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      Hey there! I just wanted to chat real quick about what you can expect in this book. This is a fantasy novel that contains adult content and situations. If it was a movie, it would probably be rated “R” for violence, language, and sexual content. If you want to go into this book completely blind and prefer not to read content warnings, you can skip on ahead, my friend.

      If there are certain topics that you need to avoid for the sake of your own mental health, or that you simply don’t like, please visit the FAQ’s on my website - https://greymalkinpress.com/pages/maddoxgrey-faq

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.
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      “I’m going to enjoy the taste of your blood, valkyrie.”

      I sneered, “At least you’ll get to enjoy something before you die.”

      My golden wings beat strongly as I hovered in the sky a short distance from the seraph whose brilliant white wings were moving slightly faster than mine because of their smaller size.

      He was more agile than me and could maneuver faster in short distances. I could fly longer and in a straight shot would be faster. Thanks to the bloody history between our kinds, we were both well-versed in each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

      Unfortunately for the seraph, my weaknesses were few, and he was just a scout which meant he wasn’t particularly skilled in battle.

      And unfortunately for me, there was a battalion of very skilled seraphs camped a short distance away, and if I engaged with the scout here, I risked being spotted by them. Great.

      “Whenever possible, choose the location of your battle.” That was one of the many lessons I’d been working to instill in Bryn, my apprentice, and the young valkyrie had been eager to soak up my words. I’d do well to listen to my own advice now.

      Trickery and underhandedness weren’t exactly tactics valued amongst the valkyrie. But thanks to being an exile and keeping rather nefarious company these days, my methods had expanded beyond my original training. It had bothered me at first, but I found myself caring less and less about using strategies that many would find unbecoming for a valkyrie.

      I let my features shift into a mask of haughty arrogance with the same taunting smile I’d seen on Nemain’s face so many times before. “Let’s see how fast you can fly on those pitiful wings, vermin.”

      The seraph’s face twisted in rage as he dove for me. But even in this foreign realm, the skies were mine.

      My wings beat, fast and true, as I sped away from the scout. I peered over my shoulder to make sure he was following me, instead of doing the smart thing and returning to his unit to report what he had found.

      Luckily for me, bloodlust was a common weakness among the seraphim, and this one was no exception. He didn’t hesitate as he raced after me. As if one seraph would ever be a match for a valkyrie.

      Further and further we flew. Sometimes I’d slow just enough to give him the false impression that he was actually catching up to me before darting away again. Unfettered joy filled me as I sped past, spinning and diving through the air, wind pulling at my hair.

      The sun was almost completely down now, and the forests stretching beneath us were already dark and treacherous.

      Sigrun, Viggo whined. I’m bored and hungry. We’re far enough away. Quit toying with him.

      Fine, I said reluctantly.

      Gunnar enjoyed flying as much as I did, but Viggo found it to be more of a chore. Which to be fair, it was for him. He didn’t have wings like us and relied solely on his magic to fly which required a lot of concentration on his part. He also had to maintain a constant state of motion.

      Of course, he always had the option to ride on Gunnar’s back but he was too stubborn most of the time to take that route.

      I added, Pick a spot to make camp for the night, and I’ll catch up to you.

      Alright. Try not to coat yourself in blood this time. There aren’t any rivers nearby to wash up in.

      I whirled around and hovered in place, waiting for the seraph to catch up. My fingers itched to pull the hammer from my back, but I withdrew the dagger from the sheath on my thigh instead.

      “Got tired of running?” the seraph taunted when he finally drew near. “Didn’t know the valkyries were such cowards.”

      I eyed him where his wings kept him suspended in the air, just out of striking range. It was odd to think that the humans had once worshipped such creatures, thinking them to be messengers of some non-existent god. There were plenty of gods that did exist, sure, but none of them associated with the seraphim. But for some reason, the humans thought the seraphim were divine. Angelic.

      The one in front of me had golden-blond hair and bronze skin. His features were strong and masculine, not handsome, but powerful in a way that pulled you in.

      Maybe if he was lounging around playing a harp, I could see why the humans had deemed them beautiful. But the twin fangs that jutted out from a mouth that seemed to be fixed in a permanent sneer made him look more monstrous than anything else. The sharp talons at the end of his fingers were still stained in blood.

      The seraphim had delighted in hunting humans before they’d been banished from that realm. And instead of celebrating, the humans had mourned the loss like the foolish species they were.

      “Actually,” I drawled. “I just wanted to make sure we were far enough away from your friends that they wouldn’t be able to rescue you.”

      “I will tear you to shreds and feast on your flesh,” he hissed before his wings snapped, propelling him forward.

      I twisted in the air, letting his talons breeze by me while I jammed my dagger into his back, right at the base of his left wing. A pained snarl ripped out of him as he spun, attempting to tear out my throat with his claws. But his wing faltered, making his movement clumsy, and I easily dodged his attack.

      “I saw you the other day,” I said lightly, eyes narrowing.

      He struck at me again, still fixated on my throat, but I ducked my head so that his hit went high and wide over my shoulder.

      My dagger struck again, this time opening a jagged gash down his chest. “You grabbed one of the human slaves and pulled them into the sky.”

      “So what?” He laughed. “Does the valkyrie feel bad for the humans?”

      “I don’t really give a shit about humans.”

      Not entirely true. I bore them no ill will and just kind of accepted that they were there. And did idiotic things like worship the monsters that hunted them down.

      But not the ones in this realm. They held no false beliefs around the seraphim. I’d been too far away to save the one yesterday, but I could avenge him today.

      “But that doesn’t mean they deserve to die cruelly.”

      “They are beneath us,” he spat, baring his fangs. “They exist only to serve. Or be a meal.”

      A flicker of rage broke through my calm battle state, and the hammer on my back instantly seized on it. My grip tightened around my dagger as I drew in a breath to settle the anger.

      “Never allow strong emotions to dictate your actions. You cannot deny what you feel, but acknowledge the feelings and then put them aside.”

      That was a lesson that Bryn handled quite well. Despite her young age, Bryn was always the calm in the storm.

      We continued dancing around in the air, the seraph growing sloppier with each attack. He had to be leaking blood from at least a dozen deep cuts, and his wing was close to failing completely.

      My playtime was coming to an end. Pity.

      This time when the seraph tried to strike at my side, below the ribs, I grabbed his arm and twisted. Hard. He screamed as tendons ripped and bones snapped.

      Before he could recover, I struck at his back, severing the tendons completely to one of his wings and wrapping my arms around him like a lover, his back to my chest. His one good arm clung to mine, his talons sinking into my flesh as I kept us both in the air.

      “What do you think that human thought when you flew them far above the earth and let them fall?” I whispered into his ear. “Do you think you’ll have similar thoughts?”

      I shoved him away from me and watched as he futilely tried to beat his wings.

      With one so badly damaged, he quickly lost altitude and went into a fast spin. The other wing snapped from the pressure of trying to stop his fall and a howl of agony filled the sky.

      Good thing I had led us so far from the seraphim camp, I thought with a smirk.

      I dove towards the falling angel, lazily circling around him as his descent continued, only pulling up when he was close to hitting the ground.

      Viggo was right. We weren’t near any rivers or lakes, and I didn’t want to get caught in the splatter of blood and gore from him hitting the ground.

      His scream was cut off with a loud thud, punctuated by multiples bones snapping.

      “I hope you find more peace than you ever found in life, human,” I offered up the prayer. “And I hope the souls of Hel torment you a little longer, seraph.”

      It would be days before the scout was missed, and even then, I doubted they would send anyone out to look for him. The seraphim regularly fought with each other. A scout was a low rank. His superior would just assume he’d pissed off the wrong seraph and move on.

      I glanced at my arm, seeing the gouges left behind from his talons had already stopped bleeding. Another hour and they’d be gone completely.

      I twisted my head around, cracking the joints and releasing a little tension. This side endeavor with the scout wasn’t entirely responsible of me since I needed to remain unseen to finish my mission. But when I’d seen him fly off from the campsite, I couldn’t resist seizing the opportunity.

      A valkyrie could only go so long without a good fight.

      And if that fight ended in the death of a mortal enemy? Even better.
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        * * *

      

      The smokeless fire crackled and flickered in the night. Not for the first time, I wished Bryn was here. This would have been an excellent training opportunity for her and… I missed the young valkyrie.

      It had been a long time since I’d enjoyed the company of another valkyrie and felt that type of kinship. Even though Bryn hadn’t been raised among her own kind and hadn’t even known she was a valkyrie until recently, her presence was familiar and soothed an old ache in my soul.

      But her coming on this mission hadn’t been an option. Bryn’s grasp on the invisibility spell that we used to hide our wings or our entire bodies was still tenuous, often flickering out in times when she was stressed or distracted. Allowing a small trickle of magic to continually feed the spell would eventually become second nature to her. But she needed more time and a place to practice where the stakes weren’t so high.

      Plus, with Nemain and so many of the others gone in the dragon realm, Bryn wouldn’t have wanted to leave Finn alone no matter how well protected he was in Nemain’s apartment.

      I stretched my hands towards the flames to warm them up a bit, grimacing at the chill biting at my face from the wind.

      The temperature shifts in this realm were rather extreme. The days were blazingly hot, but as soon as the sun set, the nighttime air turned cold and crisp.

      The seraphim had fire magic coursing through their veins. Not all of them could wield it, but even then, they tended to burn hot. They probably enjoyed the cooler night temps whereas I only tolerated cold temperatures if there was snow involved, and there wasn’t a hint of snow around here.

      My eyes flicked into the dark woods surrounding the small clearing, but I still saw no signs of Gunnar or Viggo.

      Rationally I knew they’d be fine, but I still worried. If it’d been an option, I would have preferred they stay behind with Bryn and help watch over Finn. But Gunnar would have refused to leave my side, and Viggo would have thrown a fit if I’d taken Gunnar and not him.

      So I hadn’t even brought it up and just accepted they’d be coming along. It helped having others to take watch anyways so that I could rest.

      I reached back and loosened the band holding my braids in a tightly coiled bun and rubbed at my scalp. The golden beads looped around the braids clacked against each other. They weren’t entirely practical because of the noise they made, but as long as my hair was tied up, it was fine.

      Isabeau and Finn had offered them to me the last time Magos had braided my hair, and I found myself unable to deny them.

      When Magos had offered to re-braid my hair months ago, I’d been surprised but grateful because it was in desperate need of attention. While I was aware that many people found my body to be attractive, I wasn’t a vain person. My body was merely strong and served me well in battle.

      But I had always loved my hair. The black strands were thick and curly, and the feeling of the weight of the braids against my back had always been a source of comfort for me despite how often my mother had complained about them being impractical.

      When I’d first been exiled, I’d debated cutting off my hair. I no longer had anyone to help me maintain the braids. But I didn’t like being touched by others in general and the mere thought of a stranger touching my hair left me unsettled.

      In a rare bout of sheer stubbornness, I’d refused to do so and had just handled braiding my hair on my own. The result wasn’t particularly pretty, but it wasn’t like I was trying to impress anyone.

      Then I’d met Nemain.

      The shifter had taken one look at my hair, laughed for a solid ten minutes, and then retrieved Kaysea and Pele to help.

      I gazed into the fire, not even really seeing the flames anymore. I was currently coated in dirt and grime after a grueling few days, and I needed to think of something else besides this godsforsaken realm, so I let myself sink into a recent memory.

      “You should have come sooner,” Magos tutted as my braids slipped through his fingers.

      “It’s been a busy month.” I shrugged even as I enjoyed the feeling of Magos’s attention. Our friendship was completely platonic. While I found him very attractive—and it was hard not to considering he was built like a mountain and was a brilliant fighter—it was very clear he was still pining for a lost love.

      He wasn’t ready for anything else, and I respected that.

      “Taking breaks and allowing yourself some reprieve is just as important as physical training,” he lectured as he sectioned off my braids and set to the work of unraveling and re-braiding them. Occasionally, he would dip his fingers into a shallow bowl containing a shimmery silver liquid. A gift from Pele.

      When I was home, I wrapped my braids up before I slept or sometimes when doing chores. That wasn’t always feasible when I was away from home and traveling through some of the more remote realms. One day, when Magos had been fixing my braids, Pele had dropped by claiming she was looking for Nemain. But she’d set a jar full of glimmering oil next to us and said it would help my braids last longer.

      It was kind of her. And completely unexpected. I was friends with Nemain, and the shifter was friends with Pele. I rarely interacted with the daemon myself. Our only connection to each other was through Nemain. The luminous substance that smelled slightly of vanilla did exactly as she said. It kept the top of my braids neat for far longer than normal with minimum effort and even if I kept them in longer than I should, my hair never tangled.

      I wasn’t used to people giving me gifts, and it made me uncomfortable because I didn’t know how to repay Pele. When I asked Magos about it, he’d just laughed and said not to question the fact that Pele had accepted me so easily. Apparently, she’d only recently stopped threatening to set him and Mikhail on fire.

      “It’s strange to be on the other side of a lecture.” I smiled.

      Magos wasn’t nearly as old as me, but he was probably wiser, as I learned a month ago when he was helping me train Bryn. I’d rolled my eyes at him saying he’d picked up some fighting styles in the human realm and he’d promptly put me on my ass with a move he’d learned from a Taekwondo dojo.

      He continued working on my hair, shrugging as he said, “One is never too old to learn.”

      “I’m guessing you repeat that a lot around Nemain?”

      He sighed. “At least twice a day.”

      I chuckled. Despite the sigh, I knew Magos loved being able to teach anyone who would listen.

      And Nemain, despite all her complaining, absolutely loved picking up new fighting styles.

      When I’d expressed interest in simply entertaining the idea of visiting some martial arts dojos, Nemain had dragged me through a gateway and we’d ended up halfway around the world in a Thailand dojo.

      The dojo had been run by the same family for centuries, and they had some sort of history with Magos. It’d been an eye-opening experience, and I had begrudgingly admitted to Magos later that perhaps he was right and the humans did have something to offer.

      Although to be fair, not everyone at that dojo was entirely human. Definitely not the family that ran it.

      “You should come with us next time we visit,” I said. “They say you’re long overdue to stop by.”

      “I would enjoy that.” I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear the smile in his voice.

      A few minutes later, the door burst open and Isabeau raced in. Finn followed in her wake, closing the door behind them and picking up the cloaks she’d knocked off the wall in her haste.

      Not for the first time, I thought about how odd it was that Finn was the one prophesied to bring about the end of the realms when Isabeau seemed to fit that role so much better. He was so quiet and thoughtful. And she was an outright terror.

      “We brought something for you!” Isabeau announced in a loud voice that was one decimal away from bursting ear drums.

      “Inside voice,” Magos reminded her.

      The young vampire girl rolled her eyes. She was definitely hanging out with Nemain too much. Isabeau gestured towards Finn, but he carefully hung the cloaks back on their hooks before walking over to us; he was never one to be hurried.

      “These match your wings,” he said, a hint of uncertainty in his voice.

      Whereas Isabeau possessed nothing but confidence, Finn was still reserved and unsure about his place with us.

      His father was the exiled fae king and very possibly the most powerful fae in existence, but that wouldn’t stop me, Nemain, or anyone else in our little group from beating the fuck out of him for how he treated his own godsdamn child.

      I peered into the box that Finn held out and saw beads of sparkling gold.

      “They’re perfect,” I said honestly. They’d managed to find the exact same deep gold as my wings. “Thank you both.”

      Finn placed the box on the table next to Magos, and both the kids watched in delight as he plucked one of the beads out and slid it onto the end of a braid. The rich and vibrant yellow color really did look nice against my black hair.

      “You both chose very well,” Magos complimented, sliding another bead on.

      “Yes, you did,” I agreed.

      Isabeau beamed, and even Finn’s eyes lit up in delight. They watched Magos work for a few more minutes before Isabeau snatched Finn’s hand and pulled him towards the door.

      “Damon is sleeping, and there is some pineapple pizza in the fridge. I have an idea,” she whispered, her voice holding a conspirative edge. But given that Isabeau’s idea of whispering was basically speaking at full volume, it wasn’t really much of a secret.

      “If you make a mess, you clean it up,” Magos said calmly.

      Isabeau just looked at him with innocent wide eyes before turning back to Finn. They stood there for a few minutes merely staring at each other before Isabeau continued tugging him out of the apartment.

      “So, they still talk to each other telepathically then?” A worried frown pulled at the corners of my mouth.

      “Yes.” Magos reached over and snagged a bead out of the box. “Neither Jinx nor Eddie can overhear them unless Isabeau allows it, and she’s still able to walk into all of our minds without us having the faintest idea she’s in there.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      “Pretty much,” Magos agreed.

      None of us had the faintest clue how or why Isabeau held this ability, but she was still years away from puberty. If she was already this powerful, what the hell would she be capable of when she fully came into her power?

      The conversation had turned to lighter topics when Mikhail walked in and froze at the sight of Magos re-braiding my hair.

      Mikhail was the opposite of Magos in many ways. Most days, arrogance practically dripped off him and like Nemain, he had a sharp tongue and was quick to violence. I still wasn’t entirely sure whether him and Nemain were going to kill each other or fuck each other. Both seemed likely.

      But that day, there wasn’t a trace of arrogance on Mikhail’s beautiful face. Instead, he looked mournful, as if he glimpsed the ghost of a loved one. Without a word, he spun on his heel and walked out.

      Magos paused, and I twisted around to look up at him, a question in my eyes.

      “Mikhail doesn’t like to think about our home realm, Cerulle, and what life was like there.” Magos gave me a sad smile. “He’s buried almost every aspect of our culture. Even changed his name.” He shrugged.

      I knew that Mikhail used to be able to summon a sword the way Magos could, but he no longer had the ability. When I’d asked Nemain about it, she’d gotten an odd, pained look on her face and had refused to talk further about it.

      “Braiding hair was an important part of our culture,” Magos explained as he continued to braid the section he held in his hands. “Mikhail likely remembers watching his parents braid each other’s hair while he was growing up. He’s been very careful not to comment on the fact that I’m growing my hair out again, after keeping it shorn for centuries.”

      “We can do this at my place,” I offered, frowning in thought at his words. At the pain behind them.

      Mikhail wasn’t the only one who had a complicated history with his past and culture. I didn’t want to make things harder for him even if I did find him to be an arrogant ass most of the time.

      “Thank you.” Magos paused for a moment before resuming his work. “But it’s time my nephew stopped avoiding our history. However agonizing it may be.”

      Abruptly, I stopped reminiscing as the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I was no longer alone.

      With a casual ease, I leaned back, forcing my body to remain relaxed while my eyes scoured the forest. A branch creaked from somewhere above me, and my gaze shot upward just in time to see a dark shape take to the sky.

      I launched myself through the tight space between the trees until I was hovering above them, spinning in a slow circle with a dagger in hand.

      Nothing.

      But there had been something. Something with wings.

      But the seraphim had white wings that were easy to spot, day or night.

      This definitely hadn’t been a seraph.

      I continued to scour the night skies, but there was nothing out of place. I wasn’t that familiar with all the wildlife in this realm; maybe it was nothing.

      Sigrun? Viggo called from below. We brought food.

      After one final look around, I flew back down to our camp to have some dinner. It’d been a long day, after several long weeks. I told myself I was getting tired and a little paranoid.

      But no matter how much I repeated that to myself, I still couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.
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      I’m bored and sick of looking at these winged assholes.

      Gunnar’s piercing blue eyes glared at the much smaller cat who’d been complaining nonstop for the past hour.

      The skogkatt was crouched next to him so when the wolf snapped open his solid white wings, he sent Viggo flying. Viggo snarled from where he landed unharmed on the forest floor and he crouched down, muscles tensing as he readied himself to leap onto the white wolf.

      Knock it off, I ordered. Even telepathically, there was a bite to my tone.

      Gunnar tucked his wings in close and pointedly ignored the skogkatt, who was still staring daggers at him. They’d been like this all day, and it was wearing on my last nerve.

      My eyes quickly scanned the hundreds of seraphim camped in the valley beneath us, making sure none of them had heard the commotion. The tension eased from my muscles as they continued to settle into their temporary camp, tearing chunks of meat off the carcasses that hung draped over the fire pits scattered around the campsite.

      We’d been in the seraphim realm for over a week now, scouting various cities and collecting information while staying out of sight. Aside from taking out that seraph scout a couple days ago, we’d been in pure reconnaissance mode, and the lack of action was wearing on all of us.

      I was a valkyrie. Not a godsdamned spy.

      But Viggo and I both had the ability to turn ourselves invisible, and I could extend my spell to hide Gunnar from sight as well, which made us uniquely suited for this mission.

      At least, that had been Pele’s opening argument for why she wanted us to stay behind after we helped Nemain steal some dragon fangs from a seraph general. I’d looked at her like she was crazy and refused to entertain the idea of remaining in the seraphim realm while my friends went off to consort with dragons.

      Given that I could fly, it’d made far more sense for me to be part of that crew instead of skulking about on an information-gathering mission.

      But while Pele was many things, crazy wasn’t one of them. Ever since the dark seidr practitioner Gullveig had laid a rather elaborate trap near my home that had put Bryn in her crosshairs, I had been determined to track down the bitch and end her once and for all.

      Unfortunately, locating an evil sorceress who had convinced the world she was dead and been hiding for centuries wasn’t exactly easy.

      I’d made little progress, and while Nemain had offered to help, she had more than enough on her plate between dealing with fae bullshit, helping Eddie, and trying to stay one step ahead of the warlocks and vampires. I refused to add yet another problem to her long list of problems.

      And that’s where Pele stepped in, smooth as the fucking devil.

      Daemons are ruthless when it comes to collecting information, none more so than Pele. She could be arrogant and a little too brazen for my taste, but when she promised to track down Gullveig for me, I believed her.

      Truth be told, I hadn’t been expecting to find much here. But I was glad I’d accepted Pele’s offer. Not only because it would hopefully lead me to Gullveig, but because Pele was right. There really was something going on here.

      My wings shifted, causing the leather satchel on my back to rub against them. I was running out of paper, but Pele would be happy with the maps and population information I’d gathered so far.

      The seraphim were clearly preparing for battle. All of their cities had been reinforced to withstand sieges, and they were conducting regular training exercises.

      That hadn’t been all that surprising. We suspected that they were working with the exiled fae king, and nobody would use the seraphim for anything other than soldiers. Just point them in a direction and they would be happy to slaughter everything in their path.

      What I had not been expecting was the presence of humans.

      It had been the same in every city we’d been to thus far. Each one had a small area where humans were kept. In pens. Like cattle.

      Given the discarded human bones we’d found, it was clear the seraphim hadn’t lost their taste for mortal flesh.

      But we’d been through well over a dozen cities at this point, and there were hundreds more. Assuming they all had humans in them, there had to be well over a hundred thousand humans in this realm. I didn’t know much about the human realm, but I doubted the seraphim had snatched them from there.

      Aside from the fact that someone would have noticed if a hundred thousand mortals vanished without a trace, the seraphim were forbidden from entering that realm. They physically couldn’t enter thanks to the protective spell cast by the fae and daemons.

      So where the hell did they get these humans from?

      I’d tried speaking to a few of them, but my translation mark failed to understand their language.

      Based on the confused and fearful expressions on their faces when I’d tried to reassure them I meant no harm, they didn’t understand me either. They merely stared at my wings in horror as they crowded protectively around each other. Not that I took offense; I could be quite terrifying.

      My wings were gold, not white like the seraphim, but that didn’t matter to them. To mortals, anything with wings represented death. I’d stopped approaching them in cities because my presence only served to frighten them, and they couldn’t communicate with me anyway.

      But the way these humans looked at me struck a chord deep within my soul. They didn’t know what I was and just assumed I was some type of seraphim, but the mistrust and terror I glimpsed in their eyes was the same I saw in the eyes of other valkyries. Once upon a time, I had been one of the most respected and revered amongst my kind. I had been one of the strongest valkyries in existence even before I had bonded with him.

      Now there was no question I was the most powerful valkyrie. But the price I paid for my gifts left me an exile. The power itself was never something I desired.

      I’d only wanted to save my friend from himself, and I had assumed my death would be the price. It hadn’t worked out that way.

      I didn’t regret the choices I made. But the toll of carrying them grew a little heavier every time a valkyrie looked at me with fear and revulsion.

      Are we going to follow this group or continue on to the next city? Viggo asked as he moved to settle down in front of me, cocking his head.

      I thought about it as I absently stroked his fluffy coat. We’d seen several large battalions like this over the past few days, all heading south.

      Let’s follow them, I decided. We haven’t learned anything new in the last few cities; they all have the same basic layout. Maybe we’ll learn something new if we follow this group to their destination.

      And then we can go home? Viggo said hopefully.

      My lips pressed together in a flat line. You know we can’t. Not yet.

      He rolled onto his back, stretching out his legs while offering me his belly. I dutifully gave him pets. Where will be go then? he inquired as a deep purr rumbled out of him.

      Emerald Bay. We need backup, I admitted, albeit with a smidge of reluctance. Pele might not have returned yet from the dragon realm, but Asmodeus could have information for us. The wards around Nemain’s place are strong enough to give even Gullveig pause, so we can rest there while we figure out our next move.

      The purring stopped as Viggo glared at me. You can’t expect me to stay there. With that fae asshole.

      I’m pretty sure you’re the one who started shit with Jinx, I pointed out with a snort.

      Viggo twisted and sprang to his feet. I’m getting something to eat. He stalked off towards the sparse forest behind us.

      I glanced at Gunnar, and he let out a long-suffering sigh before trailing after the sulky feline. The Niflheim wolf couldn’t speak like Viggo, but after five centuries of companionship, we understood each other just fine.

      Despite their constant bickering, Gunnar felt very protective of Viggo. He was the one who’d found the skogkatt cub alone in the woods, wounded and alone. Much the same way I’d come across Gunnar centuries before.

      A small smile played across my lips as I watched them head deeper into the woods before I turned my attention back to the seraphim camp.

      Prickles ran up the back of my neck, and I shifted my gaze towards the woods behind me.

      Ever since that night I’d seen something in the trees, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that we were being followed. I was reasonably confident that it wasn’t a seraph, as they had little patience and would have attacked me by now. But I had no doubt that Gullveig would be interested in having me followed, and she was definitely capable of finding someone who was good at remaining unseen and patient.

      I exhaled a frustrated breath and focused on the seraphim again as I pondered what to do about our stalker. Maybe once the seraphim settled down for the night, I could go on a little hunt of my own.
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        * * *

      

      After locating a small clearing a safe distance away from the camp, I gathered up some firewood and set about stacking it into a neat pile. With one whispered word, flames burst to life and danced across the branches. Not a hint of smoke to be seen.

      The fire also gave off no scent, which made me a little sad because I loved the smell of a campfire. But my practical side almost always won out over my whimsical one.

      Okay, I didn’t really have a whimsical side. I had practical and slightly less practical.

      Viggo and Gunnar should be back soon. Once we finished eating, I’d telepathically tell Viggo to do a sweep and see if he could track down our mysterious friend while Gunnar and I played bait.

      It hadn’t worked the past few nights, but there was always the chance that whoever was watching us would slip up and Viggo would find them. If that didn’t work, then I’d go for a walk through the woods and see if that would tempt them out. Neither Viggo nor Gunnar would like that plan, but I’d deal with that argument later.

      Reaching into my bag, I pulled out a piece of charcoal and the map I’d been working on.

      I sketched in the river that we crossed earlier this morning, along with extending the forest I’d started to draw yesterday and the mountain range ahead of us.

      An awareness prickled at the back of my mind even as my fingers continued their work.

      Hello, stalker.

      Twisting to the side, I pretended to be looking for something in the leather bag while I set the map down out of harm’s way. It would be really annoying to get blood on it after spending so much time plotting everything out.

      I rose to my feet and took a few steps away from the tree I’d been resting under. Flexing my fingers at my sides, I refrained from instinctively pulling out a dagger or calling my hammer. I wanted to have a chat with whoever was following me before I tore them apart.

      “I know you’re there.” My eyes rose to the thick branches of the tree where my instincts told me something was wrong.

      There was nothing about the feeling I could articulate or explain, but I knew with one hundred percent certainty that someone lurked in the shadows.

      After a few seconds, some leaves shook from a branch midway up the tree, and a hooded figure dropped to the ground. Their landing was smooth but still jarring enough to cause their hood to slip back.

      Huh. Not exactly what I was expecting. My stalker didn’t look like any species I knew of from the Yggdrasil realms…

      In fact, he almost looked fae.

      The dark-haired stranger rose to his full height. At just over six feet, I was hardly short, but he had at least a couple inches on me.

      In less than a second, I took in and catalogued every detail relevant to a fight. Broad shoulders and a strong, lean build. Just enough bulk that a punch from him would hurt, but not too bulky that he’d be slow. He held a sword in one hand and a short, curvy dagger in the other.

      Fuck. I hated sword fighters. My fighting style relied on strength and overpowering my opponents. Which usually wasn’t hard because few fighters could match my skills. I sparred with Nemain and her vampire groupies every chance I had because it was hard to find better sword fighters than those three. I could hold my own against them, but not without ending up cut to shit.

      If he was any good, and I very much suspected he was, then I was going to bleed a lot in this fight. Annoying. But I’d heal as soon as I put him down.

      Surprise flickered through me when I took in the stranger’s face. Something about his features screamed fae to me… but not sidhe. His features were too rough and masculine for the sidhe, who leaned towards androgyny.

      Who the fuck was this guy, and why was he following me?

      “Fancy wings.” Blue eyes the color of a sunny, cloudless day flicked curiously over my golden feathers. “What are you?” He tilted his head.

      “Pretty sure my gold wings are a big fucking clue,” I replied smoothly even though I was a little thrown off by his question.

      He had to know what I was if he’d been sent by Gullveig, and I wasn’t kidding about the wings being a clue. Valkyries were the only species to have golden feathers, and we were well-known across all the realms. Unless…

      I scrutinized him further and took a shot in the dark.

      “If you don’t know what a valkyrie is, then I’m guessing you’ve been hiding away in some godsforsaken realm. You’re one of those devourer fae freaks, aren’t you?” I couldn’t see magic, not without casting a spell, but I could feel it. And his magic felt wrong.

      It was the same wrongness that I felt off Finn and Nemain when they used their magic. I’d mostly gotten used to it from them, but coming from a stranger it made me wary.

      “Valkyrie,” he said slowly, as if tasting the word on his tongue. His eyes narrowed as he processed the rest of what I’d said. “Freak seems a bit rude. Especially since I come bearing gifts.”

      I made a show of giving him a thorough once-over. “Funny. I don’t see any gifts.”

      “Again with the rudeness,” he muttered even as a grin twitched across his lips. “I’ve been in this realm for a few weeks, and I overheard these winged pricks talking about a group of misfits who showed up here recently, practically decimated a city, and then left through a gateway.”

      The alarm bells that had started going off when I suspected he was one of the devourer fae hybrids began blaring even louder. Gullveig sending someone to spy on me here would have been annoying but expected. Pele had suspected the seraphim were working with Balor, most likely through Lir, but I’d yet to see any of his warriors in this realm.

      But one of them had clearly found me and knew that Nemain had been up to something here. I wasn’t sure why he was following me or why he had come alone, but once I figured that out, I’d take care of him and get the hell out of this realm.

      “Nothing to add?” he asked when I remained silent. He shrugged. “It’s fine. You don’t have to say anything. It was a feline shifter who opened the gateway. I only know of two feline shifters with that type of magic, and from my brief interaction with them, I’m confident that they’re both insane and brazen enough to antagonize an entire city of psychopathic warriors who can rain down fire.”

      “Watch how you speak about my friends,” I warned. Not that I really considered Badb a friend; I barely knew her, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Are you really going to stand there and tell me neither Nemain nor her mother are at least a little psychotic?” He raised a dark eyebrow with a scoff.

      Nemain absolutely was a little insane. She was also short-tempered and had questionable morals. Based on my brief interactions with Badb, I was pretty confident this was a case of the apple not falling far from the tree. But despite her questionable sanity, when Nemain gave someone her loyalty, she would go through hell for them.

      And I was one of the few people who could claim that type of loyalty from her. In many ways, I thought of Nemain as a younger sister.

      Which meant I could talk shit about her, but nobody else could.

      “The only thing that matters is that I claim her as a friend.” I took a step forward, and he eyed me warily but held his ground. “I don’t know you. Which makes you an enemy until you prove otherwise.”

      The fae warrior continued to point his sword in my direction, the blade shining beneath the moonlight. His arm never faltered as he held the blade perfectly perpendicular to the ground.

      Curiosity piqued inside me. The fae mostly relied on their magic, and some also trained as warriors, but I’d never encountered any that were all that good. Whoever my stalker was, he had training and experience. Nemain had told me about Balor and his army, but I hadn’t encountered any of them yet.

      Nemain said they not only possessed strong magic abilities but were also skilled fighters. I wanted to know just how skilled they really were.

      “Something tells me you don’t have many friends, which means you move through life thinking everyone is a potential enemy.” His voice was smooth and deep with a lilting accent that I sometimes heard from the older fae, although his was much more pronounced. It was pretty, but that didn’t detract from the truth of his words.

      “Your point?” I retorted, schooling my features into nothing but disinterest, even as I inwardly flinched. I could count the number of friends I had on both hands, which considering my age was more than a little pathetic.

      His expression turned thoughtful. “Just seems exhausting is all.”

      “And what? You go through life assuming everyone is your friend?” I scoffed. “Seems foolish.”

      And why the hell was I having this conversation with him? I should be grabbing my hammer and smashing his head in. It was that damn accent that was more than a little soothing.

      He gave me a placating smile like I was a child who had said something amusing. “I’ve lived a long time. Maybe you’ll change your outlook as you get older.”

      The curiosity I’d been feeling about his fighting abilities and accent snapped into white hot anger at the patronizing words. The fae and their godsdamn arrogance.

      Magic sparked from the hammer, and it shot into my outstretched hand from where it had been resting beside the tree. For the first time since our interaction started, uncertainty flashed in his eyes as his stare lingered on the weapon.

      “When you’ve lived as long as I have,” I said, raising the hammer slightly, “you learn to expect the worst from people. They rarely disappoint.”

      He started to lower his sword. “Wait⁠—”

      I didn’t.

      I lunged forward and swung at his head. He ducked beneath my blow and slashed with his dagger at my side.

      But I didn’t try to dodge. As the blade sunk into my flesh, I slammed my elbow down onto his outstretched arm. He let out a pained grunt as tendons tore and bones crunched. My other arm was already swinging, and he flew backwards when my hammer crashed into his abdomen and a spark of its magic burst free.

      I growled at the hammer as I yanked it back. I’d only meant to physically hit him, not use its magic. It was getting harder and harder to deny the hammer’s true nature.

      I looked away from it just in time to see the fae twist in midair so that his feet hit the thick trunk. For a split second, he was crouched perfectly horizontal to the ground before he pushed off and landed a few feet in front of me.

      He’d lost his dagger, but he still had his sword. My eyebrows shot up as he flashed me a happy grin.

      A direct hit like that should have crushed his chest.

      Even with the healing magic that all fae possessed, he should have been down for at least a few minutes while his body pieced the broken bones and smooshed organs back together. What the hell…

      “Nice hit. I was wondering just how strong you were.”

      “So you decided to find out by letting me hit you?” I asked incredulously. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Name’s Niall.” As soon as the name left his mouth, he moved almost faster than I could track.

      My shield sprang out from the gold bracer I wore on my right arm, colliding with his sword with a deafening clang that hurt my ears.

      His head cocked to the side as he took in my shield. “Nice. Where can I get me one of those?”

      The fae whirled around, fighting with a tenacity he lacked before. As I used my shield and hammer to block his strikes, I realized he’d been holding back when we first dueled. He was just as fast as Nemain and almost as strong as me. But thus far, he had yet to use any magic.

      Either he didn’t possess any offensive magic, or he was holding back for some reason. Maybe whatever he had was too slow for a fight like this.

      Good for me. Bad for him.

      “Or even better”—he caught my hammer against his sword when I swung for his head and peered at it admiringly—“where can I get a hammer like yours?”

      I growled and called forth my shield before slamming it into his side. He stumbled back, laughter pouring out of him.

      “Touchy about the hammer, are we?”

      I closed the distance between us as I went on the offensive.

      But not only did he match me blow for blow, but more than a few of his strikes also made it past my guard. I was bleeding from at least a dozen cuts, some of them deep enough to be problematic.

      Not enough to kill me, but I could already feel myself slowing down from blood loss.

      And that wasn’t my only problem.

      Magic thrummed from the hammer, skittering across my skin like little lighting strikes. Its power had been calling to me more and more lately, and it had enjoyed being wielded seconds ago. But now it wanted another taste of my opponent.

      “There are no hammers like mine,” I snarled, leaping for him and dropping the hammer a split second before I crashed into him and pulled my dagger free.

      Blood trickled down his neck from where my blade bit into his skin, but I felt the same bite at my throat.

      Shit.

      Keeping his head perfectly still, his gaze fell to where the hammer lay a few feet away before he met my eyes once again. “Why drop the hammer for the dagger?”

      Because my resolve against using its magic is weakening, and I’m just angry enough to say fuck it and fry your fae ass.

      “I want to feel your blood flow over my hand before I smash your body apart,” I said instead.

      “Liar.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “A slit throat will barely slow me down. And I suspect the same is true for you. What’s so special about that weapon?”

      The fae’s bright blue eyes bore into me, and his features morphed until they resembled that of another. One with a strong jaw line, a slightly crooked nose, and a scar beneath his left eye.

      Fight, flight, or fuck, a deep voice full of amusement rumbled through my mind.

      We’d never done the latter, as that had never been our relationship. We’d done plenty of the first two throughout our centuries of friendship and partnership.

      I blinked and the image was gone, leaving only the fae male standing before me and a hollow feeling in my soul. Both of us were breathing heavily, inches apart, with our blades still angled at the other’s necks.

      He was right, a slit throat wouldn’t kill me. It wouldn’t even slow me down, not for a few minutes anyway.

      The magic from the hammer was still calling to me, burning through my veins, making me ache for another round of fighting. Or a solid fuck.

      It would absolutely not be the latter, so I went with the fighting option. I shoved away from him, ignoring the burning slice across my neck. The trees were too dense for me to fly and use air attacks, but I had enough space for something else. I hurled myself even further back to increase the distance between us, then I shot up into the air and pulled my wings tight, spinning rapidly. They shot open, sending several hard-pointed feathers outward.

      The fae warrior tried to lunge to the side, but I’d spread them in a wide enough arc that he couldn’t dodge all of them.

      A snarl ripped out of him as my spear-like feathers pierced the left side of his body. I was on him before he could recover, sweeping his feet out from under him and straddling his hips. The jagged feathers of my wings were aimed at his face while my dagger rested beneath his chin.

      “Who. Are. You?” I demanded.

      “I already told you.” He bared his bloody teeth at me in a feral smile. “I’m Niall.”

      “Give me one reason to not splatter your blood across the forest floor, Niall.” I put a little more pressure on the dagger, forcing him to tilt his head back further.

      His eyes darkened for a moment. “Your friend… the shifter with the smart mouth,” he said slowly. “She spared my life. Maybe you should check with her.”

      I laughed, and he grimaced against my blade. “Nemain doesn’t spare anyone. She lives and breathes violence. If the two of you crossed paths, you’d be dead.”

      He muttered something under his breath that I was pretty sure I misheard, so I nudged him with the dagger.

      “Speak up,” I hissed.

      “You were right earlier,” he admitted. “I am one of Balor’s creations, a fae tainted with devourer magic. A while back, I was with a group who attacked Nemain in one of the fae realms. She killed the others and got the better of me in a fight. But she spared my life.”

      “Bullshit.” I didn’t bother to hide the disbelief from my voice. Nemain was a lot of things, but soft-hearted wasn’t one of them. She would slit someone’s throat in the middle of a meal and go back to eating next to their cooling corpse.

      She’d also never mentioned choosing to leave one of her enemies alive.

      Something flickered across his face. Regret? Desperation? I didn’t know him well enough to tell.

      “Not bullshit. Ask her and she’ll tell you.” That cocky grin graced his mouth again. “I’m sure she’ll remember me.”

      We stared at each other, my thighs resting on either side of his hips. I kept my expression even despite the hesitancy I was feeling. If Nemain really had spared him, she must have had a reason.

      He shifted slightly, and my wings surged forward until the points were less than an inch from his face.

      “Sorry, just trying to adjust… things.” He let go of his sword and slowly rotated his hands until both palms were facing up. “It’s been… awhile… since I’ve had someone so beautiful on top.”

      I froze, at a complete loss for words, as I realized exactly where I was positioned over him. It’d been a while for me, too. Once upon a time, there was nothing  I enjoyed more than a fuck after a good fight. Even better if the person I was fucking was the one I’d been fighting.

      But sex required a level of trust I didn’t have with most people these days. And despite how physically attractive this fae warrior was, I sure as shit didn’t trust him.

      Those sharp blue eyes looked at me, and I got the distinct impression that he understood everything that had just passed through my mind and felt the same. It was strange, as I knew nothing about him, but I suddenly felt this odd kinship.

      Sigrun? Viggo asked tentatively.

      I didn’t take my eyes off Niall, but I sensed the skoggkat somewhere behind me, likely still cloaked in his invisibility because Niall gave no reaction to him joining us in the clearing.

      “Everything’s fine,” I said out loud for Niall’s sake. “It appears we’ll be having a guest joining us for dinner.”
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      Niall strolled over to the campfire and sat cross-legged in front of it. He tilted his head as he looked at the flames curiously. “The smokeless fire is a neat trick.”

      I grunted in response and retrieved the rabbit-like creature Gunnar had brought back.

      It only took me a few minutes to skin it and cut away some chunks to cook over the fire. Viggo and Gunnar had already eaten, but I tossed them the remains anyway. Wordlessly, I handed over some lightly seasoned meat on a stick to Niall and took a seat opposite him.

      “Talk,” I ordered as I held my portion of the meat over the flames. “You have until I finish eating this meal to convince me not to kill you and leave your body here to rot.”

      He chuckled. “Well, I appreciate you providing me with one last meal and the pleasure of your company if that’s the case.” He smiled broadly at me.

      I glared at him over the fire.

      “Your eyes have a red sheen.” He squinted at the fire and back at me. “They didn’t before, but with the light of the fire, they do. Is that a valkyrie thing?”

      Niall’s cavalier attitude towards me and the situation was really beginning to throw me off.

      Less than an hour ago, we’d held blades at each other’s throats. And I’d literally threatened to kill him just moments ago. But he was acting like we were simply old friends catching up over a campfire.

      This had to be some type of game to get me to lower my defenses.

      “Yes,” I said almost hesitantly, “it’s a valkyrie thing.”

      It’s not like it was some secret. Everyone knew that valkyries had golden wings and that our eyes took on a red sheen in firelight.

      Niall was either an excellent liar, or he really had no idea what valkyries were. Which was just odd. We may not meddle in the affairs of others like the fae and daemons, but we were well-known across all the realms.

      “Hmm,” he hummed thoughtfully as the flames dancing between us captured his attention again. “The fire might not cast off any smoke or scent, but it’s still visible. If a seraph were to fly overhead, they’d spot it easily.”

      “They rarely fly at night; their night vision sucks.” I turned my meat so that it cooked evenly. “Besides, if they were to find us right now, that’d be a problem for you, not me.”

      With half a thought, I activated my invisibility spell and blinked out of existence. Viggo did the same, and I extended my spell to include Gunnar as well, leaving Niall sitting all alone.

      He sat up straighter as he looked around, trying to spot us. Shoving the stick into the ground so that his meat continued to cook, he rolled to his feet and walked around to where I was still sitting. My lips twitched with amusement as Niall dropped to his knees and studied the area where he’d seen me sitting seconds ago before stretching out his hand and poking me in the shoulder.

      “I can’t see your magic.” His brows furrowed together. “I can see the trace of magic over the fire, but I can’t see the magic you just used to hide yourself from sight.”

      “You sound surprised.” I released the magic with a soft sigh. I’d been using it a lot the last week, and it was beginning to wear on me.

      “I’m fae.” He shrugged a shoulder and gave me a crooked grin that made my heart beat a little faster. “I’ve never encountered magic I couldn’t see before. Sometimes I don’t understand what I’m looking at, but I can always see it. Just when I thought there was nothing new left to see, you give me this gift.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be the one giving me a gift.” I arched an eyebrow at him and then looked at where his hand was now resting on my shoulder.

      “And I will.” He let his hand linger for a few more seconds before removing it and taking a seat next to me instead of returning to the other side of the fire. “Knowledge is what I have to offer, and I promise to not withhold anything, but I can’t help but be curious about you and your magic. How does the spell work? Can all valkyries cast it?”

      “I’m not here to sate your curiosity.” I pulled my stick away from the fire to let the meat cool and gave him a look full of warning. “Tell me why you are here and why you tracked me down.”

      “Question for a question?” he offered as he removed his roasting food from its spot beside the fire.

      “This isn’t a negotiation,” I growled.

      “Neither of us are going anywhere tonight.” His gaze slid to the hammer that was resting on the ground in front of me. “What harm is there in having a civil conversation?”

      “I don’t know much about you,” I said coldly. “The little I do know is that you work for Balor, you tracked me down in this realm, and you’ve shown an awful lot of interest in my hammer, which tells me that you know more about me than you’re letting on.”

      Gunnar punctuated my words with a deep growl from where he was laying like a sphinx a few feet away from Niall. If looks could kill, Viggo would have already rendered the fae deceased.

      This was usually the part where someone would stammer and quickly try to explain themselves. But Niall just smiled and took a bite of his meat.

      “This is good,” he mumbled as he tore off another chunk. “I was expecting it to be sweeter, but it’s got a richer flavor than that. The spices you added are perfect.” When I continued to glare at him, he gestured to my stick. “You should eat before it gets cold.”

      “There’s something wrong with you,” I grumbled and then took a bite.

      Damn it. He wasn’t wrong. This was pretty tasty. Not nearly as gamey as the previous meals had been. I’d have to ask Gunnar to hunt down more of these for our remainder of time in this realm.

      We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes. Once we were both done, I carved up the second rabbit-like creature, and we both held our sticks over the fire again. I had to admit that this was kind of nice even if I was still debating killing him once I got the information I needed.

      I mused it over while the flames danced in the night. Niall clearly didn’t know anything about Valkyries, but it’s not like our abilities were a secret.

      I had some advantage over him while he remained in the dark about them, but I also wanted information from him. Something told me he’d be hard to beat it out of, so playing along meant me getting what I wanted that much faster.

      “It’s a basic Vanir illusion spell,” I said, answering his question from before. “Almost everyone from the Yggdrasil realms can cast it. It’s not that effective in the Yggrasil realms because almost everyone there can also see through the spell. But outside of those realms, it’s quite effective.”

      Niall quirked an eyebrow, rotating his meat over the flames. “Yggdrasil?”

      My eyes roamed over him as I pondered how to answer. He sat only a couple feet away from me, casually reclined on one hand with his long legs stretched out towards the fire. His friendliness and casualness was really throwing me off because it was decidedly un-faelike. On top of that, he didn’t seem the least concerned about any hostility I aimed at him.

      “Yggdrasil is how we refer to the eight realms that are connected. Nine if you count the human realm but we don’t really consider that one of ours,” I explained. “Like the fae realms, the Yggdrasil ones have thinner walls separating them. There are plenty of natural gateways between all of them.”

      “I’ve never heard of them, but they sound interesting. Maybe I’ll get to see them someday,” he said wistfully.

      I eyed him with attentive curiosity. Everyone knew of the Yggdrasil realms. The events of Ragnarok had primarily played out in the human realm, and the fallout had impacted many.

      While my people had largely retreated into the other eight realms, we still interacted regularly with the fae and daemons.

      Balor and the bulk of his army might still be locked away, but we knew he’d managed to get many of his followers out, like Lir, and they had ways of communicating back to him. Apparently, any information that was sent back about what was going on outside their realm of exile wasn’t shared with the bulk of his army.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how that information was useful, but I’d let Pele know regardless. Whatever helped and all.

      “That was two questions, so you owe me two answers.”

      I stared into the flames as I thought about what to ask him. Niall might not act like any fae I’d encountered before, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have their level of craftiness when it came to speaking the “truth”.

      The fae did their best not to lie, because magic was so intrinsic to who they were that sometimes it would do odd things with the words they spoke. If a fae wasn’t careful, they could find themselves bound by the truths or lies they uttered.

      Simple questions were my best bet.

      “How long have you been locked away with the exiled fae king?”

      Niall glanced at me. “Since the beginning.”

      For a split second, I completely froze. I quickly covered up my shock by pulling my meat away from the fire and examining it before putting it back to cook a little longer.

      According to Nemain, Balor and his army had been locked away since 2500BC. Niall looked to be in his late thirties. The fae lived a long time, but they didn’t live forever, and they did visibly age. Just slowly over a thousand years, maybe two thousand if they had particularly strong magic.

      I’d assumed that Niall was the child of some fae who had been trapped with Balor. Not that he was one of the originals. He hadn’t been kidding earlier when he said he’d lived a long time. I was almost two thousand years old, which meant he was over twice my age.

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. Well, shit.

      “You’re surprised.” His brows furrowed together as he tilted his head. “Why?”

      My eyes snapped from the flames to meet his stare.

      I wasn’t an easy person to read, and yet he had known what I was feeling so easily. Unease rippled through me, and I adjusted the threat level Niall represented.

      “I still have another question,” I said instead of answering him. He frowned but didn’t argue. “Do you still serve Balor?”

      I kept my eyes on him, searching for any signs that he was lying. I may not be able to read minds, but I was good at picking up the cues that people made with their expression and body language.

      Although, Niall was already demonstrating that he could read me well, which meant he probably also knew how to lie to me. The smart thing to do would be to get information out of him and then dump his body somewhere no one would find it. Nemain may have spared his life before, but it’s not like she offered him safehaven, so clearly she didn’t care about him that much.

      “I’m not with them anymore,” he said quietly. “I no longer serve Balor, and I never gave a shit about that asshole Lir.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes darkened at the mention of Lir, hinting at some type of history between them.

      “You have no reason to believe or trust me, I understand. Just like I understand that you’re planning on killing me once you get the answers you want because of the threat I am to not only you but those you care about. I don’t blame you; I’d likely do the same in your situation. Just thought you should know where I stand with Balor.”

      Every part of me wanted to reach for the dagger at my belt and thrust it into his heart. Not because he was a fae devourer. Not because he had attacked and tried to kill my friend.

      But because he saw me so clearly when so few did. There was no greater threat than that.

      His eyes flicked down to where my hand had fallen to my side, but he didn’t seem concerned. If anything, he seemed eager.

      Slowly I pulled my hand away and let it rest on my knee. I’d seen the same expression on his face earlier when we’d been fighting. It wasn’t the exhilarated look that Nemain got when we sparred. There was something about Niall’s expression that set my nerves on end.

      Whatever the look was, it slid off his face and was replaced by his charming smile.

      I didn’t call him on it because I didn’t understand what it meant. And I didn’t want him to read too much into how much attention I was giving his handsome face.

      Instead, I said nothing as Niall cautiously reached out and set the bone, still wrapped with some meat, in front of Gunnar. The wolf eyed it suspiciously before sniffing it. He pondered it for a few more seconds before using one large paw to push it over to Viggo.

      The skogkatt snatched it up and leapt into the air, bounding upward as if he was jumping from one invisible lily pad to the other before disappearing into the trees.

      I’d seen Nemain’s grimalkin, Jinx, do the same thing multiple times. Viggo and Jinx might hate each other, but they were both cats and preferred to eat their meals in high places given the chance.

      “I believe it’s my turn to ask a question?” Niall said carefully.

      I nodded and took another big bite so I had time to stall in case he asked me something I needed to skirt around the truth on. Unlike the fae, I didn’t have to worry about my magic punishing me for lying, but I still didn’t like to do it. Still, I was more than willing to offer partial truths.

      His blue eyes fell on me, brimming with curiosity. “Why were you surprised earlier when I told you I’d been with Balor from the beginning?”

      I blinked at the unexpected question. I assumed he’d ask something more relevant, maybe about my hammer or about Nemain.

      “It’s been a while since I met someone older than me,” I said slowly. “Aside from some other valkyries and a few Asgardians. There are some daemons around that are my age or older, but I don’t know them very well.”

      And Guillveg. But I didn’t feel like getting into her now, and it was none of his business anyway.

      “What are you?” The question slipped out before I could pull it back. Damn it. There were more important questions I should be asking right now, but my curiosity got the better of me.

      “Sciatháin.” He said with a smile that failed to reach his eyes. “We were once a powerful warrior race in the fae realms. Not as magically gifted as the sidhe or merfolk, but we were very close with nature, and she would whisper her secrets to us. Tell us where the best prey was located. If a storm was coming in. Where a river flowed through the forest.”

      “Do you still hear these whispers even with your devourer nature?”

      The false smile slipped from his face. “I believe it’s my turn to ask a question.”

      I waved a hand at him to continue while I finished the remaining meat on my stick before tossing it into the fire.

      Sciatháin. I filed away that word for later. Maybe Nemain’s friend Kaysea would know who or what the sciatháin were. If not, Nemain was on a first-name basis with the Unseelie Queen now. Surely, she would know.

      “Why are you in this realm?” he asked.

      “My friends had business in this realm,” I said vaguely. “A seraph general had something they needed, and I helped provide a distraction.”

      “Ah, yes. That rather epic throwdown outside one of the cities,” Niall mused. “Based on the grumblings I’ve heard, the seraphim are still really pissed off about that. I don’t think Lir was impressed by how well they got their asses handed to them either.”

      The corner of his lips quirked up, and I fought to keep the satisfied grin off my face. It had been one hell of a fight, and I’d enjoyed every second of it.

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re still here.”

      I debated how much to tell him and then just decided to come out with it. I’d bested him in a fight already, and I was confident I’d be able to do so again if needed.

      He was more likely to offer me good information if he felt I was doing the same in return. Fair’s fair.

      I’d already decided that he wouldn’t be walking away from me while I was in this realm. The only thing I had left to determine was whether he’d still be breathing in the morning or if I’d force him to travel with me until I could deliver him to Nemain and let her decide his fate.

      “We had reason to believe that Balor was recruiting the seraphim to work for him,” I said evenly, making sure my tone remained neutral. “He’s already recruited a few other species, so logically it makes sense for him to use the seraphim as well. They’re powerful and have a bone to pick with both the fae and daemons.”

      “What about the children?”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned at him.

      Niall stared at me for a few beats. “Did you know the seraphim were stealing children from other realms?”

      “Other realms?” I pursed my lips as I thought of the humans in the pens.

      Most of them had been children or in their late teens, which I thought was a little unusual at the time but assumed they were keeping the adults somewhere else.

      “I’ve seen the holding pens in some of their cities,” I said slowly. “Do you know something about them?”

      Niall stared at me, and I knew he was once again seeing far more in my expression than I wanted him to. “Not enough,” he grunted. “I saw them bring in a large group a couple months ago, but I’m not sure from where. They were all young, though. Humans aren’t all that familiar to me, but I don’t think any of them were past their first decade.”

      “I’ve seen adults here.”

      I racked my brain, trying to remember the age distribution of the last group of humans I’d spotted. The oldest among them had probably been in their mid-thirties?

      I added, “But humans have quick and short lives. It’s possible they came to this realm as children and have managed to survive this long.”

      “Not all of them,” he said darkly. “They’ve been conducting hunts.”

      A muscle along my jaw ticked. I knew what he meant. They’d done the same in the human realm before they were exiled from it.

      The seraphim were predators, and while they enjoyed going after more dangerous prey, the humans provided a fun source of entertainment for them. They especially liked hunting children. I wasn’t particularly compassionate towards humans as a whole, but slaughtering children of any species was pretty fucked up.

      Magic sparked from the hammer at my side, sensing my rage. Niall’s eyes slid to the weapon and back to me, but he didn’t ask about it.

      I stared at it while I worked on calming the tempest of wrath swirling inside me. Part of me itched to pick it up and fly straight to the seraphim camp where I could unleash its magic on them all. There were over a thousand seraphs there, and I could end their lives in less than a minute.

      It would only cost me a piece of my soul.

      Faint lines glowed along the sides of the hammer, lighting up glyphs as the magic called to me. The void I carried deep within my soul beckoned me to answer it.

      Bryn’s solemn grey eyes flashed in my mind.

      She needed me. I couldn’t do this.

      I had barely managed to claw my way back last time I had truly wielded the hammer.

      With agonizing slowness, I turned away from the hammer and focused back on the fae who had remained quiet while I had my inner battle.

      “Why are you here, Niall?” I asked, my voice harsh and raspy.

      “Technically, I think it’s my turn to ask a question.”

      “Game’s over.”

      “Fair enough.” He leaned back, gazing up at the trees. “I needed somewhere to nap. And it was a very nice tree.”

      I frowned, confused by his answer, and then I remembered where he had been at the start of our encounter. “Not why you were in the tree,” I growled. “Why are you in this fucking realm?”

      “That’s not what you asked.” He shrugged. “I answered your question.”

      Now he chose to act like a typical fae. My annoyance boiled over into anger. The hammer leapt into my hand, and I surged to my feet. Even if I didn’t use it to its true potential, it was still a good weapon. “Don’t get cute with me, fae. Answer the godsdamned question.”

      In one smooth motion, Niall rolled onto his feet, but he didn’t draw a weapon.

      Strands of his dark hair slipped free, framing his face before he brushed them back behind his ears. Once again, his eyes fell on my hammer, and I wondered how much of its magic he could see or feel.

      I really needed to replenish the concealment spell on it to hide its true nature, but there was nothing I could do about that now. Originally, I’d disguised it as a battle ax, which truth be told was usually my preferred weapon, but it had been less than pleased by that and rapidly burned away the illusion.

      “When Nemain spared my life, I had the pleasure of meeting her mother. She shoved me through a gateway with a warning to stay the fuck away from her daughter.” His dark eyebrows crept up. “Not a lot of people scare me, but The Morrigan is definitely on that list now.”

      Having met Nemain’s mother, I could understand that. She wasn’t as powerful as her mate, The Erlking, but she was every bit as ruthless. Maybe even more so.

      The two of them together were formidable; even I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to walk away from that fight.

      “She sent me to a fae realm, but not one of the main ones. It was remote and isolated enough that no one bothered me.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “I’ve spent the last few thousand years locked away in that realm the fae queens trapped us in. It was only a year ago that I came here with my unit. Nothing is the same, and I don’t really know my way around.”

      Niall’s hands clenched and unclenched at his sides, displaying a rare moment of frustration instead of the easy grins and blasé attitude he typically wore.

      “I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I couldn’t stay in the fae realm, even though it wasn’t very populated. Sooner or later, another fae would realize my magic wasn’t right. It took a while, but I eventually found one of the gateways they had set up in that realm. It was barely guarded, which was rather careless of them. It was easy enough to slip back to the human world.”

      “Why?” I kept my expression neutral even as a tinge of empathy flickered in me. It’d been hard for me to adjust to being an exile, but at least I had known my way around the various realms.

      Niall had disappeared from this world long ago, only to return and find everything different with not a familiar face in sight. Nobody would ever accuse me of being particularly social. But even I couldn’t imagine moving through a world that had once been familiar but was now full of strangers.

      He hesitated, as if trying to choose his words carefully. “I came back to find Nemain.”

      “The Morrigan doesn’t make idle threats.” I shook my head and lowered my assessment of Niall’s intelligence. “If she found out you were going after her daughter, she would have ripped you apart. Slowly.”

      “I wasn’t ‘going after’ Nemain.” He glared at me stubbornly. “I just wanted to speak with her. But when I made it to the town she lived in, I saw some of Lir’s men and I wanted to know what they were up to.

      “When they opened a gateway, I dove through it before it snapped shut. Despite what you think, I took the threat from The Morrigan quite seriously. I thought that maybe if I could offer information about what Lir was up to, she’d overlook the whole me trying to kill her daughter thing.”

      I gave him a doubtful look. He was definitely dumber than I had thought.

      “Yeah,” he chuckled. “It sounds pretty stupid when I say it out loud, doesn’t it? She would have thanked me for the information and then sliced my head off.”

      I snorted. “She wouldn’t have thanked you.”

      “Alright, I concede my plan was flawed, but I wasn’t really sure what to do. Most of my people followed Balor, and I suspect the queens killed off whoever was left in punishment.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I don’t have anyone left. The fae who follow the queens will kill me if they discover me here. I’ve deserted Balor’s army. My options are pretty limited these days.”

      More sympathy crept into me, but I was careful to keep my face blank. I was all too familiar with what it felt like to be an outsider who was no longer wanted by your own people.

      But I hadn’t had a choice, Niall’s words implied that he had willingly followed Balor, at least in the beginning.

      “So you followed Lir and his men here,” I said. “Then what?”

      “Oh, they caught me.” He shrugged one shoulder.

      “What?” I took a step away from him and hefted my hammer a little higher. Had he led them to me? Was that why he was so keen on having a conversation with me? Just to get me to lower my guard?

      “It’s not what you think!” he said quickly and then paused as he thought about it. “Actually, it’s exactly what you think… sort of.”

      “Explain,” I commanded, narrowing my eyes.

      “Some of Lir’s men recognized me. All of my unit died in that fae realm where I encountered Nemain, and everyone had assumed I’d died with them. I was locked up until they figured out what was going on. Then you lot attacked the seraphim city, and a few rumors spread about there still being a valkyrie in this realm—one who wielded a hammer of great power. I’ve always been an excellent tracker, and Lir decided he had a use for me after all.”

      “So you are still working for Balor.” My fingers tightened around the hammer’s handle. I knew I should have bashed his head in earlier instead of letting his handsome face and charming words cloud my judgement.

      “No.” Niall shook his head firmly and raised his hands. “Lir’s arrogance is quite possibly his greatest weakness. He always thinks he’s the smartest person in the room, and definitely smarter than some sciatháin tracker.”

      Once again, I noted the way he practically spat Lir’s name. Definitely some bad blood there.

      “Go on.”

      “I swore on my life that I would find you and bring you back to the fae devourers.”

      “Nemain and Kalen are both fae devourers.” Technically, Nemain was also a feline shifter, but fae and devourer blood ran through her veins.

      “Indeed, they are.” Niall grinned.

      Both my eyebrows raised. “And Lir didn’t call you on that bullshit?”

      “Like I said, his arrogance is his greatest weakness.” He shrugged. “So… do we have a deal? I’ll help you with whatever it is you’re up to here, and you’ll speak on my behalf to Nemain?”

      I thought about it. Assuming this wasn’t all a trap, Niall could provide us with some valuable information. There was so much we didn’t know about the magic wielded by the fae who followed Balor. They’d all been twisted by devourer magic, but we’d only fought against a few of them.

      Other information like how the army was structured and how many types of devourers they had under their control would be good to know as well. Even if Niall wasn’t privy to the plans Balor and Lir had in place, the general knowledge he’d picked up as a former soldier in their army would be immensely helpful.

      Assuming we could trust him. My instincts were telling me he was on the level, but I’d been wrong before.

      “I’ll think about it and let you know in the morning,” I finally settled on saying. “I’d suggest you get some rest.”

      “Not gonna stab me in the back while I’m sleeping, are you?” he asked teasingly.

      “I’m a valkyrie.” I slid him a sidelong glance and allowed myself a small smile. “I’d stab you in the front.”
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      A wet tongue sliding across my cheek woke me up shortly before sunrise.

      "Ack! Enough, Gunnar!" I sputtered.

      The wolf wagged his tail before leaping away and doing the same thing to Viggo, who took it even worse than I had.

      The two of them tumbled across the clearing, with Viggo letting out pissed-off snarls and Gunnar mock growling in return. Most of the time, Gunnar played the role of stoic wolf companion, but sometimes he would embrace his inner pup and have some fun. Typically at Viggo's expense.

      I glanced up at the tree I'd originally noticed Niall in and wasn't surprised to see him stretched out across one of the thicker branches, leaning his back against the trunk.

      "Did you seriously sleep up there?" The branch he was on was wide, but still… if he rolled over, his ass would have fallen a good twenty feet.

      "I like trees." He yawned and stretched before flipping off the branch and landing gracefully on his feet. "Besides, the wolf was determined to watch me all night, and it was a bit unnerving to sleep with him glaring at me from a few feet away."

      "Fair enough," I replied, not at all apologizing for Gunnar's behavior.

      Niall and I might have come to an understanding last night, but that didn't mean I trusted him enough to sleep near him unguarded. Viggo, Gunnar, and I would be trading watch duty for however long Niall traveled with us.

      "So, what have you decided?” Niall asked as he dug through his traveling pack and pulled out a sack of berries.

      He took a handful and then passed it over to me. I peered into the bag and looked at the bright blue berries. Taking a handful for myself, I tossed the bag back to him. I had some dried meat packed away, but I wasn't going to turn down fresh fruit.

      I popped one of the berries into my mouth and enjoyed the tart flavor exploding across my tongue. He must have found these in this realm; maybe we could gather some more today while we were flying around.

      Niall let me savor the berries instead of pushing me for an answer. His blue eyes lit up at my clear enjoyment at the food he’d offered.

      “You’ll accompany me as I continue to glean information on the seraphim,” I said. “We’ll follow this group for a little bit longer before returning to the human realm.”

      “So you’ll speak to Nemain on my behalf?” Niall asked, his eyes lighting up with hope.

      “I’ll encourage her to not kill you on sight and listen to what you have to say,” I clarified. “The rest of it is her decision.” I was fairly certain that Nemain wouldn’t kill him since she had spared his life before. Badb, however, was another matter.

      “How much longer do you plan on staying here?”

      I pursed my lips as I stared in the direction where the seraphim were camped.

      “I’d like to know where this group is heading and if possible maybe spy on Lir if he’s still around. Either way, the seraphim have clearly gone unchecked for too long, and it’s time for the fae queens to do something about it.”

      Niall stiffened slightly before attempting to cover it up with a nonchalant shrug. “Very well.”

      I eyed him, debating whether I should share this information or not. Finally, I decided that even if Niall did prove to be an enemy, which I didn’t think was the case, this wasn’t a secret.

      He’d find out on his own soon enough.

      “You should know that things have changed for Nemain since you last saw her. Between her and the fae queens. Specifically, between her and the Unseelie Queen.”

      “Oh?” He set the bag full of delicious berries down and pulled his leather vest off the branch it was draped over, tugging it on. His fingers nimbly laced up the sides until it was snuggly fitted against his upper body.

      Like me, he’d slept with his boots and the rest of his clothes on. The vest was the only thing he’d tossed during the night.

      “She not only belongs to the Unseelie Court now, but she’s also their Knight.” It still sounded insane to hear it out loud.

      Nemain had always hated the fae and their bullshit politics. Now, she was at the center of it all.

      I felt bad for my friend. She’d done it because it was the only way to protect Finn, and I would have done the same in her situation. But willingly or not, Nemain’s life was radically changed now.

      “Shit,” he swore, lifting his head towards the sky and squeezing his eyes shut. “I was really hoping to stay as far away from those bitches as possible.”

      “The queens?” I studied the profile of his face, seeing the faint lines of anger at the corner of his mouth and eyes. “Is it because you’re a traitor?”

      His head snapped towards me, those brilliant sky-blue eyes now alight with fury.

      My fingers itched to grab my hammer, but I held still. This was the most emotion I’d seen from Niall since we’d met. The laid-back fae male was gone, and only the warrior stood before me now.

      “I followed my king,” he snarled with barely contained rage. “Because for all his faults, he never looked down on the sciatháin. The rest of the sidhe, including his sisters, treated us like we were less simply because we didn’t have the right type of magic. It’s why the sciatháin joined king’s army in droves. It was the only place in the fae realms where we were respected or valued. You never heard of the sciatháin until you met me. Any guesses as to why?”

      Tension coiled its way through my body as I took in the pain and wrath etched into Niall’s features.

      I didn’t have to guess what had happened to his people.

      While I preferred to stay out of the fae realms, I had spent plenty of time there over my lifetime. If there was a skilled and powerful group of warriors, I would have known about them.

      The fae queens were ruthless. They had to be to pull off the coup against their brother and hold onto power all this time. The sciatháin who remained in the fae realms after they trapped Balor and his army would have been a threat to them.

      Threats were annihilated.

      “I see you’ve come to the same conclusion I have,” Niall said darkly. “I heard no whispers of the sciatháin while I was in the fae realms, and unless you’re an incredibly talented liar, you’ve never heard of them before you met me. The queens killed my people, and Balor has twisted what remains of us.”

      “I’m sorry.” The two words came out as a hoarse whisper. My people might still exist, but they were lost to me. I knew what it was like to be alone in the world.

      “It is what it is.” The underlying anger was gone from his voice, but his face still held touches of it.

      “Such is life.” I gave him a humorless smile, and Niall cocked his head. “It’s a phrase Nemain always says. Well, she says it in French, c’est la vie.”

      Niall grimaced and touched the space behind his right ear. “These translation marks are strange,” he muttered. “I never needed one before because I spoke all the fae languages, but we received them right away when we got to the human realm. Still not used to feeling the magic spark occasionally.”

      I smiled. “It’ll become second nature eventually to understand the nature of the magic. Assuming you stick around, you’ll probably want to learn the daemon language and a few others. As good as the magic is behind the marks, some things still get lost in translation.”

      “Daemon…” That playful smile spread across his lips, and the tension I’d been feeling slid away at seeing it again. “Yet another species I have yet to encounter. It’s been a long time since I’ve had so many new things to see… It’s an odd feeling.”

      He held out the bag of berries, and I eagerly took a handful from it.

      “Well, Nemain spends quite a bit of time with the daemons, so you’ll get your chance to meet one soon enough.” I paused to shove some berries into my mouth and closed my eyes in enjoyment.

      They were like a mix of blueberries and raspberries but a little more sour. The climate here was similar enough to the realm I was currently living in, so maybe I could grab a cutting of whatever plant they grew on and try planting it in my garden.

      Juice ran down the corner of my mouth and down my chin. I raised my hand to wipe it off, but Niall beat me to it.

      My eyes flew open as he swiped a finger across my face and handed over the bag with the rest of the berries. I snatched it from him and opened my mouth to berate him about touching me when he licked the juices off his finger.

      My eyes tracked the movement, and I was acutely aware of certain parts of my body coming to full attention.

      "So we're going to follow the war party or whatever it is?" he asked after he was done cleaning off his fingers. If he noticed my rapt attention on his movements, he didn't let it show.

      "Yes," I said, careful to keep my tone even.

      I was attracted to Niall.

      It wasn't a big deal, nor was it all that surprising. He was good-looking with a strong build and was skilled in a fight.

      So, exactly my type.

      But I wasn't one to just give into my sexual desires. There was a time and place for that, and this was neither.

      So I locked down that part of myself and promised it I'd give it some attention when we were out of here. Maybe find a daemon or something to have a tumble with. Someone who I could enjoy for a night and then move on.

      My life was already complex; I didn't need to add a complicated love life too. 

      "Alright." Niall picked up his travel pack. “I'm ready whenever you are."

      I cocked my head at him. "How exactly have you been following me?"

      That thought should have occurred to me sooner, but with everything going on, I hadn't pondered how exactly Niall had been keeping up with me and the seraphim considering we spent all day flying. I hadn't seen any horses or transportation creatures in this realm, either.

      Nemain mentioned that Lir had several large, winged creatures with him. Maybe Niall had procured one of those? That would explain the dark creature I thought I saw flying away that one night.

      Niall grabbed the now empty bag from me and dropped it into the leather pack before slipping the straps over his shoulders so that the pack rested against his chest instead of his back.

      He grinned at me as large black wings burst out of his back. "I think I'll be able to keep up just fine."

      I took a step forward before I caught myself and stopped. If my wings were the golden rays of the sun, Niall's were the inky darkness of night.

      They looked soft, and I wanted to run my fingers across them, but it was rude to touch another valkyrie's wings without permission. I didn't know how the sciatháin felt about it, but even then, it seemed like a line I shouldn't cross with Niall considering I was already attracted to him.

      "Glamour?" I asked curiously.

      He hadn't shifted; the wings had simply not been there one moment, and then there the next.

      I could make my wings invisible, but they were still physically there. If Niall could do something similar, I would have felt them while we were fighting.

      "Yes," he said, stretching his wings out wide. They were bigger than mine, I noted begrudgingly. "The sciatháin don't have much in the way of magic, as I said before. But we received a little bit of a boost when Balor mixed devourer magic with ours. We're still not particularly good at glamouring, but most of us have at least figured out how to hide our wings."

      I walked around him to get a better look. They were actually pretty similar to seraphim wings with their fluffy feathers, but Niall's were black and a bit smoother.

      "Weak spot in a fight?" I guessed.

      "Yes," he admitted. "Not all of us have spears we can shoot out of our wings."

      "Don't be jealous," I said with a grin before going to pack up my own supplies.

      It would be at least a few weeks before I could pull that move again; the feathers needed to grow back, but I wasn't going to tell him that.

      Instead, I asked, “What else can you do?”

      A cryptic smile spread across his lips. “Tell me about the hammer, and I’ll tell you.”

      Not a chance. I didn’t say those words out loud, but the look I gave him clearly conveyed them because he let out a low laugh in response.

      “Try to keep up.” I shot into the sky, Viggo and Gunnar right behind me. Within seconds, Niall flew above me and hung back a little like a dark shadow.
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      The next three days were the same. Fly. Stop. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. Niall and I sparred, while Gunnar and Viggo hunted.

      Having such a worthy opponent was exhilarating, and I understood why Nemain had been so impressed by his swordsmanship. Our matches always ended in a draw with both of us sweating as the ground soaked up our blood.

      We were careful not to deal any serious wounds, but both of us seemed to crave carving up a little skin in the game.

      Part of me knew I should be wary of how easily Niall was slipping past my defenses. I was just a means to an end for him, a way for him to meet with Nemain and not be cut down within seconds. And he was the same for me, someone who had insider information that could be useful.

      And yet I found myself enjoying his company more and more each day.

      It unsettled me, but every time I tried to put up walls between us again, Niall would do something to tear them down leaving me feeling bewildered.

      It was all very confusing. But our time together was limited, so I told myself that it didn’t really matter. Once we got what we needed from the other, we’d be parting ways. Nemain might decide to help him out, but it’s not like she’d add him to her merry band of misfits. Right?

      I frowned. Shit. Nemain was starting to make a habit of collecting strays…

      “Don’t know why you’re upset.” Niall rotated his shoulder and winced. “You were clearly the winner of that match.”

      The seraphim had cut their flight short today and we’d sparred while they were setting up camp. After he’d slashed my ribs pretty good, I’d dropped my hammer and grabbed his arm. He’d been so shocked by the move that he didn’t respond in time to keep me from spinning us around to pick up speed before flinging him into a tree.

      His shoulder had taken the brunt of the hit, and I was pretty sure I heard something snap. Point for me.

      My frown flipped into a smirk. “You good?”

      He did his best to glower at me but finally gave up, and a bright smile lit up his face. “I’m doing great. Who doesn’t love getting slammed into a tree?”

      I rolled my eyes even as I let out a low laugh. “There’s something wrong with you.”

      “That’s very likely,” he agreed. “I’m going to go rinse off before sunset and the heat of the day leaves us.”

      “Good idea.” I pulled my shirt away from my skin with a grimace. There hadn’t been anywhere to bathe these past couple days, so I had several layers of dirt, sweat, and dried blood on me.

      Thank the gods. Viggo wrinkled his nose from where he was lying stretched out in the sun a dozen feet away. I can smell you from here.

      Gunnar let out a small woof in agreement.

      “Rude,” I muttered, crossing my arms.

      Niall glanced back and forth between the two curiously but didn’t say anything.

      He knew that Viggo could speak telepathically because the skogkatt had threatened to slice his balls off and feed them to the wolf if he so much as looked at me the wrong way. That was the one and only time Viggo had deigned to speak with him.

      New people made Viggo wary, and it usually took him a while to warm up to them, if he ever did. He still only spoke to Nemain if he absolutely had to, but that was mostly because of her bond with Jinx.

      Apparently, skogkatts and grimalkins didn’t mix well.

      “I take it the two of you are going to stay here then?” I grabbed my canteen and took a long swig of water, flinching slightly when the movement tugged on my ribs.

      “Do you need to wrap that?” Niall gestured to where blood was seeping through my shirt on my side.

      “No.” I tossed the canteen down next to my bag. “I’ll chant a healing spell once I’m cleaned off. It’ll heal up in an hour.”

      Niall nodded, his features still creased in concern, but followed me towards the river we’d spotted while looking for a place to camp. We spent the short walk in companionable silence. While I wouldn’t call my time in this realm enjoyable exactly, I did like the forests. Most of the trees were some type of pine, and they gave off a rich, sappy scent.

      Small birds with bright green and yellow feathers let out quick chirps followed by long whistles as they flitted about from branch to branch. Most of the mammals here were shy, but I’d spotted a few tree dwellers that looked like a cross between a raccoon from the human realm and the coastal bears from Vanaheim.

      Every time I’d seen them, their masked faces had been covered in berry juice, and they’d scurried away without a hint of aggression.

      Even I had to admit they were kind of adorable.

      The sound of rushing water soon reached my ears, and I was suddenly really eager to reach it. The cool water would feel wonderful against my sore muscles, and I desperately wanted to clean my clothes. I smelled rank.

      “Let’s find a spot that still has a decent amount of coverage.” I glanced up at the forest canopy that was thin enough for me to see large chunks of sky. “The seraphim camp is at least a mile away, but there’s always a chance a scout could fly over us.”

      “When we reach the river, let’s head west,” Niall said. “If I remember correctly, the trees will thicken up that way.”

      Niall’s memory proved to be spot-on, and less than ten minutes later we found the perfect spot. The crystal-clear water flowed around several bends, slowing down the current, and large trees stretched over the river, granting us privacy from anyone flying overhead.

      “Finally.” I strode over to a large flat rock near the water’s edge and began shrugging off my weapons. The daggers and their sheaths were first, followed by the hammer. I unwrapped the band holding my braids back and redid it so that they sat in a bun on the top of my head. “I suggest not being between me and the hammer in case I have to call it to me. Unless you don’t value your head.” I gave Niall a pointed look.

      “You know it kills me that you won’t tell me anything about it, right?” he complained. “What type of hammer comes when you call it? That’s super weir⁠—”

      I looked over my shoulder from where I stood in the river, the water up to my waist and my clothes piled up on some of the large boulders that rose up above the surface. Niall was staring at me wide-eyed with his mouth slightly ajar.

      “What?” I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Never seen a naked valkyrie before?”

      His mouth clamped shut.

      “Can’t say that I have… Thank you for continuing to grant me new experiences.”

      He remained rooted in place, eyes flicking back and forth between the ground in front of him and me. My lips curled up. Apparently, the charming and calming sciatháin was embarrassed by a bit of nudity. How quaint.

      “So, you just going to stand there or…?”

      “I… uhh…” he stammered. “I assumed we’d be bathing in different parts of the river.”

      I shrugged and turned away from him, taking a few more steps until the water covered my chest and then spun back around to face him.

      “You’re welcome to go further upstream. Just make sure to stay somewhere covered.”

      “You really don’t care if I strip right here and get in there with you?” He chewed on his bottom lip. Even from here, I caught his throat bob as he swallowed.

      I chuckled. “While I haven’t seen a naked sciatháin before, the rest of you seems pretty ordinary, so I don’t think you’re going to have anything I haven’t seen before.”

      “Not sure how I feel about being called ordinary,” he muttered but moved to the rock where all my weapons were laid out to start shedding his clothes.

      “The valkyries have never been shy about nudity, nor have the Asgardians or Vanir.” I stretched my wings out in the water, enjoying the feel of the current rushing through the feathers. “Plus, I’ve spent a lot of time around Nemain and as a shifter, she really doesn’t give a single fuck about nudity.”

      “I don’t have a problem with nudity,” he insisted as he tugged off his boots. “I have a problem with you.”

      Excuse me? The amused grin slid off my face.

      “Well, sorry, but I’m not going anywhere. You can find your own damn spot in the river.” I leaned back and let myself float on my back, my wings beating slowly beneath the water to keep me afloat.

      “Fuck.” He slapped a hand over his face. “That came out wrong. I just meant that I wasn’t prepared to see you naked. You’re the most glorious thing I’ve ever seen, Sigrun.”

      Oh. I swallowed and let my arms drift out to the side as I continued to tread water. Now it was my turn to be speechless.

      “You’re forgiven for the rude comment,” I finally said. “You’re welcome to bathe here with me or somewhere else. But we both need to clean ourselves and our clothes, otherwise Viggo will complain all night.”

      “Fair enough.” He grinned, and the easy camaraderie we had instantly fell back in place.

      Until he pulled off his shirt and began to pull down his pants. At that point, my heart started hammering in my chest, and I immediately spun around to face the other side of the river.

      When I slowly drifted back around to face him, Niall was already in the river, the water up to his waist.

      A few thick, ropey scars cut across his chest. I not only wanted to know what had caused them, but I was also dying to trail my fingers across the scars and down the hard planes of his stomach.

      My gaze snagged at the water line, and suddenly I couldn’t decide if I was glad I hadn’t watched him get into the water or if that had been the worst mistake of my life.

      “You good, valkyrie?” A lopsided grin was stamped on Niall’s face, as if he could read my thoughts.

      “Of course,” I replied in a voice that was slightly deeper than normal. “We should wash our clothes and set them out to dry while the sun is still out.”

      “Sure.” A heated glint entered his eyes. “You first.”
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      My still damp shirt clung to my back, but I’d waited as long as I could for it to dry. If we’d stayed in that river much longer, I was fairly certain I would have done something foolish. Niall was a devourer fae who had defected from Balor’s army, but I only had his word on that.

      Getting involved with him, even just for a physical release, was a bad idea. Particularly while I was in enemy territory.

      After we’d finished up at the river, I’d checked in with Viggo and Gunnar. Much to my annoyance, Viggo had gone off on his own to scope out the seraphim camp, which had apparently grown in number. The four of us had immediately gone to investigate.

      “That has to be at least the fifth new group to join them in the last day,” Niall noted quietly from where he crouched beside me.

      The two of us and Gunnar were hidden behind a large fallen tree. Viggo was perched on top. He hadn’t activated his invisibility magic, but his brown coat blended in well with the bark.

      “There must be close to five thousand of them now.” My eyes skimmed over the camp, roughly adding up the numbers.

      Like us, they didn’t bother with tents. The seraphs simply laid out bedrolls and dropped their traveling packs on them and sometimes their weapons before wandering over to one of the many bonfires.

      I murmured, “They must have stopped early because this was the only clearing large enough to fit them all.” My brows bunched together.

      This wasn’t just a war party; this was an army. Where were they going?

      I’m going to wander around the camp and see if I can pick up anything useful, Viggo said. Make sure the dog saves me some food.

      The skogkatt leapt down from the tree and trotted off towards where the seraphim were gathered, his coat shimmering as he turned invisible.

      I wanted to call him back, but I bit my tongue. Skoggkat magic was more limited than mine, but their ability to turn invisible was stronger. There was no chance of the seraphim spotting him. It was harder for me to lurk in the camp because even though I couldn’t be seen, I could be felt. Wings, even tucked tightly, could be a nuisance at times.

      He’ll be fine, I told Gunnar as he stared off after Viggo, concern in his eyes. Why don’t you go get something to eat while I find us a place to rest?

      The wolf took off on silent paws as he dashed through the forest. I headed in the same direction, and Niall followed close behind.

      Eventually, we emerged in a small clearing that would do for us to camp in for the night. There wasn’t enough space to create a fire, and even with my magic making it smokeless, I didn’t want to risk a seraph scout flying above us and spotting the flames.

      Speaking of being seen, I cast the invisibility spell over my wings to hide their golden feathers.

      Niall frowned at my back and the wings he could no longer see.

      “They’re still there,” I said dryly.

      “I know.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “I’d just prefer that you didn’t have to hide such a glorious part of you.”

      Once again, I was thankful that I didn’t have Bryn’s tendency to blush wildly. I felt my cheeks warm a little bit, but with my dark complexion, it wasn’t nearly as noticeable on me as it was on my young apprentice with her lightly tanned skin. When Bryn blushed, she practically turned bright red from head to toe, much to Elisa’s delight.

      Niall’s grin blossomed into a full-blown smile. Damn it. His ability to read me had only gotten better since we’d been traveling together.

      “You’ve been in this realm longer than me,” I said, redirecting the focus away from me acting like a lovestruck teenager. “Any ideas on where they might be heading?”

      “I was actually going to talk to you about that.” He pulled his leather bag off and dropped it on the ground. “We’re pretty close to where I originally followed Lir and his unit through the gateway. There’s a large city nearby, and I suspect that’s where they’re going. From what I saw when flying around this region, it’s the only city large enough that makes sense for an army this size to use as a base.”

      I mulled this over for a moment before nodding. “How big is the city, and what do you know of it?”

      “Not much.” He shrugged. “I was immediately hauled away and locked in a room until Lir gave me the task of finding you, but I saw some of it when I flew away. It’s rather massive. I’d guess there are over a hundred thousand seraphim living there, and it’s extremely well-defended. But I couldn’t tell you the layout or where Lir is within it.”

      “It’s been challenging enough sneaking through the smaller cities. If the city is as populated as you think, we’ll have to be extremely careful about navigating through it.” I mulled over the information before lifting my gaze to Niall. “Do you know how to get to the city from here?”

      Niall nodded. “We could probably get there in a day and a half if we took minimal breaks.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Niall had already admitted that Lir had caught him and only released him to capture me.

      Given that the sciatháin had in all likelihood been annihilated by the fae queens, Niall would have no loyalty to them. Logically, it made sense that he was still working for Balor and that this was a trap.

      He didn’t have to worry about defeating me in a fight if he just got me to go to the city where Lir was and betrayed me there.

      But I felt like I could trust him, and in my nearly two thousand years of existence, my instincts had rarely been wrong. I’d ignored them during Ragnarok because I didn’t like what they were telling me. And there were times, like when Nemain would pester me about something, that I wouldn’t always listen to them right away… and I always regretted it.

      Niall had done nothing to make me doubt his word over the last few days.

      And I found myself enjoying his company more and more, which was a problem in itself that I’d have to deal with.

      Later. That was a problem for later.

      “Then we’ll rest tonight and leave a few hours before sunrise,” I said, having come to a decision. “The seraphim are probably heading there now, in which case I’d rather get there before them. It’ll be hard enough to navigate around the city as it is.”

      “It’s possible they’re going somewhere else,” Niall warned. “I’m only guessing about them going to the city based on their direction. But I haven’t traveled anywhere south of it, so I don’t know what else is there.”

      “It’s worth a shot. Especially if Lir or any of his followers are there. We might be able to get specific information on what he’s offering the seraphim and what his plans for them are.”

      He nodded. “Very well. I’ll take first watch tonight if you want to rest after eating.”

      Niall set about pulling out water and food from his bag, including to my delight some berries that we’d collected earlier. I did the same as I watched him through veiled lashes. His tone had been light and even, but I was getting better at reading him too.

      The muscles along his jaw had tightened at the mention of Lir’s name, and he was being very careful with his movements, as if he was working hard to keep them casual.

      “What’s the deal with you and Li—” My words were cut off as something slammed into me.

      Agony laced up my side. My back crunched as it collided with a tree, but I pushed through the pain and leapt to my feet to take on my would-be attacker.

      “Sigrun!” Niall roared.

      A large beast rose in front of me on two stout legs, its body covered in pitch-black scales. Putrid breath slammed into me as it opened its maw, revealing rows of sharp yellow teeth before it dove straight for my face.
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      Instead of diving to either side, I crouched as low as I could, tucking my wings in tight. The tree cracked as the beast’s front legs slammed into its sides, sharp claws digging into the bark. Jaws snapped shut in the space where my head had been mere seconds ago.

      In one smooth motion, I rotated my hammer so that the handle was pointed straight up. The magic within it was bound to my will, and it knew what I wanted.

      The silver cap on the handle’s end molded into a sharp point, and I thrust it upward. The creature shrieked as the handle went straight through its lower jaw and into its brain. Magic sparked, and a bolt of lightning ripped through its head.

      The ear-piercing cry abruptly cut off, and I barely managed to pull the hammer free and duck to the side before the beast collapsed in a heap.

      The smell of ozone and another foul stench filled the air. Within seconds, the monster decomposed until it was nothing but bones and dust. I scattered the bones until I found what I’d been looking for. My fingers plucked the shiny black scale that was as wide as my palm and almost as long as my hand from the remains.

      “What the fuck is that?” Niall ran over to me, his panicked eyes searching my body for injuries.

      “It’s a nidling,” I spat as I held up the black scale. “Long ago, there was a beast called Nidhogg. She wreaked all sorts of havoc across the realms before she was finally slain. But pieces of her went missing after her death, including a good amount of her scales. The nidlings are warped copies of her that are created with dark magic.”

      Finally coming to the conclusion that I hadn’t been injured, Niall’s stance eased a little, and he turned an examining stare to what was left of the nidling.

      His brow furrowed. “Why was it here?”

      “It’s a long story.” I straightened and moved away from the tree to give myself more space. “But they always hunt in a pack of three.”

      His gaze slid back to me. “I’d like to hear this story someday, valkyrie.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said tightly.

      Gunnar’s deep growl echoed through the clearing.

      The other two nidlings are coming in fast! Viggo warned.

      The hammer instantly leapt into my palm. Niall pulled out his sword and dagger and took up a fighting stance a few feet to my side.

      “Is your hammer the only thing capable of killing them?”

      “Your devourer magic might work,” I said instead of answering him.

      The muscles of his jaw flexed. “I don’t have any offensive devourer magic. Most magic doesn’t work on me, but that’s the extent of my devourer nature.”

      I grunted. “Then yes. My hammer is the only thing here that can actually kill them. Technically, they’re not alive; that’s why they’ll recover from any mortal wound. The only way to take them out is to neutralize the dark magic powering them.”

      Twenty seconds, Viggo warned. Coming from the south.

      Stay in the trees, I told him. Viggo was no match for a nidling. If I could have ordered Gunnar to run, I would have, but the wolf hated nidlings. He’d never leave.

      “We could just fly away,” Niall said tightly as we turned slightly to face the south.

      “They won’t stop tracking me.” I shook my head. “They’re fast and sneaky as hell. We can’t risk them attacking us somewhere even more inconvenient and drawing the attention of the seraphim.”

      “What can I do to help you?” Niall pleaded, putting more distance between us so we each had room to work.

      “They’ll likely both target me. I need you to piss one of them off to draw it away from me.” I swung the hammer a few times as adrenaline coursed through my body. “I got lucky with the first one; it gave me a solid opening. They usually don’t go down that easy.”

      “Got it. I’m quite skilled at pissing things off.”

      “Shocking,” I mumbled under my breath, most of my attention already on the dark woods, trusting Viggo to let me know if they changed direction.

      Like two shadows peeling themselves off from the night, the nidlings entered the clearing. These were bigger than the first, easily six feet at the shoulder while they were on all fours. Solid white eyes glowed faintly, standing out against their pitch-black scales. Drool dripped from their misshapen jaws onto the forest floor.

      My mind screamed, WRONG! Everything about them was an abomination. Dark magic had warped their bodies.

      I was pretty sure they were originally some type of bear creature that had been forced to bond with the scale containing the essence of Nidhogg. Now they were nothing but a walking nightmare.

      Both of them focused solely on me, paying no attention to Gunnar or Niall. Their bulky bodies should have made them slow and loud, but the magic that fueled their blood and muscles made them fast and silenced their movements.

      It hit me then that I’d been leaving my blood all over this realm for the last few days from my sparring sessions with Niall. It should have occurred to me that Gullveig would use the nidlings to hunt me since they possessed the ability to slip between realms and had an uncanny sense of smell.

      I’d definitely be berating myself later for this massive fuckup on my end.

      “Try not to get bit,” I warned. “The magic used to keep them going is potent, and if they do enough damage to your body, it will lead to an agonizing death.”

      The nidling on my left took a step closer, and I moved back, hoping to draw it away.

      The one closer to me opened its mouth wider, a low-pitched voice tumbling out. “Siiiiigruuuuun.”

      “What the fuck?” Niall stared at the creature with a mix of horror and shock. The second one opened its mouth and echoed my name in the same whispering tone. “Oh, fuck this.”

      The fae warrior gracefully slid forward and sliced his dagger across the eye of the nidling closest to him. It snarled and shook its head but took another step towards me, otherwise unfazed.

      Gunnar leapt onto its back and started tearing through the armor-like scales.

      The nidling roared, and two things happened at once.

      Niall took advantage of the exposed throat and slashed across it. And the other nidling lunged for me.

      I spun out of the way and thrust the end of the hammer towards its eye, but I was too slow. The nidling’s bulky head shied away, and the sharpened point bounced off the scales. A paw with three dagger-like claws dug into my side.

      Pushing through the pain, I slammed my hammer down on the outstretched leg, right at the joint. Bone crunched as the nidling let out an agonizing snarl.

      Instead of backing away, I swung the hammer again, aiming for the eye I had missed earlier. The nidling tried to sidestep my attack, but its leg gave out from underneath it. The orbital bone splintered beneath my blow, the eye destroyed and blood and liquids seeping out from the crushed socket.

      I had less than a minute before the leg was fully healed. The eye would take longer, but not by much. It took an enormous amount of magic and power to make nidlings, but once they were created, the damn fuckers were near indestructible.

      Curses and snarling told me that Gunnar and Niall were struggling to keep the other nidling distracted.

      They had no doubt been given the order of finding me and bringing me to Gullveig. Their entire existence revolved around that task. Time was running out before the second nidling refocused its attention on me.

      I hammered another hit to the eye I’d already damaged, then swung the weapon up to catch the underside of the beast’s jaw, cutting off its growl.

      With a quick practiced motion, I spun the hammer and started to thrust it upward, but the beast recovered too quickly and darted to the side, tucking its head back down to protect its vulnerable underside.

      “Raise your fucking head!” I snarled.

      Magic wound its way down the hammer’s handle and nipped at me, wanting to be set free.

      If I could pierce the nidling’s flesh, it would take only a fraction of the weapon’s power to neutralize it. The scales coating the beast were drenched with magic; cutting through them was difficult, and I’d have to let more of the hammer’s magic go to beat through them.

      “Sigrun!” Niall screamed a second before something slammed into my back and sent me flying towards the nidling I’d been facing off against.

      I snapped my wings open, trying to change my course, but it was too late. Talons raked through my right wing, sending me spiraling to the ground. The nidling that had rammed me bit my arm on the way down, and I shrieked as both its teeth and magic tore into me.

      The hammer tumbled from my grasp as I hit the earth, my blood seeping through the fallen leaves and pine needles.

      Dark magic wound its way through my veins, setting my soul on fire.

      I gasped and forced myself up on my hands and knees only to have another scream be torn out of me when claws raked down my back, pushing me further into the ground.

      Sigrun! Viggo called out frantically.

      Fine. Even in my mind, the word was slurred. Stay.

      Suddenly, the nidling over me vanished, tearing out chunks of flesh and catching the edge of my wing as it left.

      With a snarl, I shoved myself up, the hammer immediately leaping into my outstretched hand.

      The nidling whose face I’d practically caved in earlier leapt for me, and I swung the hammer with both hands, putting all of my rage and strength into it. Agony tore through my damaged wing and back, but I shoved it down.

      The beast crashed onto its side, and I was there in an instant, raising the hammer and bringing it down hard on its head.

      Again. The beast struggled to rise. Again. Blood and gore splattered everywhere. Again.

      It collapsed into a boneless heap, tremors running through its body as the dark seidr magic powering it started piecing back together the head I’d smashed into nothing.

      This time, when I raised the hammer, I flipped it and stabbed downward with the handle.

      I released the stranglehold I kept over the hammer’s magic, letting enough out to strike and burn through the magic of nidling. It stopped twitching as the smell of ozone became even heavier in the air.

      Two down. One to go.

      Gunnar’s yelp tore through the clearing, and I immediately yanked the hammer free and ran towards him.

      The remaining nidling had him pinned down with one paw and raised his other to tear the wolf’s head off.

      Niall was struggling to stand from where he’d been thrown halfway across the clearing; there was a wobble to his step as he shook his head. Blood poured from his forehead, painting half his face a dark red. We were both too far away to stop the nidling.

      “No!” I screamed, throwing the hammer at the nidling’s head even though I knew it would be too late.

      A dark form dove out of the trees and yowled as it tore into the nidling’s eyes. The paw crashed down towards Gunnar, but its aim was off, and the talons sunk into the ground next to the wolf’s head.

      The beast’s head snapped to the side as my hammer slammed into it before immediately returning to my hand.

      Niall was there in a flash, slashing his sword across the thick snout, forcing the nidling away from Gunnar. I hammered another hit to its head, with Niall striking immediately after. Neither of us relented, not giving the creature a second to recover. Viggo leapt off its head, and I was vaguely aware of him crouching in front of Gunnar’s form, his low growl echoing through the forest.

      In perfect unison, Niall and I beat the nidling back across the clearing. My powerful strikes with the hammer keeping it unbalanced while his sword kept bleeding it dry. Even Nemain and I didn’t fight this well together.

      “The tree!” I shouted. “Pin it to the tree!”

      I changed the angle of my hit, going for more of an upward strike against the nidling’s skull. The moment my hit connected, the beast’s head snapped up, and Niall thrust his sword through its neck, pinning it to the tree.

      The nidling frantically tried to pull away, pulling its head down as much as possible in an attempt to protect its neck and soft underlying jaw.

      Dark blood poured out of the wound where the sword had sliced through its flesh, and I slid to the side, shoving the handle of the hammer into its neck, right below Niall’s blade where a few scales had been knocked loose.

      The pointed end sunk in an inch and stopped. I threw my weight against it, and it gave another inch.

      “Hurry,” Niall grunted as he kept pressure on the sword even as the nidling tore into his side with its claws.

      I leaned back before flinging all of my weight forward, and the scales finally gave way. With one thought from me, magic pulsed from the hammer, and nidling sagged against the tree as its body slowly crumbled into nothing.

      Niall grimaced as he wrapped a hand around his ribs. “You have some seriously fucked-up enemies, álainn.”

      “I’m aware.” I rasped as a sharp pain wracked my sides. Gritting my teeth, I forced my body to move through the pain and raced to where Viggo was crouched next to Gunnar.

      The wolf’s white coat was soaked with blood, and panic ripped through me until I saw the rise and fall of his breaths. He struggled to rise as I knelt by him, and I had to gently push him back to the ground.

      “Easy, my friend,” I urged, though I let out a breath of relief that he still lived. That had been too close.

      Viggo crouched on the other side of the wolf, his tail flipping back and forth nervously. I sensed Niall approaching behind me.

      “Get my bag,” I ordered roughly. “I need to help him heal.”

      The source of the blood seemed to be from two deep gouges along his sides where the nidling had attempted to cut him with its claws.

      Ever so carefully, I ran my fingers through his fur, checking for bites. Healing those was outside of my ability, but I could speed along the rest of the healing. Viggo was uncharacteristically quiet as he waited by Gunnar’s head, one paw outstretched to gently rest on the wolf’s muzzle.

      “I can heal him,” Niall said softly. He stood next to me, holding my bag.

      My dark eyes met his bright ones. “Are you sure?”

      A soft whimper escaped Gunnar when my fingers found another wound beneath the matted fur and blood. Thankfully, all the wounds so far had been from talons, not teeth. Niall might be able to heal the physical injuries, but I doubted he could handle the dark magic left behind from a nidling bite.

      “Yes,” Niall said before looking over my broken wing and the blood dripping down my side. “Maybe I should heal you first, though. I’m not a particularly gifted healer. I can only heal one of you now, then I’ll need to wait for my magic to recover before doing the other.”

      “Him first,” I said without any hesitation. “I’ll be fine.”

      Lie. I was anything but fine. But my body would eventually heal most of the wounds, and I could push through the pain.

      Gunnar had no innate healing abilities.

      I had to give him credit, Niall only hesitated for a moment before gently laying his hands on the wolf’s side. Gunnar flinched at the contact of a stranger on him but held still as Viggo rubbed the side of his face against his.

      “Sorry,” Niall murmured. “I’m not the most elegant of healers, and I require contact to use my magic on others.”

      Seconds ticked by while I stared at the bloody wounds, as if my will for Gunnar to be okay would speed up the fae’s magic. Finally, the flow of blood slowed. The fur was too thick for me to see his injuries without moving it aside, but I assumed Niall’s magic was working.

      After a minute, he pulled his hands away and settled back on his haunches with a deep sigh.

      A quick check of Gunnar’s side revealed all the skin had closed back up, and I let out a relieved breath.

      He’d been wounded in fights before, and every time I was terrified I would lose him. But he was a wolf, and I would never order him to defy his nature. Even if it cost him his life one day.

      “Come on, wolf,” I urged. “Get up so I can check your other side.”

      Viggo shifted back, allowing Gunnar room to stand up, which he did so slower than normal and without his usual lupine grace. A quick perusal told me he didn’t have any significant injuries on that side, only a few minor cuts.

      “He’ll probably be sore,” Niall said tiredly, his face drawn and pale from exertion. “But I healed the internal damage. There was… a lot.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed. “I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost him.”

      Even though I knew he was okay, my body still hadn’t caught up to that fact yet. I stared down at my fingers that were still trembling slightly and covered in blood.

      Niall got up and returned moments later with a container of water and some cloth. He sprinkled water over my hands and forearms, his fingers rubbing away the worst of the blood and grime as he slowly poured more water over them to rinse everything off.

      Neither of us spoke as he worked to clean me up. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had taken care of me after a fight.

      “What does álainn mean?” The words came out a little breathy, and I cleared my throat. “You called me that earlier, and my translation mark didn’t recognize it.”

      Niall’s lips curled up in a smile, but he didn’t answer right away, instead, he just continued to clean my hands and arms. Once he was satisfied, he grabbed the remaining cloth and dampened it with some water before leaning forward and gently wiping my face.

      I held perfectly still while he worked, but when his thumb brushed across my bottom lip, even my heart seemed to go still.

      “Beautiful one,” he said softly. “It means beautiful one in sciatháin.”

      Niall’s focus was on my lips as he slowly dragged his finger across them again before raising his eyes to meet mine.

      My heart that had been so still a moment ago suddenly started beating rapidly. At first, I’d been able to dismiss my feelings towards Niall as lust. It was a natural reaction, one that I’d been able to identify, acknowledge, and then lock away in a box.

      But what I was feeling now… this was so much more than that.

      Every time he touched me, it felt like he was leaving behind a trail of heat on my skin.

      My body was rapidly beginning to crave every single one of those touches no matter how light or innocent they may prove to be.

      And what’s more, I enjoyed every time I said something to get a smile out of him. His deep laughs made my soul feel lighter no matter what dark thought I was dwelling on. I enjoyed having Niall near, and the thought of separating from him sent a pulse of anxiety straight through me.

      And that was a problem. Niall wasn’t mine to claim. I’d only known him for a few days, and up until recently he’d been working for our enemy.

      It was foolish of me to allow myself to feel this way. I needed to be careful and put some distance between us.

      “We should move,” I said in a rough voice before I forced myself to my feet.

      Pain laced up my side and down my back, and a hiss of pain slid from my lips. Definitely cracked some ribs in that fight. They’d heal fast, but it’d still hurt to breathe for the next hour. My wing would take a lot longer to heal.

      Once we were somewhere safe, I’d make a healing tea to help move things along. The bite on my arm was the bigger concern. It meant there was a ticking clock on how much time I had left to finish things up here and find a healer.

      I cleared my throat, my focus returning to the matter at hand. “That fight was loud, and the seraphim might send some scouts out to investigate.”

      Niall nodded. “The bodies have mostly fallen apart; we can scatter the remains. But we should take a few minutes to break apart the firewood and hide our footprints.”

      He started walking towards the fire, limping a little on his left leg. I whispered some words under my breath and he halted, spinning back around to face me even as his eyes darted around the clearing.

      “You even hid the footprints… I’m impressed, álainn.”

      “You shouldn’t call me that.” I gave him my best hard stare.

      “Ah, but it’s so fitting.” He grinned unrepentantly. “I find myself unable to call you anything else.”

      My mouth flattened into a hard line, which only caused him to grin wider. “You’re impossible,” I muttered. “Like I said before, no one can surpass the illusion magic of those from Yggdrasil.”

      Niall accepted this and returned his attention to the forest floor as he scanned the area again. “How long will it last?”

      “Long enough.” I started to shrug but killed the motion when the movement invoked a jolt of pain from my injured wing. Technically, I could make it last until someone broke the spell, but there was no need to dump that much magic into it. The seraphim would be moving on from this area come morning.

      Gripping the bag to my chest, as there was no way I could carry it on my back, I set off into the forest.

      I didn’t want to go too far away from the seraphim camp, so I took a diagonal path that put distance between us and where we’d been camping but didn’t add much between us and the seraphim.

      Gunnar was already gaining back some of his lupine grace and scouted ahead of us, but he kept close enough that he remained within sight. Viggo once again took to the top of the tree canopy so that he could keep an eye out for seraphim soldiers.

      It didn’t take long before he called out a warning.

      Three seraph scouts incoming, he said. Looks like they’re just doing a standard sweep. I don’t think they’re specifically coming for us.

      I let out a low whistle, and Gunnar immediately returned to my side. My fingers dug into his fur, and I stretched a hand out to Niall.

      His eyes flicked back and forth between my face and hand before he slid his fingers into mine.

      Given that he was a devourer, this probably wouldn’t work, but I figured it was worth a shot. The trees weren’t as thick in this area, and we’d be easy to spot from the sky.

      Magic slipped out from me. The illusion spell was one of the few that didn’t require me to speak any words or use herbs to channel.

      It coated me and Gunnar in an instant, but when it reached Niall, it sank into him.

      My brows furrowed, my will raising more power.

      More of my magic poured out of me and directly into him. Panic thrummed in my chest as I felt my magic slip away. We both pulled our hands apart at the same time.

      “Sorry.” He shifted slightly. “I thought maybe because your magic is so different from anything I’ve encountered before that it might work. Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” I rasped out. My body was already feeling overtaxed from healing, and now fatigue threatened to pull me under. “You need to hide yourself.”

      He nodded and retreated further into the underbrush, then extended his black wings over his form. It wasn’t perfect; a black blob tended to stand out. Luckily, it was an overcast night, and the seraphim couldn’t see that well in the dark.

      Once I felt my magic coat my skin again, I knelt down next to Gunnar before my legs completely gave out.

      I should have known better than to try and use my magic on him. It was just odd interacting with a devourer who wasn’t a raving beast. Technically, Nemain and Kalen were devourer hybrids, but they were born that way, not made. Different rules applied to them, and it was easy to forget sometimes what they were.

      With an unsettling realization, it occurred to me that Niall was now in that category too. When I looked at him, I didn’t see a devourer. I barely even registered him as fae. He was just… Niall. It wasn’t like me to be this trusting of someone so soon, but he was easily sliding past all my defenses, and I didn’t know how to stop him. Or if I even wanted to stop him.

      The minutes ticked by, but soon three silhouettes glided overhead. One broke off from the other two and circled a few times, flying low enough to clip the tree line.

      We all held still, even after they left, until Viggo gave the all-clear.

      “Let’s go a little further and find a place where the trees are denser to rest for what remains of the night.” A pained grunt spilled out of me before I could bite it back as soon as the words left my mouth.

      Niall was there in an instant, a concerned and slightly guilty look on his face as his eyes took in my still-healing wounds.

      “I’m fine,” I insisted, unable to hide the edge to my voice. It was my choice to heal Gunnar first, and I didn’t regret it.

      “You’re not.” He shook his head. “It’s my fault. When you tried to hide me earlier, I took some of your magic. I didn’t mean to, but I can’t control it. The devourer part of me instantly absorbs any magic thrown at it, even if that magic is well-intentioned.”

      “Would have been nice to know that earlier.”

      “Like I said,”—he gave me an apologetic shrug—“I thought it might work.”

      “I can make it a little bit further.” I tried to step around him, but he mirrored my movement.

      “At least let me heal your wing and ribs. I got a boost from the magic I took from you, so I’m good to do a little more healing now. We’ll deal with your arm later.”

      I glared at him, but the resolve in his face didn’t budge. Fine. With a sigh, I dropped my bag and raised my arm, allowing him access to my ribs.

      He stepped closer until I could feel the heat radiating off him and gently placed a hand on my side. Despite my injuries, a contented sigh slipped from my lips at the contact. Niall’s hand stilled.

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t.” I didn’t offer any other explanation.

      His lips quirked up into a smile, and I didn’t realize I was staring at them until his smile broadened even more. “Better?”

      Exhaustion and pain. That’s why I’d been staring at him. It had to be. I was too old for this nonsense.

      “Yes.” I jerked my head in a nod and stepped away. His hand trailed across my side before he let it drop, and I instantly missed the contact.

      “Now your wing.” He shifted to the side so he could get a better look and grimaced. “I’m going to have to hold it up with one hand so that the bones heal correctly. Tell me when you’re ready.”

      I spread my feet a litter further apart and then picked a patch of moss growing on one of the trees in front of me to focus on. “Ready.”

      Niall’s movements were smooth and quick, but there were multiple broken bones and torn ligaments in my wing. Not to mention the deep gouges down my back.

      “Fuck!” I ground out after swallowing the scream that tried to burst out of my chest.

      By the time he got my wing into position, I was panting heavily, but my eyes never waved from the moss.

      I couldn’t afford to blackout now. Niall might be a temporary ally of sorts, but I couldn’t afford to trust him completely. My instincts were also telling me that he was hiding something, which meant I needed to be wary around him until I figured out what it was.

      Then again… who wouldn’t have secrets after thousands of years of living?

      After what felt like hours but was probably less than ten minutes, Niall finally released my wing and stepped back. I turned around to face him and barely had time to catch him when he stumbled forward. His large hands gripped my shoulders as I supported most of his weight.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked urgently.

      Trembles racked his frame as he leaned harder into me.

      “Don’t know,” he mumbled. “For some reason, that was a lot harder than it should have been. Like your magic was fighting me.”

      Shit. My magic wasn’t the problem; it was the dark magic seeping further into me thanks to the nidling bite on my arm.

      Now that the pain from my wing and ribs was gone, I could feel how numb my arm was. It’d already spread further up, almost to my shoulder, which meant I had less time that I thought.

      “Lean on me,” I told him. “We’ll go just a little bit further, and then I’ll keep watch while you rest.”

      He grunted but didn’t protest as I wrapped an arm around his waist.

      “I was really hoping this would go the other way,” he said tiredly. “That maybe you’d swoon after I healed you, and I could carry you off to safety.”

      I snorted even as a smile tugged at my lips. “You’re kind of ridiculous. You know that, right?”

      “I’ll be whatever it takes to make you happy, álainn.”
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