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An ancient enemy escapes his eternal exile behind the Eternal walls. A seer warns of a cruel sacrifice Luna must make. And the Shield of Time disappears into hands that would use it to destroy reality.

At least, Luna has finished her semester.

Caught between the secrets of the Shadow Master and the allure of the mythic King of Kings, confused by her unresolved feelings for Winter, Luna must gear up for a busy summer break, trying to prevent Horror and an onslaught of power-hungry Immortals from destroying humanity and time as we know it.
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CHAPTER 1
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THE SUMMER TWILIGHT in Stockholm never gave way to night. I closed my eyes to enjoy the cool breeze and imagine the energy darkness would bring to the city. We were on the wine bar patio of the NOFO Hotel. My eyes re-opened to the midnight sun and glimpses of the Church of Katarina that peeked across at us through the trees of its cemetery.

Elsa raised her glass of ice wine. “Another semester bites the dust, my little droogs. Just two more to snuff out and then bliss!”

Göran grinned. “And three cheers to no more of Professor Lundberg’s deathly long lectures.”

“Hell, yes,” I said as our glasses clinked together. “Skål!”

Elsa batted her long eyelashes, laughing the way I imagined old-time movie stars laughed. She had a face full of the restrained certainty I noticed in women whose lives have always gone just as planned. “Tell us, Sophie, my delicious crumpet, will you stay with us for some lovely summer debauchery or will you limp back to your kingdom of cheeseburgers and bankruptcies?”

Göran put down his Lager, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I hereby solemnly declare you must stay. We’ll go camping up in Lapland, get stoned in a place where you can truly see the sun at midnight. We might even venture over and troll the Fins during their midsummer celebration.”

“Yes,” Elsa agreed. “Like Vikings.”

I shrugged. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the idea, but firm plans never seemed to work out for me. I had successfully completed the first semester of my master’s degree in Ethnology at the University of Stockholm. I wanted to celebrate that. There had been a dozen times when I thought it wouldn’t happen. I wanted to be in the now, a now completely of my own choosing.

My head spun a little with the liquor and the realization it had only been ten months since I had received my acceptance letter. In that time, my extracurriculars included discovering I was a mist rider, the rarest of all breeds, a legend nearly forgotten, the oldest of all human forms.

In antiquity, it was believed only one was born every three centuries, but when none had surfaced for the past thousand years, the prevailing thought became that the era of the mist riders had come to an end when the last one had abdicated in favor of a mortal life.

Despite my initial shock, I had learnt to use ley lines both for drawing energy and kinetically, my body had figured out how to regenerate, and I had traveled all the way to the forbidden Sacred Vault in arctic Alaska to annihilate an undead army of dwarves and troglodytes and break ancient Eternal wards.

I mean, I couldn’t even fit it all on a postcard.

There was the whole bit about having a sibling, who was not merely Immortal and deranged, but also the Lord of the Black Demon Hounds—the most feared supernatural army the magic world had ever known.

What else? Deadly skirmishes with soul swallowers and dust monsters and, through sheer recklessness and blind luck, I had somehow killed a being who could not be killed.

I had also come dangerously close to losing my heart to a man who crashed into my life as a colossal opposing force and turned everything upside down, a dangerous Immortal Magistrate and Shadow Warrior, a man who possessed insurmountable power and about whom I knew very little—all bad news.

And maybe I was already, you know, a wee bit in love, but being with him was quite impossible. Our energy cores and etheric essences were so unique and potent that physically bonding with him was out of the question unless I wanted to announce to all magic kind that I possessed the rarest, most powerful morning magic, a fact that would entice legions of assassins and heinous monsters and, I don’t know, colossal ancient sea turtles.

I had tried to convince myself we could be together in a platonic sort of way, but we were borne ceaselessly towards each other’s light like moths. We would destroy each other and, likely, put the entire world in jeopardy. Horror would one day find a way to break free. I needed to lie low. I needed to grow stronger.

“I’m not convinced,” I offered my college friends. “What else you got?”

“Oh, we have plenty,” Elsa said. “Where should I begin?”

She kept talking, but I only half listened. An electric current tingled my fingers and toes, making me shiver. An unmistakable sign of raw supernatural power rushed through the vicinity.

I took in a few quick breaths. I hadn’t sensed magic or the faintest sign of an etheric essence around me since I returned to Sweden two months ago to complete the semester. Winter had kept his promise and had pulled my Immortal watchers. Stockholm was not a hub for the supernatural. The few that called the city their home resided in the northeastern island-suburb of Lidingö near the region’s only portal to the Deep Down.

Across the street, above the trees, a murky silhouette stood on top the Katarina Church bell tower, glimmering in the silvery twilight. In a blink, the figure leapt onto a lower cupola, then onto a balcony and vanished from sight.

My breath caught in my throat.

I heard Elsa’s voice from far away. “It’ll simply be divine.”

“Sophie,” Göran said. “Earth calling. Hello?”

What are they even talking about?

“I’m here, sorry, I...”

My friends took on a look of concern.

I rose from my seat. “I need the restroom.”

Elsa quickly followed. “I’ll join you.”

I stopped cold in my tracks. “No need, Elsa, I’m suddenly vanquished. I think I’ll head back to the dorms to crash out.”

“Okay,” Elsa said, “but I actually have to go to the bathroom.”

I gave her a quick hug before she walked off.

Göran raised a scolding eyebrow at me. “It’s not even midnight, Cinderella. Stay for a night cap.”

“Enjoy the rest of your night,” I said, squeezing his shoulder.

I knew I had disappointed them both, but it couldn’t be avoided. I dashed out into the street. Instead of heading the other way like a sensible person, I crossed the cemetery grounds to the sublime Church of Katarina and its elaborate baroque architecture. I strained my neck to look up to the tower where the figure had appeared out of thin air moments ago.

A whiff of magical essence teased my nostrils, making me sneeze. The cemetery, which was opened for the victims of the Stockholm Bloodbath in 1520 after the Danish King Christian II executed a whole slew of Swedish nobles, stretched all around the church.

Following the magic, I scurried around headstones and green leafed oaks and birch trees until I came onto a narrow cobblestone alley between two burgundy brick buildings. On the far end, the alley became plank steps that descended all the way down to the waterfront.

The sky above my head darkened with heavy clouds spreading out like the wings of gigantic vultures. A viscous, shadowy presence slid down the walls, carrying a cold mist onto the ground and my shoes. The dim moon greeted me with silver energy. I drank it up as fast as possible.

Inhaling, I shuffled my feet along the alley to get to the water, the tingling in my hands spreading to my core as I moved closer. The increasing certainty that I was being followed intensified—the air hummed with the strongest Immortal etheric essence.

Something rustled ahead. The sound rippled through the ground and the walls around me. I focused internally, steadying my energy for battle.

A shape glided out of the dark at the end of the alley to block my way, engulfed in a shimmering electric blue aura. Something familiar yet unknown. It called to my core as if it had known me since before I was born.

“Hello, Luna Mae of Astoria, she who was born of mist,” Winter said, grinning from ear to ear. “I hoped you would notice me.”

“Yeah, I saw your Parkour theatrics,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Nice gothic backdrop. You should make YouTube videos. You could be a whole vibe.”

He smiled, knowing full well what that did to me.
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HE WANTED ME TO NOTICE him? That was his motive to assault my senses with raw, invasive Immortal essence that felt like a rake scraping away layers of my skin? A little psycho, but at least he was my favorite psycho.

“There are simpler ways to get my attention than jumping off buildings,” I said. “You could send smoke signals, or you could hire a mariachi band to serenade me, or, hey, here’s an idea, how about sending a text?”

He bent his face at me. The darkness all around us dissipated, replaced by the lovely summer twilight. His eyes flashed those devastating blue sparks. “I thought your generation liked the drama.”

“No, and I’m not a generation, but what’s clear is that you have a serious fetish for roofs.”

He grinned. “That’s fair. More accurately, I don’t like to mingle with the human herd down on the ground. They’re all so... optimistic.”

An aversion to optimism? That explains a lot.

“Right. So, what are you even doing here?”

“Tomorrow’s your birthday.”

That gave me pause. I never mentioned my birthday to anyone here. I mean, why mark the years if you’re going to live forever? Seems trivial if not vain somehow.

“Is it? Was I really born on June 9th?”

Winter shrugged. “That’s what it says on your birth record.”

“And what? I suppose you’re here for the cake?”

He grinned. “Had something a little more pulse quickening in mind.”

Oh boy. As lovely as that sounds... No, I’ve had quite enough pulse quickening moments for a lifetime.

“This from the guy who said we best stay out of each other’s orbits?”

He sighed. “Only because you won’t be able to control yourself.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks. “I’m not the one who showed up doing flips off buildings to get my attention.” I hated my temper sometimes.

He stretched his arms above his head and slowly rolled his neck from side to side. Ligaments and joints clicked in place, muscles strained and bulged under his tight, black t-shirt. His thick blond hair was barely an inch long and spiked up. He fixed his sparkling eyes on mine. “Let’s start again.”

“Fine,” I said. “Why are you in Stockholm?”

He leaned in to whisper. “It’s a surprise.”

What is happening? This is not good.

“Winter?” I caught myself before asking if he had found a way for us to be together.

He led me to a red Volvo parked on the waterfront. I didn’t know much about Volvos, but this one looked like a ’90s model to me, with a longer body and sharper, less rounded lines. There was a dent on the hood. First the Civic, now this haggard carriage. His rides were never chick magnets. I guess he himself was the chick magnet. The car didn’t matter.

I didn’t ask where we were going or how long it’d take. I had come to trust his intentions more than I cared to admit. What would Penelope have to say? She always insisted that Winter posed the greatest danger for me.

Sitting next to him, I breathed in his spicy scent, which I had missed, deeply. My skin hummed from the kinetic intensity of his etheric essence. I felt a compulsive urge to shed everything, including my skin, to feel unhindered the overwhelming sense of self that he brought racing back to my core.

Fifteen minutes later, Winter pulled over in front of the Swedish History Museum on Narvavägen Street. He sprang out, giddy.

“It’s after hours,” I said as he opened my door.

Winter nodded as he pulled me to my feet. “Yeah. How lucky are we?”

He walked up the steps with the languid grace of a domestic cat. My ears buzzed as the security systems deactivated one after the other.

Winter placed his open palm on the heavy glass door. The metal frame creaked and shook, and the door glided open. Being a Shadow definitely came with its perks.

We navigated the entryway and found a semi-dark lobby. Winter took my hand and led me down a narrow hallway to the Viking Age Exhibit. He cast a thin energy field that bathed the room in a soft blue light.

I marveled at the displays of rune stones, tunics and cloaks, golden jewelry, heavy weapons and hearth artifacts that dated back to the late 7th century.

Winter took a deep breath in. “Feels like home.”

I smiled, watching him pace the room. “Thought you were Norwegian?”

He closed his eyes and inhaled. “Aye, I am every man from every land. I ran with the moose across the fjords of Norway and I ran with the moose in the forests of Sweden. I’ve walked with all tribes of man, in all nations. I speak the lost languages, and heirlooms from every time and place take me back.”

His voice tailed off as his eyes landed on the display of a long sword withered by time. The blade was blackened, almost petrified with worn edges, but the gold grip was unblemished, smooth and polished.

I was about to tease him about his arrogance, but then a sudden wave of pressure snapped at me, whispering an ancient premonition. Whatever Winter was, he was not human. He walked like a man, he talked like a man, he looked at me like a man, but he was so much more, more even than Immortal and Magistrate and Warrior—Winter was ice and fire, an elemental being born in shadows, a duality equal parts terror and hope.

And thus, I couldn’t get him out of my mind. Like ever.

Winter’s eyes remained glued to the weapon encased in glass. “The Great Eternal Magistrate gifted me this sword after I became a Shadow Warrior,” he said. “It was the time of the Merovinger.”

“As in the Merovingian dynasty?” I said, impressed. “It’s so wild you have memories from the Iron Age. That’s a total trip. And, dude, how absolutely insane is it that museums house your old junk? I mean—”

“This isn’t junk,” he said, lifting his hand. The blade glowed with a sizzling electric purple, a metallic sheen snaking its way across its length, restoring the sword to its original glory.

My mind reeled. The sword recognized him.

“Did you, you know, kill people with this sword?”

“I carried it with me through the Viking era, the whole of the Middle Ages and the Great War of Gods, Luna Mae.”

“Yikes.”

“So, yeah,” he said, “the blade knew the taste of blood.”

It finally dawned on me. “Wait, tell me you didn’t bring me here to steal a sword from a national museum?”

“It’s my sword. Therefore, it’s not stealing. And after I give it to you, it will become your sword.”

“Oh my god, you’re fucking crazy.”

“Yeah, we know this.”

The sword lit up, this time with a powder blue, as golden sparks frenzied along the edges of the wide blade.

“It knows you’re here,” I said, mystified. “It’s getting excited.”

“It’s been calling out to me for centuries,” he explained. “I finally fit it into my schedule to reclaim it.”

“You can’t just waltz in a museum and steal exhibits. It’s not yours anymore, Jonas, it’s a vital part of humanity’s heritage now.”

“Huh, you humor me with your lingering human attachments. That’s something you’ll have to overcome.”

“Okay, I don’t have to do anything you say. It’s a new world. I identify as human, and I always have. That’s none of your business.”

Winter regarded me with a condescending smirk. “You identify as? Really? Okay, well, you and your humans would claim the entire universe, quickly mass produce it, use it and crumple it up while your minds tumble into the numbing abyss of your digital screens. What you all call the future, I call the bitter end. Regardless, they can’t have the past as well to label incorrectly and mummify in these little glass tombs.”

“That’s called a rationalization,” I said, softer than intended.

The glass case erupted and disintegrated into sparkly particles that spiraled to the ground like glitter. The sword shot upwards and flipped, landing perfectly in Winter’s hand.

The thief’s face flickered with a silver aura. He pivoted toward me. Sparks lit up the center of his eyes while his second hand joined his other hand in raising the sword.

“Now the fun bit,” he said.

Huh? The... what?

I felt him release control of the museum security systems. The alarms instantly sounded off.

Oh. I get it. He’s bored.

“You idiot. You just want to get me expelled.”

He twirled the sword expertly, then tossed it in the air with one hand before catching it with the other.

“I just want you to run, Luna Mae, and live a little!”

He sprinted off in a blur, leaving me standing alone in the mess of the ransacked exhibition.

Total dick move.

I ran, as commanded, after him. My heart thumped like a metronome. By the time I burst through the exit, the Volvo’s engine was humming, the passenger door wide open and waiting for me.

“While we’re young,” Winter said. “Don’t dawdle.”

I jumped in the car and pulled the door shut. The back tires screeched as we drove off. Police sirens echoed to life like a distant lament.

“You’re not young, you geezer,” I said, almost hissing.

He laughed. “Look at this face. I’ll always be young.”

“You’re an ass,” I snapped. “That’s what you’ll always be.”

My anger amused him which pissed me off.

“And we’ll always have robbed the National History Museum.”

I glanced at him. “I took part in a heist.”

“You did. Go ahead and check it off your bucket list.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. A second later, we both burst out in laughter, shoulders shaking, until I had tears in my eyes.

“It makes no sense,” I said. “I thought you were the respect authority guy who wants to play by the rules. When did you become a petty thief?”

“It’s your birthday, Mist Witch, try to enjoy it.”

I glanced at the sword in the back seat and sighed.

“You don’t like it?” he said with concern.

“The sword’s fine. I mean, what girl wouldn’t want an archaic sword that cut a bloody path through history? I’m surprised these aren’t more popular.”

“It’s not just a sword,” he corrected me. “This sword will let you know if I’m close.” He paused. “If I’m still breathing.”

“Huh,” I said. “So, it will let me know my stalker’s nearby. That’s helpful. It will give me time to dress properly for our next heist.”

I thought I saw a reluctant grin on his face for half a heartbeat.

Winter pulled up to a gas station. He turned the car off and stared out through the windshield. “You may well need this sword sooner than you think.”

The way his voice seemed to drop a full octave made my skin crawl.

“Jonas, what aren’t you telling me?”

He turned and looked out his driver’s side window. “The warring seasons always outpace peace.”

I hated when he sounded like an ancient scroll. “In modern speak?”

“Horror,” he said, finally turning to look at me, “he’s escaped.”

A terrible chill tore at my heart. My shoulders and arms felt limp. His hand found mine. It was so warm it made me tremble.

“It has begun, Luna,” he continued. “Anarchy has been loosed upon the world. Horror broke from his confinement in the Eternal Halls. His power has grown too great even for the Eternals to contain.”

I slumped, feeling empty inside. “Am I supposed to be surprised?”

“That’s not the whole of it,” Winter said. “The exile vortex was breached. The crystal shield’s been stolen.”

“And the Easter bunny is dead. I get it. What’s the crystal shield?”

“A shield Horror forged with the crystal tears of Horae, the Greek goddesses of seasons and time. It’s often referred to as the Timeless Shield as it’s the source of his time-altering power, his most devastating weapon. If he gets his hands on it, game over. He becomes indestructible. He could halt the Earth’s orbit, affect the tides, turn back time, change the course of history, even mess with the cosmic order of the universe.”

“That’s a fucking nightmare,” I said. “Though it sounds like you don’t think he’s in possession of the shield.”

“No, not yet. Its theft preceded Horror’s escape.”

“With Cerber gone, who could be doing his bidding?”

“No clue. It could be any necromancer.”

I swallowed. “There are so many necromancers powerful enough to breach the exile vortex that you use the determiner any?”

His silence did not reassure.

“Maybe it was an inside job,” I said. “Couldn’t an Eternal have helped Horror in all this?”

“It’s possible.” His voice came out strained, wary, and for the first time I sensed the same life fatigue in him that I was feeling.

An unspoken question hung in the air, so I asked it. “Does Horror know about me? Who and what I am?”

“He may not, but he will soon enough. Luna, we need to move you to a secure location.”

“I’m guessing that rules out the Deep Down.”

He shook his head. “It would be one of the first places he looked, and it would be a bloodbath.”

“That’s encouraging,” I said. “You should work in PR.”

He hesitated. “There’s a single place with enough power to shield you from Horror’s third eye vision, the Umbra Order.”

That I didn’t expect. “I thought that place was forbidden to outsiders.”

“Yeah, I didn’t say it would be easy.”

I chewed on that for a while. “An Order so great it can keep Horror away, and you want little old me to just waltz through their gates, mist rider essence and all?”

“The Umbra brotherhood is not political, and they don’t play favorites. They stay out of the affairs of Immortals and Eternals alike, but they have, in ages gone by, offered refuge to mist riders.”

Great, to offset being hunted, attacked and crushed by the weight of the world over-and-over, a mist rider might get a one-of-a-kind comp for some vacay in the nowhere realm of the Umbra.

Worst lifetime pass ever!

A flicker of hope warmed my heart. “Could there be a retired mist rider or two in the Umbra now?”

Curiosity bent his words. “Not that I’m aware of.”

So, he’s saying there’s a chance.

“You’re one of a kind, Luna Mae. You need to accept it.”

Nah, uh-uh, I accept nothing.
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THE HOTEL ROOM SMELLED of instant coffee and aftershave. The alarm clock read 9:15. Winter had left at dawn after struggling in the night to get comfortable on the loveseat.

The morning sun slipped through the drapes. I wondered if Winter had reached his contact with the Umbra Order yet, or maybe he was already on his way back to me.

Last night he would not hear of me going back to my rented room alone, or even contacting my college friends to say goodbye.

My life right now. Completely and utterly screwed—again. I somehow felt no dread or anxiety. If I felt anything, it was anger and a hunger to end this whole nightmare that began when I met Winter. If I had to lure this prehistoric bastard Horror out into the open and blast him to hell once and for all to get my life back, I was ready. The constant threat of doom hanging over my head made my days nearly unlivable.

Winter wanted to shield me from the inevitable, which was a hopeless paradox. The shitstorm was heading our way, we might as well get on with it and stand our ground against Horror and Düsternis and the necromantic hordes. We would either survive or fall, and the whole world would share in our fate.

The familiar sting of active wards pricked my skin. I closed my eyes to sense their patterns. Winter’s wards were elaborate and solid like structural latticework yet subtle, unlike the fire-angry, in-your-face wards of someone like Chaos, aka my big brother.

On a regular Saturday morning, I’d be at the gym by now, doing my usual cardio, weight training and, my favorite by far, kickboxing, which I found to be not only effective physical conditioning but also essential active meditation.

I anxiously started pacing the room. Winter’s black shirt lay sprawled on the back of the only chair in the room, perfectly smoothed out and neat as if it had never been worn. Without thinking, I buried my face in it. My nostrils flared as I inhaled that unique scent of sweet water and citrus that I was never quite sure if it was soap or cologne or the man himself.

My skin ached and my lips felt dry as the memory of being naked in his arms came rushing back.

The images still haunted me. It started to feel like I was developing a split personality. The quiet academic and the warring, wild woman. Glimpses of my spring on fire flooded into my head as I sipped a cup of tea or folded my laundry—the slithering sound of soul swallowers chilling my lungs, or the warped, upside down dreams of hideous dust monsters in a time vortex, or the gut-wrenching sense of falling into an inverse energy reactor, or the sickening, almost lustful thrill of stabbing that face-changing Chief Master of the Necromantic Order, Cerber.

Yet the memory seared deepest into my fractured mind was that intimate interlude with Winter when we thought we’d be trapped together forever in a timeless loop. In that most hopeless, life-crushing moment, I had strangely felt more alive and more myself than ever.

I felt the intensity of our connection was matchless, much deeper than sexual attraction, and far beyond the emotional bonds of falling in love.

The overwhelming ferocity of two colossal energy cores colliding into an explosive and complete union of the human and the supernatural made me shudder even now, in this lonely hotel room. It was a thing of memory now, something never to be experienced again, not in a thousand lifetimes.

The wards hissed, their humming echoing off the walls. Startled, I dropped Winter’s shirt on the chair and sat on it.

Am I actually sitting on the shirt he so meticulously hand-ironed?

The wards slid apart as Winter stepped through the door, carrying my two suitcases. He glanced at me with weary eyes before he plopped down on the bed across from me. I had seen that expression on his face before, the day I told him I planned to fight Cerber on my own.

I stared at the suitcases by his feet, so packed they looked like they might burst at the seams.

That’s my whole life right there.

I opened my eyes wide to him, saying nothing.

“It’s done,” Winter said. “The Order has committed to shielding you until we decide what’s next.”

I nodded. “I
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