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This book is dedicated to those we’ve lost along the way. May we remember the roads they walked, the lives they lived, and the complexities of being human in a world full of impossibilities.
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~1~


Leah





I steady my breathing. Gelby can’t hear the rapid beat of my heart through the crystal we’re using to communicate, but there’s no chance he’ll miss the raggedness of the breath drawing in and out of my lungs. A satisfaction I’d rather die than give him. It’s bad enough that the communication crystals we’re using are visual, forcing me to see his face while he scrutinizes mine, watching for the impact his words have on me. Cruel words. Harsh ones. Words I never expected to hear anyone utter, especially someone I trusted enough to be intimate with. The Vasilis are known for their occasional dalliances just as much as they’re known for not advertising their dating lives. None of their flings are allowed to stick around, and those jilted lovers are the only reason anyone ever hears about the appetites of the mighty Álfar. Gelby’s appetite is one I can unfortunately confirm was rumored correctly. 

I curl my hand into a fist, hating the barrage of memories. They’re shameful. I’m shameful. As terrible at being a wolf as I was a daughter. And unable to stop myself from making everything worse because there’s a question I’ve been avoiding asking Gelby for over a month now and I can’t keep myself from asking it today, even when I know I shouldn’t. Even when asking is yet another betrayal. Of Collin. My family. The pack the Vasilis destroyed with their lies and accusations. The very people I hurt with my own lies and omissions, doing everything I could to deny and deflect. All to avoid the repercussions of my own heart. “What about Sean? Have the Vasilis heard anything about him yet?”

“Why?” Gelby’s voice is cold, the bite of it frigid against the already icy temperature of Dökkbraek. A territory I never expected to find myself in. From the time of the vampires’ first rising, the Ulfr have been their enemies—humans the divide between us. Vampir see humans as a food source. We see them as friends. Community. Lesser beings under our protection. But there are a lot of humans living in Dökkbraek. Safely. And even stranger than that, they’re happy here, in this realm that exists beyond maps and knowledge.

I flex my fingers back open, focusing on the movement to keep myself from being wholly ungrateful to Keela. She’s been a lifeline for Collin and me. Our only chance of survival. I’m grateful for the food and clothing, and even the shelter inside of her creepy castle. But I can never be grateful that the only crystals she claims to have are these. Gelby wasn’t present when his father sent an army tearing through our pack lands, executing my family, but he’s never rebuked the murders. He even defends Bishop’s imprisonment of those too-few pack members allowed to live, and that fact grows more unsettling every time I’m forced to see the hardening resolve in Gelby’s face. All thanks to Keela being able to provide us with everything we could ever need, except for a crystal devoid of this agonizing visual. “We made a deal, Gelby. You ask me a question. I ask you a question. And we both answer each other honestly. So, answer my question. Do you know where Sean is?”

Gelby’s lip curls and I force myself to hold his stare. “After everything that Fae scum did, you’re still concerned about his well-being? Why don’t you ask me how I’m doing, Leah? I dare you.”

I snatch the crystal from the table, severing the connection. The last thing I’m going to do is listen to Gelby Vasilis whine about me hurting his feelings. Yes, I took him up on his offer to have some consensual fun. That never meant I belonged to him, and I only ever went down that road with him because, at the time, I had nothing else to lose. Plus, Gelby is practically royalty. In Midgard anyway. “He’s Vasilis, for fate’s sake,” I grumble, stuffing the crystal back into the velvet drawstring bag atop the sideboard. 

“He’s a supernatural male.” Collin’s deep voice cuts through the sitting room that adjoins the two bedrooms Keela assigned for us in Draugrkeep. I look up from the sideboard. Collin is different now. Abrasive. Rigid. His boyish ease gone—replaced with the hard lines and powerfully proud shoulders of an alpha. A mantel that fell upon him that day. The last one we spent in the territory reigned over by the Norns themselves. One minute Collin was fighting with Sean. The next, my brother was doubled over, the sudden influx of power painful in body and soul because for Collin to become alpha of the MacKenzie pack, our dad had to die. A reality that ripped us both in half.

I look down and away as my brother strolls deeper into the room, strength and confidence oozing from every pore in his body. They radiate from him the same way they used to fill the air around our dad. Collin stops beside me, his chin dipping even though he knows I won’t meet his eyes. I haven’t looked directly into them since that day, when he became alpha and our whole life devolved into the cesspool of pain that it is now. Because of me. 

His hot breath is laden with annoyance. “Men of any kind can be possessive, but the more powerful they are, the worse their territorial nature becomes. Something my sister knows. But that didn’t stop you from getting mixed up with the elf, did it?”

I keep my eyes low because even my wolf knows Collin’s anger with me is justified. She was never on board with what I wanted to do in my flesh, but when I first said yes to Gelby, I had no idea he would want to turn our one-night stand into anything more than just one night of fun. Besides, I’m Ulfr. Even if I was willing to stick around until the powerful Álfar of the great Vasilis family was finished playing with me, Gelby and my relationship would have always had a looming expiration date. So, there’s no real reason for him to be possessive. I’m not hashing that out with Collin, though. Not even my wolf buys that excuse, and Collin is my alpha now. One who has lost just as much as I have. More, even. 

I swallow the lump in my throat and guide the topic away from my terrible decisions. “Gelby says Bishop will not yield.” I give Collin the update he requested. The one that made me have to talk to and see Gelby again, because since becoming alpha of the MacKenzie pack, Collin has only spoken to Bishop once. That conversation was heated enough that I believed one of them would smite the other through the crystal somehow. Ever since, because of our dalliance, Gelby and I have been the bridge of communication. And each day, I wake up hoping that none of this is real. That I’ll open my eyes and find that we’re still in the land of the Norns. Because I’d rather live in that nightmare than this one. 

I lift my eyes and focus on the bridge of Collin’s nose. “Even though Bishop will not relent, Gelby assured me that our pack is being fed. He also confirmed that Lance and the others have finally returned. The Vasilis picked them up yesterday.”

A hint of a growl coats Collin’s voice. “All of them? Lance, Ethan, Mark, and Nathan?”

My heart squeezes tightly over the pain I can feel through our bond. Collin would rather have any of those wolves with him right now, but he’s stuck with me because the only wolves our pack has left are now in the bowels of the Vasilis prison. The rest are dead. Accused of treason and executed by Bishop. Including our parents, siblings, and all the pack elders. I slide my eyes back to the floor and exhale slowly. “Yes, all of them.”

Collin stomps across the room and stands in front of our third-story window where we have a view of Dökkbraek’s icy forest. The trees are beautiful, glimmering with the blood-red light of the aurora that stretches across the perpetually charcoal sky. Harlan, one of the Vampir who seems to be my shadow, whether at Keela’s order or his own curiosity, told me this land is one of twilight because not all Vampir can walk in the sun, and that the shimmering red streaks in the sky are blood. A reminder of the oath his king made to Dökkbraek. A symbol to assure all Vampir that their king is eternal and will always look after them. Which contradicts the mourning ceremonies they’ve had for Abhartack this last month. 

I don’t know how the Vampir behaved before, but since we arrived in Dökkbraek and Keela broke the news of Abhartack’s death to the horde, they’ve all been as crestfallen as Collin and me. We’re united in our sorrow, vampire and wolf, and maybe that’s why we’re not acting as if we are the mortal enemies we’ve always been. 

I watch Collin from the corner of my eye. With the confirmation I just gave him and the previous report of the dead and imprisoned that the Vasilis gave us, our entire pack is accounted for. Save for Sean, who Collin always thought of as his pack because in many ways, Collin was closer to Sean than his fellow wolves. And now, because of me, the last time my brother saw his best friend they were trading blows. I put my brother in a position to defend my honor and now we have no idea if Sean is dead or alive. 

The last time any of us saw him, he was on his knees, bleeding from the hole Zara put in his heart when she ran him through with the sword Sean left behind in the rotunda. Then he was gone. Vanished. And we were on the floor beside that great well where the Norns looked down at us and out at Keela beyond a great shimmering wall where the vampire rampaged across the landscape. Only, the Vasilis and Monique were gone. Everyone was gone.  

I lean against the sideboard and clasp my hands together. It doesn’t matter that I still can’t believe Liam MacKenzie is dead or that my father’s death came at the hands of the Vasilis. He is, and it did. The Norns showed us Bishop’s attack on our pack and then they left us with Keela. “There’s more,” I force myself to continue, wincing as a sorrowful, angry sound whines from my brother’s throat. Lance and the others would most likely be Collin’s chosen leaders, to replace those elders we lost, but now, even they are in captivity. “Gelby said the Völva coven has disappeared. He asked if we’d heard from Monique and I told him we hadn’t.”

Collin runs a hand up through his hair, eyes fixed on the forest beyond the window. “Did he believe you?”

I stare at the back of my brother’s head. Though the Vampir are always watching us, Keela allows us to roam her castle and land freely. Most days, when we aren’t in the dining hall or discussing the very few options we have, Collin is off letting his wolf run in the darkened shadows of that frosty forest. And when he’s not doing that, he’s with the human I smell on him more and more. I dalliance I don’t begrudge him. We’re hardly a pack so pack rules no longer apply. Collin is alpha. He can do whatever he wants. “I spoke the truth so Gelby should have believed every word. Keela is the one communicating with the witches, not us. And since she’s made it clear that we don’t speak for her, I answered only for us. If Gelby was using any kind of spell, my words should have shown truth, not deceit.”

Collin’s frustration is palpable. Mine too. But after my selfish failures, I don’t even feel entitled to my rage. If I had only done what Collin asked and watched Sean from a distance instead of rushing in to mark him—as if that would make the Vasilis look the other way—then maybe Sean wouldn’t have gotten so mixed up in the supernatural world. Even if he did, if I’d kept my distance, maybe Gelby would be an ally right now instead of our enemy.

Collin turns away from the window. “The witches are smart to use Keela as the loophole. Monique saw what happened. She knows that if the Norns hadn’t intervened, Keela would have killed Gelby and Rohan.”

A shiver runs down my spine. The day our father died is one I have many reasons never to forget. Keela becoming a demon incarnate is one of them. She was different the night before when she showed up with Abhartack to save us from the Skarthorn army. But she became death wrapped in human skin when Abhartack’s head was severed from his body. “If the Norns hadn’t intervened, Keela would have killed us all.”

Collin’s wolf rises, letting out a dissenting snarl. As a true alpha, he would never admit to such a thing without an official challenge, even though we both know we’re only alive because Keela is allowing it. We don’t entirely know why she’s giving us sanctuary, but when the Norns left the three of us all alone, she seemed to snap out of her rage. The next thing I knew, Collin was vowing to kill Bishop and Keela was offering to bring us here. Since she’s Vasilis, or was Vasilis, and the Álfar have declared our pack traitors, I thought it might be a trap. But Keela said we would have refuge here and Collin accepted the offer. If she’s only harboring us to tick off the rest of the Vasilis, so be it. I don’t care about their infighting. I only care about my brother and the MacKenzie pack members being held captive by the Álfar.

I glue my eyes to the cleft in Collin’s chin. “Even with no evidence to prove their theory, the Vasilis believe the witches conspired with the Vampir, lifting the wards on the coven’s compound so the Vampir could ambush the Vasilis. So yeah, the witches are smart to align themselves with Keela because with the vampire horde at her back, she’s the only one of us who has a shot at standing against the Álfar. But the problem is, that’s exactly what the Vasilis believe is happening. Gelby said they’ve received no confessions from any of our pack, but that Bishop still believes we weren’t only working for the Fae because the Fae hired us to find a lost artifact. Bishop thinks we were working with the Fae. Just like he believes that the witches and the vampires were working with the Fae. All of us conspiring against him.”

A coarse vibration echoes from Collin’s chest. “The Vasilis can claim to believe the Ulfr, Völva, and Vampir are all in league with the Fae to overthrow Álfar rule in Midgard, but what they really want is war. Why else would Bishop deal himself this hand of self-fulfilling prophecy?”

I scrub my face. “I keep telling Gelby that the Fae only hired our pack to do what we do for every other kind—find things. And that we were just as blindsided by the vampire attack on the coven’s land as the Vasilis were. Not to mention the fact that Dad and I fought with the Vasilis to expel the bloodsuckers that day. But Bishop has dug in his heels. He wants us to return to Midgard and face questioning.”

“Tell him the queen of all bloodsuckers says no.” Keela strolls into the room, creating no sound. She’s like a mirage—there, but without having an impact on her surroundings. “If the Vasilis want to speak to you, they may come here. I’ll greet them with the fairness they deserve.” 

Collin takes a step toward me, his eyes fixed on Keela. “You would directly defend us against the Vasilis? Even when turning us over to them would go a long way in elevating the status of the Vampir? You’ve been part of the Vasilis family for decades and that fact alone, regardless of whether or not you continue to have a relationship with the Vasilis, will bring status and reverence to the Vampir. Aligning, or realigning, with the Vasilis will put you over the top.”

Her lips curl, the ruby in the center of her jewel-studded choker pulsing, casting a bloody glow over her pale skin. Every time I see her, I’m convinced that her eyes are darker. More solid. It's as if what she became that day is all she is now. Then there’s her hair. It’s longer and lighter, which is oddly the thing that’s the hardest for me to wrap my head around. Then again, I’ve never seen Keela Vasilis as anything other than a manipulative, bloodthirsty tramp, so what do I care if she’s looking less like herself and more like a dead thing walking? 

Her nostrils flare, head swinging my way and eyes narrowing as if she can read my unflattering thoughts. A low growl rolls through the room like the rumble of distant thunder. Keela smiles, dark splotches of shadow feathering underneath her skin. She pets one absently, fingers skimming along her hand as the shadow flutters underneath it. “Calm yourself, alpha. Unless you were indeed conspiring with the Fae, you have no reason to fear me. I’ve already proven to your sister that I can have her boy, Sean Winkle, if I choose. So that is no longer an issue between us.” She turns her attention back to Collin. “And if I wanted your ungrateful sister’s blood, there would be nothing you could do to keep me from having it. But it is not Ulfr blood that I want, and it is not a war that the Vasilis desire.”

A thick, gravely sound crawls out of Collin’s throat. “So, you mean to negotiate with them? Is that what this has been? Keep my sister and me alive to use as your bargaining chip?”

A dark laugh leeches out of her. One thick with the bite of hunger. “I have what the Vasilis want. What the Fae want. Even what the Völva want. And it is not you, Collin MacKenzie. Not entirely.” Her eyes flick to mine before she turns away to pace slowly around the room. “They want power. And in far greater measure than even they know, power is exactly what I have.”

Collin’s attention cuts to mine and my wolf responds through our bond, letting him know I stand in solidarity with him and whatever choices he decides to make for us. Keela could easily kill us both, but if he chooses to fight, I’ll go down fighting tooth and claw. I will do everything within my power to protect my alpha from this threat and every other. If he tells me to stand down, I’ll submit. Because I would never allow a petty fight over a boy to get in the way of our survival. Sean made his choices, and I made mine. Now, Keela is the only ally we have so it doesn’t really matter if I like her or not.

Collin’s approving growl is low in my head. He turns and walks toward Keela, putting himself between her and me. “My father didn’t send me on a mission to help the Fae overthrow the Vasilis, but if Bishop kills the Ulfr he just picked up because they were part of my search team, I will seek out the Fae and my sister and I will join them. Not because we seek power, but because we seek justice. I know your relationship with the Vasilis colors your judgment, but I cannot and will not let the atrocities committed against my family and my pack go unrevenged. There’s innocent blood on Bishop’s hands. I’ll seek each and every alliance that can be forged to make him atone for that blood.”

Keela turns back to us, dark eyes fixing on mine. “So will I. My king’s life will be paid for in blood. Starting with that of Gelby Vasilis. Because, you see, I do have something he wants. And you, little wolf, are going to help me kill him.”








  
  

~2~


Collin





Crystalline mist sprays over my wolf’s gray fur, our paws pounding against the frozen ground as we race through the underbrush, weaving between the tall, ancient trees of Dökkbraek’s forest. The leaves here are etched with layers of heavy frost, reflecting the eerie aurora above us to set the woods ablaze with a blood-red shimmer. A gleaming cathedral of limbs and sorrow. A fitting reminder of the death clinging to my soul. Smothering me. My entire family slaughtered. Dad. Mom. All of my siblings. Every single one of them except Leah, the sister who’s convinced herself that I hate her. Which I do. A little bit. But not the way she thinks or even deserves. I’m just angry, and I can’t talk to her about it because every waking moment, I feel them. Our dwindling pack. Their sorrow is as great as mine and Leah’s, and because I’m here and not in Midgard, I can’t help them. 

My wolf’s anguished howl reaches through the forest, upward and outward, shaking the frost from the heavy leaves. My pack can feel that I’m alive, a knowledge buried within a wolf that lets them know their alpha lives, but that’s where my connection to the MacKenzie pack ends. I can’t use the mind-speak between realms so there’s no way for me to comfort or console them. I can’t give them advice or offer them hope. I can’t go to them. They’re prisoners of the Álfar who now control our pack lands and if I go back to Midgard, Bishop will kill me. Compliments of the Fae. And if I’m being honest, compliments of the Vampir who are now giving me sanctuary. Yet here I am, safe while my pack suffers. A coward making a choice to shield his sister from the horrors to come because if I go to Midgard, so will Leah. No matter what she’s done to make our situation all the worse, I can’t bring myself to put her life at such obvious risk. Nor will I stand for Keela using Leah as bait.

I lower my head and thunder forward, powerful paws tearing into the frozen ground. Frost flecks my coat and steam rises from my hot, panting breaths. I want to find Keela so I can set her straight outside of Leah’s hearing, but I can’t. Keela’s scent is masked somehow. I only know where she is when the vampire wants me to know. So, for now, I run. Like I always do. Trying to think. To forget. To force myself to feel something other than grief and rage. To feel the way I do in those rare, fleeting spurts of calm when Caroline is in my arms. Human Caroline. My guilty pleasure. A mistake. One I keep making. The same way Leah made a mistake with Sean. He always looked out for her as much as I did so I wasn’t surprised to hear how hard he fought for her during their ordeal in the land of the Norns, but I was a little surprised to hear that she went out of her way to help him. With their history, I was even a little surprised that they made it out of there without her killing him. Smelling the scent of their sex on her was a complete shock. It still is. And it’s one of the many things I wish I could forget. 

Fail in your quest, Collin MacKenzie, and casualty will have no guard. Bitterness will consume us all. 

I play the Seidr’s words on a loop inside my head, using them to drown out my other thoughts. Because had I been in Midgard when my family was slaughtered, I would have felt more than the weight of their deaths. I would have heard their pleas. Their cries of fear. Once my father died and his alpha mantal passed to me, I would have heard the rage of my pack as the Vasilis slaughtered my mother and siblings, the pack elders, and any other wolves who dared to fight back. 

If I’d been in Midgard, I would have been able to use the mind-speak to calm the pack. To organize them and give orders, even if those orders would have been to stand down. To survive. Once the mantal engulfed me, I would have been able to rise to the call of a true alpha, saving the bravest and most fierce members of our pack from slaughter and using them instead to help the others escape. But I was stuck in the realm of the Norns and without the might and will of their alpha, my pack fell. Those who weren’t murdered were captured, and all I could do was scream as I felt the strength of the MacKenzie pack slip away. 

To save my pack, I needed to succeed in the quest Dad charged me with. Trusted me with. So that I could be back with them when the Álfar struck. But I failed because all I ever did was complain about having to go on the quest to begin with. First, because Sean’s dream of attending Merrymont was finally coming true and I wanted to stay there with him, being nothing but a stupid party kid. Then I complained that the mission was too vague for anyone to ever complete it. I whined about the quest being a waste of time and allowed my team to say the same things. None of us wanted to leave Midgard and because of my leadership, failure was the only option. 

I even allowed the Seidr to saddle us with Zara, who not only refused to help my pack fight off the time serpents, but the very same dragon shifter who lied about the vultures. If Sean’s magic hadn’t been strong enough to cook the giant birds, Leah and I would be in a watery grave right next to him. Instead, we’re in Dökkbraek, with no clue whether Sean is dead or alive. Because Zara somehow managed to find her way back to us—armed with a sword Leah swears was left behind when she and Sean swam away from the crucible the Norns had trapped them inside of. A blade Zara then ran through Sean’s chest.

But remember, young wolf, that one never knows what they think they know.

I keep asking myself whether or not I believe Sean is dead or alive, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel about either of those options. Sean was my best friend, but he disrespected my sister in the worst way. It doesn’t really matter that Leah has been disrespecting Sean her whole life. What he did to her is something I can’t ever forgive. And he’s Fae, apparently, which makes any lingering feelings I have for my former best friend all the more threadbare. He’s even the reason Leah and my dad were at the Völva compound the day the vampires attacked. 

So instead of wasting time wondering if he’s dead or alive, I need to figure out if the Fae were involved in helping the vampires gain access to the witch lands. Or was it the Völva who allowed the vampires to enter? If the attack happened because of the witches, was it because of negligence or intent? And who among them knew what kind of danger my family would be in once the plan spiraled out of control and left the Álfar just as suspicious of them as I am?

A mournful howl, as heartbroken as the echo of my wolf’s own cry, reverberates through the forest. It’s Keela, raw and unfiltered, pouring her emotions out to the trees the same way my wolf and I so often do. The sound leaves no doubt as to the depths of her despair. The emotion lingers here, embedded into bark and earth, seeping out into the air as a ghostly reminder of what we’ve lost. I turn toward the sound of her grief, only feeling a little guilty about interrupting her private moment. If she wanted to be alone, she should be out on the cliff overlooking the ravine that cuts behind the castle. That cliff edge is the only place she’s forbade Leah and me from going. I’m not sure why but I don’t care either. The same way I don’t care to enter her private tower. She hasn’t excluded that part of her castle from us, but I’ve ordered Leah to stay away from it anyway because it reeks of blood. Both Vampir and human. I’m disgusted by the human part but even Caroline defends Keela, and the quality of life the many humans in Dökkbraek enjoy. Humans who should be in Midgard. Not here in this cold and blood-soaked world.

Keela’s sleek form comes into view. She’s kneeling beside an ice-covered stream, her hand reaching down to rest on the glassy surface acting as a window to the freely flowing water beneath. My wolf shivers at the sight. After our encounter with the time serpents, we’ve sworn to stay away from bodies of water that are home to things other than ordinary fish, and those streaks of faint blue light glowing softly under Keela’s palm are anything but ordinary. 

I pad forward, frost crackling beneath my paws as my eyes track the way the gem at Keela’s throat pulses. Its color matches the twisting ribbons of crimson rippling in the sky above us. Both the gem and the aurora bleed their bloody coloring over the ice-topped water, and it’s about as creepy as I ever could have imagined a vampire world to be. If Sean was here, he would agree with me. Especially after getting a look at Draugrkeep—that great stone castle perched high on the edge of a massive void of howling wind.

“The needs of my Vampir are why Dökkbraek exists as it does,” Keela speaks as I walk toward her. “This land belongs to us as much as we belong to it.”

I stop where I’m at upon the moss-covered trail, my wolf tilting his head in question. Keela’s dark eyes turn to meet mine, devoid of any trace of her sorrow. Nearly devoid of any trace of her former self. “You have questions about my land and I’m giving you answers, Collin MacKenzie. Many of my Vampir are old, but all of my Vampir can march in the night.”

Even with her changing appearance, Keela is beautiful. Maybe even more so than she was before. But my wolf and I both know she’s bad news, and I wish Dad would have let us bring Sean into our pack after his dad died, the way I wanted to, because then Sean’s wolf would have done what our wolves do—keep us from falling into a vampire’s trap. Especially this one’s. Keela’s rage is different than my own. Older. More purely evil each day. It’s as if she doesn’t need a reason for her anger, she only needs to exist. And now she’s dragging my sister into the center of that rage. Plus, Gelby didn’t intentionally murder Abhartack. Technically, Sean killed the vampire king—using a killing blow from Gelby that was meant for Sean. Still, when Keela gave us the communication crystals she made it clear that she would only speak to the Vasilis once amends were made for Abhartack’s death. It’s possible those amends also include Sean. She could have vampires out there hunting for him right now. A part of me says I should be okay with that. Another says that if Keela kills Sean, I’ll kill her. 

I shift back to my human form, grateful once again that Keela somehow managed to find spelled clothing for Leah and me. I cross my arms over the fabric of my plain black t-shirt. “Why are you telling me this, Keela? Because Gelby Vasilis lives in the sunlight and you think he doesn’t know that you have vampires old enough to survive in it, too? You think you can stick Leah out in broad daylight and he won’t expect her sudden appearance to be a trap?”

Her lips curl into a smile that would be pretty if it wasn’t so sinister. “The Vampir are not simply predators, alpha. They are guardians upon the threshold. Abhartack, my king, was the first of his kind. And I am his queen. Day or night, I would take everyone’s life to avenge his. Even yours.”

I let my wolf rise to the surface. Enough for her to see our strength in my eyes. To hear it in my voice. She’s been good to Leah and me and even the third-floor suite is nicer than I expected, but there’s no doubt Keela has vampires watching and listening to our conversations at all times. Without the mind-speak, nothing Leah and I say would ever be news to Keela. The way anything Gelby tells us is never a surprise to her—whenever Keela finally decides to grace us with her presence. 

Gelby is also the only person we’re able to contact with the crystals. Leah found out they were spelled for only him when she tried to call Monique and the crystal she used exploded into a cloud of dust. It seems Keela believes she’s the only one allowed to speak to the witches, and we only know she communicates with them because she’s told us so, without passing along any tidbits of information they may have given her. 

“The Álfar have taken over my pack’s land and I’ll seek justice for that, and for the MacKenzie lives that Bishop took. So I understand your need for revenge and Gelby’s life for Abhartack’s is fine by me. But Leah is mine. She doesn’t do anything for or with you unless it’s approved by me. Are we clear on this? The Ulfr are as sovereign as the Vampir. We are not your subjects, and you are not going to compel Leah to do anything that her alpha doesn’t want her to do.”

Keela turns her attention back to the stream, tracing a line of glowing light as it passes underneath the ice. “Just as you will not make promises to Caroline. She is mine. You will not change her, should she even ask to become such a foul creature as yourself.” 

A snarl bubbles up my throat. Shadows rush along her fingers, forming talons. She stabs them down through the ice, skewering that glowing light. It squeals and squirms…snuffing out, the water underneath the ice turning black as midnight under a new moon. “No one is sovereign, Collin MacKenzie. Not while the gods exist.”

My hot breath forms a cloud of mist. “What are you saying, Keela Vasilis? You want to start a war with the gods? Because if whatever change is coming over you has you thinking you’re a deity, then we’ve got bigger problems than your jealousy over Caroline’s superior taste to worry about.”

She retracts her talons from the ice, casting her gaze to a half-buried runestone on the far side of the stream. It’s old, with ancient symbols carved into its surface. I’ve seen a lot of those on my runs through the forest. Some toppled over and others crumbling…all of them slowly being lost to time. “The gods were born of Chaos, the same as I was. But only one of us still chooses to serve that which birthed us. That’s why the gods keep making plans based upon meeting me at Ragnarök. The fools.” She disappears in a smoky mass of shadows, materializing in front of me, so close her chest skims mine. “While we wait for their next move, shall we play a game? I am hungry and you want a distraction. Let me give you the sovereignty you crave, Collin MacKenzie.”

Her cold hand splays along my face, her eyes darker than they were seconds ago and the pull of her allure stronger than it’s ever been. I can feel the danger of it humming underneath my skin. My wolf is still repulsed enough to resist her but since we’ve been here, I’ve tried more than once to combat that repulsion. To see if the ecstasy of her feeding from me would lessen the burden of my sorrows. I’ve never been able to get there, though. Because I have Caroline. The human who allows me to satiate the mostly manly and beastly parts of me. No strings. No questions. Hardly any words. Just pure physical release. I’m ashamed of myself every time, but for as long as I’m here and Caroline is a willing partner in our debauchery, I’m going to keep bathing in that shame.

I wrap my fist around Keela’s forearm and tug her hand from my jaw. “My sister and I will pay you the life debt we owe you but we’re not on the menu. Find some other way for us to repay you because we’re more than happy to unite with you in revenge—you get Gelby and I get Bishop, but no MacKenzie will ever feed or kneel to you.” I release her arm. “Bishop is going to try to attack Dökkbraek anyway, once he finds out there are humans here. Ones you and your vampires are feeding from.”

She lifts her hand to my chest, stopping above my heart. “Bishop is a liar who brought those dear humans here, and I am Death. Bishop will die. Gelby will die. And the Vasilis will bend the knee to me, or I will kill all Álfar.” The ends of her fingers dance with shadows, curling into those thick talons she used on the stream. “You have no need to seek out the Fae or anyone else. I will be your revenge. Even those Vampir who reside in nests outside of Dökkbraek will answer my call, as will all those creatures under my compulsion. Once I am finished honoring my king, I will summon a great horde. They will fight at my side. As you will.” Her talons rip into the fabric of my shirt. “Caroline will be no more of a toy to you than the one you abhor becoming. Turn her, and I will take everything you have left. Then I will skin your wolf and add his fur to my collection.”

A beastly snarl rips out of me but Keela is already gone, nothing more than a blur of shadows fading into the dark underbelly of the forest. I drop to all fours, my shift complete before my front paws hit the ground. My wolf shakes out his mane, a rough, guttural noise vibrating up and through our jaws. There’s no doubt that Bishop is going to regret ever releasing Keela from the Isle of Misery, and no doubt that my debt to her is bound to end in bloodshed. Hers. My wolf insists. I agree with him on that as much as I agree with his thoughts turning solely to Caroline. Our guilty pleasure. The woman whose toy we have become. He launches us forward, fluid and fast, chasing her scent. By now, his body knows the rhythm of this forest. The downed trees, low-hanging branches, and the dips and rises of the earth. I give him full control because in this form, we’re pure instinct. Flesh, fur, and desire. In this form, life is easier. An alpha without a pack, given wholly to the whims of his reckless wolf.








  
  
~3~




Caroline lives on the far side of the human village, her cottage tucked away in a clearing all by itself. My wolf makes quick work of traversing the meandering path that cuts back and forth through the skeletal limbs of the ancient trees that keep her home hidden from view. The first night we came here, Caroline had been crying. We heard her sobs and let them draw us to her doorstep, where we curled up and kept a watchful eye on the forest, neither my wolf nor I in any shape to offer her comfort. She wasn’t in any danger that we could sense, so we kept watch while she cried, empathizing with her tears. When she opened the door and found us there that next morning, my gasp was as shrill as hers. I wasn’t prepared for the brightness of her amber eyes. Once I shifted into my human form, there weren’t many words spoken between us. And we’ve kept it that way. 

My wolf lets out a raw, emotion-filled rasp, his mind wandering to the satisfying feel of our first kiss with Caroline. Her lips felt like hope. Warm and tender, coaxing us to believe that one day, if we survive long enough, there can be something more than devastation in our lives. It’s too much to hope for. The most we can believe is that we’re a balm for Caroline the way she’s the salve that soothes every aching part of us. I’ve never asked her what she was crying about or why she lets me into her bed. If she wants me to know, she’ll tell me. The same way I would open up to her if there was ever anything I felt like sharing. Like how I was born to privilege within my pack and basked in a worry-free life. That I think the Norns knew exactly what was in store for me so they let my early years be bright and happy. They knew I would get to this place, where every carefree day is gone and there’s no such thing as happiness.

Smoke curls from Caroline’s chimney. Instead of being here pretending that I’m helping Caroline as much as she’s helping me, I should be running for that deep ravine the way I sometimes feel Leah’s wolf running toward it. I never have to stop her because unlike me, my sister is capable of stopping herself. My wolf pads softly over Caroline’s porch, nudging her door and scratching at the bottom. She walks through the house, the floorboards squeaking under her feet. When she opens the door, her bright eyes once again take my breath away. She tucks a lock of dark hair behind her ear and steps aside. “Hi, Collin. I was hoping you would come tonight.”

My wolf rubs against her legs as we cross the threshold, his big head nuzzling her hand. She runs her fingers through his fur and he purrs like the whipped cat both of us are. Caroline’s touch is the medicine we need. I shift and scoop her into my arms, wasting no time getting my mouth connected to hers. She wraps her arms around my neck and I spring upright, shoving her away and turning back toward the forest. Leah’s roar is distorted by distance and wind, but that sound is unmistakably hers. I drop back to all fours and race toward the sound. Toward Draugrkeep. Leah! What’s wrong?

Her voice is fury and despair in my head. The witch is here. She been lying to us. Sean is…Monique knows what happened to Sean.




      [image: ]Draugrkeep is silent. Full of the kind of stillness that presses against your ribs and sends tremors racing down your spine. It’s as if the castle itself is holding its breath, waiting the same way I am to hear what the red-headed witch has to say. According to Keela, the Völva have claimed not to know anything about Sean. But I’ve never trusted Keela and my wolf trusts her even less. Where are you? I ask my sister, trying to separate her scent from the sickly smells of the vampires.

Dining hall, she answers, the sharp blade of her irritation slicing through my head. Leah is looking for a fight but underneath that edge of anger is a tear of fresh pain. I can feel it throbbing its way through her, an emotion that’s too raw for her to hide from her alpha. Sean disappeared on the collective worst day of our lives and since then, the absence of news about him has been both a blessing and a curse. He’s been one less complication for us to deal with. He’s been the source of the division between us.

I stomp down a wide flight of stairs and enter a long hallway, my shoulders as achingly stiff as the cold stone walls. Even indoors, where hearths blaze for the benefit of the humans who live here, the coldness of Dökkbraek clings to Draugrkeep. A cliché. A vampire castle that’s dark, cold, and reeking of death. Wholly different from the warmth and freshness of Caroline and her cottage. The second I heard Leah, I abandoned that warmth, leaving Caroline standing alone with swollen lips and unmet needs. She deserves better. She deserves someone who has the ability to put her first in their life. That’s not me and never will be. I don’t even know if I’m mourning the loss of a friendship or the loss of a friend, and until I hear what Monique has to say about Sean, Caroline will remain at the bottom of my list of priorities. 

I focus straight ahead, pushing through the doors that lead into the massive dining room. This space alone can hold hundreds of Vampir and it’s only one room in this ancient castle. The size speaks to the strength of Keela’s horde. I don’t know how many are in her nest but between the smells and the few times I’ve witnessed them filling this dining hall, I’m both fearful and envious. Ulfr packs can be hundreds strong but it’s rare. Once a pack begins to grow too large, nature takes over, gracing that pack with two clear and dominant alphas born to them in a single generation. It’s a signal for the pack to split. The MacKenzie pack expected my generation to have two alphas but since no others were born to us, my dad prepared me for the possibility of it happening under my leadership. Now that most of my pack has been slaughtered, I won’t have to worry about a split. I’ll have to worry about rebuilding my pack. My lineage gives me strength but I’ll need numbers, and I can’t recruit them from here in Dökkbraek, though changing every last human in this land is tempting.  

The dining hall is empty, save for the three females in the very back. Keela is perched on the arm of a chair, staring into a faraway corner while Leah crowds Monique against the sooty hearth of a fireplace just beyond where the queen’s chair sits. What’s going on, Leah? I check in with my sister before addressing Monique or even Keela.  

Leah’s eyes drill holes into the side of Monique’s flushed face. Monique saw Odin take Sean.

“Odin?” I blurt. Monique’s watery eyes meet mine and a deep, guttural growl rumbles from Leah’s chest. A threat. My sister’s primal instinct is to protect her alpha, even from danger that’s only perceived. Monique has magic but the might of my wolf can strike faster than Monique can sling a spell. Especially at this close of a range. I reach them and place a hand on Leah’s shoulder to calm her. “You saw Odin take Sean when, Monique?”

A tear tracks down her face. “The day…when you became alpha… Right after you collapsed, Sean was stabbed and Haldir was gone. It happened then. Before the Norns intervened to send us all away. Odin appeared, and he took Sean.”

Leah’s hand slams against the stone next to Monique’s head. “The witch didn’t tell us she saw Odin take Sean because she’s a traitor, and she’s only here now because she had a vision she doesn’t understand and wants us to solve it for her. Isn’t that right, traitor?”

Monique’s terrified eyes flick to Keela and then back to me. I study the witch I used to consider a friend. Or, at least, not an enemy. “Is that true? You never told anyone about seeing Odin take Sean?”

“No,” Monique defends. “I mean, yes. No…” She rubs at the back of her thigh. “Please, Collin. Leah’s threatening to burn me alive but I swear I didn’t betray the Ulfr. I’m trying my best to be helpful but until recently, I didn’t have the power of prophecy. I’m new at this. A witch’s powers are fully revealed when they turn sixteen so I’m too old to suddenly sprout new abilities, but here we are. And when I realized the rest of you hadn’t seen Odin, or didn’t remember seeing him, I freaked out. More than I already was before Odin showed up. As a…seer or whatever I’m turning into, I’d only just started to realize that, one way or another, all of my visions and prophecies had been about Sean. Then bam, Odin was there and everything clicked into place. But none of you knew that. None of you saw so I…”

“Kept it to yourself.” Leah’s jaws snap in front of Monique’s face.

The witch turns away with a wince. “I told my coven. We decided to keep it secret until… We’re trying to help you, Leah. I swear it.”

I glance at Keela, who hasn’t moved. Ulfr have good senses but Keela is known for being a lie detector. “Are you fine with Leah having roast witch for dinner? Or would you like to chime in with some helpful information? You’re the one who’s been keeping in touch with the Völva. Is Monique telling us the truth or not?”

Keela’s eyes shift, taking me in. “The witch is speaking truth. I sense no deception.”

I swallow down the building ire over her detached demeanor. Only an hour ago she was proclaiming she could annihilate the gods. I drag a hand down my face and turn back to Monique. “We’ve all been thrust into new situations lately. That’s no reason to keep things from us. We’re all being forced to travel roads paved from our nightmares and if we ever want to get on a better path, we have to work together, so tell us what you know and don’t hold anything back or I’m going to let Leah have an early dinner.”

I nod for Leah to step away from the witch. Keela should be running this interrogation since we’re in her house, but I’ll gladly take over if all she’s going to do is sit there like a lump of coal.

Leah takes one single step away from Monique, her hand slowly peeling off the stone beside the witch’s head. Monique doesn’t waste time getting away from the fire. She shuffles to the side of the hearth and leans against the security of the wall, keeping stone at her back instead of flames. Her face is pinched and her eyes heavy with fear. She looks down, rubbing her hands over her long paisley skirt. “When Odin appeared that day, it was as if time slowed down. Some kind of glitch in the universe where I was standing in a void rather than…anywhere. When Sean and Odin disappeared, the noise of the world came rushing back to me. And…” She wipes her face. “I was grateful when the Norns intervened. The visions are one thing but the spirit-calling, when it possesses me and I start spouting words without actually being in control of saying them…it scares me. I’ve never heard of any Volva doing such a thing and then I…walked between worlds…” Her head shakes. “I was pulled there, into…” She looks up, tearful eyes on mine. “I don’t know where I was. I don’t know what’s happening to me. It’s terrifying. So, when the Norns sent me back to Midgard, I was grateful. I wanted everything to go away. To go back to normal. Then the Völva had to run from the Álfar and I…” 

“Continued to be a coward?” Leah shouts, chest heaving.

You’re not helping! I yell back at her, making sure to blast through every other sound inside of her thick skull. She peels away from us, marching to stand on the opposite side of the table from where Keela is perched. Good. Monique is already afraid and she was terrified back then. Scared and unsure. Just like the rest of us. I move to the table and pull out a chair for her, motioning for Monique to sit. “We understand. Just tell us what else you know and maybe what you’ve been going through will spark something that makes sense to all of us.”

Monique gingerly moves toward the table, highly favoring her right leg. I glance at Leah. Did you do that to her?

Leah pulls out a chair and plops down. I wish.

My gaze cuts to Keela, the queen whose fixated focus is back on the dark, empty corner. Leah’s sigh is audible in my head. Keela didn’t do it either. Monique said it was Jofir, because the traitorous witch went to the Vasilis first but unlike us, they didn’t buy anything she was selling. They were going to lock her up. Jofir intervened. Instead of taking Monique to the prison, Jofir pretended that Monique bested her in a fight and let the witch escape. At least, that’s Monique’s story.

I look between Keela and Monique. Surely Keela would tell us if Monique was lying. She can’t want a Vasilis spy in her castle. Then again, none of the kinds have ever really intermingled like this before and Keela isn’t exactly Keela anymore. She could also be lying to us about her loyalty to the Vasilis. Leah and I might already be inside of a Bishop-approved prison.

I sit down next to Monique. The closer the better when it comes to sensing any sort of change in her body that would indicate a lie. “Go ahead. We’re listening.”

Monique fingers the ends of her red braid. “Since I’ve been back with my coven, I’ve been feeling more like myself. But two days ago, I had a vision that felt more like a…convergence of energies. It’s hard to explain.” 

Leah huffs out a breath. “Just tell us about it the same way you told the Vasilis. You know, the Álfar who told me just this morning that they haven’t seen a single Völva. That you’re all in hiding and they think we have something to do with your spectacular evasion.” She leans her chair back and kicks her feet up onto the table’s edge. “Or maybe that’s only Gelby telling me that because you’ve concocted this whole story with the Vasilis. You are a proven liar now, and it’s suddenly much less odd that the Völva have been able to stay well outside the grasp of the Álfar.”

A thin smile spreads over Keela’s blood-red lips. She likes the infighting, especially when it’s Leah who is riled up. Before I can yell at my sister to knock it off, Monique slams her palms flat against the table. “Call me what you want, Leah, but I didn’t ask to be put in the middle of any of this. The same as Sean didn’t ask for what’s happening to him. If he’s even still alive. Which Gelby hopes he isn’t, by the way. And not because of the threat Sean poses to the Vasilis. Gelby has gone mad with—”
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