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I

“This is not right ... ,” Mason Starling murmured softly as she sank to her knees beside the crumpled form at the center of a swiftly widening circle of blood.

The stone tiles beneath her shuddered with earthquake tremors and her ears rang with the screams of the white-robed crowd gathered on the terrace swaying high above the streets of Manhattan—streets tangled in chaos, awash in a blood curse that had turned the city into a slumbering wasteland.

None of that mattered.

None of it even touched Mason in that moment.

“I am the chooser of the slain ...” The words drifted like smoke from between her lips. “I did not choose this.”

“Neither did I, sweetheart,” Fennrys whispered. “Not this time ...”

A gout of blood bubbled up and spilled from his mouth down the side of his face, shockingly red against the pallor that washed his skin white. It sparked fire and fury in Mason’s heart and the roar of her denial was so loud in her head she thought her skull might burst.

A clap of thunder shattered the night.

The raven, perched on the spear Mason held, shrieked and her mind snapped back into focus as the bird launched itself into the stygian darkness of the stormy sky. She stared in horror at the Odin spear, clutched in her armored fist. With a cry of outrage, she threw it away from her. It clattered against the black marble altar where her brother Roth lay bound, bleeding, gasping, whispering apologies for the murder he’d done. A deed, past and gone, that fueled the Miasma curse spilling out over the city.

That could wait.

This ... couldn’t.

Mason lurched forward, reaching for the dark slender figure kneeling on the other side of Fennrys’s blood-soaked body. She grabbed the Egyptian god of death by the lapels of his sleek designer suit and said, “Fix this.”

“Mason—”

“Fix him!” she howled, cutting short Rafe’s protestations. Her hands balled into fists and she hauled the god toward her until they were almost nose to nose. Her howl turned into a harsh, choking sob. “I’m begging you. ...”

The muscles of Rafe’s jaw twitched and his dark brows drew together in a fierce frown. “You know damn well there’s only one way I can do that. And there is no guarantee that—”

“Do it.”

Still the god hesitated. Mason could see the anguish in his dark, timeless gaze. The thing that had just happened ... it was wrong, and Rafe knew it. Fennrys had beaten the odds. He deserved a second chance and now, to have that chance stolen from him ...

Mason shivered in the wind. The water from Calum Aristarchos’s trident soaked the front of her chain-mail tunic, shockingly cold. It had taken only a moment of thoughtless reaction on Cal’s part to form the weapon—transforming water from a weeping fountain, turning it hard as forged steel with his newfound, godlike powers. And only another moment more to pierce Fennrys’s body with the lethal instrument.

It had all been a terrible mistake. Still, Cal would pay for it. Later.

Cal could wait.

Fennrys’s breath had gone from shallow to a rasping gasp. A death rattle ...

“Do it!” Mason snarled at Rafe.

The god squeezed his eyes shut.

“I’ll owe you,” she said.

His eyes snapped back open. And there was fire in their depths.

Hellfire.

Rafe, who was Anubis, growled low in the back of his throat and his shoulders hunched forward toward his ears. Suddenly, he threw his head back, his helmet of dreadlocks whipping around his face and his features blurred like inky smoke. In the blink of an eye, the stylish young man in the tailored suit was gone and a huge, sleek black wolf crouched on its haunches on the stone terrace, lips pulled back from long, white, sharp teeth bared in a vicious snarl. The wolf shook its head from side to side, ears flattened back against its skull. The muscles along its shoulders and spine rippled and Mason backed off, fighting the urge to wrap Fennrys’s body in an embrace and shield him from the monstrous creature.

She looked down and saw Fenn’s eyelids flutter and go still.

The planes of his face went slack.

Then her view of him was blotted out by the dark shape of the wolf as it lunged, jaws opened wide ... to sink his teeth deep into Fennrys’s throat.

Fennrys was dying.

Again ...

Only, the weird thing was, it actually felt different this time.

Real.

He could feel the warm breath cooling in his lungs.

Hear the rhythm of his heart, slowing ...

There was peace.

Acceptance ...

And then, just as his eyes were drifting closed for the last time, his fading vision captured a glimpse of something twisting in the depths of Mason Starling’s sapphire-blue gaze. And all of it shattered into a thousand jagged shards of pain.

Of course. It was never gonna be that easy, was it?

The sudden, scorching agony that tore at his throat flooded down into this chest and up into his brain. His heart squeezed like a fist and his body arched like a bow, stretching away from the cold marble floor and the warm pool of blood. A sudden, overwhelming, gut-deep feeling crashed down on him like a load of bricks falling from a great height—a purely, potently physical sensation—something that Fennrys was pretty sure he shouldn’t be feeling in his death throes.

Hunger.

A dark red ravenous wave washed over him, pounding him insensible. ...

And then there was nothing more.


II

Lightning flashed overhead.

And again.

And one last time.

The glass barriers surrounding the terrace shattered and shards flew through the air like deadly arrows, propelled by gale-force winds. Chaos erupted as the gathered crowd of white-robed Eleusinians—most of them the parents or relatives of Gosforth Academy students—scattered, pushing and shoving to get back inside the Weather Room and running for the elevators and the emergency stairs as they abandoned their truncated ritual. They fled from the terrace, and the black marble altar where Mason’s brother, Roth, lay bound and bleeding, fueling the curse that had cast all of the island of Manhattan in a death sleep.

Mason didn’t care.

Let them run, she thought. They are sheep. They don’t matter.

All that mattered was the Wolf.

The Fennrys Wolf, whose body writhed and contorted before her, his throat gripped in Anubis’s lupine jaws. Mason watched, numb, as the horror of the moment stretched out to seeming infinity.

She felt hollow, transparent ... a phantasm.

Anubis sank his long white fangs into Fenn’s flesh, spilling even more of the precious blood from his body, and in that moment the world all around her went from bright white to dark red ... and then faded to a gray, grainy static. She stood there, detached, distant.

Fennrys is going to live.

He had to. Anything else wasn’t an option.

Mason was dimly aware of when Toby Fortier and Maddox, Fenn’s fellow Janus Guard and friend, stepped out onto the terrace. She heard their voices—angry, frightened, demanding to know what the hell was going on—and she ignored them. She saw Maddox step in front of Daria Aristarchos to keep her from going anywhere, and Toby rush to where Heather Palmerston still knelt, crouched in a ball behind the altar near the gaping space where the glass barrier used to be. The fencing master used his black-bladed knife to free her from the cloth ropes that tied her hands and helped her stand. She was covered in sharp, tiny shards that tinkled as they fell from her hair and clothes, but she seemed unharmed. Mason knew she should have been happy about that. Or relieved. Or something. Heather was a friend—a good one—and she’d gone to the wall for Mason and had suffered for it.

But in that moment, all Mason could think about was Fennrys. Time seemed to stop and the universe spiraled out in a dark wave from the single, spotlight circle where she knelt beside him. Beside him ... and the dark god who was, at her demand, doing his best to save Fenn’s life. In the worst way imaginable. She closed her eyes, willing herself not to see how much blood had already spilled from Fenn’s body. An eternity passed, and then she heard a shredded gasp escape Fennrys’s lips.

Mason’s eyes flew open and she saw Rafe falling back and away from the prone body beneath him. The ancient Egyptian god, his human shape still blurred around the edges, staggered to his feet. He wiped the back of one hand across his mouth, lips pulled back in a feral snarl, teeth crimson with blood.

When he turned his gaze on her, Mason saw that his eyes were completely black. They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Rafe shook his head, the pencil-thin dreadlocks falling forward to curtain his face, and called to someone in the Weather Room in a language Mason couldn’t understand. Before she could gather her thoughts, the wolves of Rafe’s pack padded out onto the terrace, and Rafe disappeared back inside, stumbling with exhaustion. The pack surrounded Fenn, and two of the wolves shimmered and blurred, shifting. Suddenly, there was a pair of hard-muscled young men standing in their place. Without a word, they bent down and picked up Fennrys by his arms and legs. His head lolled back and he struggled weakly as they carried him in Rafe’s wake.

The Fennrys Wolf was alive.

Mason almost wept with relief as the fog in her brain suddenly dissipated. She scrambled to her feet and started to follow, but another of the wolves—the she-wolf with the white blaze on her forehead—suddenly shifted into her human form and stepped in front of Mason and didn’t move aside.

Honora, the investment banker who moonlights as a werewolf, Mason thought, remembering what Rafe had told her. She wondered fleetingly if the “moonlighting” was a literal truth. She didn’t, after all, know very much at all about these creatures and their existence. Maybe you should have thought about that before you consigned Fennrys to share their fate.

I didn’t have a chance. I didn’t have a choice.

Mason cleared her throat. “Honora, isn’t it?” she asked.

The woman nodded. There wasn’t a hair out of place in her sleek chignon coif, accented with a streak of silver that corresponded with the blaze on the forehead of her wolf-self, and her eyes, a shade of pale greenish-gold, flashed with sharp intelligence. She was slender but strong looking beneath a navy tailored suit and looked almost exactly the way Mason had pictured she would.

“Excuse me, Honora,” Mason said, trying to keep her voice from cracking with strain. “I need to go see him—”

“No. You don’t.” Honora didn’t move. “Not now. Let the pack deal with him. He’s one of us now and that’s not going to be an easy thing for that boy to handle.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think I mean, Ms. Starling?”

Honora’s eyes narrowed as she held Mason’s gaze. Her voice was quiet, but it was firm. Mason realized that she might find understanding in this woman, but not sympathy. Honora knew what Mason had asked Rafe to do, and she most likely understood why. But it was apparent in that instant that she did not approve. Not even a little bit. Mason wondered under what circumstances Honora had made her bargain with Anubis.

“I mean, you just turned that boy into a monster,” Honora continued. “Now you’re going to have to step back and let us help him hold on to his humanity. If he can.” Then she turned on the heels of her sensible-but-sexy black leather pumps and stalked after her pack, her god, and Fennrys.

Mason watched her go, and then turned to find that only a handful of people were left standing on that windswept square of stone perched high above the city: Toby and Heather, both of them eyeing her warily, as if worried about what she might do next, and Calum—transfigured, transformed, alien to Mason on almost every level now, and looking strangely adrift in the wake of the chaos.

Maddox stood before Daria Aristarchos—one hand held out in front of her and the spiked silver chain he wielded so expertly dangling from his other fist. The high priestess of the Eleusinian mysteries barely seemed to notice the Janus Guard. She seemed frozen, her gaze the only thing about her that moved as it flicked back and forth, rife with disbelief, shifting with suspicion, from Mason to the blood on the terrace, to the face of her son, Cal.

The son Daria had believed was dead.

That belief had been the catalyst that had triggered a diabolically planned—but long dormant—revenge scheme and pushed Daria to conjure a blood curse, using Rothgar Starling, Mason’s beloved brother, as fuel. Because Roth was a kin killer. He lay sprawled on top of the black marble surface of the terrible altar, senseless and twitching in agony. Behind him, Gwen Littlefield—slender, purple-haired, her face a mask of anguish—still stood with her hands pressed to the cold stone, pale fingers splayed wide, as the blood curse coursed from Roth through her ... and out into the city.

Gwen was Daria’s haruspex—a young, hapless sorceress the Elusinian priestess had trapped into serving as her seer—and the conduit for her terrible blood magick. Mason could feel the power emanating from the slight, fragile-looking girl. It rolled off her in waves.

Roth was incoherent, his arms and chest covered in long shallow cuts made by the sickle in Daria’s fist. The wounds must have been painful, but they weren’t life threatening. It was only the curse that seriously afflicted him.

Just as it afflicted the girl he shared the terrible connection with.

Mason stooped to pick up the long knife lying in the puddled blood and water at her feet—the one that Fennrys had dropped when Cal had stabbed him through the chest—and she stalked over to Daria. The priestess swept the elegantly curved blade she held up to ward off the furious young Valkyrie, but Mason just ducked past the blur of the sickle and smashed her armor-clad elbow against Daria’s wrist. Then she grabbed her by the front of her priestess robes and brought her own knife up to press against Cal’s mother’s throat.

The silver blade in Daria’s hand clattered to the stone tiles and she backed up as far as she could, stumbling over the hem of her robes and grabbing at the low stone buttress surrounding the terrace—the only barrier left to keep her from plummeting off the building now that the glass panels had been blown to smithereens.

The wind pushed at Mason’s back.

“Mason!” Cal cried out in alarm.

She ignored him.

“Make this stop,” she said, her voice shuddering through the air like thunder.

For a moment, Daria just looked at her as if she was speaking in tongues. Her gaze raked up and down over Mason’s Valkyrie armor, and she shook her head in dazed disbelief. Or denial. Her sharp shoulders, draped in the white tunic of her priestess order, began to quake as though she was on the verge of either sobbing or laughing hysterically.

Mason shook her by the arm, hard. “The curse,” she said. “Make it stop!”

Cal took a wary step toward them. “Mase—”

Mason shot him a look from beneath the brim of her helmet that stopped him in his tracks. Then she turned back to Daria. “Now.”

“I can’t ... ,” she said in a ragged croak.

A sickly, silver light twisted in the black depths of Daria’s widely dilated eyes, and Mason realized that the priestess was still caught in the throes of the enchantment herself.

“Once begun, the Miasma will continue until the engine that drives the curse is no more,” Daria continued. “You want me to end it? That means breaking the link between your brother and my haruspex—a link that can only be broken by death.”

Death ...

The word knifed through Mason’s brain, acid-sweet, seductive as Siren song.

Down below in the streets, amid the wrecked cars and the brownstone blocks on fire, she could feel death. All of them. Every single one. She could sense—distantly, but distinctly—the passing of each and every human life that was ending in the city that night. And those numbers were creeping steadily upward. It was like a thousand tiny wounds, cutting her up inside. Mason felt a blinding rush of rage filling her head. She heard herself snarling like an animal as she pressed the knife blade into the flesh of Daria’s throat. The high priestess bent backward, hanging out over the empty space high above Rockefeller Plaza, real fear carving the planes of her face.

Through the haze of incandescent anger, Mason heard someone calling her name again, but it wasn’t Cal this time. “Mason!” Toby Fortier, Mason’s erstwhile coach, shouted. “Stand down! Drop that weapon, Starling!”

Her knee-jerk reflexes from hundreds of hours obeying the fencing master’s barked commands almost made her do just that.

“Mason! Do you hear me?”

She did. But she ignored both him and the impulse to disengage, and instead tightened her grip around the weapon’s hilt and pressed the blade tighter to Daria’s throat.

“Mason—”

“It’s too late!” Daria screeched. “It’s your father, Mason, who pushed me to this! He would end us all—you, me, the world!—if I don’t stop him. You ... you don’t want that! I know you don’t. Help me. Defy him. We can build a paradise on Earth. Don’t let your brother’s noble sacrifice be in vain—”

Over the sound of Toby’s yelling, and the howling wind, and the skirling words of Daria’s desperate pleas, Mason suddenly heard another noise. A low, gentle moaning, it was a sound that was full of sorrow and love ...

And good-bye.

It took her a moment to place the voice—an older version of the one she used to hear chattering shyly with Roth in the Gosforth school quad when they were children. Gwen Littlefield’s voice. The voice of a child who had grown up to become a power in her own right, except for the fact that she’d been harnessed—and used and abused—by Daria Aristarchos.

Gwen ...

Mason turned and glanced over her shoulder, just in time to see Gwen lean down over the altar stone. Somehow, through a sheer act of iron will, she had managed to take back a measure of control over her rigid, curse-afflicted body and had pried her hands off the stone altar. Her palms were bloodied, but she didn’t seem to notice as she placed a long, lingering kiss on Roth’s lips. He struggled against the effects of the curse to reach for her as well. In vain.

Gwen drew back, shook her head sharply, eyes suddenly clear-witted and sparkling with tears beneath the fringe of her purple hair. Then she spun and sprinted for the edge of the terrace, swifter than a gazelle. Mason watched, horrified, as Gwen opened her arms wide ...

And threw herself off the tower, into the embrace of the night.


III

Gunnar Starling stood looking into the enormous smoked glass mirror hanging on the wall of the sitting room in the palatial midtown condominium, staring past his own reflection as if he could see hidden things moving beyond. Rory stood in the doorway of the room staring at his father, at the way the light from the flames in the fireplace was echoed by the golden glow in Gunnar Starling’s left eye. The shadows that leaped up the wall behind Gunnar seemed more ... animated than they perhaps should. And Rory could have sworn he smelled smoke that was different from just the apple-wood scent the flames usually gave off in the sleek designer fireplace. He could smell the acrid tang of melting metal. And ... flesh. He could smell blood.

He closed his eyes and, for a brief disorienting moment, he thought he could hear screaming. He opened them again and the sound vanished, and he wondered if it was just the muted strains of the chaos far below in the streets of the city. But the balcony doors were closed against the fierce, freezing rain and driving winds. Lightning strobed against the angry darkness of thunderheads that were so low in the sky Rory felt that if he stepped outside and lifted his hand—his shining, silver hand—he could touch them.

He turned back to watch his father and saw that the mirror no longer reflected the room he stood in. Rather, the image enclosed in the heavy oak frame was both familiar and utterly alien. A white room, lit with red and purple light, and his sister standing in the middle of it. Only ... she looked ...

Fantastic.

And terrifying.

Rory had never thought of Mouse in either of those terms before. But seeing her standing there, a raven-winged helmet on her brow, clothed head to toe in shimmering silver chain mail and supple black leather, a midnight-blue cloak swept back from her shoulder and a tall, slender spear held in her fist ...

“She’s magnificent,” Gunnar said, “isn’t she?”

The paternal pride in his voice grated Rory’s nerves raw. Magnificent? More magnificent than a son with a silver hand?

“Yeah.” Rory tried to muster enough enthusiasm so as not to incur his father’s displeasure. Gunnar doted on Mason and so Rory had to play nice. For now. “She’s something, all right,” he said. “Nice hat.”

Gunnar sighed and turned away from the mirror, pegging his youngest son with a disconcerting stare. Even though Rory knew his father had sacrificed the physical sight in his left eye to the Norns for the gift of “other” sight, it was that eye that seemed to see him most clearly. The thread of twisting golden light shimmered for a moment in the depths of that eye, flickering and fading as Gunnar dropped his hand from the surface of the mirror and the image of Mason and her companions faded to shadows. Gunnar crossed the room and put a hand on his son’s shoulder, drawing him over to the fireplace. The light of the flames reflecting on the elder Starling’s strong, angular features and the pale silver lion’s mane of his hair made him look as if he were a god of fire. The thunderstorm raged outside, and the floor-to-ceiling windows of the penthouse behind Gunnar only served to heighten the effect. Rory was struck by a moment of awe as he stood regarding the man whom he had loved and hated—and feared—all his life.

“Rory ... you are my son. You are precious to me, even though I know that you, yourself, do not believe that. And because you are my son, I have in the past turned a blind eye to your ... indiscretions.” Before Rory could even fully form the thought in his own mind, Gunnar’s lip twisted in the shadow of a grin. “And no,” he said, “that is not a joke, present circumstances notwithstanding. Now that I have sacrificed one of my eyes to gain true vision, I see so many things.”

He gestured to the figures in the mirror and Rory saw Roth lying flat on his back and staring up with roaming, sightless eyes. It looked like someone had taken a truncheon to him—he was all blood and gashes—and his face was drawn in an expression of agony that went deeper than physical pain. And even as Rory’s gut twisted in horror at the sight something else inside of him whispered, Good.

“Your brother has betrayed me,” Gunnar said. “But it is all to the purpose. He doesn’t know it yet, but his struggle against his fate is what has brought him face-to-face with it. I see that now.” He turned to Rory. “As I see you. I understand you a little better, I think. You are a survivor. And that is as it should be. That is your destiny.”

Rory wanted more than survival. But he was smart enough not to say so. And Top Gunn did have a point. Survival was a pretty intrinsic step to achieving what he wanted. And that was ... well, everything. The goods, the glory, the girls ... He wanted the Heather Palmerstons of the world to worship him and the Calum Aristarchoses to bring him drinks and grovel abjectly for mercy when they were too slow—mercy that Rory would be typically reluctant to grant. Of course, he realized he was, essentially, reveling in the potential of megalomania. Whatever. For some reason, pretty much everyone he’d ever known had pegged Rory as a bad seed from the time he was a little kid. Who was he to defy expectations?

“You know why we do this. You understand this drive toward oblivion.” Gunnar gazed at him with that unblinking half stare that Rory could feel penetrating to the back of his skull. “You know there must be an end so there can be a new beginning. We do this out of love, Rory. Love for this world and the desire to make it whole again in the face of all that humankind has wrought upon the most precious creation in the universe.”

Love? Rory thought. He didn’t even have to struggle to school his expression in the face of his father’s ridiculous sentimentality. It was so laughable that he almost felt sorry for the old man. Still, he had to be careful. If he was going to survive what was to come, he was going to need Gunnar. Right up until the moment he met his destiny. Which, if Rory understood correctly, was to fulfill the great god Odin’s role and be slaughtered in battle by—if what his father had said was true—Mason’s new boyfriend.

Rory felt his brow knit in a frown as he attempted—not for the first time—to wrap his head around that. Around all of it. From everything he’d been told, his understanding of the Norse gods was this: Over the long years, when the beliefs of men drifted from them, the Aesir began to fade from existence. Balder had been the first to go, and that started the whole long, slow decline. The other gods and goddesses had followed. Not all of them, and not completely. More like, the person of Odin had fallen away, but the power remained, to be assumed in time by one who was deemed worthy, or strong enough. Or maybe stupid enough, Rory thought. He understood that was not the case for all the gods. Loki, stubborn and contrary to the end, had endured, willfully remaining chained in torment. Heimdall, too, had clung to his grim post as harbinger of the End of Days. More than harbinger, lately, according to the Norns. Instigator. And they should know—it was what they had done throughout history, after all: instigate. Only this time, with Gunnar Starling and his family, it seemed as though they might actually be successful.

“Something bothering you, son?” Gunnar asked.

Rory clenched and unclenched his silver fingers. The feel of his hand closing into that hammer of a fist comforted him. Calmed him. “I just ... I guess I’m still trying to understand how all this is happening. And why.”

“The ‘why’ is that we have—thus far—been found worthy by the fates to carry out the sacred duties of our forefathers to their ultimate end. The ‘how’ is ... well, magick.”

“Yeah. I get that. I think. But—”

He broke off when his father suddenly gasped and grabbed for the left side of his face with both hands. Gunnar’s head snapped back and he staggered a few steps, teeth clenched in what looked like excruciating pain.

“Dad?” Rory took a hesitant step toward him, reaching out with his still-human hand. “You okay ... ?”

Gunnar leaned heavily on the back of one of the room’s leather wingback chairs, heaving in ragged gasps. He dropped his hand and Rory saw that a red gleam had replaced the twist of gold in his eye. All the blood had drained from his face and he was deathly pale. “Did you feel that?” he asked.

Rory frowned. Feel what? Truthfully, all he felt was a sudden hollowness in his stomach, like a deep hunger pang.

“The void,” Gunnar murmured. “There is an emptiness.”

Maybe he did feel something.

“Something has happened. ...”

As Rory watched, Gunnar’s red-tinged gaze turned inward and a slow, terrifying grin spread over his face. He nodded in satisfaction.

“The little witch,” he said. “The haruspex ... She’s ended herself. I guess she finally had enough of being a thrall. Daria must be terribly disappointed, but now we have our opportunity. We will have to move with some haste, though. They won’t stay at her temple much longer, and the Miasma will lift soon. Are you strong enough to go out into the city?”

“Of course I am,” Rory snapped. Who the hell did his father think he was? Sure, he’d had the crap massively kicked out of him and his arm destroyed only a few days earlier. But like the Bionic Man, he was better now. Better, stronger, faster ... At his side, his silver fingers closed in on themselves.

“Hmm,” his father grunted. “We shall see.”

He turned back to the mirror on the wall and lifted his hand, placing his palm on the smooth surface, which wavered like a mirage and resolved to show Mason again. She no longer wore her Valkyrie garb, and she seemed to be arguing with Cal. There was something very different about him, too, Rory thought.

“I want you to go to them. Find them and provoke them into a fight. I have resources you can use to such an end. Mason must be goaded into fulfilling her role as the chooser of the slain. It is against her nature, but she must take on that mantle—it is vital. Without a third Odin son—without someone to take up the mantle of Thor—there will be no Ragnarok. As I have been made the vessel of the Allfather’s power, so you and your brother carry the essences of Vali and Vidar, the children of Odin destined to rebuild the world. Mason was to be the third son. The sacrifice. She was to fulfill the role of Thor and lay down her life on the field alongside mine.” Gunnar’s brow creased in a dark frown, and lightning from the storm cast his features in a sudden, ugly grimace. “Her mother thwarted me in that. But now I have the chance to right her wrong. Mason as a Valkyrie will choose the third Odin son, and it is my wish that she choose ... him.”

Gunnar nodded to the mirror and Rory began to sputter in outrage.

“Cal?” he squawked. “Him? You have got to be kidding! That guy’s a total tool! Jeezus, Dad—anyone but him!”

Gunnar cast a grimly amused glance at his son. “Are you going to let petty high school jealousy get in the way of a glorious apocalypse?”

“Yes!” Rory exclaimed. “He’s not Thor—he’s a ... a pompous jerkass!”

“Here’s hoping he’s a pompous jerkass who can hold his own in a fight,” Gunnar said. “I seem to remember from attending your sister’s fencing competitions that he can. Well then. As I say—you must draw them into conflict. And you must see to it that Cal’s striving is the most valiant. Mason must see him as the best candidate to choose.”

“That’s not going to happen.” Rory shook his head. “Not with that Fennrys dude around.”

“Do not engage the Wolf,” Gunnar said sternly. “Do not give him anything to fight. Frustrate his attempts and concentrate your efforts on the Aristarchos boy. See to it she chooses him and then, when the final wheel is set in motion, get out of the way and let destiny take its course. The Wolf must remain as he is, so that in the end, he and I may meet on the field. He will take my life, and then Roth will take his. The Aristarchos boy, wearing the mantle of the thunder god, will die alongside us both. Now, how sweet an irony is that? And how convenient that he’s half god already.”

“He’s what?”

Now, how in hell did that happen? Rory wondered.

Gunnar ignored his outburst. “He is also the son of my greatest rival, and he’s already marked by the draugr.”

“And he’s a total horn-dog,” Rory said, ignoring the shudder that ran through him at the memory of that night in the Gosforth gym, when the draugr—Norse zombie warriors—had first attacked. “He’s got the drooling hots for your daughter, you know!”

“Good!” Gunnar enthused and clapped Rory on the shoulder. “Then he might even appreciate it when Mason bestows on him the power of the Thunderer. For the brief time he’ll have left to live, that is.”

Great, Rory fumed silently. So that pansy-ass pretty boy gets ramped up to Thor status, Roth gets to kill Mason’s wolf-boy, and I’m like ... what? The overlooked middle god? What exactly was Vali’s claim to fame in the legends anyway, besides outliving most everyone? Oh, right ... something about being born to be a brother killer in the old tales.

At that thought, Rory shrugged inwardly and sighed.

“Fine. I can live with that,” he muttered to himself. “And then Roth better watch his ass in our brave new world.”


IV

The gale-force winds howling around the top of the skyscraper snatched Gwen Littlefield’s body and spun her out into darkness. She arced in a trajectory that took her far away from the Rockefeller tower’s terraced sides and then plummeted like a stone toward the plaza sixty-seven stories below, where Mason could just glimpse the golden statue of Prometheus, Titan hero of Greek myth and champion of humanity, carrying his stolen fire down from the heavens.

Somewhere in the dark skies above, the raven shrieked.

Heather screamed.

Mason turned away before she saw Gwen’s body hit the ground.

But even still, she couldn’t stop from feeling the girl’s death in her Valkyrie’s heart. It felt like someone punching her in the sternum—hard enough to crack her ribs—and Mason doubled over for an instant, awash in agony. She thought she would fall to the ground, but suddenly there were strong arms wrapped around her, someone holding her tightly in a fierce embrace. Mason sagged against the wall of chest muscles, behind which she could hear the thunderous beating of a heart. She could feel breath flowing in and out of lungs and it almost sounded to her like the ebb and flow of the ocean—a tidal rush of pounding surf.

Waves ...

Water.

She pushed away and looked up into Calum’s sea-green eyes.

“Get away from me, you son of a bitch!” Mason struggled to free herself from the vise of his embrace. When had Cal ever been that strong? Then again, when had she? With a convulsive shove, she straight-armed him away from her—hard enough to wind him as he staggered back and his shoulders slammed into stone parapet.

They were so high up that, in the far-off distance, Mason could see the wreckage of the Hell Gate Bridge, starkly illuminated by the work lights of the demolition crews that worked night and day to remove the shattered fragments of the bridge that had taken her to Asgard not three short days earlier. A lifetime.

An eternity.

Cal reached out a hand toward her. “Mase—”

She batted his arm away with a savagery that surprised him. She could see it in his eyes, but she didn’t care. The echoes of Gwen Littlefield’s death clawed at the insides of her skull, and inside the Weather Room she heard the heartbreaking cry of wolf-song. Mason spared Cal a venomous glare and, tearing the helmet from her head, hurled it at one of the tall windows. The impact left a spiderweb of cracks, radiating outward like Arachne’s fabled tapestry—the one that had so angered the goddess Athena that she’d turned the weaver into a spider.

It’s a bad idea to piss off goddesses, Mason thought.

Is that what you think you are?

She didn’t know. She didn’t know anything with any certainty anymore. She only knew she hurt. And she wasn’t the only one. The sound of ragged screaming made her look back to see Roth rising up from the altar. The narcotic kykeon and the curse magicks still coursing through him made his movements wildly clumsy and dangerous as he careened toward the stone ledge from which the girl he loved had just launched herself into nothingness.

He cried out her name, the sound on his lips like a raw wound torn in the air, and lurched for the parapet. Toby and Maddox rushed forward and grabbed him by his bloodied arms to keep him from following in Gwen’s wake. Roth was too messed up to fight them for long. The sudden severing of his psychic connection with Gwen—shocking in its permanency—hit him devastatingly hard. His knees buckled and he sagged against the other two men. But as the fencing instructor and the Janus Guard tried to lead him away from the edge of the abyss, Roth’s glassy stare locked on to Daria and his face twisted into a mask of horror and hate, carved with the blade of a breaking heart. He lunged, and Mason thrust herself in front of Daria an instant before Roth could rip her throat out with his bare hands.

“No!” she shouted at him, forcing him back.

“Get off me, Mase!” he snarled.

“No ... Roth,” Mason pleaded. “No more blood!”

Her Valkyrie strength barely kept him from reaching Daria as he thrashed and lunged. Mason dug her fingers into his flesh and shook him by the shoulders until his teeth rattled to make him look at her. When Roth’s mad-eyed stare finally seemed to focus on her face, Mason’s throat closed tight with sorrow at what she saw there. Her next words rasped from her mouth in a whisper.

“No more blood,” she said, turning him away from Daria. “Not even hers.”

“Mase ...”

“Please.”

Roth reached up to grasp the sides of his sister’s face and he leaned his forehead against hers. His skin was slick with sweat. And blood and tears.

“This has to end,” he whispered.

“I know.” She nodded her forehead against his. “But not like this. We are not killers, Roth. You’re not a killer. No matter what she made you do ... no matter what happened in the past. We are not our parents and we are not pawns in this sick stupid game of theirs. Don’t you see? Gwen just proved that beyond every shadow of a doubt. She made a choice, and you have to honor that.” She pulled her head back and looked into his bloodshot eyes. “You have to trust it. And her. And me.”

Roth blinked at her dully for a moment. Then he laughed. His laughter was the harsh call of a carrion crow and it chilled her to the marrow.

“Trust you, little sister?” he asked.

He let go of her and backed off a few lurching steps.

“I ended you.”

“Roth—”

“You’re not supposed to exist!” he howled savagely, waving one arm wildly in her direction. “And yet, here you are. You’re a freaking Valkyrie. That happened. In spite of everything we did.” He stalked back and grabbed her by the back of her head, pulling her face so close to his she could feel his breath hot on her cheeks. “You think you have a say in this?” he hissed. “You don’t. And you want me to trust you? You scare the shit out of me, Mason. How’m I supposed to trust that?”

He let go of her and Mason took a stumbling step back, away from the rage and pain and hollow-eyed horror in her brother’s face. Roth had always been a rock for Mason. The opposite of her self-absorbed jackass of a brother, Rory.

Roth protected her. He looked out for her.

He murdered you ...

Maybe he was right. Maybe she shouldn’t exist.

No.

She shook her head. That wasn’t Roth talking. And it hadn’t been Roth acting, all those years ago. It had been the will of the woman that Mason had just stopped Roth from attacking. Part of her whispered that she should step aside. Let him do it.

She’d been about to do it herself only a few moments earlier, hadn’t she?

“No.” Mason shook her head again, partly to convince herself. “I don’t know, Roth. Maybe we can’t truly trust each other ever again. But if that’s the case, then we might as well just give up and admit it’s all over.”

Roth’s expression went from savage to stricken. His hands dropped to his sides and his shoulders slumped. In the lull that followed, the glass door to the terrace opened and Honora poked her head out. She didn’t look at Mason, just gestured to Toby and Maddox.

“We could use some extra muscle,” she said. “Just to keep him from injuring himself.”

The look in her eyes made Mason think she’d silently added the words “or us” to the end of that sentence. Toby glanced at Mason, hesitating, but she nodded for him to go. Maddox was already through the door and gone and Mason felt better knowing they would be there to help Fenn. She desperately wanted to go to him herself, but Honora’s request for help clearly hadn’t been extended to include her, and the last thing Fennrys needed was for Mason to start stirring things up with the creatures—people, Mase; they’re people—who were trying to help him.

As the door swung closed behind the wolf-woman, Mason looked down at the shimmering, magickal armor that still clothed her, head to toe. The Odin spear lay on the ground at the foot of the altar, an ancient, brutal weapon. As she stared at it, she felt the wetness of a tear spilling down her face and reached up a hand to wipe it from her cheek. Her fingers came away stained crimson. Mason was weeping blood.

Huh, she thought, numb with exhaustion. Must be a Valkyrie thing. ...

She heard Roth’s sharp breath as he saw the blood on her fingertip.

“Please,” she said. “I just ... I can’t. I really can’t handle any more death.”

There was a moment of silence, and then suddenly he was back across the terrace and she felt his arms go around her.

“Little sister,” he murmured into her hair. “I’m so sorry. ...”

She let him hold her for a moment. Then she pushed away from him.

“So am I,” she said.

There would be time to sort out what had happened to them when they were children later. There would be time to deal with Daria and there would be a reckoning and maybe, just maybe, Mason would stand aside and let Roth deal with that however he saw fit. But right then, in that moment, Mason needed to keep it together.

She shook her head, willing back any more tears and walked over to the Odin spear. Holding her breath, she bent down swiftly to pick it up. It was heavy, but so perfectly balanced that it felt as though she could throw it a mile with barely any effort. She closed her eyes and searched for the small, walled space inside of her that still belonged wholly to Mason Starling, before any of the crazy had happened. It had to still be there, she knew.

I have to still be there.

Because if it wasn’t—if she wasn’t—then she really was lost and nothing she did from that point on would matter because the end result would be inevitable. And it would be the end result. The end of everything ...

Fenn ...

She thought of Fennrys and the night at his loft when he’d first given her the silver, swept-hilt rapier and how good and right and perfect it had felt in her hand. God, how she wanted her sword back. How she wanted everything to go back to the way it was that night. When she was just Mase and he was just Fenn and everything else just fell away. She felt a shiver in the air all around her and when she opened her eyes, the Odin spear was gone, or transformed, its essence and power once more cloaked in the shape of the sword held in her bare hand.

And suddenly Mason was Mason again. The armor of the Valkyrie was gone. But somewhere deep inside, she could feel the Valkyrie’s rage, like the still-burning coals glowing silently beneath the ashes of a banked fire. Waiting to spark to life again ...

So she could burn down the world.


V

Mason shook her long black hair back over her shoulders and sheathed the rapier in the scabbard that once again hung from the baldric slung across her torso. She was back in her jeans and boots, the shimmery short-sleeved top she’d worn that night leaving the bare skin of her arms chilly in the wind. She crouched down and picked up Fennrys’s medallion from where it lay at her feet. The clasp on the braided leather cord—the one on which she’d had the medallion restrung especially for him—had been bitten through by Anubis. Mason shook the blood from the iron disk and shoved it in her pocket. Then she turned back to her brother, who stood watching her, his gaze steady and solemn. The fog of grief and drugs had cleared, leaving behind a glinting darkness, like black ice, in his eyes.

At least he looked like Roth again.

Quiet. In control. Dangerous ...

Good.

She’d need for him to be all those things, going forward. Of that, she had no doubt.

“You know this is going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better, right?” Mason said.

Roth shrugged. “If it gets better. Yeah.”

“I need to know what you know, Roth.” She walked back over to him and stared up into his face. “I need to understand what’s going on and what Dad and Rory have planned. And I need to know that you aren’t a part of it.”

“I’m not.”

They locked eyes for a long moment and Mason saw something in her brother’s gaze that she had never seen before. “Are you afraid, Roth?” she asked in a whisper.

He nodded.

“Of me.”

“Yes.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “You really do scare the hell out of me, Mase. Not gonna lie. But ... that’s not because of who you are.”

“It’s because of what I am.”

He nodded again. “Yeah. Except I’m not stupid; I know that you didn’t want any of this any more than I did. Any more than Gwen did. You’re right. I have no reason not to trust you, Mason. And I guess it’s high time you had a reason to trust me back.”

Mason tilted her head and regarded him. “I always have trusted you, Roth.”

“I know.” A deep frown marred his forehead. “You probably shouldn’t have.”

She stared at her brother, not understanding, until Daria laughed bitterly.

“No,” Cal’s mother said, her eyes fixed on Roth. “None of us should have.”

“I did what I had to,” Roth said. “And I never meant harm.”

“Tell that to my wolfhounds.”

Wolfhounds? Mason thought. She opened her mouth to ask the question, but Roth just shot Daria a death glare and turned his back on her, gesturing for Mason to follow him toward the glass doors. In front of them, he stopped and turned her to face him.

“Listen to
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