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​One




Soleil




I push past my friends and throw open the back door. My throat is closing. The air itself is trapping me.

My tiny, unwelcoming backyard doesn’t help. The dilapidated fence stands not far from me, and all the plant life is dead. 

Is Titan dead? Have I once again lost the one person I love more than any other?

Imaginary fingers grasp my neck and choke me. Tears threaten, but they’re as lost as I am. They don’t make it to my eyes.

A flash of lightning crashes across the bright sky. There isn’t a cloud in sight.

That can only mean one thing—agents of Valhalla. 

Haven’t I already been through enough? I was dragged back there, given not one but three new targets here on earth, then returned only to discover Titan has gone missing. What more can they want?

Do they have him? Has Valhalla taken him captive to make sure I get my jobs done quickly?

I struggle to breathe. 

“Soleil.”

My natural defenses rise, and I spin to my left. 

It’s one of the Valkyries who pulled me away from my target just as I was about to complete my mission. She and her friend were the ones who gave me three more jobs. I don’t have either of their names.

“What do you want?” I glare at her.

“I’m a friend, remember?”

My fists clench as though gripping the hilt of my sword. How I’d love to use my blade on her. Not that it’d work. “Friend? Really?”

“You don’t understand what Sessa and I have put on the line for you.”

Now I have one of their names. The other one is Sessa. I shake my head. “No, I don’t. But I’ll be too busy to worry about that, won’t I? I usually take ten years to complete one mission. Now I have four targets, and how long? A week? A month?”

The Valkyrie gives me a sympathetic glance. 

I narrow my eyes. “And what about Titan?”

“Titan?”

“My boyfriend! Where is he?”

Her brows come together in confusion. “I don’t know. Has he gone missing?”

“Yeah, actually. During the time you and Sessa snatched me away. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“We’re trying to help.”

“Help?” I need to keep my voice down before I draw attention to us from my friends inside. “You seem to have made my life infinitely worse.”

She shakes her head. “We’re trying to soothe the situation back in Valhalla—the one you’ve created, might I add. Without our help, you’ll definitely end up on trial. And you’ll lose. Guaranteed.”

“Why do you care?” I step closer and stare her down. “Since when does anyone back home care about me?”

The Valkyrie takes a deep breath. “It’s like we told you before—you have more friends than you think. Despite your insistence on being a loner. Despite your rogue ways.”

“Why?” I take another step, and now our noses are barely an inch apart.

“Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what? Stop playing mind games.”

“We were friends in school.”

I take a deep breath to keep myself from shouting. “That was thousands of years ago. I barely recognize you.”

Sadness crosses her face, though it disappears as quickly as it showed. “You remember nothing?”

“Sorry.”

She takes a step back. “I’m Ellika.”

Her name is like a slap to my face. While her face was certainly familiar when she showed up in Egypt, it barely registered. Now a flood of memories nearly knocks me over…

It’s as though I’m being transported back in time. Stepping foot into my first classroom so many years ago. The room was a sea of blonde hair, with the teacher up front at the board and students milling about, some sitting studiously waiting and others grouped together, whispering.

We were all barely ten and had spent most of our lives in seclusion, raised by tutors who told us stories of wars. They trained us in the basics of sword-fighting. All the students in my class were future leaders who had shown the most potential of anyone our age. And because of that, the current leaders expected a lot from us.

Yet there I stood, timid as they came. 

Then one girl at a desk glanced my way. She smiled and waved me over to the empty desk next to her.

I looked behind me to make sure she wasn’t inviting someone else over. Once I was sure she meant me, I hurried over.

Halfway there, someone stuck her foot out in front of me. It barely registered before I was flying through the air, rapidly approaching the floor. I hit with a thud and skidded along. 

Laughter surrounded me, growing louder until I crashed into a desk. I sat up, rubbing my eye, then noticed my skirt had flipped up over my waist, exposing my purple underwear to the whole class.

I pulled my skirt down, but not before everyone had seen my underwear—all the girls and the few boy Valkyrie students. All of them loomed above me, roaring with laughter. 

Everyone except Ellika. She gave me a small smile and patted the seat next to her. 

Face flaming, I scrambled to my feet, righted my clothes, and dashed over to her, managing to avoid the other feet that stuck out in my path. 

“Everyone will forget that by lunch. I’m Ellika, by the way.”

“Soleil.” I undid my braids and let my hair fall around my face so I wouldn’t have to look at anyone. 

Laughter still rang all around. Peers mocked my underwear choice.

Ellika said something, but I couldn’t focus. 

Humiliation and anger raced around, pulsating through me.

It was at that moment I decided I didn’t need anyone. That I would find my own way, and never again let anyone get to me. Nobody would ever make me feel that way again.

And that was what happened. Ellika was the only one I allowed to get close to me. The rest I ignored and snubbed until I figured out that humor softened their hatred for me. I became one of the best in the class so the teachers would punish them for bothering me.

Ellika stood by me throughout our school years, but then we lost track of each other once the leaders started sending us out on solitary missions. 

I blink my eyes a few times to bring myself back to the present. 

“Now do you remember?” Ellika asks. 

“Yeah.” I lean against my door and take a deep breath. 

“Sessa and I have been helping you since the beginning.”

“The beginning? Of what?”

“Since you were sent out on your first mission, angry and determined to do everything yourself.”

I stare at her. “You and the teacher’s assistant have been watching me this long? But why show yourselves now? Thousands of years later?” I let the questions hang in the air, silently asking the ones I prefer to keep quiet. Why do they want to help when I’ve broken rules? When I’ve spent more time than not getting involved with people on earth, whether human or supernatural?

“There’s something special about you.” Ellika holds my gaze and lets a beat pass before continuing. “I don’t know if you realize it, but you are.”

“You mean special, like—?”

“Don’t make a joke. I mean, you’re going places. Or you would if you’d get your act together. You’ve always had more potential in your pinky than the rest of our class had combined.”

“Now I know you’re messing with me.” I turn around and reach for the doorknob. “Don’t worry, I’ll get your target and Sessa’s.”

“You think that’s why I’m here?”

I spin back around. “Why are you?”

She steps closer and speaks quietly. “You haven’t told anyone about our meeting, have you?”

“I just got my butt back here from Egypt and found out my boyfriend is missing. No, I haven’t mentioned our little powwow.” 

Ellika reaches for my arm. “Don’t tell anyone. As in, nobody. Don’t breathe a word of it.”

“I won’t.”

She holds my gaze. “I’m serious. You have to swear yourself to silence.”

I pretend to zip my lips. “My lips are sealed.”

“I’ll look into Titan’s disappearance. If he’s in Valhalla, I’ll let you know. Also, Sessa’s working to find your parents.”

“My parents?” I stumble back. Valkyries almost never see their parents. In school, there was always the running rumor that once a Valkyrie reproduces, they die. It made sense, and was accepted as fact by many. I was never so sure, and on some level always held out hope that I might meet them someday.

She nods. “They’re alive. They want to see you.”

Everything spins around me. They’re alive? I don’t even remember them. My earliest memories are of my tutor, who only had an interest in training me to be the best so she could rise in rank. Thanks to me, she did.

“I have your word?” Ellika arches a brow.

“Yes. I already told you as much.”

“Okay, because if you do tell anyone, you put us all on the line—me, Sessa, your parents, and even yourself. We could all end up dead.”

“No pressure.”

She knits her brows together. 

“I got it. One question, since I’ve never before taken anyone else’s mission. Do I need your swords, since I’m going after your targets?”

She shakes her head no. “When we transferred everything to you, we transferred it all. Your sword will do the job. Bring us their souls, then we’ll take them to the leaders. Simple.”

I snort. “Simple. Right.”

“Trust me. We’re putting ourselves on the line for you. We’re trying to get the Valkyries off your back. That’s no easy task. Just hurry with the missions.”

“I will. I want nothing more than to put this all behind me. Oh, and if you can do something about the Valkyrie hunters that are after me, that’d be great too.”

She gives me a double-take. “Valkyrie hunters?”

“There are five that I know of. They found me in Egypt and nearly took me out with whatever was on their knives. Luckily, I got to a healing spring.”

Ellika is still staring at me. “Valkyrie hunters were eliminated centuries ago.”

“Apparently not. I saw them, and they want me dead.”

She swears and speaks in rapid-fire Norwegian. Then she takes a deep breath. “You’re sure they were actual hunters?”

I nod slowly. “Whatever they cut me with made me dizzy and clumsy. It felt like it was attacking me at the cellular level. I have no doubt it’d have killed me.”

“For now, I’d suggest staying away from Egypt. I’ll send someone to look into them.”

“At least that’s one less thing for me to worry about.”

“Unless they find you first.”

My stomach twists in a tight knot. “Right. Unless they get to me first.”


​Two




Soleil




The door slams behind me as I make my way back to my friends. 

“Are you okay?” Katya, my jaguar shifter friend, hurries over to me. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

In a way, I have. But I can’t say anything. I have to stay silent about my entire mission, except for my original target. Then there’s the matter of finding Titan.

“Soleil?” Katya puts a hand on my arm.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I shake my head to clear it. “As fine as I can be with Titan missing. I need to get on that.” I turn to Eveline, our resident witch. “Can you run another locator spell on him?”

She looks at me like I’m crazy. “I just did. He’s somewhere in the area of Iceland, Norway, Spain, and Italy.”

Or Valhalla. That could be why she couldn’t get a more focused answer. One of those places could have been his last earthly location. “Exactly. I need to know right where he is, not all the places he could be. There isn't time to traipse through four different countries—not to mention all the countries in between!”

“Well, I can try. That was my best locator spell, though.”

“Run it again.” I race up the stairs, skipping every other step, then lock myself in my room. 

My mind spins out of control, not knowing where to focus its attention. I want to find Titan first. But if he’s in Valhalla, it’ll be a useless task. 

Regardless of where he is, the fact that they took him captive is my fault. He was fighting alongside me, trying to protect me.

And I knew something like this would happen! Knew it. That was why I traveled to Egypt on my own and left him in the vampire castle in the middle of an enchanted forest. I wanted to know he was safe until I came back from killing the dictator.

Now, he’s missing and the dictator is still running free and deeper in hiding. On top of that, I have three more targets to take out, all the while having to avoid Valhalla’s agents and some Valkyrie hunters.

Hades! Could this get any worse?

Knock, knock.

I had to ask, didn’t I?

“What is it?”

“Can I come in?” Fox asks from the other side of the door.

“May as well.” I unlock the door, then sit on my bed.

The tall, dark, and bald djinn comes in and closes the door behind him. “Want to talk?”

“Not really.” I pull out my phone and search for whatever I can find on my three new targets. Of course they’re scattered across the globe. 

The bed creaks as Fox sits about a foot from me. “What can I do?”

“Nothing.” The last thing I need is to put anyone else in danger.

“I helped you before, remember?”

I glance up at him. “That was mutual. I helped you find Calla. If you’re smart, you should take her far, far away and live your happily-ever-after.”

He frowns. “Why are you pushing me away?”

“I need to do this on my own. Anyone who gets close to me ends up in danger. Seriously, take Calla and get as far from me as possible.”

“We can help you find Titan.”

Unless he’s in Valhalla. Then there isn’t much anyone can do for him. Which is why I need to focus on my missions. Once I bring back the souls, I’ll have leverage to demand his freedom. Or to trade mine for his. “I appreciate the offer, but do you really want Calla’s life on the line?”

“She’s fully recovered from that magical prison. Now she wants to help, to thank you for saving her life.”

“Tell her to send flowers.”

“Soleil…” His voice holds a tone of warning.

I turn back to my phone and scroll through the results. Even if I spent all my attention on these cases, it could take years.

Titan doesn’t have years. I need to find him now.

“Why don’t you want our help?”

“What part of ‘I don’t want you all killed’ is so hard to understand?”

“Have you always been this difficult?”

I glare at him. “When I need to focus on my mission, I need to focus.”

He sighs. “We’ll all be downstairs waiting to help you. You don’t have to do this alone.”

Since I’m silenced about my three new targets, I am on my own. But I can’t even tell him that much. “Thanks.”

Fox rises and holds my gaze for a moment before leaving. 

I hate pushing away people who actually care, but the last thing I want is for any of them to end up captured or killed because of me. This whole mess is on me. 

Last time, I made the mistake of telling others what I was doing. 

This time, I won’t do that again. I’m going to leave on my own without a single word to anyone. However, that likely won’t keep them from trying to follow me. The good news is they’ll have a hard time locating me. The area between Norway, Iceland, Spain, and Italy is vast. They could all split up and still not find me.

That’s the kind of cover I need. A wide area and a sharp plan. I need to know, at least generally, where all of my targets are so I can find them quickly and take them out in time to run to the next one. 

Sure, no problem. All while my heart is shattering into a million pieces because of Titan. There’s no way a mesmer could survive the torture dished out by Valhalla’s finest. Valkyries barely survive. Many don’t.

Those imaginary fingers start to choke me one more time. 

I clear my throat and scan my screen again, clicking one link then another. Time passes, but I can only tell because the light from outside dims and my stomach eventually rumbles when I smell pizza downstairs.

They’re trying to lure me out. And I can’t remember the last time I ate. I’m fairly low on essence, so that won’t sustain me. 

They win. For now. I’ll eat, then make my escape once everyone falls asleep. Easy peasy.

I open the door, and two things hit me. First, more delicious aromas other than pizza—they also ordered garlic bread and something with cinnamon. Second, the conversation is far too loud to be just my friends. 

It sounds like a party down there. What did they do? Invite the entire neighborhood for a bash?

How can they throw a celebration when Titan is missing? Captured? Probably being tortured by Valkyries at this very moment!

Anger surges through me. I storm down the stairs, ready to put an end to the festivities. My actions could be harsh enough to lose all my friends. 

I don’t care. It’ll keep them safe and give me the space I need to unravel the mess drowning me. By myself.

Once I reach the bottom of the stairs, I freeze in place.

This isn’t a neighborhood kegger. The members from my pack fill the downstairs—more people I’m trying to keep from getting hurt or killed.

I scan the crowd. Just about everyone is here. Those who aren’t are probably back home protecting the mansion.

My heart races as I stare at the scene before me. Do I send them away or thank them for caring? The anger melts away as I know they only came because they think they can help.

“Soleil!” Victoria hands her baby to Ziamara, then nearly knocks me over with a tight embrace.

I squeeze her in return. “What are you all doing here?”

“We’re here to help, of course.” She steps back and gives me a sad smile. “We can help, you know. Look at everything our pack has been through. We’ve fought werewolves, jaguar shifters, and don’t forget about the—”

“I know, but Valkyries are unlike any other supernatural creature.”

“We’re stronger in numbers. We have your back, and we’re happy to stick our necks on the line for you. Just look at everything you’ve done for us.”

I start to protest, but Ziamara and some of the others race over and pile on the hugs. They each promise to stay by my side until we find Titan and kill the dictator.

So much for my plan to sneak out while they sleep. Werewolves can go days without any rest if necessary.


​Three




Titan




Laughter wakes me. I sit up and wipe dirt from my face, though there really isn’t any point. I’ve been stuck in this Hades-hole of a cell with no way out for what feels like a week. It’s probably been less than that, but each minute drags on as if it were an hour.

My scrawny cellmate picks a dung beetle from the wall and sticks it in his mouth.

“How can you eat that?” My empty stomach turns.

“Maybe ya haven’t noticed, but they isn’t feedin’ us much.” Iyad waggles his brows at me.

Granted, I haven’t had more than a stale piece of bread since my arrival, but I’m still not desperate enough to pop a living bug into my mouth. I drink the dirty water servant girls bring by a few times a day, but that’s only because I’m pretty sure people can’t survive long without water.

He grabs for a spider, and I turn away. I hope I never get that desperate.

I won’t. I’m getting out of this place one way or another. As soon as I’m given the chance, I’m going to use trickery. I’ll change my appearance. Make them think I’m free.

Something. Anything.

But that means I have to actually get the attention of a guard or someone else in charge first. So far, I’ve only been ignored.

My stomach rumbles. Loudly.

“Want this?” My roomie holds up a colorful squirmy insect I’ve never seen before.

I hesitate but shake my head. I won’t stoop that low. I’m getting out of here soon. Before I actually consider stooping to that level.

Something crashes in the cell on our right. 

Thud! Bang! 

Shouting in a foreign language.

“Shaddup!” someone yells.

More banging and other noises sound, followed by others calling out—some demanding quiet, others rooting for a winner in the fight.

I sigh and look around for a way out. Not that I’ve seen anything promising the other thousand or so times I’ve looked. 

Iyad stumbles over to our adjoining wall and hits it. He shouts, sending spittle and bug legs into the air.

If only I was a shapeshifter, I could turn myself into something small enough to fit through the bars of the door and never look back. Unfortunately, all I can do is trick people into thinking I look different. I’ve been waiting for the guards to return, but if they have, it was only when I was sleeping.

I sit in the far corner and try to push all the commotion from my mind. My thoughts immediately go to Soleil. I need to know if she’s okay. Did she get the dictator? Is she on earth or in Valhalla? Could we both be jailed? She was so worried about being thrown in a Valhalla prison if she was caught.

I don’t even know where I am. The last thing I remember was blacking out before being shoved in here. For all I know, I’m in Valhalla. But I find that doubtful. Nobody I’ve seen has fit any image I’ve ever had of the majestic realm. 

This place still has an earthly vibe with all its dirt, bugs, and grime. Where on earth we are, however, is another question altogether. There are a mixture of people speaking various languages, and many of them speak at least some English, even if it’s broken and barely understandable.

Wherever Soleil is, I hope it’s better than this. I hope she’s not worrying about me, but I’m sure she is. Ever since we admitted our feelings for each other, we’ve barely been able to spend any time together. There were the few days back at Gessilyn’s before the agents of Valhalla arrived, attacking, but she’d spent most of that time recovering from her battle with Eveline. Then we’d had some time together in the desert after I traveled the globe to find her, though that was hardly quality time, running from Valkyries and chasing a violent dictator.

All the more reason to get out of here. 

I watch my cellmate pace our tiny space. 

He’s muttering to himself and picking at an oozing scab. The old guy seems to have accepted this place as his fate. He shows no will to leave. In fact, he almost seems amused by everything.

“When will the guards come by?” I ask.

He stops and looks at me. “Whenever them be feelin’ like it.”

“They need to bring us food!”

“Who says?”

“They can’t let us starve.”

“Them sure ain’t worried about fattening us up. Look at me!” He laughs, showing off his yellow chipped teeth, and rubs his bony arm.

I rise, indignation building. “They really aren’t coming by? They’re going to let us waste away to nothing?”

“We’re prisoners. If we die, they don’t be puttin’ us in front of no judge. Saves ’em time and money.”

I run my hands through my hair and get dirt flecks stuck in my nails. My stomach feels like it’s going to rumble, but it doesn’t. It’s like it doesn’t have the energy.

There has to be a way out of here. There just has to be! 

I march over to the door and study it. The rusty old thing has to have some weakness. Somewhere. Except there’s nothing I can see. It’s rusty, but the bars are thick and well-made.

“There’s no escape.” Iyad cackles.

I ignore him.

“You thinks people ain’t tried?”

I spin around and glare at him. “I haven’t tried!”

He shrugs. “Have fun. Just like the rest of ’em.”

“Rest of them? Who?”

“Everyone!” He pans his bony fingers around, probably meaning everybody in all the cells throughout the prison.

