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      Raine stalked quietly through the dark corridor on the second floor of the abandoned building, weapon drawn. The man she was pursuing had cornered himself here, and she would hunt him down like the snake he was.

      Despite the adrenaline surging through her veins, she controlled her breathing and kept her heart rate steady. Her orders were to apprehend, but her employers wouldn’t fault her for shooting a known killer. She doubted he would allow himself to be taken alive anyway. Given the chance, he certainly would kill her.

      Gripping her Glock19 tighter, she reminded herself she had the element of surprise. She always had the element of surprise. It was one reason she was an effective Guardian.

      She crept into a large rectangular space faintly lit by the glow of streetlights near the windows along one wall. Indentations in the worn carpet marked where cubicles and office chairs once sat. Worn runners suggested this had once been a living, thriving office space. A few divider walls and shelves littered the room.

      When movement sounded—the scrape of shoes along the coarse fibers of the carpet—she took her position, crouching in the shadows against one wall. Judging by the path he was taking, Jör would walk directly past her. He would have a knife, because that was his weapon of choice—a twelve-inch blade so sharp it could split skin like butter. He was deadly fast with the steel, but Raine had bullets.

      And he would never see her coming.

      Her plan was flawless.

      “FBI! You’re under arrest!” a male voice bellowed.

      What in the name of Asgard?!

      How was an FBI agent treading on her territory? Regardless of his job title, the man would be no match for Jör.

      Raine eased up to her full height while still keeping in the shadows. She surveyed the scene. As Jör at her three o’clock wound toward the agent through cubicle dividers like a serpent through grass, the over-eager FBI agent stood at her nine o’clock with his weapon drawn, probably a Glock like hers.

      The scene raised several dilemmas in her mind. She didn’t have a clear shot on Jör, and if she fired she would give away her location. In addition, her gunfire would draw the attention of the FBI agent, who would then probably shoot at her. Meanwhile, if she did nothing, Jör would kill the agent. The man intruding on her hunt may be a moron, but she couldn’t let him die.

      By Odin’s eye, she silently swore.

      Moving quickly and quietly, she weaved her way toward the man. When she rounded a bookshelf, she saw Jör raising his silver blade to slice at the surprised FBI agent, who pivoted too slowly to readjust his aim.

      Raine kicked the empty, dust-laden shelf, hoping the noise would buy her a second of distraction.

      Jör flinched, and she lunged.

      When he twisted the knife toward her, she raised her left arm like a shield and fired her 9mm with her right. Jör’s blade sunk into her left forearm, sending white hot pain up her elbow and into her shoulder.

      Jör shrieked from the bullet wound and jerked his knife back out of her so fast she hadn’t even landed on the floor yet.

      Blinded by pain, she wasn’t sure where her shot had landed. His abdomen? His leg?

      Sturdy arms broke her fall.

      “What the hell?” a deep voice reverberated through her ears.

      She raised her gun, ready to shoot Jör again, knowing full well more than one bullet would be needed to put him down.

      A line of blood trailed along the carpet and around a cubicle, out of sight. At the far end of the room, a door opened and slammed shut.

      Gone. He was gone.

      Raine dropped her gun and clutched her wound as a wave of nausea swept over her. She couldn’t follow now; she had to stop the bleeding. Cold sweat punched through her.

      The FBI agent tugged off her scarf and began wrapping her arm with it. “That’s a lot of blood. We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”

      “Just wrap it tight. We can’t let Jör get away.”

      “It’s a little late for that.”

      She turned her head and blinked at the FBI agent. He had a handsome face with strong cheekbones and a narrow nose. Intense green eyes filled with worry focused on her. His attractive features wouldn’t save him from the tongue lashing she planned to give him at his monumental blunder in announcing his position to a lethal demon, but first the room needed to stop spinning.

      

      Will Decker holstered both of their guns. “Up you go.”

      He helped the woman to her feet as she cradled her left arm, now wrapped in a baby-blue rayon scarf. She was tall, probably five-eight, but still a half foot shorter than him.

      How was she still conscious after enduring a knife plunging through her forearm? All the way through. He’d seen the silver tip come out the other side of her arm—a tip that’d had a direct trajectory toward Will’s heart.

      How had that killer been so damn fast?

      And how did this woman possess the prowess and gumption to put herself between him and a knife? He could still see her diving through the air, blonde ponytail trailing behind her. He wondered what organization she worked for that had trained her so well.

      And despite a shot to the thigh, the criminal had bolted away, barely fazed and taking his deadly blade with him. Will was going to have nightmares about that knife.

      The woman stumbled as if battling the urge to pass out. He needed her to stay coherent. She was slender but built of solid muscle. If she passed out, he’d have to sling her over his shoulder to get her down the stairs, which wouldn’t be safe for either of them.

      “What’s your name?” Will asked, guiding her toward the stairwell exit.

      “Raine.” Her brown eyes fluttered, threatening to close.

      “Rain.”

      “Rain with an e.”

      “Okay, Rain with an e. What organization do you work for?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s classified.”

      “Really? Classified? You’re going to try that strategy with an FBI agent?”

      They made their way down the steps together.

      “I don’t give a damn how good looking you are. You’re the jackass who screwed up my catch.” Beads of sweat formed on her forehead.

      He blinked at her strange choice of words—an oddly timed compliment minced with insult—that drew his amusement. Unless. Was she delirious?

      Her anger brought the redness back into her cheeks, which was a far sight better than how pale they’d been turning. Maybe keeping her angry would help her maintain consciousness until he could get her to a hospital.

      At the bottom of the steps, she gestured to a jacket on the floor belonging to her. Will scooped it up, noting it was bulky and crinkly and understanding why she’d taken it off during her pursuit of the criminal.

      “I had everything under control until you literally dove onto the scene,” he said, knowing it was a complete lie. He’d almost died, and he should thank her. But sweetness wouldn’t keep her lucid.

      Raine scoffed. “You have no idea what that monster is capable of. You’re a mouse to that snake.”

      The monster she referred to had certainly looked snake-like. His skin had a reddish hue with white flakes. Maybe some type of psoriasis or other skin disorder? The man had moved fast and deadly like a snake, too.

      “A mouse?” Will huffed. “I don’t know any six-two mice with a gun and a badge.”

      “Size and status has nothing to do with it. Did my bullet slow Jör down? No, it did not. Yours wouldn’t have either.”

      Jör? She had a name for the serial killer. That was more than Will’s files had, unless her organization had given him some kind of nickname. The FBI knew him as the serial killer Blade.

      “And why don’t bullets slow him down?” Will asked.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs and exited the building. Will scanned the perimeter for threats but saw only dim streetlights, a watery moon, and a light drizzle of bone-chilling rain coating the deserted Chicago street.

      “Classified,” Raine said through gritted teeth.

      “Okay, Agent Classified. What can you tell me?” He helped her into the passenger seat of his rented Lincoln Continental.

      Because his was the only car in the vicinity, he guessed she’d taken a cab or rideshare here. As he leaned over to strap her in, he smelled the faint scent of lavender. A wayward strand of hair brushed his jaw.

      After closing her door, he climbed into the driver’s side.

      “I can tell you that you drive an old man’s car.” She grimaced.

      “Hey, these long legs need space,” he fired back playfully, masking his worry about how much blood she was losing underneath her scarf.

      Damn, she was tough. An impalement wound like that, he suspected he would have been bawling like a baby.

      “You need to drop your case against Jörmungandr and let me handle him.” She cradled her arm.

      “You and what army? Besides, I’ve been tracking this guy for three months. You and your classified-ass can take a backseat to my investigation.” He kept his tone light; he wanted to irritate her and distract her from the pain, but he also wasn’t going to simply drop his case.

      “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “Of the two of us, you’re the one bleeding.” He drove the car away from the curb and headed toward the highway.

      “That’s because—” She glared at him, but he grinned and winked in return. “Ugh. You’re unbelievably annoying.”

      When she pursed her lips, he suspected she’d deduced he was intentionally provoking her.

      In a more serious tone, he said, “Thank you for saving my life, Raine.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She looked out the window, one arm holding pressure over the bandaged wound.

      “Now, I’ll return the favor and get you to a hospital.”

      “No hospital.” She laid her forehead against the glass of the passenger side door and closed her eyes.

      He tightened his grip on the wheel, glancing at the blood-soaked scarf. He needed to get her help—whether she wanted it or not. He was definitely taking her to a hospital.
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      Will glanced at Raine, who slept on the bed. A single bedside lamp cast a golden glow over the brown furniture. The air held mixed scents of vanilla and mothballs. The FBI safe house hadn’t been properly ventilated in a while. At least it was warm with a roof.

      After what she’d been through, she was entitled to be sleepy. What was left of her blonde ponytail was in loose disarray around her oval face. Her gentle cheekbones looked peaceful, with soft cream-colored skin and a full set of pink lips. This angelic sleeping woman contrasted the fierce warrior she’d been while awake.

      Who is she?

      Will had patted down her pockets but found no source of identification. Her phone was password protected, requiring both a thumb read and a passcode entry. He had access to her thumb attached to her gorgeously fit, yet limp, body but didn’t know her passcode.

      He propped up pillows on his mattress, kicked off his shoes, and sat on the empty twin bed adjacent to hers. Exhaustion weighted his body down and tugged at his eyelids, but he wanted to stay awake long enough for Raine to wake and him to know she was okay.

      Raine stirred, then sat up and blinked at him. “Where the hell are we?”

      He didn’t like the way her tone suggested he’d brought her somewhere with dubious intentions. “FBI safe house.” He tugged his badge out of his coat pocket and showed her his credentials. They usually seemed to set people at ease in his presence.

      After looking at his badge, her gaze shifted to scanning the room. She relaxed with a sigh and said, “Thank you for not taking me to a hospital.”

      Will crossed his arms. “Oh, I took you to a hospital. The intake nurse pulled off your scarf, cut off your shirt sleeve, and asked me if this was some type of prank.”

      He waited for Raine to respond, but when she said nothing, he continued, “Because what lay beneath that blood-soaked garment? A scratch. The penetrating knife wound I saw—I wrapped myself—had completely vanished.” His stomach had dropped. He’d seen the extent of that wound himself. It had been no hallucination or adrenaline distortion.

      She frowned. “That’s right. I remember leaving the hospital.”

      “After the nurse kicked us out of the ER in favor of people with actual medical emergencies, you had a moment of lucidness long enough to walk to the car and drink my entire twenty-ounce bottle of water before passing out again. Can you explain how a penetrating gash gushing with blood becomes a cat scratch?” Will asked.

      She looked at her now completely healed forearm, rubbing long fingers against the skin. She flexed her fingers, watching the skin stretch without the faintest mark. She didn’t look proud or surprised. She looked worried.

      “Raine?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Won’t.”

      “Hmm. More classified information?” He glared at her.

      “Yes.”

      “You want me to look the other way when confronted with a woman with superhuman healing? What about superhuman stealth, or did I honestly overlook you in that room before you dove in front of me?”

      Her eyes went wide.

      Well, he nailed that statement.

      “Any other superhuman abilities I should know about?”

      She arched an eyebrow at him. The expression sent a flare of delight through him, probably not what she’d intended.

      He leveled his gaze at her. “I’ve seen two. Perhaps I should see the others.”

      When Raine blushed, Will couldn’t help but chuckle. He thought maybe she planned to try to seduce him to get out of his questioning, but it seemed she was more modest than he’d initially judged. Good. Seduction was no superpower, just a deceitful tool.

      She pushed to her feet. “Bathroom?”

      “Directly across the hall.”

      He admired the way her tight-fitting burglar get up curved over a perfect ass. The black outfit was for theft, assassination… or yoga. He’d bet she was flexible, too.

      Damn, he was a jerk. He had no business reducing the woman who’d saved his life to an object of physical desire.

      She closed the bathroom door.

      He’d been an FBI agent for ten years and seen the occasional superhuman feat, though nothing physics or recreational drugs couldn’t explain. A potentially lethal wound healing itself defied everything.

      Almost everything, he thought, twisting the dark ring on his right fourth finger.

      Tonight, he felt as if he’d entered some science fiction Twilight Zone. He needed answers from Raine but suspected they would lead to a rabbit hole of more questions.

      He stood and walked to the door. “You can’t hide in there forever,” he called to her. “And there’s no bathroom window escape route. My questions will still be here when you come out.” His intonation crescendoed playfully at his last few words.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Raine startled at her appearance in the mirror. With her disheveled hair and mascara smeared eyes, she looked like a 1980s hard rock groupie. She pulled out her ponytail holder and tugged fingers through her snarls. The stab wound had drained her. She stroked a hand over her forearm; the healing was complete, and now the thing would ache and itch for a day.

      Will wouldn’t have survived the attack, but because she’d used herself as a shield and he’d witnessed her healing abilities, unanswered questions lingered. The inquisitive FBI agent would have to live with his disappointment though. Raine wasn’t authorized to share her genealogy with a standard human bloodline—known as sHBL in her organization—or hubble for short.

      She checked her watch—midnight. If she slept here tonight, she could rest before skipping out on Will in the morning. She needed to report back to the Council of Mjölnir and explain her failure. She hadn’t captured or neutralized Jör.

      If she’d waited until the killer had attacked Will, she would have had a clean shot. But the point of her role as a Shadow Guardian was to protect hubbles. Besides, a good-looking man like Will was worth taking a knife for. She rubbed her throbbing arm and thought about how antagonistic he had been so far. Still, he had stayed with her when he could have dropped her at the ER and left her there.

      Maybe he was worth it.

      When she finished in the bathroom, she emerged and crawled back into the vacant bed.

      “You’re sleepy again?” Will stood in the doorway, arms crossed. He had trim brown hair, a clean-shaven face, and eyes more forest green and less intense than earlier.

      She settled into the empty bed. Something in Will’s demeanor made him trustworthy. Worried about her safety, he had gone through the trouble of taking her to a hospital and then to a safe house to recover. Sure, he’d antagonized her, but more in a teasing and flirtatious manner rather than in a mean way.

      Despite nearly being killed and then dragging her around bleeding in his car, he seemed unfazed. His relaxed expression and the perpetual curve of his lips suggested a casual amusement with the situation—or perhaps just life in general.

      “Saving lives is exhausting.” She placed a hand on her forehead in a melodramatic display. Truthfully, when her body healed itself, it consumed a great deal of energy.

      Will snorted. “Well, since that ordeal is over. Telling me who and what you are and who you work for should be comparatively easy.”

      Oh, he’s smooth. Or he at least he thinks he is.

      “Classified.”

      “Keep singing that song, Raine. But your tune will change when you’re sitting in the FBI office tomorrow.” He kept his tone jovial.

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “I don’t generally arrest people who save my life, but I will take you to the office and we’ll get to the bottom of this.” He grabbed the handle to the door and began to pull it closed, shutting himself out of the room.

      “Then let’s see what tomorrow holds.” She closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Raine slept for a few hours and awoke around five am. The blue glow of the bedside clock was the only light. She closed her eyes and listened. Silence.

      Slowly, she eased out of the covers and opened the bedroom door. Down the hallway, the house opened to a small living room and kitchen. Will slept on the couch. He hadn’t taken the bed beside her nor the other bedroom she noticed. She suspected he wanted to position himself closest to the door. For their safety or to keep her pinned down?

      She watched and listened to Will’s rhythmic breathing. Smooth and even. She hadn’t woken to the sound of a man breathing in a deep sleep in a long time.

      Not for lack of want.

      She’d been otherwise occupied, ridding the world of monsters, and when she wasn’t on assignment, she was training. Where in her schedule could she fit a man? And how did she describe who and what she was to the average hubble?

      She picked up her phone off the kitchen counter where it was charging.

      Curiously thoughtful of him.

      Lifting her coat off the back of the sofa by the tag, she walked to the door. She wouldn’t put the garment on, as it would make too much noise—rayon brushing rayon.

      When Will shifted, Raine froze in mid-step, keeping as stiff as a stork hunting fish.

      He settled.

      Her temples throbbed. The familiar dull ache started there but would soon move behind her right eye.

      No, no, no.

      She didn’t have time for another migraine. Aside from the nausea and blinding pain, the episodes rendered her nonfunctional for hours—even up to days. She needed a cool, dark room. The longer she delayed in resting and giving in to the pain, the longer she would be incapacitated when she finally had solace.

      She memorized the lines of his face—the relaxed brow, the faint scruff, the mouth that smiled even in sleep. For a brief time after she’d saved his life, he’d looked out for her. That was something. Taking one last look at Will’s handsome face, Raine left. She would never see him again, but she could take a mental image of him with her.

      When she slipped out of the little house, cold air struck her face and her breath puffed in white wisps into the dark morning. She pulled her coat on and zipped it before tucking her hands in her pockets. She wished she still had her scarf, but she’d sacrificed it for a good cause. Despite healing abilities, she could still bleed to death if she lost too much blood before a wound was tamponaded.

      The biting breeze of autumn in the Windy City snapped her thoughts away from the man she’d left sleeping on the sofa and back to the man she’d let get away.

      If only her aim had been better, she would have slowed Jör down enough to make a second shot. Now, he was still at large, and another person might succumb to his brutality and join his long line of victims in the grave.
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        * * *

      

      Jör hobbled back to his motel room, stiff from a throbbing pain in his leg and the freezing cold. He’d shredded his jacket and used it as a bandage to stem the bleeding until he had reached his room. Shivering, he was barely able to unlock the door from his numb fingers and shaking hands.

      He’d never been shot before, never been surprised and caught off guard like that. The pain that had started as blinding agony was now a throbbing misery. Other than maybe dousing it with peroxide to keep the wound clean, he didn’t know how to care for a bullet wound. If pain was any indication, he suspected the bullet was still inside his leg. He would have to seek medical care. He didn’t have time for delays, but an infection, poor healing, or lingering bullet could slow him down if he didn’t get the projectile out and take some recovery time.

      After closing the door behind him and bolting it, he cranked up the heat setting on the thermostat. The unit rattled and sputtered like a coal train. He sat heavily in the motel room chair.

      Knowing Helen could tell him where to go for treatment, he pulled out his phone and dialed her number.

      “Hello, my pet.” Her voice was lovely and melodic, like her face with its high cheekbones, smooth lips, and creamy pale skin. Too long had he been on missions and deprived of the joy of seeing her.

      “My queen,” he said in return.

      She had been his savior. He’d grown up knowing he was different from regular humans and picked on because of it. After years of being bullied for his skin condition and his lisp, Helen had shown him he had a purpose by her side. Rising to her cause was his pure and undeniable calling.

      “Are you already finished with your next assignment?” she asked.

      “I must humbly admit to a delay.” He didn’t know how they’d found him in that abandoned office space, much less how he’d almost been snared by two people. FBI, the man had called himself, and they seemed to have orchestrated their trap where the man was the bait and the woman lay in wait to shoot Jör down.

      “I don’t like delays,” Helen said.

      “The FBI laid a trap. I escaped, but they shot me. Can you tell me where to go to have my wound addressed off the record? I promise, my queen, I will return to my mission immediately thereafter.”

      A long pause stretched out over the mobile phone, and he felt small beads of sweat form along his forehead. He wiped the back of his hand across the moisture, dragging sweat and loose scales with it.

      “I will have someone text you the name and address of a medical contact nearest you. Once you’ve been attended to, you must eliminate the evidence.”

      “Yes, my queen.” Always get rid of the evidence.

      She wasn’t referring only to his blood-soaked clothes or the bullet. He must ensure those items were never found either, but she meant eliminating whoever treated him. He could leave no trails leading back to him. Just as he would never leave a trail leading back to Hel.
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      Will woke with a jolt. He’d slept hard, too hard, and he knew it the instant he was conscious. He stared at the spot where the now missing coat had lain. Bolting up, he took long strides down the hall and glimpsed in the bedroom, whose door lay open.

      Empty.

      Shit.

      He scrubbed his hand across his face. Now he had no murderer and no one to answer his questions. So much for treating Raine with respect and not handcuffing her in hopes of bolstering her willingness to cooperate. Technically, he could have arrested her for carrying a concealed weapon, but he’d wanted to show some professional courtesy to the woman who saved his life.

      And how had she snuck past him? He’d chosen the sofa in order to be nearest the door.

      Will looked around the room before returning to the kitchen. She hadn’t bothered to leave a note. Maybe no note was better. If she’d left one, he might have felt like she was mocking him—sleeping through her escape and her note writing. Still, she’d escaped with her coat, and he hadn’t even heard the puffy fabric crinkle.

      He pulled out his phone and called his boss, Caroline Powell.

      “Powell.”

      “Will here.” He set to work making a pot of coffee. One good thing about the FBI safe houses—always guaranteed to have coffee.

      “What’s your status?”

      “I had the suspect cornered last night, or maybe he had me cornered. In any case, he got away.”

      “Damn,” Caroline swore. “Are you injured?”

      She was right to ask. No one was reported to survive an encounter with the serial killer known as Blade.

      “I’m not, but only because there was another operative on the scene.” Will stretched his long legs as he waited for the coffee to brew.

      “Operative? Who? FBI?”

      “Not FBI, and she refused to identify herself—name’s Raine. That’s all I’ve got.” That and a photo of her sleeping face on his phone—strictly for identification purposes. And he’d lifted her fingerprints while she’d been sleeping in his car.

      “Where is she now?”

      Will paced. “I don’t know. She snuck out of the bedroom this morning.”

      “You slept with her?”

      “What? No. Why would you jump to that conclusion? We did not sleep together. She was injured, and I was going to bring her in for questioning after a night’s rest at the safe house. But she got away.”

      “You let an unidentified armed operative walk out of a Bureau safe house? Why didn’t you take her to the Chicago field office?” Caroline asked.

      Will huffed out a sigh. “She saved my life, Caroline. She put her body between me and Jör’s blade. I couldn’t treat her like a perp after that. It was the middle of the night, and we both needed rest.”

      “Jör?”

      “That’s what she called him. Not Blade.”

      “So, you’ll check hospitals for the woman? It sounds like she may have leads we very much need.”

      “She won’t be there,” he said.

      She no longer needed a hospital—one of Raine’s many mysteries, but he would keep what he’d witnessed of her healing abilities to himself. The last thing he needed was to be assigned a psych eval.

      “You haven’t heard of any other agencies working the Jör case, have you?” he asked.

      “No. Get your report together. I want to read it. And get yourself in front of a sketch artist. You’re the only person to have seen the serial killer and live to tell about it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Will?”

      “Yes?”

      “Did you pick up any other leads on where Blade—or Jör—might go next?”

      “No. I already asked local PD to spread the word to hospitals, since the woman hit him with a nonlethal shot, but I doubt he’s sought public medical care.”

      Will had caught a lucky break when local PD reported spotting a suspicious man in the blocks near the abandoned building. Combined with Will’s intuition, which had served him well on more than one FBI case in the past, he’d picked the correct building and floor where Jör had hidden.

      Now that the killer had escaped, Will feared he wouldn’t learn his next location until another victim surfaced.
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        * * *

      

      Raine counted through pushups on the mat as sweat trickled down her face. She was halfway through her workout routine when Usha walked into the barn, letting in the cool, dry, Montana air with her.

      Three days had passed since Jör had slipped through Raine’s grasp, and she waited for the Council’s spies to find him again and send her back out. In the meantime, she trained and worked on target practice, sweating and panting through her frustration.

      “Anything yet?” Raine asked between exertional breaths.

      The elderly woman hobbled closer using her cane. “Nothing yet.”

      By appearances, no one would suspect Usha Bakshi, a withered five-foot woman with dark skin and wiry white hair, was the leader of the North American branch of the Shadow Guardians—not that anyone knew about the Shadow Guardians.

      Operative word being shadow.

      Raine finished her pushups and rolled onto her back, starting her sit-ups. She waited for her boss to speak. The woman, while pleasant, wouldn’t have walked all the way to her barn for a casual visit.

      “I’ve completed a background check on the young man you encountered—Special Agent Will Decker,” she began.

      Young man? Will was probably mid-thirties, maybe five years older than Raine. She supposed he would seem young to Usha, whom Raine suspected was about eighty.

      “I want you to work with this man. He has an excellent reputation at the bureau, and he’s the only one who's been as close as you have to Jör.”

      Raine stopped her sit-ups and felt her jaw come unhinged. Usha had never ordered her to work with an agent from a different organization, and she’d been working with the Council of Mjölnir as a Shadow Guardian for six years.

      “How did you⁠—?”

      “I’ve already made arrangements with his superiors.”

      Raine shut her mouth. She didn’t want to convey even the slightest disrespect to Usha. “What are my parameters in terms of what he’s allowed to know about the Guardians and bloodlines? He saw me heal myself. He’ll want answers.”

      The man was a walking fountain of curiosity, spewing questions one after another.

      Usha stood hunched with one hand on the top of a wood carving of a horse’s head decorating the end of her cane. “I read your report about his attempts to question you. For his own safety, this man needs to understand the bloodlines, as well as Jör’s strengths and weaknesses. Special Agent Decker needs to know about the secret war and the Shadow Guardians’ role in it, but not any members other than yourself. Because he saw you heal your injuries, he may be open to learning about the supernatural world.”

      Usha didn’t have to worry about Raine talking about other members. She only knew a few and had met less. It wasn’t as though a group of them hung out at the office water cooler, because there was no office. And there were no organizational holiday parties to meet-and-greet, as everyone worked in isolation.

      There weren’t holiday parties, were there? Surely, she hadn’t been excluded from such gatherings. Sometimes she missed the social life she’d left behind when she became a Shadow Guardian.

      Raine pushed to her feet. She also missed normal activities—things other thirty-somethings were doing, like working nine-to-five jobs, going to parties, having families, buying houses, and growing roots. But she’d answered a different calling and had no regrets. Evil lurked in the deep, dark shadows, and Raine had the power to stop it.

      “Why someone outside of the Shadow Guardians?” Raine asked.

      “We don’t have the luxury of secrecy anymore,” Usha said. “Everything is escalating.”

      “When do I start?”

      “You’ll fly to Washington DC tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Will adjusted his tie and pushed open the conference room door, where his boss stood waiting. The room had a six-seater oval table and mounted monitor for presentations. On one wall, several large windows overlooked a landscape of autumn colors. Frosted glass lined the hall wall.

      Five days had passed, and he had no new leads on the serial killer. Fortunately, no new victims either. At least, not so far as they knew.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Will.” Caroline greeted him with a nod. She wore a fitted cream-colored suit and her dark brown hair in a bob. She’d called a meeting here, though, oddly, it was just the two of them. Usually, he came to her office for one-on-one discussions.

      “In an effort to combine resources to find the serial killer, we will engage in interagency collaboration.”

      Will pursed his lips. Her declaration felt like she was dishing out punishment. He didn’t want to share his case or have some other agency slow him down. ‘Collaborations’ meant more bureaucratic red tape.

      “I’ll let her fill you in on the details. Co-op-er-ate,” Caroline added when Will started to open his mouth in protest. She turned and left the room, closing the door behind her.

      “Unbelievable,” he muttered. He always worked alone. He’d done some of his best work alone.

      She who? No one else knew this case like he did—had studied the victims as in depth as he had. Was he just supposed to share all of that with a new person who’d elbowed her way into his case? To hell with th⁠—

      A woman stepped forward from the corner of the room where she hadn’t been a moment ago. She wore navy slacks with a matching vest over a violet blouse. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a smooth ponytail. How had missed her standing there?

      “Raine.” He straightened as his heart skipped a few beats as the woman he’d thought about for the last five days re-entered his life. Irritation and relief coiled together in his chest.

      He’d thought she’d vanished forever, though he’d hoped he would encounter her somewhere again on his hunt for Jör. She was the one person who might actually be able to help him. Or was he helping her?

      Hmm. They would need to establish some boundaries and parameters.

      Will flashed her a smile. “Welcome to my team.”

      Raine arched an eyebrow. “Your team? Of one?”

      “Now we’re two,” he said merrily, spreading his arms.

      She shrugged. “If you want to call it your team so you can take the credit for whatever the outcome is, that’s fine with me. I’m not here to battle for the alpha role. I’m here to stop a killer. I work for an organization called the Shadow Guardians, so you can infer by the name that we’re not in it for the recognition.”

      Raine’s matter-of-fact tone wasn’t condescending, but Will felt schooled nonetheless. He’d been prepared to spar over a turf war, and she made him out to be the bully on the playground.

      As far as recognition went, everyone at the FBI wanted it. Recognition was how promotions and careers were formed. There was nothing selfish in wanting recognition for having done the hard work and stopping the villain. He’d happily take the recognition.

      Now that they’d established who received the credit, he needed to set the tone of their interactions moving forward. He took a seat and reclined back. “Then, we take down Jör as a team—share knowledge and resources. No one will order the other around. No one will keep secrets as it pertains to the case.”

      “I can agree to those terms, though you should know the danger of learning secrets.”

      Will cocked his head to one side.

      Lowering her voice, she leaned forward. “Some of them you may decide later you don’t want to know. But once you know them, there’s no putting them back.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Dramatic and cryptic much? Let’s start with your full name.”

      “Raine River Thoren.” She straightened.

      “And you’ve been with this secret group, the Shadow Guardians, for how long?”

      “Six years. Although, the FBI knows the organization as the CoM. Short for Council of Mjölnir. The Shadow Guardians work under their authority.”

      He’d never heard of CoM and made a mental note to do a deeper dive to learn more about them.

      He continued, “And before that, your family moved around a few years before settling in Texas. You have two sisters. You’re the oldest child. No criminal record. College graduate with honors as a dual major in History and Criminal Justice—interesting combination.” He gestured to an empty seat in the room.

      “Do you also know my shoe size?” Raine’s lips curved slightly as she lowered herself into the chair. She didn’t seem surprised an FBI investigator had checked her background.

      “Dress size. I’m not really a foot fetish kind of guy.”

      She shook her head, but Will thought she was suppressing a smile.

      “So, how did you manage the background check? Facial recognition?” she asked.

      “I lifted your prints while you slept.” He wouldn’t tell her he had photographed her on his phone. He’d deleted the image once he had her full name and had run his background check.

      “You’re sounding less like an FBI agent and more like a stalker.”

      “I saw you heal yourself. I planned to track you down for answers. Fortunately, I don’t have to. Now, your turn,” Will said. He’d be disappointed if she hadn’t researched him as well.

      She crossed her arms. “You come from a long line of East Coast lawyers, so I wonder if you’re the black sheep who took a different path. You made a reputation for yourself solving the Binkley Case five years ago. You’re thirty-three and never married—perhaps married to your work, or you have commitment issues.”

      Will let the last comment slide. “Tell me, Raine, when I first walked into this room, you weren’t in here. How’d you do that?”

      “Are you sure you didn’t overlook me?”

      He leaned forward as his mouth curved in a grin. “That could never happen.”

      A blush came over her cheeks.

      Fascinating, he thought.

      Whatever precise job description she had with this Shadow organization, she wasn’t hardened, bitter, or desensitized because of it. And although she was beautiful, her behavior toward him suggested she didn’t use her looks for career advancement. Nor was she trying to use her beauty to manipulate him.

      “No secrets, Raine,” he reminded her. He touched his thumb to the ring on his finger out of habit. Perhaps there would have to be some secrets between them, but he had specified no case-related secrets.

      “I have two gifts: my ability to heal—which does not make me invincible or immortal—and my ability for stealth. If I remain very still along walkways, walls, and corners, I become almost invisible.”

      “Almost?” he asked.

      “If you saw me move into position, you’d still be able to find me. I’m not entirely invisible.”

      “Camouflage.”

      “Mentally suggestive camouflage. People’s eyes slide past me. Their brains decide there’s nothing worth noticing.”

      Just two super-abilities? She was neglecting to list her magnetism as one of her powers; she possessed a calm energy about her, which, combined with her beauty, gave her some type of royal aura. He felt awed by her presence in a way that had him excited to be working together and to have an opportunity to get to know her better.

      His mind flooded with questions—about Raine and about the case. Remarkably, she seemed patiently willing to answer them, unlike when they first met. Apparently she had been authorized to share her ‘classified’ information.

      “And how did you acquire these abilities… gamma radiation? Fall into toxic waste?”

      “I was born with them.”

      “The camouflage trick must’ve been hell on your parents.”

      Raine smiled, a glowing look that lit her face and made her features more stunning. “That one took time and training to develop. I wasn’t a rogue toddler—at least, not in an abnormal way.”

      “But you and your organization know something about the origins of your abilities? And since there’s an entire secret organization, I’m guessing you’re not the only one with supernatural powers.”

      Raine stood. “Why don’t I fill you in over lunch?”
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