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        BOOK ONE

      

      

      Ragnarok happened. Survivors converged on earth many millennia ago, breeding and blending with humans. Now, a secret battle of bloodlines is being waged in the shadows of the real world.

      Raine Thoren became a Shadow Guardian to protect non-magical humans from threats they aren't even aware of. But the latest killer on the loose has stealth and power unlike any adversary she's faced. She won't be able to bring this one down alone.

      FBI Special Agent Will Decker prefers to work by himself. When a mysterious woman saves his life, she's suddenly assigned to work with him in his quest to track an elusive killer. The more he learns about his new partner, Raine, and what demons lurk in shadows, the more fantasy becomes reality.

      If they're going to stop the demon and unravel prophecies of the future, they'll need to work as a team and unlock each others' hearts and untapped powers.
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      Raine stalked quietly through the dark corridor on the second floor of the abandoned building, weapon drawn. The man she was pursuing had cornered himself here, and she would hunt him down like the snake he was.

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

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

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

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

      And he would never see her coming.

      Her plan was flawless.

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

      What in the name of Asgard?!

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

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

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

      By Odin’s eye, she silently swore.

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

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

      Jör flinched, and she lunged.

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

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

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

      Sturdy arms broke her fall.

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

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

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

      Gone. He was gone.

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

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

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

      “It’s a little late for that.”

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

      

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

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

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

      How had that killer been so damn fast?

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

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

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

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

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

      “Rain.”

      “Rain with an e.”

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

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

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

      They made their way down the steps together.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Classified,” Raine said through gritted teeth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Who is she?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Raine?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Won’t.”

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

      “Yes.”

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

      Her eyes went wide.

      Well, he nailed that statement.

      “Any other superhuman abilities I should know about?”

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

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

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

      She pushed to her feet. “Bathroom?”

      “Directly across the hall.”

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

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

      She closed the bathroom door.

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

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

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

      He stood and walked to the door. “You can’t hide in there forever,” he called to her. “And there’s no bathroom window escape route. My questions will still be here when you come out.” His intonation crescendoed playfully at his last few words.
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      Raine startled at her appearance in the mirror. With her disheveled hair and mascara smeared eyes, she looked like a 1980s hard rock groupie. She pulled out her ponytail holder and tugged fingers through her snarls. The stab wound had drained her. She stroked a hand over her forearm; the healing was complete, and now the thing would ache and itch for a day.

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

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

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

      Maybe he was worth it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Classified.”

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

      “Am I under arrest?”

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

      “Then let’s see what tomorrow holds.” She closed her eyes.
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      Raine slept for a few hours and awoke around five am. The blue glow of the bedside clock was the only light. She closed her eyes and listened. Silence.

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

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

      Not for lack of want.

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

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

      Curiously thoughtful of him.

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

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

      He settled.

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

      No, no, no.

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

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

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

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

      If only her aim had been better, she would have slowed Jör down enough to make a second shot. Now, he was still at large, and another person might succumb to his brutality and join his long line of victims in the grave.
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      Jör hobbled back to his motel room, stiff from a throbbing pain in his leg and the freezing cold. He’d shredded his jacket and used it as a bandage to stem the bleeding until he had reached his room. Shivering, he was barely able to unlock the door from his numb fingers and shaking hands.

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

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

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

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

      “My queen,” he said in return.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Empty.

      Shit.

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

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

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

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

      “Powell.”

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

      “What’s your status?”

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

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

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

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

      “Operative? Who? FBI?”

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

      “Where is she now?”

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

      “You slept with her?”

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

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

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

      “Jör?”

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

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

      “She won’t be there,” he said.

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

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

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

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Will?”

      “Yes?”

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

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

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

      Now that the killer had escaped, Will feared he wouldn’t learn his next location until another victim surfaced.
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      Raine counted through pushups on the mat as sweat trickled down her face. She was halfway through her workout routine when Usha walked into the barn, letting in the cool, dry, Montana air with her.

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

      “Anything yet?” Raine asked between exertional breaths.

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

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

      Operative word being shadow.

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

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

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

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

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

      “How did you⁠—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “When do I start?”

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

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

      “Ma’am.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Will cocked his head to one side.

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

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

      “Raine River Thoren.” She straightened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A blush came over her cheeks.

      Fascinating, he thought.

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

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

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

      “Almost?” he asked.

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

      “Camouflage.”

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

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

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

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

      “I was born with them.”

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

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

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

      Raine stood. “Why don’t I fill you in over lunch?”
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      “Ragnarok happened. Asgard and the nine realms fell. Millions were wiped out—Asgardians, Frost Giants, Dark Elves, Light Elves, Dwarves, Vanir. Those who survived hid on earth and bloodlines mingled,” Raine explained when the guacamole and chips arrived.

      Will had driven them from the J Edgar Hoover FBI headquarters to Oyamel Cocina Mexicana in the Penn Quarter. The restaurant smelled of fresh salsa, cilantro, and lime. They had a seat in the corner, slightly apart from the busy lunch bustle.

      Raine had rehearsed her introductory statement on the plane flight from Montana to DC, all the while wondering what Will’s reaction would be. Would he be intrigued like he’d been about her ability to heal? Or would he discredit her all together, the way she’d always imagined every man would?

      “Norse mythology?” Will bit down on a chip laden with guacamole and chewed as he blinked at her, looking like he was debating how much of what she explained he would believe.

      She continued, “They weren’t actual gods. Humans deified them—as we tend to do with things we don’t understand. But beings from the other realms had remarkable abilities.”

      “Which have mingled with our lowly genes?”

      “The gene pool mixed, most of us think of it in a good way. Magic was diluted over thousands of years.” Raine dipped a chip and took a bite—the flavors of lime and cilantro bursting in her mouth.

      “And your bloodline is—don’t tell me. Frost Giant? Just kidding. You’re clearly a descendent of Thor with your blonde hair and perfect body.”

      Wasn’t he charming? And unexpectedly relaxed as she discussed the supernatural. What rattled this man? Nothing she’d done or said so far.

      “I do have some Asgardian genes. My mentor says I’m on my way to becoming a Valkyrie.”

      “Ah, Odin’s warrior women. Makes sense.”

      “You know Norse Mythology?”

      “I know the Avenger movies.” He winked at her.

      “Hmm.” She frowned as she loaded another chip.

      “So, Valkyrie. You discovered your origins and joined these Shadow Guardians to be a warrior for—what? America? Mankind?”

      She swallowed her bite. “All of mankind.” Probably because, in truth, she wanted most of all to protect her family. She took a sip of her water.

      “That’s a judicious undertaking. Have you always been an overachiever?” He grinned.

      Why was this man so easy to talk to? When Usha had first assigned Raine, she’d been determined to maintain a tight reserve. But damn, Will had charisma.

      She cleared her throat. “I started having dreams at sixteen. I now suspect they were someone else’s memories. They were apocalyptic dreams with people and places I didn’t recognize. For the most part, I was a normal teenager.”

      “Cheerleader and gymnast. Winner of some state competitions. I’d say you had an above average teenage life.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. Apparently, his background investigation of her extended into high school activities. She’d used the word normal to mean attending high school, socializing with friends, horseback riding with her sisters. It had been a simpler time, when she knew nothing about bloodlines and monsters in shadows.

      His heated gaze had her wondering if he was imagining her in a short skirt holding pom-poms. She shifted her weight in her chair.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “once I learned there are dangerous creatures among us, I knew I wanted to do some type of law enforcement. When the Council of Mjölnir approached me, I accepted.”

      “Council of Mjölnir? CoM. You said they oversee the Shadow Guardians. And you accepted? Just like that?”

      The waitress brought out their fish tacos—Pescado Baja California.

      “Not just like that,” Raine said when the waitress left. “One of my sisters was emotionally traumatized. She witnessed her fiancée murdered by a Dark Elf bloodline. When the council offered me a position and explained their role, I knew I wanted to be part of an organization to stop monsters like that.”

      She hadn’t anticipated how isolating the work would be. Now that she was answering a barrage of questions, she wondered if a constant partner would be exhausting.

      Will froze as he was lifting his taco to take a bite. “Do you kill them?” he asked in a low voice.

      Raine shrugged. “Not always. But sometimes it’s me or them.” She began eating her entrée.

      Will leaned back as his face paled and his easy demeanor faltered for the first time.

      Is he judging me?

      He obviously had an aversion to killing, which only meant he didn’t understand the danger from the other bloodlines. A secret war was being waged, and both sides rarely took prisoners. When they did, it wasn’t pretty. Death was a mercy.

      She continued to eat and waited as Will processed her statement.

      “How many people have you killed?” He glanced around as if ensuring he hadn’t been overheard.

      “Your mistake is in thinking of them as people.”

      “They’re still people. Even if bloodlines were mixed, as you say, they’re still people.” His voice had grown an irritated edge.

      “Is this going to pose a problem with us working together?”

      “No, because you’re going to swear to me right now that our objective is to catch the bad guy—justice, and not the vigilante type.” He took an enormous bite out of his taco and chewed with no semblance of enjoying it.

      “I swear to stop Jör by whatever means necessary.”

      “Raine—” Will began.

      She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’m sure you’ve seen the photographs of what Jör has done to his victims. He’s the worst type of sadist. No conscience whatsoever. If I’m given the option to kill him or let him escape for capture another day, I will kill him. I’ve already let him get away and the next victim’s blood is on my hands.”

      Will’s brow furrowed. “You’re talking about me. Saving me meant letting Jör escape.”

      “I didn’t have a clean shot.” She waved a dismissive hand as she leaned back in her seat. “My options were to protect you and try to injure him enough to slow him down or let him attack you.”

      “And while he was busy killing me, you would’ve been able to get your kill shot.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I appreciate your judgment call.” Will rubbed his chin.

      “Then perhaps you can trust me enough to make the right judgment call next time, too.”

      Will sighed, but with it returned his crooked grin. “We’ll see. Can we at least agree that we will do our best to capture the villain?”

      “I always do my best.”

      As he nodded, a dark flicker crossed his expression.

      He doesn’t trust me, Raine thought.

      A lack of trust would make working together difficult, but she couldn’t expect him to readily accept the secrets of the existence of otherworldly bloodlines. As someone sworn to uphold United States laws with no prior knowledge of the shadow war, of course he would oppose killing.

      She set her napkin on the table beside her plate of finished tacos. If Will didn’t trust her after she’d saved his life, perhaps nothing she could say would change that. Regardless, they were on this path and needed to work together.
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      Will drove his spacious red Chevy Impala with Raine in the passenger seat. A pregnant silence lingered between them.

      He was still trying to process everything she’d told him about Ragnarok and bloodlines. Raine’s abilities and the frightening serial killer Jörmungandr weren’t irrefutable proof of this other world Raine claimed existed, but they were damn convincing.

      Glancing at the ring on his right hand, he debated telling Raine about it, but he’d told no one. He had a little experience with bizarre events, though, and he wondered for the first time if the ring had a connection to Norse Mythology—the ring and his sometimes eerie intuition about people’s whereabouts. Before he shared his secret, he needed to decide if he fully trusted this woman.

      He gauged his gut feeling, like dipping litmus paper into liquid.

      Nope.

      She had killed people and was entirely too accepting of the concept. He understood her motivation, but that didn’t justify her actions. He respected her perspective and certainly the value she would bring to their case, but respect and trust were too different animals.

      Regardless, he could work with her on the case—provided he could stop envisioning her in his arms with her hair down; uninjured this time, but with the hint of playfulness that touched her eyes from time to time. He’d never mixed pleasure and work, but he had a sinking feeling he would be willing to make an exception for Raine. If he could trust her. She had the most delectable curves and full lips, and there was something about her he couldn’t put his finger on that called to him.

      She’s your partner, jackass.

      He wrung his hands on the steering wheel. He needed to get a grip on his libido, because it was disrespecting her.

      Outside, splashes of autumn leaves dotted the highway. He was glad to be south of the chill of Chicago and liked that Virginia had all four seasons but rarely were any of them harsh.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “My trailer where I keep files and brainstorm on Jör. I think better outside office walls. Do you have something similar? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” He wriggled his eyebrows.

      “I don’t,” she said, matter-of-factly without acknowledging his flirtation.

      Perhaps she’d never mixed work with pleasure either. He needed to tone it down.

      “You don’t have a secret lair you work out of here or not at all?” he asked. According to his investigation of her, she had a PO Box in Montana, but he had no way of knowing if that was near a real home address.

      “Not at all.”

      Raine’s short answer suggested she was still prickly at his judgment of her taking lives. Whatever genetic variations might or might not exist, Will wouldn’t condone murder. He wasn’t judge, jury, and executioner. His oath was to support and defend against all enemies, not kill anyone.

      He changed lanes to pass another car. “Well, do you have computer files on him or something to share?” he asked.

      “I don’t track him. The Council has people for that. They send me in when they find him.”

      “So, you’re like the clean-up crew?”

      “I guess.”

      “Don’t you want to be part of the investigation?” he asked.

      She bristled. “They send me on other assignments. It’s not as though I’m going to the salon and having a pedicure while everyone else is working.”

      Now he’d insulted her again.

      Smooth work, Will.

      “Nor would I think you’d ever be idle,” he said, placatingly. “But I’m sure you’re not exercising your full potential if you’re on the sidelines of the cognitive hunt preceding the physical one. I bet if you put those degrees of yours to work, you’ll have valuable insight to add to the case.”

      Raine fell quiet, and Will let her contemplate his mixed complementary and motivational words.

      “I want to see what I can contribute. That’s why I’m here.”

      When Raine relaxed slightly, Will decided he liked how she seemed simultaneously in control of her emotions and not inclined to conceal them. He couldn’t say the same for himself.

      “You’ve been an FBI agent for a decade. Have you seriously never seen any supernatural activity?”

      He shrugged. “I have an outstanding Spidey sense that’s helped me solve cases. My gut instincts have given me an above average success rate in the Bureau, but I don’t call it supernatural.”

      She regarded him with head cocked to one side as if trying to decide if his claim had significance.

      “Does your family know what you do?” he asked.

      She strummed her fingers on her thigh. “Do my parents know I work for a secret organization beholden to no government that tracks down supernatural killers? No.”

      “What do they think you do?”

      “FBI,” she answered.

      Will choked out a cough, and the car swerved slightly. “Your parents thinks you work for the FBI?”

      “It’s safer for them if they don’t know about the shadow war. I’ve even got a fake FBI badge.”

      “That’s illegal. And why didn’t you try to play that card on me back at the safe house when we first met?”

      “With a badge and a suit, I can get cooperation from civilians. I can even sometimes fool local law enforcement. I can’t deceive a real FBI agent. One question about protocols or division chiefs and you’d know I was a fraud.”

      “Okay.” He rubbed his neck, keeping one hand on the steering wheel and digesting yet another egregious part of her work ethic. “We need to lay some ground rules. Rule number one is we don’t lie to each other.”

      “I haven’t lied to you. And I thought rule number one was you take all the public credit when we take down Jör?”

      “Truthfulness is the new number one. That includes you not claiming to be an FBI agent. To anyone. Recognition can be number two.”

      “I thought no killing was number two?”

      He shot a look at Raine, who was grinning, obviously enjoying getting a rise out of him. The woman was beautiful yet infuriating.

      He gritted his teeth. “Number one—no killing. Number two—no lying. Number three—I get recognition.” No one had ever mocked him this way, and he couldn’t figure out how her playfulness simultaneously irritated and amused him.

      “Got it. Any other rules?” she asked.

      “I’m sure there will be,” he grumbled. “We’ll sort them out as they arise.”

      “What about your family? They don’t have issues with you being the black sheep FBI agent?”

      Will chuckled. “A houseful of liberal lawyers and I work for the government in law enforcement. You better believe they disapprove of my job. Your parents?”

      Raine shook her head with a smile. “They’re peace-loving, do-what-makes-you-happy, marijuana-smoking hippies.”

      Will barked out a laugh. “I’d like to see what family dinner looks like in that household.”

      “Okay.”

      Will opened his mouth and then closed it again. Had he just invited himself to meet Raine’s parents? He didn’t meet women’s parents. Not ever. He rarely even dated a woman longer than a few weeks in order to prevent the formation of any attachments. In fact, consensual one-night stands were preferable. Meeting the parents was definitely sending the wrong message.

      Except Raine and he weren’t dating—they were partners. He would be meeting his partner’s parents, which sounded like something a coworker might do.

      He pulled into the gravel driveway and parked beside his trailer.

      Raine exited the car and stretched as she looked around. “This is remote. You own this land?”

      He nodded. “I want to build a cabin over there. I’ve almost saved enough money. Picture a large sitting room with a cozy fire in the winter. It’ll have three bedrooms—the master will be big with a walk-in shower. My office will be large enough for a plump leather sofa and large desk.”

      A lot of space for one person, his younger brother had told him when Will had shared his plans. Will had ignored Walt’s insinuation that deep-down, Will wanted to settle and have a family.

      “I can picture that. You could build a barn and have some horses over there.”

      He scratched his head. “I suppose I could, but I’d be clueless as to what to do with a couple of horses.”

      “Most people ride them.”

      “I never have.”

      “Okay, then, how about a pool over there? My parents have a pool, and it made for a lot of good summer memories growing up.” Her expression turned far away as if her mind was rummaging through those memories.

      “A pool sounds nice.” Except he wasn’t picturing a pool; he was envisioning Raine in a bikini under the summer sun. He needed to get a grip on his hormones. Clearing his throat, he added, “I’m not sure I’d be home enough for the maintenance of a pool to make sense.”

      “True. I don’t own a place at all because I work all over the country.”

      A slight sadness in her voice had him wondering if she wanted a place she could settle. He dismissed the urge to delve into too personal territory. Their agencies had thrown them together to work, not to get sidetracked with emotional bonding.

      Raine ran her fingers through her hair, the late-afternoon light turning her blonde strands to gold. He had no business wanting her. But the feeling was already there and impossible to ignore.

      And dangerous.

      They were worlds different and had a killer to catch.
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      Raine surveyed the trailer with its mowed acre lawn and backdrop of woods atop rolling hills. The small structure was surrounded by sassafras, oak, birch, and Virginia creeper. The trees’ leaves had changed color, creating a breathtaking vibrancy of reds and yellows. Will had picked a nice plot of land—cozy and quiet.

      She followed him into the trailer. The small, rectangular space had a kitchenette, a sitting area converted into an office, and a bedroom. A bookshelf contained a complete series of Sherlock Holmes novels in leather hardbound form.

      The place was tidy, and Raine wondered with amusement what set of rules Will held himself to that he would keep a tidy workspace only he saw—and wouldn’t take out a loan like most people but instead save money to build his home.

      “Coffee?” he offered.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      Will fixed her a cup of coffee from a countertop instant machine. The logo on the mug read, “SMART, GOOD LOOKING, AND AN FBI AGENT. DOESN’T GET BETTER THAN THAT.”

      “Um?” She pointed at the words.

      “Ugh.” He grimaced like he hadn’t paid attention to what mug he’d given her. “Yeah. Gag gift from my younger brother, Walt.”

      He turned and pointed to a wall. “Jör’s victims and all the places the serial killer has struck.” Pictures and notes were tacked in an orderly fashion to a cork board.

      Raine blew on her coffee. She scrutinized the photos and notes—victims, locations, associations, and more on his wall of horrors. Will had worked hard to create this, and clearly took his job seriously.

      She said, “It’s fairly sobering to see so much death portrayed in one spot.”

      “Seven murders,” he said dismally.

      Raine shook her head. “Twelve.”

      “What?” His gaze snapped toward her.

      “You’re missing the five abroad. Jör doesn’t limit his killing to the US.”

      “Sonofabitch.” Will ran a hand through his hair. “I’m missing a third of the victims. No wonder I can’t find a pattern. Can you get those files from your council?”

      Raine set down her coffee, plucked her phone from her pocket, and sent a message. “Done. If I can access my email in the next thirty minutes, we’ll have it.”

      “Done.” Will sat in a chair and leaned back into his charismatic, carefree demeanor. “What shall we do to pass the time?”

      Raine marveled at how easily he moved between serious and relaxed. Perhaps the quick transition came from a lifetime of disapproval and walking on eggshells around his family and he’d learned to turn the switch as a defense mechanism and a way to rapidly emotionally decompress.

      Raine’s parents had always been supportive, even when Raine had had her more social and promiscuous days through high school and college. Not until death reared its ugly head close to home, when her sister’s fiancé had been shot and killed, had their family been disrupted. Five years later, Raine taken up her role as a Shadow Guardian, leaving behind her days of fun and leisure. Memories of a happy, carefree youth sustained her. Maybe someday, when the world was safe again, she could indulge herself and find happiness. Someday might be a long time to wait.

      “Tell me what you do for fun when you aren’t hunting serial killers,” Raine said.

      Will glanced at a guitar along the wall beside the tiny sofa in the office. “I like to play. I was part of a band in college, and we did weekend gigs to earn spending money.”

      Raine tried to image Will’s long body curled around a guitar playing Brown-Eyed Girl. “What happened to the band?” she asked.

      “Life.” Will shrugged. “We all got proper jobs, and most of the band members started families.”

      But not Will, Raine knew. He’d never settled, never had a family. Uninterested or emotionally incapable? Not that it mattered. His relationship patterns weren’t relevant to them working together.

      “Your turn.” Will took a sip from his coffee cup. “What do you do for fun?”

      “I used to ride horses. When I was growing up, our neighbors had horses, and they gave us girls an open invitation to mount whenever we wanted. Trail riding together with my sisters always felt like something special. Now, when I get the chance to hop in the saddle, the nostalgia puts me instantly at ease, recalling simpler times.”

      “Nostalgic. Yes. I like that. I agree. I feel the same way when I start strumming. Interesting how we both have to fall back to our youth to refer to a time when we used to have fun.” His lips quirked as he arched an eyebrow.

      “Perhaps I can listen to you play sometime.” She took a sip of her coffee, not taking the bait to discuss a deeper topic.

      “Perhaps we can take a ride sometime. I’ve heard there are horse trails through these mountains. That’s if you can tolerate riding with an amateur.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      Horseback riding did sound fun, but the small trailer grew quiet and awkward, and the refrigerator hummed in the silence. She’d known this man only a few brief hours, and they’d already planned a trail ride and dinner with her parents.

      Perhaps he was simply one of those outgoing characters who became personal with everyone. Perhaps he was this engaging with all of his partners. Besides, these activities were necessary if they were going to build a foundation of trust, which she wanted whole-heartedly to do. They needed trust for this partnership to succeed.

      If such easy conversation was part of normal coworker interactions, perhaps she should have a partner regularly. Working in isolation all these years had been lonely. Already she was bringing something of value to their collaboration—the missing victims.

      Raine realized Will was studying her face. “I’d better check that email so we can get to work.”

      He grinned as he pushed to his feet. “I’ll unlock my computer for you.”
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      Will printed the photos, demographic information, and death details of the victims he’d been missing. He carefully attached them, and his board now had twelve listed.

      Twelve lives cut short.

      He sank back into his chair, soaking in the enormity of it. When Will had been the closest to Jör of any law enforcement officer, he’d nearly become victim number thirteen. He would have died by the same knife, too. He and Raine needed to stop the psychopath.

      As Will strummed fingers on his armchair, absorbing details, Raine sat on his couch, sipping coffee and clicking through screens on his laptop of information sent by her secret society. She had admitted this was the first time she’d had the privilege of reading the full files.

      “They’re all Vanir,” Raine said in a tone of illuminated realization.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Vanaheim bloodline.”

      Will scrubbed a hand across his face. Was he really going to follow this case down a supernatural rabbit hole?

      Follow all leads, his instinct told him. He had little else to go on, so he might as well start with mythology.

      “Okay.” He puffed out a breath of air. “I’m going to need a crash course in Norse history—Cliff Notes or Nine Realms for Dummies. Something along those lines.”

      Raine gave a slight grin as she set his laptop on the narrow oak coffee table. “Nine realms.” She seemed a little too excited he was entertaining the idea there may be some role for Norse mythology in the motive for murder.

      “I’ve heard of Asgard and Midgard,” he said.

      “Yes, Midgard is Earth and, presumably, the only planet that survived Ragnarok. Niflheim was the planet of fog and mist. And also where the well Hvergelmir, source of the eleven rivers of Norse mythology, resided. As well as the frozen rivers of Élivágar.”

      “And your name—Raine River Thoren—seems eerily parallel here.”

      “Yes. Raine and River are powerful names. And Thoren is technically son of Thor.”

      “Are you related?” he asked teasingly, knowing if she said she was related to an ancient mythological god, he would have to laugh her out of his trailer.

      “I don’t know. You’re talking about millennia ago and DNA testing is only recent. The Council of Mjölnir can tell ancestry to broad bloodlines but not individuals.”

      “If your parents don’t know your role in all of this,” —and, heaven forbid, thought she was an actual FBI agent— “where did your first and middle names come from?”

      “Even I don’t know my role, exactly. Our last name was just passed along as last names are. My mom doesn’t know about bloodlines. She once told me her daughters’ names came to her in her dreams when she was pregnant with each of us. We always joked that she’d conjured them from her weed-smoking days, but there must’ve been something to those dreams, since here I am—fighting demons.”

      Here she was, in Will’s trailer, trying to track a killer. And the more she talked, the more he felt a certain ease at her joining the case, which made about as much rational sense as her being a descendent of Thor.

      And fighting demons? She really didn’t see Jör as a human being, and Will knew this would become a problem. Lots of law enforcement officers referred to criminals as animals, but that didn’t embolden them to think killing was acceptable. Mostly.

      “Muspelheim,” Raine continued, “was land of fire and lava. Home of the Fire Giants—including Sutr.”

      “Sutr? Why does that particular name sound familiar?”

      “He was the Fire Giant who destroyed Asgard during Ragnarok. You probably remember him from the Thor movie.”

      “Ah. And is that bloodline still around?”

      “Indeed. Fire Giants are still around.” Raine’s gaze turned sad and distant.

      Will wanted to know the story behind that memory, but for now, he opted to concentrate their focus on his Nine Realms crash course.

      “Next?” he prompted.

      Her eyes focused back on him. “Jotunheim. Home to Jotuns—Frost Giants.”

      “I’m not sure what sounds worse—fire or frost.”

      “The Council claims Fire Giants are, but I’ve never met a Frost Giant to compare.”

      But she’d met a Fire Giant bloodline, Will deduced. It must have been unpleasant, to say the least. Worse than having a knife impaled in her arm? How many fights had this woman been in—and with only internal scars to show for them?

      “So, Jör. He’s not a Frost Giant?” Will asked.

      “No. Jörmungandr is his full name. He’s Midgard serpent bloodline.”

      “Hmm. Explains the snake-like movement and scaly skin.”

      “Yes. Then, another realm is Alfheim.”

      “Wait, don’t tell me. It’s where Alf is from. Alf?” he asked, her expression still blank. “The sitcom A.L.F.?”

      “Never heard of it.”

      Will shook his head as doubt about the success of their partnership wormed into his mind. Pop culture references were a must, even if some of them were as outdated as A.L.F.

      “Alfheim was home to the Light Elves. They were guardian angels and thought of as minor gods.”

      “And is that the origin of Valkyries?”

      She shook her head. “Valkyries were the chosen warriors of Odin, and they could be from any realm so long as he deemed them worthy.”

      “A righteous leader who didn’t discriminate based on origin. How very progressive of him.” Will nodded in approval. “So who deemed you worthy? Who christened you a Valkyrie?”

      She tensed before turning to look at his board of Jör’s victims. “I’m not. Usha, my mentor, says it’s something I’m meant for, but not yet ready. It’s a rite of passage with three components. I have to wait until I’m ready.”

      “When will you be ready?”

      “I don’t know.” She set down her now empty coffee mug with an air of finality to this line of questioning.

      “Since there’s a rite of passage, there must be some significance to making the transition,” he pushed.

      “I suppose so.”

      “Well, what three things do you need?”

      “I haven’t asked. I’m not even sure it’s a title I feel I should aspire to attain.”

      Yeesh. Another sensitive subject. Interacting with this woman was like navigating land mines. And why did he have a desire to maneuver each of those, learn her secrets, and know her thoroughly? The urge felt unprofessional and far too personal, so he shut his mouth before he said something he couldn’t take back and shook off the notion.

      She shifted her weight and crossed her legs on the couch. “Look. I’m already an outcast—working in isolation for a secret organization. I don’t know what it means to become a Valkyrie, but I can tell you I’m not ready to become more of an outcast.”

      “So… you trust this Council of Mjölnir’s judgment? Usha’s judgment?” He grimaced at the slightly challenging edge to his voice. He wasn’t questioning her right to the title, but judging by her flash of irritation, she thought he was. He could accept her drawing the wrong conclusion—better that than she discern the truth about how irritated he was with himself at his level of interest in Raine personally.

      “The Council keeps extensive genetic records. Apparently, they know something based on our genetic signatures.”

      Genetics. Will consider her words. If transitioning to a Valkyrie required a rite of passage, then he suspected the elevation in status had more to do with proving herself through honor or bravery. Apparently the All-Father’s selection criteria rested more on valor than bloodlines. Genetics might earn her the right to attempt the rite of passage, but she would have to meet the three criteria to determine if she passed or failed.

      He decided that was a conversation for another time. He’d been pushy and confrontational enough for their first day together. Because he was having trouble grasping the concept of the supernatural, he suspected his questioning, laced with doubt, would come off as an interrogation.

      “Genetic signatures? You and your sisters?” he asked, veering away from the topic of Valkyries.

      Raine nodded.

      “But your sisters don’t do what you do. And the Council knew what you were before you did?”

      “Correct. My sisters don’t know about the Council of Mjölnir, but we know about each other’s powers. They know I fight evil bloodlines.”

      “Huh.” More to that story, too.

      “Svartalfheim,” Raine said, continuing her Nine Realm debriefing, “was home to dwarves and Dark Elves. Helheim was home to the dishonorable dead.”

      “You saved Vanaheim for last.”

      “Since it’s relevant to our victims.”

      “Whom the Council knew were Vanir because they keep bloodline records?”

      “Extensive records. Vanaheim was home to the sorcerers, magicians, and prophets.”

      “So, Jör is killing off a skilled bloodline? Is there any way to find out which abilities the victims possessed, in case that helps with motive?”

      Was he truly buying into all of this talk of Norse mythology? He supposed if it presented a pattern, the supernatural gave him some sort of lead he didn’t otherwise have. Will didn’t have to believe in the supernatural. If the killer did, that was motive enough to pursue this path.

      “Not by Council records.”

      “Would the Council be able to tell us how many Vanir bloodline individuals are left in the world? I mean, if there’s one left, we know who to protect.”

      “It won’t be one. But, yes, they might know, and I’ll ask.”

      “Okay. Next, we need to plan our interview trail.” He rubbed his hands together.

      “Interview trail?” she asked, her expression turning curiously puzzled.

      “If the Council doesn’t know what powers these victims had, then we need to interview family and friends and find out.”

      Raine looked at the board of victims as her eyes widened.

      Will chuckled. “Welcome to the long, tedious work called investigation. It’s what the ‘I’ in FBI stands for, after all.”

      He turned back to the board, to the twelve dead Vanir and the serpentine pattern he’d failed to see. Somewhere out there, Jör was choosing number thirteen.
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      Raine finished a run on the hotel gym treadmill when her phone rang. She and Will planned to spend a few days reviewing their combined information. She’d opted to rent a car and stay in a hotel, driving back and forth to his trailer for long hours each day reviewing victims’ backgrounds. After that grueling work, they’d agreed to follow Will’s outline to interview the victims’ families one by one. Knowing the connection was Vanir bloodline, they hoped something new might emerge from a fresh interview with a new perspective.

      She checked the caller ID.

      “Hey, little sister.”

      “Hi, Raine. I was prepping Thunder for a trail ride and felt oddly nostalgic,” Sky said.

      Raine recalled Sky’s favorite horse was a white gelding named Thunder. She swiped a towel across her face. “I miss our days of riding, too.”

      All three sisters riding together had been one of their favorite pastimes growing up. Life and supernatural forces had wedged time and space between the three of them. Interesting how Sky called to discuss their riding days the day after Raine felt her own nostalgia talking to Will. Coincidence, or were Sky’s powers of perception at play?

      “How’s your shop doing?” Raine asked.

      “Sales are good. Haven’t missed a mortgage payment.”

      Raine had helped Sky move into her new house a year ago. It was a cute three-bedroom craftsman bungalow with a low-pitched roof and wide eave overhangs with exposed roof rafters. Tapered square columns framed the small porch. Sky had been thrilled, the purchase a marker of success in entry into adulthood and her entrepreneurial endeavors with her own herbal shop.

      “How are Mom and Dad?” Raine asked.

      “The usual. Happy playing bingo and volunteering at the rec center. When are you coming to visit?”

      “Is that you just being curious or are you sensing something?” The ache of missing home surprised Raine. She didn’t usually allow herself that luxury.

      “Bit of both.”

      “Visiting crossed my mind,” Raine admitted. “I’m working on a new case, and we’ll need to interview people. One of them is outside the Houston area, so not too far from you.”

      “We?” Sky asked.

      “I have a partner this time.”

      “That’s cool. I bet a partner will keep you from getting lonely with all that travel. I’m sure what you do can be isolating.”

      Although Raine had shared with Sky that she worked for an organization to eliminate murderous bloodlines, Sky knew nothing of the Council of Mjölnir. Her sister knew about the bloodlines because all three of them had grown up with the same dreams—dreams about when Ragnarok happened. They also all shared the ability to heal themselves.

      “Yes, so far I like it. My partner probably thinks I’m crazy because I spent most of yesterday explaining bloodlines to him.”

      “Awkward. Did he believe you?”

      “I have a feeling Will Decker has seen just enough of the bizarre in his line of work to not outright dismiss me as crazy, but he still has his reservations.” Raine could have told her about healing herself, witnessed by Will, but she didn’t want her family knowing just how dangerous her work could be. Although with Sky’s gifts, perhaps she already had an inkling.

      “Well, I hope it works out,” Sky said.

      Raine’s phone chimed with an incoming call. She glanced at the screen. “Sky, this is⁠—”

      “Your boss. No worries. We’ll chat more another time.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know when I’m coming to Texas and if I can visit the family while I’m there.”

      “Great! Bye.”

      Raine accepted the other call. “Usha.”

      “Is your assignment going well?”

      “We’ve made progress already. All of Jör’s victims are Vanir. The question is: why kill Vanir?” River fixed a cup of water from the hotel gym cooler and drank.

      “Vanir can have a wide range of powers,” Usha said.

      Raine had received an email about how many people with Vanir bloodlines were in the Council’s registry. Too many for a list to help her and Will isolate the next potential targets.

      “We’re interviewing victims’ families in a few days to see what additional details we can uncover.”

      “The FBI agent is embracing your help?”

      “I wouldn’t call it embracing. Cautiously receptive is more accurate, especially since we found a pattern when previously the FBI had no link among victims other than the type of death. Special Agent Decker doesn’t trust me, though. Fortunately, I think he recognizes there are supernatural forces at work, and he’s willing to entertain an idea outside the realm of normal.”

      “You’ll have to earn his trust.”

      Raine considered all of Will’s rules and suppressed a chuckle. “I’ll do my best.”

      “You sound hesitant.”

      “He’s a lawman through and through. He has a no killing rule, and there is no way Jör is going down without a fight to the death.” Raine swallowed. Will’s no-killing rule was going to collide head-on with the reality of monsters.

      “One problem at a time,” Usha said calmly.

      “Right.” Step one, find the killer.

      To do that, they needed to investigate what linked the victims beyond their Vanir bloodlines.
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      “You’re fast and agile.” Will blocked an elbow to his face, followed by Raine’s roundhouse kick.

      In two days, they would drive to their first interview. Today, Will sparred with Raine. They practiced together at a local gym, wearing exercise clothing and protective headgear.

      He wanted to know what she was capable of and where to remedy physical and mental weaknesses if they were going to be watching each other’s backs. As they fought, he started to think he could actually learn a thing or two from her.

      The FBI taught a hybrid martial arts of Krav Maga, mauy Thai, and ninjitsu. Standard hours’ training was only a hundred, but Will had taken additional schooling and practiced on his own time to both improve his skill and provide cardiovascular exercise. Most of his work involved research and interviews, so he seldom used his skills outside of sparring. If Raine was right about Norse mythology and powerful adversaries, he might be putting his skills to use for a change. He might also need to learn from her because she seemed to have had more combat experience.

      Raine was strong, but Will had her beat in the might department. Still, she would efficiently take down most men he knew. Jör, however, had superior speed rather than superior strength. With his speed and a wickedly sharp blade, he didn’t need to overpower her.

      “You’re doing a good job of keeping me at a distance,” Will told her.

      He blocked a series of her blows. Longer arms gave him another advantage. She had the onerous task of trying to get inside his strike zone while simultaneously avoiding injury by being at the right distance from his offensive attacks and being too close to where he could overpower her in a wrestling move.

      “You have excellent form as well,” she said, a thin sheen of sweat forming over her bare skin. “But you have a tell.”

      “Oh, what’s that?” He swung, but she ducked.

      “You drop your shoulder slightly before you make a jab.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I don’t spar with the bad guy before I take him down.”

      “I guess it is.”

      They continued with blows and kicks on the safety of the mat. Will was pleasantly surprised to find she was his equal in sparring. She’d been trained well. He felt like this was a partner who would truly have his back in any physical fight. Her agility combined with her sparring skill made her a great asset.

      With that thought, his eyes briefly trailed to her backside—another asset—as she spun and kicked at him in her fitted outfit. With the momentary distraction, he’d nearly let her take his head off. He probably deserved to take a hit for his juvenile thoughts. Dammit. His body hadn’t gotten the memo about professionalism.

      He ducked, taking a glancing blow to the padding around his jaw before dropping to the mat and lashing out a leg.

      She predicted his move and jumped, but she couldn’t dodge the second leg coming toward her. When it struck, she landed on the mat with a grunt and Will pounced.

      She tried to take his momentum and fling him off of her, but he used the motion to tumble with her and landed her on her back once more. Relentless and with no apparent intention of surrendering, she tried to wriggle loose. If he didn’t incorporate subduing maneuvers, she would be free of his grasp soon.

      Using his weight and arms and leg muscles, he twisted around her and pinned her to the mat. He held his body tense as she struggled futility against his lock on her.

      “Four years of high school wrestling, sweetheart. You won’t get out of this one.” He needed her to surrender soon or he would embarrass both of them by his body’s masculine reaction to the friction of their embrace as she writhed in his full-body grasp.

      Raine let out a huff before tapping twice on the mat in surrender. Will released his vice-like grip. They rolled apart and sat on the mat, both panting from the exertion.

      “Okay, I concede. You pinned me.” She took a few deep breaths, glaring at him. “But that won’t help you with what we’re up against. You’re stuck in that position the same as they are. And when you loosen your hold, they’ll be able to fight back. And eventually you will have to loosen your hold.”

      He shook his head in disagreement. “You recognized you’d lost and stopped squirming pretty quickly. Most people are going to fight that hold for several minutes and wear themselves out, so when I loosen my grip, they’re a lot more fatigued than I am.”

      “Really, sweetheart?” She threw his term back at him laced with venom as she tore off her helmet. “Have you ever tried to wrap your body around a Fire Giant? No, you haven’t. At least, I don’t see the third degree burns to prove it.”

      He blinked at her, all gloating and condescension dissolving as he slid off his head gear. “You’re right. I haven’t. I’m not being receptive to your advice when you clearly have more experience fighting the supernatural than I do. Part of that is me trying to wrap my head around the supernatural and everything you claim we’re up against.”

      Her expression softened.

      He adjusted the helmet in his hand. “Of course, now that I have this kickass partner, I only need to pin the bad guy long enough for her to slap some cuffs on him.”

      “Right. Handcuffs.” She drew out the word as if it was a foreign concept. “I probably need to get some of those.”

      Will pursed his lips. “Yes, you do. Because we are going to catch the villain. Alive.”

      Will tried to believe it, even as the image of Jör’s blade flashed in his mind—too close, too fast.
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      Raine drove her rental car with Will in the passenger seat. Their first interview was with victim number four’s sister, Carla Noble. The victim had been Becky Noble, a fifty-year-old white accountant without so much as a parking ticket on her record. They’d chosen to interview Carla first since she lived in Virginia and her house was the closest to Will’s property compared to the other victims’ families, who were spread out across the world.

      Raine parked on the curb and followed Will up the sidewalk. A fall breeze rustled through crepe myrtles, leaves brown with the changing seasons. The subdivision was row upon row of similarly cozy two-story homes with tidy lawns and little piles of raked leaves.

      “I’ll take the lead,” Will said. “If you think of a question to ask, you can. But please avoid the supernatural. I really don’t want the FBI losing all credibility.”

      “Rule number eight hundred and seventy-two: don’t allude to the paranormal.” She recalled him mentioning one of his rules was ‘don’t embarrass the bureau.’

      He shot her a scowl, but she deflected it with a smile and a shrug. Like Will, Raine had dressed in navy slacks and a pressed white button-down shirt under a blazer. For a little differentiation and style, she’d added a striped button-down vest.

      He wore the suit well, his handsome features reminding her of working together in the close quarters of his trailer or the feel of his body pressed against hers on the sparring mat. At the time, she’d seen his complete lean and sinuously muscular form through his bike shorts and snug t-shirt.

      ‘Four years of high school wrestling, sweetheart. You won’t get out of this one.’ His smug words infuriated her as much as the strange desire she’d had for him not to let her go.

      Shaking off the memory, she focused on the present. This was her first interview as an investigative agent, and she needed to keep her focus on the task at hand.

      Keep your head in the game.

      Will straightened his thin tie, rang the doorbell, and withdrew his badge. She reached for her cred-pack in her jacket pocket, but Will shook his head.

      “The less you flash your fake badge, the fewer times you’re breaking the law.”

      She let go of her jacket and dropped her hands to her sides, shooting Will a you’re-too-cute look. At the end of the day, in a battle of good versus evil, how much did the minutia of his rules matter? But perhaps they mattered tremendously. Perhaps those rules were the very thing separating good from evil.

      A stout woman in her late fifties answered the door. She had short dark hair and spectacles dangling from around her neck. Raine could see the similarities in the round face and small nose; this was Becky’s sister.

      This was also Raine’s first interview with a grieving family member, and there was no training manual for that in the Shadow Guardian playbook.

      “Carla Noble? I’m Special Agent Will Decker. This is Raine Thoren. Thank you for agreeing to meet with us.”

      Carla gave a sad, defeated nod. “You can come inside, Agent Decker.”

      “Call me Will.”

      “Will.”

      They followed Carla into her house as she gestured them inside. “I thought the FBI had given up, so it surprised me to get your call. It’s been over a year since Becky’s death.”

      Will straightened. “We haven’t given up, Miss Noble.”

      “Must mean there are more victims.” She led them to the living room and motioned for them to take a seat.

      The living room had two beige two-seater couches and a recliner all angled toward a wall-mounted flat screen TV. Through a large window on one wall, Raine could see the neighbor’s backyard abutting hers. She’d grown up on a large enough plot of land in Texas that neighbors weren’t visible from the back porch. She wondered if Carla enjoyed Friday night neighborhood block parties or Bunco.

      “Sadly, yes, but that also means more clues,” Will told Carla.

      He sat, but Raine didn’t follow suit. Instead, she walked to the built-in shelves along one wall and studied the photographs. There were five—all family photos of Carla and her husband and children. One was of Carla and Becky in a park on a spring day.

      “Lemonade?” Carla offered, gesturing to an already prepared pitcher and glasses on the coffee table.

      Will accepted, but Raine politely declined.

      After Will had a drink in hand, Carla brought out a cardboard box. “These are the same personal effects I showed the last investigator. What happened to him, anyway? He was another nice young man—very eager.”

      Will set his drink down on the coffee table. “Special Agent Gentry died in the line of duty.”

      Raine glanced back at Will. She hadn’t heard about this prior agent’s demise and wondered if Jör had eliminated him.

      “That’s dreadful.” Carla sat in a lounge chair, face drooping.

      Raine eased onto the couch next to Will and quietly riffled through Becky’s effects on a table beside the sofa. A lifetime reduced to a small box after an untimely death. Raine didn’t collect many things, but even she had more than one box.

      As she listened to Will ask questions about Becky, Raine looked for anything related to Norse mythology or the magic of Vanir. She came across a wooden music box engraved with Yggdrasill—the acclaimed tree that once connected the nine realms. She ran a hand along the engraving.

      “She loved that box.”

      Raine looked up to see Carla watching her hold the box.

      “Did she know the origin of this tree?” Raine asked.

      “I’m not sure about that, but she loved symbols.”

      Raine opened the box. “Symbols specific to any religion, sects, or beliefs?”

      Carla shrugged. “It was a hobby. I never paid much attention.”

      A six-legged horse figurine was inside, but no music played. Raine turned the knob at the base to wind the music, but still it wouldn’t play. When she lifted the small board the horse, Sleipnir, was attached to, she saw a key wedged in the gears. After she tugged it out, the music began playing.

      Raine held up the key. “Do you know what this unlocks?”

      “No. I’ve never seen it before.” Carla shook her head. “But maybe it goes to something in her storage unit.”

      “Storage unit?” Will asked.

      “Yes. The other agent suggested I keep all of Becky’s possessions as long as the investigation was active. I don’t have space here—or the heart for painful memories—so I keep it all in storage. I rented one of those nice climate controlled units.”

      “Can we see it?” Will asked.

      “I’ll give you the key so long as you return it.”

      Will thanked her. As he continued his interview questions, Raine finished looking through the belongings—photos, jewelry, and keepsakes. She suspected these particular effects either held meaning for Carla or Carla thought they held meaning for Becky. Nothing else appeared to reflect Norse mythology.

      When they finished, Will thanked Carla before they left for the storage facility.

      “‘The game is afoot.’” He winked at Raine before sliding into the passenger seat.

      Raine sensed Will’s eagerness and wondered if he embraced this passion for investigative work with every case. His enthusiasm was infectious, making her more excited to see what they would uncover in the storage unit.
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      Will held the two keys as he sat beside Raine, who drove them to the storage facility. He found he didn’t mind being chauffeured by a partner as it meant he was free to think. One key opened the storage unit, and the other was a mystery. His mind churned through the conversation. Nothing supernatural had emerged about the single, reserved accountant, Becky Noble.

      She enjoyed the local book club on Wednesday nights. Her only health issue was high blood pressure controlled with medication, but she also wasn’t physically active.

      Will turned the larger key over in his dexterous fingers, noting Raine’s utter silence.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” he said.

      “Agent Gentry was killed by Jör?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” She shifted in her seat. “I was also thinking about the crime scene photos. Becky was murdered in her home. And I remember the photos of the rooms looking messy. Carla’s house was tidy in contrast.”

      Will considered the crime scene images. A cabinet door hanging by one hinge. A lamp knocked over. Clothes on the floor. He tried to recall from the report if the disturbances had resulted from a struggle.

      “I don’t think the disarray was from a fight,” he said. “For one, no DNA contamination of any kind was found—no skin under her nails, no blood belonging to someone else. And second, because I’ve seen Jör in action now. A sedentary woman at the mercy of a lightning-fast killer like that wouldn’t have had a chance to fight back.”

      “So Jör could have ransacked her place before or after he killed her.”

      “You think he was looking for something? And you think the hidden key could be related.”

      “You sound doubtful,” she said.

      He glanced out the window, watching the hills and forest and pasture land roll around them as they sped past. “If he wanted something from her, why not get the answer before killing her? She wasn’t tortured. His precision killing with the knife wasn’t any different from the others.”

      “Some of the other crime scenes were a mess. Some but not all.”

      Will continued to flip the keys between his fingers. “Some people weren’t killed at home. When we get back, we can search the files and find out if the other victims had ransacked homes or offices.”

      “Maybe he didn’t know what he was looking for. Or maybe he was removing anything that might connect the victims.” Raine turned off the highway, following the car’s GPS system to the storage unit facility.

      Will frowned. Even after they’d added the international victims, no interactions or patterns had emerged. The only similarities were the type of death—a precision kill with a very sharp blade. That and Raine’s claim that the victims all had a bloodline connection to Vanaheim. If Jör wanted something from his victims, why hadn’t he tortured them?

      He turned back to look at Raine. As she drove, she chewed her lip.

      “Are you wondering if other victims had something in their possession related to their ancestry?” he asked.

      “It’s a possibility. But if the Council is right about the connection to Norse bloodlines, what are the chances Jör works alone?”

      Will considered her words. “You’re suggesting he’s not a serial killer but an assassin?” The idea sent a chill down his spine. If he wasn’t working alone, who did he work for, and was there more than one killer?

      Raine didn’t answer as she turned the car into the facility lot. The building was a stand-alone rectangular structure, which required a key code entry through a tall chain-linked fence. Security cameras were posted at the entrance and at every corner of the building.

      She parked the car at the storage facility nearest Becky’s unit, and they walked to her door number and unlocked it. Carla had stowed her sister’s items carefully on shelves and labeled boxes. The air smelled stale and was filled with the hum of the AC.

      “You want to split the room down the middle?” Will asked.

      “Sure.” Raine began opening a box filled with books. “But don’t be offended if I search your half when I’m done with mine.”

      He smirked. “I like that you’re fully embracing the investigative side, but I’ve been doing this a lot longer.”

      “But you don’t know Norse symbolism. The engraving on the music box was the tree Yggdrasill. Knowing its significance clued me to take a deeper look.”

      Will lifted a book out of the box with a grin. “I can recognize Norse stuff.” The book was entitled Norse Mythology by Neil Gaiman.

      “Cute.” Raine took the book and set it aside. “You know what I mean.”

      He did know what she meant, and he took no offense by it. He was doubtful they would find anything supernatural in a storage unit, but he didn’t mind the company while he searched for more plausible clues than ancient mythological bloodlines. And he’d be checking the entire room himself as well.

      After a few moments of rummaging, he opted for small talk. “So, Raine Thoren, son of Thor, what do you do to unwind after a case?”

      “Train more.”

      He rifled through a box containing mostly tax records. “That doesn’t fit the definition of unwinding.”

      He played his guitar, took long walks on his property, or hooked up with a woman. Did Raine date? Did she have a boyfriend?

      None of his business, he admitted, though they’d spent several days together and she had mentioned no one.

      “But it is stress relief,” she was saying, “and after each fight, I see what else I need to work on.”

      After each fight. Meaning after she killed someone? he wondered grimly. This side of her would never sit well with him.

      He moved to another storage container. “I’ve got a locked jewelry box here. Let’s try the key you found. Oh, never mind, it looks like it was jimmied open and never repaired.” Will ran a hand along the splintered oak wood.

      Raine came over and inserted the key anyway. “It’s a match. I wonder if Jör broke it open.”

      “If so, did he find what he was after?”

      Hands brushing each other, they both sifted through the contents. The jewelry box contained an assortment of necklaces, bracelets, rings, and earrings. Separate carved out divisions were lined with purple velvet cloth, but the contents were all mixed and tangled.

      Raine liberated a chain from bangles and held up the silver necklace. “This is gorgeous. Three rings. Three is an important symbol in Norse. There were three original beings. There were three sons of Bor, including Odin. Yggdrasil has three roots. The wolf, Fenrir, was bound by three chains. I could go on.”

      “I believe you could.”

      She chuckled.

      “You also wear a necklace. A Celtic knot. Three points,” he said.

      She touched a hand to the pendant on her neck. “My mom gave all us sisters matching necklaces one year. Sometimes I see this symbol in my dreams—but only in a good way, like it brings a sense of peace and family.”

      Her fingers delicately moved along the silver symbol of Becky’s necklace. Will took it from her hands and inspected it, fully aware his primary motivation was to touch Raine’s hand again.

      The contact sent warmth through him, and for a moment he imagined fastening the necklace around her neck, his fingers brushing her bare skin. “Beautiful.”

      Annoyed with his husky tone and fantasizing, he dropped the trinket back in her hand and reached for a different piece of jewelry from the box. He would not get romantically entangled with his partner. They had a job and an obligation. Sleeping together when there was no leaving her behind the next morning would cause complications he didn’t need.

      He picked up a different trinket—a miniature brushed nickel of Thor’s hammer with the chain linked through the handle end.

      “Mjölnir,” Raine mused.

      Will weighed it in his hand. “Seems heavy for a necklace.” He inspected the carvings before tugging apart the handle from the hammer head.

      Raine tilted her head to one side. “Huh. It’s a USB stick.”

      Will sheathed the device and dropped it in his pocket. “We’ll look when we get back to the hotel. Could be nothing—an accountant keeping her client’s data safe. Or it could be something.” Uncovering the truth wouldn’t be as easy as finding all the answers on a jump drive, but he would keep his negativity to himself.

      “Could be the key to finding Jör, or who he’s working for,” Raine said hopefully.

      And why, Will thought, surprising himself by actually considering the theory that Jör was a hired killer. The idea soured his stomach. A lone sadist was bad enough. But if this little hammer held proof that Jör was taking orders, then somewhere out there was a puppeteer they hadn’t even seen yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Raine met Will in the hotel bar where he sat with his laptop open and two beers sweating on a table. They’d had a long day of investigative work, from talking to Carla to digging through Becky’s belongings at the storage unit. After agreeing to meet up for drinks at the hotel where Raine had been staying, she dropped him off at his trailer and they’d parted ways.

      Raine had taken a few minutes to freshen up in her hotel room before their meeting. She was enjoying the detective part of partnering with Will, but, accustomed to working alone, she’d needed down time to recharge.

      As she approached his table, she noted the Thor hammer USB was beside but not inserted into the laptop. He’d waited for her to unveil the clue, and the gesture felt as thoughtful as if he’d cooked a meal for her. Nonsense. Waiting to unveil clues together was probably something one colleague did for another—not an action based on mutual attraction.

      Was it mutual?

      Sometimes she thought so—in a glance or inadvertent brush of skin. They were playing a kind of dance with friendly jokes and polite respect for personal boundaries, getting to know each other little by little. The only way to be certain if attraction existed would be to make a move.

      Not going to happen.

      She would in no way, shape, or form jeopardize their working relationship.

      With a cheerful smile, she sat beside him where she could see the monitor. “Shall we see what’s on the flash drive?”

      Will slid the glass of beer in front of her. “First, we toast.” He raised his beer. “To our first successful interview.”

      She grabbed her glass. “Success as defined by…?”

      “We gathered information, and you didn’t shoot anyone.”

      She clinked her glass against his with a grin. “Cheers.” As she drank the lager, the cool liquid felt like a divine finish to a long day.

      He eyed her as she drank.

      “What?” she asked, setting the glass back down.

      “You like beer,” he said, sounding pleased with himself. “I took a gamble that Raine Thoren, son of Thor, would like beer.”

      “You were correct.”

      After Will took a swig of his own beer, he inserted the USB drive into the laptop.

      A row of text documents appeared. They had only past dates for names, as if tagged by the date Becky had typed them into the document. Raine scooted closer to Will as he randomly selected one to open.

      
        
        
        The end shall come

        Hell’s will be done

        Blood flows until war’s won.

      

      

      

      The simple lines crawled across Raine’s skin, making her want to squirm.

      Will said nothing, leaning back and taking another drink. Raine followed suit, taking long, slow gulps and emptying half the glass.

      “Wow. Maybe you are Thor’s descendent.” His tone held amusement.

      He turned his gaze back to the laptop screen. “So, what do you make of this doom and gloom? A modern-day Nostradamus?”

      “Becky must’ve been a prophet. Some Vanir have the gift of foresight.”

      “Oh, swell. You don’t know if any of them are available to accompany me to the Super Bowl?”

      Raine rolled her eyes but didn’t conceal an admiring grin. “I’m no expert, but I don’t think their premonitions are voluntary. What would be helpful is if one of these files predicted the victims. Then we could narrow down who to protect by who’s still alive.”

      Will randomly selected another file.

      
        
        
        Daughters of thee

        By the faith of the tree

        Face the demon she.

      

        

      
        Three by three,

        Sisters, Valkyrie,

        Hell’s wrath to free

      

      

      

      “Three Valkyrie sisters?” He shot her a sideways glance.

      “None of us are Valkyries.” But she felt the weight of the words anyway.

      He shrugged and crossed his arms. “I’m not sure Becky’s notes are going to give us specific names or locations. This is all very vague stuff. I’ll send it to Caroline and have the FBI team look at it.”

      “Let’s make copies. You get one to the FBI for analysis, and I’ll send one to the Council of Mjölnir. And we’ll each keep one to study ourselves.”

      Will turned the ring on his finger, as he seemed to do when the topic of Norse mythology resurfaced. Obviously the idea of alien bloodlines was a tough pill for him to swallow, just like the fact that sometimes she had to kill demons.

      He regarded her for a moment, probably debating sharing information with her. She kept her eyes fixed on him. Thus far, she had more than proven her willingness to cooperate, collaborate, and share.

      Turning back to the laptop, he copied the files to it, ejected the USB, and resheathed it back into the hammer head. He offered it to Raine.

      Hesitantly, she accepted. “Just like that? No rules attached?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “The rule is you share with me whatever your organization shares with you. Partner.”

      “Of course, partner.” To quell the rising affection she felt at his words, she leaned back and finished her beer.

      “Your first day on the streets investigating and you already found a clue.”

      “And you thought you were saddled with a rookie.” She smiled.

      “You’re too good a fighter to be called a rookie. And, in all seriousness, I wouldn’t have found this without you.”

      “Thanks. New York next?”

      Will nodded. “New York next.”

      “Let’s book the tickets for the day after tomorrow.”

      “What’s happening tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow, I’m going to take you on a trail ride. We’ve worked four straight days. Ten hours a day.”

      Will raised his glass. “Yee-haw. Let’s ride ’em, partner.”

      Raine blinked at him. “I don’t even know what to say to that. I grew up in Texas, and I don’t think those words in that terrible accent have ever come out of my mouth.”

      Will chuckled. “Come to think of it, you don’t have much of an accent.”

      “My parents were transplants from up north. I was eight when we settled there. We girls never took to a Texas twang.”

      He pushed back from the table. “Rest tonight. Ride tomorrow. New York the day after that.”

      “Sleep tight, partner.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back in her hotel room, alone with the hum of the AC, the buzz of partnership faded.

      Raine called Usha.

      “Hello, Raine.”

      “I thought I should provide an update.” Usually, she would call Usha to say if a mission was successful or unsuccessful. Because her partnership with Will was an ongoing investigation, she was in unfamiliar territory on when to give Usha updates to pass along to the Council of Mjölnir.

      “One of the Vanir victims had the power of foresight. I have a USB of her premonitions. I’ll send an encrypted copy to you. Will is going to send a copy to FBI analysts, too.”

      “How are things going with Agent Decker?”

      “Better than expected,” she said. Only two days had passed since she’d last talked to Usha, but she’d had more interaction with Will, and they worked well together. She and Will were fast becoming genuine partners. He included her in all aspects, even if he felt the need to reinforce his ‘rules’ from time to time.

      “And his acceptance of the existence of otherworldly bloodlines?”

      “Still skeptical acceptance without embracing the truth. Honestly, I think a main reason he accepts as much as he has so far is because he saw me heal myself.” She unbuttoned her vest, slid it off, and hung it up in the closet.

      “A wonder he accepts as much as he does. Perhaps Special Agent Will Decker is more than he reveals.”

      Raine froze. “You think he’s not a hubble, not standard bloodline?”

      “I will look into it.”

      Raine fell silent, thinking of how he’d bested her sparring and she’d never lost a fight to a hubble. Would Will have kept this from her after she’d openly divulged everything? He’d been the one to make the ‘no secrets’ rule. Growing irritated, she paced her hotel room. The idea of him being anything but standard human bloodline twisted something low in her chest, a mix fear, betrayal, and reluctant excitement.

      “It is possible,” Usha said gently, as if sensing Raine’s distress through the long silence on the phone, “that he doesn’t know what he is.”

      Raine wouldn’t have known what she was without Usha. The woman had helped her make sense of her powers and dreams. How many mixed bloodlines had powers but didn’t understand their etiology? Their heritage?

      She thought about the ring on his finger and how Will seemed to turn it absentmindedly whenever they were discussing Norse mythology. “He might be hiding something.”

      “If he is, then it may be in the interest of self-preservation. You’ve trusted him this far. Trust him to open up to you when the time is right for him.”

      Although Raine saw the logic in Usha’s words, it didn’t eliminate the sting of Will not trusting her with all of his truth. Even if he didn’t know what he was, she obviously had contacts to find out for him. She untied her boots and tugged them off.

      When would he decide to trust her?

      One day? Or not at all?
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      “This is pleasant,” Will commented.

      With leather in her hands and a horse under her, Raine was the most relaxed he’d ever seen her. She’d found a trail twenty minutes from his trailer, so he was riding through the same beautiful woods near where he planned to build his home. The fall colors among peaks and valleys had been one of the most alluring factors of why he wanted to build here.

      “You have officially passed horseback riding one-oh-one,” Raine announced. “I know you memorized all the rules, so let’s hear them.”

      He recited her teaching from when they’d saddled the horses. “No sudden movement. Stay calm. Tighten the saddle a second time. Mount from the horse’s left.”

      “You got it. Although, you’re always calm. I can tell your horse is relaxed in your presence.”

      Will felt relaxed in Raine’s presence, and she seemed at ease today. Brushing and preparing the horses had been the most casual he’d seen her. Tight blue jeans and cowboy boots fit her as deliciously as her black spandex pants the first day he’d met her. Fortunately for his hormones, her daily work clothes were slacks and a blazer, which mostly hid her curves—until she took off the blazer and showed her fitted vest. And he needed to stop noticing these things.

      “I’m enjoying the investigative side of this job,” she said.

      He smirked. “You say that now because the informant was cooperative.” Becky’s sister had led them right to important clues. “They won’t always be that helpful.”

      “When they aren’t, do we get to play good-cop bad-cop?”

      The path widened, and he brought his horse alongside hers. The fall breeze tugged at the loose strands of her long blonde hair, making them wave around her face and neck.

      He chuckled, hearing a slightly nervous edge to his laughter as he considered what atrocities she would commit as bad-cop. “That’s not really a thing, except in the movies. The reality of interviewing family members, witnesses, and criminals is that the FBI wants a good rapport. Anyone treated right can become a valuable informant. Cooperation is the key to success, not intimidation.”

      He added, “And we both know I’d be the good-cop. I don’t even want to think about how many laws you’d be willing to break being the bad-cop.”

      She scoffed. “I can play normal bad-cop—menacing and threatening—all teeth and no bite.”

      No bite? His mind wandered to a dark, intimate place with Raine. Alone, together, he didn’t think he’d mind a little bite.

      “Normal?” He shook his head. “The first day we met, I had to establish a ‘no killing rule.’ You are many things, Raine, but normal isn’t one of them.” He spoke the words playfully, but the way she turned her gaze forward and pressed her lips together suggested he’d struck a nerve. Maybe the once lanky teenage cheerleader had been normal, but she wasn’t normal now.

      “I happen to like you being not normal,” he added lamely.

      He honestly liked how unconventional she was, but he didn’t know how to say that without sounding like he was hitting on her. And he wouldn’t hit on his partner no matter how her legs straddling the horse conjured images of her straddling him.

      “It’s a little wider here. Do you want to run?” he asked.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You have to know how to rein a horse in before you gallop. If Merk there gets too excited, he could run you all the way back to the barn.”

      “I’m not the one riding the horse named Trigger.”

      She leaned over and stroked Trigger’s neck. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”

      His ears twitched.

      “C’mon, coach,” Will said. “Tell me what to do. Keep calm and what else?”

      “Squeeze with your knees. Be gentle and smooth with the reins. If you’re not in control, the horse will know it.”

      She leaned over to Merk, patted him, and whispered something in his ear.

      “What are you, the Horse Whisperer?” He grinned.

      “I’ve always had a special bond with horses.”

      “Is that a Valkyrie thing?” he asked.

      “Maybe it is. Ready?” She took out slack in her reins.

      He copied her movements. “Ready.”

      They took the horses into a trot, followed by a gallop. Will found the loping smooth and exhilarating. He followed Raine’s lead, who made the gallop of horse and rider look effortless. Meanwhile, he was pretty sure his thighs would hate him tomorrow.

      When she slowed, he reined in Merk beside Trigger.

      “Well done!” She smiled, flushed cheeks illuminated her pink lips and rich, brown eyes.

      “We have an extra night in New York after the interview and before our third interview in Houston. I was thinking we could have dinner with my family,” he said, surprised by his own words.

      “Oh?”

      He swallowed. “Well, I haven’t seen them in a while, and they’ve never met any of my partners. You’re introducing me to your parents when we’re in Houston, so it seems only fair. Besides, we’re going to be close to where my parents live…” As his voice trailed off, Will became irritated at himself for his fumbling invitation.

      This wasn’t a date. This was collegial. Maybe if he’d been asking her on a date, his words would have flowed more eloquently. He never struggled with asking women on dates.

      “Of course. It’ll be fun,” she said.

      “It’ll be something.” The event would definitely not be fun. He already felt a twinge of regret at having extended the invitation when he considered the tense dynamics of his family.

      He would need to let his parents know he was visiting with a guest so everyone would be on their best behavior. What had possessed him to invite Raine to his family’s home?

      He pictured Raine at his parents’ table, watching them chew each other up with barbed words and old resentments. She would meet them and see how dysfunctional they were. That disastrous event would then squash his whimsical delusions of a meaningful relationship with her, and he could get back to focusing on work.

      “Peaceful, isn’t it?” Her words brought him back to the present, and the tranquility of the woods.

      He could almost pretend this was a normal weekend and not a brief pause between hunting a killer.
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      The plane thrummed loud as Raine watched the clouds zip by out the window on their way to La Guardia for their next interview.

      Usha’s suggestion about perhaps Will really wasn’t a hubble had her recalling when she’d been recruited as a Shadow Guardian and her life changed forever. After college, she’d wandered from job to job, unsure what to do with her life. After growing up in a world with only human contact, her eyes had been opened to the other world when the Dǫkkálfar had killed Storm’s fiancé. Raine’s childhood dreams suddenly made sense.

      Nine realms.

      Only one remained.

      With each job, she spent her free time scouring internet job boards for career inspiration. The idea of working nine to five in some commerce job and ignoring the world beyond humans made her feel hollow.

      She’d looked down at the hand-written note she held as she stood outside the brownstone matching the address of the invitation. Something in the vagueness of the job offer within the unsolicited letter she’d received had intrigued her. The calligraphed words were scrawled on thick cotton paper embossed with a tree. No ordinary tree. Yggdrasil. The tree on the stationary had beckoned her as much as the invitation to learn about a job protecting the innocent.

      She pocketed the letter and rang the doorbell. A small, frail-looking black woman opened the door. Raine placed her age in perhaps the late seventies.

      “I’m Raine Thoren. I received an invitation to discuss a job offer.”

      “Right on time. I’m Usha Bakshi. Please come in.” Usha stepped aside and Raine entered, following the woman from the foyer into a library with a sitting area.

      They sat in chairs opposite each other with a table of pastries and hot tea between them. Usha poured two cups as Raine wondered how she’d been “on time” for hot tea when the invitation had only specified a day and location but not a time. Steam from the cups floated into the air before dissipating. The fragrance smelled of orange spice.

      Usha added two tablespoons of honey before stirring her beverage. She leaned back, cup in her hands. “I’m going to tell you a story about our ancestry and your destiny.” She had then laid out the story about Ragnarok and the nine realms.

      Raine listened quietly, sipping her tea.

      “You have the powers of a warrior, if you harness them through hard work. I am part of an organization called the Council of Mjölnir. There are twelve leaders spread across the world. Among our duties are overseeing the Shadow Guardians, warriors who fight hostile bloodlines and protect each other and humans. We would like you to enlist in the Shadow Guardians and begin your training.”

      Raine sipped her tea again, stalling and trying to decide how much she believed of what the woman had said. “This is the part where you offer me the red pill or the blue?”

      Usha smiled, a pitying expression that conveyed forgiveness for Raine’s joke over a serious matter. She seemed to find no humor in Raine’s quip.

      “The truth is a jagged pill to swallow, but there’s always a choice,” Usha said solemnly. “I offer you a noble path as a protector of the weaker.”

      Raine envisioned the death of her sister’s fiancé and the devastation Storm had faced. Her sister hadn’t been the same since and had isolated herself from the family—from the world. Raine couldn’t undo those events, but maybe she could spare someone else such pain.

      “If I say yes?” she asked Usha.

      “Then we start your training. You work only with me and the people I hire to teach you weapons and hand-to-hand combat. After your first successful mission, you meet the rest of the Council.”

      “There’s a probation period?”

      “Yes. Like any new job, we want to gauge your level of commitment. We have to guard our own identities from those who want to destroy us. Like any job, you receive a monthly wage. Travel is all expensed. The wage is modest compared to the work, which will be arduous, but we don’t expect you to simply volunteer your time.”

      Raine had stared at her empty teacup. What would she fill her cup with—belief in the supernatural, which she could feel coursing through her veins like an animal waiting to be unleashed, or suppression of the discomfort of things outside what she considered her safe zone?

      “I’ve given you much to consider,” Usha said. “Think it over. I’ll give you my contact number, and you let me know when you’ve decided.”
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      “Caroline, you were right about teaming up with CoM. They had evidence Jör’s murders are international. We may be able to find his pattern.” Will paced his hotel room in Newark as he spoke to his boss. He’d already conveyed as much in his email when he’d sent Becky’s file, but it bore repeating.

      Though he wasn’t about to tell her Raine’s theory of ancient alien bloodlines.

      He did squats in his hotel room, trying to loosen his aching muscles from yesterday’s horseback riding. He was unbelievably stiff after sitting on the plane to New York and needed to get to the gym to work out the kinks. Raine was in a room down the hall, probably also giving her boss an update. Tomorrow was their interview with another victim’s family member. The day after that would be dinner with his family. A strange urge had him wanting Raine to meet his family, despite knowing their propensity to bicker and incite awkwardness.

      “It’s going well then?” His boss’s voice was uncharacteristically hesitant.

      “Yes. We’re making progress, I think.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Fascinating? Why is that fascinating? I’m doing what you asked. I’m doing my job.”

      “I know. I’m not shocked by your work ethic, but you don’t have a track record for interagency diplomacy. I wasn’t sure the two of you would make it this long.”

      He frowned. “I would be offended, but there’s a tone of admiration in your voice.”

      “Yes, well⁠—”

      “I didn’t even hear this much awe when I brought in the Vertigo serial killer,” he complained.

      “First rule, special agent,” she snapped.

      “Don’t embarrass the bureau,” Will said through clenched teeth.

      “Good. Keep working together and stop this maniac.”

      “Do you have any other information about this CoM organization?” he asked. He had done his own research and found nothing.

      “Not that you’re cleared for.”

      “I can work with an agent from their organization but I don’t get to know more about it?”

      “Knowing you, you’ll learn what you need from your new partner.”

      Caroline wasn’t wrong. Raine had opened up to Will quite naturally, but that didn’t mean she had comprehensive knowledge about her own organization.

      Council of Mjölnir.

      Shadow Guardians.

      Ancient bloodlines.

      The bizarreness of it all was enough to make Will’s head explode. And yet, as he twisted his ring, he wasn’t completely without exposure to the supernatural.
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      Jör huddled near the clunky, rattling heater in a motel room that smelled of mildew as he reviewed his list of targets in order to select his next victim. He would travel south for warmer weather to soothe his aching bones.

      After shutting his laptop, he redressed his bullet wound with clean bandages. His injury seemed to be healing slowly, though he didn’t know the expected recovery time, so perhaps he was impatient. He wanted to ensure he wasn’t compromised before undertaking his next assignment. Speed was his gift, and he couldn’t afford pain and slowness to result in errors. Worse would be if more FBI agents ambushed him and he couldn’t escape. He didn’t understand how they’d found him last time, so caution was prudent.

      Helen didn’t tolerate mistakes and failures. Being caught by authorities would constitute a mistake. Not completing his kills would constitute a failure. His queen would have his head should either occur.

      Jör peeled the bandage away. The wound knit slowly, almost reluctantly. A low hiss escaped him, both from pain and irritation. Without his health and prowess, he was nothing.

      And his queen did not tolerate nothing.
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