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      Valkyrie Lina Nyland’s back in Chicago and loving the urban lifestyle in the sprawling city. She’s excited to make her home in a place that has seasons, because she was tired of Houston’s single season of hot and humid.

      

      Damn the luck, now she’s being sent on assignment to the Crescent City. Why, oh why, does she have to go to New Orleans where the heat and humidity rival Houston’s? At least she’ll be in the place where the alcohol flows freely and the one-night stands are du jour.

      

      Of course, she’s not fond of the assignment she’s on, but she’ll deal with that. Hopefully the hot guys in NOLA can assuage some of the guilt she’s feeling while she’s on this mission. She’s found an interesting hunk that could take her mind off her issues and put her body through some workouts.

      

      What could go wrong?

      

      Dire wolf shifter Jason Wulfsen’s happy that his brother Asa’s found his mate, but he has no intention of doing the same. The business end of their trip to New Orleans is over. Let the fun begin in the city that baptized sin in hurricanes and beignets. He’s got one thing on his mind. How much alcohol can he consume and how many Southern honeys can he talk into his bed.

      

      A blizzard is delaying his return trip home, but does that pose a problem for Jason? Hell, no. He’s met the perfect lady to spend a few hours—or days—with. Horizontally, naturally.

      

      Again, what could go wrong?
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        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      Jason Wulfsen and his brother Davin rode with Griz Del Cruz to drop off their other brothers and their brothers’ mates at the regional airport. Range and Asa would be flying to Alaska.

      Asa’s problem with his dire wolf—all four brothers were dire wolves—had been resolved to the satisfaction of everyone involved, and in the process, the brothers had learned a few things. Jason was interested in getting more details about those things—like, they’d been born as wolves and had been littermates. They’d never known it. They’d always celebrated different birthdays and had assumed their age differences were measured in years, not minutes. They’d never met their mother. Never knew she’d been in wolf form when she delivered; this itself was a rarity. They’d never known their mother was the daughter of one of the Ancients, a dire wolf shifter named Omar. Or that their father was another Ancient, a vampire called Magnus.

      For Jason, it still hadn’t fully sunk in his father was a vampire. How did that even work? Well, he knew how it worked. But if he’d have ever thought of it, he wouldn’t have figured vampires could sire offspring.

      One question was spawned. Why aren’t any of us vampires?

      Another the question which came to mind was how Asa’s and Range’s eyes had transformed to red on occasion. Jason had figured it’d been because of that damned study they’d been a part of at the tail end of their military service. Asa blamed himself, but Jason knew what happened wasn’t his fault. The blame was spread equally. They’d all been eager to be a part of a project that would improve matters for shifters and help their country. So, what did their country do other than screw them over and nearly kill Asa? Nada.

      As for Jason’s part of the study, he hadn’t found any issues like Asa dealt with. Or even Range’s, though Range didn’t talk about his much. As for Jason, he’d become quicker. But when you’re shifter-fast, it didn’t seem to matter if you became faster. Davin had never mentioned anything that had come of his involvement in the study. He was tightlipped—not surprising, as most of the Wulfsen brothers were.

      Returning to the matter of having an Ancient and a child of an Ancient as parents, indeed, safe to say, Jason had questions.

      When Magnus and Omar—separately, of course, because there seemed to be animosity between the two Ancients—had offered that he and Davin could stick around, though Asa and Range hadn’t intended to, how could Jason say no? It was New Orleans, after all, and the city had a reputation he looked forward to exploring. Not to mention, there was the matter of becoming acquainted with Magnus and Omar.

      Having dropped off Range, Asa and their mates, Eira and Emme, at the airport, Griz pulled up to Quake—a restaurant owned by another Ancient called Quake. Interesting, the dude named the place after himself. Then again, there was an Emeril’s in New Orleans and it was named after its owner. So maybe that was a NOLA thing. Beats the hell out of me, Jason figured.

      On the subject of Quake, as Range had explained it to them, the place was in the French Quarter, which was evidently party central in New Orleans, a town full of common-wall plastered brick houses, enclosed courtyards used as gardens, and shotgun houses—some of which had gone to shit and some of which had been gentrified. The Quarter, as the locals seemed to call it, was full of boutique hotels and bed-and-breakfasts, narrow streets, and varying types of music oozing from open windows and doors.

      As for Quake—the place, not the Ancient—cast iron architecture laced its balconies. The single establishment was composed of several buildings, not once giving a hint how the original structures had been fitted into one building. It occupied the entire block—a fact known only to the paranormal beings inhabiting the area or visiting the place. The walls were dilapidated. The entrances were marked with different colored doors.

      Quake was open to witches, shifters, vampires, and elementals. Each supernatural type entered through specific colored doors and remained segregated inside. Shifters used the blue door. The red was for witches. The green for vampires. Black for elementals.

      Jason had found out firsthand that, although Quake intended for supernaturals to be segregated, some moving across the lines occurred. Like when Omar took Asa to the witches’ side to fix the problem with his wolf. So, even though Quake employees claimed there was no going from one location to another, they didn’t necessarily abide by it. Not that he gave a shit. Jason was all about rule breaking, given his druthers. Though he had nothing on Davin, who hadn’t met a rule he didn’t want to break.

      Griz put the car in Park then twisted in his seat so he could see both Jason and Davin at the same time.  “You two take care to use the blue door. That’s the one for shifters. As far as accommodations and anything else you might need, Quake himself will take care of it.”

      They nodded, told him thanks for the lift, and stood on the sidewalk as he pulled into traffic.

      “Damn,” Davin uttered. “It seems kind of weird to think of, doesn’t it? That there are beings called Ancients and we are three-quarters Ancient. Suppose we have come kind of superpowers?”

      “We’re not superpowered enough for you? What do you want to do? Fly?”

      “Shit, I think I’d like x-ray vision so I could see through the clothing on some of the bodies in this town. Damned luscious.”

      Jason punched him. “You’re a mess.”

      “Right, you hadn’t noticed the hotties?” Davin raised a brow in his towheaded, bearded face.

      “Not saying that. Not at all, brother.”

      Davin knocked on the blue door.

      A shifter opened it, tipped his head in greeting. “Quake’s expecting you. Wait here, please.”
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        Chicago, Illinois

      

      

      Lina Nyland loved being back in Chicago. They’d spent longer than she’d wanted in Houston. She was sick of the heat and the humidity and had missed the brisk weather in Chicago. Sure, this part of Illinois had heat and humidity, but it had a winter season! Something Houston couldn’t claim, at least not on any kind of regular basis.

      She stretched back in her chaise lounge on the balcony of the apartment she and her cousin Hélène had leased off North and Orchard, and took a sip of the Riesling she’d had delivered the day they’d moved in. She’d ordered an entire case and had already put a hell of a dent in the bottles. She didn’t drink all the wine alone; she’d had some help from Hélène.

      Lina’s relaxed demeanor was deceptive. She was riled up and irritated. But she was good at keeping her emotions in check. Most Valkyrie were. She had been summoned. Her roommate/cousin Hélène hadn’t. She wanted to discuss it with Hélène but couldn’t. The directive had clearly stated she was not to discuss the matter with anyone.

      What matter? She hoped they weren’t going to ask her if she had any information on where Eira had gone or why she had left. Lina had no clue.

      She didn’t feel like taking the Purple Line to the meeting spot. Not interested in mass transit today. She’d grab an Uber to take her to the Tribunal member.

      Rising to her feet, she looked over the edge toward Lincoln Park. Finding this apartment had been a stroke of luck. Hotel-style living merged with the luxuries of archetypal Chicago living all met in Old Town. It was quiet, elegant, sophisticated. They had services galore here, from cleaning and laundry to even dog walkers. Not that the Winters or the Nylands had dogs. Valkyrie life wasn’t conducive to having pets.

      Because the apartment complex didn’t have four-bedroom apartments, the Winter sisters had a two-bedroom apartment, now vacant because Emme and Eira had left, and the Nyland cousins had an adjacent two-bedroom apartment. On-site fitness and wellness classes, easy access to the best neighborhoods, elegantly designed lobby with natural and modern interior design, resort-style pool and sundeck, resident lounge with chef-inspired kitchen, cozy library, and co-working spaces, these were all amenities which Lina loved. Of course, she didn’t indulge in the co-working spaces, but there were some serious hotties who did.

      She downed the glass and made for the front door. Might as well get the ordeal over with. Probably was more of a grilling than a meeting, but whatevs.
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      This is new.

      Lina had expected to be convening with a mouthpiece of the Valkyrie Tribunal, who’d surely had word from Helsinki—Valkyrie headquarters—to grill her on what she might know about Eira or Emme. What she hadn’t counted on was walking into the address she’d been given, only to find the entire Tribunal. The whole cursed shebang. Ten women, all formidable, all of them part of the Tribunal. She gulped.

      She’d never met the Tribunal in person. She’d attended the occasional Gathering and had seen them from afar, with their majestic deep-purple robes, sitting in assigned throne-like chairs to watch over those appearing at the Gathering.

      Ah, the Gathering. An event that happened every five years. Valkyrie from around the world converged on a remote mountaintop in Finland, a few short hours’ drive north by northeast of Helsinki.

      The event was held on the property surrounding the magnificent hall, which was called Valhöll, Valkyrie would compete in contests, announce births which had transpired in the last five years, pull a roster of the names of girls who would be entering the training program when they reached the age of seven. No men ever attended, for no men were a part of Valkyrie life except for occasional pleasure and procreation. And there was always drinking and revelry, naturally.

      At the last Gathering, the Tribunal had announced an initiative to put into effect artificial insemination in order to eliminate the presence of men in Valkyrie life completely. Of course, the majority of the Valkyrie present had protested and called for this to be brought to a general vote rather than being left in the hands of the crusty Tribunal members. None of the virile Valkyrie who occasionally wanted to indulge in an evening of pleasure were interested in the initiative. The vote would be handled formally at the next Gathering. Lina was only one of many, many Valkyrie who planned to vote against it.

      These thoughts tumbled through Lina’s mind as she looked in on the room with its glass walls. On the other side of those walls were the Tribunal members, seated at a table like the chairpersons of a board.

      She turned toward the Valkyrie who’d met her at the door on the twelfth floor of the large stately concrete-and-glass architectural wonder. The Valkyrie she’d thought she’d be meeting with, the representative of the area, stood guard before the entrance to the room the Tribunal was in.

      “Any idea why they’ve called me in, Annika?”

      Annika, a stunning, tall, voluptuous redhead—deep red, not the reddish blonde Lina was—raised a brow and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Lina didn’t need Annika to say so; her body language said she had no intent to tell her. If she knew anything at all.

      From inside the glass room, a purple-robed arm waved.

      “They’re ready for you.” Annika stepped aside.

      Lina pushed the door open and stepped into the room. There was no chair for her to sit. Only the ten Tribunal women. All considerably older, though they barely had any gray in their vibrant shades of red hair. Their eyes violet.

      They leaned forward as one, staring at Lina.

      “Your eyes,” one said. Lina didn’t know her name. She didn’t know any of their names. They operated as one unit and had no individuality such as names by which those outside the Tribunal could identify them.

      Lina blinked. Damn. She’d forgotten to take out the colored contacts she’d taken to wearing. She’d opted for green, this time. They weren’t corrective lenses. No Valkyrie suffered from the vagaries of health issues humans did, but Lina determined after Eira had vanished that perhaps it didn’t serve her to have such an identifiable eye color. Surely, berserkers would know at first glance she was Valkyrie. It was bad enough she had the rune—a mark on her wrist—which she’d already begun to believe she should conceal beneath a tattoo.

      “Yes,” she confessed. “I’m wearing contacts. I don’t think it’s a bad idea for any of us to consider. It keeps our identity hidden.”

      “We do not interact with a high level of strangers,” another Tribunal said. “There should be no need for that. And we will interact even less if we put into place the initiative so many of you seem to take issue with.”

      Speak for yourself. Too many of us do interact with strangers. The ways of old are fading. We are becoming citizens of the world far more than before. Lina couldn’t give voice to her thoughts. She could only imagine the repercussions
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