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      From his view across the street, Nico watched the redheaded woman turn off the lights inside her wellness shop. The scorching Texas sun had set, but the horizon still glowed light gray in the early evening hour behind the standalone building. An oppressive humidity hung in the air tonight, as it had every Southern summer night. His nostrils filled with the smell of hot pavement after sunset and a distant diesel engine running.

      He’d been watching the attractive shopkeeper for two weeks and knew her pattern—what time she arrived at work, what time she took a lunch break, and what time she closed her store.

      Sky Thoren had sky-blue eyes and long sunset hair. The name seemed appropriate, especially for a young woman who wore floral dresses every day and owned a wellness shop selling incense, tinctures, and herbal remedies.

      How was this delicate creature related to the two deadliest women Nico knew? And why had they left her exposed and vulnerable for so long?

      She’d been safe for years… until now.

      His phone dinged with a text message from his brother.

      Andrej. You need to report back.

      Nico didn’t respond and pocketed his phone. He had to focus on the task at hand. He sniffed the air, catching the scent of something deadly, like him.

      Another foul predator?

      Danger crested the horizon. Doomsday, some called it. Prophets of Vanir bloodlines around the world heralded its arrival. He glanced at the darkening skyline as instinct warned him something was wrong. The prophecy claimed three sisters were the only hope of preventing the apocalypse unleashed by Helen.

      Helen. Hel. Goddess of the underworld.

      Harbinger of a second Ragnarök.

      But three Valkyrie sisters couldn’t save the world if one of them was dead.
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      After extinguishing the incense, Sky turned off the lights of her herbal remedy and wellness shop. She enjoyed closing time—eight o’clock on a Sunday night with no work on Monday. Mondays were for personal time, when she accomplished shopping, banking, and house maintenance. Once she completed those tasks, sometimes she went trail riding for enjoyment.

      With her purse in hand and the front door bolted, she set the security system and exited through the rear shop door, locking it. The expansive Texas night sky glittered bright with stars against a darkening blanket of the deepest navy blue. Orion twinkled the most radiantly with its superstars shining bright—the red Betelgeuse and the blue-white Rigel. In Norse astrology, the belt of Orion was known as Frigg’s distaff.

      Is it keeping the chaos of the tangled threads of the world in order tonight? Sky wondered.

      She hoped so. Somewhere out there, her sisters battled evil in the shadows. Sky had been left behind, but she told herself she wasn’t bothered by that. She enjoyed her calm slice of Southern heaven. She would relish her quaint life until the day fate swept her into the oncoming war. For years, she’d heard whispers from the shadow world that one day, she and her sisters would step onto the battlefield and face the forces of darkness to prevent the end of the world.

      The idea seemed too grandiose, too overwhelming to be true.

      The humid air held a heavy silence as her sandals clicked against the pavement. She walked to her blue Prius while the strange sensation of being watched crawled along her spine. She’d experienced it multiple times this past week—enough to know she shouldn’t dismiss the feeling. Perhaps the eerie sensations were related to her dreams of late.

      But she wasn’t unprepared. Both her shop and her home had protective wards to keep out dark creatures. She’d installed flood lights and a surveillance camera at the back exit when she’d first opened her shop. She carried pepper spray and a pocketknife in her oversized hobo purse. She’d done everything her overprotective sisters demanded—and then some.

      Sky had never been a part of the danger in their lives, but she knew threats abounded, both human and supernatural. Meanwhile, a quiet battle was being waged in the shadows, one humans were unaware of.

      She unlocked her car using her key fob and was moments away from being safe within her vehicle when shuffling noises approached from behind her. Thoughts of brutality and death crowded her mind. Someone else’s thoughts.

      Kill, kill, kill.

      Her heart accelerated from zero to sixty with the roar of a jet engine. Her hand dove into her purse, searching for her bottle of pepper spray. Before she could turn to see who was ambushing her, something solid struck her head.

      Pain jolted through her skull like a lightning bolt. Her world bloomed as hot and bright as that blue and white Rigel star before extinguishing altogether.
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      Sky woke to throbbing temples as she lay in the back seat of a car—her car.

      Wow, she needed to vacuum the backseat carpet. And there was the brooch she’d thought she’d lost last month. She blinked and struggled to clear her mind, recalling how she was in a predicament.

      Kidnapped.

      Her hands were secured behind her back with what felt like duct tape as her head pounded with a vicious migraine. Swallowing back the fear making her heart race, she clamped down on the urge to scream in terror.

      From her position on the seat, she could see the thing driving her car. Mottled gray skin covered his bald head, grotesque with snaking veins over the surface. He seemed oblivious to the fact she’d woken.

      She searched his mind, gleaning how he wasn’t expecting her to regain consciousness—ever—after a blow to her head like that. He was already congratulating himself on killing her and wondering about the high praise he was likely to earn from his mistress, the dark queen, for his success—especially if the weak redhead was part of the sister trinity.

      If Sky panicked, squirmed, or cried out, she would alert him to her wakefulness and lose the element of surprise. She didn’t see headlights streaking on either side of the windows from other cars, which suggested they were somewhere remote. He drove fast enough to indicate they were on a highway.

      Dump the body. Hide the car.

      His thoughts were almost gleeful. The internal gloating leaking out of him at having succeeded in his mission to kill her heightened her sense of nausea. He even planned to take a picture of her corpse as proof of his victory.

      She needed to call for help—send a telepathic SOS. She hadn’t tried such a message before, but she’d sent thoughts of warmth, comfort, and friendship to her family previously, so why not a plea for help toward her sisters? Pushing the thought forward, she met a wall of pain.

      As her head squeezed like a nutcracker threatening to burst her skull, she bit back a groan of agony. Some part of her telepathic ability must have been impaired by the blow to her head. A psychic call for help wasn’t an option until she healed more, but she doubted she had time to wait. Fighting the urge to panic, she squeezed her eyes shut momentarily.

      What would my sisters do?

      Probably wait for the vehicle to stop and then take offensive action. Since the creature’s speed and strength were likely superior to her average abilities, fighting him directly wouldn’t end in victory. At least not hers.

      Seizing the upper hand would require something entirely unsuspected, and she would only have one opportunity to make it count. She would have to be reckless and hope to Frigg she survived and the killer didn’t. He wasn’t wearing a seatbelt, which might work in her favor, but, then again, neither was she.

      Sky slowly maneuvered her body into place, her shoulders protesting against the torque on them from her arms being tied behind her. With all her might, she lashed out her leg and struck her captor in the side of his head. As he let out a grunt of pain and surprise, the car jerked under his grip.

      She pushed herself forward, legs first, and hooked the toe of one sandal into the steering wheel. Yanking it right, she felt the vehicle dip and careen off the side of the road.

      “What are you doing?!” he cried.

      Tires screamed over the rumble strip before the Prius fishtailed off the shoulder. As the car spun out of control, her body tumbled through an explosion of shattering glass and agonizing pain before plummeting into a black abyss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Coldness. Darkness. Pain.

      Sky floated in a nebulous sea of agony. Every surface, muscle, tendon, and bone of her body hurt. Was she being tortured? Other sensations joined the pain—burning and itching like she’d been bitten by a thousand fire ants.

      She dropped back out of consciousness.

      Minutes or maybe hours later, voices echoed in the darkness. Was she hearing them or telepathically perceiving them? She didn’t know.

      “Is she okay?” Raine, her sister, asked.

      “She’s out of surgery. She’ll heal. I’m sorry I failed you.” This from a man’s voice she didn’t recognize, but the anguish in his tone was heartbreaking.

      Sky drifted again, floating and anchorless in an ocean of obsidian water so thick it might have been oil. A voice, old and raspy like sandpaper, echoed around her.

      
        
        Rain bleeds

        Storm screams

        Sky shatters

        

        Hell’s flames

        Hell’s fury

        Hell’s creations

        

        On the night of day

        The battle of good versus evil

        Hell’s wrath unleashed

        

        Hell’s army

        Beasts march to conquer

        Beasts march to kill

        

        Three by three,

        Sisters, Valkyrie,

        Hell’s wrath to free.

        

        The end shall come

        Hell’s will be done

        Blood flows until war’s won.

      

      

      Sky’s imagination took her to a familiar dream—the dreaded battlefield. To the right of her stood towering snowcapped mountains, to the left, red-tipped, angry volcanoes. The stench of death filled the valley between peaks. Everyone had fallen—Helen’s army along with Raine, Storm, Will, and Bryce.

      Her family.

      Somewhere, a distant voice cackled. A silver spear, pure and brilliant as moonlight, flew through the air on a trajectory to plunge into Sky’s chest.

      Her vision went blank as white-hot pain shot through her body. She heard a beeping sound, like alarming hospital monitors. The smell of death was replaced by the smell of antiseptic. She wanted to open her eyes but couldn’t.

      A large, warm hand slipped into hers. “Relax, Raza de soare. You’re going to be okay.” The absolute certainty and conviction of a man’s gentle voice combined with the tenderness of his touch had her heart rate and breathing returning to normal.

      She slipped back into a deep sleep.
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      Sky fluttered open a pair of dry, raw eyes. Several blinks passed before she could focus on her surroundings. Light from a single window shone on a sterile room of eggshell-colored walls. When she attempted the slightest movement, her entire body felt immobilized by an unyielding cast. She looked down at where she lay.

      Oh. I am immobilized by casts.

      Her arms hung suspended in the air, wrapped up to her shoulders in plaster. Both legs were in casts, one of which had various metal rods protruding from it like something from a science fiction movie.

      The car accident flooded her memory. Not exactly an accident, per se, as she’d caused a crash to escape certain death. She hadn’t died, but had her attacker lived?

      She needed to get out of the hospital and reach out to Raine. Her sister would know what to do. As she attempted to move, agony coursed through every fiber of her body. She gasped.

      “Whoa. Whoa. Easy.” A calm, deep voice penetrated Sky’s haze of panic. “If you jack up your heart rate, you’ll garner all sorts of unwanted attention. You’re in a hospital.” The man’s accent was difficult to place—well-enunciated, perhaps learned in the UK, but British English wasn’t his native language. Eastern European, perhaps. Nowhere she’d ever been since she’d never traveled outside the US.

      She focused on a man with disheveled dirty-blond hair standing over her. His square jaw and pale blue eyes looked concerned and compassionate. Whoever this fair-skinned stranger was, he wasn’t the creature from her car.

      “Get me out of these,” she hissed. When she struggled against the casts, the pain bolting through her reminded her how she’d probably broken a third of her bones and dislocated every extremity when she’d tumbled inside her car.

      “All in good time, fluturaș. You were badly injured, Sky. Do you remember?”

      At the sound of her name, she stilled. How did he know her name?

      “Who are you?” she asked, voice shaky with fear.

      With his faded jeans and a navy t-shirt, he was obviously not on staff at the hospital. He had a face sculpted by the gods—high cheekbones, firm, defined jawline, and proportioned, narrow nose. Intense, glacier-blue eyes held a chilling sorrow.

      “My name is Nico Wølfe. Your sisters, Raine and Storm, sent me to protect you. I’m helping the Shadow Guardians.”

      “Fine job you’re doing. Did you arrive before or after my abduction?” At his pained expression, she immediately regretted her harshness. “Ugh. I’m sorry. That was uncalled for. I’m just… in pain.”

      She was also frustrated she couldn’t get a read on this man. She could usually glean thoughts from people, but trying to read Nico was like scanning a book with no pages. How could she trust someone if she couldn’t know his motives?

      Shadow Guardians, he’d said.

      Sky knew that term as something her sisters had discussed the Christmas before last. Shadow Guardians worked under a secret organization related to Norse bloodlines.

      Nico’s brow remained furrowed. “You’re quite right to blame me. I shouldn’t have let your situation escalate to this.” His deep voice was a bottomless pit of sorrow as he gestured to her casts. “But I was following you with every intention of rescuing you when, to my dismay, your car kamikazed off the side of the road. I’m guessing you had a hand in that.”

      “More like a foot. Is he still alive?”

      “No. The Dökkálfar who captured you is dead.”

      Dark Elf blood line? That explains the gray skin.

      Her eyes roamed the room, noting for the first time the flowers, plants, and Get Well balloons along the windowsill.

      “Please, can you pull off these casts?” she pleaded.

      Nico gave her a wary look. “You were in surgery for twelve hours. Half a bloody day. The surgeons said it was like putting Humpty Dumpty back together—I had to search the internet for what that meant. You don’t want to re-injure yourself.”

      “Please.” She gave him her most imploring look. She couldn’t stand to be imprisoned like this.
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      Nico couldn’t turn from Sky’s imploring expression. She looked like a bird caught in a cage, longing to be free.

      When he’d pulled her from the wreckage, she’d been so limp and broken he’d thought there would be no putting her back together again. Even the ambulance crew had seemed at a loss for how to begin stabilizing her tortuous limbs. But she’d miraculously still had a pulse and was breathing on her own.

      He’d spent all night pacing the hospital waiting room, knowing he’d failed this woman and her sisters in his one responsibility to keep Sky safe. He had made Raine and Storm aware of the situation, and Raine and Will had dropped in briefly but then returned to their overseas mission. Hovering close by in anticipation of her recovery wouldn’t make it happen any faster.

      A few hours after surgery, when Sky had still been in the intensive care unit, Nico had felt a tightness in his chest ease when he’d noticed her face had already begun to heal.

      The surgeon had said she would probably never walk again. Nico wondered now if she had any sensation in her legs, but she’d moved them as she squirmed, which he took as a good sign of recovery.

      She may not be a warrior like her sisters, but to his relief, she shared their same healing abilities. Hell, she’d survived that crash—maybe she was a warrior—albeit a reckless one, risking her life like that. She’d taken a gamble she would survive and her abductor wouldn’t.

      Gingerly, Nico used his pocketknife to cut one edge and pried the cast off her right arm, anticipating she would scream in pain at any moment and the hospital staff would rush to her aid, tossing him out of her room. But her arm emerged, showing smooth, porcelain skin and no longer the eggplant bruising it had been when he carried her to the ambulance stretcher. The left arm was the same—healed.

      She blinked at him. “You’ve got some super-strength.”

      “Remarkable,” he said, running fingers along the healed arm and sending warmth zinging straight to his core. He pulled his hand back, reminding himself that carrying her broken body in his arms earlier didn’t give him the right to touch her now.

      “But I’m not touching the leg casts. There are metal poles embedded in your bones to stabilize them.” He pointed at the apparatus. “The surgeon said they’d take you back to the operating room in a few days to remove those.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, a little breathless. “That’s good for now. Oh, that’s so much better. Thank you, Nico. Thank you.” She struggled to move pillows and reposition herself. “How long has it been since the wreck?”

      “Two days,” he replied. “Forty hours, to be precise.” He felt like he’d aged forty days in that time, worrying about her.

      She grimaced as she tried to sit up straighter.

      “Tell me what you need. I’ll help,” he said.

      “Ah. A deep-tissue massage with yellow rose incense infusing the air followed by a warm bath. Kidding, not kidding. Can you just prop me up a little? Yes, please slide the pillow down a little. Uh. Perfect.”

      After two weeks of watching Sky from a distance, this was the closest he’d been to her—leaning over and adjusting her pillows while trying to keep his fingers from tangling in her adorably snarled hair. He also didn’t want to disturb the IV in her neck where hydrating fluids infused her system. He supposed with four limbs shattered, the nurses had been forced to use a neck vein for intravenous access. Hovering close, he noticed a faint trail of freckles over her nose he hadn’t seen before today.

      His responsibility had been to keep her safe, and he’d failed. Because of him, she’d nearly died. When he’d found her—battered and covered in blood—he’d prayed for the first time in a very long time. Asking for her to live. Now, with her every movement, speech, or joke, he felt the tension he carried between his shoulders from worrying about her easing out of his body.

      “Um. Sorry.” The ring on his right hand had trapped strands of red. He leaned close, trying to free them one piece at a time and avoid pulling her hair. “There.” Taking a step back, he shook his head to clear his senses of her sweet strawberry and honeysuckle scent.

      She patted at her wild mane. “It’s a mess, isn’t it? I don’t suppose you have a brush?”

      Nico reached into a toiletry bag by the window. “I have a few things from your house—hairbrush, toothbrush, body and hair soap, lotion, deodorant, and a change of clothes.” He handed her a brush.

      “You went to my home?”

      “Not inside. I met your mother there, and she and your roommate packed a few items,” he said.

      “You met my mother?” The incredulity in Sky’s voice was growing, but she didn’t sound mad.

      Nico suspected it wasn’t in her nature to be angry, judging by how quickly she’d apologized when she’d justly lashed out at him for not protecting her.

      “She’s a very pleasant woman. She and your roommate, Maddie, are worried about you, but I’ve kept them updated. Your parents will be by later this morning.”

      Sky reached back to brush her hair and grimaced. Besides broken forearms, her shoulders had been dislocated in the accident, and Nico suspected they were still healing on some level.

      “Let me help you.” He took the brush and moved close, detangling and smoothing her hair, careful not to tug too hard. He rubbed a hand over the strands after each brush—solely to smooth it down and not because he wanted to feel the silky texture on his hands. Having never brushed a woman’s hair before, he’d not known how intimate the motions would feel.

      She sat stiff as a board, letting him work the knots from her hair. Of course she would be uncomfortable. He knew everything about her, and she knew nothing about him.

      Maybe he could remedy that. “Your sisters are Shadow Guardians, and I’m a sentry for the Council of Mjölnir. We eliminate threats—Frost Giants, Dark Elves, Fire Giants, and the like.” He paused, giving Sky the opportunity to ask questions. He knew from her sister, Raine, that Sky at least understood the different bloodlines which had mixed long ago when the nine realms ended and survivors were trapped on Midgard—Earth. When she didn’t speak, he continued, “Raine heard of a possible threat against you, so she sent me to guard you. As you correctly pointed out, I did a remarkably poor job of it. I can call her so she can confirm my role if you’d like.”

      Sky reached up and held his wrist, stopping his brushing motion. Nico looked into a pair of the deepest tropical-blue eyes. He had a disconcerting urge to kiss the freckles coloring her nose and cheeks. She was so breathtakingly beautiful, despite the fatigue under her eyes, that part of him wanted to kneel on one knee and swear allegiance to this Valkyrie before him.

      What is this absurd pull I feel toward her?

      She gave him a soft, closed-mouth smile. “I’m sorry I accused you of not doing enough. I’m sure I’d still be on the side of the road if not for you.”

      Her touch sent warmth through him, and he moved his arm so that their palms touched. The light contact stole his breath. She was impossibly off limits, but he wanted more of this proximity to her.

      “Aren’t you two adorable!”

      Nico’s head jerked toward the doorway, his hand still touching Sky’s.

      A female nurse in blue scrubs entered, looking at Sky from head to toe. “I see you’re out of your arm casts.” She blinked several times, brown ponytail swishing. “That’s odd. I thought the doctors would leave those on longer. What’s going on here?”

      “I’m getting better,” Sky said with a voice of airy cheer which had the nurses furrowed brow easing into a glassy eyed daze.

      Nico kicked the discarded casts under the bed to conceal the evidence that medical personnel hadn’t been the ones to remove them.

      “I’m grateful to everyone’s efforts in taking care of me,” Sky added.

      The nurse’s look of confusion faded, and she smiled at Sky. “My. You do look a sight better. Did your fiancé tell you he carried you in his arms out of a field as the ambulance was enroute? Such romantic heroism.”

      Sky released his hand and turned toward Nico. “My wh⁠—”

      When he shook his head and cast his gaze down, Sky snapped her jaw shut. That didn’t stop her from glaring at him, which he found surprisingly adorable.

      The nurse took a moment to listen to Sky’s breathing with her stethoscope before whipping it back around her neck and withdrawing a syringe from her pocket.

      “What’s that for?” Sky asked.

      “Blood thinner. Since you’re immobilized, we don’t want you developing clots.” She moved aside the bedsheet and Sky’s gown.

      Nico looked away as the nurse gave an injection in Sky’s lower abdomen. Neither one of them bothered to tell her how pointless it was to give a clot prevention medication to a woman with supernatural healing abilities.

      “Can I get you anything?” the nurse asked, checking Sky’s toes for circulation.

      “Do I still need this thing in my neck?”

      “The IV?” She thought for a moment. “I can take that one out and put a new one in your arm. You need one at all times while you’re in the hospital.” She gathered supplies, removed the IV, applied a bandage, and trashed the catheter once it was out.

      “Thank you.” Sky pulled the covers back over herself.

      “You’re welcome.” The nurse turned and left with a promise to return soon to put in a new IV once she retrieved supplies.

      Nico set the brush down and sat in the chair beside Sky, fidgeting with a spot of torn fabric on his jeans.

      “Fi-an-cé?” She emphasized the syllables as she arched an eyebrow at him.

      He shifted his weight and cleared his throat. “It was the only way they’d let me stay by your side. I can’t protect you from the waiting room.”

      “You said the Dark Elf died.”

      “He did, but there are always more.”

      Silent tension impregnated the air.

      “Where’s my ring?” she asked, crossing her arms.

      “Wh-What?” he stuttered.

      “If you’re my fiancé, how did you explain to them I don’t have a ring?”

      Nico crossed his arms. “I told them you lost it in the crash.”

      “And they believed you? No questions?” Her voice grew harsh as her eyes flashed with frustration.

      “What questions?” he challenged, liking how her annoyance brought color back into her cheeks.

      “Where I live, what I do. What my hobbies are. What’s my favorite color? Standard questions to prove you’re my fiancé.”

      Nico calmly recited her address and the description of her wellness shop straight from her website. “You like horseback riding.”

      “It’s Texas. Half of the state likes horseback riding. We just don’t all own horses.”

      “You’re favorite color’s blue.”

      She pursed her lips. “Statistically speaking, fifty percent of the population holds blue as their favorite color.”

      “Royal blue.” The way he could endlessly stare into her eyes, he was beginning to think royal blue was his favorite color, rivaled only by the vibrant multicolored reds and oranges of her hair.

      “How long have I been your assignment?”

      “A fortnight.”

      “Favorite food?” she asked.

      “You eat a lot of salad, but I’m guessing the side of strawberries is your favorite.” He gave a teasing grin.

      When she frowned, he knew he’d guessed correctly.

      “And you’re allergic to cats,” he added.

      She tilted her head to one side. “You are remarkably thorough.” Her tone made the statement sound like a barb rather than a compliment.

      He shrugged, but the truth was that he’d enjoyed learning about Sky. He certainly couldn’t have claimed to know the favorite color of anyone else he’d ever covertly monitored.

      But their time was drawing to an end, even if they’d only officially met minutes ago. Her sisters would arrive back in Texas in a day or two, and he would be ordered to move along to the next job. Storm had already given him an angry earful over the phone about his ineptitude.

      His next assignment surely wouldn’t involve anyone as lovely as Sky. Maybe it was better that way, because she’d damn near died on his watch. He clearly wasn’t fit to protect a potato, much less a living, breathing human being—especially one who was part of the trio destined to save the world.

      This was the first attempt one of Helen’s pets had made on the youngest of the sisters. Nico suspected the escalation of violence was because of the nearing war, but the notion didn’t ease his sense of failure.

      Sky reached down and wrapped her knuckles against the cast on her leg. “I need to get these rods out of my bones so they can finish healing. Now, be a good fiancé and help me out, will you?”

      Nico eyed the cast warily and swallowed.
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      “Oh, my, sweet Sky!”

      Sky looked to the doorway where her parents shoved inside her hospital room. Her mother wore a long dress of purple flowers, and her white hair flowed halfway down her back. Her father wore khaki shorts and a Hawaiian shirt. The pair looked more suited for a beach vacation than a hospital visit.

      Sky smiled. She appreciated their eccentric appearances, which matched their personalities, and both were a welcome sight after what she’d just been through.

      “So good to see you awake now. We heard what happened to you.” Her mother bent over and kissed her on the cheek.

      Sky could feel their relief like a warm blanket. “Hi, Mom.”

      Sky shot a look at Nico, letting him know he wasn’t off the hook for getting her leg cast off. He eased back into one corner of the room.

      “The doctors and Nico told us you flipped your car. Why were you driving so fast after work? You know there are deer and bobcat crossing the road at night. Oh, but you are looking better already. The first night we came, you weren’t even conscious.”

      Deer and bobcat? Sky wondered what story Nico had told them about her accident. He must know her parents weren’t aware of the supernatural world around them or the roles their daughters were playing in the shadows.

      Her father leaned down and hugged her. “We brought your favorite… strawberry shortcake.”

      Strawberries.

      Her spirit lifted before she glanced at Nico, who gave her a self-satisfied smirk at having guessed her favorite food.

      “Oh my, Wyatt. We don’t even know if she can eat yet. Can you eat, Dear? Do you have an appetite?” She looked down at Sky’s legs. “Oh, heavens. Have they given you any prognosis?”

      “I just woke up. I haven’t seen the doctor yet.”

      “Ida, don’t pester her about her condition. She’s probably terrified.”

      Sky listened to the banter, which brought a sweet, homey feeling of comfort to her. She stole another glance at Nico, who also looked amused at the exchange.

      “Well,” Ida turned abruptly to Nico, “amidst this calamity, we met your fiancé.”

      “Ugh. No, Mom⁠—”

      Ida walked over to him and enveloped a stunned Nico in an embrace. “We’re so grateful to you. Even if Sky didn’t bother to tell us you existed.”

      “Ida—” Wyatt began.

      “Well.” She bristled. “We’ve met all of her boyfriends. There was John and Mac and Jeremy and the Frederick brothers—oh, not at the same time—” she added with a wave at Nico “—oh, and Wallace. I didn’t even know you’d broken up with Wallace.” As she talked, she moved Nico over to stand next to Sky at the hospital bed.

      “Yes, we broke up,” Sky said.

      “Well, you’ve never been engaged before, so this must be serious. Honestly, Dear, we support whatever makes you happy.”

      Wyatt shook his head. “Ida, let Sky introduce her fiancé properly.”

      “Of course we want to meet him properly. I just didn’t expect to be the last one to know. The hospital staff knew before her own mother knew.”

      “Mom—”

      Ida took a step back. “But look at you two! What a lovely couple. Imagine, Wyatt, all three of our girls in love—and Sky engaged. Tissue, Wyatt, tissue.” She flapped her hands at her husband, who dutifully produced a handkerchief from his back pocket.

      Sky gave a quiet sigh. Her parents had probably suffered enough in the last forty hours. She could set the record straight later.

      “Mom, this is Nico Wølfe. Nico, these are my parents, Ida and Wyatt.”

      Nico extended a hand. “Pleasure to formally meet you both.”

      Wyatt shook his hand.

      “And what a dashing accent,” Ida noted. “I meant to ask you yesterday what that is?”

      “I was born in Romania. But I spent my primary school and uni years in London.”

      “My. And what brings you to Texas?”

      “Your lovely daughter.” He smiled.

      Sky’s cheeks flushed with heat. Was he serious? Nico sounded sincere, but he must be referring to the part where she was his assignment. The way he’d phrased it would only make future explanations to her parents about the snowballing lie of their engagement even more difficult.

      Her mother placed a hand over her heart. “And he’s charming!”

      Nico winked at Sky, who barely suppressed the urge to roll her eyes at his performance. If her legs were free, she might have kicked him. She could throw her pillow, but that would probably hurt her aching shoulder.

      “I only hope I can get her back on Thunder in no time,” Nico added.

      Sky narrowed her eyes at him.

      He knows my favorite horse?

      Ida cast a woeful stare at Sky’s encased legs. “Yes, no time. Well, we’ll let you rest, Dear. The charity bingo championship is tonight, and we have to set up for it. Unless you need us to stay. We can cancel to keep vigil at your bedside.”

      “No, Mom, I’ll be fine. You should go.”

      Her parents were social butterflies—always on some committee or fundraiser. Their abundant activities kept their bodies and minds busy—too busy to pry into the strange lives their daughters led. Well, Raine and Storm had strange lives. Until today, Sky’s had been fairly normal.

      Now she was in casts and a pseudo-engagement to a handsome stranger who’d already endeared himself to her parents.

      Ida and Wyatt shuffled out of the room after more hugs and goodbye waves.

      Sky swiveled her head toward Nico. “Well, now you’ve met my parents. I guess the engagement is complete.”

      His smile faded. “Sky, I had no idea my fib would careen out of control and cause problems. I told only the hospital staff who then told your parents. I didn’t lie to them directly. Admittedly, I didn’t clear the lie either, for fear they’d have me evicted from your room.”

      Too easily, she said, “Don’t fret.” She should definitely make him fret. Everything about him—his smile, touch, effortless movements, and lean muscles—unnerved her. Yet she liked him smiling better than frowning and worrying, so she reassured him. “I’ll straighten the issue out with them later. It was too much to tackle just now.”

      “You want your strawberry shortcake?”

      “I would love a cup of coffee.” She smiled sweetly and batted her lashes. “If you get these rods out of my leg, I can go get it myself.”

      Nico arched an eyebrow. “I’ll be back with coffee. Don’t wander off,” he said in a teasing tone over his shoulder as he left.

      “Jerk,” she mumbled, but she couldn’t help smiling.

      “I heard that,” he called from down the hall.

      Super-strength and super-hearing?

      She would have to watch out for Nico… strictly in a cautious, self-preservation manner and not because she fantasized about him brushing her hair—in a secluded, romantic wilderness… naked.

      Ugh. Simmer down, Sky. That man is not your real fiancé.

      After so many failed relationships of relatively short duration, she doubted she would ever marry anyone. Besides, there were larger issues to tackle—like the threat of Helen and the coming war.

      Sky leaned forward and wriggled one of the steel rods that held her as an immobile hostage.

      Oh, Helheim.

      These things were going to hurt coming out. She appreciated the medical care. She had no idea how shattered, displaced bones might have healed. Thankfully, she wouldn’t have to find out. She was, however, going to find out how painful removing rods from healed tissue and bone would be.

      “Sky?”

      When she looked up, the broad figure of her ex-boyfriend filled the doorway. He wore slacks and a polo shirt. His dark locks of wavy hair curved around his ears.

      “Wallace? How’d you find me?” she asked.

      “Mary Beth told me you were in an accident.”

      Mary Beth was a mutual friend. Because her mom was friends with Sky’s mom, it made sense word had traveled through the grapevine.

      He glanced up and down her stationary body. “Were you drinking?”

      “What? Why would you jump to that conclusion?” She felt hot anger creeping up her neck and into her cheeks.

      “I heard your car was totaled.” Pacing the room, he ran a hand through his dark hair, agitation wafting off of him.

      “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” Her voice was a hard block of ice. She didn’t know the state of her car, but if her injuries were any indication, there would be no salvaging her Prius.

      “Have they said when you’ll walk again?”

      “Why are you here?” Sky demanded, but she already had an inkling as his mind leaked his thoughts in angry, liquid tendrils.

      He stopped pacing and put his hands on his hips. “Mary Beth said her mom said your mom said you had a mysterious fiancé.”

      Sky rubbed her temples. “You and I aren’t dating, which means my current relationship status is none of your business.” She also wanted to point out they’d only dated for a few months, but more than that, she wanted him to leave.

      “Yes, but we only stopped dating a month ago. Dammit, Sky, I knew you were cheating on me.” His tone turned seething as he resumed pacing.

      Speechless, Sky gaped at him. What could she possibly say to him to diffuse the situation and his absurd claim? Every retort that came to mind would only irritate Wallace further.

      If he’d perceived Sky distancing herself while they were dating, it was because she began noticing sparks of volatile temper flares. Nothing outright hostile—but enough quick tongue lashes, eyes flashing, and roughness with inanimate objects to convey to her that she needed to separate from the ticking time bomb beneath Wallace’s easy smile and good looks. She figured those handsome, wholesome features had enabled him to get a visitor’s pass with no hospital staff checking with her first.

      He made a disgusted sound as he moved closer, towering over her while she remained vulnerable with half her body immobilized in the hospital bed.

      Thoughts of hurting her pulsed through his mind, nauseating her as he debated how much damage he could do before he was caught.

      Sky had no escape.
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