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        Cursed into a werewolf’s body, Émilien Elasalor longs for a cure that will return him to his proper Elven form so he can win back the love of his wife, Hel. But knowing what an impossibility that is, he throws himself into his brother and sister-in-law’s disappearance, vowing to stop at nothing to find them.

      

      

      
        
        Hel is regarded as the ice queen, but underneath that cold exterior is a heart that beats for the daughter she was forced to leave behind—and for the Elf who stole a slice of her soul so long ago. When the dead start disappearing from her realm, she and Émilien are thrust together to discover who is behind this new threat, making the bone-chilling discovery that more is at stake than their hearts—the life of their only daughter.

      

      

      
        
        Can they forge a truce long enough to save her—and the whole of the Nine Worlds—or will their pasts destroy their future?
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        Norse Pantheon:  Made up of two clans: the Aesir who are considered the main gods and goddesses and live in Asgard while the Vanir are the fertility gods and goddesses and live in Vanaheimr.

      

      

      
        
        Freyja:  Often confused with Frigg, Óðinn’s wife, but no one knows if she is married or not (My romantic brain says she’s not and should have her own story). Practices seidr, or Norse magic, and has a fondness for love, fertility, and beauty.

      

      

      
        
        Idunn: (Pronounced “EYE-dune”) The goddess of immortality and grows a special fruit that sustains the gods’ and goddesses’ immortality.

      

      

      
        
        Freyr:  (Pronounced “FREY-ur”) Freyja’s twin brother and leader of the Elves and is the god of fertility, well-being, and prosperity.

      

      

      
        
        Óðinn: (pronounced Oh thin) Supreme deity in Norse mythology and also known as the war god. He is in charge of the female warriors known as Valkyries.

      

      

      
        
        Heimdall:  (Pronounced “Hame-dockt”) Guardian of the gods’ stronghold, Asgard and lives in the fortress (Sky Cliffs) that sits at the top of the Bifröst.

      

      

      
        
        Baldr:  Son of Óðinn and the god of love and light. Loki tricked Baldr’s blind brother, Hodur, guiding his hand as he threw a dart, killing Baldr.

      

      

      
        
        Dökkálfar:  (pronounced Dock ahl var) The offspring from the unions of light and black elves. Dökkálfar are known as ‘dark elves’ and are considered the lowest class of Elves and are looked down upon by all others.

      

      

      
        
        Svartálfar: (pronounced swalt ahl vahr) The more serious black elves who are extremely talented and intelligent. An ancient Norse historian noted the black elves have skin as black as pitch and many believe them to be dwarves, which is a total insult, of course.

      

      

      
        
        Ljósálfar: (pronounced yole salh vahr) The lighthearted, more frivolous light elves are beautiful and have very fair skin. Unfortunately, they annoy both the dark and black elves with their seemingly lack of seriousness.

      

      

      
        
        Dwarves:  An ancient race of elves made into slaves and renamed dwarves and after millennia of servitude, they no longer believe themselves the same race and identify as miners, forgers, and artisans. Most detest the light, black, and dark elves for enslaving them.

      

      

      
        
        Loki: (pronounced lowkey) The trickster god of Norse mythology and a god of many faces. He pranks, runs afoul of social expectation and the laws of nature, and is most commonly considered a scheming coward. He can also be playful with a witty sense of humor and can be helpful yet malicious. Basically, Loki is only out for Loki.

      

      

      
        
        Fenrir:  (pronounced as it’s spelled with rolling ‘r’s) The son of Loki and brother to Hel. A giant wolf, Fenrir was tortured and imprisoned by the Norse gods when they learned he would kill Óðinn and bring about Ragnarök.

      

      

      
        
        Hel:  The daughter of Loki and is the goddess of the Underworld, or Hel, which can get confusing if you don’t know if it’s the person or the place being referred to. She can be dangerous when riled and seems indifferent to both the dead and the living, keeping to herself most of the time.

      

      

      
        
        Beast of Gévaudan: (pronounced Jeh voh dahn) Reported to have killed more than 100 people in Gévaudan, France during the mid 1700s. Reports state the animal was like a wolf yet not, and scholars have suggested it may not be a wolf at all. There were so many attacks, it is believed there may have been more than one creature. Émilien is the source of this creature, cursed by Fer-Diorich to live in the body of a large wolf to become the father of all the cursed wolves.

      

      

      
        
        Fer-Diorich: (Here’s how I pronounce this name: Fair Dior ich - ‘dior’ like the French perfume) A Dark Fae of the Celtic pantheon and sentenced for past crimes to live out the rest of his life in the Unseelie court, little more than a Celtic prison. Using magic, experimented on different species until he discovered the perfect formula for a half-man, half-wolf soldier.

      

      

      
        
        Draugar (singular: draugr and pronounced drow ger):  The undead of the Norse pantheon, living a cursed afterlife, neither dead nor living and no one knows why or who cursed them. Some were evil and doomed by their own malevolent deeds or by a necromancer, but most were decent beings and have no idea why they were cursed.

      

      

      
        
        Bifröst:  The rainbow bridge connecting Asgard to Midgard (the human world: Earth).

      

      

      
        
        Huldra: (pronounced Hool druh) Beautiful, seductive forest creatures who look like normal women, but they each have a bark-like covering over their backs and long tails. They lure men into the forest and steal their souls.

      

      

      
        
        Ragnarök: (pronounced Ragnuhrook with rolling ‘r’s’) The ‘final battle’ where everything will be destroyed and then reborn.

      

      

      
        
        Midgard:  One of the Nine Worlds in Norse beliefs and known as Earth.

      

      

      
        
        Seidir:  (pronounced “Saydir”) A form of pre-Christian Norse magic and shamanism discerning the course of fate, working within its structure to bring about change, often by symbolically weaving new events into being.

      

      

      
        
        Álfheimr: (pronounced Ahlv haymer) The home of the elves and Freyr. Destroyed during the Great War.

      

      

      
        
        Svartheimr: (pronounced swalt ahl vahr) The home of the dwarves, distant cousins of the elves and used as slaves. A small faction resents that and can’t let go of the past while the rest prefer to start over. Most would even like to forgive the elves, knowing those who believed in slavery were killed during the Great War.

      

      

      
        
        Niflheimr:  (pronounced Neel haymer) The frozen realm that Hel rules over. The dead live in Helheimr: Ævibjǫð is the forever lands (the part of Helheimr where the living reside) and Vígvöllr is the field of battles. Hel’s castle is named Eljudnir.

      

      

      
        
        Celtic Pantheon:  Also known as the Tuatha Dé Danann (pronounced too-ah dey dah-nuhn) and worshiped by the ancient Celts across Europe as well as England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland and even into ancient Gaul, which included parts of modern-day France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and parts of Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Northern Italy.

      

      

      
        
        Morrigan: (pronounced Mor-REE-gun)  She is the Celtic goddess of death, destiny, and battle. Known as the triple goddess, along with her sisters Nemain (creates the frenzy of war and the thirst for blood) and Macha (associated with the land and the reason for war. She creates the thirst and vengeance in every warrior’s heart).

      

      

      
        
        Arawn: (pronounced Ah-rown, the second syllable is like ‘clown’ in English).  The Celtic God of Death and often symbolizes war, revenge, terror, and hunting.

      

      

      
        
        Egyptian Pantheon:  an integral part of the people's everyday lives, there were more than two thousand deities in this ancient pantheon of gods and goddesses. The gods evolved from an animistic belief system to one which was highly anthropomorphic and imbued with magic.

      

      

      
        
        Osiris:  (pronounced Oh sy ris) Ruler of the Egyptian “Everafter” (the Underworld where the dead lived). Killed by his brother Set, his wife (and sister), Isis, saved him. Along with judging the dead, Osiris began to be associated with the cycles observed in nature.
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        Southern France

        Beast of Gévaudan’s castle

      

      

      Émilien Elasalor stared at the precious young woman standing in front of the oversized window, knowing he had to tell Shalendra the secret he kept from her the entirety of her life. The secret that meant he would lose her. Could he take that risk?

      No, he couldn’t. Not yet.

      Dappled sunlight filtered through the treetops outside, shimmering over her like fairy lights. Her thick black hair hung down her slender back in loose curls. Deep in thought, her gaze never left the window, and he wondered what she studied so intently on the side lawn.

      He rubbed his neck with one paw, wishing for the millionth time since being cursed into the form of an upright wolf that he had regular fingers instead of sharp, knife-like claws. What he wouldn’t give for a long upper-body massage to loosen the ever-present muscle cramps. His body still reminded him of the now two-month-old battle alongside his nephew, Bernard, against the draugar in Washington, D.C. They still hadn’t figured out who had released the undead, but he knew his nephew would figure it out.

      Forcing one hind leg into the room, the thick pads of his paws silent on the centuries-smooth stone floor, he closed the distance between them, stopping a few feet away from the most precious thing in his life. Shalendra.

      She was beautiful. His gaze traced the young woman’s profile, soft strands of her long hair framing the face of an angel. Her nose was long and straight, accentuating full, rose-tinted lips. She was the perfect blend of god and elf.

      “I may not react, but I still hear you, brother. What’s wrong?” She turned to face him, worry swirling in her shimmery aqua gaze.

      With a habit as old as time, he forced all emotion away. “Why do you think something is wrong, ma petit?” One side of his mouth curled up at the brief glimpse of vexation at his endearment. She hated it when he referred to her as his little one. Now, he called her that to see the spark of annoyance swirling in her rich gaze. It was at those times that he recognized her mother in her.

      One elegant eyebrow rose. “Because dear Émilien, you normally stomp into a room, cursing and complaining about whatever or whomever you’re annoyed with, that’s why. It isn’t like you to be quiet.”

      He ran his paw across his tired eyes, wishing he didn’t have to have this conversation with her—but he had put it off far too long. Several thousand years too long, yet in Elven years, Shalendra was still so young and too trusting. Maybe he had shielded her too much? And how was he supposed to tell her he had lied to her, her entire life? Voicing the lie would destroy him, not to mention their relationship. Too many things had happened recently, though, and he knew his time with Shalendra had run out.

      Her mother wasn’t known for her patience, especially with him, but damn it, telling Shalendra she was his sister, not daughter, had been her idea. Hel wouldn’t wait forever to be reunited with her. Not that Shalendra could go back to Helheimr, since her last stay had almost killed her.

      Dropping his paw onto his furred thigh, he scowled at Shalendra’s back as she once more stared outside. “Whatever in the world are you staring at? There’s nothing out there but grass and trees.”

      “And glowing blue men...large, glowing blue men surrounded by wolves like you.”

      His eyes widened. Muttering in ancient Elvish, he leaped from the couch and, in two long strides, stopped behind her. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he towered over her and leaned closer to the window. Glancing down, a low growl rumbled deep in his throat at the sight of five back-to-back draugar with swords drawn, their familiar blue glow of power encompassing them.

      Surrounding the creatures in a larger circle were eight wolves. He recognized a few of them from the battle in Washington D.C. where Bernard and Alva, along with the Norse gods Freyja and Freyr, fought against whoever controlled the draugr king and his men—so his nephew could fix the problems he had caused by changing the war’s timeline.

      “What in hades are they doing here?”

      “Who are they exactly?” Shalendra tilted her head, her worried gaze increasing his anger. He had kept his home hidden for centuries, and now, in mere minutes, that sanctity and safety had been breached.

      “Theirs is a cursed afterlife—neither dead nor living. Like zombies but not. They are supposedly the worst of the undead, doomed by their malevolent deeds or by a necromancer. We stumbled upon them not long ago in the United States. They actually ended up helping us in our fight.”

      Her gaze moved back to the tight, glowing circle of beings below. “So, they are not wholly evil then.”

      “No, but I don’t like that they’re here either.” He squeezed her fragile shoulder, mindful to keep his claws light against her skin. “Stay here while I take care of whatever that is.”

      “Maybe I can help? You know I can calm just about anything.”

      “No—” he began but snapped his powerful jaws shut when she whirled around and placed her palm against his chest, pressing against the wide leather weapon strap he always wore.

      “Émilien, you must start trusting my judgment. I am no longer a small child. I can take care of myself.”

      The last time he’d forbidden her to do something, she stopped talking to him for a month. The last thing he wanted was for her to get angry at him again. Shaking his head, he followed his wolf’s instincts, hardened by centuries of battle and the agony of torture.

      “No, little one, not this time. You will not go anywhere near either group below. I do not know why they are here, and it would only take one mistake to end your life, and that I cannot allow. Remain here until I return.” He turned toward the door.

      “But—”

      He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Shalendra.” He spoke her name in a low growl. Without waiting for an answer, he left the room. Using his preternatural speed, he raced through the house and out the back door. Without hesitation, he leaped off the balcony and landed in front of the advancing werewolves to stare down the massive wolf facing him, his angry, ice-blue eyes registering surprise.

      The cold eye color and the wolf’s silver-gray fur made Émilien pause. The sensation of ice coating his own fur reminded him of the frozen mists and darkness of Niflheimr, Hel’s domain, although she spent most of her time in the inner realm of Helheimr with the dead. He hadn’t liked it then and definitely didn’t like it now.

      “Why are you here?” Émilien demanded. “You have no right to be here without permission.”

      A brown wolf, thinner but more muscled than the silvery predator, stepped forward. “I don’t know if you remember me, Émilien, but we met in D.C.”

      With a glance at the speaker, Émilien’s gaze snapped back to the first wolf. Waves of anger emanated from him. Émilien recognized the immediate threat, his gut telling him the creature shouldn’t be trusted. “I remember. You are called Andrei, I believe.”

      “Yes, sir. We were sent here by one of the elf kings—Ailuin, I think.” Andrei shrugged. “They’re kind of hard to tell apart.”

      “Identical twins usually are,” Émilien said, forcing his body to relax. The silver wolf stood his ground, but with his tail down by one leg and his ears pointing more outward, his demeanor was less aggressive. Straightening, Émilien met Andrei’s brown gaze. “Lamruil is the serious one and rarely smiles. Ailuin can’t seem to stop smiling.”

      Andrei’s black lips curled up. “Then it was Ailuin. He joked with Demyan.” He motioned with his clawed thumb to the silver wolf. “Unfortunately, Demyan doesn’t understand humor.”

      “Humph.” Émilien crossed his arms, a slight smirk on his face. “Seems he and Lamruil have something in common then. Now, tell me why Ailuin thought you would be better off here rather than in Álfheimr? The elf realm is beautiful this time of year.”

      A mahogany-furred wolf stepped up next to Andrei. “I’m Ruslan Kozlov and that,” he pointed to the last wolf, his fur a shade or two lighter, both with matching black eyes, “is my brother Ravil. While the entire realm is beautiful, we number too many. We aren’t known for controlling our temper, so add in close to seventy-five aggressive wolves, and it isn’t pretty.”

      He chuckled with a quick sideways glance to the draugar. “I also think the regents prefer the variety of copper, gold, and red leaves adorning the trees to remain where they are. In the presence of too many undead, leaves don’t seem to stay on them for long.”

      “The co-regents thought it would be better to separate us into different realms,” Ravil added. “They trust you to train us to live as we are now.”

      “Whether we want to or not,” the white wolf growled.

      Émilien turned his gaze to Demyan. “The feeling is mutual. I have lived with this curse for centuries and have discovered it is better to learn who I am now and what I’m capable of. I was experimented on and cursed into this form by the Dark Fae, whose notes Himmler found and used to create you.”

      “So, you’re older and wiser...dad. I’m not impressed.” Demyan’s scowl deepened. “I can take care of myself and don’t need help from anyone.”

      A smart-ass retort was on the tip of Émilien’s tongue when he caught a familiar expression deep in the wolf’s eyes. His own anger dissipated as the ceaseless pain surrounding his heart tightened its grip. His gaze touched on each beast, recognizing fellow warriors. He exhaled, letting go of past regrets, and turned back to Demyan, the one who seemed to be drowning the most in sorrow.

      “I will not force you to do anything, Demyan. I, too, know what it’s like to bury family and friends. Never letting go of the ever-present anger because I failed to save them. I am as old as the universe and have seen more than you could comprehend, but all of that pales to the pain I carry in my heart for the loss of those under my care.”

      Remembering the draugar standing behind him, he stepped away from the two groups. “If you still wish to remain here, you will be safe and well-cared for. On the other side of the castle is a long building the wolves can stay in.”

      He turned to face the draugar who stood at the front of the small group. A gaunt face with pale green eyes stared back. Each creature wore an open robe over dark pants and shirts that looked like they’d come from the Renaissance instead of modern times. While the leader’s features resembled the other draugar, something about him seemed familiar.

      Frowning, he tried to remember, but when the other creatures moved to stand behind their leader, he shook off the thought. “I am Émilien Elasalor. Who sent you here?”

      The lead draugr’s pale gaze lowered to his. “Alva and Bernard thought it best if we came here but did not say why. Alva and her mate we trust. You are unknown.”

      “If Bernard’s woman believes you should be here, then I cannot argue. If you will follow me, I will take you to where you can stay.” He took a few steps, stopped, and turned to meet Demyan’s icy stare. “There will be no bloodshed on my land. I have given all of you sanctuary, which will be respected at all times. None of you want to be judged for your appearance, so until you get to know someone, don’t judge them.” Émilien held the other wolf’s gaze until he gave a subtle nod.

      Without another word, Émilien strode away, leading the draugar toward the mountains on the southern border of his lands. Heedless of his speed, nor looking back to see if the draugar even followed, he made his way toward the cave system he found when he first moved to this part of France.

      Rounding a massive boulder that had fallen from the mountain, he stopped in front of what looked like a wide crack in the rocky base. Raising his head, he sniffed the surrounding area, picking out deer, fox, and the familiar scents of the growing wolf pack he’d nurtured back to health.

      Scenting nothing untoward, he motioned with a quick wave of one paw. “The caves are numerous and complex, going deep underground. There are a couple of large streams and, if you like privacy, numerous smaller caves you can each claim. I do not know if or what you eat, but there is plenty of wildlife in and around the mountain. The eating of wolves, however, is forbidden.”

      Standing in a semi-circle around him, a gust of wind blew the draugar’s long, white hair as the five stared at the cave’s entrance. Just as Émilien’s patience ran out, the leader turned his head and gave him a single nod, his pale green eyes shadowed.

      “This is more than we expected—and it’s appreciated. As creatures of myth and fables, our afterlives have not been easy. We are judged by the actions of others—others, I might add, who helped to create the horrors of our race. I am called Himra and have been appointed the leader of our small group.”

      With a jerk of his head, he motioned to the next draugr. “To my left is Ukris, followed by Banayl, and to my right are Daqar and Dannoth. We will honor your rules, wolf.” He held out his skeletal hand. Lying across his palm was a long silver whistle. “If you should have a need, blow three times in quick succession, and we will answer.”

      Using the tips of his claws, Émilien picked up the small gift. Another breeze ruffled his thick fur. He glanced up, but the creatures were gone. Listening, he heard an unfamiliar rushing inside the caverns, like a strong stream with what sounded like whispers. His gaze dropped back to the whistle. The exquisite etchings looked like a mixture of Celtic and Norse, fitting for one such as him as the past battle advisor to the black elf king of Álfheimr.

      He tucked the whistle into the small bag he always carried and turned to head back to the castle when an unsettling sensation made his fur rise. With a quick shiver, he gazed toward his home, seeing only the stone crenelations surrounding the battlement at the top of the keep.

      The sky overhead was filled with dark clouds as an afternoon storm moved in. Four crenelated towers nestled the central tower between them and housed his and Shalendra’s living quarters. With a quick exhale, he walked back to the castle along the winding path through the thick expanse of trees.

      Privacy was everything to him, especially with the mythological stories following him through every century. If he were still an elf, that history wouldn’t bother him but stuck in the form of an upright wolf; it tended to cause only problems.

      Between the obsessed crazy people and the hunters dogging his every step, they all made his life a living hell, so after accidentally being sent back to the Middle Ages, the first thing he’d done had been to settle on a two-hundred-acre tract of land and built a home for him, Shalendra, and later, her best friend, Soliana.

      With Shalendra’s help, he had designed a veritable fortress. A blending of elements from medieval castles and Renaissance chateaus, he loved his home, maybe even more so than the one he’d had in Álfheimr, which had been destroyed during the Elven civil war.

      Stepping out of the forest and onto the terraced grounds, he passed a bounty of colorful flower beds and dark green hedges to the front door. He rounded the massive stone corner tower and jerked to a stop. Facing the heavy wooden door was Hel, the goddess of the Norse underworld, and his wife.

      Well, ex-wife, but he refused to acknowledge it. Of course, she was also Loki’s daughter, but he would never hold that against her. She was nothing like her trickster father. Hel’s personality, at first glance, was cold and short.

      No one in the Norse pantheon had given her their friendship because of her father. To befriend her meant falling prey to Loki’s machinations, and no one wanted to risk that, especially Hel herself, which was why she had made him swear to raise Shalendra as his sister, not daughter.

      His gaze followed Hel’s elegant pacing in front of the door, wondering what had her in such a state. This wasn’t like the woman he’d known. That woman was poised and emotionless, which he always attributed to her job. Tending the souls of millions wasn’t easy, but she carried herself with the grace of a queen—the queen of the dead.

      She turned again, and her long black hair brushed the base of her slender back. With each movement, a glowing blue sheen cascaded across its glossy length. She stopped and tilted her face to the orange and pink sunset, her pale skin almost translucent yet beautiful. She had always reminded him of an elf; today was no different. She could have passed for one of his people except for her eyes.

      As if sensing his presence, she turned her head. Thick ebony lashes framed her all-black eyes. From experience, her eerie gaze frightened people, but, for him, he only saw beauty. He would never forget the first time he’d laid eyes on her. She had taken his breath away, her gaze searing his soul. He had found out later, she could see his soul, but by then, he had already placed it in her care, along with his heart.

      Noticing the silvery glow emanating from her skin as a light shower of misty rain began, he frowned. “Hel, what are you doing here?”

      She took a single step toward him but stopped, her hands curling into fists by her sides. “Have you told her yet?”

      He swallowed the burst of anger and fear. Hel did not react well to emotions. That, he’d found out the hard way. “I will tell her in my own way.” He almost missed the slight clenching of her jaw and moved to stand in front of her. He stayed still, waiting for her to look up at him, but her head remained lowered. “Hel...” Curling his finger so his claw wouldn’t cut her, he placed it under her chin and lifted her face to his.

      He stared into her black gaze, willing her to tell him what was wrong, but knew she wouldn’t. Opening up to anyone wasn’t something that came easy for her to do. Her black eyebrows twitched and her chin trembled, but she regained her composure. “Mon coeur...”

      “Don’t.” She shook her head. “I am not your heart anymore.” He kept silent, his gaze searching for even the slightest of emotion hiding deep in their depths. “Émilien...”

      He dropped his paw and stepped back, giving her the space she seemed to need. “You haven’t searched her out since we left Álfheimr, so why now? This isn’t like you, Hel. You know I’m a dog with a bone. Literally. I’ll figure it out with or without your help.”

      He caressed her cheek with his knuckles, wishing he could touch her as a man. She closed her eyes and leaned into his paw, the vise around his heart tightening with regret. “Talk to me, petite reine.”

      She smiled, her black eyes glistening like obsidian shards. “While I may be a queen, I am most definitely not little.”

      “You are little to me,” he whispered.

      “I’m not even sure something is wrong... I don’t know if I should say anything.”

      “If you sense something isn’t right, then I am more than certain something is wrong. Whether you trust yourself or not, Hel, I do. I always have. You can detect even the tiniest negative emotion or energy in any realm, so spill it.”

      She pinched her red lips together as if trying not to smile. “Still as eloquent as always, aren’t you?”

      Instead of a response, he bowed and then motioned to the front door. “We might as well go inside and get comfortable. I also know you would like to see Shalendra again.”

      Hel turned to stare at the door but shook her head. “I do, but it’s difficult to know she’s here and not with me. I’m her mother, yet I am a total stranger to her.” She held up her hand, and he snapped his mouth shut. “I haven’t forgotten how sick Helheimr made her, but maybe she’s outgrown her allergy? How can we know if you don’t let her try?”

      “It’s going to be hard enough telling her the truth about who I am to her. That was your condition, Hel, not mine. While I honored it, it’s made things damned difficult.”

      She dropped her head forward. “I know...”

      There it was. She would never change toward him, much less offer an apology for anything. Hardening his heart, he stood straighter. “When you want to tell me what’s happening, you know where to find me.” His gaze never left the top of her head, the silky black hair shining in the day’s last light. With one final glance at him, she faded from view as she apparated back to Helheimr, a shower of silver sparkles in her wake.

      Scrubbing his face, he let his arms drop as he stared at the closed castle door. Not wanting to go through with the one job he needed to complete, he apparated to Álfheimr, the one place where he found the most comfort.
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      Hel stomped along the mist-covered path, using her powers to thicken the pelt lining inside her ankle-length leather coat. She pulled the wide hood to cover her face, the swishing fur tickling her cold cheeks. Of course, she could have teleported directly into her castle, but silence was the only thing waiting for her there. She was so tired of only hearing her own thoughts.

      A familiar burning began deep in her chest, and she slowed her pace, knowing it was useless to try to escape as a shimmery form appeared in front of her. She admired the frisson of fire in Baldr’s wake, which never quite fit with his gentle spirit. Perchance, it had something to do with the fact he never lost his temper, and all that anger lay bottled up inside. Likely, she would never figure it out.

      Unlike Helheimr, which was the land of ice and mist, he was warm, giving, and intelligent. Her own father had created the cruel twist of fate, ending Baldr’s life too soon, yet he had never held that against her.

      Baldr’s body solidified. While she could admire his handsome face and very muscled body, he wasn’t Émilien. Her self-appointed assistant and pain in her ass crossed his arms with a dead-panned expression on his face, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep his brilliant blue eyes from sparkling. As usual, his long blond hair was pulled back below each temple and wrapped in a bun on the back of his head. He wore two long braids, woven with gold and silver beads just over his ears and hung past his shoulders with the rest of his hair. He reminded her of a pirate.

      For as long as she had known him, he hadn’t changed his appearance. In death, he was the replica of his living self, which, to her, was strange. But who was she to judge? Most souls were delighted to discover they could look however they wanted. If a woman struggled with her weight in life, she could be as skinny as she wanted in death, although that wasn’t on Hel’s list of concerns.

      For her, the important ones were those who were missing limbs or had birth defects. Even the mental issues people were born with were changed, but not Baldr. It showed his true spirit and how beautiful a person he had been—for a Norse god. They were not known for their benevolence but more for their fighting spirits.

      “Do you never want to change anything about yourself?” she asked, curious what he would say.

      He shrugged. “Why? I am who I am in life and death.”

      “What about your wife?”

      The only discernible reaction was the slight thinning of his lips. “What about her? She is living and I am dead. I have told her for millennia to move on and find a god or human she can love. I refuse to hold her back.”

      Hel tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. For the first time, she heard the hint of bitterness in his tone. “Yet, she doesn’t. That is upsetting to you?”

      “If you love someone, you want them to be happy. For the goddess of joy, my wife is not happy. This is evident in all worlds, don’t you think? War, strife, hatred—they are all more prevalent than the emotions that should be keeping all of us strong. We need love, joy, and happiness to feed our spirits. You of all people should know and understand this.”

      This time, his blue eyes narrowed, seeing more than Hel would have liked. “Why are you asking, Hel? You seem particularly stressed...” His brows rose, comprehension flooding his gaze. “You saw Émilien again, didn’t you?”

      “It doesn’t matter whether I did or did not.”

      “It matters,” he said in a low voice. “Unfortunately, we have a more pressing problem you need to fix.”

      Hel rolled her eyes, the unsettling sensation she’d had at Émilien's intensifying. “Of course, we do.” With a flourish of his cape as he turned around, Hel followed, matching his long stride with her own. Sometimes it was a good thing to be half giant. “You claim to be my assistant, so why is it always me fixing things?”

      “It’s your kingdom,” he tossed the words over his shoulder, then rounded the bend.

      Following, she ignored the steep drop to her left as the pathway narrowed. Her gaze automatically rose to the majestic sight in front of her as she traced the faint outline of the snow-covered peaks. The ever-present swirling gray mist shrouded the mountain range so that only the highest summit was visible. For a land filled with ice and death, it held a mysterious luminescence that bathed everything in a purplish light. How this was possible without a source, she would never know, but still, the transparent lilac-tinged hues of black, white, and gray was an impressive sight.

      Her recent trip to Midgard, however, reminded her just how chilly her kingdom was. If she felt it upon her return, she could only imagine how the cold’s intensity burned inside others, their bones so frigid they seemed to shatter with every hard shiver of the body.

      Émilien was the strongest and most just person she had ever known, not that she would ever tell him. His sense of justice was unparalleled, and he always considered both sides of every situation, arriving at a solution that bonded people together instead of pushing them apart.

      She couldn’t fault Émilien for hating Helheimr, but the fact that he let her go so easily was what fueled her resentment and anger. So much for love conquering all.

      “It’s quite striking, isn’t it?” a little girl’s voice said.

      Hel glanced down to see the shimmery form of a young child, maybe six or seven years old, standing beside her. The little girl’s green eyes sparkled with animation as she grinned. Long, brown, corkscrew curls framed her pretty face. The once-white lace gracing her small neck was torn in a couple of places, and the frilly ruffle encircling her chest, shoulders, and back was stained with dark brown splotches. The tie around her waist was a pale lilac, and the three-tiered skirt sported several more areas of staining. Even disheveled, she was adorable.

      “What a pretty dress you’re wearing,” Hel said with a slight upturn of the corners of her mouth.

      The girl’s smile widened, showing straight white teeth. “Thank you. My mama made it for my birthday. I love it, but sometimes I wish I could wear pants. It’s easier to crawl over rocks and through the underbrush looking for Merle. I’m Sophie.”

      Hel’s eyebrows rose. “And who is Merle?”

      Sophie’s smile dimmed as she frowned, glaring at something over her shoulder before turning her gaze back to Hel. “My traitor dog. He’s decided he likes the wolves more than me.”

      “What wolves? Living wolves?” Hel asked. Sophie nodded, her tight curls bouncing around her shoulders.

      “That’s part of the problem I mentioned, my lady.”

      Hel’s gaze met Baldr’s. “We need to work on your delivery then. I wasn’t aware the problem was so serious. What are living creatures doing here, and more importantly, why can’t I sense them?”

      “Probably because of the scary ghost men,” Sophie answered.

      Baldr nodded. “She’s right. The draugar are blocking the werewolves’ spirits. The only reason I know is because of the warning sent to you by Freyja.” He pulled a small stone from his pants pocket and held it out to Hel.

      Staring at the smooth black orb, she gingerly plucked it from his hand and laid it on her other palm. Holding out her hand, she took a calming breath. “Kvaddi.” She spoke the ancient Norse word for ‘summon’ in a sharp tone, like a queen.

      The obsidian stone sparkled, and a shimmery halo of silver grew into a large flat circle in front of her. A brilliant flash of golden light burst through the room, and Freyja’s beautiful face appeared. Hel’s eyebrows rose in surprise at her friend’s harried expression.

      Before Hel could speak, however, Freyja pointed a raised finger toward her.

      “One moment.” Freyja turned and shouted to someone Hel couldn’t see then faced her again. “So sorry. Everything is in chaos here. I’m in the middle of taking the last group of werewolves and draugar to their new home. Hold on again, Idunn needs me. She has been incredibly short-tempered this morning for someone with all the patience in the Nine Worlds.”

      Hel watched Freyja walk a few steps away from the screen. With only her sandaled feet visible, Hel strained her ears to hear what was happening but couldn’t make out any words, only mumbling. Just as her infamous lack of patience reached a point of no return, Freyja reappeared and immediately scowled.

      “You haven’t been taking Idunn’s patience serum or doing your exercises, have you?”

      “They weren’t working.”

      Freyja’s gaze narrowed. “They would if you actually did them. Now, why are you calling?”

      Hel let out an exasperated sigh. “Freyja, you sent me the summons.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I need a vacation.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Hel mumbled under her breath as the other goddess chattered on. “Wait, back up and begin again. You lost me.”

      Freyja’s mouth snapped shut, and her elegant auburn eyebrow rose. “I didn’t lose you, you weren’t listening.”

      “Just tell me why I have a group of werewolves and draugar in my kingdom. You know the rules, only the dead are allowed here.”

      “Not exactly.” Freyja hesitated as her gaze moved to stare at something over Hel’s shoulder. “Baldr! It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. You are looking quite well for being...well, dead.”

      Baldr stepped up to Hel’s side and gave the other goddess a slight bow. “It is always good to see you too, Freyja. How are Freyr and Idunn?”

      “My brother is well and working hard with the elf co-regents to rebuild Álfheimr. My best friend, as usual, is well. At least, I think she is. Lately, she’s been baking up a storm, so I must take some time to find out what’s wrong in her perfect little world.”

      “No world is perfect, goddess, as you well know. Maybe she just feels like baking?” Baldr said with a chuckle.

      “Maybe, but knowing Idunn as well as I do, I doubt that’s the reason. She hasn’t been acting normal since the war’s end on Midgard. I’ve just been too busy to sit down for longer than five minutes to ask her about it. Now, back to the werewolves and draugar. Alva and Bernard—you remember my assistant and her soulmate, don’t you?”

      Without letting them answer, she continued. “Well, Alva has some kind of ability to speak to the draugar king and promised to help his people if they wanted to leave whoever was using and controlling them for his or her own nefarious purposes.”

      “That’s vague,” Hel muttered.

      “I know, but it’s all we’ve been able to figure out. The draugar don’t know who’s pulling their strings, but those under King Ghaldath aren’t the normal draugar of old. They don’t feast on people, nor did they commit any crimes, so our leading premise is they were illegally created. What Alva was told by the king, they were all either tricked into service, promised vengeance for whatever wrong had been committed against them, or they were turned outright.”

      Hel frowned. “Wait...did you say the king’s name is Ghaldath?” She glanced at Baldr before turning back to Freyja. “The
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