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For Mike & Gavin—for all your love and support






Valkyrie: noun /val- ˈkir-ē/ from Old Norse valkyrja, literally “chooser of the slain,” referring to any of the maidens of Odin who choose the immortals to be slain and conduct them to the afterlife.






In the time before . . .


In the vast emptiness of space, the gods grew restless, and so they created the heavens above and the worlds below. They filled the earth with every creature imaginable, from the smallest fish in the sea to the largest dragon in the sky. Their creations fell into two groups:


Immortals, which could be divine beings such as angels and fairies, or impious humanoids like demons and vampires, and even beasts like dragons or centaurs. They could roam the earth forever if nothing stood in their way, and rarely were mortals able to. But with the gift was one sharp restriction: They did as they were made. Evil begat evil, and good begat good, and they all acted accordingly.


Mortals, which were either humans who lacked the gifts of the gods, or animals like birds and rabbits. Their life spans were short, over in the blink of a god’s eye, but unlike the immortals, they had free will. They could act as good or evil as they chose.


While many of the immortals thought of themselves as gods and goddesses and often donned the title, the only real true gods were known as the Vanir gods—a council of supreme immortal beings that ruled over the cosmos. Unlike the immortals, the Vanir gods did not live on earth, and they had no power to create or destroy life at will.


The Vanir gods had agreed to watch from above and not interfere with the squabbles among the beings, but Odin could not be swayed by the pledge he’d made to the other Vanir gods. Despite his best intentions, he’d grown very fond of the humans.


Their joys, their determination, their unwavering belief in their own prestige—Odin relished it all. But he saw they were small and frail compared to the immortal creatures that stomped over them, trampling the humans despite their conviction of their own greatness. Angel and demon alike had taken over, claiming the world for their own, and soon the humans would be all but extinct.


To protect the fragile humans he’d grown so fond of, Odin created the Valkyries. They were mortal women he bestowed with supernatural powers and weapons, passed on from mother to daughter, and they were able to slay the immortals, keeping their powers in check.


The other gods cried out, saying that Odin was playing favorites if the humans could kill the immortals at will. So an intermediary was put in place—the Eralim, angelic beings who would take orders from the gods about what immortal should be slain and when. The Eralim would give the orders to the Valkyries, so that the humans never interacted directly with the gods.


A balance descended on the world, where the supernatural lived alongside the humans. For several millennia, this balance helped create an uneasy peace, one that the Valkyries would do anything to protect.


But one misstep, even the smallest lapse in duty, could send it all into a tailspin. . . .






That is not dead which can eternal lie.


And with strange aeons even death may die.


H. P. Lovecraft
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one


The air reeked of fermented fish and rotten fruit, thanks to the overflowing dumpster from the restaurant behind us. The polluted alley felt narrow and claustrophobic, sandwiched between skyscrapers.


In the city, it was never quiet or peaceful, even at three in the morning. There were more than thirty million humans and supernatural beings coexisting, living on top of each other. It was the only life I’d ever really known, but the noise of the congestion grated on me tonight.


My eyes were locked on the flickering neon lights of the gambling parlor across the street. The u in Shibuya had gone out, so the sign flashed SHIB YA at me.


The sword sheathed at my side felt heavy, and my body felt restless and electric. I couldn’t keep from fidgeting and cracked my knuckles.


“He’ll be here soon,” my mother, Marlow, assured me. She leaned back against the brick wall beside me, casually eating large jackfruit seeds from a brown paper sack. Always bring a snack on a stakeout was one of her first lessons, but I was far too nervous and excited to eat.


The thick cowl of her frayed black sweater had been pulled up like a hood, covering her cropped blond hair from the icy mist that fell on us. Her tall leather boots only went to her calf, thanks to her long legs. Her style tended to be monochromatic—black on black on black—aside from the shock of dark red lipstick.


My mother was only a few years shy of her fiftieth birthday, with almost thirty years of experience working as a Valkyrie, and she was still as strong and vital as ever. On her hip, her sword Mördare glowed a dull red through its sheath.


The sword of the Valkyries was one that appeared as if it had been broken in half—its blade only a foot long before stopping at a sharp angle. Mördare’s blade was several thousand years old, forged in fires to look like red glass that would glow when the time was nigh.


My sword was called Sigrún, a present on my eighteenth birthday from Marlow. It was a bit shorter than Mördare, with a thicker blade, so it appeared stubby and fat. The handle was black utilitarian, a replacement that my mom had had custom-made from an army supply store, to match her own.


The ancient blade appeared almost black, but as it grew closer to its target, it would glow a vibrant purple. For the past hour that we’d been waiting on our stakeout, Sigrún had been glowing dully on my hip.


The mist grew heavier, soaking my long black hair. I kept the left side of my head shaved, parting my hair over to the right, and my scalp should’ve been freezing from the cold, but I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel anything.


It had begun—the instinct of the Valkyrie, pushing aside my humanity to become a weapon. When the Valkyrie in me took over, I was little more than a scythe for the Grim Reaper of the gods.


“He’s coming,” Marlow said behind me, but I already knew.


The world fell into hyperfocus, and I could see every droplet of rain as it splashed toward the ground. Every sound echoed through me, from the bird flapping its wings a block away, to the club door as it groaned open.


Eleazar Bélanger stumbled out, his heavy feet clomping in the puddles. He was chubby and short, barely over four feet tall, and he would’ve appeared to be an average middle-aged man if it wasn’t for the two knobby horns that stuck out on either side of his forehead. Graying tufts of black hair stuck out from under a bright red cap, and as he walked ahead, he had a noticeable limp favoring his right leg.


He was a Trasgu, a troublemaking goblin, and his appearance belied the strength and cunning that lurked within him. He was over three hundred years old, and today would be the day he died.


I waited in the shadows of the alley for him to cross the street. A coughing fit caused him to double over, and he braced himself against the brick wall.


I approached him quietly—this all went easier when they didn’t have time to prepare. He took off his hat to use it to wipe the snot from his nose, and when he looked up at me, his green eyes flashed with understanding.


“It’s you,” Eleazar said in a weak, craggy voice. We’d never met, and I doubt he’d ever seen me before, but he recognized me, the way they all did when their time was up.


“Eleazar Bélanger, you have been chosen to die,” I said, reciting my script, the words automatic and cold on my lips. “It is my duty to return you to the darkness from whence you came.”


“No, wait!” He held up his pudgy hands at me. “I have money. I can pay you. We can work this out.”


“This is not my decision to make,” I said as I pulled the sword from my sheath.


His eyes widened as he realized I couldn’t be bargained with. For a moment I thought he might just accept his fate, but they rarely did. He bowed his head and ran at me like a goat. He was stronger than he looked and caused me to stumble back a step, but he didn’t have anywhere to go.


My mother stood blocking the mouth of the alley, in case I needed her. Eleazar tried to run toward the other end, but his leg slowed him, and I easily overtook him. Using the handle of my sword, I cracked him on the back of the skull, and he fell to the ground on his knees.


Sigrún glowed brightly, with light shining out from it and causing the air to glow purple around us. Eleazar mumbled a prayer to the Vanir gods. I held the sword with both hands, and I struck it across his neck, decapitating him.


And then, finally, the electricity that had filled my body, making my muscles quiver and my bones ache, left me, and I breathed in deeply. The corpse of an immortal goblin lay in a puddle at my feet, and I felt nothing but relief.


“It was a good return,” my mother said, and put her hand on my shoulder. “You did well, Malin.”




two


The crimson of the early morning sun glittered off the windows of the skyscrapers that towered above, making the glass look like fragmented rubies. In the heart of the city, dwarfed by all the buildings around it, sat the Evig Riksdag—the eternal parliament. Colloquially referred to as the Riks by Valkyries, it was where we all reported and got our orders from the Eralim.


The building’s design made it similar to a concrete mushroom, with the lower twenty floors narrow and almost windowless, while the top ten floors extended far past the base, held up by metal beams. It was a feat of engineering that the top-heavy building didn’t topple over. The austere appearance lent itself more to a government prison than to a place of celestial intervention.


A small computer screen was posted next to the front door, and I placed my hand on it. A beam of light flashed hotly over my hand, analyzing it, then the screen flashed green. The thick steel doors slowly slid open, and Marlow and I walked inside.


The lobby was deserted, save for the half dozen armed guards that were posted around the doors. Their black uniforms all had the same insignia on their shoulders—an eagle with the three horns of Odin. It was the symbol of the Vörðr, the powerful police force of the Evig Riksdag, mostly made up of sons of Valkyries.


The solid concrete walls enclosing the lobby gave the room a bunkerlike feel, but the black marble floors swirling with copper added a touch of elegance. Two bronze statues—men brandishing long swords, hunched under the shroud of their massive wings—were the only décor in the entire space.


But the Riksdag wasn’t the kind of place that encouraged loitering or visitors of any kind. Security was of the highest priority. There had been many attacks by immortals against the Riks, some that resulted in deaths of the Eralim and Valkyries that ran it, which was why the Vörðr needed to be the most elite police force in the world.


Many immortals took umbrage with the idea of being “returned,” which was the vernacular the Riks used for killing. We weren’t murderers—we were simply returning the immortals back to a world where they belonged.


Marlow and I took the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor, where we were greeted with a retinal scan before we could exit. A long corridor stretched out before us—more black marble floors and copper walls closing in on us. At the very end was a massive bronze door, and on either side stood Samael’s personal bodyguards.


Godfrey Wright was the larger of the two, but both were hulking. Godfrey stood well over seven feet tall, with bulging arms and a shaved cranium. But what people usually noticed first was that he was a cyclops, with a solitary large eye above his nose.


The smaller and younger guard was Atlas Malosi. With light brown skin and cropped black hair, he had an open face and glittering dark eyes that made him appear much too friendly to be a guard.


He was the son of a Valkyrie, so he had the strength and height of one, but none of the supernatural ability that would make it possible for him to slay immortals. Only daughters could wield such power.


“How are you ladies doing this lovely morning?” Atlas asked, with a broad grin to match his broad shoulders.


“Just finished the job,” I replied.


“I assume that it all went well for you.” Atlas continued grinning.


“Is Samael in?” Marlow asked, cutting Atlas’s chatter.


The smile finally fell from Atlas’s face. “You know Samael. He’s always in.”


Godfrey was a man of few words, so he merely let out a grunt of agreement and gestured toward the door.


“Thank you.” I smiled politely at the guards, but Marlow was already opening the door and heading into Samael’s spacious office.


Samael had been assigned as my Eralim, because he’d been my mother’s before me. His office was sparsely furnished—a large desk in front of the glass wall that overlooked the city, a few art deco chairs and a sofa, and objets d’art he’d collected over the centuries displayed on the shelves that lined the walls.


Samael himself was sprawled out on the black velvet sofa, absently reading something on his electronic tablet, but he broke out in a smile when he spotted us. While Samael was well over three hundred years old, he didn’t look a day over twenty-five.


Lounging in black slacks and a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, he looked more like a college kid playing at grown-up than an experienced supervisor. Adding to that, he was incredibly handsome, with warm umber skin, bright aqua eyes beneath a strong brow, and a mass of shoulder-length chestnut curls with natural blond highlights coursing through.


His full lips always seemed on the edge of a smirk, one that even my stoic mother couldn’t resist. As he walked over to greet us, Marlow pushed down her cowled hood and smiled brazenly at him.


“How is it that you always manage to look so beautiful, even this early in the morning?” Samael mused, his eyes locked on my mother.


I rolled my eyes and sat in one of the several uncomfortable three-legged armchairs. I leaned back, propping my black moto boots up on the glass table to wait out Marlow and Samael’s flirtation.


“You know work always brings out the best in me.” Marlow smiled demurely at Samael, then turned and sauntered away from him, toward his desk.


He kept a crystal bowl on his desk, perpetually filled with treats like red bean paste covered in gold leaf or baby scorpions dipped in chocolate. As Samael turned his attention to me, Marlow grabbed a handful of whatever delicacy he had today, and as he spoke, she absently munched on it.


“So, Malin, how did it go?” Samael asked me.


I looked past him to my mother, searching her expression for clues as to how she thought it went, but she just stared down impassively at the morsels in her hand.


“He’s dead, so I think it went about as well as it could have,” I said finally.


“Returned,” Samael corrected me, then cast his eyes toward the ceiling, as if someone upstairs cared enough to eavesdrop on us. “He’s returned, not dead.”


The immortals weren’t killed—they merely shed their mortal coil in a way that meant they could never walk the earth again.


That was one of the basic tenets of the world we lived in, and one of the first things we were taught in grade school. The gods had given us dominion over the earth, where humans, animals, and supernatural beings were all supposed to live in harmony as much as we could.


Valkyries were instated to return immortals to another realm—to an underworld called Kurnugia—and they could not come back. Mortals couldn’t return from the dead, either, but that was mostly because we had no afterworld.


That was how things were kept “fair.” Immortals returned to Kurnugia, but mortals could not. When we died, we were left to rot in the dirt.


The dead must stay dead. That which is dead cannot rise.


“If you’re going to be a Valkyrie, you’ll have to get the lingo down,” Samael went on.


“I am a Valkyrie,” I replied pointedly.


“It may be in your blood, but it’s not your job title yet,” Samael said, sitting back down on the sofa across from me. “You know how the folks upstairs love paperwork and procedure.”


“That they do,” Marlow snorted in agreement, but I already had plenty of experience with the bureaucracy of the Evig Riksdag.


My training in their protocol had begun shortly after my eighteenth birthday, with classes at Ravenswood Academy, and it had still taken almost a year before I was able to start apprenticing alongside my mother. Then it had been another six months of testing and training and red tape before I had finally gotten a permit and been allowed to make kills, as long as it was under the close supervision of Marlow.


Since then I had killed—or, rather, returned—four immortals. Eleazar Bélanger had been my fifth.


“How are you taking to it, then?” Samael leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, and something in the softness of his voice led me to believe what he was really asking was how I was coping.


There had been an entire course at Ravenswood Academy called Guilt and How to Handle It, and we discussed how some Valkyries couldn’t deal with it. The responsibility of being an executioner was too much.


But I’d never felt guilt. I’d never felt anything but purpose. My body was made to do this, and when there was too much time between jobs, I began to crave it. The way the electricity felt coursing through me, the buzzing around my heart, the way the pressure felt growing inside of me that wouldn’t stop until I completed my mission.


It was all relief and release.


“I can’t imagine doing anything else,” I admitted.


Samael looked back over his shoulder at my mother. “You think she’s doing well enough to go on her own soon?”


“She’s ready to go now.” Marlow absently brushed at the crumbs on her black pants. “I know the Riksdag wants her to have seven returns under her belt, so I’ll be happy to shadow for the next two, but she doesn’t need me.”


Samael looked back at me, grinning. “Well, it sounds like you’ll be a Valkyrie very soon.”


My mother looked up, pride flashing momentarily in her dark gray eyes. “She was born for it.”




three


The city had outgrown the land, and a century or so ago it had expanded out onto the lake. I’m sure the engineer behind the New Edgewater development had visions of romantic architecture with canal streets, like Venice or St. Petersburg, but the reality had become something much different.


The water had become polluted, and it smelled of gasoline and dead fish, and the wealthy elites had fled. The condominiums and apartments that towered around me, scraping the clouds overhead, had become run-down and decrepit. Broken windows and rusty fire escapes, with clotheslines running from building to building.


Vehicles sped by on the canals, splashing filthy water onto the sidewalks. It was all old yellow taxis, hovercrafts, and luftfahrrads—motorcycles that hovered a few inches above the surface of the water.


Somewhere a baby was crying. In New Edgewater, there was always a baby crying somewhere within earshot. There was a large population of pontianaks here, and they lured victims with the sound of a crying infant.


It was getting late, but I walked slowly down the crowded sidewalks away from my apartment. As much as I loved working as a Valkyrie, it always took something out of me, and I crashed for hours after.


The garage would be closed by the time I got there, but the stack of silvery blue bills in my pocket would open the doors. Samael always paid me with freshly minted money, and I often wondered what became of the old worn dollars. Did the Riks shred them and constantly print their own money?


Above me, the overcast sky rumbled ominously. The lights from the city made the clouds glow orange and red, and I quickened my pace. With only a block left to go, the sky opened up with angry, cold raindrops.


Galel’s Garage was right on the edge of where dry land met the lake, and I jogged over to it. The plate-glass window proudly proclaimed that Galel’s Garage had been serving the New Edgewater community for over 125 years, but that kind of thing was easier to do when you were immortal.


“We’re closed!” a voice boomed from the garage as I stepped into the front lobby.


“I thought you might make an exception for your favorite customer,” I said hopefully, and a few moments later Jude Locklear came in through the garage door, bowing his head slightly so his horns wouldn’t hit the frame, as he dried his hands on a frayed towel.


His oil-stained overalls were rolled down to his hips, and his white tank top stretched taut over his chest and stood out sharply against his dark olive skin. Jude towered over me, with broad shoulders and biceps the size of tree trunks. His black hair fell in waves that landed just above his shoulders, and his dark eyebrows were always perfectly arched in a look of suggestive amusement.


At first glance, he looked like an ordinary guy—albeit a very muscular and very tall guy—in his early twenties. It was only the two massive ram’s horns that curled out from the side of his head that revealed his true heritage as a Cambion, the son of a demon.


His father, Galel, was an incubus, to be precise, and someday his name might show up on Samael’s orders to me. But Jude’s never would, since he was mortal like his mother. Jude had only inherited his horns and his undeniable sex appeal from his father.


Well, that and his ability to fix nearly any vehicle in a short amount of time for a reasonable price.


“You’re late.” Jude grinned slowly at me, and there was an irresistible sparkle in his dark brown eyes every time he smiled.


“I overslept, and then I got caught in the rain.” I motioned to the rain pounding against the glass behind me.


His eyes flitted over my body, at the clothes sticking wet to my skin, and I arched my back slightly, pushing out my chest. He smiled approvingly before tossing the towel at me.


“Dry yourself off, then I’ll show you what I did with your luft.” He turned, and I followed him into the garage as I ran the towel through my hair.


My luftfahrrad was a Frankenstein of a hoverbike, with parts from all kinds of old bikes and vehicles pieced together to somehow make a working luft, including a chrome skull between the handlebars. Jude himself had been the one to do most of the work, following my requests to get it done as cheaply as possible. It was actually a credit to his skill that the damned thing ever ran.


“You know, I don’t mind seeing you every few weeks to duct-tape some new problem you have,” Jude said as he finished explaining all the new adjustments he’d made to keep it afloat. “But I’d be a shitty mechanic if I didn’t point out that it would be cheaper just to buy a new luft than to keep getting this one fixed up.”


I pulled my cash out of my pocket and ignored his suggestion, the way I did every time he made it. “How much do I owe you this time?”


He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced over at the clock hanging on the wall. “It’s getting late. Why don’t we go out and get a drink, and we can settle up later?”


I smiled. “If that’s what you want, it sounds fun to me.”


“Just let me change, and we’ll get out of here.”
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On the chipped-paint sign above the door, the name CARPE NOCTEM was barely legible. The brick façade was cracked and crumbling, and the large front window had been boarded up, with yes, we’re open spray-painted across it.


Everything about the exterior looked ancient, except for the sign on the door, declaring that they served liliplum here. And even that had faded to lavender from bright purple, since it had been five years since liliplum was legalized.


Barstools were held together with duct tape, and broken glass littered the sticky floor. Despite the subpar décor and angry thumping of music through the stereo, the bar was always packed.


The clientele were mostly regulars, or at least it seemed to me that I always saw the same folks when I came here with Jude. Mostly big, burly, and male, wearing tattered leather and denim. Some were obviously craven, with horns and fangs and monstrous appendages, but others were just regular humans looking to escape the monotony of the nearby slums.


A place like this one might expect to smell like cheap beer and body odor—and it did, but only slightly, buried deep beneath the sweet floral and clove scent of the liliplum. In the corner of the bar, behind a curtain of beads, was the hookah bar, where patrons smoked the liliplum, and its dark violet smoke filled the room.


Jude found two open seats at the bar, and a waitress with large raven’s wings growing from her back and a septum piercing came over to glare at us. He gruffly ordered a bottle of the cheapest beer, and when she set her angry-bird eyes on me, I ordered the same.


“How is work?” Jude asked, after the waitress had rolled her eyes and left us to retrieve our beer.


“It’s good,” I replied carefully.


Jude knew what I did, and he claimed he didn’t care. But many others didn’t think so highly of Valkyries, particularly immortal cravens like the kind that frequented this bar. After all, someday in the future, I might be the one to kill them.


“That’ll be fifteen bucks,” the waitress said, sounding both bored and pissed off as she set two lukewarm bottles of Dante’s Lager in front of us. I put a twenty down on the bar, but the waitress had already sauntered off to be irritated by some other customer.


Jude took a long drink of his beer, grimacing as he swallowed it down. I followed suit, drinking down the tepid alcohol. It tasted like old socks but with a heat at the end that made my eyes water. Jude laughed and patted me heartily on the back, his massive hand feeling warm and powerful even through my jacket.


“Dante’s Lager is an acquired taste,” Jude admitted.


I wiped my mouth with the back of my arm. “Well, it is not a taste I wish to acquire.” He laughed again, a warm rumble that seemed to permeate everything.


Jude motioned to the crisp twenty-dollar bill that the waitress had yet to collect. “I take it that you were working last night?”


I nodded, and despite the burning in my throat, I ventured taking another drink, gulping it down quickly.


“Anyone I know?” Jude asked. He was smiling, but there was a twisting at the corner of his lips and his eyes were downcast.


When people found out I was a Valkyrie, they usually reacted in three ways: anger, disgust, or curiosity. Sometimes it started out as one, then turned into another.


But I was already used to hearing the same questions over and over again.


Have you killed anyone?


What’s it like to kill?


Don’t you feel bad about it?


And then: Would you kill me?


So I tried to avoid the questions as much as possible, because nobody ever liked the answer to each.


Yes.


Like sex, only better.


No.


Yes, I would. And I will, if your name shows up on my orders.


“You know I don’t like talking about work,” I reminded Jude. We’d been friendly for a while, so this wasn’t the first time it had come up.


Jude held his hand up in a gesture of peace. “Hey, I’m not one to judge. I don’t care how people live their lives and make their money.”


“I don’t do it for the money,” I replied quickly, maybe too quickly.


I was no mercenary, and I hated that people made that assumption. Yes, I got paid for my services, but it wasn’t enough to make my rent, and most Valkyries had to have a second job. The paycheck just offset some of our costs, but the truth was that we’d all do it whether we got paid or not.


We were compelled to do it. We needed to do it the same way we needed to breathe.


“My old man always said that if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life,” Jude said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had settled over us. “But then again, my dad’s also an incubus who works on the side banging women to steal their souls and valuables.”


“It sounds like he’s got life figured out, then,” I muttered.


Jude chugged the last of his beer, then slammed the empty bottle on the bar. “That was shite. Wanna get some liliplum?”


He’d barely gotten the words out before I was already hopping off the barstool and chirping, “Yes, please.”


Jude laughed and followed me back through the beaded curtains into the cloud of purple. People were sitting around on overstuffed couches, with the hookahs on tables in the center. The hookahs looked like tall, slender vases, with two hoses coming out of the glass base of each, and everyone was talking and laughing between drags on the hoses.


There wasn’t a lot of room, and Jude took up a lot of space, so I sat on the arm of the couch beside him. He took a drag first before handing me the hose, and I inhaled deeply. It was like breathing in a campfire and a bouquet of flowers.


And then already I was feeling it and I sank back on the couch. It was like two shots of vodka, without the burning in the throat or the hangover. It was just lightness and calm, and it wrapped itself around me like a warm blanket.


Back here, the anger of the demonic metal band was replaced with something more melodic and velvety: the voice of a woman, sultry and slow, and the way her words went through me, softening the beating of my heart, made me wonder if she was a siren.


“Come on, Malin, you’re not usually a lightweight.” Jude’s voice rumbled in my ear as he chuckled. His horn brushed against me, cold and hard on my temple, and I closed my eyes and leaned against him. His arm wrapped around me, steadying me. “I’ve seen you drink ogres under the table before.”


“The lili hits me harder,” I told him honestly. I usually only saved it for special occasions, and maybe tonight felt special because of my work this morning, or maybe I just didn’t want to talk to Jude about it anymore, or maybe I just didn’t want to talk.


I just wanted to fall into his arms, the way he would let me, and I knew he would carry me back to his place and do the things that only he seemed to know how to do.


I opened my eyes, preparing to yield to the temptation, to invite myself to his place, when the beaded curtains parted in front of us, and she walked in.




five


Quinn Evelyn Devane.


A Valkyrie with long hair dyed silver, so it shimmered and danced in the light, except where her roots grew in black. Her mouth was slightly lopsided, and on other people that might look silly or strange, but on her it just looked like she had a wonderful secret and she was daring you to find out what it was.


She was tall, taller than me, even, with powerful legs that went on for days. Across her collarbone ran a dark red scar, and below that she revealed more than a hint of her ample cleavage.


Around her neck she wore a silver amulet inscribed with the Vegvisir—the Norse symbol of protection.


[image: image]


In the very center was a solitary red garnet that seemed to follow me everywhere I looked.


I was hoping she wouldn’t see me, as if somehow, even though she was standing right in front of me, I would be able to disappear completely into Jude’s arms. But then her eyes landed on me—bright green eyes, like a meadow in spring—and my breath caught in my throat.


“Malin,” Quinn said, smiling her asymmetric smile. Her voice was low and husky, but it managed to carry over the music, and she sat down on the table across from me. “I haven’t seen you since . . .”


She trailed off, and my heart pounded in my chest. Inside my head I was screaming, Don’t say it. Please don’t say it. Please don’t say “since we broke up.”


It was not because I was ashamed or I didn’t want Jude to know—I didn’t really care what he’d think, but I also knew he wouldn’t care at all.


I just wasn’t ready to talk about it. It had only been six months since we’d broken up, and I still didn’t know how I felt about any of that.


“How do you two know each other?” Jude asked, probably since it seemed like I might not say anything ever again. He pulled his arm from around my waist so he could lean forward, and when Quinn crossed her legs, her foot brushed against mine, so I sat up straighter.


“I’m a Valkyrie,” Quinn explained, not lowering her voice when she said that, the way I always did when I was in mixed company like this. “I was licensed a few years ago, so I was helping show Malin the ropes.”


“Is Malin any good?” Jude asked, teasing.


Quinn’s eyes were on me, sparkling underneath the veil of her dark lashes. “She’s very good.”


“It was nice seeing you, but I think we were just heading out.” I stumbled to my feet. The heady intoxication from the liliplum was mixing with the muddled exhilaration I felt whenever I was around Quinn, and I couldn’t handle the combination anymore.


Quinn was on her feet in a flash, blocking my path. “I was hoping we could talk.”


“Not today.” I shook my head. “I can’t today.”


“When?” she pressed as I walked around her.


“Later,” I called back over my shoulder, and I’d taken Jude’s hand so I could pull him through the bar and out into the street.


It wasn’t until we were outside, in the pouring rain, that I felt like I could breathe again. The cold helped push away some of the haze, sobering me up.


“So what’s with you and that Valkyrie back there?” Jude asked. “You were acting like she was a monster or an ex-girlfriend or something.”


“She is my ex-girlfriend,” I muttered.


“Oh. Well, that explains that, then.” He stood beside me for a second, not saying anything. “Do you want to get out of this rain and come back to my place?”


“I would be happy to go anywhere with you, as long as it’s not here.”


Jude laughed as we started walking in the rain toward his apartment over the garage. “That’s the kind of thing every guy can’t wait to hear.”
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My phone pulsated on the nightstand. The table was made out of bones—Jude claimed they were bones from his own ancestors—with a plate of glass on top, and the screen of my phone made the skulls glow blue.


I picked up my phone to see about a dozen text messages from my best friend/roommate Oona Warren.




Are you coming home tonight?


Where are you even?


I’m guessing you’re not coming home tonight, so I went ahead and fed Bowie. I’m assuming that you went home with Jude again.


Just so I know you’re not murdered or dead in the lake, you should text me and let me know.


Seriously, Mal. It’s morning now. What are you doing?


You have class this morning.


Malin. Text me so I can stop worrying.




“Shit.” I groaned, and, pushing the fog of sleep and a burgeoning hangover aside, I got out of bed.


In the darkness of Jude’s bedroom, I scrambled to pull on my pants. I’d just gotten my bra on when Jude began to rouse in the bed.


“Where are you going so early?” Jude suppressed a yawn.


I sat on the edge of his bed, yanking on my moto boots and brushing back the tangles of long hair from my face. “It’s not early. It’s a quarter past eight, and I’m gonna be late for class.”


“Class?” Jude asked, sounding more alert. “Wait, you aren’t in high school, are you?”


“College,” I replied, but Ravenswood Academy was much more of a trade school than a university. It was only for kids studying to work for the Evig Riksdag or other government agencies that dealt with the supernatural elements of our world.


I stood up and grabbed my jacket from the floor. “I still have to get my luft out of the shop.”


“Just go in and tell my dad that I sent you to get it.”


“Thanks.” I dug in my jacket pocket and pulled out a small handful of twenties, and I set it on the nightstand. “I’m leaving the money here for you.”


“Damn, Malin, you really know how to make a guy feel like a prostitute,” Jude said with his rumbling laughter, but I was already on my way out the door, hurriedly texting Oona before she gave herself a heart attack worrying about me.


At the garage, Jude’s dad wasn’t so keen on letting me just run off with the luft, but after a quick call to Jude, he grudgingly let me go. The luft started hard, grumbling angrily at me, before kicking out a plume of mist and exhaust, and the wheel-like propulsion fans glowed a dull blue beneath the carriage.


Finally, it levitated off the ground, just above the six inches it would need to be street-legal. I throttled it back and flew down the road toward the academy. At this time of day, traffic could get locked up in the Ravenswood District, but with my luft I was able to swerve around a stalled-out bus and go up on the curb.


The sidewalks were crowded with merchants selling their wares, along with patrons and pedestrians just trying to get by. I narrowly slid past a woman selling brightly colored rainbow snakes out of tubs, claiming they were the mystical descendants of the Wagyl.


I managed to hit the brakes just before crashing into a food cart with a man selling sambusa. Sambusa were fried triangular pastry filled with delicious lentils and potatoes, and even though I was running late, my stomach warned me that I needed to eat something.


“I’ll take one,” I said as I rummaged in my pocket for money.


The man stood there glaring at me for a moment, but finally he took my money and handed me a sambusa, before muttering, “Sharmoto.”


“If you’re gonna call me names, then give me my tip back.” I held my hand out to him.


“You almost killed me, you crazy woman!” He waved his hands wildly at me. “Get out of here with your stupid bike!”


I didn’t really have time to argue, and he was right, so maybe I should’ve tipped him more. I held the sambusa in my mouth, offered the merchant a small wave, then revved up my luft and sped off down the road to Ravenswood.


The whole area around Ravenswood was high-rise low-income apartment complexes, with a few offices and shops on the lower levels. And there was the Ravenswood Academy. It was an Elizabethan Prodigy house—a massive Tudor-style mansion that looked more like it belonged in the English countryside than in the slums of the city.


While the exterior was all the original architecture, meticulously maintained, the interior was more high-tech. Starting with the underground garage, where I had to pass through a blue wall of light to be certain I wasn’t carrying any unapproved weapons, and then scan my school ID to get into the garage, and then scan my retinas to get into the building.


The hallway was relatively empty, and despite the high enrollment of the academy it always felt strangely quiet. The flooring was a mosaic inlay of black and white marble, and the walls were stark white with garishly bright crystal light fixtures in the ceiling.


Paintings and artwork adorned the walls, mostly from previous students and alumni, depicting some aspect of life they might be working toward here at Ravenswood, like careers or the beings they might serve.


There were several I always passed on my way up from the parking garage. One was a hanging mobile, looking a bit like a natural chandelier. Birch branches hung down, with horses carved into the white bark. According to the plaque on the wall beneath it, it was created as an offering for Bai-Ülgen.


Another was a large statue made of marble, titled Ereshkigal of the Netherworld. It showed a regal woman elegantly perched on a throne made of bones. The bones and the fabric that draped her body were stark white, while her skin was a darker veined gray. Her mouth was curved slightly into a smile, and even though she was made of stone, it felt like her eyes followed me whenever I walked by.


The final picture in the long hall, before I turned off to go toward my class, always made me pause. It depicted a woman in a chain-mail bikini, her body rippling with muscles and strength, and her hands covered in blood. Her hair blew out behind her, and she stared up at the sky with a smile on her face as a single red tear slid down her cheek.


The plaque on the bottom read:




“THE DESIRE OF THE VALKYRIE”


PAINTED BY MARLOW KRIGARE DURING


HER SENIOR YEAR




My mother had painted it.


I made it to Intro to Divinity and Immortality only five minutes late, which really didn’t seem that bad, considering. Fortunately, I’d had my messenger bag with me when I went to Jude’s last night, which had my e-reader with my textbooks in it and my laptop for taking notes.


I opened the door as quietly as possible, but a girl—an alchemy major named Sloane Kothari—still turned to glare at me. As the daughter of a Deva, she took her divine disposition very seriously, and unfortunately I had three courses with her this semester.


The professor, Cashel Wu, paused in his lecture to watch me take my seat at a long stainless steel table in the back. He stood in front of the classroom, with the large screen at the front displaying a huge photo of a hieroglyph.


I mouthed, Sorry, and got situated as quickly and quietly as I possibly could. By now plenty of other students had turned to look at me. Most of them were human, but a few obviously had more exotic parentage, with wings and tails and horns.


But even those with more prestigious pedigrees came from some sort of mixed background, for them to be accepted into Ravenswood Academy, with usually one parent being human. Almost all offspring of immortals—even from the commingling of two different types of immortals—were mere mortals, with little or none of their parents’ powers.


Ravenswood was designed to educate and train mortals for careers in handling the supernatural, which made it the go-to school for mortal children who had no hope of following in their immortal parents’ more elite footsteps.


Sloane Kothari didn’t have any obvious signs of her parentage, other than the cold smile and the contempt in her dark eyes whenever she looked at me.


“As we were discussing last week,” Professor Wu began once I was settled in, “immortality doesn’t make one divine or superior, the same way that mortality doesn’t make one weak or inferior.


“In past societies, those with longer life spans or different appearances than humans were often either revered as gods or feared as monsters and forced into exile,” Professor Wu continued, and as he spoke, he clicked through photos on the screen.


The pictures changed to a depiction of men bent forward, worshipping feline-headed Bastet; then to the multi-armed Vishnu, adorned in gold and jewels; to the wolf-humanoid Lobishomen, with massive fangs, being stabbed with bloody spears; and the birdlike witch Baba Yaga, being burned alive as she cried out.


“But now, in our civilized society, that is not the case. We realize immortality is no more divine than having brown eyes or a short stature.” He looked back at the screen, his gaze lingering on the intense agony in Baba Yaga’s face, and he frowned.


“We will be looking back through history,” Professor Wu continued. “Learning the mistakes that our ancestors made when confronted with immortality, so that we don’t make the mistakes ourselves.”
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Malin Krigare?” Professor Wu called out, stopping me as I attempted to make my escape out of the classroom. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”


The other students continued their shuffle out of the room, and Sloane snickered at me as she walked out. I took a deep breath and trudged toward the front of class, to where Professor Wu was hunched over his desk making a few notes on his tablet.


“Sorry I was late. I missed my alarm, but I hurried as fast as I could,” I began my apology.


“I understand that you’re close to getting your license,” the professor said, finally looking up at me.


Professor Wu appeared to be in his early thirties, and his well-tailored suits made him one of the more dapper members of the teaching staff here. His black hair was cropped short, and his Vandyke goatee added an additional air of nobility.


“Yeah, it should be soon.” I picked absently at my chipped indigo nail polish before adding, “Hopefully.”


“Actually, I saw that your Eralim sent a glowing message to the headmaster yesterday.” Professor Wu leaned back and folded his arms over his chest. “He thinks your performance is absolutely exemplary.”


“That’s great,” I said, smiling a little, but there was something about Wu’s tone that made me worry there was a “but” coming.


“But,” Wu said, and I grimaced inwardly, “you’ve been late to my class three times, and school’s only been in session for a few weeks.”


“I know. I’ve just been having trouble with my luft—”


“There’s always public transportation,” Wu cut me off. “But that’s not even the point. I’ve seen plenty of good kids like you, excellent students with bright futures ahead of them, who lose sight of the goal.”


I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m losing sight of anything.”


“I checked. Your grades have been slipping this semester,” Wu said, and I lowered my eyes. “You know that even if you get your preliminary license now, it will be revoked if you don’t graduate.”

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/page46.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		In the time before . . .



    		Epigraph page



    		Contents



    		one



    		two



    		three



    		four



    		five



    		six



    		seven



    		eight



    		nine



    		ten



    		eleven



    		twelve



    		thirteen



    		fourteen



    		fifteen



    		sixteen



    		seventeen



    		eighteen



    		nineteen



    		twenty



    		twenty-one



    		twenty-two



    		twenty-three



    		twenty-four



    		twenty-five



    		twenty-six



    		twenty-seven



    		twenty-eight



    		twenty-nine



    		thirty



    		thirty-one



    		thirty-two



    		thirty-three



    		thirty-four



    		thirty-five



    		thirty-six



    		thirty-seven



    		thirty-eight



    		thirty-nine



    		forty



    		forty-one



    		forty-two



    		forty-three



    		forty-four



    		forty-five



    		forty-six



    		forty-seven



    		forty-eight



    		forty-nine



    		fifty



    		fifty-one



    		fifty-two



    		fifty-three



    		fifty-four



    		fifty-five



    		fifty-six



    		fifty-seven



    		fifty-eight



    		fifty-nine



    		sixty



    		Praise for Amanda Hocking



    		About the Author



    		Also by Amanda Hocking



    		Acknowledgments



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		one











OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg
BETWEEN THE

BLADE

AND THE

HEART

Cm?ml

Amanda Hocking







OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg





