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One




Soleil




Sweat beads on my forehead, drips down my face. Every muscle aches, cries for rest. My dress is torn, my shoes dig into my feet. 

The sun beats down on me. My throat is a desert wasteland. I gasp for air, for something to quench my thirst.

The pounding is so loud, I can’t hear myself think. Titan says something, but I can’t hear. I step closer. Press myself against him so that my ear is touching his mouth. His breath tickles, sending a shiver down my spine.

“Do you want to take a break?”

I nod, so he pulls me off the dance floor and over to the bar. Hot sand sticks to my feet and nudges its way under the straps of my sandals. 

He yells something over the music to the bartender and hands him a candy wrapper for payment. Two minutes later, Titan and I are sitting under the shade of a large umbrella. The heat of the day is still sweltering, but at least we’re out of the sun and gulping icy drinks.

“You going for an award?” Titan teases.

I set the empty bottle aside. “No, just enjoying life. What more could I ask for?”

He arches a brow, then kisses me. 

“Things are perfect,” I insist. “We dance both the day and night away every day. Nothing has stopped us from spending all the time we want together in months. Life is good.”

Titan cups my chin and traces my lower lip with his thumb. “It is, but don’t you think it’s time to—?”

“Nope.” I lean closer and give him a kiss that will make him forget all about anything other than me and the Australian beach.

It works. He scoots closer, wraps his glistening arm around me, then returns the kiss with equal passion. 

Someone shouts at us to get a room. Titan waves him off, but pulls away and looks at me with those intense greenish-gold eyes of his. “Do you want to get a room?”

My heart skips a beat. It always does when he looks at me like that. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the trickster was controlling my emotions. But my desire for him is all me. He’s the one who, with nothing more than a simple look, can make my pulse catch fire or my heart stop. 

I thread my fingers through his. “The house is so far away. Let’s just enjoy the beach… and each other.”

The corners of his mouth curve up. “Sounds like a plan.”

“I don’t suppose you’d mind getting more drinks?”

He brushes my cheek with the back of his fingers. “I’d love to, but I’m fresh out of candy wrappers.”

I dig into my wristlet and pull out a broken miniature candy cane. “Will this do?”

“You know it will.” He takes it from me and brushes his lips across mine. Such a simple gesture, but it sets every inch of my skin ablaze. 

I’m barely breathing normally again when he returns, holding two glasses with colorful umbrellas. 

Titan plunks down next to me and we sip the cold, sweet drinks. “This is the life.”

I lean my head against his. “It sure is. Nothing like celebrating the new year with the one I love.”

He glances over at me, his smile wide, and holds up his glass. “I’ll drink to that, my love.” 

We clink them together and watch the partygoers for a while. After our glasses are both empty, I sit up. “We should call the pack and wish them a happy New Year.”

Titan glances at his phone. “They’re seventeen hours behind us, so…” He glances up as he does the mental math. “I’m pretty sure it’s one in the morning over there. If they’re going to stay up until midnight, they probably don’t want us calling now. Let’s call them closer to midnight our time.”

“But that’s still only seven in the morning for them.”

He twirls a strand of my hair around his finger. “They are werewolves. Someone’s probably awake.”

I frown. As much as I want to talk to my family, I don’t want to wake them. The only thing I don’t like about living Down Under is being so far away from the pack. 

Titan kisses my cheek, then grins. “You could always drink some of my essence and teleport us over there to say hi.” His smile turns crooked, mischievous. “It’s always fun to scare people when we show up out of thin air.”

“They’re also snowed in, remember? Five feet of snow dumped on them over the weekend.”

He shudders. “Right. But it would give us an excuse to snuggle.”

I nestle closer to him. “We can do that here, where it’s warm, and I don’t have to risk giving away my location.”

Titan sighs but doesn’t say what’s on his mind. He doesn’t have to. We both know exactly what he’s thinking—that we’ll never truly be free until I’m released from Valhalla’s hold.

I also don’t say what I’m thinking, and we both also know what that is—that I’m off their radar once more. I only have one target again, and I’m living in the same country as she is. My superiors are happy, thinking I’m on the move. If I’m lucky, they won’t check in for a decade or so. 

Titan leans over and whispers in my ear, his breath tickling my skin. “Do you want to go somewhere for dinner? We have plenty of time to come back before the countdown.”

My stomach growls at the mention of food. Thankfully, the music is so loud he can’t hear my hunger. “Yeah, where do you want to go? That restaurant down the beach?”

He runs his finger down my arm. Goose bumps follow his touch. My breathing hitches. In my thousands of years, I’ve never met anyone who has such an effect on me.

Titan shakes his head. “Sorry, I got lost in your eyes. What were we talking about?”

I grab his shirt, yank him closer, and kiss him. Everything around us disappears as my senses fill with him. He tastes like the pineapple-mango drink and smells salty, like the ocean. His hands slide down, and he laces his fingers through mine. 

Without warning, he pulls away with a dazed look in his eyes. “You’re more intoxicating than those drinks.” He takes a deep breath. “I think we were talking about getting dinner?”

“Were we?” I pull some hair out of my face. 

“I think so.” He rises and helps me up. “Yeah, I saw this cute little restaurant tucked away on a side street not too far from here. Want to try it?”

I can’t find my voice, so I just nod. Those eyes, they make it impossible to think straight.

We walk to the road then catch a cab. Titan pays with some pocket lint, then we get out almost as soon as we got in. 

“Is this it?” I glance at what looks like a brick hut. It reminds me of places I’d visited in third world countries. Then I quickly add, “I’m not complaining—”

Titan presses his fingertip to my mouth. “Shh. Wait until you see the inside.”

I nod. He removes his finger. We walk inside, hand in hand. 

The interior of the restaurant looks completely different than what the exterior suggested. It’s bright and sparkling, with a large bubbly fountain in the middle and plenty of cheerful artwork covering the walls. Titan gives the server his name, and she leads us to a table by a window.

My mouth falls open. The view of the water is breathtaking. 

Titan pulls out a chair, motions for me to sit, then pushes it in for me before sitting across from me. 

I lean over the table. “You planned this ahead of time?”

“Maybe.” He whistles an innocent tune.

“Wow, I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say a single thing.” He reaches across the table to trace shapes on my palm with his thumb.

My breath hitches. Again. 

The waiter arrives, bringing drinks and appetizers. 

Titan whispers something to him, then slips him an actual bill before the waiter leaves.

I arch a brow. “You’re paying with real money?”

He loops a foot between both of mine and nods. “And I ordered our food when I made the reservation. I hope that’s okay.”

It takes me a moment to find my voice. “I’m impressed that you put so much effort into it. We’re usually so spontaneous.” 

He rakes his fingers through his hair. “I wanted to make tonight special. A New Year to remember.”

I rest my chin on my palm. “I’ll definitely remember this.”

Titan licks his lips. “I’m sure you will.” He glances over at the floor. “What’s that?”

“What?” I follow his gaze.

He lets go of my hand and pushes his chair out. I can’t see what he’s talking about. Then he kneels in front of me and takes my hand in his.

My mouth drops open. 

“Soleil, you’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. Fiery, spunky, fierce, and even a little scary at times.” The corners of his mouth twitch. “But you also have a heart for others like I’ve never seen. Your independence comes from a place of wanting to protect those you love. It was impossible for me not to fall in love with you. Believe me, I tried not to. You were heartbroken and lost, but every little thing you did drew me to you. Somehow I managed to get lucky enough to become your boyfriend, but I’d like to be more—so much more. Will you allow me to one day be your husband? Will you marry me?”

My voice gets lost in my throat. Titan pulls a sparkling diamond ring from his pocket, giving me time to recover from the shock.

He holds up the ring and stares into my eyes. “I love you more than life itself, and I’m nervous as Hades, so please say yes.” 

My heart thunders. I’m lost in his alluring eyes. “Yes! Yes, of course! Nothing would make me happier.”

Titan shakily slides the ring onto my finger then pulls himself to his feet. He gives me a kiss that makes me weak in the knees before stepping back and grinning. “I’d nearly convinced myself you’d say there was some Valhalla rule that would make you say no.”

I wrap my arms around him. “Valhalla’s leaders can go to Hades. All I want is you.”

Titan kisses me again then helps me back into my seat. His hands are still shaking. I’ve never seen him so nervous, not even when fighting a deadly battle.

“How long have you been planning this?”

He scoots his chair in, all the while staring at me with his intense eyes. “Since the day I met you.”




Two




Titan




My heart will not slow down. It’s still racing at twice the normal speed. 

She said yes.

We haven’t even talked about getting married. I mean, sure, it’s come up in conversation. But nothing serious. Nothing realistic. Mostly flippant comments about what it’d be like to have a family. That sort of thing.

I could tell by the look in her eyes that I surprised her. That was what I was going for, but it also came with the risk that she’d say no. Valhalla and all their limiting rules. And even beyond that, there are other issues. Like finding out what happened to her parents. Why they died suddenly.

But even with so many reasons for her to say no, she said yes! I want to dance like a fool and shout from the rooftops. Soleil, the beautiful valkyrie, agreed to marry me. Me—a mesmer—the lowest of low supernatural creatures. The ones who earn scowls and disgusted comments from strangers just because we’re the trickiest of tricksters. 

It hardly seems possible.

She smiles at me, a little smudge of chocolate frosting on her lips from our dessert. Then she holds up the ring. “This is really beautiful. How did you know my size?”

“I have my ways.” 

Soleil arches a brow. “Do tell.”

“It’s pretty complicated. I’d rather walk along the shore with you before returning to the main beach for the celebration. Fireworks on our engagement day. The perfect way to finish off the perfect day.”

She beams. 

The waiter returns with the check, and I pay for the meal with cash. I’d also paid for the ring with actual money. I didn’t want to use even a hint of trickery for anything that involves our engagement. Our love is real, and she deserves the best. I may skimp and trick with a lot of things, but not her.

Once we step outside, I slide my arm around her and we walk around the little building. The water laps gently against the sand. The sun is just starting to go down, and I want to enjoy the sunset, alone with my fiancée, before we head back to the other beach.

Fiancée. The word gives me chills.

We kick off our shoes and dip our toes into the water, then go in up to our ankles and mosey up and down the shoreline. 

She turns to me. “I can’t believe we’re the only ones here.”

“Well…” I give her a sheepish grin. “I may have reserved it.”

Her eyes widen. “You did?”

“I was hoping you’d say yes, but I figured if you didn’t, I could come here and sob alone.”

She gives me a playful shove. “How could you think I’d say no?”

I tilt my head. “Asks the woman who left me in a vampire castle while she snuck away to Egypt. The same woman who went to London without a word, then to—”

Soleil covers my mouth. “Okay, okay. Point taken. But I haven’t left your side since we came here, right? I’ve proven myself a little, haven’t I?”

I step closer and press my lips on hers. “Exactly why I proposed. We’re finally on the same page.”

She frowns. “We’ve been on the same page since I realized how I felt about you.”

I don’t want to argue, so I don’t point out the obvious. “All that matters is we’re together, and nobody from Valhalla is going to bother either one of us for a long time.”

“You don’t think I felt the same way about you before?”

This isn’t how I envisioned this. “I never doubted how you felt about me. I know you have thousands of years’ worth of stark independence. That’s a lot to untangle. I’m honored you were willing to risk everything for me. Valkyries are such a rarity to begin with, then the fact that you feel the same way for me? It’s…” I struggle to find the right word. The word that will tell her exactly how I feel. 

She presses a palm on my chest and steps closer. Our noses nearly bump, and our lips are almost touching. “I’m the lucky one. Anyone else would’ve decided I wasn’t worth the trouble. It was really crappy of me to keep you in the dark about everything. Yes, I was threatened into silence, but I should’ve found a way to let you know more. I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” I press my lips on hers and cling to her. To my fiancée. How I love that word. How I love that woman.

When she pulls away, the sky behind her is a majestic show of pinks, purples, and oranges. She looks angelic. Breathtaking. 

Soleil traces the stubble on my face and holds my gaze. I don’t ever want the moment to end. We can stand here for the next thousand years, and the world can melt away. Valhalla can crumble. Hades can disappear into oblivion. I just want to be with Soleil and never let her go.

We stay there until the sun disappears completely. The heat of the day becomes a chill. The water lapping around my ankles makes me have to pee. 

There’s a romantic thought.

I kiss her cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t be gone long.” She squeezes my hand.

“I won’t.” My gaze lingers a moment before I hurry over to a patch of trees and take care of business. The restaurant is closed, or I would’ve used their facilities. 

Just as I’m zipping up, a twig snaps behind me.

I spin around, mid-zip.

Bright green eyes stare at me. They narrow.

My mouth opens on its own. A silky feeling tugs at the back of my throat.

Unnaturally green eyes. Tugging of my essence. That can only mean one thing.

A valkyrie.

And it isn’t Soleil.

I have the benefit of knowing what’s going on. But I need to act quickly before I’m rendered useless and the angel of death gets her hold on my essence. I try to call out, but can’t use my voice.

Pulse racing, I fight against the pull. Try to stop it. Soleil isn’t far, I just have to get to her.

My essence is weaving its way up my throat. In only seconds, it’ll make its way out and to the other valkyrie.

I try again to close my mouth. It won’t budge. I try to move my feet. They won’t cooperate either. The essence has reached my tongue. It’s inching toward my lips.

“Titan?”

Soleil.

I struggle with all my might. Soleil slams into the back of the other angel of death. 

My essence snaps back and trickles down my throat. I stumble backward. Crash into the tree I relieved myself on. Hit my head. My vision doubles for a moment. 

Four sets of wings.

I shake my head. Only two. 

They flail around. Soleil knocks the other to the ground, but she jumps up and throws Soleil through the air. 

I run over to my fiancée and help her up. “Let’s go!”

She squeezes my hands. My eyes force shut as wind whips around us. 

We fall to the ground. I land on top of her. My eyes fly open, expecting to see the other valkyrie lunging for us. When I don’t see her, I jump to my feet then pull Soleil up.

We’re in our living room. The brightly decorated room is a stark contrast from the darkness we just left.

I lean against the wall and catch my breath. “You teleported us?”

She dusts off her dress and looks at me. Her face is pale. “I had no other choice. She’s a lot stronger than me.”

“Because you’re keeping yourself low on essence?”

Soleil nods.

“And now you’ve drained yourself.”

She shrugs.

I march over to her. “Take mine.”

“Titan…”

“You have to, Sols. You’ve just used up what little you have. That valkyrie knows you’re in the area. You need my essence.”

Her breathing grows ragged.

I cup her chin. “You can’t deny it. Just take some of mine. That crazy valkyrie didn’t get a drop.”

Soleil closes her eyes and takes a breath before looking at me again. She nods.

“You’ll drink my essence?”

“Just a little.”

“A little?” I exclaim. “There’s another valkyrie in the area! You need your strength.”

“And the essence will draw her—or them—to me.”

“Worry about that later. At least we know now. We’ll be on the lookout.”

“She… Did you…?”

I press my lips on hers. “Drink my essence, babe. You can’t even get out a sentence. This is bad. You can’t deny it.”

“Okay.” Soleil closes her eyes. 

My mouth opens, and my essence pulls toward my throat, but not with half the strength it did before. It swirls up, slow and thick, like molasses, not a soft purple mist. Finally, it reaches my mouth and twists through the air into her.

The pull grows stronger with each passing moment. Soleil drinks it with more force as it strengthens her. A warmth radiates through me, makes me want her to take more and more. It caresses me from the inside out.

Almost as soon as it starts, the essence snaps back. My eyes fly open. “Did you get enough?”

She wipes her mouth and nods. Her eyes glow electric green. That’s the only thing that gives me comfort. 

“You should’ve taken more.”

“It was plenty.”

“What if that other chick is after you? She obviously wants something.”

Soleil sits on the couch. “She might not have known I was in the area. I’ve been doing everything I can to stay off the radar.”

I sit next to her and put my hand on her knee. “So, you’re saying it’s a coincidence that another valkyrie is in the area? Just happens to be after a target in the same place you are?”

“It happens.”

“Not in the time I’ve known you.”

She squeezes my hand. “I’ve been at this a lot longer than I’ve known you. It does happen.”

“Australia isn’t that big of a place.”

“It’s big enough.”

“You sure Valhalla didn’t send her after you? You’re supposed to be after the rogue valkyries, remember?”

Soleil rubs her temples. “I know, I know. But there’s no reason for them to give me a thought so soon. It has to be a coincidence.”

Yet I’m just as convinced that it’s very much on purpose. Which one of us is right?




Three




Soleil




Titan’s essence races through me, giving me energy. But I can’t stop shaking, worrying about the other agent of Valhalla. Titan’s right, of course. I just don’t want him worrying, so I’m playing it down. 

Then I remember my promise to him. No more trying to protect him, acting like he can’t handle himself. We’re in this together, and he has walked into this life knowing full well the dangers that come with a valkyrie.

I take his hand in mine and hold his gaze. “You’re right, Titan. More than likely, it isn’t a coincidence. Especially since she tried to take your essence. That’s why I took her down.” 

He gives me an I-told-you-so look, but just nods. “What now? Can she follow us here?”

“No, because I teleported us here. But that doesn’t mean she can’t find us other ways.”

Titan puts his arm around me. “What’s the plan, then? Move somewhere else? Go back to the pack and stay there for a while?” 

I sit up taller. “Or stay right here. Go back to the beach and dance the rest of the year away. Kiss under the fireworks and enjoy being engaged.”

He tilts his head. “Are you sure?”

I grab his shirt, pull him closer, kiss him deeply. “Never been more sure about anything than I have about you.”

He kisses me back with equal passion, then looks at me with dazed eyes. “Well, we’ve faced a deadly witch, an evil dictator, and other valkyries. We can handle one more, right?”

“Exactly.” He forgot to mention the hunters that are still after me, and I don’t bring them up. There’s no reason to think they’re even in the same hemisphere as us. Last they saw me, I was in Los Angeles, and they have no way of knowing where my new target is. Not that I know of, anyway. I don’t know how they found me in the first place, or how they showed up after everyone believed they had been eradicated from the earth.

He pulls some hair away from my face and gently presses his lips on my cheek. “If that’s the case, let’s go back to the beach. I’m in the mood for a strong drink before I dance the night away with my beautiful fiancée.”

I take possession of his mouth and just enjoy the moment. We’re engaged. Nobody’s trying to pull us apart—not at the moment, anyway. If the other valkyrie is a sign of trouble, then Titan and I will face the problem together, as one. A team.

After I pull away, he shakes his head and blinks a few times. “Wow. I need to propose more often.”

I smile, then wipe some of my smeared lipstick from his mouth. “Or maybe I need to drink your essence a little more often.”

He lets out a little moan. “I can’t argue with that logic. Would you like a little more now?”

My heart skips a beat. “What I want and need are two completely different things. I don’t want to give away my location, so I need to stay low—but maybe not as depleted as I’ve been keeping myself. In that condition, I wouldn’t have been able to defeat that hag.”

Titan snorts.

“What?”

“Hag? I haven’t heard that word in a long time.”

I shove him. “Are you calling me old?”

“If you are, then so am I.”

This time, I snort. “You’re a baby! Just a few hundred years old. I’ve been around thousands of years, don’t forget.”

He brings his hand to his forehead and salutes me. “Yes, ma’am.”

I ignore him and stand. “Let’s get back to the party. But first, I’m going to change. I tore this dress dancing earlier.”

Titan eyes my legs. “I think it looks good.”

I give him a quick kiss then head to my room. Yes, separate rooms. We’re both a little old-fashioned in ways like that. 

As soon as I flick on the light, my breath hitches.

There’s a photo on my pillow. One I didn’t put there. Did Titan sneak it in? I don’t know when he would’ve had the time.

Holding my breath, I creep over to it. It’s facedown, so I can’t tell what it is. My mind races with possibilities. Is it of my target? Me? Something else completely?

I pick it up and flip it over.

The image may as well be a slap in my face.

My mother.

The photo shakes in my hand as I stare at it. She looks just like she did when I was at Cliff’s place in Italy and saw his servant Eduardo’s memories from so many millennia ago.

Astrid. Her name was Astrid, and I’m practically the spitting image of her. 

Tears blur my vision, making it impossible to look at it any longer.

“Soleil?”

I turn slowly toward Titan.

He rushes over. “What’s the matter?”

Unable to speak, I hold out the picture.

Titan takes it from me. “When was this?”

I just shake my head. How would I know?

“When were you in El Salvador? This looks recent.”

“What?” I give him a double-take. “That’s not me, and how do you know it’s El Salvador?”

“I recognize that square. Wait. This isn’t you?”

“My mother.”

His eyes nearly pop out of his head. “This is your mom?”

I nod. “I’ve seen her in an essence-memory before.”

Titan holds the picture closer, then he looks at me, his face draining of color.

“What?” I ask, though I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

“This was taken after your friends told you she died.”

I fall to my bed. “How do you know? Have you been there since then? And Sessa and Ellika aren’t my friends.”

He shakes his head. “Look, there’s a newspaper in the background. It’s dated a week ago.”

“Are you sure?” I grab the photograph from him and study it. He’s right. If it hasn’t been altered, this was taken of my mother just one week prior. “She’s not dead?”

“Not if this picture is to be believed.” He plops down next to me. “It looks legit to me.”

“How can you tell?”

“I’m a trickster.”

Right. My fiancé, the mesmer.

“You don’t know who left this here?”

I shake my head. The only people who know we’re in Australia are the pack. Nobody else knows, unless they’ve done some digging. And the fact that a valkyrie showed up tonight means somebody knows something.

But who?

Titan rests a hand on my arm. “What do you want to do? Start looking for her?”

I stare at the picture of Astrid, who clearly has no idea she’s being photographed. She’s looking to the side at something the camera didn’t capture. Her hands are clutching her purse, and worry lines crease her forehead.

“No,” I answer. “I don’t know what this is all about, but I’m not letting anything get in the way of us celebrating our engagement.” I shove the picture in my desk drawer. 

“Are you sure? That’s your mom. She’s alive.”

“Or someone wants me to think she is.”

He frowns. “What if she is?”

“She’s gotten along just fine all these thousands of years without me. She’ll be able to take care of herself.” 

“But why would Sessa and Ellika tell you she’s dead? And what about your dad?”

I clear my throat, march to my closet, then flip through my dresses. “Tonight, I don’t care. This is all about you and me. My parents have never once reached out to me.”

“What if they need your help?”

“Then they can wait one night. I’m more worried about who got in here and how. Seems like we need a witch to cast a spell on this place to keep unwanted supernaturals out.”

“At least we know several witches, including the high witch.”

“Gessilyn’s always so busy. Maybe Eveline would like to come for a visit. Fox told me she’s going stir-crazy in the mansion with the pack.” I pull a little sequined black dress from the hanger and hold it up against me. It’s a little short for dancing, but it’s perfect for celebrating our engagement.

“I’ll call her and see if she’s up for the trip. I can say you told her to come.” 

I groan. “I really need to do something about that obedience spell.”

He gives me a sideways glance. “I know you trust her, but I feel better with that spell still in place. The woman did try to kill you, remember? She took out everyone in that dance club.”

I give him a sideways stare. “I’d have done the same thing. I killed her sister. We’re good now.”

“I still wouldn’t trust her farther than I could throw a leviathan.”

Smiling, I rub his arm. A chill runs through me when he flexes. “I’ll bet you could throw one pretty far.”

“I’m going to call Eveline.” He leaves the room, shaking his head.
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