keep marching toward Dacia as the full moon neared, and he couldn’t leave her behind at Glenrial. He respected her determination as he would a foe’s might—and if she’d made up her mind to go after Jels, she bloody well would.

			Sweat beaded his upper lip. His beast was rising, barreling to the surface. It wanted to sink its claws into her so she could never get away. By the way she stared at his eyes, he knew they were turning, which just added fuel to flame. “This is about more than changing your species. You still hate immortals.”

			“That’s not true!”

			“You fight what you feel for me because I’m a werewolf. You want to deny me the full moon and my claiming bite—these things make me a Lykae. You don’t want me, you want a human male.” He released her, digging his claws into his palms. “Well guess what? You had better get used to me, because I’m no’ just your best alternative in this time; I’m your only alternative.”

			Her eyes shot wide. “I wish I’d never met you!”

			“Right now, the feeling is mutual.” Tangled up in all his frustration was something else. Something terrifying in its potential.

			Since the first moment he’d laid eyes on Kereny, he’d been so busy protecting her and trying to sell her on immortality that he’d left his heart wide fucking open. I’ve bloody fallen for her.

			Yet evidence mounted that he wasn’t her mate, that this fated bond went only one way. Why did she not feel as she was supposed to? While he’d thought their pleasures were solidifying their mated connection, mayhap he was merely bedsport for her. “Why am I wasting my breath? I see the way you look at me. You doona even view me as a person. Only as a monster. That is why you will no’ change for me.”

			“You’re acting like a monster right now!”

			Pressures. Frustrations. The beast clawed for freedom. Crazed, Munro reached for her once more. Their fight had only amplified the sexual tension between them. He leaned in, about to take her mouth.

			Her body stiffened against his. Yet then she wetted her lips, as helpless to their lust as he was.

			Kereny wanted him to claim her? Mayhap he should. Then she would cleave to him!

			No, you could kill her. He’d suspected her fate was to die by a Lorean’s hand; what if Munro lost control of his beast and destroyed his precious mate?

			A cloud of mist suddenly overran them. He shoved her behind him, fangs bared to attack.
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FORTY-FIVE










			Ren was still reeling from the wolf’s words when four pale-skinned swordsmen materialized out of a dense bank of fog.

			She snatched her knife free and edged out from behind Munro’s broad back. Why hadn’t these males drawn their weapons? 

			The largest one spoke in accented English: “I am Stelian, the gatekeeper of Dacia.”

			Actual Dacians were standing before them! Would Munro accompany these vampires with Ren—his selfish, weak mate—in tow?

			“You have an appointment with our king as Dacia’s Lykae . . . ambassador.” This Stelian seemed to look down his nose at Munro. His ice-blue eyes—almost as pale as Munro’s wolven gaze—were filled with disdain.

			Munro inhaled for calm but couldn’t quell his beast, not as he had in the past. As he grappled for control, the vampires remained on alert.

			“Wolf?” Stelian’s hand slipped to his sword hilt.

			Voice altered, Munro said, “I’ve got it.”

			Maybe it wasn’t possible for him to control his beast for much longer. Maybe Ren’s hopes for their future were flawed.

			Once the gold of his eyes finally resurfaced, he asked Stelian, “You’re day walkers?”

			“Not quite. Our mist protects us from the sun.”

			“Why did you no’ show at the inn?”

			“I’m not at liberty to say why the plans changed, but feel free to ask King Lothaire.”

			“I intend to, but first I need to get my mate to my brother. I scented a nearby village. She and I will head there, then I’ll meet Lothaire later.”

			Stelian’s expression grew even stonier. “Our king is expecting two of you today. Which means we will deliver two of you today.”

			Munro’s eyes flickered once more, his claws lengthening. “You think to take us by force?”

			Ren twirled her blade and softened her voice. “He should think again.”

			Munro flanked her. Though she and the wolf had just been fighting, they were now a unified front.

			Unperturbed, Stelian said, “The Forgotten lie in wait in the very village you mentioned. If you’d still like to go there, expect no future meetings with anyone except Jels the Conniver and his torturers. But if you accompany us, we will trace you anywhere you’d like to go after you and your mate attend my regents.”

			Ren gazed up into the vampire’s clear blue eyes. Was he telling the truth about Jels’s trap? Natural-born vampires were physically incapable of lying, right? Still, in the past, no vampire was to be trusted. Now so much had changed. In any case, Stelian didn’t strike her as evil.

			He added, “Aside from Lothaire’s assurance, I also vow to the Lore that you will both have safe passage to our kingdom and our protection within.” An unbreakable vow.

			Getting one step closer to the ring no longer appealed to Ren, now that Munro could abandon her at any time. But it was a risk she’d take to continue her quest for Dorada. Nonetheless, onward. “Then we look forward to meeting your rulers.”

			Munro scowled, but said, “Verra well.”

			When Stelian reached forward to trace them, Ren lowered her blade. But she kept it in hand.
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			Dacia, the Realm of Blood and Mist

         


         


			The big leech traced Munro and Kereny into a spacious room, releasing them there. None of the other swordsmen followed.

			Munro held her arm until she’d steadied herself. Then she pulled away from his grip.

			Stelian raised a dark brow at that but didn’t comment. “This villa will serve as your quarters whenever you visit.” More than once? Lothaire must be serious about having an ambassador.

			Munro glanced around the luxuriously furnished space. One half was a living room, the other half a formal dining area.

			“You’ll be expected to dress for court,” Stelian said, doing a shite job of concealing his avid dislike of Munro.

			Never seen a werewolf juggernauting toward full beast mode, leech? Lachlain had told him that Dacians worshipped control; a Lykae’s beast must be horrifying to these vampires.

			But Munro wasn’t surprised to have lost control after that heated fight with his mate. What if the Dacians hadn’t shown? Would his beast have hurt her?

			Must find Dorada.

			Stelian said, “You’ve been provided garments and anything else you might require, and you’ll be served your evening meal here shortly. Afterward, the king and queen extend their invitation to visit them at the castle, an hour after sunset when the great clock chimes.” He gave Kereny a formal bow, ignoring Munro, then traced away.

			As soon as they were alone, Munro checked his phone for reception. Zero bars. As usual. He told her, “Going to case the place.” He strode past the long dining table into a luxe bedroom suite, scenting for dangers. He detected no others within the villa, and his Instinct was fairly quiet, considering Munro was inside a vampire realm.

			He released a pent-up breath and returned to the main area to find Kereny doing her own investigation. He headed to a set of double doors that he guessed led outside. Now that he’d had a chance to cool off, he flushed to recall everything he’d said to Kereny, but he understood the wellspring for his anger. Just when he could shuck off his worry about his brother, another replaced it.

			Damn it, how to get his mate to want immortality? To want him?

			What if it was never to be? Mayhap he would always need more from those he loved than they were able to give.
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FORTY-SIX










			When the wolf opened the villa doors and stepped outside, he whistled low.

			What could elicit such a reaction from a long-lived immortal? Ren placed her bag on the dining table and headed in his direction, noting the splendor all around her. Stelian had traced them into a suite of rooms more opulent than any she’d ever seen.

			She walked out onto the balcony, and her lips parted at the kingdom that lay before them.

			Dacia was located inside the hollow interior of a giant mountain range. The ceiling of the cavern soared above, must be a staggering peak on the outside. At the pinnacle was some kind of shimmering crystal, the size of a hay cart. Below it, an enormous black castle stood on a rise.

			Spread out from the keep were villas that looked as if they’d been carved from the very bones of the mountains. Swaths of mist twined around them.

			Dacia was a wonder, a place of mystery and majesty. Such a sight dampened her temper and made her curious about the royals who inhabited that castle in the mist.

			Some of the tension had left Munro’s shoulders as well. She noticed that the two of them had moved closer to each other at the balcony rail.

			As they shared the view, she replayed his words. He was the first person ever to call her selfish, but she could see why he might—wrongly—think her so. He was also wrong to believe she saw him as an animal. She’d accepted his species totally. Even if there was some way for him to become human, she wouldn’t change him.

			Munro gripped the rail. “I regret the words I spoke in the heat of anger. I took my frustration out on you, and I’m sorry for it.”

			“Thank you. I’m sorry too. We’re both under a lot of pressure.”

			“My thoughts exactly,” he said. “Seems I almost walked us into a trap in that village. Jels needs to go down.”

			“He will.” As soon as I can take Dorada out. “Only a matter of time.”

			Munro gazed out at the scene and said, “Though I’m uneasy in a vampire realm, I’m glad to have beheld this sight.”

			“After warring with the Horde, was it strange to meet with members of the same species?”

			He nodded. “Vampires have been our bane for eternity, decimating our royal line. A hundred and fifty years ago, they killed Prince Heath and captured King Lachlain. My king only recently escaped their torture. The Horde burned him alive for all that time.”

			“They kept him,” she murmured, wondering what the warlocks would do to her and Munro.

			“Aye. While we stayed at the inn, I spoke with Lachlain to learn more about the Enemy of Old and the Dacians. They’re supposed to be a world away from the Horde—more like the Forbearers when it comes to blood.”

			“The Forbearers were in the Book of Lore. They’re an army of turned humans, no?”

			“Just so. Kristoff, their king, has forbidden his men to prey on mortals. Their eyes are clear, like the Dacians’.”

			“So Dacians don’t steal blood from humans either?”

			Munro shook his head. “When a vampire drinks someone to death, he or she harvests a victim’s memories. But the vampire’s eyes begin to turn red, and eventually the leech will go mad. The Dacians consider such a loss of control taboo.” He pointed out a great crimson fountain in the city’s center. “I think they get their blood from there.”

			“Yes, but where does that blood come from?”

			“Lykae ambassadors?”

			She laughed, and he chuckled, any lingering friction melting away. Yet then Ren grew serious once more. “You’ve asked about my parents. I haven’t told you because it’s still painful.”

			“You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

			“I am now. Munro, I do want you to know me.”

			He turned to her, taking her hand.

			“The day they went missing, they weren’t even hunting. They’d gone on a picnic to celebrate their anniversary but never returned. I was out in one of the search parties when I picked up a trail of . . . ghoul tracks.”

			Munro gently squeezed her hand, no doubt figuring her parents had been turned.

			But the reality was somehow both better—and worse. “From the scene we found, it became clear that a large number had surrounded them. The two took out a score of ghouls, but there were too many. My father . . . killed my mother, then himself.”

			Munro muttered something in Gaelic that sounded like a curse.

			“We found them holding hands, adoring each other all the way to the end. I can’t imagine how harrowing that must have been for them.”

			“How old were you?”

			“Thirteen,” she said. “They had always tried to get me to practice throwing the blade and to train, but I was only interested in working with the horses. Yet after their deaths, I swore that I would pick up the mantle and join the Night War. It got me through my grief.”

			Now that her view of immortals had changed, so too had her view of the Night War. It was a fight against evil to benefit both humans and good Loreans alike.

			He drew her closer. “I wish I could have helped you. And them.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Thank you for telling me.”

			She leaned into him. “I miss them. Though I grew up with danger all around, they always made me feel safe. I remember being tucked in my trundle bed in our snug wagon. Each night, I would drift off to the sounds of my parents working outside, my father’s soft crooning to the horses and my mother’s blades hitting the target again and again.”

			“They sound wonderful.”

			“They were.” Telling Munro about them did make her feel closer to him. Except . . . “My parents did whatever it took to avoid losing their humanity. Can you understand why I don’t want the choice to be taken from me?”

			His brows drew together over his solemn gaze. “Lass . . .”

			A knock on the door saved him from answering.

			She sighed and pulled back from him. “Our meal must be here.”

			“We’ll speak more of this after we get through our meeting.” He smiled down at her. But it didn’t reach his eyes.
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			“You’ve been quiet,” Munro said as he and Ren readied to leave the villa. “Are you nervous?”

			“Maybe.” Only half the truth. Words had failed her when she’d first seen him clean shaven and dressed in formal attire. A superbly cut black jacket accentuated his broad shoulders and tall stature, while tailored trousers drew the eye to his lean hips.

			Devastating male.

			His gaze was warm with approval over her own appearance. “Look at you. You’ll outshine them all.”

			After they’d enjoyed a surprisingly delicious meal, she’d explored more of the villa. The sleeping chamber had a huge bed piled with silks. The adjoining bathroom appeared more modern than the inn’s. Inside a spacious closet, garments fit for royalty clad various dress models.

			Despite the dazzling choices, she’d decided to conjure her own clothing: an ankle-length gown of cobalt silk with black slippers. Rounding out the ensemble were diamond stud earrings and a knife holster around her arm. She gestured to it and asked, “Do you think they’ll take this as a sign of hostility?”

			“Does no’ matter. I want your blade within easy reach.”

			“Are you anticipating trouble?”

			“No’ in particular. Apparently Lothaire is a stickler for protocols, and he’s officially extended his protection to us while we’re here. But I will take no chances.”

			“So what do I do at court?” She wouldn’t mind talking to Lothaire’s Bride—the woman transformed by the very ring Munro sought. “Should I curtsy?”

			“No’ on your life. Remaining civil to Lothaire is going to be difficult enough for me as it is. I feel like we’re going hat in hand to a vampire, a trying prospect for a proud wolf like me.”

			She could imagine. “Tell me more about Lothaire.” Does he need to be put down?

			“He was a member of the Horde for some time. He drank from enough beings to garner a lot of information about the Lore yet no’ enough to go completely mad. His eyes are tinged red, but he’s supposed to be sane for the most part. At three thousand years old, the leech king is as brilliant as he is devious.”

			“And I thought you were old!”

			Munro raised a brow at that. “Age brings power to immortals. Couple that with all the knowledge he’s harvested, and he’s a formidable foe to have. Lachlain gave me a piece of advice: doona lie to Lothaire. He’ll know. And since natural-born vampires canna tell a falsehood, they despise it when others can.”

			“Noted. No lies to Lothaire. What else did you learn about him?”

			“It turns out that his mother left Dacia to be with his father, a Horde vampire. Once one leaves this kingdom, they canna ever find it again. His mother failed to find her way back to her own home.”

			“So that’s how this realm remained hidden.”

			He nodded. “Apparently, Lothaire scoured the Carpathians, futilely searching. Yet then the remaining Dacian royals invited him to rule them.” Munro’s lips curled. “My Lykae curiosity demands I investigate these idiots.”

			She returned his grin. “I think you almost unearthed what others couldn’t.”

			“We were verra close to finding this place. Stelian’s arrival was likely to head us off.” When a clock chimed out in the city, Munro took her hand. “Ready?”

			To get one step closer to that ring? “I’m ready,” she said, “with reservations.” She had to believe she’d made inroads into Munro’s stubborn thinking. Though he’d promised he would be ruthless to protect her, he’d also shown himself to be fair. Surely he would give her the choice.

			Before I take Munro’s from him. She’d considered confiding in him about her plan to eliminate Dorada but decided against it. He wasn’t ready yet.

			He read her pensiveness. “We’re only going to get information. That’s all.”

			Just because they visited this vampire court didn’t mean Munro was doomed to be enslaved to a sorceress and Ren was doomed to be transformed against her will.

			They exited the villa and descended the stairs to a cobblestone lane. As Ren and the wolf headed toward the imposing keep, Dacians on the streets turned and stared.

			In a low tone, he said, “Aside from vampires, I scent fey, nymphs, and even demons within these mountains. But a Lykae and a human must be rarities indeed.”

			“Either that, or they’re looking to top off their blood fountain,” she murmured.

			“Think they’d frown if I took a leak in it?”

			She laughed, was still chuckling as they walked up the grand stairs to the castle.

			The immense doors bore engravings of five shields, each with a symbol: a heart, a sword, a fist, a gateway, and, in the center, an eye.

			All humor fading, Munro said, “Stay close to me.”

			When the doors opened, Ren muttered, “Showtime.”
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FORTY-SEVEN










			As Munro and Kereny entered the lavish court, he committed details to memory. The black stone floor was inlaid with gold. Wall murals too. From the ceiling hung rich tapestries with that eye symbol they’d seen on the castle’s entry.

			Atop a dais, the two vampire regents sat in side-by-side thrones adorned with gold-plated skulls. The queen was a pretty brunette with gray eyes. Lothaire was tall, with pale skin and light-blond hair. Arrogance emanated from him.

			One look at the leech’s red eyes, and Munro’s beast stirred for a fight.

			The court was emptier than he’d expected. Stelian stood off to the side near a dark-haired fey female. A blond vampire standing along the opposite wall of the court caught Munro’s attention. King Kristoff?

			So Lachlain had been right; the leader of the Forbearers was indeed alive and in Dacia. Kristoff’s lieutenants had reported to Lachlain that their king had been abducted—by the Enemy of Old.

			Which means my mission is in play. He was to rescue Kristoff.

			Munro had figured he’d be in some dungeon like Quondam’s, but the male walked free. Maybe he’d had his teleportation bound.

			At the thought of liberating the vampire from under Lothaire’s nose, a charge stole through Munro. He would fulfill his duty—as long as he could keep his female safe. He gazed down at Kereny to see how she was doing.

			Gliding beside him in her elegant gown with her knife proudly on her arm, she wore her customary poker face as she surveyed the grandeur all around. In the light of the castle’s thousand torches, she seemed to glow.

			His chest swelled with pride that such a woman was his. But doubt whispered, Is she?

			When a vampire page announced Munro and Kereny, the queen smiled. “Welcome to Dacia! We’re so happy you two’re here.” Her accent was thick. Appalachian?

			Lothaire said, “Are we happy, hellbilly?”

			She slapped his shoulder. “Sakes, we are!” To Munro and Kereny, she said, “You’ve met Stelian, Dacia’s gatekeeper.” The hulking male raised his chin. She pointed to the blond vampire. “That’s King Kristoff of the Forbearers.” Kristoff stood with barely contained aggression, as if he would trace into the center of the court and fight anything and anyone. “And this here is Balery, Dacia’s oracle.” She indicated the fey female, who gave a halfhearted wave, then said, “And please call me Ellie.”

			Munro liked the queen right away, could tell she was as kind as Lachlain had said. Would she be so casual about Kristoff if the male was here against his will?

			By way of greeting, Lothaire said, “You stand in the halls of an ancient kingdom before rulers of exceptional power. All the interesting courtiers are off searching for my missing niece—long story—and the sixth Dacian cousin refuses to come out and play. So you are here to distract us.”

			The gall of this prick. “We’re no’ your godsdamned court jesters.”

			Lothaire snapped his fingers. “There! That was funny.” He relaxed back in his throne. “You may continue amusing us.”

			The queen was aghast. “These are our guests. They’re not here to entertain us.”

			“Are they not? She’s a time-traveling circus performer, and he could be the start of our very own menagerie.” His red gaze flicked over Munro’s face.

			He’s testing me. “I’m here as an ambassador.”

			Lothaire said, “Court jester or ambassador. Same difference. Either way you entertain the king.”

			As if Lothaire hadn’t insulted them, Kereny calmly addressed Elizabeth: “Thank you very much for your hospitality. You’ve shown us every kindness.”

			“You’re so welcome. I’ve never met a time-traveler before. How exciting!”

			“This era has been interesting to learn about.” A nice way of putting things.

			“But you grieve your own time, don’t you?” Lothaire asked. “I once endured a few centuries involuntarily out of circulation. When I rose, nothing had remained the same. Even if you enjoy the world better now, you still long for certain things from the past.”

			Kereny nodded emphatically. “Yes. You do.” Did she still yearn to go back? Had she not cleaved to Munro?

			He needed to get this conversation back on track. “We’re here for information about Dorada and her ring.”

			“Ah, the Gilded One,” Lothaire said. “She and I go way back. You obviously want the ring to turn your mortal mate. Unless . . .” He gazed at Kereny. “Do you seek to return to your time?”

			“I don’t believe that’s possible.”

			Not exactly a resounding endorsement of her life in the present with Munro.

			“It’s not,” Lothaire answered. “I tried to go back in time myself to change how I treated Lizvetta.” He covered Ellie’s hand with his own. “Yet when I turned the ring, nothing happened. Had I been in my right mind, I would’ve remembered that I’d already sought to alter the past. I’d wanted to save my mother’s life so long ago, and—all things being equal—I would have preferred not to be involuntarily out of circulation. But my oracle had seen that the ring would never grant those wishes. It’s good that you’ve resigned yourself.”

			Kereny said, “You have a lot of experience with the ring. Can you use it to wish an enemy out of existence?”

			Lothaire shook his head. “No more than you can wish an ally into existence. Or a loved one.”

			The hell? “You canna bring someone forward from the past?”

			“Not with this talisman.” Lothaire looked amused. “Ah, was that going to be your second wish?”

			Munro refused to show his disappointment. He found Kereny’s gaze on him, gauging his grief. Her own plans to take out Jels with the ring were finished as well.

			She turned to ask Lothaire, “If it can’t send one back in time or bring loved ones forward or eliminate enemies, then what does it do?”

			“Fairly much everything else. Which makes me wonder why I should help you two find a wishgiver of such power. After you turn your mate, you might use it to harm my own interests.”

			Munro said, “We’re going to find it one way or another. If you assist us, we’ll vow to the Lore no’ to wield it against you.”

			“Hmm. I am disinclined.”

			Ellie murmured, “Remember what we talked about, Leo.” She’d nicknamed Lothaire, the Enemy of Old, Leo? Munro liked her better by the minute.

			With a huff, Lothaire addressed Munro, “My Bride—the wisest vampire in this kingdom, aside from myself—has advised me to be sympathetic and to look for common ground with you. I suppose you and I have both warred against the Horde.” When you weren’t fighting for the Horde, turncoat. “The enemy of my enemy and so forth,” said the Enemy of Old. At one time or another, he’d been everyone’s enemy.

			Somehow Munro forced himself to say, “True.”

			“And we once both shared an appreciation for talented nymphs.”

			Ellie slapped his shoulder again. “I’m not messing around. Knock it off.”

			He didn’t. “Although my level of appreciation pales in comparison to yours.” He turned to his queen and said, “This one spent centuries doing nothing but nymphs.”

			Kereny stiffened beside Munro.

			Bloody hell. “You fucking checked up on me?” To Ellie, he said, “Excuse my French.”

			She shrugged. “Oh, French is my favorite language. Ask fucking anybody.”

			“Of course we vetted you,” Lothaire said. “We don’t soft-open our kingdom for just anyone. Although the nymphs vouched for you, is that enough to justify helping you find the Ring of Sums?”

			Kereny said, “Perhaps we shouldn’t find it at all. We’ve heard the ring can be dangerous.” Still trying to find any reason not to be turned with the wishgiver.

			After learning about her parents, Munro understood more about her refusal, but he couldn’t allow that to undermine his convictions.

			Ellie answered, “The ring is dangerous. The more wishes you make, the more it’ll gum up the works. Leo explained it to me this way: if someone’s first wish is for a fortune in gold, trunks of coins will appear. If someone’s fourth wish is for the same, coins might bury the wisher’s family, suffocating them.”

			When Munro heard shite like that, his Instinct screamed that he wanted no part of that magic. He met gazes with Kereny, hers imploring him to end this.

			At his unbending look, she turned to the regents and said, “We also learned that Dorada will never use it again.”

			Lothaire said, “Nor would I.”

			Munro pointed out, “You must no’ have been too worried about any dangers since you used it on your fated female.”

			“The wording is critical. I checked every iteration of my wishes against the foresight of my oracle, Hag.” He gestured toward Balery. Hag?

			The queen said, “Balery. Everyone but Lothaire calls her by her name.”

			“My fey magic tinkerer possesses some skill,” Lothaire continued. “Nothing like Nïx’s foresight, though.”

			Balery appeared used to his antics.

			“But at least Hag won’t double-cross you on a whim,” he added. “Nïx is apt to fuck you over whenever it pleases her.”

			Munro said, “I know this well. She delivered my brother to the Order for experiments.”

			“She gave those meddlesome humans my exact location, teeing me up for their capture. But that was nothing compared to what she did to me in the past. When an enemy buried me in the Bloodroot Forest, she knew and did nothing.” His eyes deepened in color, and he seemed to go into a trance. “The carnivorous roots of those trees invaded my grave, forever goring my barely regenerating flesh for blood. Never-ending torture . . . When I was released at last, six centuries had passed.”

			Kristoff looked shocked by this admission.

			The queen’s eyes glinted.

			Lothaire appeared to wake up. “So cry me a river about your brother’s single vivisection. Also, understand me: I can trash-talk Nïx—she is my oldest friend—but no one else had better do so in my presence.” His red gaze gleamed with menace.

			At the sight, Munro’s beast fought to rise, his fangs lengthening.

			Lothaire gave a laugh. “Loa described you as one of the most reasonable of your kind; that sounds about right.”

			Munro just stopped himself from snapping his fangs. Somehow, he stifled his beast again. How many more times would he be able to seize control?

			Lothaire gave him a studying glance, then turned his attention to Kereny. “That pesky Order is a tedious subject for conversation. Those mortals have no style, no verve. Not like your circus.”

			“So,” Kereny said, “you checked up on me as well?”

			Lothaire’s lips quirked. “Mortal, I knew you back in the day.”
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FORTY-EIGHT










			Ren frowned. “I don’t think I would forget you.” Lothaire was the most intimidating—and eerily beautiful—being she’d ever seen.

			Munro was gorgeous, but one never had to wonder if he was even real.

			The king’s bearing made her feel like a mouse dangled before a coiled serpent. His expression said, I might strike at any moment, with no provocation, solely because I can. 

			It reminded her of the Forbearer king’s harnessed aggression. Whereas Stelian nonchalantly took sips from a flask, the blond male all but vibrated. Again, she wondered why the Forbearer king was attending the Dacian one.

			“I searched for this realm for ages,” Lothaire told her, “so I often traveled through the Cursed Forest, but I didn’t call on you. I wouldn’t have wanted to interrupt the work of the Transylvanian Blade Huntress. You and your circus amused me to watch. How humiliating it must have been for my foes to cower before a human girl.”

			A chill whispered across her nape. He’d been in those woods, and she’d never known.

			“When mortals fight immortals, an early death is inevitable,” he said. “So it was a puzzle to me why humans would place themselves in jeopardy.”

			“The alternative—contagious ghouls or newlings overrunning us—wasn’t any more appealing.”

			“Ah, yes. Newlings. I watched your circus engage a pack of them. It proved to be your last battle.”

			Munro straightened. “You were there?”

			How surreal, Ren thought. This red-eyed vampire had witnessed her death. One of them, at least.

			Lothaire nodded. “I wanted to see how those inventive traps and human weapons fared against wild, brutal strength.” He told Ren, “You and your hunters cut through a number of them with your grenades and guns. You caught even more of them in a great flaming trench that was delightful to watch. The scent of roasted Lykae reminded me of the good old days of the Horde-Wolf wars.” He sighed. “Mmmm, roasted Lykae. So piquant. But a little gamey—”

			“Just tell us what happened,” Munro grated. “How many attacked?”

			“Nearly a dozen, if I recall correctly, and I always do.”

			Not thirty. Munro found Ren’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

			“I thought the circus was going to rout them without a single loss of life on your side. Yet then a giant newling bolted from the woods and evaded your defenses.”

			“The ogre,” Ren murmured. When all eyes turned to her, she explained, “I experienced an alternate version of the battle, and that’s what I called him.”

			Lothaire smirked. “My ogre associates would shudder to be confused with a Lykae.”

			Before Munro could react, Ren said, “In my version, a man fought beside me. A Brit.”

			Lothaire thought back. “Yes. You two seemed cozy. Must’ve been . . . lovers?”

			“He was my husband.”

			“Husband? Well, that had to have hit the wolf right in the balls.”

			“Leo!” Ellie cried.

			Lothaire raised his brows at Munro, and the wolf grudgingly said, “He’s no’ wrong.”

			Steering the conversation back to the battle, Ren said, “Then what happened?”

			“Two wounded Lykae barreled over the hubby, sinking him down into the mud, trapping him there.” Barreled over. Just as those ghouls had done in Ren’s other timeline. “That big newling had your man in his sights across the battlefield. You ran to the rescue, throwing your blade, taking the Lykae in the temple.” Some things had remained the same, the timelines echoing each other. “But the newling didn’t go down at once. He charged you. Snapped your spine like a twig.”

			Voice gone hoarse, Munro said, “Killed her?” He laid his hand on her back.

			“No. Your huntress pulled the pins on three grenades and took the fiend with her.”

			What a death. Her pulse pounded in her ears, but the warmth of Munro’s palm steadied her. What if he was right and she was destined to die again by a Lorean’s hand before she reached thirty? Her birthday was next month.

			An existential fear seeped into her. Though she didn’t want to lose her humanity through the help of a mummy, she also didn’t want to die in mere weeks.

			She asked, “What happened to the other hunters?”

			“They all survived but you. They all survived because of you. But your circus didn’t. Though I’d seen that caravan meander all around the forest, the day after the battle the wagons left separately. The caravan was as broken as your spine had been.”

			Her death had brought about the end of the circus—the end of an era. How can I make this right?

			Lothaire’s gaze fell to her blade. “From time to time, I considered liberating you of that. But then I remembered how easy killing immortals is for one like me. Remove all challenge, and I would’ve consigned myself to death via boredom.”

			Ren’s fear and sadness dissipated, her shoulders straightening. “A vampire liberating it from me?” She smiled pleasantly. “You would’ve had as much success with that as you did with finding this kingdom.”

			Everyone went still. Even Stelian paused with his flask halfway to his lips. Ellie snorted.

			Lothaire blinked those uncanny eyes. Then he let out a deep-chested laugh. “Indeed, blade huntress. With such a history slaying immortals, I’m surprised you’re willing to become one.”

			“I’m conflicted.” Not a lie.

			“I can understand your hesitation to become a Lykae, but remaining human is ludicrous.”

			Ellie snapped, “You’ve managed to insult both of our guests, Leo.”

			He grinned at her. “Like a bowling spare. Come, Lizvetta, tell her immortality is better.”

			She exhaled, but said, “I was recently human. Though your mileage may vary”—huh?—“I’ve really enjoyed it.”

			Ren had immediately liked this queen with her forthright gray gaze and was interested in her opinion. “You’d make the same choice again?”

			“I didn’t make it the first time.” Glare at Lothaire. “But, as much as it sticks in my craw to say this, he’s right. For me, immortality is way better than mortality. But then, I didn’t have to sign my name in Dorada’s ledger for the privilege! Let me tell you—that one’s a piece of work. Her Wendigo pets wear human skin as clothes, and they were a fraction as scary as that sorceress is.”

			Ren glanced at Munro. Could you actually sell your future to someone like Dorada? Not that Ren would ever allow that to happen. But she needed him to see why it could never be.

			He cast her an enigmatic look.

			She turned back to Lothaire. “You have experience with debts from immortals. If Munro did transact with Dorada, what do you think she would want from him?” Now that Munro knew he couldn’t retrieve his parents, he had even less reason to risk himself with that sorceress.

			He hid it well, but she could tell he’d harbored strong hopes of reuniting with his family.

			Lothaire shrugged. “Something deliciously evil? Who knows? Everyone always thought I would come after their firstborn. What would I have done with squalling babies?” He canted his head at Munro. “Having had a mortal for my fated one, I do understand at least some of what your wolven mind is going through. I’ll consider assisting you with the sorceress. All you have to do is sign my new ledger.”

			“Leo, no,” Ellie said. “Not them.”

			“You ask much of me, Lizvetta. And I’m still furious that he decided to find our kingdom. When I extended the soft-opening invitation, I didn’t say, ‘Come one, come all—whenever you feel like it.’”

			“So we were close to finding this place,” Munro said with a hint of a smug smile.

			Lothaire’s eyes seemed to burn at that smile. “How dare you try?”

			“How dare your men be late to pick us up?”

			Lothaire waved that away. “I had to give those fire demons time to capture you.”

			Munro’s eyes flickered beastly blue. “You are the one who sold us out?” He dropped his hand from Ren as his fists clenched.

			Ellie whirled around on her throne with an expression of disbelief. “You are such a chode!”

			“Ah, hellbilly”—Lothaire cast his queen a tender smile, with a flash of fang—“all’s fair in love and Lore.”

			Munro looked like his beast was baying for blood, but he couldn’t take on all these vampires. Stelian had tensed, palm hovering over his sword hilt. And Kristoff looked like he would fight to protect Lothaire.

			Ren laid her hand on Munro’s arm. “Easy, wolf.”

			A growl broke from his chest. “If no’ for my Instinct’s warning, the demons’ first shot would have taken us out. They incinerated the building we were in.”

			“Yes, the honeymoon suite. The nymphs were vexed to have their guests fired upon,” Lothaire coolly said. “Not that they’ll do anything about it. They never do.”

			At least Iona and her daughters hadn’t been hurt or killed.

			“As I explained to them, I instructed my henchmen not to harm anyone. But demons. What can you do?”

			“For starters—no’ fucking set them upon us!” Munro snapped. “If those demons had captured us alive, do you have any idea what the warlocks would have done to us?”

			“Not much. At least, not for long. My plan was to collect the bounty, utilize their gateway, and then break every single prisoner out of Quondam’s dungeon. Happy Accession!”

			Ren dryly observed, “How quickly you would have filled up your new ledger.”

			Lothaire inclined his head. “Well-noted, mortal. Yet then Loa informed me that the bounty was a sham, so I laid aside my plans.”

			“Leo, make this up to the nymphs and to our guests!” Ellie’s tone brooked no denial.

			He cast his queen a heated glance with his strangely hypnotic red eyes. “Fine. But only because I worship you. I don’t carry just anyone’s finger in my pocket, do I?”

			Was that a vampire custom?

			The queen’s eyes grew black with emotion. “Just mine, you freaky leech.” They seemed to be in their own little world.

			Stelian cleared his throat.

			Lothaire blinked, then faced his audience to announce: “Tomorrow, Hag and I will begin a search for Dorada. Bygones, wolf?”

			Clearly surprised by the vampire’s offer, Munro grated the word, “Bygones.”

			With that settled, Lothaire sat forward in his throne and leveled his unsettling gaze on Ren. “If the ring appeared right now, would you wish to be transformed?”

			Can’t lie. “I wouldn’t.”

			Lothaire turned to Munro, his smile as breathtaking as it was mirthless. “Right in the balls, wolf?”
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FORTY-NINE










			“Let’s drink!” Ellie said as she led Ren through the castle to a set of winding stairs.

			Munro hadn’t wanted to separate from Ren, certainly not to go play pool with Lothaire, but the queen had decreed a GNI—girls’ night in, “no boys allowed.”

			Ren was surprised Munro had allowed her out of his sight, even if she was only going to a different part of a guarded and fortified castle in a hidden realm.

			“We’ll head to my salon,” the queen told her. “I think that’s just a fancy way of saying couch lair. Balery will be up after she finishes a potion.”

			“Potion?”

			“She’s not just an oracle, she’s a concoctioness. She makes all kinds of potions.” Ellie paused on the steps. “Oh, be careful not to touch her skin. It’s poisonous.” She continued up the stairs, as if she’d mentioned something trivial, like, Don’t comment on her new haircut.

			For all the species Ren had encountered in the forest, she’d never seen a poisonous fey before. “I’ll be on guard.” Reminded that she was in a new pond and the water was deep, she adjusted her knife holster.

			When they reached the highest floor in a castle spire, a large room spread out before them. Atop a plush rug, sofas made an L shape, and fires in two hearths burned. One entire wall opened to the night.

			Ellie waved at the opening. “That’s the great thing about a kingdom with no rain.” She sauntered behind a bar. “What can I get you to drink?”

			“I don’t know a lot about royalty, but I’m fairly certain you shouldn’t be getting me anything.”

			Ellie laughed. “Leo wants me to have servants tracing about at my beck and call, but ‘indolent rich’ is not my scene.” Her scene? “I grew up poor as dirt, and I like doing for myself. So, I’m having a blood margarita, which is probably not your scene. What’s your drink?”

			Anything but blood. Ren imagined consuming it to live and grew queasy. “Do you have brandy?”

			“Yep. Cop a squat.” At Ren’s confused look, Ellie pointed to the sofas. “Get comfy. Comfortable.”

			Ren had to step around what looked like toys. “You have children?”

			“Hoo! I’m not even eating food of the earth yet.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Oh, vampire females have to eat food to be fertile. Leo and I are holding off on kids until the Accession passes. Those are my little brother’s toys. He comes over to visit all the time. Leo spoils that boy so bad,” she said with a smile. “What about you? Got any plans for kids?”

			“None at present.” She’d never felt a bone-deep craving for children—not until she’d feared she couldn’t have them as a replica. Or maybe she craved Munro’s children.

			Each night that he and Ren had camped in the forest, he’d shown her photographs on his phone—some of his twin, who looked like a defeated version of Munro, and many of his wards, Rónan and Benneit.

			But a random picture had struck Ren intensely: one of a packmate’s toddler perched upon Munro’s shoulders. The adorable little girl, with her dark hair and golden eyes, could’ve been his daughter. . . .

			“You called children pups,” Ren said, “so I pictured something more wolven.”

			“The beast is all but latent for the first several years of life. Pups look like wee humans. But they’re much stronger, o’ course. Better senses too.” He grinned fondly at the picture. “I love bairns. How they think. How they feel everything so passionately. They are a reminder for older immortals to view life with a fresh eye.”

			Gazing at that smile of his, all of a sudden Ren understood exactly what a biological clock was. But to have children, she would need not to be a virgin. . . .

			When Ren sat, Ellie traced over to hand her a glass, then took the couch across from her with her own drink: something that looked like watery blood. Her glass was oddly shaped, the rim coated in white crystals.

			Ellie said, “The salt brings the tequila and blood together in a surprising way.”

			If you say so. Ren sipped her delicious brandy and remarked, “The king can hardly take his eyes off you.”

			“He’s whupped. But so am I.” Whupped must mean in love. “Munro’s eyes were locked on you too. Good gawd, he’s a long, tall drink of wolfy water.”

			Possessiveness simmered in Ren. He’d looked amazing in his formal dress, and she’d been proud to be on his arm.

			Ellie leaned forward and said, “By the way, I’m so sorry Leo sicced fire demons on your asses.”

			“No hard feelings. At one time, I’d planned to assassinate him.”

			Ellie nodded without surprise. “He gets that a lot.” They shared a grin, any potential awkwardness out of the way. “So, what was your life like in Transylvania a hundred years ago?”

			“Busy but fulfilling. I performed in the circus during the days and hunted immortals each night.”

			“It must’ve been hard to learn about your, uh, death.”

			“It was.” Lothaire’s revelation had rocked her. “But I needed to find out what had happened.” She only wished that her loved ones had known she’d gotten a chance to live on. Would they believe she was now sitting in Dacia, sharing drinks with a vampire queen? “Considering my hunting past, I hadn’t thought to find such a welcome here.”

			“Girl, immortals have given me so much shit, I get where you were coming from. I was possessed by an evil deity, and if some carnies saved me from her, I would’ve sung their praises. And then when Leo kidnapped me? I would’ve given anything for some circus folk to put the hurt on him. He was a huge dick.”

			“He was a big private detective?” Ren couldn’t imagine Lothaire as one.

			“Oh, no. Dick is a way of saying someone is a jerk. You know, a pecker. That vamp gave me so much grief, I ended up loppin’ off his head.”

			Ren blinked. “Loppin’ off?”

			“I cut off his head. Well, almost. And I didn’t mean to. I ended up leaving a sliver of skin, so he regenerated. I’m glad he did. I love my guy so hard—my arrogant, crazy, red-eyed guy. He churns my butter for sure. But I can understand anger against immortals.”

			Ren was grateful that Ellie spoke with such frankness. “Did he really transform you without your permission?”

			She nodded. “That’s when I took a sword to him.”

			What would Ren do if Munro turned the ring from halfway around the world? Or worse, if he did it while looking her in the eye?

			“But then Leo ended up saving the lives of just about my entire family, so I forgave him.”

			Could Ren forgive Munro in the same situation? “Did your transformation hurt?”

			“Nope. In the blink of an eye, I went from human to vampirEllie. I was super tee-ohed at first, but when I figured out my new abilities—like teleporting and being strong as all get out—I loved it.”

			Supernatural strength was one of the traits Ren most envied in Loreans. “I suspect Munro planned for us to talk about this very subject tonight. He wants me tempted by the possibility of eternal life.”

			“Are you?”

			If Ren became a Lykae, she would never age or suffer sickness. She could regenerate from injuries and challenge evil immortals with ease. “Maybe? If there was an alternative to Dorada, I’d consider it.”

			Ellie sipped her drink. “Do you love Munro?”

			Ren hesitated. “I would if he accepted that the decision to become a Lorean must be mine.” As she’d told him: she wanted to live on her own terms.

			“I can see why you’re leery about everything. Is he putting a lot of pressure on you?”

			“Yes,” she admitted. “And turning my species is not something I want to get bullied into.”

			Ellie raised her glass. “Sing it, sister!”

			“Much less that he’s willing to give an open-ended vow to the Queen of Evil for the privilege.” One more soldier in Dorada’s army of debtors?

			Ellie’s face fell. “We’re hearing some disturbing rumors, Kereny. When Leo bargained with an immortal, they would be mad as a hornet that they owed him, but in the end, they got what they wanted. Rumor has it that no one is getting what they want with Dorada. More like twisted versions of their wishes.”

			As if Ren needed another reason to vanquish the sorceress.

			“When Balery gets here, she can roll the bones for you and see what your future holds.”

			“I’d really appreciate it.” To have her fortune told by someone who could actually see the future would be a novel experience. “And please call me Ren.” She was hitting it off with a vampire!

			“I knew I was gonna like you! Cheers, Ren!” Ellie traced over so they could clink glasses. “How do you think the guys are doing? I mean, what would they even have to talk about? I’d love to be a fly on the wall. . . .”
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FIFTY







			“Shall we disembowel the pachyderm in the room?” Lothaire intoned as he took a seat in the billiards den. “Or discuss it? Or whatever one does when an elephant appears indoors.” He sipped his glass of blood mead.

			“Come again?” Munro sat across from the king and took a swig of whiskey. He was antsy to separate from Kereny, and Lothaire’s all-seeing demeanor kept him on edge. “Elephant?”

			“The fact that you also came here to help Kristoff with his”—Lothaire made air quotes—“‘escape.’”

			Even if Munro hadn’t been warned not to lie to Lothaire, he didn’t see the point of it. The vampire was too clever. “Aye. We can talk about that.”

			When a mangy-looking dog strutted into the room to sit beside Lothaire, he absently petted it. “Lachlain sent you here on a mission, no? Those Forbearers have become strong allies to the Lykae. Your king would want to reward them by rescuing Kristoff.” Exactly what Lachlain had told him.

			Munro figured an ambassador ought to distance his king and preserve the relationship between the two rulers. After all, an ambassador could be replaced. “The Forbearers believe you keep Kristoff here as a prisoner; I wanted to check for myself.”

			“Did you see any chains on him?”

			“Mayhap your fey magic tinkerer bound his teleportation?”

			“He’s here by choice,” Lothaire said. “As I’m unable to lie, you know that’s the truth. But feel free to ask him.”

			“I’ll do that.”

			“Undertaking such a rescue mission with your female in tow is a risk,” Lothaire observed. “I stowed mine whenever I went to the office. And by to the office, I mean off killing. But she ended up tagging along with me once. Her mortal mind broke when she saw monsters from the Lore for the first time. More specifically, when she saw monsters other than myself.”

			“Broke?”

			“She went catatonic. Humans do that, you know. In just the last year, Lizvetta was the second case I have personal knowledge of. We were fortunate she pulled through. Once broken, some things can’t be fixed.”

			What if Kereny came through her physical change to another species without a hitch, but then went catatonic? Over their days in the Cursed Forest, she’d told him that the universe spoke to anyone who listened. Had the universe just waved its arms over its head, warning Munro?

			Lothaire asked, “What are you thinking about so deeply that you’ve pulled the muscle of your wolven brain? Now we’re even more mismatched intellectually. At least Kristoff keeps me on my toes.”

			“Have you always been this big a pain in the arse?”

			“No. But I became a master at it with diligent practice,” he said proudly. “You must be consumed with thoughts about your mate’s mortality. I mused about little else before I turned the ring.”

			“A turn of the ring?” Could it be that simple? “What was the exact wording you used?”

			“I wished for my Bride to become a vampire, with all of the strengths of that species and none of the weaknesses.”

			Munro couldn’t believe he was about to ask for Lothaire’s advice, but . . . “What language would you use if you were me?”

			“‘Dearest gods, I wish to change myself from a Lykae into anything else. Anything at all.’”

			Munro struggled for calm. “Between us, you’re more the court jester than I am.”

			Lothaire confessed, “I do think myself uproarious.” He sipped his mead. “I would wish for my mate to become a Lykae with all of the strengths of that species and none of the weaknesses—and to have as much control over her beast as you have over yours.”

			But I’ve been losing control!

			“I can’t foresee a way for that wish to be corrupted,” Lothaire concluded.

			Corrupted? “The ring really is looking for a way to bollix up wishes?”

			“All wishes can be subverted. By their very nature, they are corruptible. Great magic must have great consequences. Two sides of a coin.”

			Munro should be the one to bear such consequences—not Kereny.

			“You have no idea what you seek to dabble with.” Crimson gaze alight, Lothaire said, “But Dorada will teach you.”

			His ominous tone got Munro to raise his brows. “Loa said you only made two wishes.”

			“Like a fool, I would’ve made more, but my Bride nearly beheaded me before I could. Needless to say, our honeymoon was unforgettable.”

			“You must’ve deserved it.” The vampire had treated her so badly he’d tried to use the ring to undo his behavior.

			“In spades. A relationship with a human takes . . . finesse. I’ve realized that it might be enough for a mortal male to swear he’ll die for a woman. But immortal males must up their game and change. That’s where the difficulty lies for us.”

			Aye. Exactly. “How’d you get your Bride to forgive you?” How will I get my mate to forgive me? 

			“I learned how to be good to Lizvetta. Now I spoil her beloved family.” Kereny’s family is lost to her. “Despite her young age, I value and trust her opinions.” I told Kereny I knew better than she did. “I support her career as a queen.” I removed my mate from her life as a leader and performer. “And I constantly let Lizvetta know I treasure her more than a fount of fresh blood.”

			Munro had spoken to Kereny of obsessions and fate, never telling her that she ruled his heart.

			Lothaire set his glass aside and steepled his fingers. “How do you think your mate will react once you turn her?”

			“She’ll hate me. But she’ll never be safe in the Lore otherwise.” They simply couldn’t remain different species, not like Munro and his son. Had he learned nothing from taking Tàmhas to live within the clan?

			“True. The Lore is such a dastardly place, filled with creatures like me. Life among humans must be vastly less entertaining.”

			Stelian appeared in the doorway of the billiards room. “Pardon.” After giving Munro a stiff nod, he turned to his liege. “A word.”

			Lothaire rose. “Kingdom duties,” he remarked to Munro. “Being a powerful ruler is as taxing and envy-provoking as one would expect. I’ll return anon.” When the vampires traced away, the old hound howled in confusion, then flounced from the room.

			As Munro waited, his thoughts turned to Tàmhas, to the night of his death, conjuring that haunting memory. . . .

			Though he hadn’t spoken to his son for more than sixty years, when Munro appeared at his deathbed, Tàmhas’s filmy eyes evinced no surprise. “I knew you would come.”

			“I wanted to earlier, but . . .”

			Tàmhas weakly waved that away. “Da, how did this happen? How? I went and got old.” 

			And sick. A wasting illness racked his frail body. Munro scented its spread. The disease would take his lad tonight. 

			He sat beside the bed. “You lived such a life, son.” He’d been a sailor, then a successful merchant. He’d traveled the world before marrying the love of his life when they’d both been fifty. But Tàmhas’s wife had predeceased him, and he was now alone. “I could no’ be prouder of the man you became.”

			“I always felt that you were watching over me from the shadows.” 

			“I have been.”

			Tàmhas’s wizened face broke into a pained smile. “You look like you could be my son now. Or grandson.”

			Munro grappled against his emotions. “Tàmhas, I should never have tried to raise a human. It was no’ fair to you.”

			“I have no regrets, Da. With you, I got a glimpse of a wondrous world, just as I did whenever I set sail. That glimpse shaped me. You shaped me. Your teachings made me a good man and husband.” A cough rattled from deep in his lungs. 

			Munro handed him a cup of water from the night table, just as he’d done decades ago when his toddler had said, “Dada! Ith scary!”

			Once Tàmhas drank, he said, “I think I’m ready to sail from port once more. My next adventure. I hope my wife is there waiting for me on some distant shore.” He swallowed thickly. “Will you . . . can you stay and see me off?” His voice cracked, and he sounded afraid—like he had all those years ago when he’d last told Munro good-bye.

			Munro took his hand. “O’ course, my son. I’ll watch over you till the tide comes in. . . .”

			That memory always devastated Munro, and tonight proved no different. Yet now he pictured a vigil by Kereny’s bedside, reminiscing with her as the end neared. In the grip of pain, she would gaze up at him and say, “I wish I had more time with you.” And there’d be nothing he could do. Nothing.

			His immortal body would persist, continuing on deathlessly, just as it had when Tàmhas had perished. But this time, Munro wouldn’t survive. If I lose Kereny, I will gladly choose the flames.

			When he imagined the light leaving her eyes as it had left his son’s, Munro turned up his full drink.

			Lothaire returned at that moment. “Our whiskey is fine, but not that fine. What’s got you gasping for the bottom of your glass?” He teleported the bottle over and poured another round.

			Munro rasped, “Do you ever think that mayhap we doona know it all? That even with our age, we know little?” Should I bend in my beliefs? As I dinna do with Tàmhas?

			In what must have been a rare moment of candor, Lothaire said, “Wolf, I knew everything before Lizvetta. And it was all wrong.”
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FIFTY-ONE










			“Why can’t he give up something?” Three brandies into the night, Ren reclined on the couch, baring her heart to Ellie and Balery.

			She liked this pair. Balery, the fey concoctioness, had been a little standoffish at first, but she’d relaxed after a couple of drinks.

			“Where’s the compromise? If Munro ever accepted how important my free will is, I’d probably trip over my feet to become immortal for him.”

			Balery tucked her chestnut-brown hair behind her pointed ears. “As I reminded Ellie, Lorean males don’t behave like human males, especially not when they’ve lived for centuries. Their world views were shaped some time ago.”

			Ren had learned that the oracle was no young fey herself.

			“Boy howdy!” Ellie exclaimed, her gray eyes lively. “A lot of these guys still think of women as their accessories while they waltz through life.” She hiccupped. Ellie was on her third drink as well.

			“I don’t believe Munro sees women like that, but he does look down on humans. He considers us inferior.” That green hunter snipe of his still provoked her. “Does he subconsciously dislike my kind?” She caught Balery and Ellie sharing a look. “What is it?”

			Ellie said, “I’m guessing he didn’t tell you that he had a human son he loved very much.”

			Ren shot upright on the couch, woozy from brandy. “Pardon?” He’d said he couldn’t have children with anyone but her! “No, no. He has two adopted wards. But they’re Lykae.” Rónan and Ben had lost their family to ghouls—just as Ren had. She already felt connected to them.

			Balery said, “Stelian researched Munro before he would allow him into Dacia. The gatekeeper learned that Munro had found an abandoned mortal baby during some long-ago war. A boy he named Tàmhas. Munro tried to find a home for the child outside of the Lore, but eventually raised him as his own.”

			Why hadn’t he told her he’d adopted a human?

			Ellie said, “By the time Tàmhas was a young man, he’d had a couple of close calls with other Lykae—near-death accidents and such—so Munro had to send him away from the pack. How hard that must’ve been for him!”

			Ren felt Munro’s pain as her own. “He didn’t turn him?” When Ellie shook her head, Ren asked, “How did Tàmhas die?”

			Ellie said, “Stelian wasn’t able to find that out. You should ask Munro.”

			Ren would. “He’s terrified of losing a mortal like me. And I’ve already died on him before.” At their questioning looks, she explained what had happened in Quondam.

			Ellie’s jaw dropped. “Sakes alive. When I was human, Leo used to get crazy whenever I had so much as a hangnail. If I died and warlocks mindfucked him into disintegrating my body in acid . . . ?”

			Ren murmured, “I am selfish.” She’d never considered how much Munro must have suffered to lose her. And he would again. Maybe not right away, but losing her was inevitable. Unless she accepted immortality from the ring.

			Ellie asked Balery, “Will you roll the bones for her?”

			The fey nodded. “I’ve been curious about our new friend.” When Balery had first entered the salon, she’d cast Ren a quizzical glance.

			“Are she and the wolf gonna find Dorada?” Ellie pondered aloud. “Or maybe he should make peace with her mortality?”

			Balery removed a black pouch from her belt and retrieved an assortment of bones from within. She rolled the bones on the coffee table, then squinted at the results with soft brown eyes. “It’s inconclusive. That can happen if I’ve been rolling too often, or if the querent’s life is about to radically change course.”

			“Radically doesn’t sound so good.” Was Ren slurring?

			“It could be as innocuous as a pregnancy.”

			Oh. “Can a replica like me have children?”

			Balery collected the bones, stowing them back in her pouch. “I honestly don’t know. You’re the first of your kind that I’ve ever encountered.”

			Despite the excitement of this conversation, Ren yawned, making the other two grin.

			Ellie said, “That’s the other great thing about being immortal; you won’t need a lot of sleep.”

			With a wistful note to her voice, Ren asked her, “Is it honestly so much better?”

			“For me it has been. Hey, let’s get together tomorrow and brainstorm ideas. Maybe Dorada’s not the only path to immortality.”

			“Ideas would be much welcome. Thank you.” Another yawn escaped her.

			“We have loads of time to work all this out. In the meantime, you gotta make sure to get sleep when you’re hanging with immortals. I had to remind myself of that.”

			Ren stood and wobbled. “I think going to bed now would be prudent.” She shuffled her feet into her slippers.

			“I’ll trace you back.” Ellie rose and grasped her arm.

			Ren waved at Balery. “Thank you for trying with the bones.”

			Balery smiled warmly. “Of course. I’ll attempt again tomorrow.”

			Ellie teleported her to the villa, leaving her even more wobbly. “I’m so glad you’re here, Ren.” She surprised her with a gentle hug. “Everything’s gonna work out. You’ll see.” Then she traced away.

			Alone, Ren meandered to the bathroom. How very different this life was from her previous existence. Hours of conversation over drinks. Friendships with Loreans.

			A love affair with one.

			Why hadn’t Munro told her about his son?

			As she finished using the facilities, she wondered how long he would be gone. Their short time apart had her missing him. Did he miss her as well?

			She’d just entered the bedroom when a whispered word carried through the villa: “Riiiinnnnngggg.”
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FIFTY-TWO










			The Forbearer king is out in the mist.

			Munro was on his way back to the villa, eager to see if Kereny had returned yet, when he caught scent of Kristoff. He followed the thread through the fog to a high cliff overlooking the city and found him standing at the edge.

			The vampire gave a curt nod in greeting. These hours had done nothing to alleviate Kristoff’s aggression. In fact, he’d grown worse. “I was wondering if you would find me.” His Russian accent was as thick as Lothaire’s. “You’re the first outsider I’ve spoken to since I arrived here.”

			Munro lowered his voice to say, “Your men said Lothaire abducted you from your castle and forced you back here.”

			“He did. At swordpoint. Then he imprisoned me in his dungeon, tortured me, and threatened assassination.”

			“Why?”

			“I’m the heir to the Horde crown, and he wants it for his own.”

			Lachlain had said as much. The vampire insurgents who currently held the Horde capital refused to accept Lothaire as their ruler because he had no legitimate claim. But they’d also refused Kristoff because he’d outlawed preying on humans for blood.

			Munro said, “Lachlain sent me to do whatever I can to help you escape. Did the Enemy of Old have some kind of spell placed on you to prevent you from tracing?”

			“I thank you and your king, but I’m no longer trapped here. Yet if I leave, I will never remember how to return, and Lothaire has information that I must procure.”

			“Then let us help you get it. We can track down Nïx. The soothsayer can divine whatever you need.”

			“I asked Nïx. She was of no help.”

			Munro awaited more with raised brows.

			Obviously not a sharer, Kristoff gazed out at the kingdom. When he finally spoke, his words sounded dragged from him: “I’m fated to a female who is lost to me, chained at the bottom of the sea. Lothaire alone knows where she was last seen. She’s cursed to drown over and over, only to regenerate for more suffering. This . . . this consumes me.”

			Well, that certainly explained his constant aggression.

			Munro imagined how he would react if Kereny were in the same position. I’d lose my fucking mind again.

			“Yet Lothaire will not reveal everything he knows until I can best him at chess for three games in a row. So each night, I challenge him. I won two, then realized he was toying with me. His queen is attempting to intervene, but it’s taking time. Time I don’t have.”

			“Has Lothaire been filling you in on events outside this realm?”

			Nod. “I need to be searching for my female and commanding my army—not stuck here, playing chess. But Lothaire treats my situation as one big amusement. He lives for mind games and puzzles, so I give him both. During each chess match, I draw on everything I’ve learned about Lothaire to reach him. Anything to reach her.”

			“Who is your mate?” Munro asked, though he’d heard rumors.

			“Furie. The queen of the Valkyries.”

			And here I thought I had an uphill battle with my female. “Furie is”—how to put this?—“no’ a fan of vampires.” She was half Valkyrie, half Fury. Which would make her one hundred percent fearsome.

			“You know her?” Kristoff pinned Munro with his vampire gaze.

			“Nay. But the Lykae’s Queen Emmaline and Princess Lucia both hail from Furie’s Valkyrie coven. We hear stuff.” The legendary Furie, with her fire wings and earsplitting shrieks, had left a trail of slaughtered vampires in her wake before she’d been captured by the Horde.

			Kristoff straightened. “Tell me anything you know. Lothaire is closemouthed.”

			Mayhap for a reason? “She’s an incredible warrior. Those who have seen her fighting would put her up against any of the greats in the Lore.” She really hates vampires. “I know no’ much more.”

			“I see,” Kristoff said, clearly disappointed.

			Munro glanced in the direction of the villa. He needed to get back to Kereny.

			“You court great risk to turn your mate,” Kristoff said, drawing Munro’s attention.

			“I understand that you’ve turned a lot of humans.” The catalyst for the transformation to vampire was different than for a Lykae. Whereas a wolf would inject its beastly essence, a vampire would impart his blood for another to drink. “What’s your change rate?”

			“Not high enough. Perhaps one in three.” To create his army, Kristoff had stalked the battlefields of his homeland, offering dying mortal soldiers his blood in exchange for eternal fealty. His nickname was the Gravewalker.

			“That’s better than mine. I’m shooting oh for countless.” With his mate and with the humans the warlocks had forced him to bite.

			Kristoff frowned, no doubt wondering why Munro had tried so many times. “Of those who resurrect, some do not do well with immortality. I’ve witnessed many instances when a body recovers but a mind stays lost.”

			Another message from the universe? If Munro used the ring on Kereny and something went wrong, he would have taken a perfectly healthy young woman and broken her.

			Yet then he replayed their fight, how close he’d come to losing control. She couldn’t remain vulnerable to his beast.

			“I need to get back to my mate,” he told Kristoff. “We will no’ be here for more than a couple of days. If I leave you behind, your men will be furious—especially if Lothaire assassinates you to help his chances with the Horde crown.”

			“I think he’s decided to spare me for now,” Kristoff said. “There’s a relationship of sorts. Bad blood connects us.” He laughed without humor.

			“Bad blood?” Munro had just asked the question when two scents reached him.

			Decomposition. And Kereny’s fear . . .
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FIFTY-THREE










			“Who’s there?” Ren called, drawing her blade.

			No answer came.

			She entered the dimly lit living area. As her years of hunting experience took over, the fog of alcohol burned away, and her senses sharpened.

			The balcony doors were open. A beautiful woman with long black hair and green eyes stood beside the railing. Her white strapless dress complemented her smooth, dark skin and enviable figure. A golden collar circled her neck, and fine gold dust sprinkled her shoulders and hair.

			Yet when Ren blinked, the female looked as if she were decaying, covered in rotted cloth. Another blink, and she was lovely once more.

			So this was Dorada, the regenerating mummy. Had Lothaire somehow contacted her? Or, as Loa had warned, had the sorceress found them first?

			A foul smell drew Ren’s gaze away from the woman. Red eyes became visible in the shadows of the room.

			Wendigos.

			The disgusting creatures had long, emaciated faces and gray skin with patches of slimy hair. Their yellow fangs gleamed in the low lantern light. Just as Ellie had described, they wore garments that seemed to be made of human flesh.

			There were four of them. Strange, Loa had told Ren to expect many more.

			One scratch from their knifelike claws and Ren would join their number. She gripped her blade, debating her options. Normally she would attack, doing whatever it took to eliminate her target. If she succeeded, she could free good immortals like Loa from that sorceress’s thrall, weakening the forces of evil. She could change the course of the Night War.

			Yet Ren hesitated. The odds of her emerging unscathed were long; Munro would be destroyed if anything happened to her.

			The sorceress held up a simple gold band, a smile curving her lips.

			Both were entrancing. Ren murmured, “That’s the Ring of Sums.”

			“I am here in a peaceful capacity.” Dorada’s voice was strange, as if the words didn’t match the movements of her lips. “Where is your immortal mate?”

			“He’ll be back soon,” Ren said, studying these enemies for her best move. “How did you know we were here?”

			“I can sense who yearns for my ring. Your mate yearns for it as few others do, and he is good. I will bargain with him.”

			“What will you ask of Munro?”

			Dorada’s eyes flashed from olive green to pale cream and back as she breezily said, “Who

			knows?”

			“Uh-huh.” Dorada had a look about her, the same one Ren might have when she was about to take down someone in a shell game. The sorceress was up to no good. Ren’s misgivings had been confirmed.

			Yet the ring called to her. Shouldn’t she become immortal for Munro? If they were two halves of a greater whole, then how could he live on after her death? By becoming immortal, she could safeguard his very life! If she was stronger, she could protect him as well. Ren would do anything to protect him.

			Such a dangerous word.

			She wrenched her gaze from the ring. “We don’t want your cursed wishgiver!” She spied an opening to strike—

			The villa door burst open. Munro rushed inside, out of breath. His beast was half-risen, but he kept it leashed. The Wendigos snarled as he shoved Ren behind him. “You all right?”

			“I’m fine.”

			To Dorada, he bit out, “Are your henchmen trained?” A Wendigo could infect even an immortal.

			“They obey my wishes.” Dorada held up her ring again. The gold glimmered seductively. “Just as this will obey yours.”

			Munro too had to tear his gaze from the ring. He faced Ren and softly said, “Kereny . . .” Care-nay.

			She whispered, “Don’t do it.” She might understand him better after learning about his son, but he still needed to trust her judgment in this. “Believe me when I tell you: not with her.”

			He exhaled. “We canna be together as we are.”

			She clutched her chest against the sharp ache there. Had she fallen for him after so little time?

			“My lass, one of us will have to change.”

			At that moment, she realized Munro did in fact own her heart. Because he’d just broken it.
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			Munro’s plans for the ring had been evolving, but he’d thought he would have more time to consider this decision!

			Dorada raised her free hand. Above her palm appeared a large bound book. “Sign my ledger and the ring will be yours for tonight.”

			—BE WARY OF MAGICS!— His Instinct was screaming, his beast roiling. But the power of the ring beckoned.

			So many things he could wish for. No more fear. No more worry. No chance of hurting Kereny himself. “What will you want from me?”

			Dorada shrugged. “I rarely know what I will ask before I ask it.”

			“She’s lying!” Kereny cried. “She came here for a reason. She knows what she wants, and she’s not telling us, which means you would never sign up if you found out what you’d lose.”

			Munro narrowed his eyes at the sorceress.

			Dorada said simply, “At some time in the future, I will contact you about your debt. Besides, what wouldn’t you do to make her immortal?”

			Voice filled with urgency, Kereny said, “I am asking you to trust my experience. I can read people, and I’m telling you, she has an agenda.”

			Dorada murmured, “If you would rather think things over, I can leave. Never to return.”

			“I’ll sign it,” he said.

			Kereny gasped. “Munro, no!”

			The sorceress floated the book and a dripping quill toward him. “To make a mark in these pages is as good as a vow to the Lore. Once you’re granted so much as a single wish, fate will enforce my bidding.”

			“I understand,” Munro said, accepting the yoke he’d now wear. In time, he’d figure out a way to take the sorceress down. He’d have to. He used the quill to sign his name in the ledger, then both disappeared. The plain gold band appeared on his ring finger. He flinched when magic flowed from it.

			Dorada smiled with encouragement. “Turn it and make a wish.” That smile set his fangs on edge.

			Kereny holstered her blade and grasped his arm with both hands, her nails digging in. “We

			can find another way. Please don’t do this! You don’t know what she’ll want.”

			“Matters naught. I’ll give anything for us to be together.”

			“I’m not saying I’ll never become immortal. But this isn’t the way.”

			He shook his head. “I’m no’ changing a thing about you, love.” Munro would bear all the risk from the ring. As Lothaire had pointed out, an immortal male must change himself. And hadn’t Munro told Kereny that he would be whatever she needed?

			Instead of robbing his mate of her choice, time would come for them both. His beast could no longer hurt her if it didn’t exist. “Jacob set an example of sacrifice that I dinna have the courage to follow before, but I will now.”

			“Munro, what are you saying?”

			“I’ll be turning myself human.”
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FIFTY-FOUR










			Ren’s lips parted. “Oh, Munro.”

			She had no defense against this sacrifice. Emotion crashed through her like a thunderclap. In that moment, she knew without a doubt that she possessed a soul—because she could never love him this deeply otherwise. “You’d give up being a wolf and all the things that go with it for me?”

			He straightened his shoulders. “I will do whatever it takes to make you happy. And you’re right—immortality does no’ necessarily make you safer. If you’re fated to die by a Lorean’s hand, then you and I are leaving the Lore. We’ll get new identities and disappear. Hidden away, we might live to a ripe old age together.” When he took her hands in his, she shuddered to feel the magic brimming from that ring.

			“We are going to be together, Munro. But, please, not through Dorada. I swear to you that we’ll find another way.”

			The sorceress sidled closer, her face pinched with anger. “You cannot become mortal, wolf,” she all but hissed. “I have no use for a covenant with a human.” The Wendigos began to advance—

			Lothaire, Kristoff, and Stelian appeared in the room, swords at the ready.

			“How did you find this place, sorceress?” Lothaire demanded.

			She showed no fear of the three imposing vampires. “I followed the wolf’s longing for the ring and entered with ease.”

			Lothaire shot a murderous look at Stelian. “Seems my gatekeeper fell asleep at the gate.”

			Dorada quirked a brow. “I’m stronger than when we last met, can travel between worlds in a shower of gold and breach any protection.”

			“Trespassing in my kingdom brings consequences, even for one like you.” The malice in Lothaire’s tone would have terrified any sane person.

			The sorceress whisked gold dust off her shoulder. “Enemy of Old, the wolf signed my ledger. I will not leave until he’s been granted a suitable wish and our agreement becomes binding.”

			Ren pleaded, “Munro, return the wishgiver. I’m asking you to trust my judgement.”

			“I do, Kereny. Gods know I do.” He faced Dorada and said, “I have no use for this ring.” He removed the band from his finger and held it out.

			The sorceress’s expression grew menacing. “And I have no use for a would-be human!”

			“Then we’re done here.”

			Now all Ren and Munro had to do was get away from a livid sorceress and her Wendigos. The pressure in the room escalated.

			“Make a suitable wish.” Dorada’s appearance deteriorated along with her control. “NOW!”

			“You heard the Lykae,” Lothaire said, squaring off for battle. “He refuses.”

			“Then you will all pay for wasting my time.” Dorada waved her hand, and the ring disappeared from Munro’s palm. She gave another wave, and the Wendigos launched themselves at the vampires.

			Ren readied her blade as Munro backed her away.

			“Stay behind me.”

			The swordsmen parried against contagious fangs and claws in a blindingly fast skirmish. Lothaire was the first to behead a creature. Its corpse plummeted to the floor, oozing brown blood, which was contagious in itself.

			“This will be over soon.” The words had just left Munro’s lips when more Wendigos flooded into the villa.

			Five more. Ten. They crawled along the ceiling and scaled the walls to attack the vampires. As the swordsmen launched a defense, they debated something in Russian. Maybe if one should trace for backup? But that would leave the others in jeopardy.

			Us in jeopardy.

			When a number of Wendigos pivoted toward Ren and Munro, he gave a roar and struck out with his own lethal claws.

			Across the room, behind the protection of her creatures, Dorada watched the fray with excited eyes.

			Munro and the vampires couldn’t fight this many. Blade in hand, Ren scanned for a target in the low light, but the immortal melee moved too quickly. If she hit Munro, it’d be over.

			Her heart felt like it would explode with dread. Was this what he felt for her every second of the day? I need to be able to protect him! I want strength like his; I want those gifts!

			Dorada waved her hand again and said, “Turn on them, Enemy of Old.”

			The vampire muttered, “Fuck.” He froze in place.

			Between strikes, Munro snapped, “What the hell is wrong with you, leech?”

			Lothaire gritted his fangs. “She can control me, because . . . evil. And I’m rather good at fighting. Can’t resist much . . . longer—” Lothaire’s sword flashed out at Stelian, Kristoff, and Munro.

			The two vampires traced out of the way, but Munro had to leap back—directly into a cluster of Wendigos.

			“Munro!”

			With a roar, he slashed his way through them.

			Ren whirled around toward Dorada as an idea hit. Every immortal strength had a corresponding weakness. If one employed Wendigo henchmen, then one had better fear their contagion.

			Ren swooped down to a felled corpse, coating her blade in brown blood. Then she took aim. Her tunnel of focus muted everything beyond her target: Dorada’s beating heart.

			She threw. End over end. Blade flying . . .

			The dagger sank into the sorceress’s chest. Bull’s-eye.

			With a yell of fury, Dorada trained her vicious gaze on Ren. She plucked the blade free and tossed it aside with irritation. “A knife? Really?” Yet then she frowned down at the wound, at the brown mixed with crimson. She raised her glowing hand, but her magic sputtered. A look of disbelief crossed her face. “What have you wrought, mortal?”

			“You’ve got seconds of consciousness left before my blade’s spell hits you, and I suspect you’ll become a Wendigo in less than three days.”

			Dorada gasped, then disappeared in a fall of gold dust. Without the sorceress to direct them, the remaining Wendigos howled and snapped at each other.

			Freed from Dorada’s hold, Lothaire sliced through the baffled creatures, alongside Munro and the two vampires. Decapitated bodies writhed on the floor as the last one fell.

			Then . . . quiet.

			Ren hurried to retrieve her weapon. She carefully wiped the blade off on a curtain—apologies, Dacian villa—then holstered it. “Munro?”

			Halfway across the room, he stood with his back to her, his shoulders rising and falling with his heaving breaths. He finally turned, revealing a slash across the arm of his jacket. Blood welled beneath the fabric.

			Her heart stuttered. “No, no, no!”

			His brows drew together, as if with contrition. “I never expected to abandon you here in this time. But the vampires will have to put me down. They’ll take you to Glenrial. My brother and Chloe will help you.” Munro stumbled toward her, only to collapse to his knees.

			“No!” She ran for him, winding around the bodies. “We can be together if you fight!”

			A flash of movement from the floor; pain pierced her leg. A headless Wendigo had sunk its claws into her calf.

			“Doamne!” She struck with her knife, severing its fingers. But the claws remained embedded, like a dead spider envenoming her.

			Roaring her name, Munro dove to pry them from her leg, ripping the skirt of her dress away.

			Lothaire kicked the rest of the Wendigos far from Ren. “Foul fucking creatures.” He murmured something to Stelian in Dacian, and the male disappeared.

			Heat coursed from her injury like acid through her veins. “Munro . . . I got nicked too.”

			He took her in his arms, cradling her against him. “Ah, gods, Kereny.”

			Weakness gripped her. Black spots crept around the edges of her vision. She and Munro had clashed over a potential eternal union that had never been in the cards for either of them.

			Unfathomable sorrow filled his flickering eyes as he said, “Looks like we’ll be together. Just no’ how we pictured it. I’m so sorry, lass.”

			“You’ll find me, won’t you?” she asked, tears falling.

			“A century of time could no’ stop me from reaching you before. Death will no’ either.”

			“The good news,” Lothaire began grandly, “is that I have much experience with Wendigos. I can neutralize the venom in both of you.”

			“T-truly?” Ren said, her voice sounding faint.

			Munro grated, “What’s the bloody bad news?”

			“In moments, the blade huntress alone will perish.”





			

			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


FIFTY-FIVE










			Control the beast. Doona kill Lothaire! “What are you talking about?” Munro demanded.

			Stelian reappeared in the room with Ellie and Balery.

			The fey woman rushed forward to Kereny. She used a gloved hand to rub what smelled like common salt on her leg.

			Lothaire told him, “I discovered—from drinking a very learned wizard—that salt counteracts Wendigo venom. You’ll recover completely and your mate won’t resurrect as a Wendigo. So you won’t have to euthanize her.”

			“Then why will she godsdamn perish?” The fey saw to Munro’s arm next. His strength rebounded at once.

			“That Wendigo injected a kill shot from its claws. By now, its venom has melted her mortal organs.” With a sigh, Lothaire added, “There are bound to be hiccups at a soft opening.”

			Hiccups? Canna kill him!

			“This was what you feared all along,” Kereny said, anguish in her gaze. “You only wanted to protect me.”

			He swiped his arm over his eyes. “We can attempt to turn you if the venom is neutralized. Kereny . . . I know this is no’ what you wanted—but I’m begging you to let us try.”

			“I’ll do it.” In a wry whisper, she said, “Death isn’t as glorious as one might have thought.”

			Munro pleaded to the others, “Give her your blood. Any of you! All of you!”

			Balery said, “Mine is poisonous, so I’m out.”

			Munro turned to Kristoff. “You turn one in three.”

			“Males. Female vampires cannot be made.”

			Lothaire added, “Not without that ring you just kissed away.”

			Munro’s beast was in a frenzy to rise and protect its mate. No, stay thinking! Stay rational.

			Kereny softly said, “Munro, you need to bite me. It must be you.”

			“I was no’ able to turn you in Quondam. Nor any of the humans. Lass, I bit you with everything in me! Over and over. I tried so hard, but the fire never took hold.”

			She grasped his hand in her wee ones. Her skin was freezing. Because his mate was dying. Dying. “It will work this time.”

			“Even if it did, you’d become a rabid newling.”

			“You’ll help me control it. You’ll teach me.”

			That would take decades, assuming he transformed her. He’d proven he couldn’t! Munro met Lothaire’s red gaze. “You! With your age, you might be able to turn her.”

			The king examined his black nails. “If the silly wench doesn’t crave my exalted blood, then she isn’t worthy of it.”

			“Leo!” Ellie slapped his arm.

			“Kristoff is right anyway,” Lothaire told her. “Female vampires can’t be made. Not even by one as legendary as I.”

			Kereny murmured, “Munro, everything is different now.”

			He faced her again, struggling to remain sane. “What is?”

			“This is my choice. I won’t fight the transformation.” Her breaths grew labored, her lids heavy. But she raised her chin and steadied her words: “I am ready for your beast’s fire. I am nothing but kindling. My determination will carry me back to you. Believe in me . . . in us.”

			His little female was in so much pain, striving to be brave, and he couldn’t fucking fix this. “You told me that you doona make it to the end of the story.”

			“That was when I thought it was only my story. Now I know it’s ours.” Her brows drew together as she said, “Munro, it’s fated to be ours.”

			A wolven chuff left his lips. He was helpless to deny her.

			Balery said, “You need to hurry. Her lifeforce is dimming.”

			Ellie told Lothaire, “Let’s give them privacy.”

			“Are you kidding me?” the vampire scoffed. “I wouldn’t miss this for all the worlds!”

			“Please, Leo.”

			He grumbled, “Very well, hellbilly.”

			The others left Munro alone with Kereny and madness. The bleeding edge. When he’d lost her in Quondam, he hadn’t yet loved her.

			The need to fight for her overwhelmed him, as if the aggression from a lifetime’s worth of battles surged inside him.

			Choking him.

			Kereny laid her cold hand on his cheek, her big copper eyes glinting. “I know, Munro. I know how hard this is.” She could see his feral desperation? “But you can do this. I believe in you.”

			Canna frighten my little mortal. Imbuing his words with confidence, he vowed to her, “Something is different from the time before: I’m going to give you everything I am, down to my verra soul. I hold nothing of myself back from you. Nothing, Kereny. So you must hold nothing back as well.”

			Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Yes. We can do this . . . together.” Her hand fell away from his face.

			He began to release his beast. Please, beast. Please, bring her back to us.

			“That’s it, Munro.”

			At a time like this, his psyche clamored for control. Instead, he ceded it to the creature inside him. No control, no rationality, no defying the odds to save the day. A warrior whose fight was finished, Munro could only . . .

			Surrender.

			Accept.

			Trust.

			So he did.

			With a primal roar, his beast took over, leaving Munro to exist in the background. As the creature bared its fangs and eased down, Munro heard her heartbeat slowing. Beat-beat . . . beat-beat . . .

			He expected the beast to deliver a frenzy of bites like the last time. Instead, it pierced her neck cleanly; she didn’t even cry out.

			Snarling against her cool flesh, the beast injected its essence, a part of itself, through a single, solemn bite. The Lykae flame.

			Kereny’s body fell limp. Beat . . . beat . . . 

			Silence.

			Her final breath escaped her, carrying her last words: “I . . . love . . . you. . . .” 

			She died before he could say the words back.
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FIFTY-SIX







			Glenrial, Louisiana







			“Return to me, Kereny.” Munro stroked his thumb over the rise of her cheekbone. “Come back to me.” Madness loomed as his anguished vigil continued on for a fifth night.

			When he’d awaited her resurrection before, his heart had not been in play. Now he was all heart. Nothing but heart. And it was bleeding from a wound only Kereny could heal. . . .

			He vaguely recalled Lothaire kicking them out of Dacia—“Newlings are outside pests”—and Stelian tracing them to Glenrial. Ben, Rónan, and the entire pack had gathered to help. But Munro had shaken his head, and everyone had butted the fuck out while he’d carried his dead mate into the lodge and to his bed.

			He’d called Loa: “Bring your snake and your voodoo. Do whatever you bloody must.” She’d been unable to help Kereny. He’d contacted Mariketa—the leader of the House of Witches and mate to his cousin Bowen—and offered all he had and all he could steal. But Mariketa had told him, “I’m so sorry, Munro, but I can only heal the living. It’s up to her now.”

			He’d even considered pleading to Dorada for that ring. But he couldn’t find her again, and her talisman wouldn’t retrieve the dead anyway.

			So Munro had spent these days and nights discovering what gut-wrenching agony truly was. He’d pulled at his hair. He’d roared at Kereny; she’d promised him she would return! He’d curled up around her to keep her body warm. Rocked her. Fought his emotions and his beast.

			Minutes were years. Hours were eons.

			Though his bite mark showed no regeneration, she looked and smelled alive because that witchly stamp continued to work, and already his mind played tricks on him. At times, he thought he could hear her sigh. He would jerk upright, only to find her chest still.

			At other times, he swore her pulse flickered. But whenever he pressed his lips to that sweetest butterfly flutter, only stillness greeted him—

			“Bràthair, I came as soon as I heard.” A hand that looked exactly like his own appeared on his shoulder.

			Munro dragged his gaze from Kereny. “Will? Are you really here?” His brother had never looked so healthy in his life. “Hallucination?”

			“I’m here.” He glanced to Kereny and back. “Your mate will return to you. There’s time yet.”

			“No mortal has ever resurrected past three days, not in all of the warlocks’ history. It’s been five.” She was out of time.

			“Then she will set a record,” Will insisted. “I feel this. Good things are on the horizon for both of us.” Will’s eyes held no trace of bleakness, and he sounded optimistic about the future; definitely a hallucination. “Madadh told me everything about Quondam and the Forgotten.”

			The warlock threat felt like it’d happened in another lifetime.

			When Munro and Kereny had first arrived behind the boundary at Glenrial, he’d removed their cloaking cuffs and her mystical blade. It lay on the bedside table, awaiting her.

			But she’s no’ coming back.

			So he would find her in the ether of death and be with her there. Where your mate goes, you follow. He didn’t dare wait much longer. His beast would soon take over. If it rose up irretrievably, he wouldn’t be able to end his existence.

			Will said, “Munro, let me be of service to you, as you were to me for all my life.”

			“Service?” Only a pit of unnatural flames could help him now.

			“I’ve forever asked myself one question: What would Munro do? And if our situations were reversed, you would be out fighting for my future. You’d be out fixing shite. Your mate will rise, and when she does, she’s going to need help.”

			As much as he wanted his brother with him at the very end, Munro had to get rid of him. Otherwise, Will would try to prevent him from setting off for the Fyre Dragán—just as Munro had stopped Will.

			“Aye, then,” Munro said. “We must have water from the Well of Souls in the rage demon realm.” Questionable sources swore it cured newling rabidity, but Munro had concluded it was merely another Lorean MacGuffin. “And we need Garreth’s cuff from the belly of a giant caiman in the Amazon.” Would that magic even work on a newling?

			Does no’ matter now. “Such a cuff would be a temporary solution,” Munro forced himself to say, “but mayhap it’d work long enough for her to gain control.”

			“That’s all? We’re on it! We’ll return by the full moon.”

			A couple of nights from now? You’re dreaming.

			Will squeezed his shoulder. “She will come back to you.” As Munro had once said to Will about Chloe, he added, “Brother, give the lass a chance.”
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FIFTY-SEVEN







			full moon eve







			Stone pine, wildness, and man. The most addictive scent Ren had ever imagined.

			She had to investigate that scent. Curiosity flared, and it was enough to lure her out of the darkness.

			Her fingers twitched. Her toes. Her eyes moved behind her lids.

			Hadn’t she heard Munro’s voice, raw with emotion? Return to me! But a lot of time seemed to have passed since then, and he’d stopped talking to her.

			She cracked open her eyes. Where am I? Why do I feel so amazing? Her body was boundless, filled with life.

			Hazy memories surfaced. She’d been clawed by a Wendigo! Munro had bitten her! Why were those memories so dim?

			Because you died, dummy.

			Ah.

			One thing she remembered with a crystalline clarity: she was in love with Munro MacRieve.

			Her sight cleared until she could see him standing by a window. Phone at his ear, he spoke to someone in a monotone voice.

			Though the last rays of the sun painted him in a golden light, he looked like death. Eyes bloodshot. Skin pale. He must be worried sick about her! How long had she been gone?

			She sat up to reach for him, stunned to see the black claws tipping her fingers. Her tongue rubbed one of her new fangs. Her heart beat faster as realization sank in. I’m—she swallowed—immortal.

			When she inhaled Munro’s scent, a voice spoke into her mind: —YOURS!— 

			That must be the Instinct. They’d done it! He’d made her into a werewolf, had spread the fire to give her a beast of her own.

			And that beast was stirring.

			She frowned down at her chest. The force inside her scrabbled for release, expanding, taking up too much room in her body. The lit match had turned into a firestorm.

			Her fangs lengthened in her mouth. When she clenched her fists, her claws punctured her skin. Those injuries regenerated, her flesh mending before her bewildered eyes.

			As the beast inside her took control of her movements, the Instinct boomed: —LEARN. ADAPT. OR PERISH!— 

			This wildness within her couldn’t be contained.

			She tried to speak; words refused to cross her lips.

			Ren could never even tell Munro good-bye.
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			“Get me to the Fyre Dragán,” Munro told Loa.

			She exhaled into the phone but didn’t argue with him. And what could she say anyway? The reason for your existence is gone, true, but you’ll rally! “When do you want to leave, friend?”

			The moon heightened all Lykae emotions; Munro’s intent to join Kereny had become ice-cold and indisputable. He’d already waited too long. Each second that he was apart from her was one second too many.

			His future with his mate had boiled down to four steps.

			One: Bury Kereny tonight.

			Two: Journey to the Dragán.

			Three: Die.

			Four: Find his mate in the afterlife and be with her there.

			“I leave tomorrow. . . .” He trailed off when a shadow crossed the corner of his vision. Was there a second heartbeat nearby?

			As he turned, he inwardly begged, Please be her, please, gods, let it be . . .

			Kereny.

			She stood on the other side of room.

			“You’re alive.” His phone dropped to the floor.

			She’d pulled through! His bite had healed, which meant she was regenerating.

			A chuff of relief burst from his chest, and he ran his arm over his blurry eyes. “I will never doubt you again. Your determination saw you through once more.”

			Her newling blue gaze met Munro’s eyes, and her body stilled. Was her beast recognizing its mate for the first time? Was he hers?

			Munro had to shuffle his feet to remain standing, not only from the shock of her resurrection but from the beauty of her feminine beast. “Great gods, Kereny.”

			Overlaying her body was the image of her wolf, with its lupine features and mouthwatering curves. Her lips were stark red against white teeth and fangs.

			The ice blue of her eyes called to his primal memories, stoking his body. His beast howled inside him for this incomparable she-wolf.

			Kereny was now an immortal Lykae, her scent altered somewhat, but still much the same.

			Exquisite.

			Yet at the same time, her newling state made Munro roil. Would he never see her copper-colored eyes again?

			He actually needed that control cuff now, but he’d left the task in Will’s hands? Worse, the sun had just set. As soon as the moon rose, the light would possess him, drawing forth his own beast.

			Doubly worse, Munro had no contraception. Of course, that would only be a problem if they were mated. She would fight his claim otherwise.

			“I ken you canna reply to me, but you can hear me and understand. We’re at Glenrial, and it’s dangerous for you to be in this part of the settlement.” The wards were staying with Madadh—Munro thought—but a newling needed to be miles away from anyone still vulnerable to injury. “Would you like to spend the night deep in the woods and test out the changes within you? I want to show you the bayou from my photos.”

			She raised her face, caught a scent. Her muscles tensed to explore new stimuli. Her beast was only just born; every stimulus was new.

			He held his hands up. “Stay with me, sweet.”

			She sprang for the door, threw it open, yanking it off its hinges. She seemed confused that she was holding a door.

			“Hand it over, nice and slow.”

			She tossed it at him and ran toward the stairs.

			He dove to the floor, narrowly dodging the door. It whistled over his head, sliced through the wall, then landed somewhere outside. He leapt to his feet, behind her in a flash.

			But she tore down the steps, moving like a blur. He vaulted over the banister to cut her off. She ran to his left—just a feint—then raced to his right.

			“Damn it, Kereny!”

			She ripped open the front door and careened outside. Rather than going around Munro’s truck, her beast picked it up and flung it out of her way. Airborne!

			The vehicle flew across a field straight for Prince Garreth’s lodge—

			BOOM! The truck crashed into the building, cutting through the first floor. 

			Munro could only watch as the lodge crumpled in an explosion of groaning lumber and shattered glass. Thankfully, he didn’t scent blood or hear screams.

			Relief was short-lived. Kereny pivoted in circles, her gaze darting as her beast decided where to run next. He had to get her away from everyone. Maybe he should use the moon’s pull—as well as her new immortal-strength lust—to draw her to the woods.

			Normally Loreans eased into their supernatural desires as they approached the age when they began to regenerate. She’d been thrust into hers headfirst. Add the call of the moon to that and she would be on fire to mate.

			“Lass, we have no’ harmed anyone, but we might. We’ve got to get to the woods.” A chase would be irresistible to her newling wolf. Would he have time to get them far enough away? Depends on how fast I can run. “Kereny, look at me!”

			She slowed and turned to him.

			He started unbuttoning his shirt. This one’s goin’ to hurt.
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FIFTY-EIGHT










			The beast had taken complete control of Ren’s movements. If she had the urge to stop and it wanted to run, then her body would obey the beast.

			The first time she’d driven an automobile, she’d gone too fast down an icy road. The car had skidded to the right, then to the left—then farther left, even farther—until she’d rocketed down a hill backward.

			This experience reminded her of that chaotic drive. Merely holding on for dear life.

			Tomorrow she would figure out how to tamp down her beast. Yes, tomorrow. She would come up with a plan and execute . . .

			Reasoned thought vanished when Munro took off his shirt. Her heartbeat quickened at the sight of his bared chest. MINE! 

			No longer was the Instinct instructing her to learn or die. It screamed: —MATE!—

			The sun had set, but she could see every sculpted inch of his torso, could hear his own heartbeat accelerate as she stalked closer to him.

			“Your eyes are eating me alive.” He sounded relieved. “I think I’m your mate, love.”

			Oh, you will be. Yet before she could sink her claws into him, he turned from her and began running away. He was going to make her beast pursue him, getting them away from the settlement.

			Anticipation surged inside her, and she took off after him. As she zoomed past buildings toward an unfamiliar forest, she gaped at her sprinting legs. Her speed boggled the mind. Her senses too.

			When she passed fireflies, she could see their minuscule heat trails. She even heard the lighting mechanism sparking inside their tiny bodies.

			Streamers of moss tickled each other, adding notes to the symphony of sound. Pine needles raked the night air, steeping it with fragrance.

			A breeze slid through the woods and washed over her body. Her sensitive skin felt like stardust—a touch would transform her forever.

			Overriding everything, she was attuned to Munro. The beating of his mighty heart. That addictive scent of his. The sight of her werewolf mate wending through trees, completely in his element.

			The chase was incredible! Every footfall ratcheted up her arousal. But she couldn’t speak to tell him.

			He ran out onto a jut of land, surrounded on three sides by a bayou. Cypress trees lined the shore, framing a grassy clearing.

			She cornered him there. They circled each other. Some memory buried deep in her Instinct called for a mating ritual on this night. But her newling ferocity drowned out that guidance.

			“Lass, this is no’ how I planned for things to be. I wanted to ease you into sex. I will no’ be in control of myself.” His muscles bulged, his eyes flickering blue.

			Munro and his control. She could regenerate now!

			His beast’s features began to emerge, the sight exciting her own beast. But he was clearly wrestling to keep it leashed. Sweating in the night air, he wore a stoic expression—a gallows expression—yet his manhood had never been harder.

			She tore her gaze away from him when the rising moon painted the surface of the water. A ray of light hit her skin. She could actually feel it. The warmth turned her blood to wine, her breaths to vapor. This was . . . heaven.

			She’d just had that thought when her beast made her lunge for Munro.
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			Before Munro could blink, he was on his back, Kereny atop him. “Go easy, love!”

			She didn’t. She flared her black claws and slashed off his jeans. Then a boot.

			His own claws and fangs were lengthening. How could he resist her? His only hope now was to take her virginity as gently as possible before the moon claimed him. The beast wouldn’t know to go slow, would rut her with all its power.

			If Munro had trusted that she would come back to him, he could’ve prepared for this. Could’ve gotten a contraceptive. Under the influence of the moon, he would likely impregnate her. If she ever regained control of her beast, would some part of her resent him for taking away her choice once more?

			Love and lust and dread all got twisted up inside him, with the moon heightening every emotion. . . .

			Her dress soon shared the same fate as his clothes, slashed to ribbons and cast away. Then she was atop him, naked as a dream.

			Lykae loved the chase, in and of itself. But even more than the chase, they loved the catch.

			I’ve caught my mate at last. Or she’s caught me. I have her.

			The moon continued its steady rise over the cypress trees until light shone directly down on them, bathing her body in torrents of silver. He gazed in awe at Kereny’s wolven state.

			Her white fangs dug into her red bottom lip. Her heavy-lidded eyes glowed blue. Moon-shot tresses curled over her shoulders, tickling her voluptuous breasts.

			Goddess. 

			His beast was in a tumult for such a creature. Munro battled it with all his strength.

			She started to move on him, her cunny slicking the length of his shaft.

			“Ahh!” His hips involuntarily surged. “You’re so wet. So ready for me.”

			She moaned, her claws digging into his pecs—ten spurs to the animal inside him. After all of Munro’s plans to make this claiming good for her, she was about to mount him. Use him. Relinquish her virginity on her terms.

			And gods, that aroused him like nothing before.

			She rocked her hips until the head of his cock connected with her tight entrance and began to wedge inside her.

			“Kereny!” He gripped her hips with shaking hands as she took him deeper. One inch. Another.

			He’d waited all his life for her sex to sheathe him like this, was no match for that hot, wet welcome of home. Together, Kereny and the moon ruled him. Munro was shuffled to the background, aware of his actions, but overpowered.

			Surrendering, he let his beast free with a roar to the sky. . . .

			She was writhing atop him to take more of his shaft when he heard someone approaching. A familiar scent—Will?

			In Gaelic, his brother called, “I’m no’ looking, but you might want to leash the beast for another few moments.”

			Kereny growled at the intruder. If Will got any closer, she would attack.

			His brother was no fool; he kept his distance. “We recovered Garreth’s control cuff.” How the hell had Will succeeded with that impossible feat? “The witches told me it will actually work on a newling.”

			Then Kereny would return to Munro as soon as she donned the cuff! He wanted to howl his relief.

			 “We got a contraceptive cuff for you as well. Yours is the black one. I’m going to leave them right here beneath this oak.” The scent of magic carried from not far away. “We’ll make sure you two stay away from the settlement, so rest easy on that score.” He loped off.

			Could Munro still salvage this claiming? Mayhap not get his mate pregnant on the first night of her immortal life? He thought of all the precum he’d already delivered. Yet as long as he didn’t spill inside her without a buffer, they’d be fine.

			Right? The Instinct would tell her quickly enough.

			To get to the cuffs, Munro would have to harness the beast. Why was Will so certain he could on a night like this? Too far gone, brother.

			Pressures bore down on Munro. His risen beast. His female’s tight channel contracting around his cockhead. The blazing moonlight.

			His feelings for her.

			He’d thought he’d lost her, and now she had returned to him. He was frantic to claim her forever. But then Munro imagined his first conversation with her: “Good morning, lover. Welcome to immortality—and motherhood!”

			Go to the shadows, beast. Now! Having waited centuries for this as well, the creature roared, shaking the trees around them.

			No way Munro could best it. It was too strong, its cravings too powerful.

			Yet all of Munro’s dreams were so close. Kereny had resurrected and recognized him as her mate. Magic to contain her beast was only feet away. Seize the future right here, right now, Munro.

			For her.

			He battled his beast as never before. To the fucking shadows, creature! 

			Munro’s eyes went wide—he was returning to the surface. He inhaled and exhaled deep breaths until he’d muzzled his beast. At least for a time . . .

			When he seized Kereny’s waist to lift her off his throbbing length, she fought him, squeezing his flanks with her thighs.

			“Mercy!” Gnashing his fangs, he pulled her upward. Cool air met the hot moisture on his shaft, and his ballocks drew up to spill inside her. That would ruin everything! His head thrashed as he teetered on the brink of release.

			Inhale. Exhale. Think of anything other than the wolven goddess who wants to use you for her pleasure.

			Once he’d withdrawn, she snapped her fangs at him.

			“Need a second, love!” Going against his every instinctive drive, he disentangled himself from her and shot to his feet; she tackled him back down. This rough play was just as arousing to the beast!

			Extricating himself once more, Munro sprinted toward the cuffs.

			She threw back her head and howled, a plaintive sound that tore at him and gutted his confused beast. It might as well be asking, Why are we not tending to her?

			Munro spotted the cuffs under a tree. He’d just lunged for them when she caught him again. She nipped his chest with her little fangs, and he almost forgot what he was after.

			Cuff?

			Cuff!

			The contraceptive was thin and black; the other was silver and looked battered. He clasped the black one around his wrist.

			Should he try to cuff her as well? But then he’d be caging her beast when his own was soon to rise again. Her first time to have intercourse would be at the mercy of a ravening animal, after she’d just resurrected from the dead.

			An idea hit him, and he reached for the control cuff.
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FIFTY-NINE










			Ren had dimly heard the two brothers talking in Gaelic. Though her Instinct had called Will her brother, her newling beast had nearly attacked a perceived threat.

			To the beast, everything was either a danger or an unfamiliar wonder.

			She sniffed the black cuff Munro wore. —Be wary of magics!—

			He held up another cuff, a dented silver one, and said, “This is the control cuff I talked about with Loa. It will enable you to govern your beast.”

			Ren hardly believed the means of her salvation was right there. Yet then she gazed up at the moon. Stifling her beast under that light seemed wrong, especially if Munro’s was about to return.

			“I’m going to borrow this magic for a bit.” He snapped the control cuff onto his own wrist. “Just until I’ve claimed you the first time. This way I’ll be able to ease you into sex.”

			I’ll be fine! she wanted to cry. Though his size had given her pain when she’d been on top.

			He cradled her face in his big hands, rubbing her bottom lip. Her beast all but purred, utterly under his spell. “I want to treat you like a queen, Kereny. Are you ready?”

			Yes! Ren trusted him; she loved him. Her beast already loved him. Something like euphoria bloomed inside the creature every time it gazed at Munro. She lay back, raising her arms for him.

			As he positioned himself between her legs, moonlight burnished the ridges of his body. His erection bobbed when he reached between her thighs and stroked her slickened sex.

			Heat radiated from that sizzling contact. Pleasure as an immortal was astronomically more powerful!

			I’m an immortal. It’s happened. 

			Her skin tingled in ways it never had before. The night breeze and his exhalations struck her nipples, a mind-numbing mix of hot and cold. He leaned down and gave each peak a hard suck, making her moan deliriously.

			His fingers played with her wetness, tracing between her folds. “This flesh trembles to my touch. Your body recognizes mine.”

			Her hips rolled for more, anything to relieve the emptiness within her. She’d been so close to taking his shaft completely inside her, now craved every inch of him!

			He gave her one finger. Then two. Working them deeper. “Mine, Kereny.” He stirred her core, then cupped her possessively. “I told you—this cunny belongs to me.”

			Whimpers left her throat as he thrust his fingers, her beast panting as her body tensed to orgasm. Yet just when she was on the brink, he withdrew his fingers.

			Nooo. 

			“Soon, love.” His golden eyes flickered blue then back as he spread her moisture onto his engorged member. “It’s coming.” He took himself in hand to rub the head up and down along her entrance, her arousal coating the tip to mix with his own precum. When he fitted the crown inside her again, he grunted, “Tight. So fucking tight.”

			How was he denying his need to thrust home? Sweat beaded his forehead, his muscles rippling beneath damp skin. He flexed his hips, feeding her more of his unyielding erection. “Please doona hurt, little mate.”

			Pressure increased. Her impatient beast wriggled for more, raking her claws down his torso. Blood welled. Oh, Doamne, what am I doing?

			Yet his penis pulsed inside her. “My wicked lass with her wicked beast. I hope you score me raw over the night.”

			As he worked his way deeper, her breaths came in shallow pants. His size hurt—especially one sharp pinch in the beginning—but it was fleeting.

			He gnashed his fangs. “How will I last?”

			She wondered the same. She fought her rising orgasm, wanting this to continue forever.

			When he’d sunk his shaft as far as he could inside her, he growled, “Kereny,” and his lids slid shut. But then he opened his eyes, and his gaze bored into hers. “You belong to me forever. And I to you. We have forever.”

			He’d told her he would own her body and soul, just as she would own him. I see it now. I see it so clearly. Her heart was bleeding into his—and his into hers—and she finally understood matehood: We are one.

			She’d almost missed this, had denied him because she hadn’t known bliss like this existed. She’d believed in the Lore but hadn’t believed in heaven on earth.

			He painstakingly withdrew. When he thrust for the first time, filling her to the brink, her vision wavered.

			A breath hissed through his gritted teeth. “Your body was made for mine!” He thrust again. “Never knew . . . never understood . . .”

			Like a wildling, her beast met his movements. Its wanton undulations stole his control little by little, which thrilled Ren.

			Yet then he pinned down her hips and stilled his own. Tendons in his neck strained as his gaze held hers. “I thought I’d lost you. Woman, you canna steal my heart then leave me. Do you no’ understand—I live for you alone!” Clenching his jaw, he withdrew and thrust hard. Harder. Her teeth clattered. “Never leave me again! Never.”

			She wanted to tell him she wouldn’t. All she could do was hold on as Munro annihilated her with pleasure.

			“I thought you’d left me, thought you’d broken your word.” He grabbed her hair, twining it around his fist. “I would have followed you, Kereny. To heaven or hell and back. I would’ve burned down the entire fucking universe to find you.”

			His dark confession only heightened her need. The emotion of their union was as explosive as everything else between them.

			“You’re ready for all of me. My beast needs you so badly. It wants its mouth on you. Wants inside of you. It’ll tend you well.”

			Then let it free. . . . 

			He removed the cuff, laying it aside. His body began to thrum, as if electric currents coursed through him, and his heartbeat thundered. She could see it palpitate in his chest and feel it in his shaft buried so deep inside her. As his muscles burgeoned, his fever-hot skin raged against her palms and within her core.

			His beast grew clearer. It looked at her with utter possession, yet also with wonder. Could a beast be tender?

			Between breaths, Munro grated, “It adores you. It’s never felt this way.”

			She imagined him saying, I adore you; I’ve never felt this way. She feathered her fingers over his changing face.

			He nuzzled her palm. “I feel everything it feels . . . or it feels everything I do . . . but this emotion is . . .”

			He didn’t have to tell her. She could see it in his blue eyes.

			Everything.

			She moaned, no match for the intensity between them.

			Yet then a beam of moonlight struck him directly, igniting his most brutal self. His fangs and claws lengthened even more, his body growing ever larger—until Munro was no longer at the fore.

			Ren whimpered when the monstrous male loomed over her, with his long claws to grip her body, his fangs dripping to bite her flesh.

			So terrifyingly beautiful.

			The beast drew back his hips, leaving her empty. Then he seized her and turned her onto her hands and knees.

			Oh! A moon-maddened monster knelt behind her exposed body. She’d never felt more vulnerable.

			So why was she getting wetter?

			He squeezed the curves of her backside, molding them, then he snatched her closer. Her breath hitched when he lined up his rigid erection to her entrance.

			He impaled her, ripping a rapturous cry from her lungs. He began to buck against her, giving her no quarter. Their skin slapped, their sweat mingling. Her sobbing moans answered his groans.

			Yet something was missing. —Receive his bite!—

			Her beast listened to the Instinct, whipping her hair away to present her neck.
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			—Mark her.— 

			In an agony of lust, Munro gazed at the flesh Kereny’s beast had bared. Rocking on his shaft, she keened for his bite in the sultry light of the moon.

			But would Kereny? Had she believed him when he’d told her it would be pleasurable?

			Twice before he’d bitten her. Did he trust that a claiming bite would be different? Despite his age, he was virginal in this himself.

			Hands clamped around her waist, he lowered his head to the tender skin of her neck. —Mark her forever!— He gave a savage growl . . .

			And planted his fangs inside her.

			His eyes shot wide when he felt her instantaneous orgasm, her scream of surrender filling his ears. Her channel pulsated along his length, as if to wrench his seed free. Her cunny wants it. Somehow, he denied that greedy grasp.

			Never releasing his bite, he plunged into her writhing body as sensations inundated him. The scent of grass, sweat, and her luscious climax all swept him up. She’s mine now. I give Kereny her pleasures. Forever, mine.

			She reached behind her to sink her claws into the backs of his thighs, whipping him until his hips pistoned, plowing his cock into her hungry sheath.

			Unearthly pleasure. Hard fucking. Sex so hot they should be breathing flames.

			He couldn’t speak his disbelief, could only snarl against her neck. Canna take more.

			His shaft throbbed from the pressure of his semen.

			When she screamed her pleasure again, the pressure gave way to absolute ecstasy. He relinquished his bite, and his back bowed, burying his cock to the hilt within her dripping heat.

			She demanded his seed? With a full-throated roar to the sky, he gave and gave and gave. . . .
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SIXTY










			Hours later, when the moon had finally set, Munro lay with his female on a bed of grass. His beast nuzzled its mate one last time, then receded, leaving Munro to enjoy a sense of peace so marked he felt as if he floated.

			Kereny nestled closer to him with a sweet yawn. His fierce she-wolf had a wee kitten’s yawn. He clasped her tightly and gazed skyward. I’m done for. 

			In seconds, she was out. Which was understandable considering how many times he’d taken her over the night.

			The abrasions on her knees and palms had started regenerating. As had his claiming bite. He’d poured all his relief over her resurrection, all of his hope for their future, and all of his frenzied sexual need for her into that mark.

			Gods, it would be glaring.

			He sifted his fingers through her raven locks, each stroke bringing him the intoxicating scent of her hair. He was intoxicated, happier than he’d been in his entire existence.

			Only one thing was missing. He pulled away to locate that control cuff.

			She sleepily objected with a little growl; his mate’s beast was demanding, and thank the gods for that. Together they’d discovered an oblivion of pleasure.

			He found the cuff in the clearing easily enough—the closer he got to it, the more his Instinct warned about magic. He returned and clasped it on her wrist as she slept. Will had said it would work on even a newling’s beast, but Munro scarcely dared to believe. As the cuff shrank to fit her, he held his breath. . . .

			Her beast began to recede! Soon only his sleeping mate was visible. Beautiful female with her beautiful innate beast. Once Kereny woke, she would be in control as long as the cuff held out.

			Thank you, Will. As if his thoughts had conjured his brother, he scented him approaching. Munro left Kereny sleeping to meet him at the shore.

			Will could not possibly have looked smugger. “Did I no’ tell you she’d resurrect?”

			How close a thing it’d been—Munro had been about to bury her! “Aye. You did. Good man to get me contraception.”

			“I learned my lesson: when in doubt, the birth control goes on the bloke.” He carried a large basket. “I’ve got some morning-after supplies.” Changes of clothing, Munro’s phone, food and drinks.

			Rather than explaining the Dream Dud, Munro snagged a pair of jeans and worked them on. “Now you’re just spoiling me.”

			“Loa said your mate is a time-traveling knife thrower who skewered your heart.”

			“In more ways than one.” Munro pressed his hand over his chest. “I’m never to recover.”

			“Well done, bràthair. I figured that was her fine blade by the bedside. I packed it in the basket in case she does no’ like to part with it.”

			“Good call. Normally it goes wherever she does.”

			When Munro’s phone vibrated, Will said, “The Dacians have been blowing up your line for days, demanding information about Kereny. Apparently, you’re the ambassador to Lothaire’s hidden vampire kingdom. And they call me Head Case? Anyway, their seer was getting weird readings, could no’ tell what had happened to your mate.”

			Munro had intended to update them once she’d pulled through. What would he have told them otherwise? Her current condition? Doornails are spryer. “I need to let them know everything is okay.”

			“I texted them back last night and told them Kereny was great.” Will handed over the phone.

			Munro pocketed it. “Much appreciated.”

			“I also inquired about the Well of Souls like you asked, but the rage demons swear the well does no’ cure newling rabidity. They advised against drinking the water since a sorcerer used to dump mutilated sacrifices into the well.”

			“Figured it’d be a long shot.”

			With a measured look, Will said, “Mayhap you were getting rid of me.”

			Munro shrugged. “How did you lay hands on the cuff?”

			“Let’s just say that you’re getting caiman-skin boots for your birthday.”

			“No shite?”

			“Chloe’s the one who made the killing blow,” he said, chest bowed with pride. “A sword right through the eye. I was more or less dodging foot-long fangs.”

			Munro had known his new sister would be a formidable immortal. “How’d you find the creature?”

			“We figured the Instinct would warn me about magic if I got close enough to the cuff. So we sidled up to giant caimans until I heard the warning. It took thirty or so; otherwise I would have been here sooner.”

			Munro’s lips parted. “I owe you much.”

			Will held his gaze. “My tab with you can never be paid.”

			His brother’s appearance struck him anew. “You really are happy.”

			Easy nod. “You’re free from those fucking warlocks, and we’re both mated. Hands of gods, no?”

			“As nothing before.”

			Will said, “Madadh told me you killed the archwarlock’s son.”

			“I was responsible for his death.” Might as well get this over with. “You must’ve also heard about the warlocks’ gateway.”

			“Aye.” A beat passed before Will added, “I know you considered using it for our parents.” Will would take it hard that Munro had been so close to retrieving them.

			“It’s not as simple as it sounds.” Munro explained the sacrifice required, then said, “The Instinct commanded me to destroy it.”

			“We could never have paid that toll. I wish things had worked out differently, but I understand.” Will sounded like a different man.

			“I thought you would react badly.”

			“No’ too long ago, I would have. But I’ve made peace with the past—and some adjustments in myself.”

			“Starting to get that idea.” A sudden thought made Munro frown. “Why were you no’ crazed last night? You’re a mated Lykae.”

			“I’ve got skillz. I now possess total control over my beast. I can make it recede, even when the moon is full. In fact, I have no’ released it since I found out you were taken.”

			“Uh-huh. Come on, you must’ve had another cuff.”

			“There’s only one of those, trust me. Getting cozy with caimans was no’ my first choice,” he said. “We’ve much to talk about, but I know you doona want to leave your mate for long.”

			“Though I’ve a thousand questions for you, I need to be there for her when she wakes.” Munro wanted no more surprises for a female who’d already experienced a lifetime of them.

			“Go. Enjoy,” Will said. “We’ve all the time in the worlds to talk. Chloe and I will be back at the lodge doing a few repairs.”

			“Thank you. Tell my new sister hello.”

			Over his shoulder, he called, “I can now say the same to you.”

			Munro returned to where Kereny lay sleeping, and his heart stuttered to see her curled up on that bed of grass with rays of sunlight caressing her bare skin.

			Should he wake her with a kiss? Last night had in no way sated him—or her, he suspected. Their hunger for each other would prove never-ending, an appetite they’d feed for eternity.

			His phone vibrated. Then again. And again. “Fine. Fine.” He tugged it from his pocket and checked the home screen, finding two new voicemails from Balery, and now a text from her as well. What was so important for her to tell him?

			He pulled up the message. Read it.

			And muttered, “Motherfucker.”
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SIXTY-ONE










			Warm skin pressed against Ren’s naked body, and masculine fingers stroked her hair. She opened her eyes and found Munro gazing down at her.

			“Good afternoon, love.”

			“I slept so long? Wait, I can talk?” She shot upright. Her fangs had receded. She moved her fingers. Wiggled her toes. By herself! “Where is the beast?”

			“Still there, just taking a nap. You’ve got a control cuff now.”

			“I feared I would never get a chance to talk to you again!” She glanced at her wrist. The battered silver cuff was covered with inscriptions. She flinched when her Instinct warned —Be wary of magics!— 

			“You’ll get used to the Instinct. And to the cuff. It’s a temporary solution, but with luck, it’ll give us time to work on mastering your beast.”

			“How did you get this?”

			“It should’ve been lost forever, but my brother and Chloe tracked it down in the Amazon for us.”

			Ren had only been a Lykae for hours, and already she felt like she had friends in the pack.

			“I can’t wait to thank them.” Would they drop by out here?

			Munro wore pants, so she hastily imagined her favorite casual outfit—a blouse, riding pants, and boots.

			Once her clothes had materialized, he handed her a chilled bottle of apple cider. She drank it down, picking up notes of flavor that she wouldn’t have detected before. “Munro, how long was I . . . dead?”

			A pall seemed to descend over him. “Seven days.”

			“I thought no mortals resurrected past a couple of days. Why didn’t you, um, bury me?”

			“At first I believed you could still pull through. As more time passed, I lost hope, yet I could no’ let you go. Then yesterday . . . I decided that the sooner I buried you, the sooner I could join you.”

			“Oh, Munro.”

			Shadows lingered in his gaze, and his eyes glowed blue. “Is there anywhere I would no’ have found you?” His lips pulled back from his fangs. “You would have taken my heart with you into the ether, so I would have tracked you by that!”

			She laid her hand on his cheek, the contact tempering his emotions. “You really love me.” It wasn’t a question. Every second last night, he’d demonstrated his feelings.

			“Till I scarce can bear it.” He inhaled a calming breath, then pressed a kiss into her palm. “I ken this is no’ what you’d planned on.”

			“The more I wanted you, the more seductive immortality grew. I told Ellie and Balery that I’d probably run headlong to be a Lykae if you would listen to me—and then you did; instead of changing me, you decided to change yourself.”

			“I thought you would resent this transformation.”

			“Not when I chose it. And you were right about how amazing immortality is, just as I was right about not bargaining with Dorada. We’ll make a good team.”

			“I should have listened to you sooner. Have patience with me.”

			She grinned. “Stick around, and I’ll share more wisdom and perspective. My view is looong.”

			Humor glimmered in his golden eyes. “Smartarse.” He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and gruffly said, “You’re so bloody bonnie. Just as you were last night.”

			Her cheeks heated. “Even when I was biting and clawing you?”

			“Especially then.” He’d already healed from her marks.

			Her lips parted as more memories surfaced. “I threw an automobile! I destroyed someone’s house. Are you sure I didn’t hurt anyone?”

			“You injured no one. The prince and princess were no’ home.”

			Of all the buildings. “Demolishing a royal residence in your pack?” She groaned.

			“Everyone in our pack will think that’s hilarious, as will Garreth and Lucia. Though none of them will ever let you live it down.”

			That sounded like her carnie hunters. She felt a pang, missing them all, but the promise of a new life with this male comforted her.

			She surveyed the lovely scene. “So this is Louisiana.” The cypress trees provided cover from the sun. Out on the bayou, the dark water was mirror flat.

			Mirror?

			She rose and crossed to the shore to peer at her reflection. Her irises were a more vibrant shade, a little too vivid, but maybe she could still pass for a mortal. She stroked the backs of her fingers over one cheek. Her skin had never felt so soft.

			She caressed her neck where Munro had bitten her. Though the bite had healed seamlessly, the claiming mark remained, stark against her skin.

			Ren pictured her black nails transforming into claws. They did! She concentrated on retracting them, and they receded.

			I’m part beast. 

			Her appearance had stayed much the same, but inside, she was like a combustion engine, awash with power. The girl who once hunted monsters is one. 

			Munro knelt beside her at the water’s edge. “You’re having regrets.”

			She turned to him. “No regrets. I’m happily no longer an organic.”

			“Good.” Tension left his shoulders. “My brother brought food. Are you hungry?”

			“Starved.” As they started toward an overflowing basket, she asked, “Why is my Instinct warning me about magic again?”

			“Will thought you would want your knife with you.”

			She hurried over to collect it. The Instinct grew louder when she grasped her familiar weapon and twirled it with a flourish.

			“Best take care with that blade. It can knock you unconscious now.”

			Her hand-eye coordination had definitely changed. What would her aim be like? Scenting no one around, she took sight of a target and threw. The blade bulleted between the trees flanking the clearing.

			Brows drawn, he said, “Give it time. You’ll soon be hitting every bull’s-eye.”

			“Oh, Munro”—she pointed to a tree at least a mile away—“this bitch doesn’t miss.” She gave him a cocky wink.

			He whistled low.

			Showing off was great, but now her blade was too far away for comfort. “Walk with me?” When she took his outstretched hand, she noticed the cuff on his wrist. “What’s that?”

			“A contraceptive. My brother brought it with the other, just in case.”

			Was that what the two had talked about in Gaelic? She would be learning his language directly. “How long will you wear it?”

			“We’ll figure that out together, but I’m thinking for a while. The Accession is here, and the warlocks are an ever-present threat. Not to mention the Møriør. So now is no’ the best time to have bairns.”

			At that precise moment, the Instinct whispered a message to her. Breathless seconds passed once more, and the universe turned. Life was funny; life was fluid. And dreams could change in the space of a few missed breaths.

			He continued, “Besides, waiting will give you time to work on mastering your beast.”

			“But I’ve got this cuff.”

			“Birthing a Lykae is fraught. A female needs her beast because the labor is so taxing, even for an immortal. You’d likely chew that cuff off your own arm.”

			“So I’ll take it off for childbirth and put it back on afterward.”

			He stopped, suddenly looking tired. “That’s no’ quite an option. Balery saw some things in the bones. She texted earlier that the next time your beast fully rises, you will either save yourself from a lifetime of its control, or . . .”

			“Or what?”

			“You will lose yourself to it. Forever.”

			“Oh.” As fascinated as Ren was with her beast, she couldn’t endure an existence as its shadow. She had to make sure it never rose again!

			“We’ve got a fork in the road ahead, but let’s make sure it comes far, far down the road, when you have caged your beast completely.” In a firm tone, he said, “We’ll have bairns one day. Just no’ now.”

			“You sound very sure of yourself, maybe because of your looong view?”

			Confident nod. “Damn straight.”

			“So this would probably be a bad time to tell you I’m expecting.”
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SIXTY-TWO










			“She’s pregnant,” Munro murmured to his brother in Gaelic. They were in the lodge’s kitchen, watching Chloe, Kereny, and the wards settle in for a board game in the den. Monopoly: Lore Edition.

			“Come again?”

			“The Instinct told her earlier. She’s up the duff. In the pudding club. Up the spout.”

			At the news, Ben, whose enhanced Lykae hearing was fully developed, went wide-eyed. Then his face turned a conspicuous shade of red.

			Will ran his hand over his neck. “Ballocks. The contraception must’ve failed.”

			Munro had already removed the cuff. “No’ necessarily.” Lowering his voice even more, he said, “Before you arrived, we’d . . . begun.”

			“Ah. You dribble before you shoot, old man. How’d she take the news?” he asked, only to say, “Never mind. Your lass is beaming.”

			She was. As Rónan outlined the rules of the game, she looked like she was stifling a grin at his spirited explanation: “The goal is to own a lot of realms and shite, so people pay rent in talismans and jewels. No cheating, and I always get to be the banker and the dragon token.”

			Munro said, “I’m glad one of us is excited about this.” He almost resented the idea of his own child. It meant extra danger and a risk to Kereny that he wasn’t ready to accept.

			“But you’ve always wanted kids. At least a dozen of them, you once said. Granted, she’s been through much, but if she can resurrect from the dead, she can do anything.”

			Part of Munro still disbelieved she was right there. He feared all this was a hallucination. Soon he’d wake up and find himself trapped in Quondam.

			“Will you stop staring at her like you’ve seen a ghost?” Will said. “We’ll handle this. It’s no’ a problem.”

			Who was this male? Everything was a problem for Uilleam Andriu MacRieve. Or at least, it had been before Chloe. Once Munro had seen the two of them together, he’d known they were solid.

			Will added, “If you’re this unnerved, then what about a plan B spell or something?”

			“I mentioned the idea to her, and I pointed out that much more was at stake”—Munro showed Will the text from Balery—“but Kereny was no’ receptive. . . .”

			“Munro, I feared a replica like me couldn’t get pregnant. I’m overjoyed about this baby.” 

			“Even if we dinna have Balery’s fork-in-the-road prediction, there are forces that will hunt our child to hurt us.”

			Her eyes shimmered blue, and she bared her fangs. “With my new strength, I dare an enemy to try to take anything from me, much less my child. . . .” 

			Her palm had hovered protectively over her flat belly, and he’d known no argument could change her mind. “This means she has just months to master her beast. No’ decades. Months. If it rises fully, I’ll lose her again.”

			“I can help.” Will clamped his shoulder. “We all have more control over our beast than we ever believed. If the incentive is there, Kereny can learn to harness even newling rabidity.”

			Will’s confidence made Munro’s grinding worry lessen a fraction.

			When Kereny and Chloe laughed at something, Will grinned. “Ach, they’re getting along. This is grand. Chlo’s going to make a wonderful aunt.”

			An aunt. Because Munro and Kereny were having a child. Protectiveness for his mate surged, and a growl nearly left his lips. “We have to get rid of Jels once and for all.”

			Will nodded. “Madadh told me that the warlock’s been spotted outside Quondam. I’ll ask Mariketa to scry for us, and we’ll run the prick down.”

			“Even with Glenrial’s boundary spell, I’ll be uneasy letting Kereny out of my sight when we hunt.” Not that his mate couldn’t put up a hell of a fight. With her knife-throwing skills, she was a she-wolf without equal.

			“Chloe can act as an extra bodyguard while we’re out. If you saw my wee cambion play with a giant caiman’s eyeball like it was a Hacky Sack, you’d have no fears about Kereny’s protection.”

			Munro’s need to remain by his mate’s side was strong, but his Instinct overruled it. —Hunt the warlock; extinguish the threat to your mate and offspring.— “Aye, then. We start tomorrow. Along with Kereny’s training.”

			When Rónan regaled the group with tales about his witch girlfriend and the spells they liked to do, Kereny wrinkled her pert little nose like a kitten. Could she be any bonnier?

			Munro kept seeing some mysterious feline aspect to her lupine, something kittenish about her wolf. Whatever that aspect was . . . it turned his crank like nothing else before.

			He finally broke his stare and found Will gazing at Chloe.

			“I look at her and it’s like . . .”

			“You forget how to breathe?”

			Will turned to face him. “We had it all figured out, no? I’d concluded that life was nothing but misery interrupted by bouts of shame. Now it stuns me how mistaken I was.”

			And Munro had concluded it was all thankless drudgery interrupted by hollow hedonism.

			Could it be any better? His gaze lingered on his mate. It all depends on her and that damned babe.
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SIXTY-THREE










			“Twins?” Chloe squealed when Ren told her. “You’re for reals having two?”

			While Munro and Will were out tracking down Jels, Ren and Chloe sat on a blanket under an oak tree, a cooler of snacks at the ready. The wards practiced knife throwing nearby.

			“Uh, yes, for reals.” Though Ren was only a few weeks along, the Instinct had given her the news. She’d been delighted, love for the babies overwhelming her. But she hadn’t yet told Munro.

			Chloe’s hazel eyes blazed succubus green with her excitement. “I’m going to have to start organizing a babies shower stat!”

			“I wouldn’t want to put you out.” Ren sipped an apple cider, fresh from the Ubus Realm where Chloe’s relatives lived. “And you already did so much for my birthday.” Chloe had organized a cookout with the entire pack. The night had been fun and blessedly uneventful.

			“Are you kidding me? Auntie Chlo is going to spoil those kids so bad, even before they’re born.”

			Ren and Chloe had grown close, as she had with Will and the two boys. Though Ren missed her loved ones from the past, she was making her home among Munro’s people at Glenrial.

			Would her parents have approved of her new life, tucked away among “monsters”? She imagined what she would tell them about this place. I never thought I could recreate the unity I felt with you two and with my hunters, but I have. I’m happy.

			And Jacob? She knew he would’ve wished for Ren to have what he’d found with Esther.

			Chloe asked, “How did Munro react to the news?” She read Ren’s guilty expression and said, “You haven’t told him yet. I can see why. He’s a stress bucket, isn’t he?” Straight-talking Chloe.

			Ren nodded. “He hardly eats or sleeps. I don’t think he’ll be right until the babies are born and Jels is dead.”

			She’d delegated her plan to hunt that archwarlock to Munro and Will due to her morning sickness (which really should be called all-day sickness) and her growing need for rest.

			A local witch named Mariketa continued to scry for Jels, and Loa fielded tips of sightings, but he wasn’t easy to pin down. The brothers had chased down lead after lead.

			Two weeks ago, they’d run him to ground in the streets of downtown New Orleans, battling his vassals and dodging his beams. Yet once Munro and Will had gotten close, the coward had portaled away.

			Since then, no sign of him outside of Quondam.

			Ren and Munro had received a couple of bits of good news though. After Lothaire and Loa had informed everyone they knew that the Forgotten’s gateway was no more, the bounty had lost traction.

			And Balery had rolled the bones for Ren again to find out what had happened to Dorada. Had the sorceress become a Wendigo? Or perished?

			Balery couldn’t see the specifics, but she spied no Dorada threat in Ren and Munro’s future.

			Yet that news had hardly made a dent in his worry, which Ren felt as her own. Over these weeks, she’d fallen for him so hard that the depth of her feelings sometimes frightened her.

			Each night after they made love, they talked for hours. He’d told her the heartbreaking tale of sending away his mortal son, then returning to Tàmhas’s deathbed, and he’d confided to her more about his brother’s past. Will had overcome so much to make a new life with his mate, and the two were clearly devoted to each other.

			Chloe knotted her sun-streaked hair atop her head and said, “Will told me you’re making amazing strides with your beast.”

			“Amazing? And here I thought I was stumbling instead of striding.”

			Each day before he and Will left to hunt for Jels, Munro trained with her. In their first session, he’d told her, “When I remove your cuff, your beast will rush to the fore. I want you to breathe deeply, and picture yourself forcing your way back to the surface.” The instant he removed the cuff, her beast had surged beyond any hope of control. Munro had quickly cuffed Ren once more.

			Will had said that the beast responded to confidence. Basically, one had to out-alpha its alpha and conquer it. So Munro had made her release it and force it back, over and over. Inhale. Exhale. Off to the background, beast! Now. NOW! 

			Ren told Chloe, “My new record is four minutes.”

			“I know you can do it. I’m a big believer in mind over matter.” Chloe had overcome much to become an Olympic-caliber athlete in her mortal life. Now she was a sword-wielding cambion. Her weapon was always within reach, just as Ren’s blade was.

			“I believe I can do anything if it would alleviate Munro’s worries.” Ren’s warrior mate needed an enemy to vanquish; in his eyes, her beast was a foe, one who might steal her from him.

			Yet sometime soon, she would remind Munro that only she could conquer her own beast. Ultimately, it was up to her, and she was ready to meet the challenge, ready to fight for their future.

			It held so much promise. Her new life at Glenrial was a marvel.

			If she wanted “conditioned” air, she used an app on her phone. If she needed new clothes for her changing body—her Dream Duds stamp had finally resurfaced and peeled away—then she went online shopping. If she craved pleasure, she only had to look at Munro a certain way and she found herself carried upstairs to bed.

			If she needed knowledge about her pregnancy, she pressed a button on her computer mouse.

			In fact, she might have discovered a way to hedge against that fork-in-the-road foretelling. Ren told Chloe, “But just in case I don’t conquer the beast in time, I’m going to schedule a cesarean section.” She’d already consulted a doctor that Loa had recommended.

			Chloe’s eyes widened. “That would allow you to keep your cuff on!” She made like she was dusting off her hands and said, “Problem solved.”

			“I’ll still keep working, but I think it’s a good option.” Ren had also started thinking about other worst-case scenarios: the warlocks striking again. She felt safe behind Glenrial’s barrier spell, but as she reminded Munro, hiding was never a good course when dealing with immortal adversaries. Traps worked best. 

			As she pondered strategy, she noticed Rónan consistently hitting the target with his knife handle. “Rónan, you’re throwing with the same number of rotations each time, which is good, but try backing up one step.”

			“Got it.” He backed up, took aim, and threw. Just shy of the bull’s-eye.

			“There! That’s your sweet-spot distance to the target.”

			“Thanks, carnie,” he called back with a grin, using his nickname for her.

			When it was Benneit’s turn, she said, “Remember, Ben, it’s almost like you’re pushing as you throw. That’ll help your consistency.” She stood to demonstrate the motion, her round belly affecting her center of balance. When Benneit hit the bull’s-eye on his second throw, she called, “Good show, Ben!”

			His longish black hair hung in his eyes, and he blushed furiously, but she could tell the praise pleased him. The two brothers were down-to-earth and as kindhearted as she’d imagined them.

			Unfortunately, their family unit in the lodge would be splitting up soon. Last night Munro had told Ren that Will, the elder brother and Lord of Conall, had a duty to live at his ancestral estate in the Highlands. He’d added, “Mayhap it’s time for us to separate.” But he’d looked dismayed by the prospect.

			Ren sat back down and said to Chloe, “Munro mentioned you two are moving once all the excitement passes.”

			Chloe said, “Conall is so nice, and I like being close to my relatives.” The portal to the Ubus Realm lay within the Woods of Murk. “Plus, the boys miss Scotland.”

			Few things could get Benneit to talk, but he grew almost chatty if she asked him about the Highlands. Even Rónan—who had a crush on that local witch—longed for the land of his birth.

			Chloe continued, “It’d be a great place to raise kids, so I took it upon myself to buy even more acreage in case you guys want to build there.”

			“Really?”

			Chloe grabbed her phone and showed Ren pictures of the gorgeous property. “Not bad, huh?”

			“Oh, that looks incredible!” Then she frowned. “But Munro will have to lead Bheinnrose in Nova Scotia. He told me he feels guilty that he’s left it without a chieftain for so long.”

			Chloe leaned in and confided, “Will thinks that’s just an excuse, and that really Munro is angling for a mental-health break from him, which I could totally understand.”

			“Not at all! Munro doesn’t want a break.”

			Chloe sighed. “Men. So let’s find another chieftain for Bheinnrose.”

			Ren tapped her chin. “Yes, great idea.” She already had someone in mind, a clan elder who’d taken over Glenrial’s watch while Madadh was imprisoned in Quondam.

			“Full disclosure,” Chloe said. “The Woods of Murk are stirring a touch because of the Accession. My family has spotted a few unwelcome creatures popping up here and there, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			Creatures in the woods? Ren sucked in a breath. “Oh, Chloe.” She suddenly knew what her future would entail. “I want to patrol those woods. I want to be . . . a Sentinel.” Had everything in her life led up to this? As an immortal, she could inflict serious damage on predatory Loreans. The Night War would continue in its new iteration.

			Chloe clapped with delight. “Then welcome to the neighborhood watch!”

			They cracked up at that, were still laughing when the twins arrived home, striding out to join them.

			Chloe muttered, “Man, what a pair. I figured out why we get along so well. You’re the only female who knows how good my mate looks naked that I don’t want to skewer.”

			Ren chuckled. “Whenever I catch sight of Munro, my beast leaps inside me.”

			“It must be so weird to have a force like that taking up residence in your body.”

			“Wait till you get pregnant.” When Munro greeted her with a toe-curling kiss, she asked him, “Any leads?” But she was so attuned to him that she sensed the frustration he tried to hide.

			He opened the cooler. “Mayhap tomorrow.” He politely refilled her cider, then popped the top on a bottle of beer. “Jels is squirrelly, but we’ll keep at it.”

			Will asked Chloe, “You in the mood for dinner, lass?” He gave her a look that could turn rock into lava.

			She coyly grinned up at him. “I happen to be famished.”

			Ren was about to suggest ordering pizza delivery on her new app, until she recalled her cambion friend’s unique diet.

			Will swooped Chloe into his arms. “Let’s see if I canna go whip something up for you.”

			As he jogged off with Chloe laughing all the way, Ren shared a grin with Munro.

			He said, “I’m actually glad Rónan suggested that sound-dampening spell for all of our bedrooms.” At the time, Munro had warned about magic being a slippery slope—but afterward when Ren had screamed her pleasure, he’d conceded, “Magic has its upsides.”

			Her grin faded when he sat beside her. “You look exhausted. You’re pushing yourself too hard.”

			He sipped his beer. Staring down at the bottle, he admitted, “Mayhap that wee fucker on the way keeps me from sleeping.”

			She hated to add to Munro’s worry, but she couldn’t keep her news from him any longer. The Instinct was constantly telling her —Share!— “That would be wee fuckers.”

			The bottle dropped from his limp fingers, fizzing into the grass.
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			Ren lay with her head on Munro’s chest, still levitating from his lovemaking. Though they usually talked afterward, tonight her Lykae hearing detected that he was grinding his teeth. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

			He sat up beside her. “Two is too many. You will lose yourself.”

			“I told you I’ll get a c-section. I’ll never go into labor.”

			“I canna stand the idea of your getting cut!”

			She rose to a sitting position as well. “If mortals can do it, I can. Females handle the toughest stuff all the time anyway. You’ll see.” He still looked resistant. “Munro, you’re going to have to accept that some things are out of your control now.”

			“Some things?” he bit out, aggression radiating from him. “How about every feeling in me? Every bloody thought. I have zero control!”

			She cradled his face with her hands. “My poor wolf, so much worry.”

			His aggression dwindled. “I never knew fear like I do over you.”

			“We will get through it,” she promised him. “I’m determined.”

			“When will you have the surgery? We have to time this right.”

			“Every day helps with the babes’ development, so we need to go as late as possible. Maybe a week or two before my due date.”

			“What about the doctor? He must be phenomenal.”

			“She,” Ren corrected him, “comes highly recommended. Dr. Deerborne’s a deer shifter with a practice in New Orleans. Loa said she’s delivered Lorean babies for four hundred years.”

			“Four centuries, then?” Munro said casually, but Ren could tell that fact reassured him.

			“I telechatted with her. She was surprised to hear from a Lykae—apparently, the Instinct is the ideal physician, telling females exactly what they need to do. But after I explained our situation, she agreed to do house calls and set up a surgical suite here for the big day. I watched the operation online. All it takes is a little incision right here.” Ren drew her finger across her lower belly.

			He reached for her. “I canna remember the last time I was so fearful. If the babes hurt you . . .”

			“They won’t. Munro, I’m asking you to trust my judgment in this.”

			After an audible swallow, he said, “Then I will. You’ve told me this will be okay. So I’m going to believe you.”

			“I’ll contact Deshazior and have him on call to trace the doctor here.”

			Munro sighed. “Is this the future? Demons tracing us wherever we want to go and witches providing all our technology?” He still grumbled each time he used his Wicca-tech phone, but everyone in the pack had one.

			“You’re asking me if this is the future?” She lay down again, and a yawn escaped her.

			“My she-wolf yawns like a wee kitten,” he said, his golden eyes filled with love. “I’ll handle Desh and work out everything with the doc. You just concentrate on growing that babe. Babes.” He rested his head against her belly, telling the twins, “You two pups must behave in your den. . . .” He trailed off. Then he lifted his head, a dumbfounded look on his face.

			“What?” She’d been able to perceive the slightest movements and sounds from the babies, and with his age, Munro had even stronger senses than hers. What had he detected?

			He collapsed back on the bed, limbs spread. “They’re both lads.” His voice grew rough. “Like me and Will.”
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SIXTY-FOUR







			months later







			“If I forget to tell you, I’m glad you’re on the front line with me,” Munro said to Will as they eyed the carnage spread out before them.

			“Always, bràthair. But if we work together, we can make it through this.”

			Munro shook his head. “I have doubts. I canna see an end to this nightmare.”

			“Once we slay the first one, the next will go down easier.”

			Munro turned the crib-assembly directions upside down, then right side up. “Now they’re just fucking with us.”

			Kereny’s raucous babies shower had netted them tons of supplies to fill the newly decorated nursery in the lodge. Among them, they’d received two car seats and a pair of cribs; the former needed installation and the latter assembly.

			Parts littered the floor. Will said, “Mayhap we should no’ have used our claws in the beginning?”

			“Aye. But failure is no’ an option here tonight.” The laddies were arriving in just fourteen days.

			Munro had worked out the logistics for Kereny’s labor—the operating room was set up to the doc’s specs, and Deshazior was on call—but the cribs . . . “I need to have all of this stuff done before she wakes.” Kereny required ever more rest and would sleep like a hibernating bear.

			As another young immortal, Chloe too slept more than Will. So Munro and his twin had spent a lot of time together talking—as they hadn’t since tragedy had marked their young lives.

			Over these past months, Munro had grown much more at ease with his twin. Will, in turn, was growing more at ease with everything.

			“How about this?” Will connected one random piece of the crib to another, and the match looked promising.

			“It’s a start.”

			As they worked, Will asked, “Any ideas about names?”

			“Nay. Lady’s choice on that. She said she’d know when she saw the babes together.”

			Will grinned. “I still canna believe you’re having twin lads. Remember that time you and I let the herd of sheep into the house?”

			“Aye. Mam told us she wished twin boys on us. And here we are.”

			Over all these ages, Munro and Will had rarely spoken of their mother. The subject had only dredged up pain in his twin, so neither brother ever brought her up. This must be another sign that Will had come to terms with the past.

			“If I’m this excited about my nephews”—Will slapped Munro on the back—“you should be over the moon.”

			I’m trying to be. I want to be. “I’ll be more excited once Jels is defeated.”

			After Munro and Will’s first frustrating skirmish with the archwarlock, they’d continued to get leads on his whereabouts. Diligence demanded that the brothers track down each one. Yet Munro got the sense that Jels was testing them or keeping them busy while he planned something bigger.

			Kereny had hatched a plan of her own for the archwarlock, one so crazy that Munro had wanted to implement it immediately. . . .

			But maybe their luck would hold, and everything would remain quiet until after the babes were born. Hell, stranger things had happened in the Lore. He told Will, “In the meantime, I’ll feel better once we get this surgery behind us.”

			Kereny was confident in their c-section plan. And as she grew more comfortable with her pregnancy, this time, and her new species, she struck him as not only powerful, but bloody dazzling. She was blooming.

			Munro? Not so much. His dread was serrated, dipping and peaking, but it always had the bite of a blade.

			That fear was a breath away from resentment. Did he want his sons? Aye, of course. But he needed her.

			Though Kereny had been training rigorously to control her beast, the threat of the fork in the road loomed. He knew one thing for certain: his fate was tied to hers. If she became lost to her beast, so too would Munro to his. Where your mate goes, you follow. . . .

			“What’s on your mind?” Will must’ve read his pensive expression.

			Might as well get this over with. “If anything should happen to me and Kereny—”

			“Wheesht, Munro. No talking like that.”

			“It must be said. I would expect you to raise the twins as their father.”

			As Will accepted the import of all Munro was trusting to him, he had to clear his throat. “Me, then? No’ Lachlain or Garreth?”

			“You. You and Chloe are the godsparents.” Before, the idea of Will raising two babes would have struck Munro as ludicrous. Now he knew Will could do anything he set his mind to.

			Because he’d done the impossible—total control of his volatile beast.

			Will swallowed. “Aye. You’ve my word on it. Chlo and I would raise some good, braw lads.” He caught Munro’s gaze. “But it canna come to that.”

			“No’ planning on it. Yet that’s the thing with bairns, you have to anticipate things you never did before,” he said, glad they’d gotten this conversation behind them. Lightening his tone, he asked, “So when do you and Chloe plan to spawn?”

			“She says a century or so. I’m thinking she’ll fold sooner. After all, who can resist Hotter?” He slapped Munro on the back.

			“Hotter?” Munro rolled his eyes. “My arse.”

			Once they’d finished the second crib, they unboxed the car seats and headed to Kereny’s new SUV. She loved driving the back roads of the settlement and was eager to take to the highways once the warlock threat had ended.

			Outside, the night was warm. Katydids sang in the light breeze. The moon was waxing, would be full again in four nights. He scowled up at it. “Here’s hoping I can control my beast this month.”

			For each of the past full moons, he’d attempted to without success. His beast had been gentler with Kereny, but Munro couldn’t imagine the creature taking her this late in the pregnancy.

			Munro had already been struggling not to fall upon her constantly, to give her room to breathe. But the more he had of her, the more he wanted. The pleasure was decadent.

			She’d been delighted with their full-moon interludes in the woods, though her own beast had fought against her cuff more on those nights.

			Will followed his gaze to the sky. “Chloe and I can stick around here, just in case.” They’d planned on running the woods of Conall that night. Will still hadn’t unleashed his beast since Munro’s capture and escape.

			“No’ a chance. You two go enjoy the night.”

			With that settled, they tinkered with the car seats, locating the anchors to strap down the bases. Job complete, Will said, “Going to go wake up my mate.” He waggled his brows. “The hard way.”

			Munro had to laugh. “Off you go.”

			After cleaning up the mountain of packaging, he slipped upstairs to his own mate.

			A ray of moonlight shone through the window to bathe Kereny’s sleeping form. She turned toward the light, sighing at the comforting warmth. Silver illuminated her beautiful features and transformed body.

			He sat beside her in their bed, stroking her long hair, but she slumbered on. Cocking his head, he listened for the bairns, sensing their heartbeats. When he placed his hand on her rounded belly, his Instinct declared —Future.—

			Had his da felt this way when he’d sensed his own lads? Had Dùghlas and Ailis MacRieve shared a kiss and a hope for the days to come?

			He wondered if they were looking down upon Munro and Will, cheering them on. Was Tàmhas pulling for his own da to do well? Munro missed his family, but he couldn’t grieve them, because they lived on.

			His parents had sacrificed for their children—the best way to honor them was to live a good life. He would do the past proud by creating a new future. He murmured to the laddies, “Ach, you wee fuckers. What a time we’ll have of it.”

			His voice must have awakened them; movement fluttered beneath his hand. Munro grinned like a madman in the dark.

			Then came a tiny hand pressing against her skin. As if they recognized him.

			Munro’s heart swelled until it throttled his lungs.

			No breath. All feeling.

			Hand shaking on her belly, he whispered, “Lads, be gentle with my treasured mate till I can bear some of this. I believe in her and the two of you. As your mam once told me, we can do this together. Aye, then? Everyone together.”
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			A tear slipped down Ren’s cheek, even as her lips curved. We believe in you too.
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SIXTY-FIVE










			“You wish we were out running,” Ren told Munro.

			“Nay, lass, I’m happy right where I am.” They sat on the den’s couch together. He’d taken her aching feet into his lap, massaging them.

			It was late on the night of the full moon, but Glenrial still buzzed. They had the windows open to the laughter, music, and howls, those sounds filling her with peace. I’m very happy with my monster life.

			After months of practice, Munro had finally mastered his beast under the light. The incentive was there. After reading that intercourse might bring on labor, he’d said, “No’ on your bloody life! No’ when we’re days from the finish line. Does no’ matter that my beast is clawing me, and my cock feels like a crowbar.” Her eloquent mate.

			Ren’s own beast had prowled for freedom as well, just as it did each full moon and with each training session. She glanced at her cuff. Somehow her temporary solution had lasted all this time.

			She looked forward to the day when her future didn’t depend on an accessory. But the beast forever pawed at her control, and she forever swiped back. Though she’d managed to go a little longer without her cuff, she could tell her lack of progress concerned Munro.

			Sometimes her attempts struck her as futile, like trying to put out a forest fire—with a million tiny drops of blood.

			Munro said, “Besides, these feet will no’ rub themselves.” He tenderly kneaded her instep. “My puir, wee mate with her puir, wee paws.”

			She snorted. “And her colossal belly.”

			“I happen to like that belly.” His voice grew husky. “And those breasts. And hips. And even these wee paws.” He’d proven as insatiable for her as she’d been for him. He started getting that look in his eyes, but visibly checked himself. “No’ much longer now. Kereny, once we get these lads born . . .”

			His ominous tone heated her blood.

			He muttered to himself, “Mind on something else,” as he continued her massage.

			A particularly loud howl sounded from nearby, and fireworks popped. She’d learned that Lykae young turned into hooligans under the full moon. “Do you think Rónan and Benneit are behaving themselves?”

			The brothers had gone to a beach campout on the Gulf of Mexico with some witches. Ren and Munro had been nervous about letting them leave Glenrial, but the witches had their own protections against warlocks.

			Ben had never trusted himself to enjoy one of those full-moon parties. After working with Will to conquer his beast, he was more confident.

			“Behaving themselves? No’ at all. But mayhap they will no’ get into too much mischief.” Munro and Ren kept their phones on just in case.

			“I’m glad Will and Chloe got to spend tonight at Conall.”

			Munro had promised he’d take Ren, the babies, and the wards to visit there as soon as things settled down. Not wanting to add to his overloaded plate, she’d decided to wait until after the birth to inform Munro that she was the latest Lykae Sentinel to sign up for duty at the Woods of Murk chapter, and that they would all live at Conall.

			She’d already chatted with a fey architect to draw up house plans, and she’d talked to Will about getting Cassandra, a clan elder, to lead Bheinnrose. The she-wolf had been delighted about starting next month.

			Munro said, “I doona know how my brother has gone this long without releasing his beast.” He made no secret of his admiration for Will.

			“I don’t know how Chloe’s held out.” Ren ogled her mate. “I understand exactly what she’s been denied. I missed your beautiful beast tonight.”

			“Though I’ve missed yours too, I hope I will no’ see it for some time,” he said. “Gods, I canna wait to relax after the babes get here safely.”

			Should Ren tell him that he might never relax the same again? She’d talked to other parents around the settlement. They’d said that once the pregnancy worries faded, new ones took their place. That was parenthood. And she was so ready for it.

			She rubbed her belly. I can’t wait to meet you, little pups.

			And she wouldn’t mind them letting off pressure on her bladder. She told Munro, “Got to run to the ladies’ room.” Having to go every fifteen minutes was part of the job, but not a welcome one.

			He helped her lumber to her feet, escorting her all the way to the door. “Do you want some ice cream?”

			“Chunky Monkey?” A true wonder of this time.

			He cast her a heart-melting grin. “Double scoops all around.” He headed toward the kitchen.

			Alone, she waddled to the toilet. But after she’d finished urinating, fluid kept coming. She frowned, momentarily confused—oh! Her water had broken!

			The surgery wasn’t supposed to be for another ten days. Her eyes darted. How was she going to keep Munro from panicking?

			She would draw on all her performer experience—I meant to do that!—and paste on a smile. Yet as she cleaned up and redressed, she grew out of breath. Then a contraction hit her like an earthquake. She clutched her belly with a gasp.

			Munro must’ve heard that tiny sound; he charged into the bathroom a moment later.

			“I don’t want you to get alarmed,” Ren said tightly. “But my water broke.” She followed his gaze down to her now bloody legs.

			“Kereny?” He looked like he’d forgotten how to blink, his eyes turning blue.

			Because the moon was still risen.
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			Panic. Panic. PANIC.

			Munro’s beast had already been hell-bent on getting loose tonight. Now it roared to be free.

			“Everything will be fine,” Kereny assured him, but her thinned lips belied her calm tone, and she was winded. “We just need to get the doctor here. Will you call Desh?”

			“Aye, then,” he said, weirdly out of breath himself. He scented Kereny’s blood and couldn’t quite remember how to dial the demon.

			Where was the contact? Ah!

			But the call didn’t go through.

			His sight grew hazy, and he had to bring the phone closer to read the screen. No reception? “I’m going to run outside and see if I can get a call out.”

			“Munro, I don’t feel so good.” When she swayed, he swiftly stowed his phone and scooped her up in his arms. She writhed as a contraction hit, her belly moving as if the lads were wrestling in there. “Something’s wrong. Can’t breathe.”

			“You canna either?” He started toward the door. “Mayhap there’s a gas leak. Let’s get you some fresh air.”

			He swerved out of the lodge into the night. Yet he was still short of breath. How was that possible? He checked his phone again. Zero reception.

			Then . . . light above drew his gaze. “Hallucination?” Chills skittered up his spine. “This must be a nightmare.”

			“Then why do I see it too?” Kereny said between wheezes.

			An iridescent dome covered the settlement, just like the one over Quondam.
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SIXTY-SIX










			“Warlocks,” Munro said, sounding weaker than Ren had ever heard him.

			“But we have a boundary spell.”

			“I think they figured out a way around that. Nothing dangerous can enter past our boundary . . . but something beneficial can exit.”

			Comprehension. “They’re taking the oxygen.” She and Munro could never have predicted this in their strategy sessions. “The babies . . .”

			“I’ll figure this out. We’ll get through it.”

			How? She admired his optimism, but they had no way to call Desh—and warlocks were actively suffocating the settlement!

			Sweat broke out over her skin as another contraction ripped through her. When she bit back a scream, her beast tried to rise, but the cuff stifled it.

			“Lass?”

			“Contractions. Coming faster.” She could barely see through the tears blurring her vision, but were other Lykae stumbling from their homes?

			A brighter light shone from the settlement wall. Cradling her, Munro staggered toward that light. Others did as well.

			Ren’s consciousness wavered, but she fought to remain awake. Even if someone arrived to save the day against the warlocks this moment, she was probably too far gone for a c-section. She needed to settle in somewhere and labor.

			“Easy,” he murmured, right as another contraction hit. “Just sit tight a little longer.”

			“Sit tight?” Pain amplified her temper. “I can’t turn this on and off . . . like a fucking light switch!”

			“I know, love. I know . . .”

			When they reached the wall, the main entryway was open. The posted sentries had gone to their knees, hands at their throats as they gasped for breath.

			She peered through the opening. In the midst of an oak forest on the other side of the dome stood rows of blank-eyed Lykae vassals and dozens of warlocks ready to strike. Leading the force was an archwarlock in a purple robe, his lunatic sneer filled with triumph.

			Jels the Conniver.
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			When Munro spotted the archwarlock, rage surged inside him, even as his strength continued to ebb. He could hardly stand upright, much less hold his mate.

			“How I’ve awaited this moment,” Jels said, his eyes black with hatred. He looked crazed, had obviously lost his sanity along with his temple and his son. One of his glowing hands was raised to the sky, fueling the dome with his magic. “You took everything from me, and now I get to return the favor.”

			Kereny struggled for air and clutched her belly. All around them, other Lykae dropped to the ground, wheezing.

			On the wall, Madadh’s beast was half-risen. Other residents were loosing their beasts, needing to fight. Munro’s bayed for freedom as well. The witches’ protection would prevent the warlocks from vassaling the Lykae, but that wouldn’t matter if they all suffocated.

			With effort, Munro called to Jels, “What do you want?”

			“To punish you. You and your mate will come to me, or you will all die. I’ll smother your entire pack.”

			Munro knew that if he and Kereny surrendered, they and their children would be lost forever behind Quondam’s sphere. He held his entire life in his arms. And he couldn’t protect his family.

			Jels laughed. “You want your beast to rise up and turn the tide, don’t you, animal? To attack me? The air around me is covered with a vassal spell.”

			What was the play here? What choice did Munro have other than offering up everything he loved to an evil fiend?

			“I told you guile will always best brute strength,” Jels said with a smirk. “Our species will forever win over yours.” His gaze fell to Kereny’s arm, to her control cuff. “What’s this? You think to tame the animal inside you? Wolves using magic!” Spittle formed on his lips as he cried, “I’ll punish you even more for that—and for this protection spell that you thought would defend your stronghold.”

			They hadn’t depended on that spell alone. Why hadn’t Kereny’s plan worked?

			She screamed in pain. More blood wetted Munro’s arm. What the hell do I do?

			Jels’s smile faded. “Is she in labor?” His skin grew even paler. “Come forward, now!”

			That prick wants our lads alive. Munro’s stomach churned.

			Yet then a breeze slid over the oak grove. Leaves rustled and branches swayed as fog slithered in. The vassals grew antsy, blue eyes darting.

			Maybe Kereny’s plan was still in play. But so much rides on the timing. He needed to stall.

			He called to Jels between gasps, “I vow to the Lore that we will come to you . . . but only if you remove the dome first.”

			“You don’t make the rules!” Jels shoved his hand higher, and his magic flared. Air grew scarcer as he wrung more oxygen from the settlement.

			Bluffing as never before, Munro said, “Then go . . . get fucked.” Such a risk. “Smother us if you like . . . I’m done with you.” He turned from Jels and stumbled away. Wending through gasping Lykae, he steeled himself against their misery.

			Kereny whispered, “Babies are coming!”

			“Just hold on . . . this will work—”

			“STOP!” Jels yelled.

			The dome began to dissipate. Oxygen returned. A collective inhalation sounded as Lykae all around them drew a breath.

			Air flooded Munro’s lungs, easing the pressure. Kereny sucked in breaths, her eyes growing more focused, even as her writhing was continual now.

			“Come to me,” Jels ordered. “Your vow will force you.”

			Munro fought that compulsion, still stalling. He murmured to Kereny, “It’ll be okay, love. After all, what’s the best way to deal with immortal enemies?”

			Pride mingled with anguish as she mouthed, “Traps.”

			He tore his gaze away from her to face down his enemy and buy more time. “What will you do to us?”

			“The Forgotten remember! We will have your . . .” He trailed off as the oak trees all around him started to move. Or they appeared to. The vassaled Lykae snapped their fangs and scanned their surroundings.

			Munro couldn’t stop himself from saying, “You did tell me guile will always best brute strength. Thanks for the tip. I believe I told you that somehow, someway, I would get the upper hand.”

			Jels looked confused.

			A warlock scream rang out. Then another. One by one, warlocks vanished in the fog, disappearing into the oaks.

			Jels yelled, “What is this?”

			“Retribution. Amazingly, my mate and I doona have the most claim to it.”

			Nymphs had descended on this grove in number. With their bodies painted like bark, tree nymphs teleported from tree to tree. Cloud nymphs glided in on the fog, while water nymphs lurked in the murky bayou.

			The warlocks faced off against these new enemies, firing their beams in all directions.

			If Munro had difficulty making out the nymphs through the fog, the warlocks would have no chance of seeing them. He scented Iona and her daughters nearby and could almost pity Jels.

			“They came,” Kereny said. She was between contractions, looking in less pain. It had been her idea to call the nymphs and offer herself and Munro as bait.

			Iona had told him that her kind avoided confrontation, but she would consider the proposal and give him an answer in a decade or so. Kereny had called the nymph back and used her general’s voice: “You said you’re in our everlasting debt? Then repay it. Munro told me that nymphs aren’t fighters, but just because you choose not to fight doesn’t mean you can’t. If humans can take on immortals, I know you can. So I need you to commit a round-the-clock guard detail and troops to me. Today.”

			And they had.

			“Aye,” Munro said now. “They secretly kept watch because of you.”

			More nymphs perched on limbs, using vines to rappel down and snatch their victims. They melded the warlocks into the trees, then released them within the trunks to solidify and be crushed. Warlock body parts protruded from the trees—juddering legs and blindly grasping hands. The oaks oozed blood.

			“Kill them all!” Jels commanded the vassals.

			Howls sounded as the newlings gave chase. Yet the nymphs disappeared, baffling the beasts. The females emerged and receded into oaks farther away, drawing the vassals from the settlement.

			Some of the warlocks created portals to retreat, but the nymphs snared them before they reached their rifts. Others ran from the woods straight for the bayou. Water nymphs carried them to their deaths.

			Jels fled, firing beams over his shoulder. He rushed between two trees, wasn’t watching—

			Dryads lunged from the trunks to seize him.

			“No! Release me!” He tried to fire on them, but they’d quickly bound his hands behind his back with vine.

			When they shoved him down on a large oak stump, the murderous warlock screamed, “You can’t strike against me! Nïx guaranteed my protection!”

			Iona surfaced from another oak, her daughters trailing her in a grim procession.

			As they circled Jels, he thrashed against his captors, gaining no ground. “Nïx ordered her alliance not to attack!”

			Iona told him, “We belong to no alliance, and we follow no orders. Warlock, we nymphs can do whatever we like.” The kindhearted innkeeper had turned into a pitiless avenger. “And now you will pay for your crimes against us.” One of her daughters handed her a sickle.

			“You can’t do this to me!” Jels screamed as she raised the weapon above his chest, above his heart. “I’m protected!”

			“Apparently not enough.” She began to carve.

			“NOOOO!” the archwarlock screeched.

			Remind me no’ to get on their bad side. Munro had spent centuries around the nymphs, yet he’d had no idea they could be so fierce.

			Blood spurted as Iona removed Jels’s heart. But the screaming immortal lived yet.

			She laid aside the sickle and collected more vine to wrap around his neck. Lips drawn back from her teeth, she strangled him till his yells turned to gurgles.

			The archwarlock’s existence was coming to an ignominious end. His eyes slid shut, and his mouth opened on a last scream. Yet then a high-pitched whine sounded as air streamed toward him, rushing between his bloody lips into his body.

			The witches’ protection magic around the settlement became palpable. It glowed, then dimmed, shooting to the archwarlock as if drawn to an imploding star.

			“Munro?” Kereny asked. “What’s happening?”

			His phone heaved against his pants, his pocket glowing from a burst of heat. No longer did he sense magic from his phone. “All the spells in the vicinity are surging to Jels.”

			Kereny’s cuff glowed as well, the metal vibrating. Her arm was lifted, tugged toward that black-hole void.

			“Fuck me!” Munro yanked the cuff off her arm as the magic was siphoned away.

			With a chilling shriek, Iona tightened her stranglehold on the archwarlock. The whine grew louder and louder . . . until Jels’s head popped off, tumbling through the air.

			His body exploded in a plume of bloody ash, spattering the nymphs.

			Munro had no time for satisfaction. His mate’s cuff had failed, and she was in labor.

			“Munro!” Kereny’s eyes flashed blue, unerringly finding the moon. With a yell, she tore her gaze away.

			“Desh can still trace the doc to the surgical suite in time. Just keep your beast down!” Munro raised his head and bellowed to anyone within earshot, “I need a godsdamned phone!”

			As soon as the words left his lips, newling howls sounded.

			“Close the gates!” Madadh yelled from the wall. “We have to mount a defense—the newlings are returning!”

			With Jels’s death, his vassal spell had disappeared, leaving those Lykae unleashed and crazed under the moon. They charged back toward the settlement. With the boundary spell gone, they could scale right over the wall.

			With a chorus of roars, Glenrial’s residents ran to defend their stronghold.

			Munro spied Cassandra sprinting to the wall. “Need your phone, Cass!”

			Never slowing, she said, “Mine is toast!” Everyone’s phone would be. Because they’d all used bloody Wicca tech. Over her shoulder, she called, “Find a landline.” She might as well have told him to find a rainbow.

			Kereny said, “Even if you got a phone, a deer-shifter doctor won’t come to a Lykae war zone.” She was right.

			“I can do the surgery.”

			“You might hurt them. We can’t risk it. It’s too late anyway!” A scream followed her words.

			“Kereny?” Her belly looked . . . flatter.

			“They’re coming too fast. Crowning.” She dug her claws into his arm. “Bed! Or they’re coming here!”

			Munro clutched her close and ran for all their lives.
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SIXTY-SEVEN










			As Munro hastened back to the lodge, Ren grappled to keep her babies inside, fighting to cage her beast. But the battle sounds spurred it even more.

			Everyone just stay put! I need a moment!

			Sweat dripped in her eyes as she bit back screams. She was too weak to push out one baby, much less two! She roiled with dizziness, and her vision faded in and out. . . .

			“Love, I need you to wake up.”

			Wake? “I was asleep?” When she blinked open her eyes, she found herself in their bed.

			“Here we go.” Munro positioned her against the headboard, then stuffed pillows behind her. His face looked as if it’d been carved from stone, but she could tell he was terrified.

			Regret swamped her. “I’m so sorry.” Her c-section plan had failed.

			“None of that! We’ll get through this.”

			Another contraction hit. “Ahhhh!” Her claws shredded the bedding.

			He knelt between her legs. “You’re a powerful she-wolf. I believe in you, lass. And I love you more than the moon.” He cupped her face and planted a kiss on her lips. “Now, let’s take care of business for our lads.”

			At least one of them was feeling take-charge.

			He ripped off her bloody skirt and tore away her underwear. His eyes grew wide. “That’s a—fuck me—a head, no?” Munro’s brain seemed to be malfunctioning right before Ren’s unfocused eyes. “S’posed to be that big?”

			Between panting breaths, she said, “Just be . . . ready.”

			When the next contraction hit, she lowered her chin to her chest and pushed, yelling from the effort.

			A haze of pressure and pain lasted for what must have been hours. Pressure and pain. Pushing the baby, fighting the beast. Pushing, fighting, pushing . . .

			PRESSURE!

			She screamed and used all of her strength to ease it—

			Then . . . relief.

			A baby slipped into Munro’s arms. “You did it! Kereny, we have a son.” He held up a surprisingly large infant. A healthy cry made her heart soar. “One down, one to go. You’re doing amazing with your beast!”

			She wanted to see their son, but her lids grew too heavy. “So tired. Need to rest.” Exhaustion made her eyes slide shut.

			When she opened them again, Munro was handing her a bundle wrapped in a nursery blanket. “Look at our lad, Kereny.” His voice was roughened. “He’s perfect.”

			She stroked the baby’s soft cheek. “Sweet, brave boy.” Their poor son was having a hell of a night.

			A wolven chuff left Munro’s lips. He was watching the two of them like he’d witnessed a miracle. His eyes were wet, filled with so much love. “You’re an ace at this! Should’ve known you would no’ need that cuff. The first babe has paved the way, so this should be easier.”

			Easier? If caressing her beloved son proved this difficult, how could she deliver another one? Resurrecting from the dead had been simpler than this! “If I pass out again, lay him in the crib until his brother comes. Then put them to my breasts. They need to nurse.”

			He nodded. “I can do that.”

			The black dots at the edge of her sight grew sharper until her eyes closed once more. Munro took the baby, and sleep followed for a few minutes. Or hours.

			—DANGER!— Her Instinct blared the word, waking her. “Wh-what’s happening?” Their first son lay bundled in his crib, making soft squawks. Howls sounded from outside, the clash continuing.

			Munro knelt between her legs, blood covering his arms. “I need you to push. The Instinct is telling me that we’ve got to get him born. Now.”

			Another contraction gripped her. She pushed with every ounce of strength she had left. Nothing. When she made no progress on the next contraction, her Instinct screamed —DANGER! RELEASE YOUR BEAST!—
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			Munro had thought the worst was over. No. It was just beginning.

			Their second lad seemed stuck. Why wasn’t he coming?

			“I need the beast.” Kereny looked barely conscious. “Something’s wrong. He needs to . . . come out.”

			Fear lanced Munro’s chest. “Just hold on a little longer.” For what? Who would save the day here? Only Kereny could.

			Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can’t labor and fight the beast at the same time. I can’t . . . I know I promised everything would be all right.” She sobbed, “B-but I can’t do it.” If she released her beast, her fatigue would melt away in a temporary surge of strength. “Munro, you know wh-what we have to do.”

			The Instinct tolled: —NOW.—

			She jolted too. “For our son, we have to.”

			His heart sank at the determined look in her eyes. Possibly the last time he would ever see that copper color. He whispered, “Nay, love. Balery’s foretelling . . .”

			Too late. She’d let go. “I love you so much, Munro. I love them. I promise I’ll return—”

			Her beast came roaring forth. Her eyes turned blue, and a part of him felt like his existence was ending. As predicted, her beast had risen fully. At this point, only two fates remained for her.

			Control over her beast forever. Or lost to it forever.

			Moisture wet his cheeks as his mate revived and pushed with wild effort. In moments, Munro caught the newest member of their family in his arms.

			Kereny’s beast inhaled scents, instinctively assessing the babes. His own Instinct said the lads were fine. Not so with his mate . . .

			Once their second son let loose a cry, her blue eyes slid closed, and her body went limp.

			Panic seized him yet again, but he knew she would regenerate. She’d passed out from pure exhaustion.

			He needed to protect her and save her from her beast. All he could do was care for their sons and pray to the gods.

			The rest is up to my lass.
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SIXTY-EIGHT










			Ren stood in the field of wildflowers where the circus fairgrounds used to be. Gloaming cast the stone pines and braided brooks in a gilded light.

			Though she was clearly in a dream state, she somehow remained aware of everything happening in the bedroom. Munro rasping for her to return. The feel of her babies nursing. She wanted to see them together and know their names.

			So much awaited her, but fatigue had her in its relentless grip. Once she was strong enough to wake, she would battle the beast yet again.

			In her reverie, something moved in the woods. She turned in that direction to find ice-blue eyes glowing from the shadows. A wolf with shiny copper-colored fur emerged, lips drawn back from its intimidating fangs.

			Fear filled Ren. But this was only a dream, right?

			Her intuition told her that this wolf was no ordinary one. Recognition took hold. This splendid creature was . . . Ren’s beast! She murmured, “Hello, there, beautiful. What a dream this is.”

			When Ren’s father had trained their horses, he’d used a soft touch and a lulling voice; what if she used that same approach with her beast?

			“I was told I needed to out-alpha you,” Ren said. “To conquer you.” That might have worked with Will’s and Munro’s beasts. Yet the cunning in this one’s eyes all but dared Ren to try a similar tactic. “Perhaps we can come to an understanding instead?” Sometimes the answer wasn’t another fight.

			The she-wolf tilted her head, snarl fading.

			Ren eased closer. Drumming up courage, she offered her hand, palm up. She’d never quite understood how vulnerable her hand was until she’d extended it to an animal that could remove it with one bite.

			The wolf took a halting step toward her, then matched Ren step for step. Soon Ren’s fingers were inches away from the wolf’s snout, from its fangs.

			“Will you let me guide you? Only until such a time that I prove unworthy of your trust?”

			The wolf seemed to weigh this proposition.

			Ren couldn’t believe she’d once thought a Lykae’s beast was evil. It was merely a being that wanted to survive and protect its own.

			Like anyone.

			“The way ahead is clear, sweet beast. Shall we go onward?” Ren closed the distance between them until its breath warmed the tender skin of her wrist. She held her own breath as long moments passed. . . .

			The wolf licked her palm.

			Relief soughed through her, and she dared to pet its sleek muzzle. “We’ll do so well together. Thank you for this gift.”

			Ears twitching, the she-wolf turned her head back to the woods. Two identical copper pups and a large golden male awaited her at the edge of the forest.

			Ren’s lips curved into a smile. “Go, sweet beast. Go be with them. I’ll see you at the next full moon.”

			When the wolf loped off to join her family, the beast went quiescent inside of Ren.

			As easily as the final note of an echo.





			










				
					[image: ]
				

			

			


SIXTY-NINE










			Munro sat beside the bed, holding his sons while waiting for his mate to wake.

			As Kereny had instructed, he’d placed them at her breasts, and they’d latched on like pros. He’d cleaned the laddies, then haphazardly swaddled them.

			Now they slept in his arms as the defense of Glenrial raged on at the settlement walls. Though he’d been concerned about how the loss of oxygen might affect their sons, his Instinct told him that they were perfectly healthy.

			They had full heads of black hair, his eye color, and Kereny’s soft, olive-toned skin. They’d been born with tiny black claws and their eyeteeth. Which was normal for pups.

			In all the strangeness over the hectic last few hours, two moments stood out. Right after their birth, each of his sons had caught his eyes, firmly holding Munro’s gaze. The first time could be explained away, but then his second son had done the same. Outside of matehood, he’d never known that bonding could be so absolute.

			Both of those locked gazes had struck home in Munro’s heart, just as their mother’s blade once had. Now his heart was divided between overwhelming love for them—and fear for Kereny. He needed to hear her thoughts and to see her eyes get lively as her temper flared. He wanted to debate with her and make love to her. What if she never returned to him?

			“Bràthair, where are the wee beasties?”

			Munro whipped his head around to find Will and Chloe entering the room. “What are you two doing here? I thought you’d be sleeping off your full moon.”

			“It was a memorable night,” Will said, giving his mate a heated look. “But I had a feeling something was amiss with my twin. When no one answered their phones, we hitched a Luber.”

			Chloe went to the bedside and brushed Kereny’s hair from her forehead. “How is she?”

			“She’s regenerating. But exhausted.”

			“Let’s see them,” Will said, reaching for a lad.

			Chloe gave a soft squeal and reached for one herself.

			Munro grudgingly handed over his boys. He could’ve held them forever.

			The wee bairns squirmed, let out a couple of chuffs, then fell back to sleep for their aunt and uncle.

			Chloe gazed down, her eyes flickering green with emotion.

			Will’s flickered blue with alarm. “Scared I’ll drop him or something,” said the Lykae who once threw a tank at Order soldiers. “What happened here?”

			Munro gave them the highlights, then said, “The fork-in-the-road foretelling is in play.”

			“She can do this,” Chloe said. “She’s so strong.”

			When more howls sounded outside, Will said, “Bowen and Mariketa arrived no’ long ago. She’s going to try to sedate the newlings, so we can transport them to Kinevane’s dungeon.”

			Chloe said, “It sounds like they’re going to need some help.” The fierce cambion looked excited by the prospect. “We should go check out the situation.” She nuzzled the babe’s nose.

			Will asked Munro, “What about Kereny? Do you need us to help protect the lads?” He’d grown a touch more at ease cradling his nephew.

			Munro gazed at his mate. Protect them from her?

			Logic told him to use caution here, but he believed in Kereny. I will never doubt her again. “We’ll be fine. Go.” He gladly took his boys back in his arms.

			As Will and Chloe charged out to join the fray, Munro murmured to his sons, “Your mam is resting now, but she canna wait to see you.” Voice gone gruff, he said, “She’s adored you since you were both merely a whisper from the Instinct—”

			“Matei Theodan and Dùghlas Andriu.”

			Munro jerked his head up. “Kereny?”

			“I told you I’d know our sons’ names when I saw them together.”

			Munro’s breath lodged in his throat as her thick lashes lifted to reveal her gaze.

			Bright copper. Her stunning eyes were focused and aware. Yet not surprised.

			“You’ve done it, lass. You’ve bloody done it.”

			Then Kereny MacRieve—the eternal love of his life and mother of their bairns—gave him a cocky wink. “Like I said, Munro, this bitch doesn’t miss.”
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SEVENTY







			a little over a month later







			“How do I look?” Ren gave a twirl in place to show off her new red dress with a hem that went—gasp!—above her knees. She’d gone shopping at a second-hand boutique with Chloe and Loa. The dress was from another era, a vintage throwback. Like me. The fit was snug and showed off her enhanced cleavage (thank you, nursing!).

			Munro’s eyes went heavy-lidded. “You look like you want to go back to bed instead of to a party.”

			“I think we’re committed to attend since we’re the guests of honor.” They were moving to Conall tomorrow, so the pack was hosting a going-away bash.

			The new house and stables were already complete, thanks to Lykae builders who could work around the clock and lift a roof with one hand.

			For the festivities tonight, Munro was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt, because he planned to play rugby later. Will had promised a bruising matchup: demons versus wolves. No tracing allowed.

			Munro’s only accessory? A contraception cuff.

			Though the clan would be slow to embrace magic as they had before, it was indeed a slippery slope.

			Munro reached his strong arms out to draw Ren close, as if he couldn’t touch her enough. She would find his gaze on her throughout the day, golden eyes soft with love or smoldering blue with desire.

			“Committed? This is the Lore,” he murmured. “The rules say there are no rules.” He kissed her lustily—until laughter sounded from downstairs.

			Rónan, Ben, Chloe, and Will were all cracking up. The babies must have done something amusing.

			Ren asked, “Do you think Rónan’s making the twins race again?” Though just over a month old, Dùgh and Mat were already crawling. Any contests between the identical twins usually ended in a tie.

			“Likely. I admire the spirit of competition, but he ought no’ to wear the tykes out before the big party.” Munro was a protective papa, and doting as well. He wanted to be a part of every diaper change, burping, and bath.

			Between the two wards, Chloe and Will, and all the pack, Ren could hardly spend enough time with her little pups. But she was always nearby, watching out for them—a protector with her entire world to protect.

			“We should head down,” she said. “We might not get many opportunities for parties in the coming months.” They had Sentinel work to do. She cast him a hungry look and said, “Afterward, you can take me to the bayou.” They’d spent this month’s full moon there. Ren’s beast had been a delight. “It’s my favorite spot in all of Glenrial.”

			“Only because that’s where you keep ravishing me.”

			She blinked at him. “Why else would it be my favorite?”

			He chuckled. Then he grew more serious. “We can come here whenever you like. We can split time between the two countries or live anywhere in the worlds. Whatever pleases you.”

			“Let’s go to Conall. I’m keen to patrol those woods.”

			No longer did she feel pressure to fight against evil immortals because of her family’s legacy. Responsibility had transformed into opportunity; she would protect those in need because the cause was just, and she was strong.

			Since her blade had lost its magic along with everything else in Glenrial, she’d let her weapon rest at last, a storied link connecting Ren to her own storied past.

			One day she would tell her beloved boys all about her lives and deaths and the “monster” she fell for. While her and Munro’s own story would continue. . . .

			“Your patrol partner awaits, she-wolf.” He tilted his head at her. “I still canna believe your control.”

			When she’d told him about her dream with her beast, he’d been amazed: “Cooperation over conflict? Who would’ve thought?”

			Now he cradled her face with a look in his eyes, as if she were his every dream, wish, and fantasy rolled into one. “You astonish me, love.”

			She gave him a saucy grin. “I plan to be full of surprises. Just try to keep up, old wolf.”

			“Ah, my wee harridan.”

			Still smiling, they walked hand in hand down the stairs, heading toward the laughter.
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			“When are you and Emmaline taking the plunge?” Munro asked Lachlain.

			The king, Munro, and Will were surveying the raucous party from the lodge’s front porch. Loreans of all species had descended on them.

			Kereny, Chloe, Loa, and Queen Emmaline sat nearby on a blanket under the soft moonlight. Ben and Rónan played soccer with some of the younger set on the large green lawn.

			Will added, “Your queen looks like she enjoys kids.” He lifted his beer toward Emmaline, who had a dreamy smile on her face as she cradled the twins in her arms. The lads were dozing, bellies full of Kereny’s milk.

			“No plunge for us. No’ for a while,” Lachlain said, with the look of a male in charge of his destiny. “She and I had a rational discussion and mutually agreed that we should wait until after the Accession. Once we decide to get pregnant, only then will she begin to eat food of the earth.”

			“Sounds smart,” Will said.

			Mariketa strutted up to Emmaline and accused her of hogging the babes. After Glenrial’s magic had failed catastrophically, the witch had been quick to remind Munro about a specific clause in that terms-of-service contract: Spell may lose functionality in the case of an archwarlock’s death in close proximity. 

			Wiccae.

			With a reluctant sigh, Emmaline handed the twins over to Mariketa, then traced straight to the buffet table. The vampire, a relative food newbie, slathered whipped cream on a muffuletta, lifting it to her mouth—

			“Mo chridhe!” Lachlain called with wide eyes. “We spoke about this!” He rushed to intercept her.

			Will and Munro chuckled.

			Earlier, Lothaire had traced Ellie and Balery by for a brief visit. The two females had brought all kinds of gifts for the lads.

			The Enemy of Old had taken Munro aside. “My gift to your wolflings is that I will not target them for my new ledger until they’re in their teens. But after that, one stray step will land them in those pages.”

			Munro had bared his fangs, fists clenching.

			“My gods, it’s too easy to rile your kind. But seriously, Lizvetta has informed me that I’m not ever to target your offspring.”

			“That’s a good thing.” Munro had feigned a thoughtful nod. “Especially since Balery told me my sons will be mates to your future daughters.”

			Lothaire had paled even more than usual, his lips drawing back from his own fangs.

			Munro chuckled. “My gods, it’s too easy to rile your kind.”

			Lothaire had negligently waved at him. “You irritate me. Begone with you.”

			“This is my place.”

			Hiss.

			They’d left not long after. Munro’s visit with a former Horde vampire had reminded him that war was coming—a new kind of war—and he had much on the line.

			Reports had reached them that Quondam’s sphere was failing, with rifts throughout. The Forgotten were in chaos after Jels’s death. Once that dome fell, the Vertas would be there to rescue all those newlings, just as they had secured the ones who’d stormed Glenrial. Nïx would probably be displeased, but Munro didn’t care.

			No longer did he spend every second worrying about shite that was out of his control. If his brother could find happiness and Kereny could find a compromise with her beast, then Munro could overcome his fears.

			Whenever his sons took hold of his fingers—with surprisingly strong grips—his worries dissipated. He’d told them, “Ach, you’ll be warriors before we can blink, then.”

			Mariketa finally relinquished the babes back to their mother. When Kereny laid them on the blanket, they squirmed a bit, then fell back to sleep. She beheld them with utter adoration as the night breeze riffled their downy black curls.

			Kereny must’ve sensed his gaze. She met his eyes, and the window to her emotions was clear. When he saw her unmitigated joy, he almost roared to the sky with satisfaction.

			“Let’s go see our ladies,” Will said, his own eyes locked on Chloe. As they strode across the lawn, he said, “Here we are, both of us with mates, and you a da. Ben and Rónan are making strides. The entire pack is.” He sounded more content than Munro had ever heard him. “Fortune shines upon us.”

			“Indeed it does.” And it would continue to.

			“Those twins of yours are already close, just like us.” The boys clutched each other’s onesies in sleep. Will sighed. “And just like us, one will always be Hotter.” He buffed his claws.

			Munro laughed. “Ah, my bràthair, no’ even if I give you another nine hundred years.”
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EPILOGUE







			Helvita, Royal Seat of the Vampire Horde

			sometime later







			“I left my Bride for this?” Lothaire demanded as he and Nïx prowled Helvita’s filthy dungeon. “You owe me, Phenïx.”

			“Come on, I know you love recruitment drives. And tonight we might score a ringer for the Møriør war.” Nïx’s hair was a knotted mess, her eyes exhausted. Even the pet bat perched on her shoulder looked tired. “Consider this our post-credits scene.”

			He quirked a brow at that. Nïx’s mission actually held an element of danger, even for ancient immortals like the Enemy of Old and the Ever-Knowing One.

			This mystically reinforced dungeon had been hexed to prevent unauthorized tracing. So Lothaire couldn’t simply teleport out of here in an emergency. Nïx had utilized a borrowed spell just to gain them entry.

			Lothaire asked, “How talented is this ‘ringer’ if they got captured in the first place? To defeat the Møriør, your Vertas will need A-listers like myself,” he said, only to add, “What am I saying? No one is as good a fighter as I am.”

			The bat looked unimpressed.

			They’d all heard tales of the nearly dozen Møriør. Aside from Lord Darach Lyka, that alliance included a dragon capable of burning worlds, the overlady of witches who could undo the magic of any spellcaster, and an archer whose arrows felled entire armies.

			Then there were whispers of giants and other monsters.

			But the Vertas wasn’t exactly composed of slouches.

			Lothaire said, “Speaking of A-listers . . . thanks for sending Dorada to my hidden kingdom.”

			“Is it hidden? I couldn’t tell because it’s so easy to find,” Nïx said. “Anyway, I didn’t send her. She’s very powerful now.”

			“Present tense? I thought the taste of her own medicine might have brought her down.”

			“Your Wendigo salt secret is as secret as your ‘hidden’ kingdom. And what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

			Then La Dorada was a fearsome adversary indeed. Which meant Lothaire was more legendary than even he supposed. Measure me by the caliber of my foes. 

			When the corridor they traversed intersected with another, Nïx took a right.

			Lothaire ran a finger along the stone wall. “As soon as I defeat and subjugate the Horde, I intend to make improvements to this place.”

			“Naughty Lothaire, planning to steal what rightfully belongs to your brother, the legitimate heir.”

			“Half brother.” Few knew that he and Kristoff were related, and Lothaire intended to keep that card close to the vest for a while longer. “And just because Helvita rightfully belongs to Kristoff doesn’t mean he’ll ever possess it. How can he fight for what’s his if he never leaves Dacia?” Kristoff was trapped there—by his own thirst for knowledge. 

			Ah, that thirst must be a family trait.

			“You still let him believe you know where Furie is?”

			Lothaire had been the one to dump her in the drink, but seismic rifts and unpredictable currents had swept her away like a fragment of a seashell. Oops.

			Nïx had only forgiven him for that because he’d had no choice in the matter. He’d been sworn to obey the old Horde king, a crazed regent who’d wanted Furie punished. “Upon my Bride’s urging, I told Kristoff that no one knows where Furie is, but he won’t believe me. Me! A vampire who can’t lie.”

			“I know where she is.” Nïx’s eyes grew silvery with grief. “Her location was recently confirmed.”

			“Let me guess. You’re leaving Furie to rot, just like you did me.”

			“I’m not to rescue her. It mustn’t be me.”

			“It’s supposed to be Kristoff, isn’t it? If he rescues her, then she’ll fall at his feet with gratitude.” Lothaire frowned. The two of them united would bring new meaning to the term power couple. A disagreeable development.

			“Oh, if only the world followed Lothaire logic.” Eyes clearing, Nïx met his gaze. “Be warned, Enemy of Old, one day your brother will know a great many things. His garnered wisdom will equal even yours.”

			Lothaire scoffed. “Impossible. Do you know how many I had to drink to become the most learned vampire in this realm?”

			At another cross corridor, she took a left, then backtracked to go right. Not a good sign.

			“You look exhausted,” he said. “Should we go ahead and surrender to the Møriør? Or talk about a replacement general for the Vertas? Asking for a friend.”

			Nïx’s bat screeched its outrage, the sound echoing. Lothaire and Nïx froze.

			The Bloodroot Forest of his nightmares lay outside these very walls. Lothaire stifled a shudder, grating, “Muzzle your flying rat, Valkyrie.”

			Nïx glared. “Bertil can’t be contained. Also, you don’t have friends besides me.” She had alternately been his nemesis and his boon companion over the millennia.

			She resumed her way through the maze, taking them closer to the mystery prisoner.

			“You’ll never get a mate if you don’t lose the fanged accessory,” Lothaire said. “The cockblockage is strong in that one.”

			“So harsh toward a fellow bloodsucker? And on that subject, what do you know about scârbăs?”

			Used to haphazard segues from Nïx, he said, “A handful of Horde elders once knew a spell to make vampire hybrids out of demons. Outcasts among the Lore, scârbăs belong to neither demon nor vampire factions—yet are more powerful than both species put together.”

			And more volatile. Though they were extremely rare, Lothaire had been imprisoned with one in the Order’s installation. “There’s a scârbă in this dungeon, isn’t there? I’ve always wondered how they’re made.” The puzzle to end all puzzles. Yet that knowledge had died with those Horde elders. Allegedly. He eyed Nïx. “Do you know the magic?”

			“I know one of the first steps is cutting off an immortal’s head. And that it works on other species besides demons.”

			Other species? Earlier she’d asked him a seemingly random question about a werewolf who had been in his ledger book, a male of the royal bloodline who had been executed an age ago.

			Sometimes his debtors died. There was a churn rate. Not my debtors, Lothaire reminded himself. Dorada controls the old ledger.

			Had Nïx been asking about that male because he’d resurrected as a vampire/Lykae scârbă? Anticipation coursed through Lothaire.

			At the end of the corridor was a cell unlike all the others. The door was solid metal, with no slot for feeding. From within, Lothaire heard a thundering heart and rapid, wet exhalations. The scent of blood and hostility reached him.

			Undaunted, Nïx murmured another spell. As if from a giant puzzle box, a series of locks clanked, unbolting.

			Lothaire held his breath as the door slowly opened, hinges grinding. What would they find inside?

			Chained to the floor in the center of the cell was a massive Lykae with a bit between his razor-sharp fangs. His beast was risen, more monstrous than any Lothaire had encountered in all of his years. But his eyes shocked Lothaire the most. Gone was the Lykae blue, replaced by the color of bloodlust and madness.

			Crimson.

			As recognition took hold, Lothaire murmured in disbelief, “The Lykae’s Prince Heath . . . lives.”
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