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One




Soleil




I hesitate at the edge of the woods. The darkness in front of me is all-consuming. Wails sound behind me from one of the torture yards. Creepier noises come from Valhalla’s forest.

My father turns around, barely visible just ahead of me. “Come on.”

I have to be the rarest valkyrie of all. Not only have I married a mesmer and had a secret hybrid baby with him, but now I’ve met both of my parents and I’m following my father into the woods everyone fears.

All I want is to return to earth and be with my husband and baby. 

“Come on,” he repeats.

I take a deep breath and step between the trees. Strange creatures make unnerving noises. 

“Hurry!”

I catch up with him, still not sure I’m making the right decision. “I need to return the soul of my target to the leaders. That’s why I’m here.”

“There isn’t time for that.”

Clearly. “What’s going on? Did the civil war break out already?”

“You could say that.”

“What am I supposed to do with this soul?”

“Hang onto it for now.”

Sure, no problem. It’s just the soul of a horrific murderer. Who wouldn’t want to keep that?

I follow my father down the path. It’s barely visible now that my eyes have adjusted. We weave around trees. The animal sounds grow louder, some high-pitched and others so low I can feel it. 

“Where are you taking me?” Just because he provided half my DNA doesn’t mean I trust him. He’s someone I just met. A stranger who looks a lot like me.

“It isn’t much farther.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It’s all I’m saying right now.”

Figures. “Is your name Roan?”

He stops in his tracks, and I nearly crash into him. “How did you know that?”

“When I was in Australia, I overheard hunters talking about a male valkyrie in the area named Roan. It wasn’t too hard to put two and two together.”

“I was trying to keep an eye on you. You’re too much like Astrid and me—doing things that could get you killed here.”

I arch a brow, though it’s doubtful he can see it. “You mean like marrying another valkyrie before retirement?”

“Precisely. However, you took it to a whole new level.”

“Why have you never reached out to me? You say you were keeping an eye on me, and Mother mentioned you two have been doing that my whole life.”

He sighs. “Prior to all this, I’d say keeping tabs on you would be more accurate. We wanted to be involved in your life more than anything. But the leaders wouldn’t have anything to do with it. We were barely allowed to see you after you were born.”

“Why didn’t you try to hide me? Raise me quietly and in secret—like your marriage?” 

“That didn’t happen until later. Much later. Look, I’d be happy to answer all of your questions, but we’re going to be late.”

“Late? For what?”

“Just follow me.”

“Fine.” What other choice do I have, in the middle of these woods I’ve never before stepped into? I couldn’t get out easily on my own, and even if I did, I have no idea what’s going on inside the castle or the city with the civil war breaking out. 

I only hope that by trusting my father, I’ll quickly be able to return home to my husband and baby. The whole thing still feels surreal. I’d just learned I was expecting, then almost immediately had my son.

“How long was Mother pregnant with me?”

“Why are you asking all these questions now?” He doesn’t slow down.

“Maybe because I’ve been married less than a month and we already have a baby. It was all rather sudden, and it’s not a topic valkyries bring up often. I have a lot of questions.”

“Understandable, but really, we have more pressing matters.”

“How long?”

“Astrid doesn’t stop when she wants something, either.” He takes a deep breath. “I think the pregnancy lasted a month or two.”

“You think?”

“It was several thousand years ago. A lot has happened since then. It’s nothing personal.”

Nothing is ever personal between valkyries.

I continue following him. I’d be better off waiting to ask my mother these questions, anyway. She’d be more likely to remember how long she’d carried a baby. 

As we continue weaving our way around trees and moving in the opposite direction of every inhuman sound, I keep my mind focused on Titan and Alaska, the baby with a name as unique as he is. It was unintentional, but because of his name, the valkyrie hunters are now searching for me in the northernmost US state. At least that should keep them away from my son, who they will want dead as much as any other valkyrie. 

Valhalla will want him dead if they find out about him too. 

My stomach clenches. Lurches. The thought of anyone doing anything to that sweet, innocent baby sends a surge of every possible emotion raging through me.

“Relax.” He turns back and looks at me without slowing his pace. “I can feel your anxiety.”

“Your grandson’s life is on the line.”

“Our entire species is in danger of extinction at this point.”

I bite back a comment about how Alaska’s life should mean more than others. “Are we almost there?”

“Close.”

My body aches for Alaska. I can’t help but wonder if my mother felt this way after I was snatched away from her at the rulers’ command. 

“Just up ahead.”

I narrow my focus. I can see a light orange glow not far away. Looks like a small fire. Hushed conversation sounds from that direction.

When my father pushes away some prickly bushes and we come to a clearing, my heart pounds like a jackhammer at the sight.




Two




Titan




I peek out the blinds. The two valkyrie hunters are still whispering across the street. They keep glancing over at our house. 

They’re waiting for Soleil’s return, even though the now-dead hunters told them to look for Soleil in Alaska. They’d sent word when they heard her tell me to go to Alaska, not realizing she meant for me to go to our baby. And I need to get to him, but I’m stuck in Australia for the moment. 

I lower the blind and gather some things into a backpack. Mostly things I’ll need while living in hiding with Alaska. I bring some of Soleil’s shirts, hoping those will smell like her and bring our baby comfort. 

Once I’m packed, I glance outside again. This time, there are two more hunters. At least, I assume they’re hunters. It’s not like the valkyrie hunters have flashing signs announcing themselves. 

I pull out my phone and text Eveline. Where are you?

Sorry. Got held up. Almost there.

There are a group of hunters gathered outside.

Is Soleil back?

No. But I want to get outta here.

She doesn’t respond, so I look outside again. Still four of them, but one is on the phone. Calling another four, I imagine. 

Crash!

I drop the blind and turn toward the living room. 

Eveline appears through a portal and turns to me. “Ready?”

“Let’s go.” I want to ask if she has a rune to travel to the dragon city, but I don’t dare speak it aloud. What if the hunters can hear me?

A shiver runs down my spine at the thought.

I hurry over to the witch and place my hands on her shoulders so we can travel through the mirror to the Pacific Northwest. 

“Close your eyes.”

“Right.” I close them, and before I know it, a dizzying feeling sweeps over me. Once my feet touch another floor, I open my eyes.

We’re in my and Soleil’s room at the dragon castle. Relief floods me as I see Fox and Calla sitting on the sofa with my son. 

I rush over to them. “Thank you for taking care of him. He’s been taking the dragon formula?”

“Like a champ.” Calla gives me a reassuring smile as she hands Alaska to me.

I cling to him and take in his sweet aroma. 

“Have you heard from Soleil?” Calla stretches.

“Not yet. The good news is she killed her target. She could be negotiating her retirement as we speak.”

Fox puts his arm around Calla and smiles. “Wouldn’t it be great if she gets it?”

“I’m not going to hold my breath. Not with the civil war.”

“You never know.” Calla gives me a hopeful look.

I shake my head. “I do. It’s Valhalla’s leaders we’re dealing with. They don’t care about anything other than their own agenda. Soleil’s a soldier, and that’s all they see. She’s not supposed to have emotions or hopes or any of that. Definitely not love or a family.”

Calla and Fox both frown.

I sit on the bed and look at my sleeping baby. He’s like an angel—actually, he is an angel. Half angel of death and half trickster.

Marked for death by ancient rules.

I hold him a little tighter. His eyes flutter, and his mouth suckles like there’s no reason to have a care in the world. I’ll do whatever I can to make sure he continues to feel that way for as long as possible.

“When do you think she’ll return?” Calla asks.

I frown. “No idea. Not soon enough—that’s all I know. Never is, when they snatch her away.”

Calla nods.

Knock, knock!

Before I can respond, the door opens. Expecting our too-young servant, I’m surprised when a burly guy marches in. He’s enormous. Towers over Fox, who isn’t small by any means. Could eat me for a snack then bench press a bus without breaking a sweat.

“Who are you?” I keep my tone light, like he doesn’t intimidate me.

The dude barely glances my way. “The bodyguard assigned to the baby.” His voice is even deeper than I expected. “Anyone tries to hurt or take him, I kill them.”

That does offer me some comfort. “I’m his dad,” I say quickly.

He nods then leans against the wall. “Pretend I’m not here.”

Right. That’ll be no problem. He’s as big as an elephant, and I’m supposed to forget he’s in the room.

Fox yawns. “You want us to stay here?”

“You guys can go to your room or back home. I’m staying with Alaska until I hear from Soleil.”

Calla rubs her eyes. “We’ve been up with him for a while. A nap would be great.”

“We’re just next door.” Fox nods in the direction. “Let us know if you need anything.”

I glance at Burly. “I’m sure we’ll be fine. Thanks so much for staying with Alaska.”

Calla smiles. “We’re glad to help. I hope Soleil returns quickly.”

We say goodbye, then they leave. Burly doesn’t budge as they walk past.

“You don’t have to stand,” I offer.

“Forget I’m here.”

“Sure, whatever. I’m going to sleep too.”

He nods. 

“I’m going to undress.”

The guy doesn’t move.

“Okay, then.” I lay Alaska in the middle of the bed and kick off my shoes. 

Burly keeps his focus on a bare wall.

I watch him for a moment, then change inside the enormous closet. I’m pretty sure it’s bigger than the house we’re renting in Australia. 

Then I climb into the bed and pull my son close. My heart aches for Soleil. It’s hard not to imagine the worst. Not when she’s broken so many of Valhalla’s rules. Technically she’d been skirting them before, but now she’s an all-out rebel.

I play with my wedding ring as I replay our wedding in my mind. Thinking of happier times is the only way I’ll manage any sleep before Alaska wakes. If I picture her in the torture yards, I’ll just fret and worry. She returned with her target’s soul. Hopefully that’ll be good enough for them, and they’ll send her back.

At this point, I don’t care if they give her another target. I just want her back with us.




Three




Soleil




“Come on,” my father urges.

In front of me, circling around a fire, sit the three judges, Sessa, Ellika, and about fifty others.

I turn to my father. “I need to know what’s going on.”

“You know about the opposition. Astrid said she filled you in.”

“Sessa and Ellika—”

“Are on the right side. They got bad information about your mother and me. Everyone here is trustworthy.”

My heart thunders, but I stand steady. “Against all of Valhalla?”

“This is the core group of leaders.”

“Whoa! Hold the phone. Why am I here?”

“Because we all agree you’re one of us.”

My mind spins. “I don’t want this. Send me back.”

“I don’t have those powers.”

“The judges do. Let me give them my target’s soul so they can send me home. I want my retirement.”

He frowns. “Nobody’s retiring now. Not until this is over.”

My breath hitches. “Is it true? Those in retirement are being called back into service?”

“Correct. Let’s go. They’re all waiting for us.”

I take a deep breath. “What other choice do I have?”

“That’s the spirit.” He places a hand on my shoulder, and we walk over to the group. We sit near some valkyries I’ve never seen. 

I look around the group, trying to figure out how many I know. There are more I recognize but can’t think of their names or when I met them before. My father is the only male in the group, and I don’t see my mother.

The shortest judge stands and puts her hands up. “Now that we’re all finally here, we can begin. I want to clarify some rumors before we start. It’s true that Odin and the other top leaders haven’t been seen in some time. How long is up for debate and really isn’t important. It’s been more than long enough. Things are falling apart at the top leadership levels below them, as evidenced by the number of high officials here tonight.”

I glance around again, trying to place the leaders, but can’t.

Hopefully this isn’t a trap. I don’t trust valkyries—my parents included, at this point. And Sessa and Ellika have some serious explaining to do when I can get them alone.

The judge continues speaking. “Everything is a mess in the city, and things are falling apart on Earth. Reports of hunters are increasing daily. More human destruction and natural disasters have been happening. Targets are acting ahead of schedule, inflicting large-scale damage. It’s only going to get worse until we fix it all.”

My stomach clenches. Will Alaska forget about me before I can return to him and Titan?

Several people call out questions—things I’m already wondering.

“How will we get the numbers we need?”

“Do we have a chance at defeating the leaders?”

“What’s the plan?”

“Who else are we going to recruit?”

The judge holds up her hands again. “I know we all have questions. So do I. In the current state of affairs, yes, it’s possible for us to win. Changes have been brewing for hundreds of years. Most of you are unhappy with the way things are run, at least on some level. The requests for retirement have been off the charts as of late. We need to find all the disgruntled, unhappy valkyries we can and get them to join us. It’s high time for a democracy and for our people to have a say in the laws that rule our lives. Who’s with me?”

Everyone raises a hand and shouts an affirmation. Everyone but me. My head is spinning and I don’t react.

Then the judge looks directly at me. “Who’s with me?”

What other choice do I have? I join the others and raise my hand while calling out my agreement. 

I’m officially part of the opposition. I’ve picked my side, and there’s no going back.

Once everything quiets down, the judge speaks again, giving instructions on what needs to be done, both in Valhalla and on the Earth. “Most of you will need to stay here and help recruit from both the castle and city with us. However, we do need some to return to Earth, not only to recruit the valkyries down there, but also to gather against the hunters.”

My hand shoots up in the air before I have a chance to think about it.

The judge stares at me. “Are you volunteering to lead the movement on Earth?”

My heart skips a beat, but if that’s what it’ll take for me to head back to my family, I’m in. “Yes.”

She glances at my father. “Will you return with her?”

I turn to him, pleading with my eyes and trying to send a telepathic message to say yes.

He nods. “Astrid and I have already gathered a small but mighty group in El Salvador where there’s an unusually large concentration of hunters.”

“Very good. You take her, Sessa, and Ellika to Earth. The rest of us will focus on the mess up here.”

My pulse drums in my ears. Sessa and Ellika. The last valkyries I want to deal with because they gave me their targets then lied to me about my parents being dead. But if I get to return home, there isn’t much room for me to complain. Plus, going to Earth will give me all the time and space I need to get the truth out of them. They owe me that much.

The judge gives instructions, but I can barely concentrate. I just want to get back to Titan and Alaska. Nothing else matters.

“Time to go.” My father pats my arm, and I realize the others are waiting for me. Sessa and Ellika are standing with one of the judges. 

“Right.” I rise. “Just trying to make sense of everything.”

“It’ll all make sense, I promise.” We walk over to the others.

The judge makes eye contact with each of us. “You’ll need to check in regularly.” She looks at me. “With you being in charge, we’ll send for you to give us reports as needed.”

I force a smile. “Wonderful. So glad I volunteered.”

She nods, clearly oblivious to my sarcasm. “If any of you need to contact us, simply take out someone with your sword. Things are so haywire up here, I’m not sure a sword-kill will bring you here. I’m going to send someone in to make sure the system is acting up even more.”

“And you’re sure nobody suspects you?” I ask.

“Correct. The three of us have a group of valkyries working for us around the clock to protect the cause. Nobody above us has reason to suspect a thing—not that they have time to worry about the likes of us.” She looks at me. “Hand over your target’s soul.”

I reach for the soul and hand it to her, cupping my palms around it.

She takes it, then meets our gazes again. “Now I’m going to send you back, so we can take the others back to the castle.” 

I close my eyes and hope for the best. When I open them, the four of us—my father, Ellika, Sessa, and me—are standing on sand with blue-green water lapping near our feet. It’s blindingly bright after being in the dark Valhalla forest.

Half-squinting, I glare at Sessa and Ellika. “Care to explain yourselves now?”

Sessa glances at my father before looking at me. “Like Astrid told you, we’re on your side.”

“Why’d you tell me my parents were dead?”

“Again, like you’ve already heard, we were given bad information. We never intended to mislead you.”

Ellika steps closer, pleading with her eyes. “She’s telling the truth. Honestly, Soleil. I would never do anything to deceive you.”

I take a deep breath. “I want to trust you, but you two took off after I killed both of your targets. That left me with my own. I’ve killed four targets in the span of a few months! I didn’t even get credit for half of them.”

My father places a hand on my shoulder. “If you get your retirement, then it’ll be worth it. We need to focus on the future, not the past.”

I turn to him, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “If I’m going to lead this massive mission, I need to know I can trust everyone on our team.”

“What can we do to prove ourselves?” Ellika asks.

I give her a double-take and then frown. “I’m not sure. You have to admit it was all a huge blow—you may as well have stuck your sword through my heart.”

She nods. “I can see how you’d feel that way. Would you like to give us your current target?”

I start to say yes, but then realize the judges didn’t give me another. I’m on Earth without a target!

My father looks at me. “If you have any trust in me, then let me take responsibility for these two. Astrid and I will work with them closely.”

I take a deep breath and consider it, nearly ready to agree just so I can leave the beach and see my family. But then I make eye contact with both Sessa and Ellika. “Why did the judges send me on a mission to find you? It doesn’t make any sense.”

They glance at each other before Sessa speaks. “It was a test. You passed, clearly. Now you’re our superior.”

My father chuckles. “And mine. I get the feeling you want to get back to your family—”

I nod.

“The three of us will join your mother in El Salvador and fill in the other valkyries on the meeting back there in Valhalla. We’ll be in touch. You’ll need to look into the hunter situation.”

“Sure thing. They already seem to be especially interested in me.”

“Sounds good. We’ll be in touch soon. Very soon.”

“Perfect.” I close my eyes and think of Titan and Alaska, ready to teleport.




Four


Titan


I place a block on the tower, then Alaska reaches for it with his chubby hands and knocks the whole thing over. He bursts into a fit of laughter and pulls on a sandy-blond curl. I laugh but I can’t ignore the worry and heartache that never leave me.

Soleil has been gone four months now. Each day that passes makes me worry all the more that she’ll never return. I try not to picture her in the torture yards. Not to imagine her in agony, paying for the crime of marrying me and having a hybrid baby.

Alaska grunts as he tries to replicate the tower I built. His thick little fingers make it almost impossible. I smile at him as I start the new tower for him.

Knock, knock!

I open my mouth but before I make a sound, Alaska’s dragon bodyguard speaks. “Enter!”

Will I ever get used to him? He picks a new spot in our room each day and stands in place, not looking directly at us. Then when we leave the room, he follows discreetly behind us. Always there but never wanting me to acknowledge him.

Iris, the young servant, enters with a platter of food.

Alaska squeals. Now that he’s allowed a little real food, he associates her with the dragon delicacies.

It kills me that Soleil isn’t here for all these firsts. She missed the first time he rolled over and sat up by himself. Missed his first laugh and first bite of food.

How many more firsts will she miss out on?

I’ve been showing Alaska pictures of her constantly. Talking about her. I’m not sure if any of it is sinking in—How much can a baby understand?—but I won’t stop until she’s as real to him as I am. It’s impossible, and I know it. He needs to be in her arms, to hear her voice, to feel her love.

And I hate Valhalla for taking that from us.

Iris sets the trays on the table then turns to me with a slight bow. “Do you need anything else?”

Just to have Soleil back.

I shake my head. “No. Thank you.”

“Let me know if you think of something.” She bows again then leaves.

Alaska reaches for the table.

My stomach growls, but I don’t care. With Soleil gone, I barely eat—just enough to keep myself going for our son.

I pick him up and take him to the table. 

A flash of light blinds me. I close my eyes and cover Alaska’s.

“Titan!”

Soleil’s voice. 

I open my eyes and crazy, wild emotions run throughout. She looks exactly as she did when she was taken to Valhalla months ago. Same clothes, same smear of makeup on her eyes. It’s like the months she was gone never happened. Except for—

“Is that Alaska?” Her eyes widen. “He’s gotten so big!”

Before I have a chance to respond, she has her arms around us both. 

“Mama!” 

My breath hitches. His first word, and Soleil’s here for it!

He reaches for her then clings to her. 

Happy tears sting my eyes. Alaska hasn’t forgotten her. 

The three of us hug and exchange kisses before sitting at the table. Still holding Alaska, she takes the lid off the closest tray. “I’m starving.”

Alaska reaches for the piece of chicken she grabs.

She kisses his hand. “Only milk for you.”

I give him a small piece of an avocado. “Actually, he’s eating some food now.”

Soleil freezes. “Now? Don’t tell me time passed differently again?”

The pained look in her eyes guts me. “Four months. You’ve been gone four months.”

Her mouth gapes. “I was hoping he was just growing rapidly like he did in the womb.”

I shake my head. “His growth seems on point—at least for mesmers. I’m not sure about valkyries.”

She holds him closer and breathes in his full head of hair. “But he remembers me.”

“I made sure of that. He has every picture of you on my phone memorized. I’ve told him all about you.”

She mutters something about making Valhalla pay.

“How long do you get to stay?” I ask. “What happened in the four months you were gone?”

“It didn’t feel that long for me. Probably because of the woods. Time probably passes even faster in there.”

“Huh?”

Soleil shakes her head. “Never mind. I should be able to stay here for a while.”

“What’s a while, and why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?”

“Things are out of control up there. Valkyries are piling in like I’ve never seen, and it’s been confirmed that Odin and the others are missing. The civil war is officially on, and I’m leading the coup here on earth.”

My mind spins with new information. “You’re leading a coup?”

“The good news is that if we win, I’ll be free. Being an agent will be completely voluntary.”

“I like the sound of that, but if your side loses?”

Her expression contorts. “Let’s just hope that doesn’t happen.”

The words shred my heart. “Don’t try to protect me.”

“Right. I’ll be sent to the torture yards for treason.”

I swallow. “For how long?”

She plays with a lock of Alaska’s hair. “Eternity.”

“Can you hide? Stay here in the dragon city? Only dragons can enter through the door.”

“I just got in.”

I open my mouth to respond, but then close it. Clearly, it is possible for valkyries to get in. “So, you aren’t safe even here?”

“I am, at least for now. But I can’t stay here. I’m leading the opposition on earth. Hiding isn’t possible.”

“How did this happen?” I rub my temples. “You went from staying off their radar for ten years every time to this.”

“Believe me, this is far from what I want—especially the timing—but Valhalla is falling apart. They’re calling in valkyries from retirement, and making everyone choose a side.”

“And if your side wins, you’re guaranteed retirement?”

She nods, and neither of us speaks about what happens if her side doesn’t win. We already know the answer to that.

I sit up taller. “What can I do to help?”

“Keep Alaska safe.”

I nod to Burly. “That’s his job.”

“But you’re his father. He needs one of us with him, especially if—”

“Don’t say it!”

She frowns. “Whether or not I say it, it’s still reality.”

“No, it isn’t reality. It’s a possibility, but it doesn’t have to be a reality. This is just the struggle we have to face together to get the life we want.”

“I only meant that the threat of the torture yards—”

“I said, don’t say that!” My pulse drums. “I don’t want to think about it. It’s not going to happen.”

“Okay. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just don’t say it.” I take a deep breath. “What’s the plan? Are you just stopping by to run off and do more valkyrie business?”

She takes my hand and threads her fingers through mine. “I’m here to spend time with you two. I can’t believe I missed four months.”

“Believe it.” I close my eyes
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