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            ABOUT BEFORE THE BOND BREAKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Centuries ago, I chose duty over love. Now fate has dragged me back to the one man I swore I could never give my heart to.

      

      My sisters and I are chasing a case of missing witches when everything shatters. One of my Valkyries turns up dead, her body marked with forbidden blood magic. The trail leads me to Briar Glen, where Talon Steele, the wolf alpha of a powerful, magical shifter clan, waits for me.

      

      Our bond isn’t a choice. It’s a duty written in blood, magic, and fate. It’s the key to saving both our clans from unraveling. With shifters spiraling into feral madness and an ancient enemy forging an army of corrupted beasts, only our joined strength can stop him.

      

      Talon needs me to stand at his side. I swore I would.

      

      But Talon doesn’t just want my power or the bond. He wants all of me—heart, soul, and every part I’ve kept hidden behind walls I built the day I watched my mother die, betrayed by the man she loved. I promised myself I’d never make her mistake. I vowed to myself that love wasn’t worth the fall.

      

      Yet every moment I spend with Talon threatens to break me open. Fighting at his side, feeling his fire in every bond-thread that ties us, I know I can’t keep him at arm’s length forever. The closer we come to stopping Balder and his monstrous army, the harder it becomes to protect the one thing I swore I’d never give away.

      

      Because saving the world might cost me my heart, and Talon will never settle for duty alone.

      

      Before the Bond Breaks is the first book in the fated mates shifter romantasy series, Magicbound Protectors. Perfect for readers who crave:
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            NORSE TERMS USED

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though I’m using Norse mythology, I’ve changed some things around to make it fresh and fit within the world I’m creating. As the series goes on, I may add to this list. Don’t worry, I explain the words the first time they are used in each book to keep things simple.

      

      Norns: the Fates. In the books, I may use the terms Norns and Fates interchangeably depending on whose point of view we’re in.

      

      Fylgja: (pronounced “FILG-ya”) animal spirit guide that bonds with its human vessel. It can’t “live” without its owner or vessel.

      

      Eitr: (pronounced E-ter) It is a black poison that corrupts whoever or whatever it comes into contact with. The villain of the series used this poison to create his own magical shifters. In using eitr, Balder’s shifters are corrupted and have no empathy.

      

      Eitrborn: The corrupted shifters Balder (the Big Bad) created from the same spell Freya and Valkyrie Prime used to create the original shifters. The term eitrborn was coined by the Steele Clan.

      THE NINE WORLDS

      
        
        Midgard: the human world

        Asgard: the world of the Aesir tribe of gods and goddesses. Odin rules this world.

        Vanaheim: the world of the Vanir tribe of gods and goddesses. Freya lived here before she joined the Valkyries and shifters on Midgard.

        Jotunheim: the world of the giants

        Niflheim: the world of ice

        Muspelheim: the primordial world of fire

        Alfheim: the world of the elves

        Nidavellir/Svartalfheim: the world of the dwarves

        Hel: the world of the goddess Hel and the dead

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MEET THE CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Shifters

      

      

      Talon Steele

      
        
        Alpha of the Steele Clan Shifters

      

        

      
        Wolf shifter

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Grounding Pulse. He emits a psychic "pulse" that can lock chaotic or unstable magic in place.

      

        

      
        Personality: Stoic, tactical, and fiercely loyal. Talon carries the weight of leadership with quiet authority. He’s slow to trust outsiders but protective to a fault over those he considers pack.

      

        

      
        Job: Founder & Executive Manager of The Steele Claw

      

        

      
        His Mate: Mazelina “Maze” Valen
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        * * *

      

      Jenson Steele

      
        
        Steele Clan Beta

        Wolf shifter

      

        

      
        Magical Gift:  Clairvoyance. He can see 3–5 seconds into the future, allowing him to predict enemy movements and protect his Alpha.

      

        

      
        Personality: Steady, pragmatic, and quietly sarcastic. He balances Talon’s intensity with measured calm and brutal efficiency.

      

        

      
        Backstory: Always the peacemaker between Talon and Larc, Jenson serves as the clan’s second-in-command and spiritual backbone. He hides a more artistic soul under his warrior’s shell, secretly carving magical totems that help the younger shifters train.

      

        

      
        Job: Co-owner and head of security at The Steele Claw
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        * * *

      

      Larc Steele

      
        
        The Steele Clan Protector

        Wolf Shifter

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Shadowmeld—Can blend into shadows and become undetectable, even from magical senses.

      

        

      
        Personality: Wry, dangerous, and emotionally unpredictable. Larc is the Steele brother most likely to kill for his clan—and the least likely to regret it.

      

        

      
        Job: Co-owner of The Steele Claw. He’s a silent owner because he can’t deal with large groups of people for too long. Larc also handles all the finances for the clan, including the investments in the stock market.
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        * * *

      

      Ace Wilde

      
        
        Tiger Shifter

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Psychic Echo—Can tap into the emotional residue of objects and places, reading past events like visions.

      

        

      
        Personality: Clever, cunning, and emotionally distant. Ace uses sarcasm to keep people from getting too close. He’s a natural strategist and scout, often sent ahead to gather intel.

      

        

      
        Job: Co-owner of Wilde Grizz Tattoos.
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        * * *

      

      Turk Grizz

      
        
        Bear Shifter

        Steele Clan Enforcer

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Warding Touch. Can create protective barriers with his hands, from invisible shields to magical force fields. Can also embed magic into physical items (like the ink for tattoos).

      

        

      
        Personality: Gruff but gentle. Turk is the clan’s unofficial blacksmith and cook, a protector who prefers peace but is a terror when provoked.

      

        

      
        Job: Co-owner and tattoo artist at Wilde Grizz Tattoos.
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        * * *

      

      Shaw Grizz

      
        
        Bear Shifter

        Steele Clan Sentry and Tracker

      

        

      
        Default Animal: Brown Bear

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Earthsense—Can feel seismic vibrations and magical anomalies through the ground. No one can sneak up on him.

      

        

      
        Personality: Blunt, loyal, and a little wild. He’s the youngest of the shifters and often acts first, thinks later—but his instincts are rarely wrong.

      

        

      
        Job: Works security at The Steele Claw
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        * * *

      

      Quil Leonard

      
        
        Leopard shifter

        Steele Clan Sentry and IT guy

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Phantom Step. Can move soundlessly and teleport short distances within his line of sight.

      

        

      
        Personality: Playful, flirtatious, and deadly. Quil is the clan’s scout and assassin, hiding his lethal skill behind a charming grin.

      

        

      
        Job: A bartender at The Steele Claw.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Valkyries

      

      

      Mazelina “Maze” Valen

      
        
        Valkyrie High Matron, CEO of Valen Protection Agency

         

        Magical Gift: Command of Will. Maze can project calming or authoritative energy that can force hostile beings to freeze or submit. She's immune to most forms of compulsion or psychic manipulation.

      

        

      
        Personality: Regal, calculating, and protective. Maze plays the long game. She carries the weight of leadership with pride but often isolates herself emotionally to maintain authority.

      

        

      
        Fated Mate: Talon Steele
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        * * *

      

      Candra Valen

      
        
        Flight Captain, Lead Detective

      

        

      
        Magical Gift: Truthsense—Candra can detect lies, emotional shifts, and hidden intentions in others with near-perfect accuracy.

      

        

      
        Personality: No-nonsense, efficient, and bold. She’s mission-focused, relentless in the field, and doesn't suffer fools. But she hides an aching desire for real connection beneath her guarded exterior.
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        * * *

      

       

      Nicole “Nicky” Valen

      
        
        Valkyrie General, Protective Detail Lead

         

        Magical Gift: Aura Shield—Can generate protective barriers around others that deflect both magical and physical attacks.

      

        

      
        Personality: Outspoken, fiercely loyal, and protective to the point of recklessness. She's the one who throws herself into danger without hesitation—and cracks jokes while doing it.
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        * * *

      

      Kyley Valen

      
        
        Shieldmaiden, Intelligence Agent

         

        Power: Mental Link—Can create temporary telepathic links between team members, even across great distances, and boost magical communication.

      

        

      
        Personality: Witty, adaptable, and highly analytical. Kyley can read a room—or a battlefield—faster than most can blink. She hides her empathy behind a fast mouth and sharp intellect.
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        * * *

      

      Sybil Valen

      
        
        Shieldmaiden, Intelligence Agent

      

        

      
        Power: Illusory Sight—Can create visual illusions and cloak people or places from perception. Often used in recon and escape missions.

      

        

      
        Personality: Quiet, watchful, and a little mischievous. Sybil prefers to observe before acting. She’s gentle with people but ruthless in battle, a living contradiction of mercy and might.
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        * * *

      

      Rina Valen

      
        
        Shieldmaiden, Tracker

         

        Power: Scent Weaver—Can follow magical trails across planes and dimensions, and even “smell” emotions like fear, truth, or guilt.

      

        

      
        Personality: Blunt, competitive, and stubborn. Rina is a huntress to the bone—she chases what she wants and doesn’t believe in letting go. She’s emotionally intense but deeply loyal.
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        * * *

      

      Winter Valen

      
        
        Seer, Tech and Logistics Lead

      

        

      
        Power: Foresight—Receives visions in fractured dreamlike glimpses and translates them into actionable timelines. She also enchants tech to run on magic.

      

        

      
        Personality: Eccentric, dreamy, and deeply intuitive. Winter lives in her head more than in reality. She’s gentle and often underestimated, but her insight is deadly sharp.
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        * * *

      

      Freya Watson

      
        
        Norse Goddess of love, beauty, magic, and war

      

        

      
        Personality:  Free spirit. Kinda of a party girl.

      

        

      
        She's not a Valkyrie, but she’s listed under them because she will get her own book, and she calls herself the Queen of the shifters and Valkyries.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MAZE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vanaheim, 200 years ago

      

      

      

      My skin prickled with corrupted magic as I walked down the hall leading to the Valkyrie Prime Marton’s chambers. The air was too still, too heavy, like the walls themselves held their breath. Dread festered in my gut, and it was spreading throughout my body the closer I got. I’d walked these halls since I was a child, yet tonight the magically charged air nipped at my flesh. A warning? Maybe.

      My boots struck the marble floor in even rhythm, though my pulse beat faster with each step. The Prime, who was also my mother, should have been awake, should have met me at her door before I crossed the threshold. She always knew when I was near. Always. Plus, she was expecting me. We were going to work on the final preparations for the soulbond ritual for Talon and me.

      A soulbond between the shifter Alpha and me, the Valkyrie High Marton and Prime Heir, would implement the fated bond between the Valkyries and the shifters. It would merge our clans together, helping the shifters balance their magic and fylgja—animal spirit guides—and create a new breed of warriors to guard the Prime and Freya, goddess of love, beauty, magic, and war.

      Yet tonight, my mother didn’t meet me at her door. In fact, there was no noise coming from inside her rooms.

      Why is it so quiet?

      I reached the hand carved, double doors and felt the weight of silence press harder. My hand hovered at my sword hilt, though my gut already knew steel would be useless against what waited inside.

      The door groaned as I pushed it open.

      And my world shattered.

      Mother lay slumped across her divan, her body twisted, her hair spilling like a river of silver light across the cushions. Her eyes stared upward, unfocused; her lips parted in a breath that would never come again.

      Pain and anger tightened in my heart, quickly spreading through my body. My lower lip trembled as I moved closer to her.

      No, this can’t be happening.

      My vision blurred with tears as I knelt beside her. My hands shook as I reached for hers. Cold. Too cold. My chest tightened even more until I thought it might split open.

      The chamber stank of blood and burned magic, acrid and sharp on my tongue. The wards that should have kept her safe were torn apart, shredded from within. Her grimoire was gone.

      So was her magic. Whoever killed her stole it. I couldn’t tell if the extraction of the magical essence killed her or something else. It really didn’t matter to me, because the murderer will meet his end.

      Grief threatened to take me to my knees, but grief would not bring her back. I forced it down, burying it beneath the only thing that could keep me upright. Rage.

      And there, beneath the stench of death, lingered another scent. Faint but unmistakable. Balder.

      Balder was my mother’s lover and had been for years. Mother had loved him, trusted him. And that love had betrayed her.

      I closed her eyes, swallowing the scream that clawed up my throat. He killed her. He stole from her. He thought he would walk away untouched.

      Not while I draw breath.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I stood in the great hall with the Valkyries and shifters, fury rolling off all of us in waves, making the air crackle with barely leashed magic.

      Freya stood at the front, her beauty sharp and terrifying in her rage. Her magic was a chaotic wave that crackled in the air around her. She didn’t need to name the one responsible. Every soul in that chamber knew Balder had done it.

      I turned to my sisters. Candra, Nicky, Kyley, Sybil, Rina, Jessica, Winter, and I were the Prime’s inner circle. Their eyes met mine, unflinching, their loyalty burning like fire. The weight of grief pressed on each of us, but they stepped forward without hesitation to join me in hunting down the traitor.

      I pushed my grief away and focused on my sisters. “We will search the Nine Worlds and everywhere in between until we find him.”

      They bowed their heads, binding themselves to me with unspoken oaths. My sisters in blood, in arms, and in vengeance.

      “The rest of you remain. Defend Vanaheim. Protect Freya.” I caught Talon’s fierce gaze, and my chest squeezed. The thought of leaving him was like slicing open my chest.

      Talon crossed the great hall to me. Taking my hands in his, he pressed a kiss to one of my palms, then locked gazes with me. “Make him suffer.”

      I stepped closer to him and kept my voice soft so the others wouldn’t hear. “They need you more than I do.”

      He cupped my cheek, tracing my bottom lip with his thumb. “And what do you need, Maze? Who protects you?”

      The words tore through me. My throat ached with the truth I couldn’t give voice to. You. Only you.

      I pressed my forehead to his, eyes squeezed shut against the burn of tears I could not allow to fall. “Find me in the end. However long it takes, whatever worlds I cross, find me.”

      His breath shuddered against my skin. “Always.”

      The air shifted, thickening around us. The invisible tether of our bond flared to life, wrapping tight, searing, undeniable. It wasn’t subtle. Not this time. Every Valkyrie and shifter in that hall felt it. Their breaths stilled, their gazes drawn by the surge of power that arced between us, golden and raw.

      Talon kissed me once, fiercely. It was grief and fury, a promise but not a goodbye, and when he let me go, I felt hollowed out.

      When I turned to my sisters, Winter created a portal. I looked back one last time. Talon’s gaze held mine; amber fire lit up the depths, anchoring me even as I stepped away.

      I walked into the light with my vow burning hotter than the stars.

      Balder, I will find you. And when I do, you will beg for mercy you will never receive.
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            MAZE

          

        

      

    

    
      When the Roanoke County Sheriff called me to consult on a murder, I didn’t expect the victim to be one of my top agents.

      Jessica Valen had gone radio silent over two weeks ago while working a few leads about a missing witch in upstate New York. She was working with the local coven to find the witch and who had taken her. My sisters and I searched for Jessica when she missed her check-in time, but whoever captured her was powerful enough not only to get the jump on a Valkyrie but to block her connection to me and the rest of our sisters.

      A tightness formed in my chest as I stared down at Jessica’s lifeless body. Flashes of the day I found our mother dead in her chambers appeared in my mind. The ache in my chest grew, and tears filled my eyes. I blinked a few times, then wiped the unwanted tears away. Tears didn’t bring her back or find her killer. Neither did emotions. They sure as fuck didn’t stop my mother, the Valkyrie Prime Matron, from losing her life to a man who had supposedly loved her.

      Taking a few deep breaths, I pushed the grief aside and slipped into my warrior mask, as my sisters called it.

      Jessica wasn’t murdered by a human. I didn’t need the stench of dark, ritual magic still clinging to her body to tell me that. The scent was faint, but my otherworldly senses picked it up. There was also a soft green glow just under her skin. The only clothing she wore was her black boy shorts underwear and a black tank top. There were ligature marks on her wrists and ankles.

      The Sheriff hadn’t been here when I arrived. He said on the phone he might be a little behind me since he was dealing with a crash in the two towns over. I didn’t have to worry about him sending a random officer to the scene. There were only a couple of deputies and one detective who knew about the witches and shifters who lived in their county.

      A local witch had called Sheriff Gardner directly because she felt heavy magic around the scene. The Sheriff and I have worked together on cases before. My Valkyrie sisters and I own and run a private security and intelligence company. It helped us fit into this world. The human world. Midgard, as my sisters and I called it.

      The scent of shifter magic hovered around the crime scene, which wasn’t unusual for this area. The Steele Clan shifters lived in the town bordering the forest I currently stood in, waiting for the Sheriff and Winter, my sister and the Valen Protection Agency’s tech and logistics lead.

      Winter made sure everything on the back end of the agency ran smoothly. She was also an IT genius and hadn’t found a cybersecurity system she couldn’t hack.

      I scanned the area, unsure of what to look for. Valkyries were hard to kill. Another reason I was certain Jess hadn’t been killed by a human.

      The Briarwood Forest borders several towns in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia. Glen River ran along the southeast side of those towns. It was a perfect place to settle and stay relatively hidden. Although my sisters and I had been hiding in plain sight for a couple of decades now. We learned how to blend in and survive since we left Vanaheim after the Prime was murdered.

      My sisters and I had searched the nine worlds for the traitor Balder Eldridge. He seemed to be ten steps ahead of us, using the magic he’d stolen from the Prime when he killed her to hide his whereabouts. We’d saved Midguard for last, because it was where the shifters and the rest of our Valkyrie clan lived. Once we arrived in this world, I felt my mother’s magic. It was slight, but it was out there, which meant Balder was there too.

      No matter how much we tried, we couldn’t track the magic. He was doing something to keep us from finding him.

      The one thing I hadn’t done yet was face Talon, the Alpha of the Steele Clan. It’d been just shy of two centuries since I last saw him. That was a long time for a shifter to be without his mate. Although we never started the soulbond ritual.

      Turning at the sound of footsteps on the hiking trail a few feet behind me, I met Winter’s grief-filled gaze. She wore a pair of black designer jeans, paired with a lavender button-down and a pair of chunky heeled boots that were fashionable and comfortable enough to hike in the woods. Her dark blonde hair was twisted in a neat bun at the base of her neck.

      I wasn’t the best at offering comfort, but when she reached me, I opened my arms. Winter instantly stepped into my embrace. We stood there for several seconds, hugging, while the sounds of the forest enveloped us.

      Winter was close to all our agents, but she and Jess shared a special bond since they were the youngest of all of us.

      After another moment, Winter stepped back and wiped the tears from her cheeks as she pushed her emotions to the far corners of her mind. Conjuring her tablet, she scanned the area and got to work accessing the scene. “Where’s the Sheriff?”

      “He was working a car crash when he got the call and said he’d meet me here.” I came earlier than planned because I wanted to get a sense of the area before Mitch, the Sheriff, arrived.

      Winter typed on her tablet and walked around the body. There were signs that more than one person was in the area. Whether that was before or after Jess’s murder, I wasn’t sure. It might have been the witch who found Jess.

      “Who found her?” Winter asked.

      “Local witch called Mitch directly.”

      When Mitch called me, I was in my office at the Valen Protection Agency HQ in Pepper Glen, which is the twin town of Briar Glen right beside it, so it didn’t take me long to get here.

      “There’s ritual magic all over her.”

      The fury I’d had a tight lid on since arriving on the scene flared. “I know. I also scented a shifter.”
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