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    Chapter One


    The bullet clipped the side of the tree, sending shards of wood flying as Trace sprinted down the trail. The brief brawl with the security guards on his way out of the house had adrenaline surging through his veins, giving him the strength to keep running at full speed.


    It was all going according to plan… more or less.


    He reached up and tapped the earpiece. “Aisha, I’m on the way. Start the plane.”


    One of the gunmen behind him shouted something as Trace ducked under a branch, gunfire shredding the leaves over his head.


    “On it,” the reply came. “I’m heading out of the inlet, meet you at—”


    “No, there’s no time. I’m coming to you.” Trace saw the end of the line, literally, in front of him.


    “What the…” The female voice sighed. “No.”


    “Yes.” He hugged the thin plastic case tight to his chest as he ran at full speed toward the edge of the cliff. “Be there in a few seconds.”


    Fate loves the fearless.


    Six hours later in Manhattan, Trace strode into the Homeland Security offices. The guards at the entrance had first balked at his appearance, but once he’d flashed his Interpol identification, they’d let him pass without further inspection.


    “You.” The growl reverberated through the bullpen, rising over the usual hum of work.


    Trace paused, a wide grin spreading across his face as he recognized the source. He dropped his duffel bag on the ground, pushing it against the wall with his foot. He held up a fabric-covered box, displaying it with pride.


    Special Agent Montegro pointed across the room, zeroing in on Trace Dyson with his usual unerring aim. “My office. Now.” The older man retreated into said office and slammed the door, waiting.


    Trace sauntered along, tucking the wrapped plastic case under his arm. He stopped by the coffee machine, making sure to pick the mug with the Interpol insignia on it—his personal one. It took a second to blow the dust out of the inside, but at least it hadn’t fallen into general circulation in the bullpen.


    He sipped the black brew as he headed for the corner office.


    Montegro stood with his back to Dyson, staring out of the window at the rising sun, the long, bright beams dodging in and out of the shadows, trying to reach the office building. Below them, a series of car horns went off, and Trace could swear he heard the cursing drifting up to the thirtieth floor.


    Just another day in New York City.


    “Tell me you got it.” The tall black man didn’t turn. He tucked his hands behind his back, the well-tailored suit snug on his broad shoulders.


    Trace put the coffee on a nearby table before placing the cell-phone-sized package on the supervisor’s desk, shifting a handful of file folders to make room right smack dab in the center. He flipped each corner of the black handkerchief back, revealing a transparent case holding a thick clay tablet.


    “Straight from Mexico.”


    Montegro sniffed the air. “Damn, you smell like my dog after he’s rolled in the garbage.”


    Trace rolled his shoulders back, his leather jacket still damp. “Tell me about it. It was an interesting flight back.” He smiled as Montegro turned around, his eyebrows rising as he saw the relic. “Call the Nigerian representative at the United Nations, and tell them we’ve just retrieved a piece of their history.”


    The older agent looked down at the artifact, grinning as he took in the ancient carvings. “Son of a bitch. I didn’t think you’d succeed, to be honest.” He glanced at Trace before turning his attention back to the antique. “I heard a rumor it was in the Yucatan Peninsula but thought that was just gossip…”


    Trace picked up the coffee and settled into one of the soft leather chairs. “Rumor had some truth to it—only some. Little bit of this, little bit of that, but I found the collector in Campeche. Guy actually bragged about it to his dinner guests—made it easy to scope the place out. Returned after-hours for the retrieval.”


    Montegro put up his hand. “Save it for the report. Along with how you got out of the country and through customs.” He eyed Trace. “Any way he can identify you to the authorities? Last thing we need is an international incident.”


    “He paid to have it stolen from the National Museum in Lagos. He won’t dare make a police report and out himself as a thief. As for the rest—ask me no questions…” Trace pointed at the tablet. “Important thing is that after two hundred years, this baby is finally going home.”


    Montegro let out his breath slowly. “You’re as good as they said.”


    “Damned straight.” Trace finished the coffee and stood up. “I’m going home to shower, shave, and sleep. Hawthorne’s already got the paperwork going—I’ll sign off on the way out.”


    The senior agent couldn’t stop staring at the ancient stone. “Shit. The Nigerians… They’re going to freak out when I call them. This has been on their wish list longer than we’ve both been alive.”


    Montegro brought up each end of the handkerchief to cover the transparent case carefully and with great reverence. “The Dysons have a powerful legacy. I’d say you’re doing a great job of adding to it.” He gave Trace a wide grin. “I’ll call when we’ve arranged the hand-off ceremony to the Nigerians. They may want to meet you, thank the man who retrieved a part of their history.”


    Trace shook his head. “I’m leaving for France tomorrow. Emile likes his briefings in person—and this one’s going to be epic.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll be going to the Museum before I go. Need to stop by and pay my respects.”


    “Pay…” Montegro frowned. “I haven’t kept up with the exhibit announcements. What is it?”


    “The Valkyrie’s Tomb.” Trace extended his hand. “Good to see you.”


    Montegro took it, returning the firm grip with interest. “You know if you ever decide to leave Interpol, you’ve got a place here. I’d be proud to add you to my team.”


    “Understood.” Trace gave him a sloppy salute. “Until next time.” He headed for the office door, leaving the artifact behind on the desk.


    It was still early in the morning, but the city was alive and bursting with energy and anticipation—people rushing around and studying their phones, chatting about business deals and boyfriends and television shows.


    He devoured it all, using the enthusiasm to power himself back to his hotel room. He was tired and sore, paying the price for his adventure.


    But it was worth it. In a day or two, he’d see the news release, the triumphant return of a country’s history to their homeland. Deep down in the article would be mention of an Interpol agent, but never his real name—it was too dangerous.


    He’d know, and it would be enough.


    Now, as Trace stood in front of the majestic, old hotel, the tension began easing out of his body at the familiar archway, the weathered stone gargoyles staring down on him from their perches. He’d stayed in a thousand hotels, camped out in tents, and huddled in caves around the world, but even though he had a room in France, where Interpol was located, this…


    This was home.


    The doorman recognized him and opened the door as Trace shouldered his duffel bag.


    “Nice to see you again, Mr. Dyson.”


    “Thanks, Mick. Glad to be back.”


    A few people stared at him as he walked through the lobby, but Trace shook them off with ease. He wore his leather jacket and jeans with pride. It stood out from the business suits and expensive dresses, marking him as an outsider.


    He had no problem with that.


    “Mr. Dyson. Pleased to see you again. Thank you for calling ahead.” The hotel clerk gave him a wide, welcoming smile. “Housekeeping’s made sure your suite is ready.” The young man checked his notes. “Groceries have been delivered and put away, along with your favorite beer chilling in the refrigerator.”


    “Thanks, David.” Trace nodded and headed for the elevator. A shower and a brief nap would ready him for the short trip to the museum later on that afternoon.


    A pilgrimage he had to make.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Laila stood atop the stone wall and looked at the sky, spying a handful of multicolored splashes as her sister Valkyries came and went on their missions.


    It’d been her life for over a hundred years. When she’d arrived, she thought of it as a paradise.


    Now it’s a prison.


    She lifted a hand skyward before shuffling along the cool floor, her light blue robes flowing around her as she headed down the hall. Her wings lay flat against her shoulders, limp—feathers close to dragging along the floor. She didn’t fly anymore, not unless she absolutely had to. The thrill of jumping off the wall, soaring skyward… It was gone.


    On any other day, at any other time, she would be joining the others—etching the glyphs in the air with her spear to ride the Bifrost, the magical road, to her next assignment.


    Her next battlefield.


    She closed her eyes and winced, a greasy ball of nausea rolling around her stomach. After all this time, all these years…


    She couldn’t.


    The blood, the labored breathing of the dying, the haunted looks—even of those she brought to Valhalla as they realized what they’d left behind in their ascension. The Great Halls soothed their worries, but seeing their shocked faces—


    No more.


    When the call had come, she’d refused, staying in her quarters.


    The next time the call sounded, she ignored it.


    And the next.


    No one came to her, no one knocked on her door asking where she was.


    Everyone knew.


    The summons a few days later hadn’t been a surprise.


    The double doors swung open as she approached, the guards standing to attention as she passed through.


    Laila stopped just inside the room. The resounding thud of the doors closing did nothing to quiet her jangled nerves—the nausea returned triple-fold, threatening to send her running.


    She pressed one hand to her stomach, praying for the strength to keep standing.


    “There, there.” Freyja came out of an adjoining room and crossed over to her with a few long steps. One finger stroked the Valkyrie’s cheek, and the sickness subsided. “Calm yourself. There is no reason to be upset. No reason at all.” She smiled. “Come, walk with me.”


    Freyja took her hand, and they moved into the small courtyard. Water gurgled through a fountain in the middle, the winged figure in the raised center holding an overflowing goblet high. “You are not at fault. I need you to understand that.” She drew her down onto a cast-iron bench, the black metal twisted into beautiful spirals. “Everyone has their breaking point. There’s nothing wrong with that—this is the natural progress of things. I’ve seen this before and will again. Each time, I’m unhappy, but I understand. You have done your job with pride, with honor and magnificently. My feelings for you will not change, no matter what path you take.”


    The gentle words soothed Laila’s soul, like balm on an open wound. But there was a hesitation in Freyja’s words, something she couldn’t place…


    “I have served you for centuries, ever since you came to me that one dark night.” Laila swallowed hard. “And I will continue, as best I can, to do so, until Ragnarök.”


    “Good.” Freyja took both hands in hers. “Because I need you to perform one last mission before you set aside your duties.”


    A cold fist gripped Laila’s heart, choking the air from her lungs.


    “Peace, my little one,” Freyja murmured. “I am not going to send you onto a battleground.” She paused, a faint smile appearing. “At least, not one you’re used to.”


    Laila swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I don’t understand.”


    “Tell me, what do you know about…” The goddess hesitated before continuing, lowering her voice. “The Fenris Wolf.”


    “Our eternal enemy who we will meet at Ragnarök?” The words flowed easily, learned well after centuries of study.


    “Yes. And he is a devious creature, who would upset the balance between the worlds if he could.” Freyja frowned, startling Laila. “Many years ago, long before you came to us, we fought a skirmish in Midgard against the Wolf. A Valkyrie was struck down in that battle, dying at his great claws.”


    She gasped, trying to imagine how an invulnerable woman could die. “But…”


    Freyja nodded. “Chaos ruled the sky where we fought, his minions tearing at the Valkyries’ wings and shredding their armor. It was a hard-won victory.” She paused, biting her lower lip. “We didn’t even know Mala died until we came back, regrouping to bandage our wounds and celebrate our win. It was only then we discovered she was missing.” She drew a shallow breath. “Upon her death, Mala fell to Midgard and was found by the humans who witnessed the battle over their heads. They gave her a warrior’s funeral, treated her as one of their own. She was placed in a ceremonial crypt, carved out of the mountain.”


    “But…”


    The upraised hand stayed her questions. “We didn’t want to startle them, raiding the tomb and exposing ourselves again, so soon after waging war in the sky over their heads. Even if we were invisible, our actions would be seen. So, it was decided to leave her alone.” The goddess shifted on the bench. “But she wore a bracelet.”


    Laila frowned. “We aren’t allowed to wear jewelry into battle.”


    “That’s true. In this case, the bracelet was a gift bestowed on her by me and forged by the dwarves.” A pained look crossed her face at the memory. “It held a spark of magic, as all of their creations do.”


    Laila tilted her head to one side, her curiosity stoked. “And it was buried with her?”


    “Yes.” Freyja nodded. “Along with her lance, but not as the spear she carried into battle. As Mala fell to Midgard, one of her last actions was to press the button that returned the lance to its resting form—that of a simple walking cane. The villagers placed it at her side, encased in a wooden scabbard for protection, runes etched on the surface to show their good intentions.”


    “Knowing the spear’s true nature would do them no good.” Laila nodded. “No one but a Valkyrie could use such a weapon. To them, it would only be a pointed stick.”


    “No one,” Freyja said quietly. “Except the Wolf.”


    “But…” She stalled, the questions piling up one after the other.


    “Over time, the tomb was discovered, the remains taken to a museum. The museum was ransacked by a conquering army during what Midgard called World War II, the items scattered to the winds.”


    “Didn’t Heimdall keep an eye on the spear?” She couldn’t imagine anything escaping his surveillance.


    Freyja raised an eyebrow. “Heimdall cannot see everything all the time, despite what you have been told. When the tomb was raided, many things were going on at the time, drawing his attention away from the pillagers.”


    “What happened to Mala?”


    “Her body was eventually returned to a proper resting place, along with most of her remaining possessions. But the spear remained hidden from sight.” She drew a deep breath. “Recently, Odin sensed a tremor at the World Tree, something happening. He has dispatched many warriors on missions to search out the cause, see if the Wolf is plotting to bring Ragnarök down upon us. They have their assignments, and this is one I would give to you. Find and retrieve the cane.”


    “But only a Valkyrie can use the spear.” Her mind spun. “Why would…”


    Freyja moved around the room, choosing her steps with care. “The lance may be asleep, but it is still a mystical item. If the Wolf found a way to activate the spear, he could reap souls on his own and destroy the balance we’ve worked so hard to maintain.”


    “It could also respond to me. That makes me just as dangerous as the weapon itself.” Laila shook her head. “Why not send one of the warriors? There are plenty of strong, valiant men and women who would eagerly return to Midgard for this mission.”


    “Your logic is correct.” Freyja chuckled. “As usual. But I need to send a Valkyrie because anyone else, even one of the Warriors Three, wouldn’t be able to use the bracelet.” A shadow crossed her face, wiping the smile away. “Mala was a good friend to me, a special woman. You will be able to use one item to find the other—the bracelet to find the spear. But only a fellow Valkyrie can access the magic and follow the trail.”


    A shiver ran up Laila’s spine, an unfamiliar sensation…


    Anticipation. Adventure. Excitement.


    She bit the inside of her cheek, forcing herself to stay calm.


    Freyja studied her face. “I will not force you on this path. But I know of no one else more suited to the job.” She turned to gaze at the night sky over their heads, the courtyard open to the celestial heavens. “If you wish to retreat to your rooms, I will understand. But time is of the essence—it must be found and kept out of the Wolf’s grip.”


    “I will go find this lance and return it to Valhalla. As my final mission.”


    “Understand, I cannot send you with anything from here,” the goddess said. “You won’t be able to go with your wings and your armor, your invulnerability. After you land, you will be as mortal as you were when I found you.”


    “Then that’s how it will be.” She caught herself smiling in anticipation of this new challenge. “Send me.”


    “Fly straight,” Freyja whispered as she reached out with a single finger to touch her on the forehead.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Trace woke from a sound sleep with a start, grabbing at the sheets. A thin sheen of sweat covered his naked body, despite the air-conditioner going full blast.


    He sat up and ran a hand through his hair. A glance at the digital clock on the bedside table showed it was early evening. He’d slept most of the day away after his triumphant return to the Homeland Security offices.


    It was a good sleep, a solid one… except for the ending.


    He scrubbed his face, digging out the last remnants of his dream.


    Lightening. A storm. Giant claws slashing the sky, ripping holes in the very fabric of time itself.


    A woman, flying over a battlefield and crying…sobbing as her multicolored wings kept her aloft.


    His father, standing at the entrance of a cave, a stern look on his face as he pointed at something in the distance. He looked as he had a few years ago, before the fatal heart attack.


    The images mingled, flitted away before he could grab them back into his consciousness.


    Dad?


    He started at the sound of his own voice.


    “Dad.”


    Trace cleared his throat and headed for the shower, forcing his racing heart to slow down.


    Strange dreams were part of the deal when you skipped time zones and countries on a nearly-daily basis.


    But this one…


    He paused, studying himself in the mirror. His stomach churned, a slight wave of nausea twisting his intestines into knots.


    This one seemed more real than any other dream he’d had. More ominous, dreadful—


    More apocalyptic than any in the past.


    Trace flipped on the cold water and cupped some in his hand, taking a deep swallow.


    He’d have enough time to ponder what the dream meant on the flight overseas to France.


    First, he had an exhibit to visit.


    …


    He trotted up the familiar stone steps less than an hour later, the comforting sense of familiarity washing over him. The American Museum of Natural History was a second home to him, his earliest memories of being carried through the exhibits in his father’s arms. He came back every time he visited New York City, but this time was more poignant than most.


    The Valkyrie’s Tomb was on display, an international tour through the great museums of the world.


    The old, gravelly voice of his grandfather echoed in his mind as Trace paid the admission fee and made his way through the museum.


    “A horrible storm ravaged the area that night, tearing up the fields and smashing the boats against the shore. The villagers huddled in the main hall, terrified as the gods battled overhead. A few brave men dared to look out. They saw her fall from the sky, rainbow wings disappearing as she crashed to the ground. The warriors brought her inside, doing what they could to bind her wounds, but she still died. They went to their elder and asked for her wisdom in how to deal with the body. She read the signs and decreed the woman was a Valkyrie and would be placed in a cave, in a tomb for the gods to retrieve in their own good time.”


    As the memory dimmed, Trace turned the corner and saw the familiar stone crypt, the dim lights dancing over the mummified bones.


    He approached the exhibit, noting the placement inside the museum—not up front with the more popular and more recent arrivals. The older display had been relegated to one of the back rooms.


    But it was still breathtaking. The museum staff had kept the original set up from the Norwegian museum, up to and including the images of the display before World War II.


    No one was around, the majority of the visitors drawn to flashier, more current exhibits. He couldn’t blame them—there were no holograms, no interactive areas to draw the kids in.


    It told the story of a failure on his part, on his family’s part. They’d done their best—but the diorama stood incomplete, a casualty of the war.


    He studied the mummified woman in the glass case, the wrappings still intact after centuries. No matter how many times he came to see her, he was always struck by the quiet dignity of the deceased, the silent respect she demanded.


    The armor breastplate had shattered during the attack causing her death, the deep gouges reminding him of an animal attack. The helmet was a shallow mask, unlike any styles documented from that time in history. A bracelet on her right wrist was the last intact metal piece on the corpse, holding tight to the bones and shredded fabric.


    He usually visited her in Norway, at her home museum. He’d stop by on his way to or from Lyon, France, where Interpol headquarters were located.


    She was almost family.


    Trace leaned on the plexiglass case, staring at the hollow eyes. He’d done this a hundred times, a thousand times before, and each time, he tried to imagine what sort of conversation they could have. His gaze went to the nearby empty space that had originally held a cane, a glaring oddity. The black and white photograph sat inside, taken by one of the original museum curators and now faded with age.


    “If only you could tell me where it went…” he whispered.


    No one had been able to resolve why the cane had been there in the first place. No sign of arthritis in the woman’s bones, X-rays showing only the recent fatal damage—crushed spine, bones broken beyond any hope of survival. Maybe the walking stick had been a ceremonial gift, a family heirloom…


    His attention went to the typed note detailing the exhibit’s history.


    It listed the original discovery, the excavation—the placement in the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo.


    The theft—German military pillaging the museums during the occupation during the Second World War—and transportation back into the heart of Europe to be stored with other stolen antiquities. The initial return of only the woman’s body to Oslo, the other parts scattered among war-torn Europe. The recovery of the individual items in the exhibit over the years by determined men and women dedicating themselves to retrieving the stolen artifacts.


    The name Dyson appeared twice.


    Once, as the man who helped bring back the helmet, one of the original Monuments Men, who found it in a cave along with other stolen artifacts. His grandfather, Frank Dyson.


    The breastplate was more recent—discovered in an underground auction in Bangkok in 1985 by his father, working for Dyson Antiques, a private retrieval service.


    And now, his turn—his duty, his charge to find the cane and bring it back.


    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a woman move in to read the panels and took a few steps away toward the exit, giving her open access. Over the years, the audience for such a display waxed and waned, and he wasn’t going to be responsible for dulling anyone’s appetite for the revered Grande Dame, as he called her in his mind.


    The dim lighting in the room helped preserve the delicate artifacts, but he could see the woman clearly.


    She was…


    Trace blinked, searching for the right words and failing.


    Beautiful didn’t begin to cover it. Majestic, perhaps.


    Definitely entrancing.


    Her long black hair was tied in a loose braid and flipped over one shoulder. Her full attention focused on the exhibit, studying the written notes. The long leather trench coat rippled as she shifted, reaching out her right hand toward the mummified woman.


    She pressed her palm against the thick plastic wall surrounding the body, the sealed container keeping her at bay.


    Closing her eyes, the woman began to murmur under her breath—too faintly for Trace to make out.


    A prayer? A mantra? He took a step closer, curiosity overriding courtesy.


    Her fingers splayed out over the barrier as she spoke softly, her lips barely moving.


    A low strumming filled the air, as if a thousand hummingbirds hovered around them, wings beating in perfect synchrony.


    Trace caught his breath as time stopped around them, the world pausing in reverence at the scene.


    Multicolored wings snapped free from the woman’s back, the tips almost brushing the nearby walls—the wingspan at least ten feet, if not more. But they were translucent, ghostly images, a sharp contrast to the very real and solid hand pressed against the plastic barrier.


    She continued to speak in an unknown language, the whisper rising to a full-throated shout—the demand in her words clear.


    A violent burst of light went off with the fury of an exploding sun. He threw up his hand instinctively, shading his eyes.


    In a blink, it was over.


    Trace rubbed his eyes free of the dancing spots blurring his vision, focusing on the visitor standing in front of the exhibit. His heart raced as he tried to make sense of what he’d seen.


    His gaze went to the woman. No ghost wings, no indication they’d ever been there.


    Maybe I’m hallucinating—


    The thought stalled as his gaze landed on her hand, still pressed against the plastic. The metal band on her wrist caught the gentle fluorescent light, giving it an otherworldly glow for a second.


    No. Way.


    A flick of her arm and the bracelet slipped under the long leather sleeve, out of sight.


    The woman stepped back and, with a solemn nod to the crypt, turned and walked away.


    Trace held his breath, waiting.


    No alarms went off, no security guards rushed in.


    He went to where she had been standing and stared at the corpse, verifying what he’d seen.


    The bracelet was gone. The case was intact, no sign of any breech of the sterile environment created to preserve the mummified woman.


    No sign of the crime he’d just witnessed.


    He spun and headed out of the room, his heart racing.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Laila drew a shallow breath as she exited the museum. The first part of her mission had been an emotional punch to her gut.


    Mala, her fallen sister—Laila didn’t know her personally, couldn’t have, but her heart ached at the sight of one of their own, fallen and lost until Ragnarök.


    A vivid reminder that no matter how thick their armor, how sharp their spears, anyone might fall to the Wolf’s claws.


    The bracelet was cold against her skin. Magic pulsed through the thin silver, a light tingling showing the little bit it’d held on to over all these centuries. The incantation had worked, transferring it from Mala’s wrist to her own. Now her search could start.


    The sidewalk was crowded with people, much more foot traffic than when she’d arrived at the museum. Laila stood for a second, watching humanity surge by her in waves—men and women walking briskly in their evening race to get home and be with their families, their significant others, their brothers and sisters, their beloved pets. It’d been centuries since she’d been in a city like this, but some things never changed.


    Her gut churned with a mixture of excitement and trepidation, nervousness and exhilaration. She pressed her hand to her stomach, willing herself to calm down.


    Enough.


    There was no time to lose. She needed to plan the next phase of her mission.


    And for that, she needed information.


    Nearby stood a little cafe—a familiar sight in any time and place. A small corner store sat next to it, the bright neon signs advertising drinks and tobacco. She walked in and studied the wares for sale.


    The spinning rack at the front of the store let her pick up a map of the United States. Her clothing selection for this trip had been simple; she’d gone with what would help her blend in—a blouse and jeans, the leather trench coat a natural choice for protection. The wallet in her pocket was a parting gift from Freyja.


    “To keep you comfortable during your travels.” The goddess passed over the black billfold. “Your identification will pass scrutiny by the authorities, and you’ll never worry about money.”


    Laila liked this part—after paying the merchant for the map and ordering a coffee from the waiter at the sidewalk cafe, she still had a full wallet.


    Now to figure out her next move.


    She chose a table in the corner, giving her a nice view of the sunset as the dying rays slid back into the shadows of the buildings looming overhead.


    Not so much different from Valhalla…


    “Nice,” she murmured.


    “Very much so.” A man sat down across from her.


    It took a few seconds to recognize him as the man from the museum, a few more to size him up as a possible opponent.


    Way to go, Laila. Barely five minutes on Midgard and already in trouble.


    The well-worn dark brown leather jacket sat comfortably on broad shoulders. His black hair was raggedy enough to call for a haircut. She pegged him for a military man by the way he sat—leaning forward, ready to move at a moment’s notice.


    He placed his hands on the wrought iron table, letting her see he was unarmed.


    She spotted the calluses on his knuckles, on his long fingers—this wasn’t a man who sat in an office all day typing on a keyboard.


    This was…


    A warrior.


    The thought sent her heart racing.


    She tensed up, readying for battle. Would the Wolf be so brazen as to send someone directly at her? When he’d walked away from her at the exhibit, she’d assumed he’d left the room—otherwise she would have never dared to pray at the tomb, take the bracelet. Her eagerness had made her sloppy, and now she’d pay for it.


    Before she could act or react, the waiter appeared at her side and placed the coffee in front of her, accompanied by a chocolate biscotti ordered at the last minute, an impulsive decision.


    “Sir?” the waiter asked, giving the seated stranger a polite smile. “Anything for you?”


    The man spoke, not taking his eyes off of Laila. “Coffee for me, as well. Thank you.”


    The waiter moved away with a nod.


    Laila took hold of the delicate china cup filled to the brim with hot coffee, weighing it in her hands. Might not be the best weapon, but if necessary to help her escape…


    His steady gaze settled her nerves.


    No darkness lay in his stare, no indication he answered to the Wolf. Whoever he was, he wasn’t evil. Misguided, maybe—but not evil.


    She discovered with a shock she’d been holding her breath, staring into those light blue eyes.


    Enough.


    She eyed him as she took a sip. The drink was strong and hot, just what she needed to fortify her for the next leg of her trip.


    Knowing he wasn’t one of the Wolf’s men was a slight relief, but she still had to deal with him.


    He stayed silent, maintaining eye contact for an uncomfortable amount of time, then dropped his attention to the bracelet, loose on her left wrist.


    “That is not yours.” His voice was low and steady, the weight of command behind it.


    She put the cup down, forcing herself to move slowly as she considered her options.


    Attack? Flee? A combination of the two?


    A flash of anger surged through her veins at the thought of running away. But initiating a fight here, out in the open…


    Hear him out. Then decide.


    Laila snapped off the end of the biscotti and dipped the biscuit in the coffee before popping it into her mouth.


    The second coffee arrived, and the waiter accepted the stranger’s payment, moving off to leave them alone.


    He reached over and took hold of her biscotti, mimicking her own movements as he broke off a piece and dunked it in his drink. As he bit down on the pastry, she cleared her throat.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “That is not yours,” he repeated. “You stole the bracelet from the museum. Just a few minutes ago at the Valkyrie’s Tomb exhibit.”


    “Really.” She allowed herself a smile. “How precisely did I do this without setting off the alarms, without alerting the security guards?” Laila leaned in. “Please, tell me.”


    “I don’t know.” His tone remained steady despite his words. “I want to know.” He paused. “Let’s start with the wings.”


    Laila froze, the cup halfway to her mouth. It took all she had to calmly put the delicate teacup down, keeping her hand steady.


    He…


    He’d seen.


    A frisson of fear crept down her spine.


    Great goddess….


    She cleared her throat. “What?”


    The man leaned in, keeping his voice down. “Wings. Beautiful, magical wings reaching out, through the coat. Then they vanished, and you had the bracelet. As you can guess, I’m damned curious as to how you managed both feats.”


    He reached inside his coat pocket and brought out a small case, which he opened to show her a badge. “Aside from being a history lover, I also work for Interpol. One wave of my hand and those cops standing on the corner will drag you into a police station and then into an interrogation room to sit for hours until we figure this out.” He smiled. “But I’m a nice guy. And also, very curious. So why don’t you tell me what’s going on here?”


    She studied the badge, noted the symbol. The world, the sword piercing the globe—the laurels and the scales of justice.


    Interesting.


    She took another sip of coffee, prolonging the silence.


    He sat back and waited.


    The options were the same as before—fight or flight. But he’d seen her wings, making things very different. He wanted answers, and she couldn’t give them.


    Fighting him would only delay the inevitable. As soon as he recovered, he would take up her trail the same as he would if she fled.


    Odin knew what sort of unwanted attention he could draw down on her, incurring both the Allfather’s wrath and possibly alerting the Wolf to her mission.


    Keep your friends close, but your potential enemies closer.


    She made the first parry. “What do you know about the missing cane?”


    He blinked, and she saw the pain of a thousand cuts in his eyes, taking her aback.


    There was more to this man than she’d thought at first.


    “Part of the original excavation, placed in the Oslo museum. Stolen years ago when the German Army ransacked Norway, stealing everything they could put their hands on. After the war, most of the exhibit was returned to Oslo. The cane, though, was never recovered.” His gaze turned back toward the museum. “They keep the empty case on display, along with the story of how it went missing, to remind people of how war can destroy history.”


    Laila studied the photo identification in the holder with his badge. “Trace Dyson. Can I assume you’re related to the two men named in the description of the exhibit? The ones instrumental in reassembling it?”


    “You may.” His eyes narrowed. “Enough about me. Talk about the bracelet. The cane.” He exhaled the last word like a prayer.


    She pushed the last bit of biscotti over to him, trying to ignore the growing heat in her belly. “Eat. You look hungry.”


    He scowled but picked up the pastry. A quick dunk in the cooling drink and he popped the biscuit into his mouth. He arched one eyebrow, urging her on.


    “The bracelet will allow me to find the cane.” Her hand went to the folded map.


    “How?”


    She tilted her head. “If I told you, you might not believe it.”


    “Try me.” He locked eyes with her. “I’ve seen a lot of strange shit over the years—things that can’t be explained away with smoke powder and hallucinogenic drugs. It’s taught me to have an open mind.” His gaze dropped to the bracelet. “Why do you want the cane?”


    “A special item like that should be in its proper place.” It wasn’t a total lie—the proper place was in Valhalla as far as she was concerned. “It doesn’t deserve to be hidden away in a dark room, in someone’s private vault.”


    “I agree.”


    The two policemen moved, strolling by the cafe.


    Neither of them looked up at the officers.


    The policemen walked around the corner and out of sight.


    Laila pushed the coffee cup aside and unfolded the map.


    Trace anchored the edges of the fluttering paper with the now-empty coffee cups. “Who told you how to get the bracelet? Where did you come from?”


    She ignored his questions and pressed her palm down on the map, letting the metal around her wrist rest on the multicolored paper. “The link will be faint. It’s been so many years…” Her voice trailed off as she felt an unseen force tugging her hand to one side, to the left.


    Trace watched in silence as her fingers scrabbled across the map, fingernails digging into the paper as she moved in reaction to the sensations in her mind.


    The warmth traveling through her palm grew as she settled over one spot on the map. Then it was gone, with a last flash of heat.


    She peered down at the map. “Los Angeles. That looks like a long way from here.”


    “Very.” Trace tried to refold the map, finally settling for smashing the paper into a series of thick squares. “Once you arrive, what’s your plan to find and retrieve the cane?”


    She paused, caught at a loss for words. “I figured once I got there, I’d simply…”


    “Simply walk in and pick the stick up out of someone’s private collection? Because people have been looking for that relic for decades, and I can tell you it’s not going to be as simple as knocking on the front door and saying, ‘Hi, I want that cane back.’”


    She fell silent, pressing her lips into a tight line as she recognized the flaws in her plan.


    “But the good news is I’m willing to help you out—for a price.”


    “A price?” She didn’t even try to keep the surprise out of her voice. “I thought you were a lawman.”


    “I am.” He pocketed the badge. “But I’m also very interested in getting that artifact back into the empty case.” He gestured at the museum down the street. “We want the same thing. So, let’s form a partnership, you and I.”


    She heard the eagerness in his voice, the hunger underneath.


    Perhaps she could use this to her advantage.


    She tilted her head and studied him, weighing the offer. “What are your conditions?”


    “Here’s what I’ll do for you. First, I won’t arrest you for stealing the bracelet. But I will ask that it be returned at the end of all this. It goes back on her wrist, where it’s been for centuries.” He grinned. “I help you with my connections, with my expertise in retrieving such items. You help me with your…” He wagged his fingers at the silver band. “With your unique skills. We find the cane and bring it back here, to the museum. Then we go our separate ways—I’ll make sure you’re free and clear of any charges.”


    Laila pressed her lips together, warring with herself. She had very little knowledge of this world, other than the numerous battlefields she’d visited to reap souls. This man would be helpful.


    But the price…


    “Promise, on your family’s honor, that you’ll help me retrieve this relic and return it to its rightful place. The bracelet, as well.” She drew a deep breath, very aware of the delicate verbal dance she was entering into. “I swear on my honor as…”


    Silently, she filled in the rest of the sentence.


    As a Valkyrie, one of Freyja’s Chosen.


    He might suspect who she was, but she was under no obligation to confirm it.


    “Yes.” He didn’t hesitate or ask her to finish, just offered his hand. She took it, waiting for a sign from Freyja, positive or negative.


    Nothing.


    Nothing aside from the hairs on the back of her neck standing straight up as the handshake continued, his thumb brushing against her skin for a few seconds longer than was needed.


    A shiver crept up her spine, shocking the Valkyrie into silence.


    It’s been so long.


    “Bargained well and done.” Her mouth was dry, the words filling her mouth like cotton.


    “Right.” Trace smiled. “First, let’s get out of here—looks like rain.”


    She glanced skyward to see dark clouds moving over the skyscrapers, signaling the incoming storm.


    “A good idea.” She stood, her head spinning. “Last thing I need is to be struck by lightning.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Many odd things had crossed Trace’s path over the years—the voodoo ceremony, dream walkers sitting still for days on their spiritual pilgrimage, faith healers doing surgery and removing tumors without breaking the skin… He kept an open mind when faced with the unusual and extraordinary. Almost too open at times—now he’d hooked himself up with a woman who, at the very least, was a thief.


    It was possible she was nothing more than a scam artist, a trickster using high tech to make herself look like a supernatural being. But if she wasn’t…


    The question screamed in the back of his mind.


    What if she’s the real thing. What if she’s an…


    His mind stalled, searching for the right word.


    Angel?


    Valkyrie?


    No matter. He’d find the truth out sooner or later, retrieve the bracelet, and take it home.


    But if she could get the cane…


    He glanced beside him, seeing her keeping pace with him as they walked along the street. She moved like mercury, flowing through the evening crowd with ease to stay by his side.


    So far, things were working out. If she bolted, he’d take her down, but he didn’t sense any of that from her.


    Just a feeling of anticipation, eagerness.


    They had that much in common.


    “Won’t you be in trouble with your superiors for this?” she asked. “I can’t believe this is within your authority.”


    “It’s not. But I’ll tell them I’m on the trail of something, and it’ll be enough for now.”


    A fat raindrop splatted onto the pavement ahead of them. It was soon joined by another, and another.


    He spotted an empty cab and lifted his hand to signal. The taxi picked up on the fare and did a U-turn, invoking the wrath of a half-dozen drivers who honked their horns in unison.


    “We need…” The woman paused as he opened the door and gestured her in.


    “My hotel’s a bit of a walk. Easier this way. And a whole lot drier.”


    She slid in over the seats, studying the interior of the cab intently.


    Trace gave the address and winced as the vehicle pulled away from the curb with a start, sending her flying against him.


    A soft yelp escaped her as he put his arm around her to steady them, not sure if he wanted to over-tip the driver or stiff him for his driving.


    “It’s okay,” he murmured as she straightened up, shrugging off the contact. “It’s the way they drive in this city.”


    “Obviously.” She put one hand to her face, brushing away stray dark strands. “I’m surprised there’re not more accidents.”


    “There are enough.” Trace looked at her, studying his new partner. The jeans were fresh and new, the white sneakers sensible and unmarred by dirt or mud. The white blouse allowed him a glimpse of a black, lacy bra, the simple glance shooting straight to his groin.


    She cleared her throat, and he looked up, right into her deep blue eyes.


    Busted.


    She tugged the black leather trench coat shut, raising one eyebrow in silent disapproval.


    He smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m only interested in getting that cane back to the museum.”


    One edge of her mouth turned up as if to acknowledge the lie.


    It’d have to do for now.


    The taxi pulled up at the hotel, and they exited just as the rain began to fall in earnest, the thick, plump drops splattering around them. Mick, the doorman, nodded to both of them as they walked into the hotel.


    The woman stopped in the lobby, taking in the surroundings. Trace kept an eye on her as he went to the hotel desk, finding no messages waiting for him.


    As he returned, she gave him a curious smile. “You live here? In a hotel?”


    “I do.” He gestured to the nearby bank of elevators.


    Thankfully, the elevator was empty, giving them more privacy.


    Trace cleared his throat. “I never got your name.”


    “Laila. Laila Nyland.” She stayed steady as the elevator rose, hands crossed in front of her.


    “Laila.” He rolled the name over his tongue. “Very nice. Norse?”


    She eyed him. “Perhaps.”


    “Am I wrong to assume we’ll have to use conventional methods to get to Los Angeles?” He chuckled. “Or are you going to carry me?”


    She glared at him, reminding him of an angry tiger.


    “Okay, then—let’s see what we can do.” He tapped his cell phone, bringing up various screens and rapidly hitting the small images. “I’ll see what the schedule is like for outgoing flights to L.A., but I figure we should plan to grab a morning flight—no use rushing to the airport hoping for a late cancellation, especially in the rain.”


    The elevator came to a slow stop, the doors opening. He led her down the hall, stopping at his door.


    “Don’t you have your own place?” she asked. “A hotel is a rather odd place to live.”


    He pulled out the cardkey from his wallet and waved it over the reader. “The job requires me to travel a lot—I don’t have time to deal with keeping an apartment or a house, making sure the grass is cut or the fridge is full of food or whatever. This hotel’s been a family favorite for decades, so when I’m in New York City, I always end up here. They know what I want, what I need. I’ve got the same arrangement in a B and B in Paris—just a room there, but it’s enough. But this… this is what I think of as home.”


    He pushed the door open and waved her in.


    


    Laila wasn’t afraid of heights. There was a time when she’d loved being able to fly, swooping and soaring over the mighty towers in Valhalla.


    But as she approached the double doors leading out onto the balcony, her heart skipped a beat at seeing the drop to the streets below. Her shoulder blades tingled at the loss of her wings, reminding her a misstep here wouldn’t be a good thing. Other skyscrapers surrounded them, stabbing into the sky far past this floor.


    “Nice view. Always enjoy seeing the storms from up here—sometimes the clouds are so low you can’t see the street, and it’s amazing.” Trace went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. “I know we just had coffee, but can I offer you something to drink? Beer, water, soda…”


    “Water would be nice.” The living room alone was larger than her quarters back in Valhalla. A hallway indicated more rooms nearby, likely a bedroom and bathroom.


    It’d been centuries since Laila had been outside of Valhalla for so long. Now she was in a hotel room with a man she’d just met, agreeing to work with him, to travel across the country on her quest.


    She stripped off her trench coat and hung it on a metal coat rack near the door. A wave of exhaustion washed over her, and she grabbed the edge of the nearby chair, steadying herself. The bracelet was warm against her skin, the metal embrace comforting.


    “Are you okay?” Trace came to her side, frowning.


    “I just…” Laila blinked away the clouds in her mind. “I just need to sit down and rest. Been a long day.” She waved him off and sat down on the sofa, sinking into the black leather cushions.


    Trace returned to the kitchen to pick up two large glasses of water, putting them on the glass coffee table. His cell phone buzzed, and he pulled it out of his pocket, studying the screen. “Earliest plane reservations available are tomorrow morning. It’ll be a little pricey, but…”


    He fell silent as she pulled out her wallet and withdrew a series of bills, dropping them next to the glasses. “Will this be enough?”


    “Sure. But we can’t pay cash—that’ll trigger a ton of security alarms.” He smiled as he hung up his own jacket next to hers and went to the nearby desk where a laptop sat. “I’ll put it on my credit card and take that, however—never hurts to have some cash on hand.”


    “All right.” Laila settled on the couch, her muscles aching.


    Using the bracelet had taken more out of her than she wished to admit—or show Trace. The brief connection with her lost sister, added in with the stress of coming down to Midgard and now dealing with this new man in her life… It was draining.


    She reached for the water while Trace started up the laptop. A roar of thunder echoed overhead, matched with flashes of lightning in the dark sky.


    The cold, crisp water helped quench the thirst she didn’t know she had. She coughed before putting the empty glass back down. “Is it going to be a long flight?”


    “Long enough. And jet lag to boot. But I’ll make the arrangements at the other end—hotel and all.” He ran his hands over the keyboard. “Anything I need to worry about, dietary restrictions, things like that?”


    “What? No.” She rubbed her forehead.


    “What do we do once we arrive?” He gestured at the bracelet. “That thing, it’s like a GPS, right?”


    “A what?”


    “A…” He waved a hand. “It told you to go to Los Angeles. I saw that. Once we get there, will it pinpoint the location?”


    “I don’t know.” She touched the cool metal. “Honestly, I don’t. This is all rather new to me, so…” Her stomach twisted into knots, the reality of the sizable task ahead of her striking home.


    “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out when we arrive. If the cane’s in L.A., that’s a hell of a big help right out of the gate.” His smile was soft and reassuring. “I’ll call around, talk to some of my connections.” He glanced over. “Put your head down and rest if you need to. Or if you’d like, my bedroom’s down the hall. A bit more comfortable than the couch.”


    She paused, weighing the offer.


    Trace got up and walked over to her. “Look, I promised assistance in finding the cane. Believe me, I want it as much as you do—if not more. Sitting here and worrying yourself sick or getting all tangled up in knots sleeping on the sofa won’t do either of us any good.”


    Laila got up, her arms and legs filled with invisible lead. “Don’t make me regret making this deal.”


    “Don’t make me regret it, either.” He stood his ground, toe-to-toe with her. “Go, take it easy. There’re extra sweats in the drawers, towels in the bathroom if you want to take a shower before going to bed. I’ll call if something happens.”


    She gave him a brisk nod and headed for the bedroom.


    Whatever he was going to do was out of her hands. She had to put her faith in him making the arrangements, using his skills to help her find the cane.


    Laila didn’t believe in coincidences. Freyja had arranged this meeting, set them on the same path together. Now, it was up to them to either make it work, or crash and burn as the Wolf took over the world.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Trace waited until he heard the water start in the shower, the gurgling noise signaling her retreat.


    It took little time to send off an email to his supervisor in Lyon, France, notifying about an anonymous tip he was running to ground before coming back to headquarters. Emile might be annoyed, but Trace would deal with that later.


    After buying a pair of airline tickets and booking his usual hotel suite in Los Angeles, he set out to learn everything he could about Laila Nyland, the woman currently occupying his shower.


    Whether he believed she was a Valkyrie or not, he still needed to go through the motions of trying to verify her identity. He’d be a piss-poor cop if he didn’t at least try to see if she had a record—and that started with her prints.


    He pulled the fingerprint kit out of a bottom drawer of his desk, tugging on rubber gloves as he walked over and picked up her water glass. Within minutes, he’d sent off the data.


    Nothing to do now but wait.


    He settled on the couch with the television remote, flipping through the channels.


    The sound of water stopped, replaced by soft footsteps going down the hall to his bedroom. The door closed with a click and then the second snap of the lock turning.


    The laptop let out a low chime, signaling the results of his search.


    He sat down at the table and brought them up.


    The fingerprints came back clean, as did the photograph discretely snapped from the laptop’s built-in camera.


    More than clean.


    Non-existent.


    Trace leaned back in his chair, frowning.


    The initial flush of desire when he’d first seen her in the museum had waned a bit, now tempered with curiosity.


    Laila Nyland didn’t exist. Not here, not anywhere in the world.


    The Interpol database interfaced with every police force that had signed on with the international unit, and through them to a nearly-infinite number of local licensing bureaus and government agencies. None of them had Laila Nyland on file. No fingerprints, no matching photograph. She was a ghost.


    There was a slim chance of someone avoiding any and all documentation, having little to no contact with the authorities… but Laila? Maybe if she were an international assassin, a master spy…


    A Valkyrie.


    Running her through the system had given more questions than answers.


    He scrubbed his eyes and got up from the laptop. Their flight would be in eight hours, and he needed some sleep. Whatever or whoever she was, she’d reveal it in time—or he’d pull the information out of her, one way or another.


    Trace lowered the volume on the television, closing his eyes as the talking heads turned into a low drone. But the question remained at the front of his mind, demanding an answer.


    Who are you, Laila Nyland?


    Or better yet—what are you?


    …


    She dozed fitfully, naked under the sheets. Every night she prayed to not have any dreams, but this time Freyja didn’t hear her—or decided not to help.


    The battlefield was a desert this time, the sand dunes ripped apart by wheeled vehicles that tried to push through the natural barriers, attempting to navigate through the darkness with only their headlights for illumination.


    A perfect place for an ambush.


    She didn’t arrive until the battle was over, per their standard operating procedure. The blood soaked into the sand, leaving dark stains behind as the Bifrost opened overhead and dropped her far above the land.


    Another day, another mission.


    Laila drew a deep breath and lowered herself to the ground, her wings folding up behind her as her feet hit the hot sand. Her spear was cool in her right hand, the enchanted lance ready to do her bidding.


    The helmet was stifling in the night air, so she took it off. As her vision cleared, she saw the dead and dying men on the ground. A nearby armored car smoldered, sending smoke up into the darkness.


    It was easy to figure out what had happened. Trade convoy ambushed by criminals, the defenders valiant and defiant to the end. A hard fight with no winner—other than Death. The victors had taken their booty and left, abandoning the dead and dying.


    Now it was her turn.


    A shadow lay over those evil men waiting for the Dark Valkyrie—the one taking their souls to Helheim. Laila let her breath out slowly, grateful for the reprieve. They weren’t for her.


    But others were, waiting for her to retrieve them and send them to Valhalla.


    A man wheezed as she approached, his back to the flattened truck tire. Blood oozed from his chest through a dozen holes, his strained breathing loud in the night air.


    “Rise, warrior. Come to Valhalla and be with your honored kin.” Laila touched his forehead with the tip of her spear and watched his spirit rise into the sky, now free from pain.


    She made her rounds, collecting each dead and dying fighter as she was supposed to. They hovered in the sky, waiting for her to take them all to Valhalla.


    A noise came from the back of one of the trucks, startling her. She moved slowly, her booted feet leaving no trace in the sand.


    She took hold of the canvas flap and drew it back.


    A young man lay there—no, a boy. He gripped the pistol in both hands as he drew his last breath, blood bubbling through his lips. His chest was riddled with gunshots, the ragged and torn sides of the truck offering no protection.


    He looked past her, through her, with a vacant stare as the light went out in his eyes.


    Her heart ached at the sight of the child soldier, valiantly defending his post to the very end of his short life.


    Now he was hers, another warrior for Valhalla.


    She sank to her knees in the sand. The spear fell from her numb fingers as the pain in her chest increased, the anxiety attack growing with every second. A scream broke from inside her, growing in volume and drowning out her very thoughts. For the injustice, for the lost life, for the…


    A hand landed on her shoulder, pulling her attention away from the sight.


    “Go home,” Freyja ordered her, the white robes billowing in the hot wind. “Your job here is done.”


    She reached over and touched Laila’s forehead. The pain disappeared, her entire body going numb as the familiar rainbow shower covered her, dragging her back to Valhalla.


    Failure.


    She woke with a start in the darkened room, gasping for breath as her eyes adjusted to the dim light creeping in through the window blinds.


    The bedroom door opened, and Trace rushed in, going to her side.


    “Are you okay?” He knelt by the bed. “You were screaming…”


    Laila pressed one palm to her forehead, the sweat cool to the touch. “A nightmare. Nothing more.” She pulled the sheet up to her chin before glancing at the digital clock on the nearby table. “Is it time to leave?”


    “Soon.” He stood up, eying her. “There are suitcases in the closet. Pick one, fill it with your choice of clothing like from the closet and dresser drawers.”


    She frowned. “What you have wouldn’t fit me.”


    “You’d be surprised at what you might find in my drawers.” His mischievous smile helped settle her nerves. “Help yourself to whatever you like. What you don’t find here, we can buy either on the way to the airport or when we arrive in Los Angeles. Just speak up, and we’ll find it.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll go whip up something to eat before we go—I hate flying on an empty stomach.”


    He turned away, leaving her in the growing light of day.


    She showered again, drowning the last of the nightmare in the hot streams of water. There was no comparison to the springs and baths in Valhalla, but it was enough to bring her world back into focus.


    Trace was right—she was surprised. There were women’s underwear, still sealed in the original packaging, in one of the overflowing dressers. There were also brand-new socks, T-shirts, and track pants which she used to fill an empty duffel bag. There were no shoes, but her runners would suffice for the time being.


    The smell of frying bacon reached her nose as she strode down the hall, carrying the luggage.


    “Excellent timing. Just put them out, was about to call you.” Trace gestured at the two plates of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast sitting atop the island. He poured coffee into two mugs. “You can clean up while I grab a shower and pack. Then we’re off to the airport. Make our flight in plenty of time.”


    She sat down on a stool at the counter, surprised at finding her stomach growling in anticipation.


    He dove into eating with a vengeance, talking with his mouth half-full. “Find everything you needed?”


    Laila nodded, picking up a piece of crispy bacon and breaking it in half. “Do you have a lot of women visitors who need clean clothing?”


    He grinned. “I have a standing invitation to any Interpol agents who need a secure pit stop for a day or two—saves them the time and trouble of trying to find a decent place to stay. They call me, I call the front desk, and they get access. Sometimes, it’s a woman passing through. So, I keep extra underwear, ladies’ shirts, and a fresh toothbrush for them to use.” He cocked his head to one side, an impish smile appearing. “But when I’m on a break, some do stay for more… personal reasons.”


    Laila shook her head, changing the topic before she learned any more about her new acquaintance. “And what if I’m not here when you come out of the shower?”


    His eyes met hers, cool and determined. “Then I call the cops on you, and they grab your ass before you get out of town. And if you pop your wings and try to fly away, they’ll shoot you down. Or I will, given the chance.” He took a bite of toast before shoveling the last of the eggs onto his fork. “Don’t believe me? Try it. I’ll be your partner, but I’m no pushover. I say what I mean, and I mean what I say.”


    She didn’t blink, keeping him locked in her gaze for a long, tense minute before nodding.


    “All right.” Trace finished eating. “A car is going to be downstairs in half an hour to take us to the airport.” He got up. “See you in a few.”


    He strolled down the hall, leaving her alone with the remains of the morning meal.


    …


    Trace dug out the soft duffel bag from the back of the closet, knowing exactly what to pack. Traveling fast and light was a familiar routine for him—if he took more than ten minutes to gather his stuff, something was wrong.


    The top drawer held his good-luck charms—tokens collected over time from around the world by his family. He had a smaller collection back in his room in France, but this held the ones he treasured the most.


    He ran his fingers over the bag of preserved acorns brought back from England, the tiny wooden Dala horse from Sweden, the Hamsa Hand from Egypt…


    He stopped on a small leather pouch, the deerskin soft to the touch. An infinity symbol was scratched into the hide. On a whim, he snatched it up, tucking it into his front pocket.


    He zipped the duffel bag up and headed back to the living room.


    Laila sat on the sofa, watching the television. It’d stayed on all night, tuned to one of the news channels.


    Her eyes were soft and sad, taking in the newscast.


    “Bad news?”


    She turned and shook her head. “No matter how long I live, I’m always surprised at man’s inhumanity to man. All these years and we just keep getting better at killing each other.”


    He paused, a sudden lump rising in his throat. Trace swallowed hard and reached for the remote.


    “Car’s going to be waiting. Grab your coat.”


    It took a second to check in at the hotel desk and let them know he’d be leaving.


    “No problem,” the day manager said. “We’ll have it ready for your return.” She tapped on the keyboard. “One moment, please. I’ll need your signature.” She went to the printer and brought over a page, sliding it across the counter.


    “Does Interpol pay you enough that you can afford to have a permanent reservation here?” She eyed him as he scribbled his name before handing it back to the clerk.


    “God, no. But my father and grandfather invested in the right stocks at the right times, leaving me with a decent trust fund.” He led her through the front door and raised a hand to the waiting car, prompting the driver to come over and collect their luggage. “Not as deep as your bottomless wallet, but I manage.”


    The brisk morning air flowed into the car on the drive to the airport, the driver picking his way through the ever-present traffic.


    Laila arched her eyebrows at the first sight of the airplanes taking off and landing. The silver tubes roared overhead as they pulled into the Departures lane, slipping into an open space next to the sidewalk. Around them, people surged back and forth, charging off on their own quests.


    They checked in without any issues, Laila showing a driver’s license in her wallet to the ticket agent as Trace displayed his own identification to claim their boarding passes. Soon they were at the departure gate, getting on the plane. No questions, no issues.


    Good, he told himself.


    They had a long flight ahead of them, and he needed to find out as much as he could about Laila Nyland.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The first-class area wasn’t full, giving them a bit of privacy—two businesswomen chatting to each other, a young teenager plugged into his portable gaming system, and an author banging away on his laptop as if his life depended on it.


    “How long is the flight?” Laila stared out the window as they taxied down the runway.


    “About six hours and change—depends how the weather goes.” He watched her pull out the safety card and study the different exits and warnings. Her fingernails tapped against the laminated folder, a nervous drum roll.


    “I thought you liked to fly.” He sat beside her, one-foot edging out into the aisle.


    She looked out the window, the roar of the engines rising. “I do. Just on my own terms.”


    The flight steward came by almost as soon as they reached cruising altitude, asking if they wanted a drink.


    Laila asked for white wine—he took a domestic beer. As they settled in for the flight, he readied his questions.


    Six hours was plenty of time to gently interrogate his new partner. Some general inquiries, zoom in on a specific area and then…


    “Your father and grandfather were historians?”


    The first-strike question shattered his carefully-laid plan.


    “Yes,” he said. “My grandfather was one of the original Monuments Men.”


    Her frown told him she didn’t know much about history. Odd, for a woman with a relic hundreds of years old resting on her wrist.


    “He was recruited during the Second World War because he had experience working in a museum. He went overseas to help retrieve works of art before they were lost forever—or worse, destroyed by the Nazis.” He glanced past her out the window. “When he returned to civilian life, he and my father continued to search for pilfered art, expanding their work to include those antiques stolen for private collectors. Both of them dedicated their lives to making sure history wasn’t lost to those who would keep it hidden away from the public. Or shatter it to distort the truth, warp it to their own ends.”


    She fell silent for a minute, drinking her wine. “And the women in your family? Where did they stand when the men went hunting?”


    He laughed. “It’s how my grandparents met. She started off as an art curator in London and joined the unit in Europe, where she met Frank and worked alongside him. My mother…”


    The flash of pain went through his heart, as fresh as if it had been yesterday and not decades ago.


    “She passed away when I was young. But she supported my father’s efforts as long as she could.”


    Laila laid her hand on his, the warmth sending a slow surge of heat through his arm. “I’m sorry. I had no wish to bring up bad memories.”


    “It’s okay.” He didn’t pull away, allowing himself a few minutes to enjoy her touch. “But enough about me. How about your parents?”


    She relaxed, on more comfortable ground. “My parents were merchants, traveling by ship to trade exotic goods. My first memories are of the ocean, the gentle rocking under my feet as I walked on the deck of a ship.”


    “Wow.” He didn’t hide his surprise. “That sounds like a great way to grow up, traveling around the world.”


    “It was. Much like your own childhood, it seems.” She took another sip of wine. “But as I got older, they realized we couldn’t stay at sea forever. I married a family friend’s son and settled in a port city, taking charge of his affairs as he came and went on his own trips.”


    “Married?” His attention immediately went to her ring finger, finding no wedding band or any sign it’d ever held one.


    “It was a long time ago. I was young.” The pain in her voice told him to tread lightly. “He died when a disease swept through the city.”


    Trace nodded, leaving well enough alone.


    “Tell me about your family’s search for the Valkyrie’s Tomb.” Laila smiled as the flight attendant came around for another lap. “Why did they focus on that one, of all the artifacts that needed saving?”


    He settled back in his seat, letting her change the conversation.


    It was a long flight—they had time.


    …


    She flinched at each lurch of the plane, every turbulent bump under her seat. A sliver of fear dug in deep at the back of her mind, pointing out that she had no wings to carry her to safety if the engines failed. Also, the laminated card tucked into the pouch in front of her said what to do in case of a variety of emergencies, but nothing about how to deal with a curious man at her side.


    A rather handsome curious man.


    She gave herself a mental shake. There was no denying Trace was sexy as hell, reawakening old desires she thought gone forever.


    For that, she’d put up with his nudging, his gentle interrogation.


    His questions about Sven didn’t hurt as much as Laila feared—time had dulled the sharpness of her sudden loss, easing the pain.


    Hearing about his family was interesting. The weight of their achievements and dreams lay heavy on Trace’s shoulders. That much was obvious in the way he spoke, the eagerness when referring to the cane.


    It was a weakness she had to exploit.


    Laila nibbled on the pretzels kept from her meal tray, the light snack helping settle her stomach.


    In the past, it was never the flying that scared her.


    It was where she landed.


    Trace sat beside her, eyes closed as he napped, giving up on his questions for the time being.


    Her gaze went to his face where a long, shaggy lock of hair had drifted southward, brushing over one eye. It was hard not to reach over and tuck it behind his ear.


    The thought had her smiling as she bit down on the last pretzel stick.


    She would miss him when she went home.


    The bracelet was loose against her skin, quiet for now.


    “Can I get you anything else?” The flight attendant paused by their seats, her hand on the back of Trace’s headrest.


    “No, thank you.” Laila hesitated. “Are we going to be landing soon?”


    “About another hour.” The woman gave her a sympathetic nod. “Are you a nervous flyer?”


    “No, just…” Laila said. “Just a bit different than what I’m used to.”


    The attendant moved on to the next passenger, leaving her and Trace alone.


    “You’re a bad liar,” Trace murmured.


    She started, then sighed. “How long have you been awake?”


    “Never slept.” He opened his eyes and gave her a knowing grin. “Just resting my eyes, as they say.”


    “Who says? Who says that?” A flare of anger erupted at the idea of him sitting there and listening in, waiting to pick up some bit of useful information to use against her. “Why would you do that?”


    Trace reached up and pulled the offending dark lock of hair out of the way. “Because I don’t know who you are yet. And that makes you both dangerous and extremely attractive.”


    Before she could reply, he undid his seat belt and got up, heading down the aisle to the washroom.


    Laila slumped back in her chair, her pulse pounding in her ears.


    …


    Trace rubbed his chin, noting the slight stubble already beginning to show in the flat, metal mirror. Shaving twice a day when he was in the military had been a must when it came to keeping the drill sergeants quiet.


    What the hell, man?


    Telling her you found her hot—that’s a great way to get yourself killed.


    Remember Angelique? The damned fake Faberge egg? The dash through Stalingrad, minutes ahead of the police…


    They’d made no promises, each on a different path. But he saw the tears in her eyes as the train pulled out, leaving her standing on the platform as the police moved in.


    He hadn’t forgiven her for setting him up to take the fall with the Russian authorities. It’d only been by blind luck he wasn’t sitting in some gulag, waiting for his superiors in Lyons to make some sort of deal for his return. He’d found out through his connections she’d escaped from prison and fled the country—Trace was glad to hear that. He wouldn’t wish that type of punishment on anyone.


    However, he hoped to never see her again.


    He was used to mysterious women entering his life and just as easily leaving—most of the time trying to kill him or have him incarcerated.


    Laila… he wasn’t sure yet where she was taking him.


    But he was definitely along for the ride.


    He returned to his seat to see her looking out into the clouds.


    “The cane. How long have you, personally, been searching for it?” she asked.


    “My entire life.” He sat down. “It’s my family’s white whale.”


    “What?” She turned to face him, frowning. “It’s not a whale.”


    “No, no.” He held back a chuckle. “I mean the cane’s something we’ve been searching for over decades. It’s the last part of the exhibit still missing.” He shook his head. “Some of the soldiers stationed in Europe stole valuable artifacts, smuggled them back to the States. We think the cane was taken by one of these men.”


    “You had no suspects?”


    “Plenty of suspects. But not enough time and resources. Retrieving the relics ranked pretty low on the list of priorities after the war ended—and in some cases, the soldiers disappeared before they could be interviewed.” He shook his head. “There was so much to put back together—so many starving people, needing food and shelter and security. Can’t blame the authorities for pushing this to the side. It took months before my grandfather could get back on the trail full-time.”


    “And then your father. And now you.” She eyed him. “What if our attempt to get the cane back goes wrong?”


    He returned the stare, with interest. “You want to tell me something?”


    “You’ve dealt with these types of people before. Surely not all of them just handed over the relic when you asked nicely.” She raised an eyebrow.


    He rolled his shoulders. “First, I’m assuming that if you’re with me, we’ve got a better-than-average chance. And if we don’t—there’s a saying. Fate loves the fearless.” He smiled. “Sort of my family’s motto. If I don’t succeed this time, I’ll get it next go-round. If you knew the number of red herrings I’ve followed over the years…”


    Her blank-eyed stare made him laugh. “It’s another phrase. A false start, going down the wrong path. Got nothing to do with fish.”


    “Ah.” She nodded, encouraging him to continue.


    He pointed at the ceiling. “You can only do so much sitting behind a desk. Take the risk, you might succeed. Do nothing, and it’s a guarantee you’ll fail.”


    “That’s an interesting way to approach life,” she said.


    He shifted in his seat. “Way I was raised, way I’ve done it so far. If this doesn’t pan out, there’s always something else to be recovered, taken back home. Tomb raiders aren’t a recent invention, they’ve been wreaking havoc in the historical community for decades, centuries. For some countries, these artifacts are all that remains of their past.” He warmed to the topic, the familiar speech tripping off his tongue. “These relics belong in a public museum, not packed away in the shadows, in private collections to only be seen at parties or special showings. I’ll do whatever I can to bring them out into the light—do what’s needed.”


    She smiled. “Your father and grandfather would be proud of you.”


    “Sometimes I wonder…” Trace murmured as the seat belt light went on over their heads.


    His phone went off as soon as they exited the plane, the familiar ring screeching in his ear. He studied the screen, seeing the caller identification come up.


    Emile wasn’t a fool. He knew exactly what time it was and when the flight had landed.


    Might as well get it over and done with.


    He gestured Laila over to the side, out of the frenzied crowd moving past them. “I need to take this. It’ll just be a minute.”


    He tapped the small screen and went to put the phone to his ear—then pausing and moving it a few inches away.


    “What are you doing in Los Angeles?” The angry voice boomed out of the tiny speaker. “You know how we work—you pass on any leads you find, and we put them into the database, funnel them to agents in the area to follow up on. You don’t just up and fly the hell across the country without permission.”


    Trace checked the time. The early morning flight had sent them across a few time zones. It was nearly nine o’clock in L.A., meaning it was late afternoon in Europe.


    The Interpol supervisor had likely been stewing for hours, waiting for Trace to land. No use chewing him out while they were airborne—he probably hoped to talk or threaten him onto the next plane back to New York, or better yet, Paris.


    “You got my email.” Trace ignored Laila’s curious look. “Full explanation in there.”


    “Is this about the handoff to the Nigerians? You could have gotten out of it another way.” The annoyed snort filled the air. “Look, I know how badly you want to find this thing. But there’s always another case waiting, another country looking for help to bring their history home. The market for illegal artifacts has never been so hot. You’re one of the best we have—if not the best.” He let out a weary sigh. “Trace… you’ve got responsibilities. We need you to be here, not chasing ghosts.”


    “Give me a week. Take it off my vacation time.” He ground his teeth. “Damn it, I can’t walk away without checking this tip out.”


    The grunt signaled success. “Now you owe me. One week, and be careful. Call in local help if you need it.”


    “You got it. Thanks, Emile.”


    “Fucking yeah.” The line went dead.


    Laila turned toward him, arching one eyebrow. “Trouble?”


    “Nothing I can’t handle. Boss is curious as to what I’m doing out here with you.”


    “What did you tell him?” She tilted her head to one side with a sly grin.


    “I’m on the hunt. That’s all he needs to know.” He offered her his arm. “Now, let’s grab our luggage and get to the hotel.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    The hotel room was a full suite, much like the one they’d been in at the other end of the continent. Far above the ground, the balcony doors opened to give a fantastic view of the ocean. She couldn’t take her eyes off the waves, watching them sweep up and down over the sand.


    They’d taken a private car from the airport to the hotel. The staff had welcomed Trace as if they’d just seen him a few days ago, giving them both card keys and notifying him that his usual room was ready. The desk clerk didn’t look at her askew, surprisingly—as if Trace always showed up with women at his side.


    The reaction, or lack of it, grated on her for some reason.


    She shrugged off the long leather coat, not necessary in this climate. The day was cool, the breeze coming in off the open balcony doors smelling of salt. In another time and place, she would have run down to the beach, kicked off her shoes, and danced in the waves.


    But not now.


    The heaviness on her heart grew as she spun from the sight and went to the closet to hang up the coat.


    Trace sat down on the sofa and withdrew a map from his pocket. It unfolded to cover most of the glass tabletop in front of him and was clearly marked as Los Angeles.


    He motioned her over. “Any chance you can give us a better location?” He nodded toward the bracelet. “Maybe now that we’re here, it’ll help narrow the search area.”


    She sat beside him, drawing her fingers over the printed paper. “I can try.”


    Closing her eyes, Laila reached for the quiet place inside—a meditation technique she’d perfected over the centuries. It’d worked well in New York City, opening herself up to the magical item’s natural abilities to seek out the cane.


    But there was only black.


    No…


    Darkness.


    A creeping shadow reaching out over her thoughts, choking the air from her lungs. A dark, foreboding sense of evil, of corruption and destruction.


    The bracelet was cold against her skin, almost enough to burn with the icy grip. One last flare of frost and the sensation was gone, leaving only the metal behind.


    The clouds in her mind twisted and swirled, reminding her of a winter storm.


    There would be no help.


    Laila opened her eyes, giving herself a shake to banish the last of the shadows from her mind.


    She gasped as she found herself staring into Trace’s eyes, only a few inches separating them. His hands were on her shoulders, steadying her.


    “You okay?” he whispered. “You were frowning…”


    She glanced down at where her hand lay on the map. “Nothing this time. No indication of where we’re supposed to go.” She swallowed hard. “I don’t think we’ll get any more from the bracelet.”


    He released her, the simple action triggering a sense of loss as cold air rushed in over where his warmth had been. For a split second, she considered asking him to touch her again, sear her skin with his mark.


    The moment passed as Trace moved back out of her personal space. “Damn. Guess we’ll have to try to find it the old-fashioned way.” He eyed her. “You look a little frazzled around the edges.”


    Laila rubbed her forehead. The temptation to tell him about the sense of doom invading her thoughts was strong—but how much should she tell him about Valhalla, about the other realms?


    Better to keep it to herself for the time being.


    “Just a headache. Using this takes a lot out of me.”


    “Right, then.” He rose and moved toward the nearby desk, where his laptop sat. A few minutes later, it was open and running. A small black box sat next to the laptop, the lights blinking. Some sort of memory device, maybe.


    “What are you doing?” She went to the kitchenette and opened the fridge door to find a generous stock of drinks, along with fresh fruits and vegetables. A cold bottle of water appealed to her more than anything else at this point. She took out two and approached the desk.


    “Hooking into the local underground.” He jabbed at one final key before standing up. “There’s always business going on, people ‘liberating’ bits of this and that from other people on foreign trips and trying to sell items without getting caught.”


    “That many?” She offered him one unopened bottle.


    He took it, snapped off the lid, and drained half in a single long swallow.


    She opened her own and sipped the cool water.


    He let out a sigh before getting to his feet. “Sometimes the thieves aren’t real criminals—tourists pick up something overseas, bought in a back alley from a shady character because they want a piece of history. Problem is that their souvenir’s likely been stolen from a local museum—or worse, broken off a standing monument simply to make some money.”


    Laila leaned on the counter and watched him stroll back and forth, the bottle tight in his grip.


    This was his passion—she heard it in every syllable.


    “A cute bauble from a foreign place and a lovely memento—until they clean house and decide to get rid of it. It’s too fancy to put out at a garage sale, so they do some research before they try to sell it, looking to make some money on eBay. Then they’re shocked at what they have, and they freak out.” He shook his head. “Sometimes they drop the item off at a police station with a note, sometimes at a museum. There’s no provenance, no way to find out where the relic came from. Even after research and identification, the item could be horribly, hopelessly scarred or mutilated.” An angry snort escaped. “Like those bastards blowing the lamassu up near Mosul. Those stone statues stood there from 700 B.C. until ISIS destroyed them a few years ago. If you don’t respect history, it sure as hell won’t respect you and tell you what it knows.”


    “And what do you think the cane will tell you?”


    He continued his pacing. “For one, what it was doing in the tomb in the first place. It’s a damned walking stick, from the look of it—not a quarterstaff, not a defensive weapon by any measure. Maybe it was a ceremonial gift, a fighting stick, something… We could carbon-date the wood, take X-rays.” He looked straight at her, eyes fiery with want and need. “We’d have the past in our hands, telling us her story.”


    Laila blinked, a hot rush surging through her veins at the hungry stare. For a fleeting second, she wanted to confess her sins, tell him his dream would never be…


    …and then the feeling passed, leaving her empty and sad.


    A beep stopped Trace in his tracks, mid-rant. He plucked the phone out of his back jeans pocket.


    “Excellent. Our reservation at the club is confirmed for tonight.” He grinned. “It’s a good start.”


    “Club?” She blinked, her mind spinning. “What…”


    “Jerry is my local contact—this is where we usually meet. I’ll introduce you, say you’re looking for some antiques… After that… maybe a few days before we get an invitation, if we’re lucky.”


    “A few days?” She couldn’t keep the anger out of her voice. “We have to wait a few days?”


    He gestured at the balcony and the ocean outside. “Jerry doesn’t do underground auctions every week. Usually three, four times a year depending on what he’s got to move.” His gaze went to the bracelet. “Unless you can coax a street address out of that, this is the only way we’re going to track down the cane.”


    All she could do was walk out into the brisk breeze and try not to scream.


    …


    He knew an angry woman when he saw her. There didn’t have to be cursing and yelling, or throwing of breakable items and screaming.


    That, he could handle.


    This was the type of anger that struck fear into his heart, into most men’s hearts.


    The cool, silent condemnation.


    But there was nothing to be done. This was his world, not hers—not one she was familiar with, on a variety of levels.


    He typed in a few text messages on the phone, made appointments, gave her the space she needed.


    Until he couldn’t.


    Trace edged his way onto the balcony, noting the way her hands gripped the wrought-iron railing. She stared out into the afternoon sun, her pale skin shining with a thin sheen of sweat. Her white blouse fluttered in the light wind.


    He cleared his throat. “I’ve, ah… I’ve made arrangements for us to go shopping.”


    She spun on one heel, so quickly he almost brought his hands up in defense. “What? Why?” She glanced down at her blouse and jeans. “So, what I’m wearing isn’t ‘appropriate’ to meet Jerry?”


    “It’s not just you.” He gave her what he hoped was a sympathetic smile. “I’m in the same boat.” He paused, remembering their previous word play. “No, not a boat. Right. As you can see, I travel light.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the room. “I usually buy what I need once I find out where I’ll be going. Tonight, it’s the nightclub. Then, hopefully, the auction.”


    “Ah. You need a change of clothing…”


    “As do you.” He enjoyed this verbal jousting, more than he should have, considering she was an unknown factor. “You can’t walk into these places wearing jeans.”


    She put her hands on her hips, the simple move sending a rush of desire through him as he imagined his hands replacing hers, sliding down those lovely curves…


    “Well, then. Do you have any recommendations as to what would be appropriate for these affairs?”


    Trace allowed himself a smirk. “I just might…”


    …


    When they arrived at the boutique, she studied the window displays, eying the dresses and accessories with a scholar’s intensity.


    “Does this meet your standards?” he joked, unable to take his eyes off her.


    She glanced at him, one end of her mouth turning up as she smiled. “It’ll do.” Laila crooked a finger at him. “Come on.”


    “As you wish,” he quipped, following her in.


    As soon as they entered, she took over the store, pointing at the first saleswoman she saw and asking questions. The other customers ceded the boutique to her without comment, finishing up their purchases and leaving.


    The sales clerk was shocked when she tried to bargain for a lower price, prompting a call for the manager. Trace grinned as she worked the store owner like a professional buyer, pointing out she was buying shoes and a purse as well. Mention of a second, more expensive dress sealed the deal.


    It was easy to imagine her in another time and place, walking through the marketplace, wheeling and dealing to buy food and clothing.


    Finally, Laila settled on a light red dress and matching shoes, the heels a respectable height—a whole discussion in itself about how impossible they’d be to walk in—and a second dress, this time in black, for casual wear. Both hugged her form in all the right places, thrilling Trace’s blood every time he saw her.


    “I’m surprised you didn’t get them to throw the purses in for free.” He laughed as the salespeople packed up the bags.


    She gave him a half scowl, half smile. “Don’t think I didn’t try. And what are you going to wear?” The twinkle in her eye made him laugh as he gathered the packages.


    He tapped the back pocket of his jeans, the bulging wallet safe and sound. “My store is just down the street. Promise, I won’t embarrass you.”


    “I doubt that could ever happen,” she replied in a soft, low voice.


    It was hard to ignore the seductive tone, his libido already rising to the call.


    They still had work to do—and the last thing he needed was to be emotionally or physically involved with an otherworldly being.


    Trace cleared his throat. “Let’s get going. Don’t want to keep them waiting.”


    A decent pair of boots, clean jeans, and his leather jacket had carried him around the world. Shopping for clothing might be necessary, but he didn’t enjoy it.


    This time, however…


    Laila made it different. She knocked his routine to the ground and kicked it halfway down the street.


    She walked into the store and took it over, much as she had with the last one. A crook of her finger had the salesmen rushing to help her, accepting her domination without comment. He sat on the couch and waited as Laila walked through the store with a measured pace, studying the colors and fabrics. She pointed at the ties, the salesmen nodding their approval as she matched shirts and neckwear with little effort—something he’d never been able to manage without help.


    “I told you my parents were merchants,” she said as Trace headed into the changing room, his arms filled with shirts and ties. “They knew the value of good cloth and colors.” A hand flip had one of the men returning a salmon-colored shirt to the display table, the offer declined. “And what worked.”


    He wanted to dispute her, but he couldn’t—because every color selection, every tie choice was perfect.


    It was… embarrassing.


    But it made her smile, and he realized with a shock as he changed back into his street clothes—he wanted to make her smile.


    Be careful, he warned himself.


    She’s only here for the cane—not for you, not for anything else.


    The thought burned in his gut, pulling him back down to earth. She was here for the same reason he was—a job. Nothing more, nothing less.


    And yet…

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    The shopping trip had been a bit of the familiar, something she could center herself in. It was a change, seeing the new fashions—so different from her clothing back in Valhalla. Maybe when she returned, she could discuss it with Freyja, give their wardrobes an update—


    “What are you thinking about?” Trace asked as he took the dishes to the kitchen.


    “The shopping trip today. It was nice. Fun.” She let it go at that, not wanting to give all of her thoughts away. “So now we wait until they come to us?” She finished off her glass of wine and moved to the living room, sitting on the sofa. “How am I supposed to introduce myself?”


    He went to draw the curtains, cutting the setting sun out of the conversation. “You’re a mystery woman, my new client. You don’t know much about antiques but have enough money to buy the best, and that’s what you want—which is why you picked me.” He tapped his chest. “You don’t want the regular off-the-shelf relics. You want the rare and expensive items, and you’re not a stickler for legalities.”


    It seemed reasonable enough. “So, how long do we wait?”


    “We’ll go to the nightclub tonight, see and be seen. I’ve already called ahead, made sure they know we’re coming.”


    “The club’s a front for the auction?”


    “In a way—it’s a neutral zone for Jerry to assess potential bidders. If he sniffs anything about you that he doesn’t like, you don’t get the invitation.” Trace smiled. “He also uses the club to launder money, so he wins on all fronts.”


    “How long before we go?” She watched the setting sun, the different shades of red clinging to the horizon for a few more minutes.


    “There’s no set time, but we don’t want to be the first ones there.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “Any chance you can ask that thing to signal if we’re close to the cane? Or if the person I’m talking to is telling us the truth, anything…?”


    “That’s not how it works.” She lifted her arm, studying the dull metal. “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure how much more help it can give us.”


    “It got us this far. I think we can manage from here.” He smiled as he moved toward the hall. “If you don’t mind, I’ll clean up a little—shave, so I look presentable.”


    Laila bit back the urge to tell him he looked fine with a bit of beard.


    Very. Fine.


    “Go ahead.” She rested her arm along the back of the sofa. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”


    Laila looked at the shopping bags lying on the sofa, letting her breath out slowly as he headed down the hall.


    Is the Wolf nearby?


    The sensation of dread, the darkness clouding her vision… It could be the Wolf, blocking her from using the bracelet. This was both good and bad.


    The good—it showed they were on the right path, in the right place.


    The bad…


    She didn’t dwell on that. All she needed to do was get the cane.


    And keep Dyson from becoming a casualty along the way, especially if the Wolf and his minions were afoot.


    …


    A few hours later, Trace sat next to Laila in a private car on their way to the nightclub. He noted the way her foot tapped on the floor in hard, fast steps, signaling her discomfort with the situation.


    “Don’t be nervous,” Trace said. “Leave as much of the talking to me as possible.” He resisted the urge to put his hand on her bare knee, try to comfort her. “Just look beautiful and secretive. Like you are right now.”


    “Does that line work with all the ladies?” Laila fidgeted with the silver purse she carried. The red dress hugged her in all the right places, enough that Trace suspected there’d be more than one man slipping her notes tonight for a hoped rendezvous.


    “Can’t blame me for telling the truth.” He glanced outside as the car drove on. “These people, they know me as Trace Beaulieu. If they ask you about me, be coy and tell them we met through mutual friends.” It was hard not to smile. “It’s true, in a way. Don’t be afraid to tell them your name. Laila Nyland, like you told me. They’ll try to track it, but they’ll hit the same wall I did. It’ll add to your reputation.”


    The frown stroked the nervous fire building inside him. “Excuse me?”


    “I did a search on you. Took your prints from the water glass back in New York City.” He held up a hand, stalling her response. “Don’t get mad. It’s the cop in me.”


    “And?” The single frosty word sliced the air.


    “As far as the world knows, you don’t exist.”


    She narrowed her gaze. “So, what does that mean?”


    He lifted his hands in surrender. “Not a bad thing to be a ghost—it’s a bonus we can use to our advantage. They’ll be curious and drawn in, wondering who you are.”


    “And you? Who do you think I am?” Laila whispered.


    Trace stared at her. “A strong and beautiful woman.”


    The car slowed and came to a stop.


    “Just don’t go too far away from me. Guys like this, they’d love to get you in a dark room and see how far they could push their luck.” He got out and stretched a hand back for her, hating himself for that mental image.


    Her smile was more of a smirk, the sly look cutting his imaginary scenario to ribbons. “My knight in shining armor,” she murmured as she exited to stand beside him.


    “Always,” Trace said under his breath.


    Enough daydreaming. Time to get his head into the game.


    There were dozens, hundreds of nightclubs in Los Angeles, each trying to outdo the other in membership and entertainment. The Cat’s Claws wasn’t one of those—it was off the beaten path, keeping to local bands and cultivating a steady, loyal following to those in the know. The ground floor was open to the public, with the top level reserved for patrons with a more…discerning taste. The front was clogged with hopeful customers, men tugging at their expensive suits and women clutching fake Prada purses, all glaring at them as they stepped out of the car and slid by the velvet rope barricade to the front door.


    “These people…” Laila kept her voice down as they followed the doorman down the narrow hall to the actual club entrance. “Why would they wait in line to come in here?”


    “To see and be seen.” She entwined her fingers with his, a tight grip betraying her nervousness. “It’s a game. You get noticed by one of the big fishes, earn a chance to name drop, might make a deal somewhere down the line.”


    “Ah. Politics.” The scorn in the single word made him chuckle as they entered the main floor. “The bane of everyone’s existence.”


    Trace nodded as he led her to the nearby staircase, roped off and guarded by a tall, muscle-bound man who smiled as he unclipped the barrier to let them through. “You got that right.”


    The stairs took them to the second level, giving them a perfect view of the crowd below.


    A throbbing bass beat came through the floor, vibrating through his shoes and upward. The black and red color scheme extended to the staff, dressed in red and black to enhance the dark, sexy atmosphere. Plush chairs and sofas sat everywhere on this level, private booths allowing discussion and deal-making without fear of being overheard, thanks to the loud music.


    “Is this… usual?” Laila raised her voice to be heard.


    “Yes, unfortunately.” He took her over to the bar at the far end, where the effect of the live band was less pronounced.


    The bartender smiled at his new customers. “What can I get for you?”


    “Whiskey, neat.” He looked at Laila.


    “White wine.” She put her back to the wall and eyed the other people milling around. “This is insane.”


    “Stay calm.” Trace paid for their drinks and dropped a sizable tip into the waiting jar. “We don’t have to be here all night—just long enough to be seen, make connections.”


    As if on cue, he spotted Andrea Tagnetti a second before she made them. The svelte blonde sashayed over to them as if she were a model in a music video shoot, her black dress so tight he could see she wasn’t wearing a bra and, most probably, no underwear.


    “Trace! Darling!” She bussed both cheeks, her eyes half-closed as she ignored Laila. “I’d heard you’d gotten into town and hoped against hope you’d be here tonight.” She giggled. “Always glad to have you stay at one of my hotels.”


    “Of course.” Trace cleared his throat and turned to Laila. “This is Laila. She’s my newest client.”


    Andrea eyed Laila with a predatory gaze, only to find it coming back at her with interest. Trace held back a grin.


    This warrior woman might be on unfamiliar ground, but she wasn’t going to back down to some rich dilettante looking to score points.


    Andrea nodded, as polite a greeting as could be expected. “Happy to meet one of Trace’s women. He’ll take care of you.” She nudged Trace’s hip with her own, letting out another giggle. “From top to bottom.” With a wave of her hand, she disappeared back into the growing crowd, setting her sights on another newcomer.


    Laila let out an annoyed huff that sounded something like a curse word—not in any language he was familiar with, but he could guess at her meaning.


    “I agree.” He leaned in, his mouth close to her ear. “But she’s also the heiress to a multi-million-dollar fortune, squirreled away by her grandfather, who owns a rather successful hotel chain. If she’s buying expensive antique trinkets, she’s not blowing it on drugs—a trade-off her family’s comfortable making.”


    Before Laila could reply, Brian McNangue came at them, the former quarterback sticking out his huge hand on approach. He was a jolly man, and one of the few people Trace enjoyed running into at these events.


    “Heard a rumor you might be here tonight.” The handshake was firm to the point of painful, as usual, but Trace didn’t give ground. “And a lovely lady on your arm.” He released Trace’s hand and offered his to Laila. “I’m Brian. If you ever want to trade up, I’m your man.”


    His expression changed as they shook hands, his eyes going slightly wide before breaking off the contact.


    “Lady’s got a solid grip, Trace.” He chuckled as he sipped his Scotch. “I like.”


    “Thanks.” Trace scanned the room. “If you see Jerry ’round—send him my way. Curious as to what the market’s like these days.”


    “I hear you.” He nodded at Laila. “Whatever you’re looking for, Jerry’s the man. Got me a Sumerian tablet out of Iraq at a decent price.”


    “You collect antiques?” she asked.


    “I love having things around that are older than I am.” His attention went past them to a woman standing at the far end of the room, wearing a tight dark red dress. The blonde smiled in their general direction, but her eyes were on Brian. He lifted his glass in return.


    “And those that are much younger. You’ll excuse me. Have a good evening.” He gave them both a smile before moving on.


    Trace spotted an empty booth nearby and maneuvered them there, sliding onto the red leather cushions. Laila shook her head as she sipped her drink.


    “Why didn’t you arrest him? That’s got to be illegal, his owning that tablet…”


    “It’s a fake. Brian wouldn’t know the real thing if it bit him on the ankle.” Trace bit the inside of his cheek as her leg pressed against his, the proximity taking its toll on his willpower. “But he wanted something cool, and Jerry gave it to him at a very low price. Jerry got paid, and Brian got an old piece of sandstone for his shelf.”


    “But…” She frowned. “Shouldn’t you arrest Jerry for selling fake artifacts, then?”


    “And I will. When Interpol can get the maximum return on our investment,” he whispered. “This sort of game is complicated and long.”


    She settled back against the leather and nodded. “Now what?”


    “We sit and wait.” He reached out and touched her bare forearm. “Just relax. Nothing’s going to happen tonight.”


    “That’s not helping me relax.” She eyed Andrea moving through the crowd. “She doesn’t like me.”


    “She doesn’t like anyone if they don’t do what she says. And she knew you wouldn’t play the game. I don’t, but then I’m a bastard who buys and sells antiques to anyone who’ll pay enough.”


    She turned to face him. “But that’s not what you are, who you are. Doesn’t it hurt?”


    “At times,” he confessed. “But if it gets me what I need, it’s worth it.” He suppressed a groan as Edward Montel approached, the former child star always on the prowl. “Hold your ground. This guy’s going to try and woo you away from me and into his bed.”


    “Not a chance.”


    Trace laughed. “He’s still going to try.”


    Laila smiled at him over the top of her glass. “And he’s still going to fail. I don’t give myself to the first man who gives me a sweet smile.”


    “No?” He had to ask. “So, what does it take?”


    “You’ll have to figure that out on your own.” Her sly grin sent his pulse skyward.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    It seemed like a lifetime since she’d stepped out of the car, taking Trace’s hand and entering the hell that was this nightclub.


    She’d rather wrestle with Surtr, fight the fire demon at Ragnarök than stay here one more minute.


    A never-ending procession of men and women had stopped by their table, greeting Trace as if he were a long-lost brother, friend, or old lover. The majority of them gave her a polite nod and a few winks from both sexes, letting her know the offer was on the table if she chose to take it. She ground her teeth together, wishing for yet another drink to give her a reason to avoid conversation. But she’d had two glasses of wine, and that’d have to be enough for tonight.


    Underlying it all was the knowledge that the cane was here, somewhere in this city, close enough for her to taste it. If only the bracelet…


    Another man approached the table, and she let out a slow, measured breath.


    Beside her, Trace tensed up, sending her senses into high alert.


    Finally.


    He stood up, nodding to the stranger.


    She studied the tall, thin man. He wore a black tailored suit and white shirt, the dark green tie kept in check with a narrow tie clip—a single diamond in the center of the gold bar the only outward sign the man had money.


    His short blond hair was neatly cut, almost military-style. The eyes… She’d seen eyes like his before, dark and hungry.


    This wasn’t a man to tick off. He not only would seek revenge, he’d enjoy it.


    A candidate for Helheim if ever she saw one.


    “Jerry.” Trace rose and shook his hand, gesturing for him to sit down.


    He pulled up a chair and sat across from the pair, giving Laila a casual smile. “Good evening. Very pleased to meet you—any friend of Trace’s is a friend of mine.”


    “Thank you.” She kept her voice as neutral as possible, letting Trace take the lead.


    “What a lovely bracelet,” Jerry said, his eyes locked on her wrist. “Nordic, I do believe.”


    “Yes. A family heirloom.” She stroked the cool metal. “I like ancient items.”


    His eyes dragged up her arm, settling on her face. “Then you’re in the right place with the right man.” He smiled, turning to Trace. “Good to see you.”


    “Right back atcha.” Trace rattled the ice cubes in his glass. “This is Laila. She’s looking for some new antiques to add to her collection, and she’s prepared to pay top price if she sees something she likes.”


    “Really?” Jerry laughed. “Then you came to the right place. However—” His eyes narrowed as he focused in on Laila. “Some of my items are very, very expensive. I sell nothing but the best—and I don’t take credit cards.”


    Laila opened her purse. She pulled out a handful of bills from her wallet. “I understand your concern. But I came prepared.”


    Jerry’s eyes widened as he took in the thousand-dollar bills, matched by Trace’s own reaction.


    She counted off ten and folded them into a small wad before sliding them across the table to Jerry. “Consider it an entry fee.”


    The money disappeared into his pocket before she could finish speaking.


    Jerry smiled, a broad grin. “I apologize for assuming you were unable to afford my goods. I would be honored to have you attend one of my auctions.”


    She gave him a curt nod. “Apology accepted. And I’d love to go.”


    Jerry reached inside the tailored jacket and withdrew a slick black business card with no visible lettering. He slid it across the table to lie between the two of them.


    “Your timing, as usual, is perfect. I’m planning an auction in the next week or so. Private, invitation-only—as usual. I’ll send Trace the details later; he knows the routine.” He rose and gave them both a short bow. “As always, a pleasure to do business with you, Trace. And Laila…” He gave her a friendly smile, no doubt encouraged by the money she’d just given him. “See you there.”


    He stepped away, merging effortlessly into the crowd.


    Trace glanced at her. “How much money do you have?”


    “As much as is needed.” This wasn’t the time or place to start that conversation. “Was it too much of a bribe?”


    “It could never be too much for Jerry.” Trace stood up. He slipped the business card into an inside pocket. “Time to go—unless you want to hang out for a bit.”


    “No, thank you.” She winced as another roar went up from the crowd beneath them. “I think my hearing is impaired enough.”


    Trace nodded, pulling out his phone and tapping in a request for a driver before offering his hand. “You and me both.” He looked over to where Brian was chatting with a pair of blonde women. “We’re done here.”


    The car arrived not long after they stepped out into the cool night air, a welcome change from the noisy nightclub interior.


    She waited until they were back at the hotel before restarting the conversation, safe from prying eyes and ears. The last thing they needed was for her to make a mistake and blow their cover.


    As they walked through the lobby, she noticed with a shock that he was still holding her hand from when he’d helped her out of the car a few minutes earlier—and she hadn’t noticed.


    Or reacted.


    Trace waited until they were in the elevator before releasing her and pulling his tie free, letting out an annoyed grunt. “I hate these things. Give me a good old T-shirt and jeans any day.”


    She pulled her fingers into a fist, shocked at the simple sense of loss.


    “When is the auction going to be?”


    “Whenever they call. Jerry’s not a big one for scheduling things too far ahead. Keeps everyone on their toes and lessens the chance of a raid.” He paused. “He doesn’t have more than three auctions a year. You got us here at the right time to snag a seat. Well done.”


    The elevator opened on their floor, and she followed him to the hotel suite, kicking off her high heels and carrying them most of the way.


    “Damned torture devices,” she mumbled under her breath.


    “I’m with you there.” Trace pulled the passkey out of his pocket. “Never understood the appeal.”


    He waited until she was inside before closing the door, then toed off his own shoes as she headed for the living room.


    Before she could say anything more, he held up a warning finger and put it to his lips.


    Laila frowned but said nothing.


    He went down the hall to the bedroom, returning a few minutes later with the small black box she’d seen earlier next to his computer. He turned on the laptop and gestured for her to sit.


    A few minutes later, he nodded—his gaze going from the screen to the box. “We’re good.”


    “Good for what?” Her head was beginning to spin after so many strange events in such a short amount of time.


    “I was afraid they’d bugged the place while we were gone. Put in listening devices,” he added, obviously responding to her puzzled expression.


    “Didn’t you worry about that when we arrived?” She pressed a finger to her temple, trying to will away the growing headache.


    “I did—just didn’t show you before.” He returned to the bedroom before coming back out again, his tie missing now, and his shirt half-unbuttoned.


    Laila blinked, her heart racing as she stared at him.


    His tight abdomen peeked through the open shirt, tanned skin in rippling waves over muscles built through hard exercise.


    For a second, she imagined him on the deck of a ship, shouting commands. Readying himself to swing into battle and conquer a nearby competitor with a laugh and a chuckle as he assumed control…


    “Are you okay?” Trace asked.


    She pressed one hand to her forehead, the burn in her cheeks increasing as she gathered her thoughts.


    No. I am damned well not okay. Because for the first in years, decades, I’m looking at a man with something that might well be lust and need.


    Her heart went into overdrive, the growing desire surging southward.


    Damn it, nothing “might” about it. Definitely lust and need.


    She swallowed hard. “I need a drink of water. And something for a headache.”


    “I hear you. The music in that club is always too damned loud. But they do it to keep people from listening in on conversations, so…” He strolled by on the way to the kitchenette, giving her a full view of his body from the side and from the rear.


    Oh my goddess.


    His ass…


    There was no going back, no way to pack away the emotions thrashing free in her heart and soul. She twisted away, focusing in on the wide-screen television set on the wall. She was still catching up with the technology, taking in how much the world had changed since she’d become a Valkyrie.


    But some things never changed…


    Trace moved into her field of vision, holding out two small white pills and a bottle of water. “Here. It’ll help ease your headache.” He sat down beside her, pulling out the black business card. “Now to see what’s on this.”


    She swallowed the pills, forcing her mind away from his appearance.


    Trace pulled his phone out and tapped on the small screen. A blue light came from the phone. He waved it over the jet-black card, and a series of numbers appeared.


    “Standard operating procedure for Jerry. These are identification numbers. He’ll send a text message, telling us what time and date to be out on the sidewalk in front of the hotel. When the private car arrives to pick us up, we have to give him these numbers, or he’ll split,” he said by way of explanation. “All we have to do now is wait.”


    “Seems like a lot of work.” The painkillers were beginning to kick in, dulling her senses. It also helped push down the desire, putting it back in the imaginary chest she’d thought sealed forever.


    “These are people dealing with stolen items worth tens of thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands of dollars.” Trace turned the light off and put his phone on the table. He reached around and tugged his shirt free of his pants, unaware of the effect he was having on her frayed nerves. “A little extra security isn’t out of the ordinary.”


    “Including putting surveillance on prospective buyers?” She drew a deep breath, forcing her attention away from the bare chest only a few inches away.


    “Always a possibility. Jerry should trust me by this point, but…” He chuckled. “Trust but verify.”


    She touched the back of her neck and winced. “So, we just sit and wait now.”


    A hand landed atop hers, warm and soft. “Unfortunately, yes.”


    He gently pushed her fingers away, shifting closer on the couch to give him a better grip on her shoulders.


    “Dang. You’re as hard as a rock. No wonder you have a headache.” His thumbs dug into her skin, kneading the taut muscles. “Guess that meeting really did do a number on you. Let’s see if I can do something about that.”


    Laila couldn’t hold back a groan as he continued his massage, relaxing under his grip.


    This is a mistake, she told herself.


    Shut up and enjoy it, her inner voice shot back.


    …


    Trace shouted down the voice screaming caution at the back of his mind.


    His hands drifted over Laila’s soft skin, digging in where he suspected she needed it the most.


    She was just a woman. A special, gifted woman—but still a woman.


    Laila rolled her head back and let out a moan.


    Definitely a woman.


    It would be easy, so easy, to drop his lips down on that exposed neck and kiss her, devour her whole. Drag that red dress off and seduce her right here, on the sofa.


    If they made it to the bedroom, well, bonus points for them.


    He reached up and pulled out the handful of pins holding her hair up, the long, soft black locks falling across her shoulders and back.


    She let out another sound, the deep-throated sigh shooting right to his groin.


    Trace closed his eyes and thought about ice water, icebergs, the Titanic, the Valkyrie’s Tomb…


    The last brought up the memory of the last time he’d seen his father.


    It was enough.


    He didn’t stop caressing, stroking, running his fingers over her. The muscles relaxed under his pressure, softening as he did—although the flame still smoldered inside, daring him to make a move.


    No.


    At least, not yet.


    The compromise was enough to allow him to back off, pull his hands away as her head lolled forward.


    She turned and looked at him with soft, heavy-lidded eyes that nearly broke him.


    “We… we should pack it in for the night.” He pointed down the hallway. “There are two bedrooms; pick whichever one you’d like. I’m going to stay up a bit, watch television.”


    Laila paused, then nodded as she got to her feet. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”


    “Yeah.”


    He watched her move away from him, carrying the pair of high heels as she padded along in her bare feet.


    A comment from his grandfather popped into Trace’s head unbidden.


    Trouble comes in all shapes and sizes. But then, so do treasures.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    It was her second night away from Valhalla, away from her comfortable bed. Away from her armor, wings, and lance—away from her sisters and her goddess.


    And dangerously close to a man she had fallen hard for.


    Freyja would cluck her tongue at the idea of Laila having feelings for Trace—the man she’d lied to at the start of this trip and was preparing to use and then betray in order to bring the lance home.


    There was no way this could end well.


    Exhaustion, mental and physical, pushed Laila into a deep sleep despite the confusion sown in her mind. She slept without dreaming, waking to sunshine shooting in through the thin curtains. She threw off the sheets and sat up, wincing as her neck and shoulders sent out a series of low, rolling aches.


    She flashed back to Trace’s massage last night—his strong fingers caressing her skin as he stroked and teased the stiff muscles back to life. It was easy to imagine his hands at work elsewhere, working his personal magic.


    A low hum started inside, heat running down her back from the memory to collect in her core.


    She’d liked it. A hell of a lot more than she should have. The way he’d looked at her—


    Laila gave herself a shake, banishing the thoughts.


    She stood up and stretched toward the ceiling, her body aching as she berated herself for having skipped her usual workout routine yesterday. Sure, she’d been on a plane for the most part, but that was no reason for allowing herself to slide into bad habits.


    Like lusting after Trace.


    Laila forced her thoughts back to her daily exercises, the physical drills she’d learned and practiced for decades.


    She’d be damned if she became weak and lazy just because she was here in Midgard, dealing with unfamiliar times and places.


    Especially with the Wolf on the prowl. The creature had multitudes of evil minions at his command, and one or a thousand of them could fly through a portal and be on her and Trace at a second’s notice.


    That was one hell of a good reason to get off her ass.


    Donning a T-shirt and sweat pants picked out during the shopping trip yesterday, she headed out of the bedroom. A tight elastic and a loose braid pulled her long hair out of the way, readying it for her exercise.


    The television droned on as she entered the living room area, the local weatherman detailing the forecast for the next few days.


    Trace lay on the sofa, snoring fitfully—still wearing the unbuttoned shirt and pants from last night. His only change had been, for some strange reason, to remove his socks, leaving bare feet pressed against the cool black leather. She contemplated waking him but decided against it.


    A pamphlet lay on the table, outlining the hotel’s services. She picked it up, flipping through the glossy pages in search of a quiet place where she could exercise.


    A fitness center sat on the first floor. The pictures showed treadmills and plenty of open space.


    It seemed like a good choice.


    She scribbled a note, leaving it on the table where Trace would see it—there was no use in having him launch a full-blown search for her.


    Before leaving, Laila stood by the couch and studied him. His dark hair was ragged around the edges, one lock falling over his forehead and giving him a rakish appearance. Combined with the loose white shirt, fully unbuttoned and the sleeves hanging loose, it was easy to imagine him with a sword rushing into a fight to defend some woman’s honor.


    Some woman.


    Definitely not her.


    She didn’t need or deserve his confidence.


    Laila turned and left the hotel room as quietly as she could, taking the elevator to the lobby and approaching the front desk.


    The hotel clerk pointed her to the fitness center, telling her there would be towels provided, along with a small refrigerator stocked with cold spring water bottles.


    Laila’s first impression upon walking into the room was to stifle a laugh. The complex metal machines, the cushioned benches and multiple mirrors would have her sisters doubled up in laughter. Where she came from, the best workout came from fighting each other, not stretching oneself out on warped steel torture devices.


    She bypassed all the machines and went straight to the open mat, the clear space taking up a good-sized portion of the room—loose weights lay on a nearby rack, waiting to be used.


    She didn’t bother looking them over. That wasn’t what she needed right now.


    Standing in the middle of the mat, Laila closed her eyes and reached outward and inward, calling up the familiar warm-up exercise sequence—one of her favorites, learned centuries ago.


    She stretched her hands out, reaching to the ceiling before touching her toes. After a few minutes of stretching, she switched to a more aggressive series of moves, imagining attacks from an invisible opponent.


    She didn’t have a weapon with her but could still go through the motions. Her fingers curled up into fists, imagining them holding the spear as she’d done so many times before.


    Turn. Thrust. Block.


    Her thoughts turned, as they always did, to the reason they trained every day, every morning after collecting the honored fallen for the Great Halls during the previous night.


    Ragnarök was coming. The end of all things, when the warriors rose from Valhalla for the last, final battle. All the realms would burst open, including Helheim, to discharge their mightiest and most formidable fighters to charge at Odin, Freyja, and their followers.


    According to the ancient tomes, they would lose—and the cycle of life would begin again with the handful of survivors from both sides, coming together to start the cycle anew.


    Just because it was, supposedly, a foregone conclusion didn’t mean she wouldn’t fight with all she had. A single warrior could shift the balance and change fate—she believed that wholeheartedly.


    Some would survive…


    She finished the routine, gasping for air as she opened her eyes.


    Trace stared back at her. He leaned against the wall, wearing his own T-shirt and sweat pants.


    “How…” Laila swallowed hard, dragging in air. “How long have you been standing there?”


    He stepped forward to pass her a water bottle and a fresh towel. “Long enough. Very impressive.”


    “My parents hired tutors to teach me how to protect myself.” She wiped her face before taking a long, cold drink. “Best to be prepared for all possibilities. When the opportunity presents itself, you have to be able to improvise with any weapon at hand. “


    Her heart was racing, the combination of the workout and Trace’s appearance sending her pulse sky-high. A T-shirt hugged his broad shoulders and toned muscles tight, his sweat pants hanging low enough on his hips to tease a flash of white underwear.


    Any concentration was now totally and forever lost.


    He waited for her to catch her breath before moving into the center of the mat and taking up a sparring pose, facing her. “Ready for a go?”


    She eyed him, finding it impossible to not smile at his cocky attitude. “Do you need some time to stretch out, get ready?”


    “I’m always ready. Sometimes you don’t get the luxury of warming up before you have to fight.” He motioned her on. “Imaginary opponents are one thing—let’s see how you do against the real deal.”


    She laughed as she tossed the water bottle and towel to one side, settling into her stance.


    …


    He couldn’t pass up the challenge to see her fight. He ducked under her first swing, coming up with a jab that she parried with ease, letting out a confident laugh. He couldn’t place her fighting style, seeing bits and pieces of a dozen different disciplines.


    Good thing he liked to mix it up as well.


    He hadn’t panicked when he’d woken up and seen the note, figuring she’d need some sort of outlet after the frustration they’d both experienced the night before—although whether hers was as intense and sexual as his was yet to be determined.


    Hours of sitting on a plane, shopping, and then waiting for Jerry to show up had also taken its toll on Trace’s body—he needed something to purge the lethargy from his bones because he knew, he knew the silence wouldn’t last.


    A fight was coming. He could sense it, the thunder before the lightning strike.


    He had to be ready.


    The sparring continued, each of them advancing and then retreating in an almost-perfectly synchronized dance. He rolled his shoulders forward, putting a hand up for a second to signal a brief stop. He stripped off his shirt as the familiar heat flowed through the muscles, the adrenaline washing out the last of the sleep and replacing it with something more… feral.


    Another left hook, followed up with a swift right kick that would have swept his leg out if he hadn’t parried it.


    He couldn’t avoid the next one.


    As he fell to the mat, he tried to catch his breath, grinning as she came into view overhead—her smile nearly as wide as his.


    “How long you been practicing that sweep?”


    “Long enough.” She let him rest only for a few seconds before reaching down.


    The strong tug yanked him up onto his feet and well into her personal space, their noses almost touching.


    Her face was flushed as she drew deep breaths. It was hard not to imagine another reason she’d look like that.


    Enough.


    He moved in, letting his heart lead, and pressed his lips to hers, fulfilling the dream that had haunted him through a restless night.


    Instead of stepping away, out of the danger zone, she leaned forward. Her hands went to his waist, fingers digging into his skin.


    She tasted of salt, hot and demanding. His head spun as he deepened the kiss, the hunger taking control.


    One hand cupped the back of her neck, tangling in the loose hair that had escaped from her braid. The other landed on her waist, taking a firm grip on the T-shirt.


    She didn’t fight him—at least, not at first.


    A tremor ran through her before a new battle began, her tongue tangling with his in a war for dominance.


    A growl escaped her throat, sending Trace’s pulse even higher.


    This was a woman he’d have fun trying to tame.


    You don’t know who she is. Or what she is.


    And who are you?


    The thought grabbed hold, forced him to pull away.


    This…had been a mistake.


    “What?”


    Trace started, realizing he’d spoken. He took a step back.


    “Sorry. Thinking out loud.” He tapped the side of his head to disguise the shaking in his hands, his entire body tensing up as he fought the urge to continue kissing her.


    “Excellent workout. Thanks.” He retreated to the bench, snatching up his discarded shirt. “See you upstairs.”


    It took all he had to keep from running out of the room, force himself to slow down to a leisurely walk, and smile at a handful of women who were entering. It wasn’t the most glorious retreat, but it’d have to do.


    You could only dance with fire so long before it burned the crap out of you.


    The white T-shirt stuck to his skin as he pulled it back on and headed upstairs, hoping Laila wouldn’t follow too soon.


    He needed time to cool off, throttle the desire inside him before he lost all control.


    He entered the suite at a trot and went straight to the bathroom, using the last of his willpower to make sure the door was closed and locked. A flick of his wrist had the shower blasting water into the stall, another twist turning the cold-water knob all the way to one side.


    Trace gritted his teeth as he stripped down and stepped under the cold spray, forcing his mind anywhere and everywhere, away from Laila Nyland.


    He squinted, lifting his face into the waterfall.


    No woman had ever kept up with him on the sparring floor, or worked him into such a lather with a simple kiss. But something nagged at him, pushing the desire aside.


    If Laila was a Valkyrie, why would she be here now, hunting for an old cane? Why not a decade ago, why not after the war, when it’d first gone missing? Hell, why not when her supposed sister originally fell from the sky?


    What was her end game?


    She wasn’t telling him everything. That could only lead to trouble, on a personal and professional front.


    He’d traveled this road before.


    It never ended well.


    He turned the hot water on, bringing the temperature to a more tolerable level before ducking under the spray again, searching for an answer and finding none—other than that he was a pawn in a game he didn’t know all of the rules to.


    And that annoyed the fuck out of him.


    He came out of the bathroom to hear Laila in the kitchenette, making bacon and eggs. The domestic smells washed over him as he ducked into one of the bedrooms to dress.


    Whatever she was doing here, he needed her as much as she needed him.


    Trace pulled on a fresh shirt and jeans, trying to ignore the mussed sheets on the bed. Fate had sent him into the room she’d used instead of the other, empty one.


    He fought the urge to sit on the bed, imagine her lying there naked.


    This was not making things easier.


    “I was hungry,” she offered by way of explanation as he walked into the living room. “Faster than ordering up any food.”


    She didn’t say anything about the kiss.


    He wasn’t sure if he was grateful or insulted.


    Laila set out the plates as he picked up his phone and checked for any messages. It was coming up on noon, the cool breeze drifting in through the open balcony doors.


    “Sorry about hogging the shower.” He shoveled the scrambled eggs into his mouth, trying to figure out how to get through the emotional minefield he’d laid out with the kiss.


    “No problem. I needed some time to cool down. We both got pretty worked up—easy to lose control.” Her smile was genuine, helping ease the last of the nervous tension between them. “Thanks for the workout. Nice to spar with someone—shadowboxing is useful, but nothing like the real thing.”


    Trace nodded. “My father loved to box. Put gloves on me as soon as I could lift them. Helped when I joined the military.”


    She paused, fork halfway to her mouth. “You were a soldier?”


    The shift in her voice startled him. “Army. I did one tour before going to university and getting my degree in archeology. My dad was pretty proud. Interpol recruited me after that, given my travel experience with my family and personally. Made me perfect for hunting down stolen relics and returning them to their rightful owners.”


    They finished the rest of the meal in silence.


    He collected the dishes, waiting for the right time to bring up his questions.


    “I’ll take my shower now.” She strode from the room quickly, moving out of sight.


    Trace nodded, grateful for a bit more time to think of how to deal with this shift in their relationship.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    The hot water soothed her sore muscles—aching, but in a good way as she dried off and headed for the bedroom. The shower helped clear her mind, but some thoughts refused to disappear.


    The kiss.


    If he hadn’t stepped away, she would have had to—there was no room in her mission for Trace Dyson, especially when she was about to betray him.


    No matter how much she might want to pursue something more, it was a line neither of them could cross.


    She dressed quickly, pulling on a clean shirt and jeans.


    A triumphant shout came from the front of the hotel suite, prompting her to rush out.


    Trace held up the phone. “We got it. Tonight, nine o’clock.” He glanced at the screen again. “I’ve got work to do.” He swiped a finger over the display. “I need to call my liaison here in town, set up a possible raid.”


    “A what?” Her head was spinning with anticipation, her goal of reaching the lance that much closer…


    “Technically, I don’t have authority here in town. I need to notify the local police if I’m doing anything under Interpol’s auspices—they need to be on my side to help raid the auction house.”


    “What?” she repeated as she sat down in the chair, her stomach sinking with every second. “Police?”


    He held up a hand, speaking rapidly into the phone as he paced, barefoot, around the suite.


    The lingering curiosity about what to do about her attraction to Trace vanished as the harsh reality came to the forefront.


    Once they got to the auction and verified the artifacts were there, the authorities would invade, raid the site. The officers would take the cane, snatch it up with all the other relics, and spirit it away to their police station, locking it in a secure location.


    Laila scrubbed her eyes with her palms, letting out a soft curse. Her orders had been to find and acquire the rod quietly, without fanfare. If the police took the spear into their possession, it’d be impossible to retrieve it without a fight.


    Her gaze went to Trace, now on the balcony and gesturing wildly as he barked into the phone.


    She could wait until the lance was returned to the exhibit in New York City and take it then—the odds were that Trace would insist on delivering it personally to the museum, making her wait to snatch it away, adding days, maybe weeks to her quest.


    But…


    Trace re-entered the living room, a wide grin spreading from ear to ear.


    “They’re cool doing a raid, as long as all the paperwork gets done and credit assigned. The commander’s placing the call to Emile to go through the details. He’ll be happy to hear my trip out here wasn’t in vain.”


    “But…” She swallowed hard, gathering her thoughts. “What about Jerry? He’s going to suspect we’re the ones who called in the authorities.”


    “Maybe,” he admitted. “But men like him, they know they’re pushing their luck with every auction. He’s not likely to blame us unless we give him some reason to. There’s plenty of other suspects, buyers who may be holding a grudge for one thing or another.”


    “And he still invites them to the auction?”


    “Sure.” He let out a low chuckle. “As long as they have the money, they’re welcome to bid. Think of it as a game—you may not like the rules, but you know they’re the best players in town. Don’t worry. Jerry’s overdue for a visit from the cops. Keeps him on his toes and maintains his street cred when he gets busted.” Trace shook his head. “Besides, the worst you can get for trafficking in stolen relics is a fine and the item confiscated, in most cases. Probation and off you go.”


    “Is that all?” She couldn’t keep the shock out of her voice.


    “It is, sorry to say. Theft of antiquities isn’t as much of a legal priority as I’d like—but there are worse crimes against humanity that need to come first, and I’m glad they do.” He sat down on the sofa, across from her. “But before I make that phone call, we have to talk.”


    Laila nodded, crossing her legs as she waited.


    “About earlier…” He paused, one edge of his mouth twisting upward. “I…”


    “I like you, too.” The words came out before she had a chance to pull them back, focus her thoughts. “I mean, a lot.” A ragged sigh escaped. “More than I should. But you know I’m not like other women.”


    “I got that.” The reassuring smile fell over her like a soft hug. “When I saw your wings, I figured you weren’t from around here.” He chewed on his lower lip before continuing. “Will you let me take the cane back to the exhibit?”


    “Yes.” The little white lie pained her, dug deep into her heart. “I promised you that.”


    “Because it might be some time. Paperwork… It’s a bitch.” He eyed her. “But I promise you it will go back beside your fallen sister, no matter how long it takes. We will honor her by making her whole, giving her what’s been denied for decades.”


    She started, taken aback by his respectful phrasing. It only added to his appeal.


    Trace shook his head. “But tell me…” His eyes met hers, soft and inviting. “What are we going to do about us? When this is all over, what are our options?”


    “I don’t know.” She drew a shallow breath. “I honestly don’t know.”


    The phone rang, snatching Trace’s attention away. “It’s Emile.” He looked at her. “I have to take this—I’m sorry.” He stood up and tapped the screen. “I’m here.”


    He strode up and down the hall, unable to stay still.


    Laila rose, her mind muddled and thick like wet cotton. She moved onto the balcony, holding the railing tight as she stared out at the ocean.


    Laughter drifted up to her, drawing her attention to the beach below. Children ran up and down the sand, dipping their feet into the cold water. Small groups of adults dotted the shore, some moving out to swim.


    She still didn’t know why or how he’d been able to see her back at New York City, at the exhibit.


    It was supposed to be an invisible exchange, silent and quick. Anyone passing by would have only seen a woman studying the relics, maybe offering up some sort of prayer.


    Instead, he’d seen her true nature, her Valkyrie wings appearing as she communed with Mala to ask for the bracelet. He had witnessed it all, the random encounter flipping all of her plans over and sending her across the country with an unwanted ally who was…


    She bit her lower lip, trying to sort through her feelings for Trace.


    “Hey.”


    She turned to see Trace. He still held the phone, a wistful look on his face. “Local authorities are on board, Emile’s given his approval and support for the raid. This is as good an opportunity as we’re going to get.” He stared at her. “Are we all right?”


    “Yes.” She didn’t know what else to say.


    He peered down at the beach. “Tell you what—let’s go catch some rays. We’ve still got a few hours before we need to prepare, and staying in here is just going to drive us both crazy.” He smiled. “How about some ice cream? Or crushed ice?” A mischievous grin appeared. “Have you ever heard of a brain freeze?”


    She smiled. “I don’t think so. But I think I can handle it…”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Laila stood in front of the full-length mirror, studying herself. Trace had taken his clothing and headed for the other bedroom, giving her some privacy.


    She’d decided to wear black tonight, not wanting to stand out too much. The dress was cut just above her knees, giving her more flexibility than the red one, something she wanted tonight.


    She stretched out her leg, the gentle kick enough to satisfy. The black stilettos hugged her feet tight, the leather straps winding around her ankles. Not the best for a fight, but they’d serve in a pinch if it came down to it. If there was going to be a raid, there was a chance of confrontation.


    And if the opportunity arose for her to grab the cane and flee…she’d take it.


    Her long black hair went up into a tight bun, as if she were preparing for a mission.


    “Can you take it off?” Trace asked from the doorway. “The bracelet, I mean.”


    She started, caught up in her own thoughts.


    Hands raised, he stepped forward. “Whoa. You look marvelous.” He wore a tuxedo tonight, the white dress shirt and black jacket a perfect fit. The bow tie was perfectly tied, leaving no room for error. “Just wondering how you’re going to return that at the end of all this.”


    She looked at the silver band, pressing her lips into a tight line as she pondered the answer. “I expect, when we’re done and it feels the need to go home to her, it’ll go home.”


    He crossed his arms and moved forward, looking down. “And you? When do you go back?”


    “When my job here is done.” Her stomach roiled at the half-truth.


    Trace nodded, lifting his head to stare at her. “Putting the walking stick back into the Valkyrie’s Tomb.” One eyebrow rose, almost lost under the loose dark hair. “It’s always been a mystery to me, why she needed one. If she was a Valkyrie, flying everywhere, why have it?”


    Laila shook her head. “I don’t know.”


    He didn’t look away, searching her eyes with a deep, scathing glare that seemed to look into her very soul. A second later, he broke the link, shuffling his shoes. “The private car’s going to be waiting for us downstairs. Be careful what you say in the car—I suspect they’ve got listening devices set inside. Keep it light, maybe talk about what you’re looking to buy.”


    “And what about the raid?” Her body vibrated with relief at the change of topic.


    “We can’t call them in until the auction starts. The team will secure the perimeter, wait for my signal. Let’s get going.”


    …


    The car windows were tinted, adding to her nervousness. The driver said nothing as they approached, listening to the numbers Trace read off the black business card. He opened the car door to let them in, then went around to get in the front seat. A few minutes later, they were heading away from the hotel in total silence.


    Trace put his hand on her knee. “Don’t worry. This is his usual routine.” He showed her the black business card before tucking it into his pocket. “Now he’ll take us to the location.”


    Warmth seeped into her skin, the soothing sensation calming her nerves. “Not what I’m used to,” she answered.


    “Good. Hate to think you make a habit out of getting into unmarked black cars with unknown destinations.” He put one finger to his lips, reminding her of their previous conversation. “I’ve been to plenty of these—Jerry’s going to dazzle you with the items up for sale. You’re going to want to buy everything you see.”


    “I hope so,” she said, working into her cover identity. “There’s this one room lying empty at the back of the villa, facing out into the garden. I can’t wait to find something for the centerpiece display, go right there on the table. Or maybe something to hang on the wall at the front of the house, right where Denis welcomes the visitors and takes their coats.” She kept her words light, her tone chatty and cheerful. “Something that will grab everyone’s attention when they walk into the room.”


    “Just like you do,” Trace replied.


    The honesty in his tone caught her unaware, and she stared at him for a long, silent moment.


    The car went over a bump, and his hand came away, leaving an invisible palmprint on her skin.


    Her cheeks burned as she turned to look out the darkened windows. There was no way she could consider a relationship with Trace. Her time here was limited—as soon as she laid hands on the cane, Laila would flee to Valhalla, to give Freyja the spear and retreat to the safety of her quarters.


    Her prison.


    Laila closed her eyes, her stomach churning. She couldn’t face going out to collect more souls for Valhalla, but the idea of locking herself away had little appeal.


    Maybe if she asked, Freyja would let her teach…


    The car slowed, then stopped.


    “We’re here,” Trace announced. “Time to see what Jerry’s got on the block tonight.”


    …


    He sensed the tension in the way she sat, the way she spoke. It was like watching a coiled spring tied to a firecracker, about to shoot off at any second if something went wrong. The shadows, the subterfuge—this was alien territory to her, and she didn’t like it at all.


    He, on the other hand, thrived in the darkness, the undercover scheming and dealing almost second nature to him.


    The warehouse was surrounded by unlit, silent buildings, the city lights far in the distance. He gave Laila’s hand a comforting squeeze, noting her eyebrows drawing together in concern. She relaxed, turning her attention back to the outside darkness.


    It was Jerry’s style to drag clients to places they’d be unlikely to visit on their own—driving to an industrial park out in the middle of nowhere suited his purposes.


    Of course, the police knew exactly where they were. Undercover operatives had followed them since leaving the hotel, peeling off and switching out to make sure there wasn’t even a hint that Trace and Laila were being tracked. Jerry and his people were experts—if they’d been made, the driver would have likely pulled off and tossed the two of them out on the side of the road before speeding away in the opposite direction. But he didn’t, and by the time they pulled up to the warehouse, the SWAT team was safely ensconced nearby, waiting for his signal to move in.


    The driver came around and opened the door. Trace got out and extended a hand back to Laila. She smiled and followed, sliding with a dancer’s grace onto the asphalt.


    The doorman nodded politely, dressed in a red and blue outfit that wouldn’t have seemed out of place at the Tower of London. “Security is this way, please.” He waved them inside where a metal detector sat, a handful of people already lined up.


    “What’s this?” Laila asked.


    “Standard routine. They’re collecting cell phones, checking for wires, bugs—anything that could compromise the auction and lead the authorities here.” He smiled. “Don’t worry; we’ll be fine.”


    She cocked her head to one side, and he imagined the unasked question.


    How was he going to call the police down on the site if they were about to be searched?


    He smiled and tugged at the edges of his sleeves, the bright cuff links catching some of the overhead lights. If he touched them together, it’d signal the team to start the raid on their location. Trace had used them a number of times, and they never failed to pass scrutiny and allow him to subtly call for help.


    Laila frowned as the security guard approached her.


    “I need to search your purse, madam.” The thick-necked man gestured at the silver purse.


    Trace put his hand on the small of her back, feeling heat simmer under the black fabric. “It’s okay. He’s just doing his job.” He gave the man a nod. “It’s her first time to one of these places. Just a bit nervous.”


    The guard grunted and put his hand out.


    She placed the purse in his grip, biting her bottom lip.


    Trace fought not to smile. Laila was playing her part to perfection, her haughty attitude exactly what would be expected of a rich client on her first trip.


    “All you got in here is a wallet.” The man handed it back to her, shaking his head.


    “A wallet full of money. Don’t forget that.” She strolled toward the metal detector with a swish of her hips that left devastation in her wake.


    The guard glanced at Trace, giving a shake of his head.


    He laughed and followed behind, already slipping off his tuxedo jacket to go through the checkpoint.


    A lot of the regulars were here—Josef, Henry, Linda… Trace cataloged them even as they exchanged smiles and nods, the barest of communications.


    There’d be time for chit chat after the auction, when they met at the nightclub later—days or weeks after the fact, when they could safely brag about their acquisitions.


    Here and now, there were only the items on offer and the people waiting.


    Laila kept close. Her hand tightened in his grip as they met on the other side of the security station.


    “Is it always like this?” She glanced around at the tall black curtains hung everywhere, keeping out all of the natural light. Standing lamps placed at intervals lit the gathering area.


    “Yes.” He looked up at the low-level white lights. “Those offer an excellent way to show off the auction pieces in safety. A lot of antiquities are sensitive to light, and this minimizes the possible damage to them.” He led her to the entrance, the curtains creating false walls. “Here’s the gallery. Don’t try to touch the case. The guards won’t have any problem dragging us away.”


    “More guards? Isn’t there enough security here already?”


    “There’s never enough to satisfy Jerry and his clients. It’s a way of keeping the antiques secure and out of reach of any greedy fingers looking to try either a smash and grab or blatant destruction.”


    “Someone would try to destroy one of these relics?”


    “Yep. If they wanted it bad enough but couldn’t afford it, someone might make sure no one else could own it. You can’t discount the passion some people have for these artifacts.” He looked around, noting the nearby security guards. “They’re calling the shots here.”


    “Who? Jerry and…” She kept her voice down as they strolled around the displays, stopping at random exhibits.


    “His friends. Associates. People who are liquidating family estates and don’t want to worry about provenance, where they came from. Some are honest sellers who need the money now and are not interested in going through the procedures to get their piece listed at one of the big auction houses. Some…” He paused, stopping before a display. “Not so much.”


    The flat stone waiting to be auctioned had been pried up and away from something larger, the painted images cut off at the edges.


    “Early Egyptian,” she murmured. “The renewal of the Nile.” She lifted her hand and paused, holding back.


    “Before your time,” he joked.


    “A bit.” She smiled. “But still beautiful.” Laila gestured at the jagged ends. “And stolen.”


    “Yes.” He couldn’t keep the sadness out of his voice. “Torn from the original display.”


    “You’d take it home,” She whispered.


    “I would. And I will.” He moved on, forcing himself to look away.


    They sauntered from one display to the other, spending approximately the same amount of time at each.


    He saw it in the corner. It was the hardest fight of his life not to race over, but he managed.


    “Oh, look,” Trace said casually. “Check this out.” He led her over to the exhibit.


    She gasped, seeing the cane. Her fingers, entwined with his, trembled.


    A fist gripped Trace’s heart, squeezing it tight.


    The three-foot walking stick would have been easy to pass by if you didn’t know what it was—the dark wooden cane was perfectly straight, with no sign of warping. A flash of silver here and there gave hints of something under the wood, but since he’d never seen the original item, he couldn’t even begin to consider what it could be. Metal embossing, perhaps, decorating the plain wooden cane. Runes cut into the wood had gone darker during the years, standing out against the bare wood. He couldn’t make them out but suspected prayers to Odin and Freyja, offering love for the gods and their sacred messenger.


    He fought the urge to reach out, touch the framed glass. It wouldn’t get them any closer to the cane, and it’d send a signal out to the other bidders that they were very interested in this item.


    Still, just to hold it for a moment…


    Laila’s hand twitched in his, showing they shared the same thought.


    He cleared his throat, forcing himself to speak in a low, calm voice despite his racing thoughts. “Some scholars think it’s actually a sword, placed into an elaborate wooden case. Just the blade, however—there’s no room for a hilt there, as you can see. Others think the bits of metal might be just ornamental.” He pointed at the image, keeping his gesture as neutral as possible. “If we could x-ray it, the results would be amazing.”


    “Yes.” The soft reply at his ear sent his heart racing.


    She got it.


    She got him.


    “Now?” Laila asked.


    He knew what she was asking.


    “No,” he murmured. “We need to keep this as safe as possible, not put anyone in danger.”


    Her forehead furrowed with unanswered questions.


    “I’ll explain later. We better move on, gawk at some of the other exhibits.”


    Laila nodded, and they walked away.


    Andrea was there, dragging some older man with her—his scowling response to every art piece told Trace she’d brought him only for his money, likely a relative. The debutante made a point of turning her back on Trace and Laila, making him smile as they headed for the auction room.


    The plush, soft brown leather chairs were out of place on the bare cement floor, but it was a familiar setting. He led Laila to the end of one row, settling into the cushions.


    “Now what?” she asked, eying the stage.


    His palms itched, the eagerness starting to affect him. “Keep your hands in plain sight—make it easier when things start happening.” He continued, answering her previously unspoken question. “Not long after the auction starts. Best way to make sure everyone’s together in groups. Guards in the back, clients up front, items in the waiting area. Easier to deal with.”


    She met his gaze and gave a slow nod—picking up on what he hadn’t said. A raid, executed properly, would snag everyone and everything safely and with a minimum of drama.


    Done wrong…it could be catastrophic. He had faith in the LAPD but wanted to give them the best chance to secure the scene with little or no issue. The last thing he needed was injured or dead people who had simply come to buy an illegal antique and ended up at the wrong end of a gun because someone panicked or decided to fight their way out.


    A soft ding announced the end of the viewing, and the other participants took their place, about two dozen men and women.


    Trace saw some old friends, old enemies he’d bid against. A few of them nodded in his direction, eyes wandering over Laila with undisguised hunger.


    He took hold of her hand, startling her.


    “What…” Her attention went to the people around them. Her cheeks pinked as she took in the unabashed smiles directed her way.


    “Don’t encourage them,” he murmured. “They’ll jump at any chance to draw you away from me.”


    “In a professional way or a personal way?”


    He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, thrilling to the goose bumps rising at his touch. “Both.”


    The lights dimmed, and they both fell silent, waiting for the show to begin.


    A bald-headed man came to the podium on the raised platform to start the auction.


    Trace glanced down at the cufflinks, metal squares neatly clipped to his shirt sleeves. All he needed to do was click them together, and it’d be over.


    Decades of searching, done and done.


    A line of sweat ran down his back, under the expensive shirt now clinging to his skin.


    I got this, Dad. Grandpa.


    You’ll finally be able to rest in peace, both of you.


    The speaker started with a general welcome as the men brought out a large case, covered with a purple cloth. They placed it on the center table and, at the auctioneer’s cue, whipped it off to show the first item up for sale.


    Trace’s pulse hammered in his ears as he stared at the wooden stick, his family’s Holy Grail.


    It took the last of his self-control as he prepared to start the raid, every nerve in his body screaming for him to charge the platform and claim the cane for his own.


    Laila grabbed at Trace’s hand even as someone else made a bid.


    He leaned in, keeping a stoic face as she put her lips to his ear.


    “It’s not real.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “What?” He must have misheard her, got the words garbled in the excitement of seeing the prize right there, so close.


    “It’s not real,” she said again, sending his heart into overdrive.


    The bidding continued, hands rising and falling. The low drone fell away as he stared at her.


    “But the bracelet…” His gaze dropped to the slim metal band circling her wrist. “It told us to come here.”


    “Yes. Yes, it did.” She kept her voice low. “And we saw it in the case not too long ago. That was the real thing, the one from the original tomb.”


    “But this isn’t.” He resisted the urge to point at the display, the wooden stick lying inside on the red velvet cushion. “Are you sure?”


    The flash of anger in her eyes reminded him of a lightning strike, about to split him apart.


    “Very much so,” she snarled. “This is not the cane we just saw. Trust me on this.” The emotion in the last word nearly broke him, the raw pain coming through the anger and frustration. “Now what?”


    The smash of the auctioneer’s gavel brought them both up.


    “Sold to Mr. Carroll.”


    The purple cloth fell over the box, the attendants sweeping the case back through the curtains.


    “Time to get to the bottom of this.” He took both her hands, held them in his as he drew the cuff links together. To anyone else, it would look like a simple expression of their feelings.


    “Don’t fight,” he whispered. “Play your role, go with them. We’ll be separated, but don’t worry—I’ll come find you.”


    “What…”


    Before he could give her any further explanation, the curtains around them came crashing down, SWAT members rushing into the void with their weapons at the ready. The gasps and yells around them grew, the auctioneer rushed off the stage with his arms behind his back as the special unit secured the scene.


    A female voice rose in protest—Andrea, declaring her wealthy status and that there was nothing illegal about what they were doing here and why weren’t these policemen off somewhere preventing real crimes?


    Trace chuckled as he stood up, bringing Laila to her feet.


    A woman officer came up and touched Laila’s forearm. “I’ll need you to come with me, please.” She glanced at Trace as he reluctantly released her hands. “Don’t worry—I’ll take good care of her.”


    “You’ll be fine,” he told Laila.


    “Of course, I will,” she replied, letting the officer lead her away.


    He allowed himself a smile as another officer handcuffed him and took him to the side, placing him with other unhappy bidders.


    He was used to the processing by now—the routine of fingerprinting and mug shots adding another page to his alternative identity’s reputation. Through it all, he maintained his cover, chatting freely with the rest of the would-be buyers as they were booked and brought into the large cell currently dedicated to the auction participants. Andrea’s companion was there, the older man’s face continually dark red with rage.


    “I can’t believe this,” he blustered as he paced from one end of the cell to the other, pushing his way through the other men. “Do they even know who I am?”


    That sent off a series of laughs, the chuckles making the senior even angrier. He moved to one corner of the cell, sneering at anyone who came too close.


    “Where are the ladies being held?” someone asked. “Carol’s going to lose her mind if she’s in here past sunrise.”


    “I saw them being herded down the stairs.” The doorman who had been at the club entrance jabbed a thumb to the left. “I expect they’re going through the same process.”


    Trace flinched inside, hoping Laila had taken his advice. He’d sent along information about her for the detectives running the raid, listing her as an associate and partner—but that wouldn’t mean much if she started a fight with the officers.


    She’d be fine, he told himself.


    At least until she got out and found him.


    …


    A few rooms away, Laila watched the drama unfold in front of her.


    “I don’t understand!” Andrea raged as she clenched her fists, glaring at the female officer. “When I get my one phone call”—she shook visibly, her tight black dress vibrating—“I’m going to shut you down. All of you. And you’ll never…”


    “Work in this town again?” The uniformed woman finished the sentence for her. She smiled and crossed her arms, safe on the other side of the bars. “I’ve heard that before. Enjoy your stay.” The officer turned and walked away.


    While Andrea continued to rant and rail, Laila took the far end of the bench, curling up into the corner, away from the small clusters of women. It wasn’t out of fear, or concern for her own safety.


    It was the only way to contain her rage.


    They hadn’t taken the bracelet off of her when they’d taken her picture and fingerprints—she’d demonstrated how the band wouldn’t pull off her wrist, and the matron had waved her through with no other demands other than that she sign a receipt for the purse, now tucked into a sealed evidence bag.


    Benefits of being Trace’s friend, perhaps.


    His accomplice in this farce of an auction.


    She pulled her fingers into fists, tamping down the anger surging forth as she remembered seeing the lance.


    It had been real. Almost within her grasp…


    The replica they’d brought out for the sale was good, but not good enough to fool her. The duplication was excellent, right down to the carved runes, but the metal—the shine was off by a fraction. The Valkyrie lances were made of otherworldly steel, impossible to replicate here in Midgard.


    “Hey.”


    The blonde officer who had spoken so rudely to Andrea tapped her baton on the bars, drawing everyone’s attention. “Hey, you—come on out.” She pointed at Laila. “Kensington wants to talk to you.”


    Laila stood up, brushing the front of her dress as she walked past the angry debutante. “I’ll see you around.”


    Andrea’s scowl followed her out of the cell and down the corridor. The matron led her up a floor and into an interrogation room, the sterile, empty area offering a break from the noisy cell.


    “Please have a seat. Someone will be with you in a minute.” The officer handed Laila the plastic bag holding her purse. “You can have this back.” She walked out and closed the door behind her.


    Laila tore the bag open and extracted the purse. A quick glance confirmed her wallet was still inside, the mystical item safe.


    That didn’t soothe the tear ripping her heart apart.


    Where was the real cane?


    She pressed her bare hands against the table, the bracelet clinking against the steel. The hollow sound mocked her, taunted her with the chance of completing her mission and getting away from Midgard for good.


    Away from Trace.


    She rubbed her forehead, the emotional war wearing her down. Between the day’s earlier events and now this…


    She stared up at the ceiling, a prayer on her lips.


    Mother Freyja, what should I do?


    The door opened, and Trace entered. His bowtie was nowhere in sight, the top buttons of his dress shirt undone. The tuxedo jacket was gone, as well as the cuff links—she’d figured out that move during processing. He’d taken her hands to hide the signal, not that he was concerned about her feelings at losing the spear.


    He put a bottle of water down in front of her as he sat. “I thought you might be thirsty.”


    She took hold of the chilled plastic and snapped the lid off. “What’s happening?”


    “Lying, crying, and deal-making.” He gave a sharp laugh, dropping his head down. A lock of dark hair fell forward, and it took the last of her resolve not to brush it back.


    “Andrea’s not happy.”


    “Neither is Andrea’s friend and/or family—whoever she brought along. He’s waiting to make a phone call then go at Andrea like a dog with a new chew toy for dragging him into this mess.” He shook his head. “Jerry’s about to pop a vein in his forehead, he’s so pissed. Not to mention everyone pointing the finger at him. It’ll take a bit of time for him to rebuild his rep, but he’ll make out all right in the end. And they’re all going to make bail.”


    “Including us.”


    “Including us.” He gave her a sly smile. “Doesn’t look like anyone pegged us for the tattletales.”


    “Yet.”


    “Yet,” he said, sitting back with a groan. “But I don’t think anyone’s going to be sniffing around us. I planted a few seeds while chatting to the other men—they’ll be glaring at each other for a few more hours. I’ve still got work to do here, but I’ve arranged for you to be taken back to the hotel.”


    “What about the cane?” She pressed the cold bottle to her forehead, pushing back the headache threatening to swamp her senses. “Did you find it yet?”


    “We found all the other items that were up for sale, including the replica.” He spat out the last word like a curse. “But not the original.”


    “I don’t understand,” she snapped. “It was there. We saw it.”


    “One of the officers saw a man walk out of the auction before it started—with a walking cane in his hand. Got into his private car and drove off.” He grunted. “Guy was wearing a top hat and tux. Worked with the outfit. The officer didn’t have a list of what was being collected in the raid, never gave it a second thought.”


    A small explosion went off behind her left eye. “You didn’t tell them about the cane?”


    “I don’t usually detail what I’m hoping to pick up in a raid.” There was a sharpness to his voice, edged anger. “All I say is that they’re antiques and relics. Usually that’s enough.”


    “So, he just walked out?” She couldn’t hide her disbelief. “What the hell were the police doing? Why didn’t they apprehend him?”


    “They didn’t grab him at the front door because it’d cause a scene and risk a confrontation with the armed guards. The priority was to secure the items and the bidders—Kensington decided to let the little fish go and put a tail on him, pick the guy up when he was around the corner and out of sight from the auction. Do a quiet stop and detain, keep it civil. Remember, they thought he was just a bidder skipping out early—not someone taking off with one of the relics. Usually those things never leave their protective boxes—having him carry it out was genius, in a way.”


    She motioned him on, rage choking off her words.


    He shook his head. “Patrol car followed him for a few blocks, then the guy sped up and peeled out of there. Lost the tail in the side streets and alleys—the cop reported in, then came back to assist in processing the scene. Ran the plates, but they came up blank, reported stolen a few weeks ago. Wasn’t until we compared notes that it all came together. Kensington’s pissed as hell, but it’s on me.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t tell him the cane was the priority. The raid, according to the warrants, was for a variety of items. And with the man leaving with it, right out there in the open… never crossed my mind they’d try to get the cane out like that.” He reached over and took her hand. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted it as much as I did.”


    “Maybe more.” She glared at him. “Why didn’t you stop the auction when I told you it was a fake? You should have moved faster, smacked your little cufflinks together, and called in the cops.”


    He rolled his shoulders back. “Wouldn’t have made a difference. It was gone before the auction started.”


    She put the bottle down. “You don’t know that. I don’t know that. Hell, I don’t know anything right now, other than I’m angry and upset and disappointed and…”


    “Look.” His grip on her hand tightened. “I called the shots, and I fumbled the ball on this one, right on the goal line. We’re going to interrogate Jerry and see why the cane got pulled at the last minute. That had to be pre-planned, since they had a fake ready to go. It wasn’t a last-minute switch—it was set up from the start.”


    “Damned incompetence,” she snarled. “Your ‘experts’ let the cane walk right out of there. If we had smashed the case when we first saw it, grabbed it and ran…”


    “Jerry’s men would have been on us in a second—and there’d be a big chance of someone getting hurt, maybe shot. I don’t know what you learned in Valhalla, but down here, we don’t risk lives unless it’s totally necessary. I wasn’t going to put civilians in danger, even for the cane.” He drew a deep breath. “This is what I do. I’d appreciate it if you’d respect my experience in this.”


    She shook him off with an angry flip of her arm. “Respect your experience? I’m not here to help you advance your career, earn a prize for the largest number of arrests in a single raid. I was there for one reason, one item only. And now it’s gone.”


    “Okay. Okay,” he repeated. “Maybe I should have called in the troops earlier. That’s on me. But it’s over, and we’ve got to figure out our next move. I want you to go back to the hotel room.” He gestured at the metal bracelet. “Maybe dig up the map, see if your invisible friend can help locate the cane again.”


    “How long will you be?”


    “A few more hours. I can’t be the first one released out of the group—that’ll raise a few eyebrows. Right now, they think I’m in here giving a statement. And there’s paperwork—there’s always paperwork.” He chuckled. “More so because this involves multiple police forces. You’ll be bored to death if you have to watch me deal with that stack of forms and phone calls.”


    “Okay.” She looked down at the metal tabletop. “I’ll see you there.”


    “Yes. Yes, you will.” He smiled. “I’ve got to get back to work. You’ll be released in a few moments, and an unmarked car will take you back to the hotel room. But I’ll see you soon.” He stood and headed for the door. “Give my best to Freyja. Tell her to kick Loki in the nuts for this one.”


    She made an obscene gesture with her hand.


    “Hey, now. No need for that.” He blew her a kiss and closed the door.


    She didn’t know how much time had passed before she walked out of the police station and saw the sun edging over the horizon, shading everything in red. The plainclothes detective was polite and quiet as he drove her back to the hotel, asking nothing about her or the raid.


    Whether it was because he thought she was an Interpol agent or just an innocent bystander caught up, she couldn’t tell. But the ride gave her time to gather her thoughts, tamp down her anger at Trace. It hadn’t been his fault someone took the cane out of the auction at the last minute.


    Still…


    She realized with a shock the car had stopped. A burst of cool air washed over her as the detective opened the passenger door.


    “Good night,” he said as she got out.


    He gave her a curt nod before driving off.


    Laila walked into the hotel lobby, sensing the curious gazes coming her way.


    She couldn’t blame them—judging from her clothing she was either coming in from a late night of partying or making a swift dash of shame back to her hotel room.


    Unfortunately, it was neither.


    The thought of an early-morning love-making session stirred old memories, of a time and place long ago. A lock of blond hair, tied and folded into a leather pouch, hung around her neck as she went about her business, a new widow who didn’t have time to grieve.


    A sliver of guilt dug through her guts as she headed into the elevator.


    The pouch was in her quarters in Valhalla. At some point, she’d taken it off to shower and never put it back on. She saw it in her mind’s eye, sitting quietly on the shelf next to her bed.


    She’d never considered taking another lover. The warriors in the Great Halls weren’t allowed to socialize with the Valkyries, making her self-imposed exile easier. Some of her sisters had found solace in each other’s arms—but not her.


    But now…


    The hotel suite was cool and quiet, two things she needed desperately right now. After a hot shower, she pulled on a shirt and track pants before going to the table with an omelet cobbled together from the groceries in the refrigerator.


    Her eyes were heavy, and as soon as she finished eating, she laid down on the couch, drifting into a light sleep.


    …


    She walked through the Great Halls, but they were empty—no warriors at the long tables, the silence strange and unnatural.


    The same with the Valkyries’ Quarters. No one greeted her; no one challenged her. No one walked the halls, no one launched themselves from the walls on their assigned missions to gather souls.


    “They’re all gone.”


    Laila spun to see Freyja, the goddess wearing blood-stained robes. An angry slash marred her right cheek, the sword in her hand stained with dark green and black blood.


    “All…” Laila swallowed hard. “Where did they go?”


    “Ragnarök.” Freyja shook her head. “There is no one left to fight. Even as we speak, the Wolf’s minions are arriving at Valhalla’s gates, ready to finish me off.”


    A chill crept through Laila’s bones, freezing her in place.


    “Listen to me.” Freyja swept her free hand around. “This is not real. Not yet.” She locked eyes with Laila. “But your time grows short and the danger rises with every minute. This is the only warning I can give you.” She lifted the weapon, her arm trembling, and pointed it at Laila. “Do not fail us, sister. Go to the island and retrieve the spear before the Wolf destroys the balance between our worlds. Hurry, before all is lost.”


    A portal appeared not far from where they stood, dark fog spewing from the chasm. The loud roar shook the ground under their feet.


    Another angry growl and a giant paw shot through the opening, swiping at the pair.


    Laila grabbed Freyja and pushed her aside, taking the brunt of the attack.


    The claws gouged across her belly…

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Laila woke with a start, flailing around on the couch for a second until she remembered where she was. With one palm pressed to her sweaty forehead, she recalled the dream detail by detail.


    She had to take possession of the lance, and with all due speed. There was no room for failure, no room for any more mistakes.


    She could not fail again.


    The hotel door opened, and Trace walked in. His warm smile vanished, seeing her face.


    “What’s wrong?” He came to her side, kneeling as she drew a deep, gulping breath.


    “The cane.” She fought to calm her racing heart. “We need to find that cane.”


    “Agreed.” Trace said. “And I think I know how.” He settled beside her. “The cane that went up for auction is a fake.”


    “I told you that.” She tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice and failed.


    “Yeah, well…we needed to be sure. The techs took some time to inspect the item before agreeing with us, did some fast lab work to verify their preliminary results. The relic was an excellent copy—but still a copy. The wood had been aged with chemicals to recreate the deterioration and aging, the…” He paused and shook his head. “This doesn’t interest you at all, does it?”


    “Not really,” she admitted. “But it’s nice to know my instincts were right.”


    “We’re putting some pressure on Jerry’s assistants and staff—offering plea deals if they cough up information about the rod. Someone took it out of that case, switched it out for the fake, and handed the real thing off to our mystery man.”


    “What did Jerry say?”


    “He claims not to know anything about the switch. I want to believe him—it’s bad for his reputation if people start worrying about the artifacts being replaced with a fake before bidding starts. But if he doesn’t talk, someone else will. I’m putting pressure on the police to up the charges, make them more serious. Maybe threatening the staff with some real jail time will make them talk.”


    “What if they lie?” she asked. “Say what they want you to hear in order to take advantage of your deal.”


    He nodded. “There’s always that possibility. But the detectives know how to pick the truth out of the lies. This is what they do, and they’re damned good at it.” Trace put his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find the cane. I promise.”


    Laila turned, finding his face startlingly close to hers. A light stubble ran along his jawline, tempting her to brush against it, burn her skin with the pleasure and pain.


    He looked at her, the intensity in his gaze setting her skin tingling. His hand moved to the back of her neck.


    She moved in, unable to deny the inevitable.


    The kiss was gentle, tentative at first—a replay of the one shared in the fitness room not so long ago.


    It deepened as he moved in, his natural male scent catching her up again and setting her imagination afire.


    On or off the battlefield, he was a warrior.


    He could be hers…


    His tongue tangled with hers, fought for dominance as much as they had during their workout. She let out a sigh, pressing against him as the desire built inside her, pushing down and away all worries and inhibitions.


    She wanted this. She needed this. And judging by the way he pressed against her, so did he.


    The cell phone rang, startling them both.


    Eyes half-closed, he pulled back.


    “Hold that thought.” He picked up the cell phone, drawing his finger across the screen before putting it to his ear.


    Laila winced as the angry voice rang out, spilling into the air around them.


    “Emile. Emile.” Trace stood and began pacing back and forth. “It was a clean bust. We scooped up three statues that I’m sure came from the museum in Iraq, not to mention the ancient coins from that theft in Rome back in 2015. A little pressure applied on the right person and we might have a lead on the thieves who pulled that job off.” He held the phone away from his ear as the French words shot out like machine-gun fire.


    He put his hand over the speaker and looked at Laila, a sheepish look on his face. “Might be a few minutes here. Excuse me.”


    She relaxed into the cushions as he went out onto the balcony, interjecting phrases when he got a chance between Emile’s rants.


    Trace’s earlier suggestion, back at the police station, crept into her mind.


    The folded map of the United States lay in her luggage, nearly forgotten in the rush to prepare for the auction.


    She went to the living room table and spread the map out, patting down the creases.


    Trace walked by, frowning as he switched to French in an attempt to keep up with Emile’s quick patter.


    Laila laid her left palm on the map, much as she had back in New York City, with the edge of the bracelet touching the paper.


    The tingling shocked her, the return of the bracelet’s ability sending her pulse skyward. The surge of power was faint but unmistakable. It drew her hand to Los Angeles, as it’d done before.


    “Yes,” she whispered. “We’re here. Now tell us where the cane is. Before the Wolf senses your presence and interferes again. He thinks he’s won—let’s prove him wrong. Show me the lance’s true location, please.”


    Trace slowed his steps, stopped in front of her as the metal band led her hand down, down the coastline…


    … then off the map with a swift flick of her wrist.


    “What…” Trace frowned, ignoring his supervisor. “What does that mean?”


    “I have an idea.” She hesitated, trying to put her thoughts together.


    A beep came from the phone he was holding, and he moved off, swiveling away from the table. “Emile, I’ll have to call you back. Got a call coming in from the LAPD. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure all the paperwork’s done.” Without waiting for an answer, he tapped the screen, switching lines.


    “Out of the frying pan…” he muttered. “Dyson here. What’s up?”


    Laila stared at her left hand, wondering if she’d missed something. The trace of power was gone, faded away. The bracelet was nothing now but a thin piece of metal on her wrist, still an antique, but nothing more.


    Her sister had done all she could to help in the hunt for her lost weapon. Hopefully, it’d be enough.


    Trace let out a shout, startling her. “Yes! I’m on the way.” He put the phone down and gave her a wide grin. “Someone wants to make a deal.”


    She rose from the table. “I’m coming with you.” Laila held up a hand, stalling any argument. “Don’t even think about leaving me behind. Give me a few minutes to get changed, and I’ll be ready to go.”


    Trace tugged at his shirt collar. “I’m with you there. Get into something comfortable—this might take some time.”


    …


    Within the hour, they were back at the police station, going in the side door.


    James Carroll was an elderly man, a trace of red hair brushed over the top of his head in a vain attempt to cover his baldness. He sat in the interrogation room in silence, tapping his fingers on the metal tabletop. Every few seconds, he’d turn and stare at the one-way glass, his eyes wide and pleading like a puppy in a pet shop window.


    “He’s the one who bought the cane,” Laila said as she pressed one palm to the window in the adjoining room. “Who bought the fake cane,” she corrected herself.


    “Yes. And now he wants to cut a deal. He was the first to turn—guess he wanted to beat the rush.” Trace nodded.


    “What can he offer us?” she asked. “If he’s nothing but the buyer…”


    Trace crossed his arms. He now wore his leather jacket over a light blue shirt with the top handful of buttons undone, jeans and boots completing his shift from buyer to Interpol agent. “I’m not sure yet. But he told the detectives he wants Witness Protection for what he gives us. Guy works as an accountant at a large financial firm here in the city. Not sure what he was doing at the auction—last time I checked, it wasn’t the type of job that gave you a lot of excess money to spend on antiques.”


    “But Jerry let him in anyway,” she added. “Seems to me he’d have to have some money to get past the front door.”


    “True,” Trace agreed. “We’ll add that to the discussion. See what we can offer him to get him to flip.”


    “Can you do that? Make a deal, I mean.” She paused, searching for the words. “You’re not LAPD. You’re Interpol—if I recall correctly, you’re limited in what you can do here.”


    “Technically, yes. I’ll have to pass it through the others, but I have the authority to do it. But he’s going to have to cough up a hell of a lot to make it worth my while—especially with Emile breathing down my neck.” He put his hand on the doorknob. “Stay here, please. I’m not sure if he’ll recognize you, but I don’t want to put you in danger in any way. It’ll be bad enough that he’ll see me, but I can’t trust this to anyone else.”


    She nodded, conceding the point.


    He walked out the door and entered the interrogation room. In silence, he shrugged off his leather jacket and put it on the back of the chair. He undid his shirt sleeves and rolled them up, not looking at Carroll.


    Carroll said nothing as well, looking at Trace from under big, bushy eyebrows.


    He gave a snort. “Not surprised. Lady like that, too good-looking to be with you without some reason.”


    Trace ignored the insult and sat down. “You say you have information we can use to find the real walking stick, stolen from the Valkyrie’s Tomb during the Second World War.”


    “Yes.”


    “The one you just tried to buy illegally.” Trace cocked his head to one side and narrowed his gaze. “What can you possibly give us if you’re so easily fooled by a fake?”


    The man’s lips curled up into a scowl. “I wasn’t supposed to be buying a fake. I thought it was the real thing.”


    Trace leaned back. “I knew the rod was fake. Everyone else did.” He turned his head toward the window. “Pretty obvious to anyone with a bit of knowledge. Why do you think you got it so cheap?”


    Laila smiled, letting him craft the web.


    Carroll frowned. “I’m no historian.” He tapped the bridge of his nose. “And these old peepers aren’t as good as they used to be. But I thought it was the same one I’d seen at Blanco’s villa in Chile, only last week.”


    Trace’s shoulders tensed up, the muscles going tight under the shirt.


    Laila stared at him, studying his reaction.


    Whoever Blanco was, the mere mention of his name was enough to trigger her man’s fury.


    She blinked.


    Her man?


    Where the hell did that come from?


    She turned her attention back to the window, trying to ignore the slow burn sizzling through her core at the concept.


    Trace let out a rough laugh. “Blanco. As in Daniel Blanco, the arms dealer?” He stood up. “Don’t waste my time with lies.”


    Carroll gripped the ends of the table for support. “I’m not lying to you. I saw the cane there, on his private island.”


    “Back up a minute.” Trace pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes closed. “How do you know Daniel Blanco? You’re an accountant, midlevel at your company. Been there for over ten years, and you’re headed for a quiet retirement if you play your cards right. How would you know one of the most notorious arms dealers in the world?”


    The older man hesitated for a second. “I’ll need protection. I talk, and he’s going to have me killed. New life, new identity—the entire package.”


    “Make it worth my while, and we’ll see.” Trace sat down. “Tell me how you know Blanco.”


    “I…” Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead. “My firm, we do some work for him.”


    “Money laundering?”


    “Technically, no. I mean, not that it’s illegal. Much.” He paused to wipe his forehead with the back of his hand. “We deal with his investments here in the States, transfer funds back and forth to some international accounts. A few hundred thousand, here and there. Peanuts, compared to what the man makes.” The words spilled out. “I received a bonus for keeping my mouth shut, we all did. I decided to put my money into buying antiques, got a referral to Jerry. He heard I was a friend of Blanco’s and let me in.”


    “And you met Blanco? In person?” Trace shook his head. “He never leaves that island. You’re lying.”


    “No, no.” Carroll wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “We met a few months ago, in Brazil. I went there on a business trip for another client, a totally legal, up-front deal. Got an invitation at my hotel, went to the island as Blanco’s guest. Couldn’t really say no to him. Informed my boss, and he said to go and be polite—good for our business.” He grunted. “Car picked me up at the hotel, drove me to the pier. Private speedboat took me out to the island. Had dinner, chatted about some ideas regarding making more investments. We made some small talk, and he found out I was into antiques. Showed me his private collection. About wet myself when I saw it—the man knows his stuff. Then I fly back here, go to work on Monday. Boss is happy, we’re all happy, you know?“


    Trace nodded, urging him on.


    “A week ago, I’m at my desk. Phone rings, I pick it up. Blanco’s on the other end. At first, I think the receptionist’s made a mistake, put him through to the wrong guy. He wants my boss, right? But he says no, he’s calling me—a fellow collector. Tells me about the cane going to auction, says he thought I might be interested.” He shook his head. “I collect Norse stuff. Sunstones, that type of thing. An ancient cane, that’d be the highlight of my collection.”


    “Could you afford it?”


    A smile touched the edges of the man’s lips. “I’d manage.”


    “Why did he put it up for auction if he knew you were interested? Why not sell it to you direct?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe he wanted to see if I was serious about paying top dollar, maybe he wanted to see if he could get more. Hell, I was in no position to ask.” He stabbed a finger at the wall. “I didn’t say anything, although I was pretty pissed—but you don’t bite the hand that feeds you, right? Jerry must have made a copy, switched out the original, and sent the cane back to Blanco.”


    “Or he stole it,” Trace offered.


    Carroll shook his head. “Hell, no. Jerry knows that’d be a death sentence. I’m willing to bet he made the switch with Blanco’s permission. Look, I don’t know what game Blanco’s playing, but I’m not going to go behind bars for this. You offer me protection, and I’ll give you whatever you want.”


    Trace cleared his throat. “You’re willing to risk your company, your professional reputation, and everything you’ve done for Blanco to get revenge on him for an old stick?”


    “I’m not an idiot. Whether I talk or not, make a deal or not, my boss is going to fire me, and Blanco will have me killed to keep me quiet.” He sighed. “It’s all over for me, so why wouldn’t I try to get what I can to survive? You help me, and I help you.” He stared at the window. “You know he’s got the real thing on his island. I’ll tell you the layout of his villa if you cut me loose.”


    “You don’t think we have that already?” Trace asked. “Blanco and his family have owned that island for years. Interpol’s got a map of that villa, and we’ve got satellite images.”


    “But you don’t know where he keeps his precious relics,” Carroll retorted. “You know he’s a collector, but not what things he has or where he’s keeping them. And you haven’t had a reason to raid the place, between the corrupt local authorities and your own inept leadership.”


    Trace slammed his palms down on the metal table, sending the elderly man back to his seat. “Don’t push me.” He eyed the would-be collector. “Why would Blanco send the real thing, then switch it at the last minute? Why would he even need the money?”


    “No idea.” Carroll rubbed his chin. “Whatever his reason was, I got screwed, and now I want a way out.”


    Trace nodded. “We’ll check your information. If it’s real, we’ll see about a deal. If not…” He leaned in. “I’ll make sure your name goes down in the books as a prime example of what Interpol does to antique thieves and smugglers.”


    “But I’m not…” He fell silent at Trace’s upraised hand and nodded, dropping his gaze to the tabletop.


    Trace grabbed up his jacket and walked out.


    Laila realized with a shock that she’d been holding her breath.


    The door opened, and he walked in, rolling down his sleeves. “It’s bullshit. All of it. Son of a bitch is lying to try and cover the fact he got caught buying a fake. We might be able to make something of the money laundering, but that’s not my department. I’ll have to pass him on to the…” He paused, staring at her. “What?”


    “Carroll said this Blanco has an island.”


    “Yeah. A small one, not too far off of the coast of Chile. His family bought it outright decades ago and pays off the local government to leave them alone.”


    She held up her left hand, the metal band catching the fluorescent overhead lighting. “I think the island might be where this was leading us. And I had a dream, a vision…”


    “Hold on.” He lowered his voice. “Let’s get back to the hotel. I don’t want to talk about this in the middle of a police station. And I want you someplace safe.” He looked through the window. “I’ll put Carroll on ice until we figure this out. He’s not going anywhere.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Laila stayed quiet as they returned to the hotel, noting Trace’s own self-imposed silence. His intense glare focused on the bottom of the taxi, the piercing stare burning imaginary holes in the well-worn carpet.


    As they entered the suite, his phone rang. He looked at the small screen before putting it to his ear. “I’m here.”


    She couldn’t make out the fast-paced patter of words but knew it couldn’t be good, judging by the way Trace pressed his lips into a tight line.


    “Right.” He hung up and looked at her. “A private plane owned by one of Blanco’s shell companies left LAX not long after the mystery man walked out of the auction with the cane. It was headed for Chile—to Blanco’s island runway.”


    She nodded. “Carroll was telling the truth.”


    “Looks like it. But that’s not all.” He drew a deep breath before continuing. “Jerry fell on his way to the interview room, smashed his head against the wall. They sent him to the hospital—he’s unconscious. No idea yet how long he’s going to be out. They’ve got a police guard on him now, but the damage’s been done. We won’t get anything out of him for the time being. The doctors are still checking him over, but at the very least it’s a major concussion.” His jaw was tense, his shoulders tight under the dress shirt. “I’m ordering Carroll into special custody, under guard.”


    “Do you think he fell on purpose? Was he pushed? Did anyone know Carroll was talking to you, what he said?” She hesitated for a moment, weighing her words. “Someone who worked for Blanco making sure Jerry couldn’t talk to you, confirm or deny what Carroll said?”


    “Maybe. I don’t know. Could be bad luck, could be something more sinister. There were no security cameras in the hall. Blanco’s got connections everywhere.” He shook his head. “Jerry’s a good man, even if he walks on the wrong side of the law. He didn’t deserve this.”


    She fell silent as he tapped out a text on his phone. This Blanco was a dangerous man, one well worthy of Helheim. Taking him on would endanger them both. She wasn’t afraid of dying—her fate had already been decided.


    Trace…


    She was in no rush to see him ascend to Valhalla.


    He went straight to the laptop. “We’ve got work to do.”


    Laila glanced over to watch a photograph of ancient Greek ruins solidify on the screen.


    “Right.” He ran his hands over the keyboard. “Look here.” He waved her over. A series of pictures scattered across the screen showed an island paradise—a sandy beach, a villa that could have been any place in Italy, judging by the building’s design.


    “Blanco’s island.”


    He gave a sharp nod. “Yes. It’s not that big, only about fifty miles all told—not too far off the Chilean coast, near Santiago. But the house itself is a damned fortress with all the top security systems. A direct attack is only going to get people killed.”


    “You’ve considered raiding his island before,” she said.


    “The agency has. They have a file on him…” His voice trailed off before coming back, strong and determined. “My family—we have one as well.”


    “Why?”


    “It goes back to my grandfather, after the war. Jacob Blanco was an American soldier who picked up a lot of ‘souvenirs’ when he was overseas during World War II. When he came back, he packed up his family and moved to Chile before the military could pursue a case against him. There, he built a business dealing weapons to anyone who paid, which he financed through the sale of these items over time. He picked up some relics, sold others—a good way to launder money, as well.”


    Laila frowned, taking in the information. “That would be Daniel Blanco’s grandfather?”


    “Yes.” He shook his head. “His love of history passed on to his son and grandson who added to the family’s private collection, buying and selling on the black market.” One end of his mouth turned up in an annoyed snarl. “Interpol’s had surveillance on them for years, focused in on their arms dealing—not so much on their art collection. Wasn’t a priority.”


    “And the cane?”


    “Frank had his suspicions about Jacob Blanco. He was one of the soldiers stationed in the area where the Valkyrie’s Tomb artifacts were stored, but there was no evidence it was one of the items he pilfered from Europe.”


    “Is the first Blanco still alive?”


    “No idea. He hasn’t been seen for years—plenty of rumors about cancer, senility, plain old age. His grandson, Daniel, took over the business a few years ago, after Jacob’s son, Karl, died in a diving accident. As far as we know, there’s only the two of them left—the wives tend to die off young for various reasons, usually not long after producing a child.” He gave her a look. “Suicide, accidental poisoning… The local authorities nod and sign the papers.”


    Laila frowned. “But why would Blanco put the cane up for sale at one of Jerry’s auctions and then pull it away at the last minute with a fake ready to put in its place?”


    “No idea,” Trace said. “Could be a private deal gone wrong, some sort of triangle with another potential buyer—I can come up with a lot of theories. But first, we need to confirm that he has the actual cane back in his possession, and the only way to verify that is to go to the island. The plane filed a flight plan straight to Blanco’s private runway.”


    She put her hand on his shoulder, the muscles tight under her touch. “Is there any way to get the local authorities on our side? All of the evidence we’ve got here has to count for something.”


    He let out an angry snort. “It won’t be enough. It’s never enough. Interpol’s tried for years to get authorization for a raid, and it’s never been approved. The man’s not going to roll over for a search warrant. His lawyers will tie any proposed search up in court for years, or one of his bought judges will veto it.”


    “So how are we going to get to the island?”


    He turned in the chair and stared at her. “First, let’s talk about the ‘we.’”


    …


    As soon as Carroll mentioned Blanco’s name, Trace knew this was going to be an impossible mission. There was no way he’d get permission from Emile to go to Chile and try to get on the island.


    That left him only one option—to go alone, without official authorization. Except he wasn’t alone, and that was going to be a problem.


    “If I go to the island, I’ll be putting myself squarely in Blanco’s sights,” he started. “There won’t be any SWAT team, no backup. And if I get caught, no one’s coming to save me. I’ll just disappear.”


    “You’re saying ‘you’ when you should be saying ‘us,’” she corrected him.


    He looked at her, searching for the right words. If he said it out loud, it’d be real.


    Real as the woman standing beside him.


    “You are…” He cleared his throat. “You are a Valkyrie.”


    “Yes.” She eyed him. “I assumed we’d agreed on that part.”


    He gave her a wistful smile. “If we go in, it’s going to be under the radar, and that’ll be dangerous.”


    “I can handle it.” She glared at him. “This is what I was sent down to do. There is no other choice.”


    “But…” He struggled to explain himself, painfully aware of the emotions clogging up his thoughts. “Look, this is a different time from what you’re used to. Blanco’s thugs are bad men, human monsters who don’t care about who they hurt to achieve their goals. I don’t know if you have any idea what they’re prepared to do to us if we get caught.”


    “You think I don’t know what horrible things a man can do?” She tilted her head, a sad twist of her lips tempting him to move in and comfort her. “Some things don’t change with time. I appreciate you trying to save me from them, but I’m going.” Her gaze turned to steel. “With or without you. It might be more difficult without your help, but I’m going to that island.”


    He chuckled despite the situation. “I’m not surprised. But I had to ask.”


    “Understood.” Laila touched his shoulder. “But we’re in this together. Right to the end, whatever that may be.”


    “All right.” He rubbed his hands together, the familiar sensation of excitement tickling his stomach. “Let me make some phone calls, obtain cover passports and visas for us both—I can’t travel with either of my identities at this point. After that, we’ll take the next flight out to Chile. Come on.” He took her hand and led her to the nearby empty wall. Lifting his phone, he took a picture of her and sent it to one of the numbers he kept in his contact file.


    “What was that for?” She returned to the sofa.


    “Aisha’ll be able to make up visas and passports for us under assumed names. Makes it easier for us to disappear. It’ll take a few hours, but we’ll be under the radar.” He hesitated. “And it’ll be expensive.”


    She withdrew her wallet and spread out a handful of bills on the table.


    “Thank you. And Freyja.” He nodded skyward, hoping the goddess wouldn’t take it as a sign of disrespect. “These people, they deal in cold, hard, cash. Especially for a rush job.”


    Laila rubbed her eyes. “So now what?”


    He rolled his shoulders back. “We wait.” He glanced at the hallway. “We should both grab some sleep. It’s been a rough night and morning—let me start the wheels turning on these documents while you take one of the bedrooms. I’ll check on Jerry, make sure Carroll’s safe, then chill out here on the couch.”


    She took a few steps away before turning back. “Are you going to be all right? I…”


    “I’m good. I’m good,” he repeated. “Go get some rest.”


    He waited until she was out of sight before picking up his phone and pulling up the text program. It only took a few seconds to pull up Aisha’s number and send the message.


    The phone rang a few seconds later, a return call.


    “Do you have a death wish? Chile? Santiago? I know where you’re going, and I know it’s not a good idea. Coming up with a new alias—this isn’t authorized by Interpol, is it?”


    “No. It’s a personal trip.” Trace shook his head, visualizing the sleek black woman in his mind. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Fuck, no. You’re going to Blanco’s island, and he’s going to make you disappear—they’ll never find your body. And I’ll be left explaining to Emile why I helped you go rogue and walk into the jaws of the beast. Why the hell are you going there now, after all these years? What’s triggered this?”


    “I can’t tell you,” Trace said.


    A few seconds of silence followed. “You asshole. We fought together, bled together, and now you’re keeping secrets from me?”


    “Might be because I don’t want you getting into trouble. You’ve spent years undercover—I don’t want you to risk more than you will by getting me those documents.”


    The weary sigh signaled a victory for Trace. “Fuck. I’ll have them to you soon enough and clear it through the system. Just remember this if we need to call on you for another favor.”


    “You got it. Later.” Trace hung up on his CIA contact and put the phone down. In another time and place, he’d have jumped at the idea of having Aisha come with him. Her combat skills were honed through not only their shared experiences overseas, but her time working in the criminal underground as a counterfeiter. But bringing her in would create more questions, and Trace would feel compelled to tell her the whole truth about the cane and Laila.


    He couldn’t take the risk. Better to put only two lives in danger.


    Trace turned back to the laptop. A few taps on the keyboard brought up an old family picture of the three Dyson men standing in front of the Valkyrie’s Tomb, taken when he was about seven years old.


    For you. For us.


    His attention turned down the hallway toward the bedroom.


    For all of us.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The events of the past day spun around her mind like a pack of whirling dervishes. The danger in going to the island was clear—but there was no choice. And, from what she’d gathered from Freyja’s vision, there was no time. Even if Trace had suggested going the official route and getting permission, she doubted it would be fast enough.


    Not to mention posing the same problem she’d had with the raid—it’d be difficult to leave with the cane while surrounded by law enforcement personnel.


    Finally, she fell asleep, exhausted from thinking and overthinking the past few hours. When she woke, she could have sworn it’d only been a few minutes, but the digital clock on the side table showed it was late afternoon.


    Stifling a yawn, Laila walked out into the living room to find Trace standing out on the balcony, staring at the setting sun. He cut a fine portrait with his hands tucked into his pockets. His shirt was partially open, exposing well-toned muscles. His dark hair was brushed back, shaggy on his shoulders.


    For a second, she imagined them in another city, another time—looking out over the North Sea, watching the harbor as the trading ships came and went, fortunes made and lost with a late arrival or a missing fleet. The world laid out in front of them, waiting to be discovered.


    He turned toward her, breaking the spell. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning, bright and early. Except…” Trace hesitated.


    “What’s the problem?”


    “I got a text from Aisha. She created fake identities for the two of us for the trip. She came up with the best option for us to travel without drawing any undue attention. Laila and Trace Walters.”


    “Brother and sister?”


    “No…” He paused, giving her a mischievous smile. “Newlyweds on our honeymoon, going down to Chile.”


    “Ah. I see.” She forced herself to remain stoic, holding back a laugh. “This was her best idea?”


    “She’s been doing this for years. If she came up with this pairing, I have to believe it’s the best cover story for our trip. Is that going to be a problem?” Trace glanced out toward the ocean. “We’re going to have to look as natural as possible—can’t draw any attention to ourselves. It’s a solid cover, a reason for us to be together, and one that’ll fit into the tourist trade in Santiago. I can call Aisha and cancel it, but it’d take longer to get something else, and…”


    She couldn’t contain herself any longer. Laila reached out and touched his lips with one finger, silencing him. “I’m fine with it. Good idea.”


    “It is,” he replied. “But I want you to know there’s going to be no pressure from me for you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.” A bead of sweat appearing on his forehead as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, signaling his discomfort with the topic at hand. “Whatever you want to do, we can do. Or not. I was raised right, so…”


    She smiled, giving him an exit from the awkward subject. “You’re not used to working with a partner.”


    A relieved grin appeared. “No. Most of the time, I run solo. Except… I told you I’m a big believer in otherworldly things, but this…this is strange even for me.” He dug in one pocket of his jeans. “Whenever I go on a trip, I take a good luck charm. Got a whole drawer full of them. Rabbit’s foot, four-leaf clover, good luck charms from around the world. I added this a few years ago when my father passed away.” He pulled out a small pouch, the soft leather showing signs of wear and tear from being carried around so long.


    “I picked this one by pure chance when we left New York City. Seems like a sign to me.” He opened it and dropped the contents into his hand.


    The pair of wedding rings lay in his palm, the thick white gold bands resting on his weathered skin.


    “My father’s and mother’s,” he said. “It was his idea to start with, had her ring inside this pouch and carried it for decades until the end. On his deathbed, he told me to put his ring with hers, so they’d be together again.” He looked down at the golden bands. “It was just by luck I picked them this time.”


    She picked up the smaller of the two and eyed it. “They’re beautiful.” She slipped it on, the white gold brilliant against her pale skin.


    “It looks good on you.” He stroked the back of her hand, sending shivers through her arm, rushing up to encompass her entire body.


    She plucked the other ring from his palm and placed it on his ring finger, noting his slight tremor.


    “Looks good on you as well,” she murmured.


    They stood in silence for a long moment, holding hands as her heart warred with her mind.


    You’re going to leave him. Betray him.


    You should stop this now.


    But…


    Trace’s phone rang.


    “Damn,” he whispered as he pulled away, breaking his grip on her. “Always bad timing.”


    Laila laughed as she ran her fingers through her hair in an attempt to bring her racing heart under control.


    Trace picked up the phone and studied the text. “Good. Aisha’s running the passports over to us now.”


    She came in off the balcony, her head spinning as she felt the weight of the ring on her finger. “What do we do now?”


    He looked at her, and she saw the longing in his eyes, the offer waiting for her.


    All she needed to do was say yes.


    She looked down at the ring on her finger.


    “I think…” Her heart ached as she forced the words out. “I think you should show me where we’re going. We’ll need every bit of knowledge we have to make it in and out of Blanco’s villa without being caught.”


    Trace gave her a knowing nod. “Good idea.”


    He walked over to the table and sat down at his laptop. “Give me a few minutes to hook this up to the TV there, and I’ll brief you on everything we need to know before Aisha drops off our passports and tickets.”


    Laila wiped her forehead. “Let me freshen up, and I’ll be right out.” She strode down the hallway, grateful for a few minutes alone to gather her thoughts.


    …


    It wasn’t often that Trace Dyson found himself at a loss for words.


    All he could think about while waiting for her to wake up was how to propose their undercover roles to her.


    Propose being the first word that came into his head.


    He wasn’t sure how she’d react to his suggestion. To him, the coincidence of the wedding rings in his pocket and Aisha’s choice of cover identities was both soothing and startling. Over the years, he’d experienced a lot of odd events, as he’d told Laila. But this, this was a hell of one.


    It was a good sign. Confidence in the path they were about to take.


    He couldn’t afford to think otherwise.


    Now if only the phone would stop interrupting.


    Tapping on the keyboard, he brought up the most recent satellite images of the island. He’d spent hours imagining a raid on Blanco’s sanctum, and now it was happening.


    His thoughts kept drifting back to Laila, to the way she’d beamed as he slipped the ring on her finger.


    Beautiful.


    Trace shook his head, trying not to think about her—which, of course, meant she dominated his thoughts even more.


    Trace bit the inside of his cheek to try and banish her temporarily, holding back a laugh.


    He imagined his father chuckling in that low, rolling grumble as he saw Trace all mushy over a woman. Over the years, there’d been a few flings, but nothing that would be defined as a relationship.


    Now… he couldn’t get Laila out of his mind.


    He wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to.


    Laila came down the hallway, wearing a black T-shirt and matching sweat pants. Her long hair was pulled up into a tight bun.


    “So, where do you want to start?” she asked, pulling her feet up under her as she curled up on the couch.


    He settled beside her, placing the laptop on the table within easy reach. The cushions sank under his weight, tempting him to move closer.


    He brought up the blueprints. “I’ve always wondered if Blanco kept his treasures in his villa or if he stored them off-site. In his debriefing, Carroll stated he went down to the basement where Blanco had his gallery.” He smiled. “That’s what we needed to know. The basement level extends for the full length of the house—large and, with the right modifications, perfect for a private art collection.” He tapped a thick line with his finger. “This doorway off the patio is the closest route downstairs. We duck in, grab the cane, and duck out.”


    She studied the screen. “How are we going to get there? I assume the private runway is closed to all air traffic—and he’s not allowing tour groups, even for newlyweds.”


    “Right on both counts.” He switched to the satellite image of the island. “Put the runway out of your mind—we’re not even going to consider it. It’s under surveillance twenty-four–seven, and any approaching civilian plane is as likely to be shot out of the sky as it is to be allowed to land and be immediately jumped on by his men. We won’t find any way out once we’re in their custody.”


    He gestured at the water surrounding the island. “We’re going to Santiago and renting a boat under the guise of going out sailing for the day. It’s a tourist thing, a honeymoon scenario that won’t draw any suspicion. He’s got cameras set up watching the ocean near his villa—we’d have no chance of dropping anchor there, his men will be on us within minutes. So, we sail on by and continue enjoying the sunlight. When night falls, we circle back, land on the far side of the island where there’s no surveillance and hump it inland to the perimeter. There’s a small mountain range, if you can call it that, running across the island—we hike over that and it’s downhill to the compound. Take an hour or two at the most, even in darkness. We’ll pick up some night vision goggles, make sure we don’t break a leg.”


    Laila gave an approving nod.


    A flick of his finger brought up the overhead view of the building. “The villa itself. Classic set up—barbed wire fence, security guards around the perimeter. But no motion detectors or cameras, not until you arrive at the building itself. Too much wildlife on the island to avoid false alerts. The fences aren’t electrified. Blanco might be a bastard, but he’s an animal lover.”


    Her snort made him smile.


    “Me, too. But it works to our advantage. So, we sneak in, go to the villa, slip down to the gallery to steal the cane, and then exit. Then, get back to the boat, get as far away from Blanco as we can.”


    “Rather ambitious.” She nodded. “But I believe we can do it.”


    A knock came at the door.


    Trace put a hand up, keeping her in place. He tapped a button on the keyboard, blanking the screen out before crossing over to the door and peering through the keyhole.


    Right on time.


    “Good to see you.” He pulled the door open to see Aisha there. She wore her usual work uniform—the black leather jacket and matching pants, the bright red shirt unbuttoned to show off her gold chains. Her hair was pulled into a tight black bun, a bright red and gold comb holding it in place.


    “Right back at you.” She kissed his cheek and swept into the room, a force of nature incarnate. “And who’s your new partner?”


    “Aisha, this is Laila.” He smiled as the Valkyrie got to her feet. “We’ve both got the same goal, so figured we’d combine forces.”


    “As long as you both come back safe.” Aisha laughed, extending her hand as she advanced. “Pleased to meet you.”


    Laila shook her hand. “And I, you.” She studied Aisha, sizing her up.


    Aisha gave as good as she got, standing her ground and staring right at Laila. The détente lasted a few seconds before the handshake ended, both women nodding as they stepped back.


    Peace in our time.


    “I brought your passports and visas.” She withdrew a large manila envelope from the portable black hole she called a purse. “All cleared and ready to go. Airline tickets are in there for the happy couple. A morning flight—couldn’t get you one earlier. You’ll arrive in the early evening, so plan accordingly.” She eyed Laila. “Got to admit, was a bit surprised when Trace told me to plan for two. Man usually does his wild thing alone.” The smile was wide and genuine. “’Bout time he found someone he could work with.”


    “I work with you all the time,” he protested, seeing the knowing look pass between the two women. “Don’t spread rumors about me.”


    “Never.” She gave Laila a wink. “Now, about the payment. I gave you the family and friends discount, but I still have to pay my sources.”


    Trace picked up the wad of bills Laila had given him and peeled off enough, plus extra.


    Aisha nodded as she collected the money and tucked it inside her purse. “Always a pleasure to do business with you. And I do hope for more in the future, so stay safe.” She turned back toward the door, the black stilettos adding a few more inches to her six-foot frame. “Be careful about taking on Blanco. The man’s got bad blood in his family, and from the grandfather down, they’re all evil bastards.”


    Laila took a step forward. “What do you mean?”


    The tall woman looked from one to the other. “I’ve read files on the Blanco men that would chill the fuck out of your hearts. They’re cruel, ruthless assholes who will make a deal with the devil to get what they want—total domination over everything and everyone within their reach. Don’t underestimate how far they’ll go.” A soft smile emerged. “Hate to lose one of my best friends.”


    “We’ll be careful.” Trace accepted the gentle kiss on both cheeks at the door. “Got me a pretty decent heritage as well.”


    Aisha let out a snort before giving Laila a last wave and leaving.


    He closed the door and leaned back on it, re-assessing his plan.


    “Is she right?” Laila asked. “Are the Blancos that bad?”


    “They sure as hell aren’t good.” He crossed back over to the laptop and hit the keyboard to bring up the satellite photos again. “Let’s study this for a bit longer, then grab some rest before the flight.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    He insisted on Laila going to bed before he did, explaining he had work to do before they left.


    Work consisted of checking in with the LAPD. Jerry was still unconscious in the hospital under armed guard, and Carroll was safe in protective custody—a weight off Trace’s mind. After that, it was a case of composing an email to Emile, notifying his boss he’d be taking some vacation time while the experts figured out what they’d seized in the raid and the bureaucrats decided what to do with it.


    Stretching out on the couch, he forced himself to rest—eventually drifting off into a light sleep.


    The jumbled dream shocked Trace awake, the sense of loss and sadness almost bringing him to tears. He couldn’t remember anything, but his chest ached as if his heart had been torn out.


    The last time he’d felt half as bad was when his father had passed.


    He lay on his back, forcing his breathing to slow as the morning rays dragged across the room. It took a concentrated effort to call the dream back, grab the splinters to see what had hurt so much.


    There were shadows and a howl… He shook his head, pushing it away. Just crazy thoughts brought on by thinking about all things Norse.


    The sound of the shower caught his attention, signaling his partner was up and going—right on time.


    He played with the ring on his left hand, twirling it with his fingers before staring at the ceiling.


    “Freyja,” he whispered, “I’ve no right to ask you for anything, but can you please help me keep her safe? Give her a bit of that Valkyrie magic to survive this one, ’cause it’s going to be a rough ride. Me, I’ll answer for my own sins in time—but she deserves better.” He drew a deep breath. “I know she’s not telling me the whole story, and I’ll be honest, that’s pissing me off big-time. But whatever happens, she doesn’t deserve to die down here.”


    He waited, listened.


    Nothing.


    To be honest, he wasn’t sure what he expected—a roar of thunder, lightning striking the floor at his feet… But it would have been nice to get some hint he’d been heard.


    With a sigh, he levered himself up off the couch and headed for the kitchenette to prepare a light breakfast.


    A few hours later, they were headed for the boarding gate. The bags had been checked, their passports and visas inspected and approved without a second look.


    Trace offered up a silent thanks to Aisha for once again coming through as they walked through the terminal.


    “The flight is twelve hours long?” Laila asked, “Really? I thought Aisha was kidding.”


    “Yep. Plenty of time to catch up on your sleep.” He gave her a wink as he held up his hand, letting the wedding ring catch the light. “Makes me look good if you’re tired and worn out already.”


    She sighed, pushing his hand down. “Don’t expect me to spend time fawning and falling all over you.”


    “Not even a little bit?” The teasing came naturally as he held out their boarding passes to the flight attendant. “Don’t make me beg.”


    That earned him a sly smirk from the air steward as she led them to their first-class seats at the front of the plane.


    Laila sat in the window seat, glancing out at the wings. He settled beside her, enjoying the extra space their status conferred.


    He waited until the plane was airborne before starting the conversation, following the path mapped out in his mind—questions he needed answers to.


    “I assume you give Freyja updates, or she’s keeping an eye on you to see how things are going.” He watched her closely, gauging her response. “So why aren’t you swooping down on the Blanco estate right now with a posse of Valkyries, wiping out his guards and taking the cane back to your sister’s grave? Why are you slumming it with me, taking the long way in and out?”


    She flipped one dark lock of hair behind her ear. “Because there are rules even gods need to follow. The Allfather doesn’t like public displays of our power unless it’s unavoidable.”


    The flight attendant came forward with the drink cart, forcing him to pull back the hundreds of questions choking his thoughts.


    He waited until she was gone before continuing. “So, what does Odin define as unavoidable? Would he send backup if we got into deep trouble?”


    “I honestly don’t know.” She rolled her shoulders. “It’s just important to get the cane away from Blanco. My sister needs to be at rest before the end of the world. Returning it to her side will give her that peace.”


    “Ah.” The flash of deception in her face jabbed at his heart like a pro boxer, hitting low and leaving a bruise.


    He’d spent years, decades, hearing lies.


    Laila was a bad liar. She looked to her left, over his shoulder—a clear indication of evasion.


    His stomach ached, sadness curling around his gut. She didn’t trust him with something, something important.


    But he couldn’t force it out of her. All he could do was be careful and hope when she was ready to tell him the truth, she’d tell him. Right now, the focus had to be on the mission.


    He took her hand, letting his thumb brush the soft skin.


    Her fingers twitched in his grip. Trace leaned in, brushing his lips over her ear. “We’re supposed to be newlyweds, remember? Got to play our part.”


    “You’re afraid Blanco has spies on this plane?” The teasing smile shot straight down his spine, igniting his desire for her again.


    “I think he’s got spies everywhere, so let’s just play it safe.” He gave her his best grin. “How about you tell me how you got this job. Sounds rather interesting…”


    …


    Laila had been waiting for this question—from their first meeting when he saw her wings and spotted the bracelet moving to her wrist. It was inevitable Trace would want to know more about her past, how she came to be sitting with him, playing his wife as they prepared to steal an ancient weapon from a drug warlord.


    “We have over ten hours.” He squeezed her hand. “Take your time.”


    She scowled at him, enough to earn a sympathetic grin from a passing woman making her way back to her seat.


    “I was born… many years ago.” She enjoyed the sight of Trace pressing his lips together in a tight line, stifling his questions.


    She was in control here.


    “I told you my parents were merchants. We traveled the world on ships, making deals at every stop. Wine, spices, cloth… If you could sell it, we bought it and made money on it.”


    Laila paused, the memories rushing back like a tidal wave. “But as I got older, my parents realized this was no life for a child—especially a woman. So, at some point, we all went ashore, and they settled in a port city, opening up a business.”


    He moved in, his free hand moving up and down her bare forearm with a gentle rhythm. “Quite a change.”


    “You have no idea.” She nodded and took a sip of wine. “Then, when I was old enough, they found a husband for me.”


    His forehead furrowed. “I’m not a big fan of arranged marriages.”


    “It wasn’t as bad as some.” She closed her eyes and saw Sven there—smiling, the gray and white of his beard standing out against his weather-beaten skin. “He was the son of a family friend, a local who we had come to know and trust. His family had helped us settle in town, so when he asked my father for my hand, it was a natural thing.”


    “How old was he?”


    Laila raised an eyebrow. “Older. I was not his first wife. But he was a good man—my father told him if he ever hurt me, there’d be hell to pay. My mother was a bit more direct.” She let out a soft giggle. “Mom said she’d cut his balls off and fry them up, feed them right back to him if I was ever unhappy.”


    “Wow. Okay. They were serious,” Trace said. “What was his name?” The slow stroking continued, her skin tingling with goose bumps at the sensual touch.


    “Sven. He dealt in furs. We were never cold.” She allowed herself a soft chuckle. “I will always have a soft spot in my heart for him.”


    “As you should.”


    Laila looked up into Trace’s blue eyes, seeing nothing but kindness for her late husband.


    “I would never ask you to forget him,” he murmured. “How did he pass?”


    “Sickness. When I look back, it could have been the Black Plague—but there were so many ways to die…” She gave a wistful sigh, seeing the invisible numbers racing behind his eyes. “Yes, I’m an older woman. I hope this won’t wreck your reputation.”


    “I have no reputation,” he said.


    Laila lowered her head and chuckled. “You said it first.”


    “It must have been fantastic to live back then.” He let out a sigh. “Just imagine what you’ve seen, experienced.”


    “Like cholera, dysentery, smallpox?” She snorted. “Fleas, and body odor that’ll make you throw up? Dried and salted fish and meat that needs to be soaked in water for hours to make it edible? That?”


    He rolled his shoulders. “Well, okay. Maybe not so much.” He eyed her. “How about as a Valkyrie? What have you seen doing that?”


    She turned and looked out the window into the clouds, the tug of recent memories pulling her down. “Battlefields. Blood. Death.” A shudder ran through her body, nausea surging up. “So many young lives. So much potential wasted in the name of this god or that one, this cause or…” She paused to take a shallow breath, her lungs aching.


    His arms went around her, pulling her into a tight hug.


    “I’m sorry,” Trace whispered. “I didn’t think… Hush now, put it out of your mind. Just try to relax, enjoy the flight.”


    She looked up as the flight attendant moved closer with their meal trays. The woman smiled, seeing the newlyweds cuddling together.


    Trace pressed his lips to her temple, a light kiss. “Time to eat, then rest up. We’ve got a busy few days ahead of us.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Santiago was noisy and beautiful, the different languages rolling over her with bright, vibrant accents as they made their way through the crowds and out of the airport.


    “Do you speak Spanish?” Trace asked as he put their luggage into the taxi. “I can translate if you…” He paused as she rattled off questions to the waiting driver, who smiled and touched the brim of his cap as she complimented him on his car.


    “Silly me. Of course, you do.” Trace chuckled as he held the door open for her.


    “So, we’re going to the hotel and then…” She fell silent as he pulled her hand up to his lips, the soft kiss stunning her into silence.


    “It’s our honeymoon. I think we’ll manage.” He gave a knowing wink to the driver’s curious gaze in the rear-view mirror, urging a low chuckle from the man.


    Trace turned and looked at her.


    Don’t tip our hand.


    We are in enemy territory now.


    She nodded, accepting the silent request.


    Laila pressed one palm against the window as the bright lights of night in the city sped by—the entire day had been spent flying, sucked up in travel.


    Trace’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out of his pocket, silently reading the text message.


    “So, have you ever been to Santiago before?” the driver asked, eyeing her in the rear-view mirror.


    “No, it’s our first time.” She giggled, giving him a wide smile. “I think we might want to leave the hotel, find some entertainment at some point. Do you have any suggestions?”


    Play the tourist, the happy newlyweds looking for fun and excitement on their honeymoon.


    She glanced sideways at Trace as he tapped on the small screen, his forehead furrowed.


    The driver launched into a series of referrals, listing local romantic spots and nightclubs—all of which she guessed could be traced back to his family and friends. She played along, collecting flyers and business cards as he slipped them back to her.


    Trace hung up a few minutes before they arrived at the hotel, smiling as she showed him the brochures.


    He wagged a finger at the taxi driver. “You’re trying to get her to leave the hotel room—not on the first day of our honeymoon.”


    The man laughed as they pulled up to the hotel entrance.


    The doorman opened the door, and within minutes, the staff whisked them up to the honeymoon suite, with Trace delivering large tips to everyone involved.


    “Won’t that make us stand out?” Laila locked the hotel door.


    Trace put his finger to his mouth and went to one of the bags. He pulled out the same black box from before.


    She kept talking as he went from room to room, checking to make sure there were no surveillance devices in the suite. “Not that I don’t think we should be tipping these people—they work long and hard for their money, but Daddy’s going to be upset if we blow all of our cash in a single night. I don’t want to have to wire him…” She hesitated, seeing Trace’s knowing grin.


    “We’re good,” he said. “And Daddy’ll just have to suck it up.”


    She let out a sigh. “Do we really need to be that paranoid?”


    “Yes. Yes, we do.” He picked up the suitcases and carried them down to the bedroom as she trailed behind. “Blanco’s got connections everywhere. If I came down wearing my badge out in the open, he’d have his men on me before I left the airport.”


    “But won’t he recognize you? If you’ve been hunting down artifacts for most of your life?” She entered the bedroom and paused.


    Decadence was the word that came to mind, along with overkill.


    The crushed red carpet matched the bedspread and sheets, the mirror on the ceiling cut in a heart shape over the king-sized mattress. The dark rosewood dressers held even larger mirrors, making the room seem to go on forever.


    Trace let out a loud laugh as he sat down on the end of the bed. “Well, then.” He patted the space next to him. “Which side do you want?”


    She choked back giggles as she walked around the room, noting the lack of windows. Not that guests needed one—the assumption here was that they’d provide their own entertainment.


    “This is…” She drew a deep breath, searching for the words.


    “Over the top and then some?”


    “At least.” She sat down beside him, chuckling as she sank into the soft mattress.


    “What does your place look like…” Trace gestured at the mirrored ceiling.


    “It’s nice.” She laid back, staring at her reflection. “The rooms are stone, but never cold. Everyone decorates the way they want to—some choose items to remind them of where they came from, or a specific era they prefer over others.”


    He settled beside her. “Can you time-travel?”


    “Oh, no.” She lifted one hand to rest against her forehead. “Some of my sisters have just been around so long that they remember certain times and places and want to keep those memories fresh.”


    He rolled onto his side, facing her. “And what did you have in your room?”


    “Furs.” She could see them in her mind’s eye, the black and white and silver pelts covering the floors and walls. “Soft, warm pelts.”


    “PETA would have a field day with that. Sounds cool, though.” He shifted onto his back. “I’d love to see it.”


    She swallowed hard, forcing her mind away from the obvious.


    In a day or two, she’d be returning to the very room she’d described to him.


    Alone.


    “Like I was saying before—why won’t Blanco know you’re here, real name or not. If your family’s that famous for hunting down antiquities…”


    He sat up, shifting away from her. “The man’s a major arms dealer. He’s got bigger things to worry about than whether or not a low-level Interpol agent wants to raid his goodie cabinet. He’s untouchable, safe on his island and immune from arrest or prosecution. As for the Dyson name…” Trace shook his head.


    “That text I received in the cab wasn’t a good one. I’m supposed to be on my way to Lyons, France, to present myself in front of a disciplinary board in three days to explain why I ordered the raid in Los Angeles and allowed a suspect to walk off with an artifact in New York City.”


    He reached out and touched the silver bracelet where it lay on her wrist. “Emile put two and two together and demanded I get my ass to Lyons—and drop you off in New York to be detained until this all got figured out.”


    She berated herself—of course they’d notice the bracelet’s absence eventually. “Will they interfere with our mission here?”


    “No. They don’t know where we are—at least for the time being.” He rubbed the back of his neck, drawing his fingers through the shaggy locks. “Even if I survive this and bring the cane back, it would give them the final nail in the coffin to fire me.”


    “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about coffins right now?” She got to her feet. “I’m hungry—let’s find something to eat.”


    …


    He wasn’t sure what to make of Laila’s revelations—she had to be easily two, three hundred years old.


    As he moved to the living room, he pushed the thoughts aside. There’d be time for that later, after they returned to the exhibit in New York City and he figured out what her end game was. Whether he lost his job or not didn’t matter—getting the cane was the priority. He’d gladly hand the credit to someone else if it made the Valkyrie’s Tomb whole again.


    “Let’s order room service.” He passed her the menu. “After all, we’re supposed to be on vacation.”


    She studied the menu, lips pressed together. “Seafood and steak. Good, hearty food that’ll stick to your ribs.”


    He nodded and picked up the phone. “Surf and turf for the win! Toss in some expensive fancy desserts, and we’ll look like any other happy couple.”


    She settled on the couch and picked up the television remote as he placed the order. Flipping through the channels, she stopped on a popular game show and waited until he’d finished with room service before speaking.


    “And after that? What’s the plan?”


    “After we stuff ourselves silly, we catch some Zs. Gather our strength. As soon as we leave this hotel, it’s going to be rough. We’ve got a sailboat booked at the pier tomorrow morning at dawn.”


    “You know how to sail?” She gave him a teasing smirk. “Aren’t you full of surprises.”


    Trace pointed at his chest. “Just like an onion. Lots of layers. And yes, I do.”


    “We’re going to need equipment.” She nodded toward the balcony and the ocean just beyond. “I’m not hiking across the island in a bathing suit.”


    “I’ll go out after we eat, hit the underground market, buy some gear.” He rolled his shoulders back. “We’re not going onto that island unarmed.”


    She frowned. “How will you do that? I’m assuming you can’t just ask the concierge where the best place is to buy weapons. Or even our friendly taxi driver.”


    “Do a little walking, do a little talking where the tourists don’t like to go.” He rubbed his thumb and index finger together. “Money talks.”


    A sharp knock at the door signaled their dinner had arrived. The conversation broke off as they both enjoyed the thick-cut steaks and lobster tails, done to perfection.


    Laila put her near-empty plate back on the room service cart with a sigh. “That was extremely decadent. And delicious.”


    “Need to load up on the protein for tomorrow.” Trace checked his watch. “Or today, depending on how you look at it.” He did the same with his dishes, giving the remains of the tiramisu a last, longing look. “I’ve got to go.”


    He reached for his leather jacket, slipping it on over his white dress shirt. “Hate to ask, but can I have some more cash?”


    “Sure.” She opened her wallet and withdrew a thick stack of bills, already converted into Chilean pesos.


    “Dang. Thanks, Freyja.” He couldn’t help grinning as he pocketed the money. “Much better to shop with the local currency—be a pain to find someone to do an exchange at this time of night. Not like we’re buying souvenirs.”


    “People do buy souvenirs on their honeymoons,” she offered. “They do a lot of things, like going out and seeing the sights.” She gestured toward the small pile of flyers and business cards from their taxi ride.


    He couldn’t help giving her a long, searching gaze, dragging his eyes up over her jeans and light-yellow blouse, hunger burning in his belly.


    The words escaped before he had a chance to censor them. “I told the driver the truth. If this were for real, I wouldn’t let you leave the bedroom.”


    She blinked, her eyes widening. The short gasp cranked his desire up to eleven on a scale of ten, and he had to get out of there.


    Trace crossed the room in a few strides, heading for the door.


    “Lock this after I leave and don’t open it to anyone. Not even room service.”


    Before she could ask why, Trace stepped out.


    He paused in the hall, waiting for the tell-tale click of the deadbolt lock on the door.


    The sound of metal on wood confirmed his request


    She was safe.


    Trace wiped his forehead.


    He needed a long, cold drink.


    Then he’d start preparing for their descent into Hell.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    She didn’t find it hard to pray to Freyja when the goddess was only a few doors over, shut away in her private chapel or with Odin in the Great Halls, celebrating the newest crop of warriors to arrive.


    But now—the words tasted stale in her mouth, her tongue thick with what she could only call worry and concern.


    Not so much for her life—that had been bargained away centuries ago, when Freyja had come to her, offering a chance to stay alive when all she’d wanted to do was die.


    This was for Trace.


    She heard the hesitation in his words, saw through the thinly-veiled falsehoods. This was going to be his last mission, no matter what happened. If he failed, he’d disappear into the darkness surrounding Blanco—and no one would ever know his fate, just another name listed in a thick file.


    But if they succeeded, it wouldn’t be any better. Because she was going to take the cane and leave him without anything to show for his help. His sacrifice. He would end up shunned by law enforcement for returning with empty hands, losing his job and his reputation.


    There was no way this could end well for both of them.


    She stumbled over the words again, wishing she could talk to the goddess directly, ask for guidance. Hurting Trace was the last thing she wanted to do, but it seemed the only way out.


    She rose from her knees and went to take a seat on the black leather sofa. The television remote was nearby, and she turned it on, letting herself be entertained by the melodramatic affair played out on the wide screen.


    Laila closed her eyes and sighed, willing herself to sleep.


    


    The soft knocking brought her up and out of a dreamless sleep. She twisted on the cushions for a second, disoriented.


    “It’s me.” The familiar voice drifted through the door. “You’ve got the deadbolt on—I can’t let myself in.”


    She stumbled to her feet and toward the door, slapping one palm against the thick redwood as she worked the lock.


    It opened to show Trace standing there, two well-worn and stuffed military backpacks beside him. His long hair was gone, cropped into a military style. It gave him an entirely new look.


    He shuffled in, carrying the packs without much trouble. “Took a bit of time but found what we needed. Thanks for the cash.”


    “You got your hair cut.”


    “I did.” He dragged a hand over the short dark hair. “Decided it was time for a change. You like?”


    “I do.” She reached out and pressed her hand to his head, drawing her fingertips over his scalp. She brushed one ear, and he let out something akin to a laugh.


    “Ticklish?”


    “In all the best places.” He stepped back out of reach.


    Laila started, realizing her misstep—dancing too close, threatening to break the détente of their relationship. Part of her wanted to put it down to grogginess, the sudden jolt awake breaking down her natural barriers.


    But I know better.


    He yawned, throwing up a hand to cover his mouth. “I’m beat. Mind if I take the bedroom for a few hours?”


    “Yes. No.” She stumbled through the words, still half asleep. “It’s yours. Go get some rest. We’ll be leaving soon enough, unless you want to change the schedule.”


    “I’ll be fine.” He shrugged off his jacket with a sly grin. “Can always take a nap on the boat—after all, we’ll be out all day.”


    She retreated to the sofa, tucking her feet up under her as he put the two packs to the left of the door.


    “What’s in them?”


    “Survival gear, mostly. Some clothing for us, weapons and night goggles.” He kicked off his boots and wagged a finger at her. “Don’t open them up—they’re pretty tightly packed. I’m off to bed. See you in a few hours.”


    She watched him pad down the hall and disappear into the luxurious bedroom, fighting the urge to follow.


    After all, they were on their honeymoon.


    Instead, she returned to the balcony and stared out into the night, beginning her prayers all over again.


    


    Trace woke up and stared at the digital clock on the bedside table—five in the morning, exactly the hour he’d set his internal alarm.


    He tugged on a white T-shirt and matching slacks, preparing for what would look like a day relaxing on the sailboat after a night of steamy lovemaking. The white sneakers were fresh and new, daring him to scuff their pristine surface.


    It was the opposite of the clothing now packed in the bags by the front door, the dark outfit standard gear for this type of mission. Whether he wore it for the military, Interpol, or one of his own personal crusades, it never changed.


    Except now he wasn’t alone.


    Laila lay on the couch as he came out of the hallway, watching the television.


    “Did you get any rest?” he asked.


    “Enough.” Laila rose and stretched, raising her arms high over her head. She wore a T-shirt and track pants. “I’ve done my morning exercises and was wondering what you wanted to do about breakfast.”


    “I’ve ordered a food basket to be waiting for us downstairs on the way out—fruits, nuts, that sort of thing. Threw in a bottle of champagne, since we are going cruising on our honeymoon.” He grinned, the tickle of excitement curling up his spine. “And it begins.”


    Within the hour, they were at the marina, checked in and pulling away from the wharf. Laila waved at the dockmaster with a smile, earning a wide grin in response.


    The sky was clear, the morning sun bright and shining down on them as he maneuvered the sailboat out into open water. His muscles sang with the welcome exercise as he moved around the boat, working the different lines as the large white sail caught the breeze and inflated to full size.


    Laila wasn’t being lazy, either—she bounded around the twenty-foot boat as if born to the sea, helping tighten lines or loosen them as they worked in tandem, with a handful of words between them.


    They made a great team, he reflected as they cleared the harbor and headed out into open water.


    That was either going to be very, very good or very, very bad soon enough.


    Laila settled at the front of the sailboat, lying on a multicolored beach towel as she peered at the rising sun. She wore a white pair of shorts and a white T-shirt tied into a knot at the front, her long, dark hair pulled into a tight bun.


    Trace reached for a water bottle, forcing his thoughts away from the gorgeous woman at the opposite end of the boat. The backpacks were stowed below, waiting to be used as soon as the sun went down.


    Now, all he had to do was survive a day lounging in the sun with Laila.


    …


    The thrill of sea travel stirred emotions inside Laila she’d thought long gone, reminding her of her old life. Before Freyja and the Valkyries, before the battlefield visits and the exhaustion of retrieving so many fallen warriors.


    She put up one hand to shade her eyes as Trace came over.


    “Any advice to offer?” He gestured at the rope lines. “Seems you know more about this than I do.” He settled on the towel beside her, holding a water bottle in his hand.


    “I grew up on the ocean,” she pointed out. “On ships much bigger than this.” She let out a sigh, scanning the horizon. “Mother used to say I got my sea legs before I could walk.”


    Other pleasure boats floated nearby—expensive yachts, smaller boats holding only a single person as they darted back and forth across the water. Some private fishing boats were already heading out to sea, their customers waiting impatiently for the chance to catch some bragging rights.


    There was a peacefulness in her soul she hadn’t experienced in years. She laid back on the towel, shading her eyes with one hand. “So now what?”


    “We’re heading out toward the island—but not close enough to trigger any of their warning systems. There’s plenty of space between here and there. I’ll drop anchor while we’re still in the neutral zone, and we relax and chill. Anyone flies overhead, we’re just a honeymooning couple catching some rays and enjoying the scenery.” He smiled at her, and she felt his gaze dragging over her body. “As one does.”


    She laughed and laid back. “I’m going to catch some sleep. Call me if you need any help with the boat.”


    Closing her eyes, she let the gentle rolling of the ocean lull her back into a light sleep—the smells and the sounds of the sea embracing her wholeheartedly.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    She turned and faced the island, studying their target. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with beautiful reds and blues as the cool night air washed over them.


    It’d been an unremarkable day, switching between napping on the deck and going below with Trace—helping play up their cover as honeymooners. Other boats cruised by, waving at the couple as they enjoyed the beautiful weather.


    While in the cabin, Trace ran through the contents of the backpacks and the small armory collected for the trip.


    Trace held up a pair of goggles, the strange eyewear reminding her of a ceremonial mask.


    “Night vision. That way we can go around without worrying about tripping over logs.” He tapped the black metal and plastic. “It’s a large island, so we’re landing on the far side and hiking to the villa. As I said, before—their surveillance is focused on the compound and the private runway, but if it were me, I’d make sure the rest of the island wasn’t that welcoming.” He paused. “Have you ever shot a pistol?”


    She shook her head. “I’ve never had a reason to.”


    He pulled out an automatic pistol from the pack. “These people aren’t going to be coy about shooting us.” He extracted the clip. “I’ll keep to the basics, but if you’d rather not carry…”


    She put her hand atop his arm. “I’m smart, and I’ll learn. I won’t put us at risk.” She smiled. “Show me.”


    Trace smirked. “Thought you’d never ask.” He began to break the pistol down, pointing out each piece.


    By the time she exited the small cabin, Laila was sure she looked like they’d spent most of the day carousing with her new husband—her head was spinning with the recent information. Now, as she levered herself up on one elbow and watched the sunset, she couldn’t help pushing a sliver of fear down inside her, the true danger of their situation digging in deep.


    Trace came up beside her. “Another half hour and I’ll lift anchor and kill the running lights. Wind’s working with us—we’ll be able to go ‘round the island without having to use the engine.” He looked skyward and tossed off a sloppy salute. “Thanks, guys.”


    “That’s not how that works.” Her mouth was dry, and she reached for the nearby water bottle. “But if you’d like, I can pray to Freyja for help.”


    “Go ahead and toss in Thor, Loki, the entire set.” He chuckled. “Come below and eat—I put together a hearty, protein-filled dinner so we can go ashore ready to rock.”


    She allowed herself a scowl as he turned away. “You don’t want to bring Loki into this. He’s known as the Trickster for very valid reasons.”


    Trace went down the steps with a wave of his hand as she looked into the night sky. “If he’s willing to help, I’ll take it.”


    She studied the horizon again, goose bumps pricking her skin as the breeze drifted over her. There was no going back at this point.


    “Come and eat,” Trace called from inside the cabin. “Got to keep your strength up.”


    She glanced once more into the night sky before going down the handful of steps to meet him.


    Trace finished eating first, peering through the porthole as the first raindrops splashed against the porthole. “Oh, shit.” He scowled and grabbed a rain poncho, pulling the plastic over his head. He tossed a second one into her lap before heading up out of the cabin.


    Laila unfolded the poncho, trying not to feel too smug. “You tease the Trickster, and you reap the whirlwind.”


    “Yeah, well…” The annoyed shout came down the narrow passageway. “Reap your ass up here and let’s see if we can reach the island before we end up on the bottom of the Pacific.”


    The storm broke over them with a fury that made her wonder if the Wolf was behind it, the fierce waves lashing the sailboat like a jealous mistress with a whip. She never got seasick, but even her iron stomach twisted into knots as they fought the violent winds blasting the boat.


    “Help me pull that sail down!” Trace roared over the screaming wind. “We’ll have to power through to the other side of the island and drop anchor. No way we’re going to make it otherwise.”


    She didn’t dispute his command—the only other option was to try and make a run for the safety of the mainland harbor, and her seafaring knowledge told her there was a slim chance of making it.


    “Who’s the damned god of the oceans?” he yelled as he pulled down the sail. The rain poncho blew back and forth in the wind, practically useless. His shirt was soaked through, the white fabric now transparent. His slacks weren’t much better, showing off what lay underneath.


    She scurried from bow to stern, trying not to be distracted by the firm, toned body now on display.


    “Njord,” Laila shouted.


    “Call upstairs and tell him to lay off—we’re trying to help Freyja here!” He ducked as one of the spars swung free, barely missing his head. “As soon as we make that cove, we’re dropping anchor and jumping overboard.”


    “What?” She shook her head, the wet hair sticking to her face. “Why?”


    “We can’t stay on the boat—if the anchor breaks, we’ll be swept out to sea.” He pointed at the island. “This’ll be our only chance to get ashore. We have to take it.”


    She drew one hand over her face to try and clear her vision, the driving rain making it impossible to see farther than a few feet in front of her.


    Trace scrambled into the cabin. A few seconds later, the engine started, the vibrations under her feet offering slim consolation.


    Laila took a firm hold on a nearby rope and started praying. She’d never met Njord, but she hoped Freyja would intercede and take pity on them.


    It’d be strange to die twice in one lifetime.


    …


    A clap of thunder deafened Trace as he wrestled with the emergency life raft, part of the ship’s standard equipment. The man he’d rented the boat from hadn’t blinked at Trace’s insistence on checking the safety gear, nodding in approval at the newlywed taking precautions to make sure he and his new wife would be safe.


    Part of Trace’s mind noted this was a bonus to their plan, in a warped sort of way. The storm would cover their approach, and if any of Blanco’s men came upon them, they’d have a ready-made excuse as to why and how they were there.


    It might just keep them alive for a bit longer.


    The engine sputtered and growled as the storm raged around them. He gripped the metal steering wheel, pointing the ship’s bow at the small cove.


    The wheel bucked in his hands, the waves threatening to push them off course. Storms weren’t anything new to him, but this one…


    This one felt personal.


    Trace peered through the rain to study the shoreline, mentally superimposing it on the map. Had to be careful—sandbars marked on the map would tear the bottom of the boat out if they came in too close to the beach. Hopefully, they’d be able to paddle the raft in without any trouble, but right now he wanted to make sure they survived.


    A few minutes later, he slammed his hand down on the anchor release lever, a shuddering under his feet indicating the machinery had done its duty.


    Now he had to do his.


    The storm let up a bit, the choppy waves not as high as they had been before they gained the relative safety of the inlet, the cove hardly enough to warrant the name.


    Laila had done a fine job of tying down everything topside, so when he came up on deck with the two backpacks and the raft, he found it easy to get to the side. She moved beside him, raising her voice over the peals of thunder.


    “This is as close as we can get.”


    He nodded and handed her one of the packs before pulling the cord on the inflatable raft and tossing it overboard, keeping a firm grip on the rope.


    The gray military surplus raft blew up quickly, the floating platform waiting for them.


    He gestured at her. “Ladies first.”


    That earned him a scowl, but she got into the raft, lugging the pack behind her. The water had gotten even calmer. Now only a fraction of the angry waves slapped against the sailboat’s side.


    She got out the metal oar as he settled beside her and pushed them away from the craft. “We should be okay,” Laila said as she dug the paddle into the water. “This should blow over soon enough. The clouds are moving quickly.”


    Trace took up the second oar and joined her, digging in deep as they headed for the shore. “I’m okay with that—as long as we have a boat to come back to.” He waved at the jagged lines on the horizon. “There’s our mountain range. We’ll try to climb as fast as possible once we hit the beach, reach the caves I saw on the satellite pictures.”


    “What?” She spat the words out. “We’re not heading for the villa?”


    “Not right away.” He glanced up at the dark, angry clouds circling overhead. “The wind, the lightning—easy for something to fall on us, or for us to get turned around in the storm. Better to hole up for an hour or two until it’s over and take the opportunity to dry out.”


    She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, her unhappy agreement coming through in an angry snort.


    “Believe me, I’m not happy about the change in plans.” He continued to paddle as the sandy beach came closer. “But the last thing we need is to get hurt going in.”


    He jumped into the water as soon as he judged it shallow enough, his sneakers sinking into the muddy bottom as he pulled the raft toward the shore. This wasn’t anywhere near the plan envisioned back in the hotel room.


    And yet… his heart was singing with anticipation. On the hunt, again—this time for the Grand Prize, the Holiest of Holies in his family’s eyes.


    Even though neither his father nor grandfather was still around, Trace felt their watchful gaze, both urging him on.


    He wouldn’t fail.


    Laila hopped out and joined him in dragging the raft up onto the beach. The rain still fell, but it was lighter, not the vicious driving slap in the face they’d endured earlier.


    He tied the raft to one of the nearby trees, the falling leaves and branches providing natural camouflage.


    Laila shouldered her pack in silence. Her clothing was soaked through, the thin fabric clinging to every delicious curve. He hadn’t had much time to admire her in the middle of the storm, but now…


    “There.” He gestured at a trail not far from where they stood. “According to the map, that should lead us up to the caves within the hour.”


    She tugged her loose hair up in one hand and snapped an elastic around the ponytail. “Any chance Blanco’s men have booby-trapped them?”


    He shook his head. “I’m hoping not. We’re on the opposite side of the island from where the villa is. But we’ll be careful.” He shouldered his pack and offered her his hand. “Let’s go.”


    The ground was saturated, a small creek rushing along the path they were on, making everything slick and slippery, from the dense grass to the muddy trail. Trace let out a string of curses under his breath as they made their way up the mountain in near-darkness—he hadn’t put on his boots, choosing to leave them in the backpack and wait until they were in a safe, dry place.


    Right now, he’d give his left nut for a tent and a roaring campfire.


    But there was no sign of anyone around—the trail, if it could be called that, showed no sign of recent human intervention. No cut trees, sliced leaves or branches, no signs Blanco’s men had come to this side of the island in the past few weeks or even months.


    He rubbed his eyes, trying to see any indication of traps on the narrow path. But if there’d been any, they were long gone—washed away with the torrential downpour or triggered by the debris blowing around.


    In a way, the storm might have done them a favor.


    A small hollow caught his attention, the black nearly invisible against the gray stone.


    “There.” He led her over to the narrow opening.


    Trace shrugged off the pack and pulled out a fluorescent tube, shaking the plastic rod to start the chemical reaction. The rain still fell, but so lightly now it was a caress, draping over their shoulders like a warm blanket. He pulled the K-Bar knife from the small holster strapped to his ankle and held it in his right hand, comfortable with the familiar feel.


    “Stay here. I’m going to crawl in and make sure there’s a vacancy.” Without waiting for an answer, he crept into the tunnel.


    The light showed a bare wall, the thin corridor opening up into a larger circular area. A quick inspection showed old claw marks on the stone, but nothing recent—whatever had been in here had left without anyone taking up the old homestead. A faint, musty smell hung in the air, but he’d dealt with worse. Old, dry twigs and wooden branches in one corner signaled it’d been someone’s nest.


    Now it was theirs.


    “Come on.” He walked back, accepting his pack and stepping out of the way as she followed him in.


    “It’s—okay,” she pronounced as she circled the cave. “Can’t build a fire, but we can at least try to dry out.”


    “Of course, we can build a fire. Best way to get dry, last time I checked.” He pulled out the matches. “Just got to be careful it doesn’t smoke us out of here.”


    Trace moved the twigs and dry wood to the back of the cave, explaining as he went. “Build the fire here, the smoke goes up and out this way.” He lifted his hand to draw an imaginary line along the ceiling. “I’m not thrilled about lighting one, but we might as well be comfortable. And I doubt any of Blanco’s men are going to race out to investigate a small bit of smoke—they’re likely to put it down to a lightning strike setting one of the trees on fire. Either way, worth the risk.”


    Laila nodded as she pulled out the safety blankets and set them on the ground. “The storm should be done soon, and there’s plenty of time left to hike to the villa before the sun comes up. We needed to change, anyway.”


    He knelt and turned to the simple job of making fire, something he’d done thousands of times before, except a woman was stripping naked behind him, and for some reason, his hands wouldn’t stop shaking.


    “So, what are we going to do until the rain stops?” Her soft voice drifted over him.


    “Well, I figure we’ll lay out our clothes to dry on the rocks and then…” He turned back to see Laila standing there, without a stitch of clothing on.


    He swallowed hard in an effort to keep some semblance of sanity. “I guess we’ll think of something.”


    She stepped toward him, keeping him on his knees. “I have an idea.”


    “If you suggest playing cards, I’m going to lose my mind,” he murmured as he took her all in, the lovely luscious body a few inches away.


    She offered her hands, smiling as he entwined his fingers in hers. “Before warriors go into battle, they celebrate their lives—in case they don’t make it back.”


    His throat dry, he nodded. “I’m familiar with the concept.”


    “Going after Blanco is dangerous. We might both die—I don’t know where you’ll go, but I pray it’d be Valhalla. As for me…” She shook her head, her long, loose hair falling around her shoulders. “That is in higher hands than ours. But I wouldn’t deny us this tradition.” She drew a shallow breath. “I can’t promise you more than this—you need to know that. When my mission here is done, no matter what the outcome…”


    He silenced her with a long, soft kiss just below her navel, dragging his tongue over the sensitive skin. Laila rolled her head back and moaned, sinking down in front of him.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    She wasn’t lying to him. Over the centuries, she’d seen warriors prepare themselves for possible death by indulging in a variety of exercises, praying to their gods, or giving themselves over to their desires in fear of never having another chance to do what they want.


    She was a Valkyrie. If she fell here in battle, she hoped Freyja would personally take her to Valhalla to sit among the fallen, if not to be restored to her previous status. But she didn’t know—the penalty for failure might be banishment to Helheim, to suffer until Ragnarök.


    Trace…she had no idea. It was not her decision whether or not to let him into the Great Halls.


    This moment, however, was within her control. And she’d be damned multiple times over if she denied herself or him a small bit of happiness before taking on Blanco.


    His lips skimmed her torso, dropping small kisses as he drew her down to him, maneuvering them both to the blankets. The small fire did as he said it would do—the heat emanating from the back of the small cave to warm their wet clothing as the wisps of smoke rose to drift out over their heads.


    She unbuttoned his damp shirt and pulled it off, surprising herself with the hunger flaring inside her.


    Trace broke away long enough to peel away the soaked pants and underwear, laying them out on a nearby rock with the last, she suspected, of his patience.


    “I…” He lay down beside her, locking eyes with her. “Are you sure about this?”


    She drew her hand along his cheek, her heart blossoming with the simple question. “I’m sure. It’s been a long time since I’ve wanted a man, any man.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “I choose you, Trace Dyson. I want you.”


    He pulled her into his arms, letting out a guttural growl.


    Laila sighed as she drew her hands along his back, her fingers tracing the variety of scars. Her right hand lingered on a long curved one above his waist.


    “Got that one in North Africa,” he murmured into her ear, taking her earlobe in his teeth and tugging lightly. “Booby trap in an old tomb.”


    The flash of heat sparked the need building in her core, shocking her with the intensity. She gasped as his hands roamed over her body, caressing and stroking every inch he could reach.


    “Your wings…” His fingers danced over her shoulder blades. “Would they be here?”


    She nodded, losing the ability to speak as one hand slipped southward, cupping her hip. He rolled her atop him, startling Laila with the move.


    “I like this,” Trace explained. “Lets me use gravity to my advantage.”


    She frowned, about to ask what he was talking about, but he lifted his head and pulled one nipple into his mouth, and she was lost, gripping his shoulders for balance.


    For a fleeting moment, her thoughts went to Sven, and she stiffened, emotions warring in her heart.


    Trace pulled back and looked at her, picking up on her emotional drift. “I’m sorry you had to lose him.”


    She cupped his cheek, unable to hold back a single tear. “He was a good man who loved me and cared for me as best he could. But he is gone, and you are here.” Her smile was honest. “I think he would be glad to see me so happy.”


    “I think so, too.” His mouth twisted into a mischievous smirk. “Now let me demonstrate…”


    …


    He couldn’t say when he’d first fallen for her—maybe it had been the flash of her wings back while standing in front of the exhibit in New York City. Maybe it’d been the way she’d reacted to him in the cafe, the evidence of her crime in plain sight on her wrist—brave and fearless and taking no shit from anyone, including him.


    Whatever or whenever it’d been, it’d happened. He didn’t do things like this while in the field—it was too easy to make assumptions and break friendships. He’d made that mistake a handful of times while younger and still under his father’s tutelage, having to beat a hasty retreat with mumbled apologies and broken promises tainting any further contact. In the past few years, it’d become dangerous, and he’d hardened his heart, a painful decision.


    But now…


    It was the little gasps that shot straight to his cock, the murmured sighs and whimpers escaping her as he continued his intimate exploration, devoting himself to accessing the treasure within.


    He drew his hand up her thigh, delighting in the slickness there. She may not have been intimate in years, decades—but her body wanted what she wanted and was eager.


    But…


    “Shit.” He exhaled as she leaned back, rubbing his cock against her center. “I don’t have any condoms.”


    The frown lasted a second before she smiled. “I’m not sure if I could get pregnant anymore. And I’m willing to take that risk if you are.”


    The heated whisper tore down the last of his concerns, and he growled, arching his hips up as he captured her nipple with his mouth.


    She tasted of spice and sex, a deep sensuality he’d never known. Her hand wrapped around his cock, stroked him from tip to root as she levered herself up over him.


    “Not fair to make you do all the work,” Laila said, pulling free of his eager mouth and sliding down. She dragged her tongue over his torso before flicking it over the tip, almost breaking his self-control with the simple gesture.


    She laughed as he let out a groan, his hips rocking upward. “Patience is a virtue.”


    “Who the hell ever told you I was virtuous?” he growled, fingers clawing at the thin blanket under him. It was tempting to give in to his impulses and grip the back of her neck, direct her to do what he wanted, what he needed…


    But this was her show. For the time being, anyway.


    She drew him into her mouth slowly, agonizing, each inch seeming to take an hour. The tension started in his balls as she cupped them in her free hand.


    By the time she’d pulled him all the way in, he was trembling like a racehorse in the gate, the sensations driving him wild. He opened his eyes to see her dark hair tumbling over his torso, the soft strands brushing old scars and bare skin.


    Laila dragged her tongue up his cock, releasing him with a last swirling lick that had him seeing stars. She gave him a devilish smirk.


    “Let’s see how soundproof this cave is…”


    Before he could ask or comment, she dropped her mouth on him with a hot fury that lit the fuse, the pressure flaring at the base of his spine and spiraling out to torch him from the inside out.


    He burned bright and long, and he loved it.


    …


    For a second, a brief second in the back of her mind, Laila worried she’d been with the Valkyries too long to know what pleasure was, her self-imposed celibacy cutting the last ties with her past.


    That was no longer a worry.


    Trace’s fingers dug into her shoulders as he let out a long, rolling roar that was worthy of a mighty lion, the yells bouncing off the walls of the cave. Thunder crashed overhead, and she silently sent up a prayer of thanks to Thor for his timing, considering it a blessing on their union.


    She lay down beside him, thrilling to the way his muscles twitched as she drew her hand over his slick skin, tracing the scars with her fingers.


    Desire strummed inside her, the slow dance picking up speed with every minute. She pulled her hand away and touched her own breast, flicking her nail over one nipple.


    “No.” Trace rolled over and grabbed her hand, his eyes dark and commanding. “That’s for me.”


    Before she could object to his tone, he latched onto it with his mouth, greedily pulling it in as his hand released her to slide southward, over her belly.


    Any resistance vanished as his fingers found the dampness between her legs, slipping between her folds to stroke and tease her core.


    He released her breast and moved up to kiss her hard, his free hand gripping the back of her neck as he rose over her. This wasn’t a kiss like before, two warriors battling for control.


    This was a kiss of dominance, of a man wanting a woman and taking what he wanted—after she’d agreed to give it to him.


    The perfect pairing.


    One finger slipped inside her, and she gasped, surprised by the sensations swirling out from the simple action.


    He pulled free and stared at her, forehead furrowed.


    “I’m fine,” she said. “Just out of practice.”


    The concerned look disappeared, replaced by one of pure mischievousness. “Well, then. Let’s get you warmed up.”


    She went to say something, anything, to wipe the smug look off his face, but all coherent thought disappeared as he slid down her front, dropping butterfly kisses along the way. As he pulled his hand away, she was shocked to hear a wistful sigh escape from her own throat.


    “Don’t worry—there’s more to come.”


    Laila tried to pull together some snappy retort, but his mouth landed on her, tongue flicking freely, and the battle was lost.


    His hands settled on her hips, keeping her still as he stroked her inside and out, humming contently to himself as he explored every delicate fold before dipping his tongue inside her.


    She flexed upward instinctively, only to be held down.


    He lifted his head, licking his lips with a sultry, hot glare. “I love the taste of you. I’d like to spend the rest of my life down here. But…”


    One finger slipped inside her again, then two.


    “We can’t count on the storm lasting forever.”


    He dropped his head down again, and she clutched at his short hair, fingernails dragging across his scalp.


    His tongue increased the pace, now joined by his fingers pumping in and out of her to match, chasing her toward the peak.


    Laila threw her hands out as the wave burst over her, the orgasmic explosions rocking her world to the core.


    She drew a deep breath, her skin tingling from the top of her head to her toes.


    Trace moved up over her, and she felt him against her, hard and heavy.


    He laid down a line of wet kisses along her neck, moving up to her jawline before devouring her mouth once again.


    She opened her legs, letting him settle on her.


    He pulled free, staring deep into her eyes. “I think you’ve warmed up enough. What do you say?”


    She replied by locking her legs around his waist, relishing the throaty gasp he let out.


    “Right, then.” He kissed her hard, sliding home inside her.


    Laila lifted her hips, taking in every inch of him with a delight she’d never known. A spark kindled deep inside, surprising her even as he began to move, going deeper with every thrust.


    Her hands roamed over his back, stroking the hard, toned muscles as he pressed his lips to her earlobe, tugging on it with his teeth.


    The spark flared into a fire, fed by the emotional and physical storm whirling around her. This couldn’t last, wouldn’t last, but by Freyja and all the gods she knew, she’d remember it for the rest of her life.


    Trace let out a feral growl, moving faster as his hands slipped under her hips, lifting her against him for a better angle, every stroke harder and faster than the one before.


    “Laila…”


    Hearing her name whispered lit a fire, the simple word an aphrodisiac she couldn’t refuse.


    She dug her nails into his back, his reaction to flex against her and return the favor, gripping her ass so hard she knew there’d be bruises tomorrow.


    If there was a tomorrow.


    The guttural sound startled her, more so when she realized it was her own voice, the keening cry matching any battle yell she’d heard flying with her sisters.


    It was everything.


    It was more than enough.


    Her world imploded once again, pulling her down under another wave of pleasure as Trace drove into her once, twice more before letting loose with a yell to match any berserker’s roar, emptying himself into her.


    He nuzzled against her neck, kissing away some of the sweat before moving to the side. He pulled her close, spooning against her as she tried to slow her racing heart.


    “I’ve always thought older women were sexy,” he whispered in her ear, prompting her to let out an uncharacteristic giggle.


    “I see.” She entwined their fingers, his hand tight against her belly. “I can’t say that I disagree with your choice.”


    He pushed away some of the loose hair at the back of her neck before kissing the damp skin. “I’d say we’re all loosened up, ready to take Blanco on.”


    She closed her eyes, the weight of her lie pressing out the last fragments of joy.


    “Just a few more minutes,” Laila said softly.


    “No problem.” Trace pressed against her, filling in all of the spaces between them. “I might need a bit of time to catch my breath.”


    “‘Might’?” she repeated. “Perhaps older women have more stamina than you thought…”


    His fingers pulled away, tickling at her ribs. “Oh, then—it’s on.”


    She laughed and turned to face him, wrapping her hands around his waist.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    It was the best time of his life, the best he could have ever imagined. He’d had lovers before, but none matched Laila in her passion, her unabashed embrace of her own sexuality. There was no quarter asked, and none given as they…


    The only word that came to mind was “ravished.” They ravished each other.


    He was deeply, madly in love with her and had no idea what to do about it other than to have as much of her as he could—mind, body, and soul—before going to what would, most likely, be his death.


    If nothing else, he’d die happy.


    Trace listened, hearing the steady pitter-patter of rain shift and change, taking on a slower rhythm.


    It was time.


    He paused for a second, feeling the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest under his hand, her fingers entwined in his. They’d curled up again after the second lovemaking session, exhausted and invigorated at the same time. Her breathing had taken a few minutes to slide into the pattern of sleep, allowing him to relax and take a light nap.


    What was ahead of them would take all they had, and then some.


    He committed the scene to memory, trying hard to seal the satisfaction, the happiness, the contentment away for when he needed it.


    Gently, he pulled his hand away and got to his knees.


    She rolled onto her back and yawned as he went to the dying fire and added the last of the twigs, bringing the embers up to a full flame. He picked up his dry underwear and pulled them on before going to the cave entrance. Water dripped from nearby branches and leaves, puddling on the stones, but much slower, nothing like what they’d trudged through to arrive at the cave or experienced on the boat.


    He peered up at the night sky. The moon was still hidden behind the retreating storm clouds—only a crescent moon, but he wanted as little light as possible to make their approach on the villa.


    He turned and looked at Laila, sprawled on the blanket. “Rain’s letting up. We should move.”


    She nodded, rising to her knees. He saw the change in the way she moved, the way she spoke.


    Playtime was over.


    “Do you think Blanco’s men have any idea we’re here?” She gestured toward the cave, the trickle of smoke drifting along the stone ceiling and out into the night. “If they saw the smoke…”


    “If they did, they’d already be on us.” He offered her a hand, helping her stand. “The storm’s been our biggest problem so far, but right now we can use the last of it to our advantage. The men aren’t going to be keen on going out patrolling in this light drizzle. If we’re lucky, it’s cleared out some of the traps between us and the fence. They won’t come out to reset those until sunrise.”


    “Agreed.” She unpacked the fresh, dry clothing from the pack. “Odin and Freyja have done their part. Now time for us to do ours.”


    He kept staring at her, mentally devouring her again as they dressed in the black pants and black sweaters brought specifically for this task.


    She glanced at him sideways, rewarding him with a sly smile. “You’re the one who woke me up.”


    “I know.” He growled, buckling his belt. “But you can’t blame me for looking.”


    Laila laughed as she drew her finger along his cheek, bringing his chin up. “Look, but don’t touch. We don’t have time for that.”


    “Always time for a quickie,” he groused.


    “Not now. Ugh.” She struggled with the black long-sleeved shirt. “We’re going to sweat to death,” she complained as she tugged it over her head.


    “We’re going to need the protection,” he retorted, unpacking the pair of automatic pistols. Sealed in plastic bags, the weapons and ammunition were both dry.


    He slid a leather holster onto his belt and slapped a clip into the pistol before securing it. “Last thing we need is to be eaten alive by bugs or sliced to ribbons by the plants on our way in.” He did the same with the second pistol and handed the weapon to Laila along with the second holster.


    She copied his previous action, the pistol safe on her hip. “Point taken.” Laila knelt to tie her boots, patting the military-style knife secured to her thigh. “I’ll confess, I’m a bit more comfortable with this weapon than the gun.”


    “Don’t worry—if we’re lucky, we won’t have to use either. There’ll be a time and a place for Blanco’s reckoning, but it won’t be here and now, no matter how much I may want it.” Trace extracted the waterproof map, the slick plastic shimmering in the dying firelight. “We come in, make the exchange. Exit the house, back to the boat.” He hesitated. “Or what I hope will be a boat. Worse case, we’ll paddle out on the raft and look for help, playing the hapless tourists lost at sea after the sailboat went down.”


    “But staying clear of the island,” she added.


    “Hell, yeah.” Trace folded up the map. “The rental boat owner will send the alarm up if we don’t return by tomorrow morning—that’ll trigger a search, and with this storm, it’ll be easy to claim we got scrapped on the water.” He tucked it into his pack. “Just remember, once we get inside the perimeter, there are no alarms. Blanco’s got faith in his exterior security to keep him safe.”


    She nodded and stepped on the dying fire, using her canteen to douse the already-smoldering flame. A few kicks of her booted feet and the fire was extinguished, no longer an asset to them or a danger to others.


    “Laila…” He moved up beside her and took her hand, bringing it to his lips. “I want you to know…” He paused, the fluttering in his belly stealing away his words.


    Laila smiled before touching his lips with her fingertips. “I know.” She picked up her pack. “Hope you can keep up.”


    He chuckled as she led the way out of the cave, leaving him to bring up the rear.


    The rain had stopped, leaving only the repetitive drip-drip of falling water to fill the night air as they stepped back onto the trail.


    Trace moved in front of her, checking his compass. “House is that way. This must be one of their regular patrol trails, which is excellent for us. Less likely to be booby-trapped.” He glanced up into the dark sky. “We’ve still got a few more hours until dawn—plenty of time.” He reached out a hand. “Let’s go.”


    Laila walked in silence beside him for the better part of an hour, climbing over fallen logs and making their way through the thick forest. The foliage swept around them as they moved down into the valley, Trace using his machete once or twice to hack the worst of the drooping leaves away.


    “Jackpot.” He pulled her over to a stone outcropping and pointed. “There it is.”


    She blinked, taking in the amazing sight.


    It was as if someone had dropped a house out of nowhere into the middle of the forest, the white tiled roof reflecting the starlight.


    In the distance, she spotted the private runway, a thin, dark line carved out of the jungle.


    “Right.” Trace nodded. “The fence starts about a mile out from the house. We’ll cut through a section.”


    She froze as the sound of barking dogs reached her ears.


    Trace moved in front of her, putting a finger to his lips. They stayed in place as the noise moved directly in front of them…then to the right.


    The howls and barks faded into the distance. Laila let out the breath she’d been holding, her lungs aching.


    “We’re okay,” Trace said. “Random patrol. Those poor bastards must have done something bad to be sent out in the rain in the middle of the night.”


    “Should we turn back?”


    “Not a chance.” He smiled, a cocky, self-assured smirk that shot straight to her heart. “It’s just starting to be fun.”


    Another half hour of walking and she found herself staring up at a tall, eight-foot-high fence—so out of place in the forest that she caught herself laughing.


    “Yeah. Subtle isn’t Blanco’s strong spot, it seems.” He led her over to a nearby tree stump. “This’ll take a few minutes.”


    She drew in a deep breath, the cool night air filling her lungs. It was an almost surreal scene, Trace kneeling at the base of the fence and pulling out wire cutters as she looked skyward, spotting the last remnants of the dark cloud that had plagued them earlier.


    Laila gave a quick prayer of thanks to the storm, for giving them cover and for allowing her to be with Trace. No matter what happened from here on, she had that wonderful memory.


    Now, all she had to do was make sure they both survived.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Things were going well—almost too well.


    Hunkering down behind a line of hedges, Trace stared at the patio doors. The two guards, both armed with submachine guns, patrolled back and forth next to the pool.


    Laila stayed close, watching intently as he touched her arm and pointed to their next cover, another shrubbery, ten feet from where they crouched. He paused as the two guards headed in opposite directions on their walk, moving out of sight for only a few seconds before turning around and heading back. A fast scramble and they were again in cover, mere feet from the pool and the guards.


    The pair met again in front of the sliding doors and spoke in Spanish, complaining about the weather. One offered the other a cigarette, and they both lit up.


    He felt Laila’s hand on his thigh, pressing down on the dark fabric.


    The guards walked to the far end of the patio to sit under the broad umbrella at one of the tables, settling down for a break.


    Trace shrugged off his pack, gesturing for her to do the same. He fastened a tool belt around his waist.


    “Follow me. Don’t do anything unless I tell you to.”


    He pushed the two bags into the dirt at the base of the shrubbery, the wet soil sliding over the camouflage fabric to hide them.


    They made their way to the opposite side of the patio, as far from the guards as possible. The two men continued chatting about girlfriends, their weapons lying on the table.


    It was as good a chance as they were ever going to get.


    Laila stayed close as they moved to the edge of the house, around the corner from the patio door. For a second, they’d be in plain sight of the guards—either they’d slip by, or they’d be seen, triggering a confrontation.


    But time wasn’t on their side. Sunrise was coming, and they couldn’t wait for another chance.


    Trace caught Laila’s eye and nodded.


    Follow me.


    He went to the door and opened it, slipping inside with ease. She followed, and the door slid shut behind them in silence. They pressed their backs to the wall, waiting for a response from the guards.


    Nothing.


    He let his breath out slowly, looking around the room as his eyes adjusted to the darkness.


    The sofa was black, the walls covered with framed photographs of Blanco and various dignitaries. A pair of crossed swords decorated one wall, partnered with a shield emblazoned with a garish coat of arms—one he recognized as being created specifically for the Blanco family.


    A tickling came at the back of his neck, a familiar feeling.


    A bad feeling.


    Shit.


    He withdrew the pistol and held it down by his side.


    Laila said nothing, but did the same, pulling her weapon free.


    She stayed by his side as they moved through the corridor. According to the information he’d obtained from Carroll and confirmed with the blueprints, there should be a doorway to their left that would lead to the basement—and Blanco’s private collection.


    Sweat beaded on his forehead.


    This was too damned simple.


    And yet…


    Laila nudged him, a frown on her face.


    Trace bit the inside of his cheek, tamping down the nugget of fear digging into his gut.


    Complete the mission.


    The doorknob turned under his hand, the stairs leading down. A soft white lightbulb came on at the bottom of the stairs, startling Trace until he realized it was an automatic function.


    So far, so good.


    They went down the stairs, Laila gently closing the door behind them. The bottom of the stairs opened out into a large room, encompassing nearly the entire basement of the villa.


    The silence surrounded them, embraced them. Trace watched as a series of lights came on, illuminating the various exhibits. Obviously, opening the door had triggered a sequence of events, laying the valuable antiques out on display for anyone who entered.


    The man knew how to put on a show.


    As they moved through the room, he mentally identified and cataloged the relics.


    “That…” He pointed at a silver plate covered with a plastic shield. “That’s from the Sion Treasure, originally from Turkey. Sixth century. The jade dragon there…looted from Beijing by the British Museum, of all places, back in the nineteenth century. Now, it’s here.”


    Her nails dug into his arm, biting through the sweater.


    He pulled up short and stared at the walking stick, prominently displayed in the center of the room.


    It was the pride and joy of Blanco’s collection.


    For the next thirty seconds.


    Trace crouched by the tall, cool ceramic square, the cane lying horizontally on a small set of metal brackets, plastic-tipped so as to not damage the mottled wood.


    “Yes.” Laila’s exhaled whisper told him exactly what he needed to know. She went down on one knee beside him in an almost reverent pose.


    A tinkling noise split the silence wide open.


    Trace looked around to see a small metal sphere rolling toward them, rocking as it came to a stop. His mind went into automatic response mode, his military training kicking in to identify the threat.


    Flashbang grenade.


    He threw his arm around Laila and turned, trying to save her from the worst of the explosion.


    …


    “I have to admit, I’m impressed.” The voice came down a long, dark tunnel as Trace forced himself back to full consciousness.


    “I thought the storm would hold you up.” The soft chuckle rolled through the haze clouding Trace’s mind. “I heard you were good. Now I see it was true.”


    Laila.


    He fought through the grogginess and snapped his head back, blinking wildly as the bright lights overhead came into focus.


    “She’s fine.” Footsteps came closer, out of the fog. “No harm has come to her. Yet.”


    A shake of his head and his vision cleared, the remnant effect of the flashbang grenade fading as adrenaline rushed through his veins.


    Laila.


    He turned his head to see her tied to a chair like he was—up in the living room they’d passed through on the way to the basement. Her head lolled forward, long dark hair hiding her face.


    “Don’t worry. She’ll wake up. I’m sort of surprised—I expected a lot more from a Dyson. And a Valkyrie.” The man moved into Trace’s line of vision.


    Daniel Blanco.


    The thick-necked man wore khaki pants and a white dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Tattoos covered his arms and chest, the cursive lettering around his neck standing out against his tanned skin.


    A pair of armed men stood nearby—the guards from the patio. They grinned as Trace struggled against the thick rope holding him in place.


    “I’m an Interpol agent,” Trace snapped. “If anything happens to me, they’re going to come down on you like an eagle on a crippled rat.”


    “Really.” Blanco laughed, his slick black hair not moving an inch. “When you came here to steal from my private collection? I wonder what Emile would think about that.”


    Trace pressed his lips into a tight line.


    “But I’m being an impolite host. Let me introduce you to someone who’s been wanting to meet you for a long, long time.” Blanco gestured to someone or something behind Trace.


    A creaking reached his ears, metal on wood.


    Trace turned as far as he could, spying the hospital bed before it came into full view.


    A pair of white-shirted male nurses accompanied the stretcher, one holding the IV pole and the other pulling along an oxygen tank. The bald man lying on the mattress was bone thin, his skin pulled so tight Trace feared that, at any second, it’d split open.


    He squinted at the bedridden individual, an alarm going off in the back of his mind as he recognized the withered figure from the pictures stored in his family’s files.


    “Ja-Jacob Blanco?” The words tasted like spoiled milk, the urge to spit almost overwhelming.


    Daniel stepped next to the stretcher and picked up the frail hand. “Grandfather. So glad you could join us.” He bent down and kissed the old man’s cheek. “As you can see, our plan has borne fruit.”


    Jacob’s eyes locked with Trace’s, dark and brooding.


    “He watched your family as they chased around the world, hunting down valuable items.” A scowl crossed Daniel’s face. “Even if they were safe and sound in private residences, part of someone’s personal collection.”


    “They were stolen. Like the antiques he pilfered while serving overseas—stolen and sold to build your criminal empire,” Trace growled. “Instead of guarding them, he took them and broke every oath he swore as a member of the American military. He should have been brought up on charges, court-martialed, and tossed into jail. Instead, he ran down here, hiding from justice.”


    Jacob’s forehead furrowed as he glared at Trace.


    Daniel Blanco let out a grunt before backhanding Trace hard, sending him to one side, the chair dangerously close to tipping over. The world spun around him for a second before settling again, his split lip already swelling up.


    “Manners, manners,” Blanco said as if addressing an errant child. “Believe it or not, this isn’t about you. Although you’re a welcome bonus, a perfect ending to the story we’re writing here.” He nodded to Laila, who was now stirring. “She’s the star.”


    Trace spat out a mouthful of blood, staining the dark carpet at his feet. “What do you want from her?”


    “The world,” Blanco answered, the confidence in his voice sending a cold shiver down Trace’s spine.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The voices and sounds came back to her as if she were swimming underwater and trying to hear a conversation above her in a boat, up in the clear air.


    It took a few seconds to identify them—another handful to control the emotional storm brewing inside her as she did.


    Trace. Another voice, male. Had to be Blanco.


    The spear…


    She blinked away the last of her confusion and shook her head, sending the loose hair out of her face. A tug of her hands showed she was tied up and disarmed.


    The old man on the hospital bed stared at her, death showing in his dark eyes.


    She frowned, trying to figure out who this was.


    He opened his mouth, showing withered gums and a handful of yellow teeth. His gaze wasn’t lustful or hungry, just…


    Anticipatory.


    That scared her most of all.


    “Ah, our sleeping beauty awakens!” A much younger man moved to stand in front of her, his features announcing his kinship to the bedridden senior. “So glad you could join us.”


    Daniel Blanco.


    She looked to the side and saw Trace there, tied to a chair like she was. A trickle of blood dribbled from one side of his mouth.


    “May I introduce my grandfather, Jacob?” He made a slight bow, presenting the old man to her as if he were royalty. “He’s the reason you’re here, to be honest.”


    “He’s a coward and a thief,” Trace said, spitting blood to one side. “A disgrace to the uniform he once wore.”


    That earned him a backhanded blow from the arms dealer, rocking the chair.


    Laila pulled at the rope holding her in place, finding no give.


    She’d have to wait to pay Blanco back for all of this.


    Blanco strode back and forth, parading by the hospital bed. “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted.” He stopped in front of Trace. “My father and grandfather were and are good men, strong men. They built an empire, and I’m determined to continue the tradition. But…” He pointed at the ceiling. “But I know that everyone dies. Including those closest to us.” Blanco looked at his grandfather. “All of our money, our power, and I still can’t buy him much more time on this earth.”


    “Too bad,” Trace said in a steady, calm voice. “But I’m sure he’ll enjoy burning in hell beside your father.”


    She winced as the man’s punch slammed into Trace’s gut. He bent over, retching.


    “As I was saying…” Blanco continued. “There are some things medical science can’t do, even for rich men. A year ago, I had resigned myself to the fact that my Abu here would be leaving this world soon.”


    He shook his head. “At first, I was heartbroken. Since the death of my father, he was the one man I could trust—the one man who I could go to for advice, for his thoughts on business.”


    “Because your mother died,” Laila said.


    He stopped pacing and looked at her, studying her face before speaking.


    “Yes, she did. I don’t talk about that. Neither should you.”


    She took in the warning and stayed silent.


    “I went down into the basement, to my gallery, upset I couldn’t do more and began wondering about the people who created those ancient items, safe in their protective cases. What did they think about death, about life? Did they ever wonder where their works would end up? Deep in thought, I tripped and fell against the exhibit holding this.”


    He held out the cane—the one they’d come to steal.


    “The case fell, broke open.” He gave a shake of his head. “Naturally, I snatched the rod up from the ground—the first time anyone had touched it with bare hands in years, decades.”


    “You picked it up,” she repeated, her stomach churning, “And then what?”


    His face split into an evil grin. “He spoke to me.”


    She swallowed hard, forcing the bile back down her throat.


    The Wolf.


    “Yes.” He nodded as if he’d heard her thoughts. “The Wolf.” Blanco twirled the cane in his hand, spinning it head over tail. “I was shocked at first, thought I was dreaming. Or worse, going insane. But he showed me another world, one where my grandfather and I reigned as kings.” The soft chuckle sent a chill through her bones. “It was all I’d ever wanted and more. He offered to bring my father back from the dead to join us, the women we loved by our side.”


    He moved to stand in front of Laila. “He offered me the world if I could do something with the cane, something no one else through the decades, through the centuries, had been able to do.”


    “What?” Trace asked.


    “Activate its true form. And now that you’re here, I can remove the disguise.” With a loud shout, he turned and brought the cane down on the nearby table with both hands and all his strength.


    The rotted wood cracked and fell away, leaving the bare metal cane behind.


    The clean, unblemished metal showed none of the ravages of time, no indication it was older than all of the people in the room combined.


    She couldn’t look away from the weapon, now in full view. The bracelet on her wrist tingled, reacting to the spear’s presence.


    Blanco ran his hands up and down the short rod, pausing as he reached the button. It had been hidden under the wooden case but was now plainly visible.


    The design hadn’t changed in a thousand years—the inlaid button was what turned the cane into a spear, transformed a sometimes-unwieldy weapon into a small, portable rod.


    Laila held her breath as Blanco pressed the button.


    It shouldn’t work but…


    Nothing happened.


    She exhaled slowly, hiding any signs of her concern.


    “See…” He held it out in front of Trace. “There are some things you still don’t know about the ancient world. This is a Valkyrie’s spear. The woman in that tomb, she fell in battle with her weapon—before she died or when she fell to earth, it compacted, shrunk into the walking cane you see here.”


    Blanco sneered. “All that time and you never knew the power lying underneath. The villagers thought it was some sort of weapon and built a scabbard out of the best wood they had, inscribing it with all the runes and prayers they could manage, wanting to show their devotion and dedication to the fallen warrior. They had no idea it was a spear. Over the years the wood chipped and rotted until everyone forgot there was something inside the damned case.”


    Trace pulled at the thick rope keeping his hands bound. “So, you knocked off some dead wood and spoke to a giant dog. Big deal. Now what?”


    “This is a weapon. A link to the other realms, a powerful tool in the right hands.” Blanco looked over at Laila. “One that can only be activated by a Valkyrie.”


    Her vision whited out for a few seconds as she realized what was happening. This was the scenario she had warned Freyja about, the apocalyptic option she’d hoped to never see.


    “The Wolf, he told me the lance was a powerful weapon, one he could use.” He said the last word like a prayer. “If I found a way to activate the lance and give it to him, he’d grant all my deepest desires. But for that, I’d need a Valkyrie.” He smiled, showing perfect white teeth. “So, he baited the trap, and I waited for her to arrive.”


    Her mouth went dry, the words clogging her throat. The tremor at the World Tree, Odin’s reaction… The Wolf had been two, three steps ahead of them all the time. He’d known Freyja would want to retrieve the spear and that she would send a Valkyrie down to do so, and he’d used Blanco to lead her here and set the wheels in motion for his victory.


    Ragnarök.


    “Laila.” He strode over to stand in front of her, holding out the cane with both hands. “If I undo your hands, will you take this staff, push the button, and make it whole?”


    She shook her head, swallowing hard.


    “Is there anything I can offer you that would change your mind?”


    It took all of her self-control not to turn and look at Trace, plead for his life. She’d gotten him into this, but she couldn’t risk the universe for him.


    No matter how much her heart might want her to.


    She shook her head again, putting as much fury and determination into it.


    Blanco sighed and turned around. He placed the cane on the table. “I had to ask. I don’t take any pleasure in hurting people—but it’s a necessary evil in my line of work. I may not enjoy it, but I’ll do it.” He picked up a long, slender wooden splinter, studying the jagged edge. “It would be somewhat ironic to use a piece of this relic on you, wouldn’t it?”


    She found her voice through anger and rage. “You want to plunge the world into death and destruction,” she said. “The Wolf lies, he always lies. He won’t keep his end of the deal. He won’t give you anything other than pain and sadness.”


    He grinned. “Maybe that’s what he thinks. But that may not be what he gets.” He tapped his chest. “The Blancos are a force to be reckoned with. We keep our word and demand the same from our allies.”


    “Wait,” Trace interrupted. “If she’s all you wanted, why didn’t you kidnap her in Los Angeles? Or in New York City…” His voice trailed off.


    “The auction,” Laila said, the scheme unfolding in front of her like an evil, decaying flower. “You set this whole thing up. Carroll, the fake cane—it was all to lure us to this island, right into this room.”


    Blanco’s knowing smirk said it all.


    “I couldn’t pass up the chance to enact a final trap, bring my grandfather the last of the Dysons, the end of the family who has plagued him over the years.” Blanco rubbed his fingers together. “The Wolf told me someone would be sent for the bracelet, using the last of its magic to search for the cane. I set the trap months ago, keeping an eye on the exhibit. I cultivated my relationship to Carroll, toyed with his affection—his boss was eager to let his employee be of use to me, so I flew Carroll down and seeded his greed about the cane.” He chuckled. “Yes, I knew about the theft of the bracelet—at almost the same time you did.”


    He directed the last comment to Trace, who struggled against the ropes again.


    “True, I could have instructed my men to kidnap you in New York City, but then I saw that Dyson was involved.” His grin grew. “How could I pass up a chance to not only secure immortality for my family but also remove the last thorn in our side. I played you both all the way, from the nightclub in Los Angeles, through Jerry, and to your flight here.” He looked at Trace. “And here you are, right on schedule.”


    Blanco advanced on Laila. “I need you to pick up the cane and press the button. That’s all you need to do—restore it to the mighty weapon hidden within. Or…” He moved closer, still holding the sharp splinter.


    She held her breath as he pointed it at her left eye, the threat clear. “Or I’ll have to resort to other, more barbaric ways to achieve my goal. Think about it—but not for too long. My patience is not limitless.” He jerked a thumb at the guards. “Take her to my den.”


    The armed men came forward and lifted the chair, keeping her bound to the wooden frame. As they carried her away, she saw Blanco walk over to Trace, his voice echoing down the hall after her.


    “Now that the woman’s gone, let’s you and I have a little talk.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Trace couldn’t figure out what hurt more—his head or his heart. The reality of Laila’s lie slapped him hard, sucking the air from his lungs.


    She’d known. All this time and she’d known it was more than a simple walking cane. He could have accepted a magical weapon, worked with her to retrieve it, take it…


    Home.


    “Ah.” Blanco chuckled, crossing his arms in front of him. “I see from your expression that your lover wasn’t totally honest with you about the cane. Doesn’t surprise me. After all, you’d only put it under glass, away from her forever. Back in the Valkyrie’s Tomb, lying beside its owner.” He clucked his tongue. “What a waste. People would walk on by with no idea of what lay in front of them—proof of a higher power, verifying the existence of not only Valkyries but all the other entities therein. The Fenris Wolf, Odin, Freyja… Just imagine what a kick in the head it’d be for people to discover they were real.”


    Trace glared at the arms dealer. “You want to kill me, kill me. Save me from listening to more of your speeches.” He shot Jacob Blanco an angry look. “There’s a place in Helheim for traitors. It’ll be a very special family reunion with all of you there.”


    The senior’s lips pulled away from his mouth in a mocking grin, light heaves of his chest showing he was laughing.


    Trace yanked hard on the ropes, rocking the chair back and forth. He spat out a mouthful of blood in the old man’s direction.


    Blanco gestured at the male nurses standing nearby. “Take my grandfather back to his room, let him rest. This is a lot of excitement to put on the old man. There’ll be plenty of time for him to watch Dyson twist in the wind.”


    The room fell silent, save for the squeak of the wheels on the hospital bed as they wheeled the older man out.


    Trace waited. There was a reason he was there alone with the younger Blanco.


    Something he didn’t want to talk about in front of his grandfather.


    Blanco walked to the sliding doors and looked outside. The horizon was afire, the morning sun fighting to dispel the last of the storm.


    The drip, drip, drip of rainwater penetrated the living room, matching Trace’s heartbeat.


    He looked around him, searching for some sort of weapon. Some chance to…


    With his hands tucked behind his back, Blanco turned. “I’m a bit more… pragmatic than my grandfather. I know when to push and when to pull, when to negotiate and when to use force—skills my father and grandfather didn’t cultivate. Jacob’s been holding on to life by his fingernails. He should have died months ago.” Daniel paced around the room. “When the Wolf made me that offer, it gave my grandfather the resolve he needed to keep fighting.”


    “To watch me die,” Trace said. “To see my family finished off.”


    “To watch the world change one more time. He lived through a major shift in the world once.” He glanced at Trace. “He was a good soldier.”


    “Bullshit. I saw his service record. He never went into battle. He never faced the enemy. He was a thief, stealing from his country and those of our allies. Any medals he’s got, he bought on the black market—false honor.”


    Blanco’s eyebrows rose, showing Trace’s words had cut deep. He walked by the chair and stared at the wall.


    After a few seconds, he rolled his shoulders back. “Whatever he did, that was in the past. What you and I do now, that’ll affect the future for everyone.” He shook his head. “Your fate is already determined. The only option you have now is to help me decide when you die.”


    Trace stopped struggling. “What?”


    “I need Laila to push that button.” Blanco’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know if she has to be alive or not when that happens. The Wolf wasn’t clear on the details, and I’d rather not find out.”


    “Why? I thought you enjoyed hurting people.”


    Blanco gave a noncommittal shrug. “I enjoy getting the job done. And if I can do it without hurting her…” He raised one eyebrow. “Convince her to help me, to activate the spear willingly, and I’ll see to it that she’s given to you—you’ll both survive Ragnarök.”


    The offer slapped Trace across the face. “What?”


    Blanco raised a hand. “Don’t think I’m letting you walk away. You’ll be nothing more than a slave, a toy for my family. But you’ll be alive, with her by your side.”


    “How will your grandfather like that?” He spat out the words like bullets.


    “My grandfather’s life is in my hands. I arranged the deal, and I dictate the terms. All the Wolf asked for was the spear, whole and ready to serve his bidding. After Laila does that, her life is forfeit. But you can save it, and your own. You’re not the first or the last to be lied to by a woman. Turn it to your advantage.”


    “By getting her to activate the spear.” Trace studied the silver rod lying on the table. “What makes you think I can make her do anything?”


    “If you don’t, you’ll both die. The need to survive is a pretty strong emotion.” Blanco shrugged. “I’d rather give her a chance to do it on her terms than on mine. My way…won’t be pretty.” He showed Trace the small jagged wooden piece.


    “I can shove this under her fingernails until she screams for mercy, take her sight in one eye with a single stab. After each attack, I’ll ask her again. And again, and again, until she pushes the button. Convince her to do it willingly, and you both live. Don’t, and…” He eyed Trace. “The Wolf is waiting.” With a wave of his hand he dismissed Trace.


    The guards came forward and picked up the chair, carrying him away from Blanco and the cane.


    The beefy men didn’t break a sweat as they moved down the hallway, turning and twisting before stopping in front of a nondescript door, the thick deadbolts signaling it was more than just a guest room.


    The first man grunted as he punched Trace in the stomach, doubling Trace over as they untied him and pushed him through the open door.


    It shut as he fell to the cold cement floor, gasping for air as he held his stomach, fighting the nausea.


    Laila.


    What was Blanco doing with her?


    …


    Laila, still bound, sat in the chair, looking around the room. It appeared to be an ordinary office—a rosewood desk sitting by the window, bookshelves filled with classic works with a variety of bindings, a small bar set up on a nearby table… But this wasn’t an ordinary man’s workspace. It was where Blanco made his deals, selling dangerous and deadly weapons to whoever paid the most—resulting in the deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands of people.


    The door opened, and Blanco stepped in.


    “Let me adjust this.” He walked to the wall and twisted the thermostat, sending a rush of cold into the room.


    “And this.” He came to her, pulling a knife out of his belt holster. Before she could react, he’d sliced through the ropes holding her in place.


    She tensed up, readying herself to launch at him.


    He wagged the blade in the air. “Before you think about doing anything foolish, let me point out that my men are outside the door and this window. You won’t make it far.” He slid the knife back into the holster and walked behind the desk. “You might have been invulnerable in Valhalla, but here you’re just a mere human like the rest of us.”


    She rose slowly from the chair, glaring at him. “Maybe I don’t want to escape. Maybe injuring you would be my goal. Crippling you, messing up that face you’re so fond of.”


    His eyes widened, signaling her words had hit home.


    “Why not kill me?” He cocked his head to one side, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Why settle at injuring?”


    “Because I’ve seen enough death while collecting valiant warriors for the Great Halls. I’m sure some died from the weapons you’ve sold.” She took a step forward, pulling her fingers up into fists. “Your blood will not be on my hands.”


    “Not even to save your beloved Trace?” He sat down behind the desk. He entwined his fingers. “How much do you know about Trace Dyson? Other than he’s your lover and knows lots about antique items?”


    “He’s a good man. His family fought for years to restore artifacts to their rightful owners.”


    One edge of his mouth curled up in a snarl. “Dyson is no hero. He’s a thief and a swindler, a fraud, and a liar. The only reason he got a badge was because of his father’s influence.” He gave her a warm smile. “You are a Valkyrie, one of Freyja’s Blessed. You deserve better than to associate with an outlaw, tomb robber, and thief.”


    She scowled at him. “And you’d offer—what? A chance to be with you, a criminal who’s made a deal with the devil? The Wolf is not your friend.”


    “He doesn’t have to be.” Blanco rose from behind the desk, spreading his hands. “He offered me a deal, and I took it. Wanting to better oneself isn’t a sin.”


    She fell silent.


    “The Wolf promised to save my grandfather and me from Armageddon. Is wanting to survive such a bad thing?” He tucked his hands behind his back, advancing on her slowly. “Trace, what can he offer you? A quick night of pleasure and then what? But you… Once you give me the lance, the Wolf will grant my wishes. If you wanted to return to Valhalla after Ragnarök, rebuild it in your own image…” He stopped in front of her and grinned. “Who could stop you?”


    The vision flashed across her inner eye, the Great Halls emptied of warriors and replaced with her sisters, each enjoying the fruit of their long labors. Sitting at the tables, relaxing—never having to fly into battle again. The doors of her long-hidden brethren opening and the women emerging into the light, freed from their mental shackles and trauma at having to reap souls.


    “Imagine it.” Blanco’s voice came to her down a long, dark tunnel. “You could take Freyja’s place, ruling over Valhalla.”


    She saw herself in robes, moving among her sisters who bowed in acknowledgment of her status.


    “And if you wanted Dyson—you could have him.”


    Trace came into sight, wearing a dark robe. He knelt by the fountain.


    She strolled to him and smiled, reaching down. She cupped his chin in her hand and brought his face up.


    His eyes were blank and unseeing, nothing behind them. All signs of consciousness were gone, wiped clean by Blanco and the Wolf.


    “Ah!” Laila woke from the dark vision with a gasp, shaking her head.


    “It can be yours. Just give the Wolf the spear,” Blanco said in a slow, low intonation.


    Her eyesight cleared, and she looked at Blanco, an icy hand gripping her heart. “He lies. He always lies. He won’t give you anything but death and destruction. Ragnarök says only a few will survive, and I doubt the Wolf’s choices will be among them. And as for Trace…” Her voice broke, the weight of the lies she’d told him heavy on her heart. “He has integrity and an inner strength you could only dream of. Tell the Wolf you renounce his offer and give the spear to me to save your soul and that of your grandfather.”


    Blanco scowled. “You are in no position to dictate terms here. My offer stands—but not for long.” He walked past her and opened the door, revealing the guard standing there.


    “Take her to Trace. Let them discuss their ‘future’ together.” Blanco stared at her. “If you change your mind, let the guards know, and they’ll bring you to me. If not, well…”


    His grin turned into a sneer. “I’ll stop being polite.”


    They escorted her down the hallway, away from the smiling arms dealer.


    …


    Trace looked up as the door opened, admitting Laila. She walked into the room, leaving the two thugs behind.


    “We’ll be right here.” One man said. “If you want us, call out.”


    The door slammed shut, leaving them alone.


    “Trace.” Laila knelt beside him, pulling him into her embrace as he took a deep breath, willing the last of the pain away. “Thank Freyja.”


    He ground his teeth together, fighting the emotional storm whirling around his mind. “For the time being.” He opened his eyes. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”


    “No.” She shook her head. “Blanco… He made me an offer.”


    “Of course, he did.” Trace propped himself up against the wall. “That’s what men like him do. Make offers, try to split teams up. What did he say? He’d give you Valhalla?”


    She drew back, telling him he’d hit home on the first guess.


    “Figures.” He sat up and looked around the room. “Blanco’s good at figuring out what people want. He’d never keep that promise, you know. He lies about everything, everyone.” He took stock again of the room, trying to avoid looking at her directly.


    A thin mattress lay in one corner, threadbare and nearly flat. A single lightbulb, tucked inside a wire mesh protector, hung overhead. The walls were plain white, the sterile appearance even more unsettling.


    Laila helped Trace settle against the wall, sitting beside him. She fussed with her hands for a few minutes before speaking.


    “I guess I have some explaining to do.” She touched the bracelet, still dangling from her wrist. “It’s…complicated.”


    He wiped the blood from his mouth, wincing as the swollen flesh protested. “No shit.”


    It was impossible to keep the anger out of his voice, and he didn’t want to.


    Laila stood up and walked around the room, pacing like a caged animal. “I didn’t tell you everything about the lance because the information wasn’t relevant to retrieving it.”


    “Of course not,” he snapped sarcastically. “But what was relevant was you telling me that you planned to take it with you when you left.” He shook his head, his heart aching with the revelation. “This was your plan from the start. Back in the cafe, you lied to me. Lied straight-out to my face about bringing the cane back to the exhibit and placing it beside your sister.” It was hard to keep his voice down below a yell. “You were going to take the spear and run, disappear without a trace. And I’d be left behind, sweeping up the mess we’d made together.” Trace pressed his palms to his eyes, pushing until it hurt. “You swore on your honor. Your damned honor as a Valkyrie.”


    “I didn’t…” She sighed. “I couldn’t… I told you I’d return the cane to the exhibit. But it’s not a cane, so technically I wouldn’t be breaking my promise.”


    “Seriously? You’re saying that shit out loud? Gods…” He threw his hands down. “What the fuck was Freyja thinking, sending you down alone to retrieve the cane? No backup? No partner? You played right into his hands.”


    “Whose? The Wolf’s or Blanco’s?”


    “Both.” A throbbing started behind his left eye. “Might as well have blown a trumpet when you arrived in New York City, let everyone know you were about to set off Ragnarök.”


    “Only a Valkyrie could have taken the bracelet, used it to find the lance. There was no other choice,” she snapped back. “You haven’t found it in decades—there was no way you would have succeeded without my help. As for arriving with a troop of Valkyries, do you have any idea how much chaos that would have caused? The Wolf would have felt a need to respond, to send his minions against us—a fight for ownership of the lance. There’s no way it wouldn’t have been witnessed, your social media carrying the images around the world in seconds. Imagine how your people would react, finding out about Valhalla, Helheim…the Fenris Wolf.”


    He shifted, hearing the truth in her words.


    “I don’t know why I was sent alone. All I can think is that Mother Freyja didn’t know about Blanco’s deal with the Wolf. If he hadn’t touched it, let the evil infest him, I would have been able to take the spear without a problem. We would have switched the cane out and returned to the boat where I’d…”


    “Ascend to Valhalla,” he snapped. “Or were you going to leave me on the beach? Were you even planning to say goodbye, or just disappear when my back was turned?”


    “I—I hadn’t thought about it.” Her face went red—whether from embarrassment or anger, he wasn’t sure. She clenched and unclenched her hands. “I will not let the Wolf get the spear. What he can do with it—”


    “He’ll screw everything up,” Trace said, “in other words.”


    “Yes.” She stopped and stared at him. “He’ll be able to go to Helheim, pull souls from that damned place and add them to his forces. It will unbalance everything, throw the universe into chaos—initiate the final battle.”


    “Ragnarök.” The word was bitter in his mouth, the syllables taking on new weight.


    “Yes.” She hugged herself, the dark sweater hiding her hands. “I cannot be responsible for all that death and destruction.”


    “That makes two of us.” He pressed a hand to his side, running his hand over the sore spots to check for any further injuries. “Daniel Blanco offered me a deal. Offered us a deal,” he corrected.


    Laila stood up straight, listening.


    “You press the button, and he’ll let you live. Let us both live.” He paused, weighing his words. “He’ll get the Wolf to allow us to survive Ragnarök.”


    The snort rolled up from her belly, a world-class indignant reply. “And you believe him?”


    “I don’t know what to believe right now.” He lifted his hands. “You tell me.”


    “You heard what I said in the other room. The Fenris Wolf is a liar. Worse than Loki, worse than anyone, anything you can imagine. Whatever he’s promised Blanco, he won’t deliver. He’ll take the spear and kill us all, add our damned souls to his army, and we’ll die again on the battlefield, fighting those we love.” She went to the door and pounded on it. “Do you hear me? Nothing but lies come out of the Wolf’s mouth. He won’t give you immortality. He won’t give you anything but pain and death. He is not to be trusted.”


    She slammed her fist against the door one more time before turning around and pressing her back to it. “This will not go the way Blanco thinks.”


    “Are you sure about that?” Trace levered himself up, leaning against the wall for support. “What if Freyja sent you down here as bait, some small cog in a bigger machine? How do you know what the truth is?” He took a shallow breath, his ribs aching. “Maybe you were supposed to get played, used like this. Who knows?”


    “What are you asking? To put my faith in the Wolf and hope he keeps his promise? Turn my back on Freyja and my sisters? And since when do you trust Blanco’s word over mine?”


    The verbal slap dug deep into his gut.


    “I’m not saying I believe him. But right now, I’m not sure about anything.” He shook his head. “What else haven’t you been honest with me about?”


    “Nothing,” she snapped. “I only neglected to tell you about the lance because I knew it’d pain you, seeing it vanish from Midgard forever. I didn’t want to hurt you.” She knelt and took his hand, pressing it to her heart. “I swear, I’ve held nothing else back from you.”


    His fingers dug into the rough black fabric as he studied her face. “And us? What about us? Was that honest emotion, or—”


    Laila swallowed hard. “That wasn’t in my plan. Any plan. I never saw this coming.”


    He drew a long, deep breath before releasing it in a slow, shuddering exhale. “I believe you.”


    She kissed the top of his hand before letting go.


    “I understand why you did what you did, even if I don’t like it. I’ve had orders, and I know what it’s like to be told to keep secrets. But I just want you to survive. If that means giving the spear to the Wolf, I’m open to that,” he said softly. “Is that so bad?”


    “It is when you’re willing to give up the universe for one woman.” She closed her eyes. “It’s not a fair trade.”


    “Maybe it is to me.”


    Laila moved to one side. “I will not push the button. I will not.”


    “He’ll break your arm and press your finger to it while you scream in pain. He’ll hurt you, do anything to make you do what he wants.” He kept his voice low, knowing they were likely being monitored. “I don’t think you understand how far he’ll go to make this happen.”


    “I know.” She stared at him. “You think Blanco is the first bad man I’ve encountered in my life?” She shook her head. “Sven died when plague ravaged my town, taking my parents as well. Do I need to describe what monsters roam loose in such a place, targeting those who can’t defend themselves?”


    An invisible hand gripped his throat, choking him into silence.


    “By the time Freyja came to me, I had been running for my life, fighting my way out into the wilderness.” Her hand reached down to where the boot knife would have been, removed while they’d been knocked out. “I had only the knife I’d left my house with. I was cold, hungry, and heard the wolves howling nearby. They’d gotten fat on the corpses we were unable to bury, and now they wanted fresh meat. I vowed I would not die at their claws, bitten and bleeding out in a long, awful death.”


    A chill slid through his veins, holding him in place.


    “But before I could prepare to die, Freyja came to me and offered a chance to escape my fate. I took it and served her proudly for centuries.” She gave an angry shake of her head. “I will not let the Wolf devour all of mankind, not before Ragnarök.”


    “But he’ll hurt you.” Trace searched for the right words. “He won’t hesitate to torture you, beat you to get what he wants.”


    “I’m not worried about what he does to me. I’m worried about what he’ll do to you.” Her whispered response broke him. “Because he’ll try to use you against me. And I can’t let him.” She took his hand. “Freyja help me, because I’m not sure I’m strong enough to hold out.”


    The door opened.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Trace had been beaten before—by bullies on the playground, during survival training in the military, and in numerous street brawls, some connected to his work and others not. When they’d dragged him into a nearby empty room and tied him to another chair, he’d guessed what was coming.


    Didn’t make it any easier.


    This was an average thrashing, working him over with dull rhythmic punches meant to break him down, make him pliable in Blanco’s hands.


    It still hurt like hell, especially when he held back his pained grunts and groans, worried Laila would overhear him.


    The only consolation was that he knew she wasn’t receiving the same treatment. Blanco’s game was to use him to break her mentally, make her voluntarily pick up the rod.


    The strongman stepped back, letting Trace catch his breath. He tasted blood in his mouth, and his right eye throbbed.


    Blanco moved into sight.


    “My grandfather sends his regards.” The businessman chuckled. “He suggested this before he went down for a nap. Thought it might make you more open to our suggestions. And it made him happy.” The steely glare dug deep into Trace’s soul. “I won’t drag this out forever. The doctors have done all they can for Jacob, but time’s running out for him and for you two. Either you convince Laila to freely pick up the cane and convert it into the lance, or I will set my men on her.” He smiled. “And I’ll make you watch.”


    “She won’t bend to your will. She’d rather die first.”


    Blanco nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me. But her attitude may change seeing you as you are now, under my men’s fists. I’ve found women tend to be more emotional when someone they love is in the crosshairs.” His eyes narrowed. “I can draw your death out for hours, days if I had the time. All she needs to do is give me the spear, and you’ll both live.” He looked at his watch. “Another five minutes, then toss his ass back into the cell.” Blanco pointed at Trace. “You’ve got an hour to turn her. After that, it’s all on you.”


    He spun on one heel and walked out of the room.


    …


    Laila prayed until the words became a jumbled mess in her mind, her tongue thick from repeating them over and over. The bracelet lay heavy on her wrist, the cool metal digging into her skin as she pressed her hands against her knees.


    Nothing.


    Not even a hint of what Freyja wanted her to do—no advice, no vision, no restoration of her Valkyrie skills to allow her to thrash Blanco and his men to within an inch of their lives…


    Nothing.


    She imagined what it’d be like to have her wings, her armor.


    Her spear.


    She rubbed her palms on her knees, trying to banish the itching—the desperate wish to be armed with something, anything. If she pushed the button and extended the spear to its full length there was a chance, a small chance she could use the ancient weapon to kill Blanco and his men, but then…


    The Wolf.


    She was strong, but she had no delusions she could kill the Wolf with a single spear. If her sisters had failed so many centuries ago, there was little chance she could succeed.


    As soon as she activated it, the Wolf would come for the spear, bringing his minions with him. Monsters and demons, creatures no longer held in check. Their wrath unleashed on Midgard would result in the death of hundreds, thousands…


    No. Not on her watch.


    Her stomach churned at the idea, supplemented by the harsh reality that she’d been played, teased into her current situation by Blanco. From the second Mala’s bracelet had appeared on her wrist, her every step had been controlled, dictated by the shrewd criminal with the Wolf standing behind him in the shadows.


    Not everything.


    Trace’s hard words had cut deep, nearly to her core. But he was right—she may not have outright lied, but she’d sinned by omission.


    Was that why Freyja had abandoned her?


    Before she could pursue that line of thought, the door opened and Trace was thrown in, violently skidding across the floor before coming to a stop against the opposite wall. The two men laughed before tossing in a water bottle and a towel, slamming the door shut again before she could react.


    She ran to him, cradling his head in her lap as she reached for the towel and bottle. His face was a bloody mess, the cuts on his cheek and forehead open and oozing.


    “Here.” Laila dribbled some of the water into his mouth before wetting the towel in an effort to clean him up.


    He looked at her, one black eye visibly throbbing. “We don’t have much time left—Blanco said an hour. I think it’ll be less.”


    Laila wiped his cheek, trying not to wince at the wounds. She was no stranger to the sight of blood, but this time it was personal.


    “We don’t take the deal.” There was no question in his words. “You and I, we resist to the very end. We fight and scream and make them pay for every punch until they kill us.”


    “An honorable death.” She couldn’t help smiling. “One couldn’t ask for more.”


    He reached up and took her hand. “I understand why you lied to me. I don’t like it—but I understand.”


    She didn’t know what to say to that, so she offered him some water, continuing to clean his wounds.


    He took hold of her hand and pressed it to his lips, a sly smile appearing. “In another time and place, having you play nurse would be pretty sexy.”


    Laila chuckled, shaking her head. “If you want to play, I can think of better games than this.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind. There’s one more thing…” He paused and wet his lips. “If you get the chance to die first, take it. It’ll seal the deal and keep the spear out of the Wolf’s paws forever.”


    “They’ll kill you then.” She hated to say it, but this was the time to be honest, painfully so. “There’ll be no reason to keep you alive.”


    “Blanco won’t hold back,” Trace said. “He’ll take it out on me if you go first.” He gave her a wistful smile. “I’m ready to go to Helheim for screwing this up. If we win, maybe you can ask for visitation privileges.”


    The joke shattered the last of her control as she lowered her mouth to his for a gentle, light kiss.


    The door opened.


    “You said an hour!” Trace pushed himself up into a sitting position with one hand.


    One of the two men shrugged. “Sue us.”


    Trace staggered to his feet, moving between her and the men. His right foot slid back, and she recognized the fighting stance as he lifted his fists.


    “No.” She put her hand on his shoulder, steadying him.


    Laila glared at the men. “I want to see Blanco. And his grandfather, who believes that his family making deals with demons is a good idea.”


    The thug grinned, showing off gold-capped teeth. “Appreciate your co-operation.” He waved Trace forward. “Can you walk?”


    “Hell, yeah.” Trace took Laila’s hand, gripping it tight. “Let’s go.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    One man walked in front of them, holding a taser as he led them through the hallways. The walls held no decorations—no pictures, no displays. It reminded her of the blank, cold blueprints Trace had shown her.


    Their footsteps echoed in the empty corridor, the hardwood floors sending back a hollow sound, reminding her of a tomb—like the one her fallen sister had lain in.


    She wondered how many others had walked this same route, falling victim to the Blanco family’s evil deeds.


    Trace kept a firm grasp on her fingers, despite the pain he had to be in. He strode forward, standing tall as the man behind them stayed close on their heels.


    The labyrinth spat them out into the same room Blanco had confronted them in before—the furniture had been cleared away, the sofa and chairs pushed against the walls. In the center of the room now sat the coffee table and the steel cane, on display and waiting for them.


    For her.


    In one corner, Jacob Blanco lay in his hospital bed, the oxygen tank letting out a hiss as it fed the dying man through the tubes tucked into his nostrils. An IV drip stood nearby, along with a blue box of some sort, helping to pump a clear liquid into the man’s veins—likely a painkiller. The thin hospital gown hung off his frail form, loose around his shoulders.


    The hairless man glared at her, his lips turning upward into a sneer as she followed Trace into the room.


    A candidate for Helheim like no other—she could smell his corrupted soul from across the room, begging for release from the rotted human body where it resided. He’d started this entire thing, set off the course of events that had brought her here, on the verge of starting Ragnarök.


    Freyja willing, she’d see him off before her own death.


    The two male nurses positioned by the elder Blanco’s bed stood silently, waiting for instructions.


    Trace and Laila moved into the center of the room, their feet sinking into the dark red carpet. Lines crisscrossed the scarlet floor, showing where the furniture had previously sat.


    Daniel Blanco came out from a side hallway, now wearing a black dress shirt and matching slacks. His dark hair was slicked back, and she caught a whiff of cologne.


    The son of a bitch was dressed up like he was going on a date.


    She turned to Trace, locking eyes with him.


    No retreat, no surrender.


    He gave her a slow nod—warrior to warrior.


    She gave Trace’s hand one final squeeze before letting it go.


    The men who had escorted them into the room moved to each side, one to her left and the other to Trace’s right—waiting to carry out whatever Blanco ordered.


    Blanco moved to stand between them. “I offered Trace a deal. I assume he told you about it—your life and his for activating the spear.”


    “You can’t speak for the Wolf.” She looked around the room. “None of you can. He won’t fulfill any of the promises he’s made.”


    She flipped her ponytail back, glaring at each of them in turn. “Your lives mean nothing to him. He won’t spare you or any of your families after he gets what he wants. He will wreak death and destruction on this world and all the worlds, giving you and the ones you love only pain before you die. There will be no immortality, no surviving past Ragnarök. He is the Master of Lies.”


    One of the attendants blinked, the only sign they heard her.


    “Save your breath. These men are loyal to me and my family.” Blanco crossed his arms. “Which is why they won’t hesitate in making you bend to my will.” He cocked his head and looked at Trace. “Given her tone, I’m assuming you weren’t able to convince her to accept my offer.”


    Trace turned his head to one side and spat a gob of blood on the carpet.


    Blanco shrugged. “I didn’t really expect you to take it. I made the offer out of mere charity.” His eyes narrowed. “You understand, I take no pleasure in torturing a woman.”


    “No,” Laila replied. “But I expect he does.” She glared at the elderly man. “Is that what turns you on? Is that how you kept your women in line, the ones stupid enough to marry you?” She narrowed her gaze, twisting her lips into a sneer. “Can any of the Blanco men get it up without beating on a helpless victim?”


    The insults were juvenile, but enough to get a response from the angry elderly man—as she intended.


    A guttural growl escaped the old man’s throat, and he struggled to sit upright, fingers clutching at the sheets in his rage. One hand pulled at the plastic tubing supplying oxygen to his nose, tugging as he thrashed and kicked, throwing the blankets to the floor in a vain attempt to reach her.


    Blanco twisted to stare at his grandfather, cursing as he waved at the attendants, his eyes wide with anger and impatience. “What are you standing there for! Give him something to make him relax, calm him down! Stop him before he hurts himself!”


    A song rang in Leila’s head, the fighting chant charging her up even as it calmed her nerves.


    It was now or never.


    She twirled to her left, kicking out at the thug’s knee. He buckled under the unexpected strike, yelling as he clutched his leg.


    An inhuman roar filled the room, striking dread into her heart.


    The Wolf.


    He was coming to claim his prize, whether or not she complied with Blanco’s command.


    His impatience might be his undoing.


    Trace launched himself at the man to his right, landing a hard-right punch and sending the thug to the floor. As he sprawled face down on the plastic, eyes rolling back into his head, Trace was on him—snatching up the taser.


    The man she’d just injured took advantage of her sideways glance. He grabbed Laila’s arm, yanking her down toward the ground as he swung at her face with his other hand.


    She easily deflected the blow, delivering a debilitating strike to the man’s nose. The bone shattered, blood gushing everywhere.


    He screamed as he covered his face, all thoughts of fighting gone.


    Blanco roared orders in Spanish, commands she recognized as calls for more men. He gestured wildly, taking a step toward his frantic grandfather who continued to fight his attendants in a vain attempt to rise off the bed and get to her.


    Heavy footsteps shook the floor under her, signaling reinforcements had arrived. Victory was short-lived as strong hands grabbed at her, pulling Laila off her assailant. The medical assistants yanked her to her feet as more armed men charged into the room, flanking her and Trace. A swift kick into the nearest man’s stomach sent him flying, another one stepping up to take his place.


    This…wasn’t going to be easy.


    Trace roared as he went at the nearest man, yanking the weapon out of the criminal’s hands as he stabbed the taser into the attacker’s torso and pulled the trigger. The swift move was rewarded as Trace spun around, now armed with more than a stun gun. Bullets spat from the rifle, finding easy targets.


    “Don’t hurt the woman!” Daniel Blanco’s voice rose over the noise. “I need her alive.” He snatched up the cane and advanced on her, raising the rod over his head as if to strike her.


    She let her body sag for a second, pulling the men holding her in closer. A second later she struck, smashing her fist into one man’s face with a vicious backhand before dropping and sweeping her leg, sending the other attacker falling to the floor.


    The noise overhead increased, sounding a thousand times louder than the storm they’d suffered through yesterday.


    As she shook free of both men, Laila spotted Trace, his back to her. He fired on the new arrivals, taking advantage of their hesitation to use lethal force. Two of the men went down, another throwing himself to the side to survive.


    The elder Blanco growled and snarled from his hospital bed, glaring at them as he raised one weak hand and curled it into a fist. One of the plastic tubes pulled out of his withered arm, blood dribbling out onto the sheets and staining them a dark scarlet.


    Blanco moved in front of her, bringing the rod down hard with both hands. She instinctively blocked with her forearm, the sudden pain reverberating through her bones and pulling the air from her lungs.


    She struck out with her good right hand, slamming it hard into Blanco’s chest as she took hold of the cane in a reflexive move.


    He stumbled back, a smirk spreading across his face.


    No.


    Catching on to his plan, Laila kept her hand clear of the small indentation that would activate the lance.


    “Trace,” she shouted, throwing it away from her.


    The risk of a mistake was too great, the temptation to hold a familiar weapon nearly overpowering. A slip of the hand and she might trigger Ragnarök…


    “No!” Blanco yelled as he stepped forward, trying to block her toss.


    Trace turned and lowered the assault rifle as he stepped back, his left hand reaching out for the cane.


    The steel rod flew end over end, too late for the arms dealer to intercept it.


    Thwarted, Blanco swung at her—an open-handed slap she easily sidestepped, then followed up with a punch to the gut that doubled the man over.


    The rod landed in Trace’s hand. He swung around, leveling the semi-automatic rifle at the men pouring in at them. He swept the room again with the weapon against his hip, forcing their attackers to take cover behind the furniture stacked against the walls.


    The roar grew even louder, matched by a shimmering to her left—a part of the wall faded to black, the dark circle appearing with a sudden drop in temperature. The two men closest to the portal screamed as they were sucked into the darkness, vanishing into the hole.


    Laila’s heart skipped a beat. Something was coming, something she doubted either Blanco had made plans for.


    The senior gripped the metal bars on each side of his hospital bed, mouth moving as he stared at the phenomenon. His attendants were long gone, fleeing the scene—or possibly cut down by Trace’s deadly fire.


    Blanco hesitated, his attention diverted to the chaos erupting near his grandfather. A cold chill snaked through Laila’s veins as she snapped her elbow up into Blanco’s face, sending the weapons dealer reeling back.


    She paused, hearing no more gunfire.


    Laila turned to see Trace tossing the rifle down, its ammunition spent. The thugs rose from behind their barricades, snarling as they realized the shift in their position.


    “Get them!” Blanco screamed as he covered his face with one hand, blood spurting out from his broken nose.


    The men advanced on her and Trace, glancing back and forth between the portal and their intended targets as if unsure which one presented more danger.


    She stepped away from Trace and settled into a fighting stance, ready for hand-to-hand combat. She wouldn’t be complicit in igniting Ragnarök, not now…


    A sound filled the air, holding them all in place. A roar came through the portal, not totally animal, not totally human…


    The men stared past her, at Trace.


    She spun to see him holding the cane.


    Except there was no cane now.


    Only the mighty lance of a Valkyrie, fully extended—the metal point catching the light and reflecting it back at them.


    Oh, shit.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    It’d been a desperate situation, to begin with—but he wasn’t going to go down without a fight.


    When his hand slipped over the recessed spot on the cane, it was a natural reaction to press down—take a tighter grip on the rod.


    He’d never expected the result.


    With a quiet snick, the cane doubled in size, the rod shooting out in front of him. It expanded to six feet long with a wicked sharp point on the spear. The metal… It pulsed in his hand, warm to the touch.


    For a few seconds, he stood there in shock, unsure what had just happened.


    Another roar came from the dark portal, this one a rising howl of something he could only place as happiness.


    Victory.


    Oh, fuck.


    He looked over as Laila gasped, her attention rotating between Blanco, the assembled mobsters, and the black hole nearby.


    He gripped the lance, a surge of strength pouring into him.


    A silhouette appeared, shifting to solid as it came through the floor-to-ceiling opening.


    Laila let out a shout, backing away to stand beside Trace as he lifted the spear. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good.


    The… He had to call it a troll; there was no other word that sufficed. The eight-foot-tall, gray humanoid wore a scrap of fabric as a loincloth, wielding a large wooden club which he immediately swung from side to side.


    Chaos ensued.


    The men emptied their rifles and pistols into the troll—the sudden appearance of the creature had given them a target they could fire at.


    Blanco, one hand covering his bloody and broken nose, yelled and screamed in a vain attempt to gain control of his men. They ignored him, some breaking and running at the sight of the monster advancing on them.


    Receiving no help, the arms dealer moved to protect his grandfather, standing in front of the senior’s hospital bed as the troll walked into the center of the room, oblivious to the bullets thudding into its body. Another swing of the club and two men flew across the room to slam into the walls, knocking down hanging pictures and smashing through tables and chairs. Moaning and yelling filled the air as the men fought back, paying the price for their attempts to kill the monster.


    Trace hefted the spear in both hands. The damage was done, the Fenris Wolf’s request met—but he wasn’t going to let him have it without a fight.


    Laila looked at him. “You couldn’t have…” She was breathless, her long hair escaping the ponytail and now lying across her shoulders. “You couldn’t have done that. Not unless…”


    He grabbed her arm and pulled her to one side as the giant man, his head brushing the ceiling, swung the club again—away from them. The troll’s focus was on the men attacking him, not on Trace and Laila.


    Not yet.


    She pulled free as another man screamed, the club crashing down on his head. “You’re one of them.”


    “Them? Them who?” Trace snapped. The monster lumbered forward, moving past the dead men as Daniel busied himself trying to push his grandfather’s bed into the far corner. The male nurses were nowhere to be seen, having either joined the rout or gotten caught up in the fight against the troll.


    “One of Odin’s sons.” She shook her head. “I’d heard, but never thought…”


    An angry howl came through the portal.


    “Less talk, more fight.” He held the spear out. “Here. You know how to use this, I don’t.”


    “No.” She raised her hands and stepped back. “You activated it, so you hold onto it.” Her gaze went to the advancing troll. “That’s the only weapon that can kill these monsters. Anything else will just keep them at bay, if that.”


    “Hell,” he growled. “That’s going to make things difficult.” Trace tightened his grip on the weapon, his mind racing. “What are you going to fight with, then?”


    In response, she kicked out, destroying one of the nearby chairs. Snatching up two of the broken legs, she spun them in her hands, showing their use as fighting sticks.


    Laila let out a laugh. “I’ll manage.”


    He chuckled in spite of the situation.


    “What’s his vulnerability, his weak spot? Does he have one?” Trace paused as the troll stared directly at the two of them, the massive forehead furrowing as he assessed his newest targets.


    “His heart. Same as anyone else.” Laila stepped to the side as one of Blanco’s men charged the creature from the left side, raising a knife to attack. Any pistols or rifles lay on the floor, either emptied into the troll or thrown down when the men discovered they were useless.


    The blade slid off the monster’s skin, leaving no trace.


    The creature grabbed the thug around the waist with his empty left hand, his thick fingers circling the man’s girth with ease. He screamed and thrashed as the troll’s grip tightened, crushing the life out of him.


    The troll tossed the body aside, turning to face Trace.


    Trace studied the creature, balancing on the balls of his feet as he readied his attack.


    “I’ll run interference. You go for the heart.” She launched herself at the troll as a second creature started to come out of the portal, near the Blancos.


    He didn’t look over at the new arrival but kept his full attention on Laila as she twisted inside the monster’s grip and landed two crushing blows on the troll’s face, both sticks striking true. Then she was gone, rolling out from under the angry thrashing arms.


    My turn.


    Trace dodged the mammoth club, letting it swing over his head before moving in close and jamming the spear up into the troll’s chest. The tip of the spear penetrated the gray hide with ease, sliding in deep with Trace’s heavy thrust behind it.


    The creature let out a rolling groan and dropped the club, thick meaty hands flailing as he tried to grab Trace with the last of his strength.


    Trace pulled the weapon free and jumped back out of range, wincing as he heard the tell-tale gurgling of death from the giant.


    Supernatural creature or not, a shot to the heart killed nearly everyone.


    Laila moved toward the two Blancos, brandishing the fighting sticks.


    “Now, for you two,” she snarled, a Valkyrie’s fury on full display. Her face was flushed, her hair loose on her shoulders—skin gleaming with sweat.


    He’d never seen a more beautiful woman in his life.


    Daniel Blanco, his back pressed against the hospital bed, snarled and snatched up a discarded pistol from the floor.


    “Stay back,” he snapped. “I don’t know what happened, but the Wolf is coming for the spear,” he rasped, pointed the weapon at her. “And I’m going to get my reward.”


    The troll fell forward, barely missing Trace as he sidestepped the creature. It crashed into the floor, sending seismic tremors rippling out.


    The mini-earthquake tore Blanco’s attention away from Laila, and he grabbed hold of the hospital bed with his free hand to steady himself.


    Laila brought the stick down hard on his wrist with an angry shout. Blanco yelped and dropped the weapon, the pistol bouncing into the debris now scattered across the floor.


    The older Blanco had managed to pull himself into a sitting position and now dropped one hand on his grandson’s shoulder, fingernails digging into the dark shirt as he stared at the chaos around him with wide, frightened eyes.


    “Laila!” Trace yelled. “We’ll deal with him later. The portal…” The floor shifted and rumbled under his feet, forcing him to lunge for a nearby chair for support.


    The spear remained in his hand, the ancient weapon feeling comfortable.


    This was beyond weird. This had left weird far behind, hopped the fence to unbelievable, and raced for the horizon.


    Another howl reverberated around them, the ferocious scream shattering the air.


    The portal shimmered, dark ripples running outward as they all watched, unable to look away.


    A man came through the portal, snarling as he stared at them.


    Not a man.


    Trace drew a deep breath as he recognized the archetype from his oversize battle-axe and scraps of clothing, the years of Norse history books he’d read and devoured hungrily supplying the name.


    Draugr.


    One of the undead warriors in the Wolf’s army.


    He might have been human, once upon a time. He stood about six feet high, his long gray hair sticking out from under a metal helmet. But his mouth hung open, eyes replaced with black, sightless orbs. A greedy, nasty human during his earthly life, he would have changed when he died, turning into the monster now coming toward them. He only knew death—how to deliver it and not stop until called to by his immortal leader.


    This—was not going to be easy.


    Blanco stared at the undead horror, pulling himself upright. “I fulfilled my part of the deal. He has the lance.” He pointed at Trace. “Tell the Wolf I did what he asked. I demand my reward.”


    The dark man ignored the shouting, his attention fully focused on Trace.


    Laila grabbed Trace’s arm, pulling him back. “He’s coming for the spear. We’ve got to get him out of here—he’ll bring the house down on us.”


    The draugr moved forward. His armored head brushed the ceiling, cracking the decorative stucco with each step.


    Blanco and his grandfather watched as it moved by them without a backward glance, ignoring them in its search for the lance.


    Trace pulled back, following Laila’s lead. “Let’s go.”


    The floor shook under them, and he prayed the entire structure wouldn’t collapse before they escaped.


    “Hold on.” She went to the wall and grabbed the crossed swords, pulling them free of the display with little effort.


    The demon’s pace was slow but steady, staring at Trace.


    The sliding doors were askew, shaken off their sliders by the troll’s attack. Laila kicked at one, and it fell outward with ease, giving them an exit.


    Trace backed out, keeping the spear in front of him as the berserker advanced with heavy, booming steps.


    The remains of the other sliding door splintered and collapsed, the draugr’s axe making short work of the glass barrier. Behind the mammoth man, Trace spotted a few shadows running back and forth, maybe a handful of Blanco loyalists returning to their master’s side.


    He ignored them—he had bigger things to worry about.


    The sky above was clear, save for a darkening on the horizon unlike any storm he’d ever seen before. It was as if an invisible painter had taken his brush, filled with black and dark blues, and dragged it along the sky, wiping out any sunlight trying to get through.


    The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, signaling trouble.


    “That’s not normal,” he shouted as he ran along the concrete deck, keeping an eye on the demon’s advance.


    “The Wolf,” Laila replied, keeping pace with him as they settled on the edge of the patio, standing their ground. “He’s summoning his creatures to collect the lance. You saw the troll,” she gestured at the draugr, staring at them with dark eyes as he advanced, “He’ll send as many as he needs. Including the kraken, if we get too close to the water.”


    “The what?” Trace risked a glance sideways at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    Before she could reply, the berserker charged across the patio, coming straight at them.


    Laila swiveled away, moving behind the oversize man with a dancer’s dexterity. She dropped down before slashing at the exposed hamstrings—the blades might have been dulled from hanging on Blanco’s wall for years, but the power she put behind them was enough to cut through the rotting flesh.


    The draugr stopped and let out a bellow, falling to his knees. The axe slammed into the concrete, embedding itself deep in the white patio stone as he reached out both hands trying to stay upright.


    Trace didn’t hesitate, charging forward to slam the spear into the zombie warrior’s heart.


    The creature reared up with an unearthly cry, clawing at the darkening sky before slowly dissolving to ash, the remnants swept up by a violent burst of wind and sucked back into the house.


    Trace found himself holding just the spear—the body was gone.


    Laila got to her feet and moved toward him, still brandishing the swords.


    “So, that happened,” he quipped as another angry roar came from the house.


    “He’ll keep sending them until they kill you and take the spear.” She shook her head. “We’ve had Freyja’s blessing so far, but…”


    Trace looked over at the dark storm sweeping toward them. “Have you ever fought a kraken?”


    A sly smile appeared. “No. But I’ve heard they’re rather hard to kill.”


    “Before we head into round two…” He hefted the spear. “What did you mean, one of Odin’s sons?”


    “It’s self-explanatory.” Laila picked up a clean towel from an overturned stack and wiped her face free of sweat and blood. She took a second one and tossed it to him. “The reason why Blanco couldn’t activate the spear was because he was human.” She shook her head as lightning bolts shattered the dark clouds on the horizon, jagged flashes of light. “Only a Valkyrie’s touch could activate the spear—or one of royal blood. Odin, Freyja…or someone with Odin’s legacy running through their veins.”


    He threw the towel away before grabbing her wrist with his free hand and pulling her against him. “It doesn’t matter who I am—I’m the one who loves you.” The words tumbled out, his deepest thoughts coming through in verbal form.


    She blinked, frozen in place. “What?”


    Another angry roar came from the house, heavy footsteps signaling another attacker approaching. Thunder rumbled in the sky, the sun fleeing before the dark gray storm creeping up on them.


    “You were ready to let them kill me before taking the spear.” He ignored the cut on his lip and kissed her, hard. “I can’t think of anyone who could love me more than to let me die to save the world.”


    “Trace Dyson…” She let out a light chuckle. “Odin’s blood or not, you are one strange man.” She kissed him back.


    A second draugr charged through the remains of the screen doors, his spiked helmet scraping the last of the glass and wood from the doorframe. One hand gripped a sword as long as Trace was tall. He let out an unearthly moan, aiming straight for where Trace and Laila stood.


    Trace readied himself, gripping the spear with both hands as his mind spun frantically through various scenarios, searching for a solution.


    One that didn’t involve condemning all of humanity, including himself and Laila.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    This couldn’t go on.


    Laila stepped away from Trace, tightening her grip on the two swords as the demon advanced on them. His eyeless sockets oozed a black liquid, making it seem like he was crying. The jaw hung down, showing rotted and chipped teeth.


    The draugr swung the massive sword at her first, the keen blade slicing through the air.


    With a sinking feeling, she realized she’d underestimated his speed—the size of the man should have made him slower and clumsier, but an undead warrior…


    The sword cut deep into her left arm, forcing her to drop one of her swords as she spun away from the attack. It clattered across the concrete and slipped into the pool—sinking underwater and permanently out of reach.


    She ran along the edge of the pool, placing the draugr between her and Trace. A handful of towels lay nearby.


    “Hey!” Trace shouted, drawing the fighter’s attention. “Leave her alone. You’re here for this.” He stabbed the air with the spear point. “Come and get it.”


    The undead monster’s blank eye sockets studied the lance. He turned away from Laila, now focused on the new target.


    She snatched up a towel and wrapped it around her arm, stanching the blood flow for the time being.


    “Laila!” Trace shouted. “Go inside and grab Blanco. Now that he sees he’s not getting his deal—he might be willing to work with us.” He sidestepped the draugr’s sword strike, parrying it and stabbing the creature’s arm in reply, the spear point slicing deep through the rotting flesh. “We can’t keep taking these things on one by one. The Wolf’s only screwing with us right now—as soon as he gets tired, he’ll send a swarm of these things at us, and we’ll be fucked.” He yanked the weapon free, sending jagged hunks of gray muscle flying.


    Laila held back her words, seeing the incoming storm.


    There was now more at risk here than just a spear—the revelation of Trace’s bloodline would make him a welcome addition to the Wolf’s army. If he died in battle with one of the evil undead, the Wolf might be able to take him, use him as a right-hand man at Ragnarök.


    She could not let that happen, no matter what.


    Leaving Trace behind, she sprinted for the house, gripping the lone sword in her right hand.


    The troll’s body had vanished, returning through the portal to the darkness –to the Wolf’s side. But the damage done was still there—the henchmen still lay where they’d fallen, either from Trace’s bullets, from her own attacks, or from the troll and the pair of draugrs.


    She stepped over the bodies and headed for the corner of the room where the older Blanco lay in his hospital bed, wheezing as he tugged at the small tubes in his nose. The panicked look on his face seemed more immediate, not about the monsters rampaging around his home or the threat of imminent death and destruction.


    There was no sign of his grandson or his attendants.


    His eyes narrowed upon seeing her, a mixture of hate and fear as she advanced on his bed. He pulled again at the narrow tube on his lap, his attention darting away from her as he let out a pained wheeze.


    Laila spotted the problem immediately—in the fight, something had sliced the oxygen hose leading from the tank, letting the air bleed out.


    She knelt, placing the sword on the floor as she searched the tray mounted under the hospital bed, coming up with a roll of tape that she used to seal the hose.


    “I may not like you, but your fate will not be decided by my lack of action,” she murmured as she ripped the edge of the tape. “Freyja have mercy on your soul because I sure as hell wouldn’t.”


    Jacob Blanco let out a wheeze as he settled back on the thin mattress, taking deep breaths of the restored oxygen.


    “Now, old man, tell me what can be done to seal that.” She pointed at the dark portal, set at the far end of the room. The edges swirled and danced, small sparks of lightening shooting out from the slowly revolving hole.


    His eyes narrowed as he shook his head, lips pressed into a thin tight line.


    “Look.” She leaned in, unable and unwilling to hide her anger. “Your grandson made a bad deal. Ragnarök doesn’t end with you and your family ruling the world. It ends with everyone and everything perishing in fire and fury.”


    He smiled, the grin giving him even more of a ghoulish expression than before. “It’s…worth…it…” His gaze flashed over her right shoulder, signaling trouble.


    Laila ducked and snatched up her sword before spinning away, seconds before a wooden bar slammed down on the end of the bed, missing her by inches. She found herself caught between the hospital bed and the black portal, a dangerous spot.


    Daniel Blanco snarled as he raised the broken table leg with his left hand, the retrieved pistol safe in his right.


    “What did you do to Dyson?” he demanded. “Why did that little shit make it work?”


    “That ‘little shit,’ as you just called him, is of royal blood.” She leveled the sword at him as she eyed the pistol, planning her next move. “He’s one of Odin’s children. That’s why he could use the spear.”


    The gun wavered in the drug lord’s grip. “What? Who?” His forehead furrowed. “Dyson? How the hell?”


    An inhuman roar went up from outside the room.


    A hot wind rushed by them, carrying black dust as the draugr returned to the hell from which it’d been sent. She pulled back as the portal swallowed up the remains and began to rotate even faster, an ominous signal.


    She let out her breath, acutely aware of Blanco’s advantage over her. The pistol stayed leveled at her chest, but she saw the fear in the man’s eyes, the confusion around him sowing doubt in his mind.


    “Fuck,” he cursed. “I didn’t think…” He glanced at his grandfather. “For you, Abu—I did it all for you. That’s got to count for something, right?”


    “The Fenris Wolf always lies, always takes advantage of men’s passions, their wants and needs,” Laila said. She kept her voice low and steady despite the growing panic twisting her stomach into knots. “Making a deal with him was not a wise move.”


    There was no sign of Trace.


    Blanco sneered. “Who are you to talk? You made a deal to get where you are. Making it with Freyja or the Wolf, what’s the difference?” He gestured at her with the broken piece of wood. “How many years did you add to your life as a Valkyrie, snatching bodies off the battlefield? Whoever you were before you got your wings, were you better than me, my father?” His eyes narrowed.


    “Let’s be honest. If the Wolf offered you a deal to save Trace, you’d take it in an instant, in a moment. You’d toss all of Valhalla into that black hole to save his life—so don’t preach to me about how righteous you are.” He stared at his grandfather. “We’ll do anything for the ones we love.”


    Before she could answer, the entire house shook, the remaining pictures falling off the walls before the small earthquake subsided.


    “Laila! We’ve got to…” Trace ran into the room, still brandishing the spear. He skidded to a stop upon seeing the trio.


    She held back a sigh of relief at seeing him alive and well.


    Trace glared at Blanco. “The storm’s about to come ashore—there are sharks and squids and something large and ugly leading the way, tentacles waving. We might not be on the beach, but those monsters can surf a giant wave right through our front door here.” He aimed the spear at the drug kingpin, staring down the length of the weapon. “It’s over, Blanco. Call him off, end this. No one else needs to get hurt or die.”


    The pistol switched targets, now pointing at Trace’s chest. The accompanying sneer ground against Laila’s nerves like jagged glass.


    “No. I promised the Wolf the spear, and I’ll give it to him. And now I can toss in one of Odin’s bastards and a Valkyrie to sweeten the deal.” He laughed. “I wonder what he can do with you two, hmm?”


    A rumbling filled the room, the tremors under their feet increasing with every second.


    Blanco grinned. “Toss the spear into the portal, or I’ll shoot her.” The pistol swerved back to her. “Do it right now.”


    “This spear is the only thing that can kill the creatures coming out of that portal,” Trace snapped. “And there’s about to be a shitload of monsters coming ashore.”


    “I’ve got nothing to fear.” Blanco looked down the barrel of the pistol, sighting in on her chest. “How about you?”


    She sensed the darkness creeping toward them, the storm breaking overhead with double the intensity of any earthly weather system. Nausea burned her throat as she pointed the sword at Blanco, the standoff complete among the three of them.


    Trace’s gaze darted back and forth, and she saw him weighing the options.


    “Don’t you want to live? Don’t you want her to live? Don’t you love her?” Blanco’s voice cracked, the uncertainty of his position bleeding through. “My God, man…your fate lies in your hands. All you need to do is give him the spear, and you can have anything you want. Don’t you understand?”


    “I do.” Trace looked over at her, a sad smile on his face. “But if you followed my father and my grandfather through the years, you’d know there’s one hard truth they taught me.”


    Laila held her breath as he took a step back, swinging the lance away from Blanco.


    “No…” she whispered.


    He put both hands on the spear, one just behind the sharp point and one down toward the end of the weapon.


    Blanco narrowed his gaze, the senior behind him nodding emphatically as Trace tightened his grip on the weapon. His aim stayed true, focused on her as Trace turned and looked at the shadow portal.


    “Fate loves the fearless.”


    She frowned, not understanding his whisper.


    An angry roar echoed down the portal, and a massive wolf’s paw stepped through, the sharp claws digging deep into the carpet.


    Jacob Blanco clutched at his heart, fingers digging into the thin hospital gown as the portal began to expand. A chunk of ceiling fell nearby as it grew in size, the sky overhead coming into view, dark and foreboding. The paw moved forward, stepping further into the living room as the leg followed, the circle widening with every second.


    Trace raised the spear in both hands, aiming the point at the giant paw. But instead of tossing it in the portal or throwing it at the Wolf, he brought the rod down hard on his leg, snapping the lance in two.


    An invisible force punched her in the chest, stealing the air from her lungs as Trace tossed the two pieces in opposite directions. The metal rods skittered along the floor before disappearing into the rubble, sliding under broken tables and shattered lamps.


    She sank to her knees, seeing the impossible made possible yet one more time.


    “You…” Blanco fought to find the words. “How could you…”


    “My father told me you could do anything if you put your mind to it.” Trace said as he turned to face Blanco. “Other than a Valkyrie, only someone with Odin’s bloodline could use the weapon.” He gave the drug lord a sly grin. “Figured it’d take one to break it.”


    Blanco’s face went red.


    Laila sensed the darkness receding, the thick air around them turning lighter, thinner.


    The Wolf let out an enraged roar, the walls shaking with the howl.


    “No,” Blanco yelled, turning to look at the animal. He spun back, his body shaking with rage. “I may not be able to give him the spear, but I can give him you!”


    His finger tightened on the trigger.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Blanco glared at him and pulled the trigger, as Trace knew he would. There was no way he was going to let Trace walk out of the villa, not after all this.


    “It’s okay,” Trace turned to look at Laila. “It’s going to be…”


    His mouth went dry as the bullets entered his chest, each punching him hard enough to drop him to his knees.


    Guess being one of Odin’s bastards doesn’t mean much now.


    Laila shouted something in a foreign language and lunged at the arms dealer.


    Blanco fired before she could reach him, emptying the rest of the magazine into her.


    With a scream, Laila charged on, stabbing him through the heart with her sword. She let go of the blade as Blanco fell back against the hospital bed, his hands clasped around the impaling steel. His grandfather made a moaning sound as he grabbed at his dying grandson, withered hands futilely trying to get a grip.


    The world slowed down around him as Trace reached out for Laila, unable to rise.


    She turned to Trace, taking a few staggering steps before her eyes closed and she collapsed next to him. He saw a half-dozen bullet holes in her dark sweater, the soggy fabric hiding the damage—but he knew it was there, as sure as he knew his own injuries.


    He glanced up at the portal and the dark sky visible through the hole in the ceiling. For a second, he saw a mighty tentacle rise over them, an angry black silhouette against the lightning sparking the clouds behind it…


    Then it withdrew.


    The massive canine paw rose, and for one terrifying second, Trace thought it was going to reach out for them…but it retreated back into the darkness, a whine signaling the Wolf’s retreat.


    There was nothing left for him here.


    He pulled Laila into his arms with the last of his strength, cradling her in his lap. The rumbling through the floor slowed and vanished, leaving only the remains of the villa around them. The dark clouds visible through the holes in the ceiling and windows retreated to show a bright sunny day.


    Laila’s eyes opened, the sudden clarity startling him.


    “The spear…” she whispered.


    “It’s okay.” He stroked her cheek. “We took care of it.”


    She drew a shallow breath and pressed her palm against his chest in a vain attempt to stanch the blood loss. “You’re bleeding.”


    “So are you.”


    It was getting hard to breathe, the weight on his chest increasing.


    “Listen to me. Listen—I love you, Laila. I love you more than life itself,” he said, pressing his lips to hers for one last time. “If you can sneak away from Valhalla, come visit me in Helheim.”


    “I will,” her faint whisper came. “No one will stop me.”


    She went limp in his arms, and the world narrowed to a crimson tunnel as Trace pulled back and closed his eyes, surrendering to the inevitable.


    “I wouldn’t stop her.” The soft voice startled him.


    The pain in his chest vanished, urging him to open his eyes.


    A woman stood in front of them, her long, loose blonde hair falling over her shoulders as she looked down. Music reached his ears—a classic composition of some sort, the sweeping sound of violins overhead.


    Blanco let out a keening cry as he lay on the hospital bed in his grandfather’s arms, the bloodstain spreading across his shirt from the fatal wound. He gripped the blade and painfully, slowly, pulled the sword out to toss it to the side.


    The dark portal had disappeared, leaving no sign it’d ever been there—other than the holes in the ceiling and the thick chunks of cement embedded in the living room floor.


    Trace looked up to see three women descending from above, passing through solid matter as if it was nothing.


    Not women, he corrected himself.


    Valkyries.


    He let out a soft gasp, seeing them in their full glory for the first time. He hugged Laila tight, her unmoving body stiff in his grip.


    “They’re beautiful,” he murmured. “I wish I could see you like this…”


    The multicolored wings spread out from their shoulder blades, majestic and almost blinding as they hovered over the battlefield. Gold and silver breastplates shone in the light, helmets hiding their faces from plain view.


    Each of them held a lance like the one he’d snapped.


    They encircled Trace and Laila, spears by their sides.


    The woman standing in front of him gave a solemn nod, and they went to work, moving in and out of view as Trace stayed focused on the goddess.


    There was no one else it could be.


    Freyja.


    “Yes.” She nodded. “You guess correct, Odin’s son.” Something passed across her face, an emotion Trace couldn’t fully identify.


    Sadness? Anger? Envy?


    “But I don’t want to talk to just you.” She reached down and touched Laila’s forehead, a soft smile on her face. “Rise, little one. Your mission here is done.”


    A surge of heat shot through the body in his embrace, so intense he struggled to keep his hold on her. As he fought the urge to let her go, the burning shot up his arms and into his veins, scorching him inside and out. But it didn’t hurt—at least, not in a way he expected.


    He’d gotten caught in a whirlpool years ago in Utah—a strong current sucking him down, pulling him toward the bottom. A peaceful feeling had come over Trace in the heated water, the warmth seducing the very life out of him.


    It’d only been a last-minute grab by Aisha that had saved him, yanking him free from the vortex. When he’d come up out of the water, it’d been like bursting out of a sauna into a snowstorm, the cold air searing his lungs even as his heart raced as if making up for lost time.


    This…this was like that, multiplied a thousandfold. The flash fire in his veins snapped to ice, the jolt shocking him back to life.


    He felt…reborn.


    Laila’s eyes shot open, bright and dark. She stared at Trace for a long second, a weak smile emerging. She reached up with trembling fingers to touch his cheek, prompting him to lean into the caress.


    “I must say, I never thought you’d get in so much trouble.” Freyja knelt in front of the pair. “I underestimated your abilities. Both of you.”


    Trace buried his face in Laila’s dark hair, dropping a light kiss atop her head.


    “Enough of that. We have to talk.” Freyja extended both hands. “Arise. There’s still work to be done.”


    Laila stayed in his arms, staring at her. “I failed you.”


    “Yes. And no.” Freyja cocked her head to one side. “As you can see, I called for more than one of your sisters today—it’s good for them to see a victory against the Wolf.”


    As Laila took the offered hand and got up, Trace looked around, taking stock of the strange new world he was now a part of.


    The women moved in and out of sight, their wings carrying them to where he assumed the casualties lay.


    Blanco’s men.


    One Valkyrie hovered not too far from where he stood, just above the overturned couch. He watched her lean down with a weapon identical to the one he’d broken not long ago, likely touching the severely wounded or dead man.


    A ghostly visage rose out from behind the couch, looking very much like one of the gunmen taken down earlier, dressed in the dark shirt and slacks that made up the unofficial Blanco uniform. The Valkyrie whispered something to him, so low that Trace couldn’t hear.


    The confused look on the man’s face turned to a frown and then to a silent scream as he threw his hands up in front of his face, gesturing wildly.


    The Valkyrie said nothing as she rose with the ethereal image, staying with the man. She drew a glyph in the air with her lance, the golden symbol flashing bright in the air.


    Then she was gone, taking the man with her.


    “Where are they going?” He knew the answer already but had to ask.


    “She is taking him to his eternal reward. For a majority of those here, it will be Helheim.” Freyja answered. She held both of Laila’s hands in hers. “We do not decide where they end up. Their fate is what they chose for themselves, based on their actions throughout their life. As is yours.”


    He cleared his throat, getting to his feet. “I’m ready to go.”


    Laila let out a soft gasp, moving to his side. His arm went around her, pulling her close as he tried to memorize the way she smelled, how she felt.


    It’d be a long time before he saw her again.


    A Valkyrie hovered nearby, her wings keeping her aloft with short, light beats. She didn’t approach him, not yet.


    Laila leaned in, pressing her face against his neck.


    “There is something else I must deal with first.” Freyja turned to the two Blanco men, a scowl marring her beautiful features.


    Blanco glared at Freyja, defiant to the end as he stood in front of his grandfather, his fatal wounds held in stasis for the moment. Obviously, the gift of extended life had fallen on the Blanco men as well.


    “Step aside.” She returned his stern look with interest, the intensity nearly palpable.


    Laila began to move, but Freyja stopped her with a wave. She took a step forward, her gaze aimed squarely at Daniel.


    “I would have words with your grandfather.” Her eyes narrowed. “Then, I’ll get to you.”


    Blanco scowled as he stood in defense of the senior.


    The Valkyrie hovered nearby, spear at the ready.


    Freyja continued her concentrated focus on the arms dealer, staring at him.


    “He is my family,” Blanco said in a hushed voice. “Love for family is not a sin.”


    “That is true. To a degree. It will be noted, in your defense.” She flicked her hand to the side. “Now, let me talk to him.”


    Blanco closed his eyes and nodded, stepping aside and allowing her access. “He is all I have.”


    As Freyja approached Jacob, the senior sat up, his back ramrod straight in defiance. His hands gripped the metal bars of the bed as he faced the goddess.


    “You are the cause of all of this.” She pointed at the older man. “You for stealing the artifact in the first place, and letting your grandson think he could make a deal with the Fenris Wolf. This folly could have been avoided if only you had chosen a better path, one that didn’t destroy lives on so many levels.” She shook her head. “So much potential wasted on hate and revenge, greed and want.”


    The senior glared at her, indignant and proud in his hospital gown.


    “And you,” she scoffed, looking at Daniel. “I don’t need to detail your criminal activities. They’ve been well-documented—this is just another addition to that long list.”


    Daniel opened his mouth as if to speak, then paused.


    “Save your words. Your crimes condemn you both.” She crooked a finger at the Valkyrie standing by. “Take them where they belong, where they have chosen to go with their deeds and actions.” Her attention focused on the Blancos. “We shall meet again at Ragnarök, many years from now, despite your attempts to bring it forward. But until then, you’ll have time to contemplate your various sins against the good men and women of this world.”


    Before either man could move, the Valkyrie flew in closer, covering the pair with her kaleidoscope wings.


    Trace closed his eyes—no matter how badly he hated the Blancos, he had no wish to see this. The high-pitched screams pierced his ears for a few seconds before diminishing, as if the owners were traveling down a long tunnel away from him.


    He came back to see the lifeless bodies of both Blanco men lying on the hospital bed, their faces frozen in horror. The Valkyrie was nowhere in sight, having left with the two souls.


    Laila let out a knowing sigh, holding him tight.


    “It is finished.” There was no satisfaction in Freyja’s voice, only a trace of sadness.


    She looked at the couple, a soft smile replacing her hardened looks. “Now back to what we were discussing before. Tell me, Trace Dyson—one of Odin’s sons—why do you think you deserve to be sent to Helheim, to spend eternity there until called forth for Ragnarök?”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    He didn’t hesitate, didn’t try to parse his words—at this point, there was nothing left to lose. “My father, my grandfather—they were good, strong men. They fought for what was right, their wives standing beside them. They sacrificed their bodies, their minds, their lives to do what was needed to deliver justice, returning historical items to their original homes. For some tribes, some countries, it was all they had left of their past.”


    Freyja nodded. “And I can tell you that for their good works and honest hearts, they are in Valhalla.” She smiled. “All of them.”


    Trace stood a bit taller, pride puffing his chest out. “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “Mother…” Laila interrupted. “I have a question.” She looked up at Trace. “If I might…”


    The goddess nodded, urging her on.


    “If Odin’s blood runs in his family, why did it take until now for it to come forth? It would be in his mother, his grandfather, whoever claimed the lineage. The strength for him to be able to break the spear, to…” She paused, seeing Freyja’s upraised palm.


    “Having royal blood isn’t enough to make someone special. If that were all it took, the world would be full of heroes, a mere drop awarding wisdom and bravery to anyone lucky enough to be related.” She eyed Trace. “Some men would have taken the deal with Blanco when he first offered it. Men who would have turned their backs on a woman they’d just met for the promise of immortality, of survival after Ragnarök.”


    He felt the weight of her stare, as he stood with Laila by his side.


    “You decided to break the spear in order to deny it to the Wolf, condemning both of you to an unknown fate.”


    He nodded—there was nothing to say.


    “Tell me, Trace Dyson, why you think your sins would condemn you to Helheim?”


    She tilted her head to one side, studying him.


    He cleared his throat before speaking, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. “Valhalla is for heroes. I might have done some good, but not enough to balance out my sins. I broke the rules. I break the rules,” he corrected himself, “all the time. And it usually works out for me in the end—I win the fight, steal the artifact, arrest the bad guy.


    “But this time, my greed, my need to get the cane, played right into Blanco’s hands. I followed the trail to Los Angeles, never let anyone in on the overall plan to get the cane—not even Emile, my superior. If I had come with a SWAT team, brought the official power of Interpol down on this villa, I might have been able to stop him before the Wolf arrived. And I sure as hell wouldn’t have picked up the lance and turned it on.”


    He drew a deep breath. “I disrespect my elders, and I buck the system every chance I get—I don’t work well with others. I’m nothing like my father and grandfather. I don’t deserve to be anywhere near them.”


    Laila said nothing but squeezed his hand tight.


    Freyja nodded. “Spoken honestly.” She studied Laila. “Would you offer your opinion of him? After all, you placed your fate in his hands.”


    She moved closer to his side, their fingers still entwined. “He’s a fighter, a warrior.” Her cheeks reddened. “A rogue, a bit of a scoundrel. But he fought when he could have given in, could have surrendered to the Wolf.”


    “Hmm.” Freyja crossed her hands in front of her, looking down. “And what would you say, our esteemed visitors?”


    “He’s a fool. But that’s a Dyson trait, not from his royal lineage.”


    The familiar voice brought Trace around, spinning with Laila in tow as he refused to let her go.


    His father stood there, wearing his dress uniform—Gary Dyson as a younger man, as Trace remembered him as a teenager.


    “He did get some of that from you.” His mother giggled as she stood beside him, arm in arm, wearing the bright yellow sunflower dress he always pictured her in.


    “Mom.” He choked up, afraid to move, fearing he’d break the illusion.


    Laila looked at Freyja before squeezing his hand.


    “Go to her,” she whispered. Freyja nodded, a soft smile dispelling the last of Trace’s fears.


    Trace charged forward, hugging his mother with all of his might. He might be going to hell, but he’d take this memory with him forever.


    “Way to go, kid.” Gary thumped him on the back. “Never saw that coming in a thousand years—a damned spear hidden inside the case. So simple, and yet, we all missed it.”


    “He’s smarter than you were,” another gruff voice shocked Trace out of his happy embrace. “Which isn’t saying much—but he brought Jacob Blanco to justice, and that’s what counts.”


    He looked over his mother’s shoulder at Frank Dyson, standing tall and smart in his military uniform, Trace’s grandmother at his side. Both were young and smiling, as if just coming home from the war.


    “Your son, your grandson, feels he’s bound for Helheim based on his actions.” Freyja spoke softly but firmly. “As you know, I am not the one who decides such things. But I would ask you all your thoughts on the matter, since we now know he is one of Odin’s sons. As you both are…”


    Frank looked at his wife for a long second, patting the brunette’s arm before turning his attention to the goddess. “He’s a hellion, as we taught him to be. If there’s any time to be spent in Helheim, I’ll take my share of it.”


    “As will I,” Gary said with a nod. “I put him on this trail, gave him our mantra. If he’s at fault in any way, I bear the weight of it as his father.” He reached over and ruffled Trace’s short hair. “Your mom will be waiting for both of us in the end.”


    “Like hell.” His mother’s voice rumbled in his ear. “We’ll go as a family and return as a family.”


    Trace pulled back to see his grandmother nodding in agreement.


    Freyja chuckled, bringing them all around to look at the goddess.


    “You are truly heroes, worthy of Valhalla.” She looked at both older men and their wives. “Your son, your grandson, might have carried Odin’s blood, but it was his own decision to stand up to the Wolf and fight the demons sent into this world.”


    Laila moved close to take his hand again.


    “I thank you all for your offer, your devotion to your kin—but he will not be going to Helheim today.” She turned to Trace. “They must return to Valhalla now.”


    He stared at each of them in turn, memorizing their faces. His mother stepped forward for a final kiss on the cheek.


    “I’m so proud of you.” She winked at Laila. “He’s a handful, but I think you can deal with him.”


    She moved back beside her husband as they faded away, leaving no trace of their visit.


    “Well, then.” Freyja wrinkled her nose. “Let’s have this discussion elsewhere—I’m tired of this place.”


    Before he could say anything, the world around them shifted, changed in a bright blur. When his eyes cleared, he saw the familiar furniture and realized they were back in New York City—in his hotel room.


    “Laila.” Freyja continued as if nothing had happened. “Come forward.”


    She released Trace’s hand and stepped out.


    “You have done well, little one. Despite the odds, you persevered.”


    “Mother…” She hesitated, biting her lip.


    “Go on.”


    “How much did you know? About Blanco, the cane…the Wolf’s involvement.”


    The blond goddess smiled. “More than I told you, and yet still not enough. The balance needs to be maintained—even with Odin’s ravens, we do not know everything. Heimdall’s eyes are blind when it comes to certain aspects of the Wolf, and rightfully so.” She lowered her voice. “I did not betray you or set you up.”


    “I knew that,” Laila said.


    “Before I gave you this mission, you were prepared to leave your sisters behind, closet yourself away until Ragnarök. But I see you are not the same woman I sent down not so long ago. Perhaps your decision was a bit hasty. Therefore, I offer you the chance to end your time with us and stay here, on Midgard.”


    “Thank you, Mother.” Laila moved back to stand beside him. “But I’ve come to love again, something I never thought would happen. Therefore, whatever happens to Trace, wherever he goes—I want to be with him. Even in Helheim.”


    She took his hand in hers, sending a rush of emotion surging through him.


    Freyja nodded. “Let your words stand.” She studied Trace, the intense gaze startling him. It was as if she were looking through him, the heartfelt assessment unnerving in every possible way.


    “You’re too good for Helheim.” She laughed. “And would be welcome in Valhalla alongside your fellow warriors, including those with whom you share blood. But I won’t take you home with me unwillingly—you tell me what you want, Odin’s son, what your heart desires.”


    Trace paused, his mind spinning.


    Valhalla.


    His family.


    Laila’s hand was tight in his, the comforting grip steadying his heart and soul.


    “I can stay?” He touched his free hand to his sweater, fingers tangling in the bullet holes. “But he shot me. And Laila.”


    The goddess raised one eyebrow. “After all you’ve seen so far, you think that’s a barrier to you staying?”


    “I guess not.” He shook his head. “I’d like to be with my family. But there are so many people who have lost treasures and heirlooms to thieves and criminals, so many countries without their past… I’d like to stay and keep on doing what I’ve been doing. Until I feel I’m good enough for Valhalla.” He looked at Laila. “What do you want me to do?”


    She shook her head with a sly smile. “This is not my choice, Odin’s son. But thanks for asking me.” The flash of playfulness in her eyes soothed him as much as it excited him. “What is it you said? Fate loves the fearless?”


    “Yes.” He grinned. “Fearless—or maybe it’s foolish—but I want to do it with you.”


    “I’ll stay and help where I can,” Laila said. “And where I can’t, I’ll support you.”


    “It’s decided, then.” Freyja laughed. “I look forward to seeing the two of you in Valhalla—but not for many years.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Little sister, you will be welcome alongside your man in the Great Halls. Until then—fly straight.”


    “Fly straight,” Laila repeated.


    Trace paused, frowning. “You brought us here, but there’s so much we have to deal with. The villa, the Blancos…”


    Freyja tucked her hands behind her back. “I’m astonished that after all you’ve seen, all you’ve dealt with, that you think this would be an issue.” She gave them both a proud smile. “Be well and be safe—I hope to see neither of you for a long, long time.”


    Her white robes began to shine, the intensity increasing until Trace threw one hand up to shade his eyes.


    The flash blinded him for a second, but when his vision cleared, there was no one in the hotel room but the two of them.


    Laila’s gasp brought him around to face her, his heart racing.


    “What?”


    She no longer wore the dark, bloodstained clothing from their attack on the villa. Instead, Laila wore a long, white dress—not dissimilar to the one Freyja had been wearing. There was no sign of any injury, and her hair was pulled back into a loose braid over her shoulder.


    She pointed at him, prompting him to look down.


    His attire had changed as well—now he wore a light-blue dress shirt and jeans, the casual attire immediately familiar and comfortable. It was as if the last few hours, last few days, hadn’t happened.


    He pulled Laila close, kissing her as hard as he could. Her arms went around him as he savored the taste of her, relishing their sudden good fortune.


    His hands went to her hips, drawing her tight against him. A growl broke loose as he gave way to the passion boiling up from inside.


    She drew back with a laugh. “I believe your bedroom is over there.” She raised a hand to point over his shoulder, then froze.


    “What?” He spun to see what had startled her.


    The cane lay on the coffee table—not the collapsed lance he’d broken in two, but the item Blanco had waved in the air before smashing away the rotting wood.


    It sat in a transparent plastic case, one of the many boxes he had used in the past to transport ancient relics around.


    “Is it…” He was afraid to say the word, afraid everything was about to vanish, an illusion by the Fenris Wolf seeking to play him one more time.


    “Yes and no.” She approached the case but didn’t make any move to open it. “It’s a piece of the lance, part of the one you broke. The power… it’s nothing more now than cold metal. But it’s back in the scabbard they made for her.” She lifted her left hand and gasped, showing Trace her bare wrist.


    “It’s gone.” He wasn’t as surprised by its absence as he should have been. “Returned home to your sister, I’d guess.”


    Laila nodded, staring down at the protective box. “We’ll return this to her as well.”


    Trace’s cell phone rang. He spotted it on the side table, next to the television remote.


    It felt like years since he’d been in this room.


    He picked it up, wincing when he saw the caller identification.


    “Emile.” He let out a sigh before hitting the button to put his boss on speakerphone. “No better time than the present.”


    “Trace.” The familiar voice boomed out into the room. “How was your vacation?”


    “Fine.” He cleared his throat, trying to sound as normal as he could. “What’s happening?”


    The Frenchman chuckled. “Don’t you check your email? I was wondering what you’d make of the news about Blanco.”


    “What? Who?” He looked at Laila, his stomach twisting into knots.


    “You’ve still got another day on your vacation, so I won’t spoil it for you. Call me back after you read the report. I emailed it to you as soon as we verified the facts.” Emile said. “Anything come through on that tip about the cane? I know you said you were going to fly to Los Angeles, but when I called your regular hotel, they said you never arrived. What’s up?”


    This was too much to deal with all at once.


    “A lot. But I’ll check my email and call you later.” He hung up before his boss could answer, moving to open up his laptop and boot it up.


    “What’s going on?” Laila asked.


    “I have no fucking idea. Something about Blanco, something about…” He stared at the date flashing across the screen. “It’s the same day. Except we’re here, not in Santiago or on the island.”


    She moved behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders as he sat at the desk. “Freyja brought us here. She could have easily done other things to help you out.”


    He tapped the mouse, bringing up his email. An urgent message was there, along with a file from Emile. “Let’s see what this is.”


    The folder expanded on his screen to show various images, news articles, and a single official memo with the Interpol header.


    “That’s…” Laila leaned in, her dark hair brushing against his ear. “That’s the villa.”


    “Or what’s left of it.” He opened each image, one after another, showing the remains of the building they’d just occupied.


    “Says here that a major storm came ashore, attacked the island with the intensity of a Category Five hurricane. Never been seen before in the area, oddest weather phenomenon on record.”


    Another click of the mouse brought up the images of the building. The roof was gone, the walls falling in as jagged cement slabs stuck up out of the ground.


    “The kraken,” he said quietly.


    Laila shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe the Wolf wanted revenge for Blanco not keeping his promise. Maybe Freyja created it as a cover for our encounter.”


    He opened the memo, reading it aloud. “Daniel Blanco was found dead in the house, along with an unknown figure that was later identified as Jacob Blanco.” The report went on to list the other deceased henchmen, along with noting the older Blanco was wanted for a variety of crimes.


    “He’s dead. Again,” Trace added.


    He snatched up the phone, dialing a familiar number.


    His heart pounded against his ribs, so hard he feared it’d bust right out of his chest.


    How much had changed…


    Laila went to the refrigerator and brought him a water bottle as Aisha came on the line.


    “Trace, darling. Been a long time. Doing well?”


    He stumbled through a generic welcome, keeping the talk light. She didn’t mention the faked passports, the airline tickets.


    After that, he called Jerry’s private number.


    The black-market dealer answered on the third ring.


    “Trace! What’s up? You don’t write, you don’t call… You should come out to L.A., visit the club. Been too long since I saw you. Makes me think you’ve got someone on the side.”


    “Never—you’re my main guy,” Trace shot back.


    It took a few minutes to extricate himself from the conversation, but it was enough.


    He put the phone down and drank half the water bottle, his head spinning.


    “Aisha doesn’t know anything about us being in Chile. Jerry thinks the last time we met was months ago when I was after an African totem being used in some garish home display by a guy claiming to be royalty.” He let his breath out slowly. “It’s all changed.”


    “But it’s all the same. Where it counts.” Laila glanced at the cane.


    “Yes.” He stood up, letting her come into his embrace. “There’re a few things we have to do, but before that…”


    She met his eyes. “Before that?”


    Trace picked her up in his arms, relishing the playful giggle that escaped her. “Before that, I want to show you how much I want to keep that ring on your finger.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Laila couldn’t help shivering as she stood in the darkened room, even though the environmental controls kept the area at a constant temperature. She’d decided to wear a light blue dress to the presentation, bought on yet another shopping trip. The last few days had been…enlightening.


    Her purse had appeared in Trace’s bathroom, filled with identification marking her as Laila Nyland—Trace ran a background check and found a quiet, boring past created for the ex-Valkyrie.


    The wallet, however, did not automatically fill with money anymore.


    “Freyja’s grace only goes so far,” she said to Trace.


    He’d laughed and tossed it aside before throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her into the shower. “She’s given me enough.”


    The ceremony was a quiet one, attended by a small crowd of dignitaries—the New York museum curators, a handful of representatives from the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History who had flown over, Emile and Montegro showing the flag for their respective agencies. They all lined up in rows, watching as Trace walked up the center aisle carrying the cane, still inside the protective plastic case.


    The display panels had already been changed, the history of the walking stick updated to add the date of its retrieval—and the name of the man who had done what had seemed to be an impossible task.


    Trace Dyson.


    He’d asked her if she wanted her name on the plaque, and she’d shaken her head. “This was your quest for years, your search. I had little to do with it until the very end.”


    Now she stood there as Trace placed the box containing the cane into the exhibit, the sealed boxes lying next to each other in a final, complete union.


    A flash caught her eye—the bracelet on her sister’s wrist reflecting some of the soft fluorescent lighting in an oddity she could only put down to the deceased Valkyrie giving her approval.


    Silently, she said a prayer, holding back tears as the display was closed up again, the Norwegians moving in to congratulate Trace with handshakes, and his law enforcement friends slapping him on the back. He caught her eye and gave her a mischievous wink, sending a rush of desire through her body.


    Laila rose from her seat and went to the display, bypassing the small group of men and women talking among themselves.


    She pressed her hand to the clear plastic barrier and smiled.


    “Fly straight,” she whispered.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Six months later…


    “You said Aisha would be here.” Laila grunted as she leaped over the log, clearing the obstacle with ease. The jungle was thick and dense, the trail almost impossible to see as they ran.


    “I said here, but not here,” Trace yelled as he moved ahead of her, machete flashing as he cut down the vegetation threatening to stop them in their tracks.


    She couldn’t hold back a rough laugh. “Like you said the guards wouldn’t bother coming after us for, and I quote, ‘a little trinket’?”


    He glanced at her over one shoulder, the metal idol safe inside the backpack he wore. “How did I know he was entertaining royalty? And that they’d think it was a kidnapping attempt?”


    He stopped still, throwing out his arm as she went to charge past him.


    “Whoa.” Laila stared down at the waterfall running under them, the cliff’s edge appearing out of nowhere. She teetered on the rim before he pulled her back.


    Behind them, the yelling and screaming increased—she couldn’t make out the words, but she understood anger and rage.


    “Shall we?” Trace swept his arm out. “Aisha’s down there with a boat.”


    “You hope.”


    “I know.” He smiled. “If you wanted a boring life, you could have gone back to Valhalla.”


    “And pass up all this?” She grabbed his shirt and pulled him in for a quick kiss. “Not on your life.”


    She let him go and threw herself off the cliff, laughing as she spotted him out of the corner of her eye, falling beside her.


    Fate loves the fearless, indeed…


    [image: ]


    Like FREE Books?! Download one of Entangled’s bestselling books here!

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    My thanks to everyone at Entangled Publishing—Liz, Candace, Curtis, Riki, Holly, Crystal, and all the people I’ve missed. All of you make magic on a daily basis!


    And my agents, Rachel and Louise, who found a home for this series. Lots of love for everyone!

  


  
    About the Author


    Sheryl Nantus is an award-winning romance writer published by Entangled, St. Martin’s Press/Swerve, and Harlequin’s Carina Press.


    When she’s not writing about hunky heroes, she is sipping tea, playing board games, and writing haiku.


    A total fangirl at heart, she met her husband through an online fanfiction community and currently lives in Pennsylvania.


    Don’t miss the Odin’s Bastards series…


    Her Alpha Viking


    Warrior Nights


    Also by Sheryl Nantus…


    Hard Play


    Hard Run


    Hard Pursuit

  


  
    Discover more Amara titles…


    Drakon’s Knight


    a Blood of the Drakon novel by N.J. Walters


    Drakon Jericho Drake, the child of a pure-blood dragon and human, has a simple plan: Kill the leader of the Knights of the Dragon and start a war. Except, when he meets his target, Karina Azarov, she can’t remember who she is. Worst of all––he can’t kill her. His dragon side has just claimed the dangerous woman as his mate. But if her memory returns, mated or not, he may get his war. And one of them will die.


    Red Zone


    a Red Zone novel by Janet Elizabeth Henderson


    In a world where everything you see and hear is recorded by an implant in your brain, Friday Jones has seen something she shouldn’t. And now everyone either wants her dead or to steal what’s locked in her memory banks. The last thing Striker wants to do is draw attention to his team and their special abilities. Helping Friday will do exactly that. She’s hard-headed, smart, and a walking dead woman. But when he discovers what’s in her head, there’s no way he’s going to leave her behind.


    Pirate’s Pleasure


    a Sentinels of Savannah novel by Lisa Kessler


    John Smyth has survived mutinous pirate crews, wars, and the passage of centuries by keeping his life as he did his ships, organized and well stocked. But when his crew is tasked with stealing Pandora’s Box, it opens a door to destruction, and her name is Harmony Andrews. What she doesn’t realize is the box she just stole is the one her boss is looking for–the boss who just happens to be an immortal pirate.


    Far from Heaven


    a novel by Cherrie Lynn


    Ashemnon’s demonic hunger for Madeleine Dean’s pure soul has tormented him throughout every lifetime she’s lived on earth. Now he has a blood-tight contract in hand and her soul will belong to him. All her life, Maddie has been haunted by strange occurrences. Then she falls into the arms of a stranger who’s the first person to understand. Ash meant to pluck her soul, not sweep her off her feet. Yet the moment they touch, the temptation to seduce her is more than he can resist. Then Ash learns he’s not the only one with a claim on her soul. Heaven and Hell are in a tug of war—and Maddie’s the rope. Ash can only wait for her to make a choice that will damn one soul to Hell…or damn her own.

  

OEBPS/Images/WarriorinLove_500.jpg
IN LOVE

THE ODIN'S BASTARDS SERIES - BOOK 3

SHERYL NANTUS





OEBPS/Images/title.png
WARRIOR
IN LOVE

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/Images/author.png
SHERYL NANTUS





OEBPS/Images/BreakItem.png





OEBPS/Images/Amara_black_600px.png
AMARA





OEBPS/Images/1.png
[N LCVG

THE ODIN'S BASTARDS SERIES - BOOK 3

STIE RECIEENE N T 'S





