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    There’s nowhere she can hide from his love. 
 
    True Destiny Book 6 
 
      
 
    Antonia “Toni” Mancinelli, former cop and newborn Valkyrie, has agreed to look for a missing Goddess. An easy thing for a tough, South Philly cop, right?  
 
    Ha. Nothing with this crew is easy, and Toni has discovered that the least easy of them all is determined to take over her life. Worse, no one can find who took Sydney, not even a man who can observe the whole world at once: Heimdall, the Guardian of the Bifrost Bridge. Without his help the odds of finding the missing Goddess will be nearly impossible, but resisting his advances will take the case from difficult to downright insane. 
 
    Nikolas de Witt, aka Heimdall, fell in love with Toni the moment he met her, but like the Valkyrie she is she's fought him valiantly at every step. Using his missing friend's disappearance to smooth his way with his lady love would be considered reprehensible if he wasn’t aware that Toni cared for him right back. His skittish female might think she can hide her heart from him, but there's nothing in this world or any other that will stop him from claiming what is his. 
 
    Swords and sorcery dodge their steps. Nik must save the girl to get his woman, or everything he’s worked so hard for could be lost. 
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    Prologue  
 
      
 
    Someone was on the Bridge. 
 
    Heimdall opened his vision, well aware that more than one set of sandaled feet had pressed against the rainbows that made up the Bifrost Bridge. As the Guardian, it was his job to protect the ways to all of the worlds the Bridge connected to. Keeping the dead from crossing to Midgard, or the Jotuns from storming Asgard, all of it fell upon his shoulders. But those coming up the Rainbow Bridge were no threat, not to anyone but Heimdall. 
 
    Heimdall winced. How had the Nine discovered… 
 
    Of course. The greatest of gossips was linked to Yggdrasil, the World Tree. Ratatoskr the Squirrel carried slanderous words from one end of Yggdrasil to the other, from the Great Eagle at the top of the tree to the wyrm Nidhoggr who lived amongst the deepest of Yggdrasil’s roots. Nothing escaped Ratatoskr’s ears. Heimdall’s ever-growing discontent would be ripe gossip indeed. And the Nine were closely tied to Yggdrasil. The talk would reach their ears faster than Sleipnir in a race. 
 
    Heimdall understood why, once the Vanir were defeated by the Aesir, each of them had been given positions of honor by Odin, the leader of the Aesir. Tyr, leader of the Vanir and of the Lios Alfar, was still the God of Justice. Nothing could truly take that title from him. It was how he was shaped. Njord retained his title of Lord of the Seas, while Freya was still the Goddess of Beauty. And so Heimdall remained Guardian, even if Odin had little understanding of what the title Guardian truly meant.  
 
    But what enraged Heimdall, what made him wish desperately to crush Odin, was the redistribution of Alfheim into Alfheim and Svartalfaheim. The light elves and dark elves now called Frey their lord, but Frey made it obvious that he preferred the company of the Lios Alfar. The Lios Alfar were treasured and treated as such, while the Dökk Alfar were considered lesser than they’d been. Frey, as their lord, made his favor clear, much to Heimdall’s dismay. Bringing them back together was no longer possible. The Land of Light and Shadow had forever been divided. 
 
    Frey was not lord of the elves, either light or dark. He never had been. And what he was doing to both races was abominable. 
 
    Svartalfaheim, the realm of the Dökk Alfar, was filled with toy makers, artisans, and weapon smiths, while the Lios Alfar was filled with bards, artists, and actors. The Dökk Alfar had been closely allied with the Lios Alfar. They exchanged ideas, making each realm a true paradise for elven kind. No one had denied the beauty of either the realm of Light or the realm of Shadow, for each had their place in the World Tree. 
 
    But Frey was the lord of sunshine. A god of Light. And neither shadows nor darkness had any place in his world, for both diminished him. As such, the Dökk Alfar, the Dark Elves, were viewed with suspicion, no better than Jotun in the way Frey treated them. Had he grasped the depths of Frey’s hatred of the Dökk Alfar, Heimdall would have killed him rather than allow the Dark Elves to be subjugated by his Vanir brother. Frey had hidden his loathing well to avoid Heimdall’s gaze. 
 
    Worse, the Light Elves now viewed themselves as above not only the Dökk Alfar but the human race as well. They declared their home, once Lios Alfheim, to be Alfheim, the home of the only true elves. They called the Dökk Alfar dwarves, mocking them, writing plays and jests about their weakness, while all the time Frey clapped and laughed as if he’d never broken bread peacefully at the Palace of Shadows. Dökk Alfheim became Svartalfaheim, a last, brutal display of Frey’s hatred, for svart meant black. Thus, some took to calling the Shadow Elves Black Elves instead. 
 
    Of course, all would be restored in time. The Vanir would be avenged, the conqueror overtaken and slain. Frey would no longer rule over the elves, light or dark. And all it would take was one man’s love and loyalty to another. A man all thought incapable of love, let alone loyalty. 
 
    Loki.  
 
    Loki would be the catalyst of the Vanir’s triumph over their oppressor. If only Heimdall could tell them, tell his brothers and sisters that this fate was not theirs to live forever, he would be free of the burden placed upon him by the Nine. But he could not, would not break his oaths, and thus the elves suffered whilst he, alone, stood watch and waited. Waited for the day Odin was brought to his knees. How he wished he would be the one to take down their oppressor and free his people, but it was not to be. Another held that honor, and that horror. 
 
    “I sense your pain, my son.” The first of the Nine reached him, placing her hands on his shoulders. Her beautiful face was kind, her hair filled with sunshine, for it, as well as her eyes, glowed with its own light.  
 
    “Be strong, my son.” The second of the Nine reached him, touching his hand in sympathy. Her green eyes were wise, her hair decorated with summer flowers. Her scent brought back memories of a simpler time, when Odin had been nothing but a rumor on the wind. 
 
    “It will take time, but you will be freed.” The third of the Nine’s touch was so cold it burned. Her skin was the color of snow, and her dark hair glittered with shards of ice. 
 
    The fourth of the Nine’s gaze burned, and the ground at her feet smoked. “I will help you when the time comes.” 
 
    “As will we all, sister.” The fifth of the Nine’s changeable cloak swirled around her in rainbow colors. The axe and mail she wore reminded Heimdall sharply of the Valkyrie, the warriors who carried off the worthy dead to Valhalla. 
 
    “No one will take you from us.” The fierce tone of the sixth of the Nine matched her attitude. She, too, wore a breastplate and wielded an axe, but she was of sturdy build and tall, with legs like tree trunks and arms that touched the sky.  
 
    “Be at ease. Our son sees all and will protect us with his last breath.” The seventh of the Nine embraced him tightly. The smell of earth and wind and homemade bread filled him with love, for she had been the one to nurture him the most.  
 
    The eighth of the Nine snorted in disgust. “But will he keep to his word?” The hiss of her breath stole his own from his lungs. Death crept upon him but there was no fear, for it was not his time. The eighth protected him as well, in her own fashion, and when the time came she would be the last mother to hold him. She would cradle him gently, as she always had, so how could he fear her? 
 
    “He will.” The last of the Nine smiled at him. Her dark hair swept across her face, highlighting her silver eyes. A cloak of mist and shadows surrounded her, but she held on to the hand of the first of the Nine, her silver nails digging into the first’s flesh and leaving behind crescent shapes in her skin. “Because he must.”  
 
    Heimdall bowed to the women who’d created him and loved him with all of their hearts. In turn, he loved them, guarding them ferociously from any who would do them harm. “Ragnarrok will come, and when it does, I give my word that I will be ready.” 
 
    And he would enjoy every moment of it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Toni took a deep breath. Hell, this was the worst possible time to chicken out. A woman’s life was on the line, and Toni had promised she’d bring Sydney home. She had no idea what sorts of things Frederica Grimm had in store for Sydney Saeter, but it couldn’t be good. The woman had turned her back on her grandchildren, had refused to acknowledge her son’s lover or his pregnant wife—which sounded bad until you realized that Kir, Logan, and Jordan were all three lovers and adored one another—and had also refused to completely turn on her ex, Oliver Grimm. That Sydney was at Frederica’s mercy made Toni’s skin crawl. 
 
    There were times when she wanted to board the Nope Train to Fuckthatistan, but the others would only find her and drag her back into their weird-ass funhouse. 
 
    Unfortunately, she’d been pulled off an important homicide case to babysit Sydney and Sylvia, two Norse goddesses who’d somehow gotten on the wrong side of Frederica Grimm. They’d escaped, but Frederica had managed to get ahold of Sydney by somehow luring her out of the magically protected condo complex. How Frederica and her cohorts had managed that was still a mystery. The only thing Toni and Sylvia could think of was that Frederica had threatened Sylvia or one of the others.  
 
    Antonia Mancinelli did not go back on her promises. She’d sworn to get Sydney back. That meant knocking on the door of the man who terrified her the most out of all the nut jobs was going to happen, no matter how badly her hands shook. 
 
    If she were being honest, they all made her a little afraid at one time or another. They were gods, after all, and could smite her with a single glance.  
 
    Finding out that Jordan was not only the granddaughter of Odin and the daughter of Frey, but the lover of both Baldur and Loki—aka Kiran and Logan—had been a shock. More of a shock had been discovering that each of the Norse gods was alive and well and living in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, or its outskirts.  
 
    And they were at war with one another. Oliver Grimm, the ex-leader of the gods, was trying to regain his title from Kir. Frederica and her friends wanted to kill Logan. And Kir’s crew just wanted to live in peace. But with Ragnarrok coming, that wasn’t going to happen. Odin, aka Grimm, wasn’t going to allow that. Worst of all, the prophecy so many of them had lived by had proven to be either inaccurate or misleading. Odin had spoken the prophecy as given to him by someone else. Toni couldn’t remember that part, but it didn’t matter right now. He’d lied to everyone, setting into motion the necessary elements of his own downfall. 
 
    She’d gotten involved when she’d been assigned to look into the murder of Oliver Grimm, the same Grimm who was trying to kill Kir and Logan. He’d been in charge of Grimm and Sons, one of the largest, most profitable corporations in America. Since Grimm’s “disappearance”, Frederica was running the company. Many said she did a better job of it than Grimm had done, but she had Henry and Luther Grimm, Oliver’s brothers, to help her. The two had remained loyal to her throughout the whole war, choosing their lover over anyone. Toni hoped she inspired that sort of loyalty in Ni— 
 
    Whoever I come to love. 
 
    For a while, Toni had been convinced that Mrs. Grimm had offed her husband, but while homicide had been brought in, she’d had no evidence to prove her case other than a large amount of blood that turned out to be non-human, and the simple fact that the man was missing. The spouse was usually the first suspect, but she’d been proven wrong there, too.  
 
    She’d sensed something was truly off-center when her partner managed to get a warrant for the arrest of Val Grimm and Travis Yardley-Rudiger without any physical evidence linking them to Grimm’s disappearance. That was when she’d met Vali the Avenger and Tyr, God of Light and lord of the Lios Alfar. They had introduced her to everyone else, and the rest, as they said, was history. 
 
    “How long are you going to stand there before you finally knock?” 
 
    Toni nearly jumped out of her skin at the soft, deep voice whispering in her ear. She’d been so caught up in her thoughts she’d been standing there, hand raised, for who knew how long. She whirled around, ready to beat the shit out of Nik DeWitt, but no one stood in the corridor behind her. 
 
    His chuckles filled the air around her, but the son of a bitch wasn’t there. “Fuck you, Nik. We need to talk about Syd.” 
 
    “I told you to back off on this one.” Nik’s tone was grim, but at least the door to his condo had opened. By itself. Gah, she hated it when he showed off. 
 
    Toni stepped through to find Nik sitting on his sofa, a mug of what smelled like coffee in his hand. He was studying paperwork strewn about his table while soft music played in the background. “She’s hurt more than you said, and I promised to bring her home.” 
 
    Nik didn’t even glance her way. “Keep out of it.” Finally, those brilliant silver eyes landed on her, sending shivers down her spine. The bastard was too handsome for his own good. Dark, almost black hair framed a face kissed by the angels. Others thought Kir the epitome of beauty, with his glowing blond hair and bright blue eyes, but to Toni, Nik was the perfect one. “I mean it, Toni. Things have to move in a certain pattern or we’re all lost.” 
 
    She snarled, trying to ignore the effect his gray eyes had on her. Part of her wanted to run away screaming. The other, larger part wanted to watch as they warmed with passion. Just thinking about it made her heart race. She had to get her head back in the game and out of his pants or she’d never make it out without the information she needed. “Let me guess, this has something to do with the Fates.” 
 
    Nik went back to his paperwork. “If that’s what helps you sleep at night.” 
 
    Ugh. So stubborn. Toni remembered the first time she’d met this particular member of the freaky funhouse. She’d helped rescue Jamie Grimm from Odin, almost losing her own life in the process. She’d lived only because Logan shared his blood with her, giving her the ability to heal and ultimately activating her super-powers.  
 
    She was still asking herself how a simple homicide detective from South Philly had found herself surrounded by living legends. Norse Gods? Jotuns? Valkyries who took the deserving dead to Valhalla? 
 
    And she was one of them? 
 
    Oh hell no. 
 
    Perhaps she needed a CAT scan to check her brain, or some serious drugs, but the truth was she really was one of them. She’d proven that when she healed Jamie and when she’d gone all badass Lara Croft on a bunch of assholes who thought they could come in and kill her newfound friends. 
 
    Ugh. Friends. She’d become part of Kiran Tate-Saeter’s over-inflated God Squad, and strangely enough, she was enjoying the madness. At least she wasn’t bored. 
 
    Toni crossed her arms over her chest, well aware she’d taken on her stubborn cop stance. She’d get answers or Nik would regret it. She tried not to shiver as the image of him tied down to her bed, at her mercy, flooded her senses with desire. “Tell me about those patterns.” 
 
    Nik rubbed his hand over his eyes. He looked tired, and for a moment concern outweighed aggravation and desire. “If I could, I would, but to do so could possibly change the pattern, allowing Grimm to win.” He put his mug down on one of the only clear spots on the coffee table and stood. He faced her with an expression she’d seen more than one perp wear. Nik wasn’t going down without a fight. “You know what happens if he does.” 
 
    Yeah, she did. Oliver Grimm wanted to take command of the Aesir and Vanir back from Kiran. He’d used the apples of Idunn to control them all, turning them into his puppets, leaving them vulnerable to whatever he pleased. Now that she was one of them she was at risk as well. 
 
    Toni shivered in disgust. Grimm had disguised himself as her partner, Daniel Solberg, and almost destroyed her life and career. He was the one who’d tried to kill her. He’d also made it more than clear that he’d love to fuck her if she were open to it. 
 
    She wasn’t, not even the tiniest bit, not that it would matter to Grimm. She shivered in fear and disgust. If Grimm got his hands on her she’d be raped, tortured, and killed. There was no sense in glossing over what the man would do to her. She’d seen it in his eyes. He’d take her, willing or not, and he’d make sure she had no way out. What he’d done to Slade, Logan’s son, was an abomination. Slade would take years to get over the abuse he’d suffered. Grimm had skinned him, whipped him, beaten him, and tortured him to within an inch of his life, allowing him the chance to heal before starting all over again.  
 
    And he’d done it for centuries. Slade still woke in the night, screaming himself hoarse from the nightmares he’d never be completely free of. And Grimm had never tried to rape him. She was pretty sure Grimm would have done all he’d done to Slade to her, with the added advantage of forced sex. With her Valkyrie nature awakened there was no way to tell how long he would have held on to her. 
 
    Thank goodness Idunn and her husband, Bragi, had chosen to be on Kir’s side. They were now guarding the apples fiercely with a little help from some of the Valkyrie who’d chosen to fight against Grimm. If Grimm got ahold of the apples… 
 
    “Toni?” Nik took a step forward. “Who do I have to kill?” 
 
    She took a step back, startled at the fierce anger in Nik’s tone. “No one. I was just thinking about Solberg.” She scowled. “I can’t explain why, but he felt slimy. Wrong. I could tell he wanted to do things to me, and it grossed me out.” 
 
    “That’s Grimm all right.” Nik relaxed, settling on the arm of the sofa, but his shoulders were still tense. “He’s always had a thing for his Valkyries.”  
 
    “Ew.” The ex-queen of the Norse gods was a bitch, from her perfectly coiffed head down to her designer stilettos, but maybe Grimm had made her that way with his carousing and scheming. “I bet Freddie just loved that.” 
 
    “Freddie?” Nik smirked. “I dare you to call her that to her face.” 
 
    “Challenge accepted.” She’d probably piss herself, but she’d do it just to for the look on Nik’s face. Besides, Frederica deserved it. She was the one who’d kidnapped Syd, after all. 
 
    “Frederica will more than likely squash you where you stand, if I allow you close enough to call her that, of course.” 
 
    Allow? 
 
    Allow? 
 
    Who the hell did he think he was? She took a deep breath to calm her rage, hoping he wouldn’t pick up on it. She needed his help if she were to get Syd free. “I’m going to go after her.” 
 
    Nik grunted dismissively. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I made a promise, Nik. If you won’t help me, I’ll have to find out shit on my own.” She’d do it, too, despite his interference. There was no way she was letting Sydney sit in Frederica’s place any longer than she had to. The woman was injured and being held against her will. She doubted Frederica would be giving her first aid. 
 
    “I don’t care.” He took a step toward her, his expression changing when she took a step back. He was all predator as he pinned her to the door of his condo with his body. His thick length pressed against her. Damn her traitorous body for responding. Her nipples hardened at the pressure of his chest against hers. He smiled, then pressed his cheek to hers, his breath warm against her ear. “Don’t think I won’t tie you to my bed to keep you safe.” 
 
    The echo of her own thoughts made her shiver. “You can try.” She forced herself to shove him back, glaring at him when he merely laughed. “Now, help me or keep out of my way.” 
 
    His eyes changed, going from human silvery gray to pure, shining silver. “You think I can’t find you if you run?” He tapped the side of his head, near his eye. “I can watch you wherever you go.” 
 
    “That’s not creepy at all.” When he chuckled, she tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Besides, who said I’d be running? I’ll be strolling, bitch.” She opened the door, conscious of the fact that Nik wasn’t going to help. If anything, he’d try and stop her, and now he was aware that she’d go all out getting Sydney back.  
 
    This was bad. She needed to get to Sylvia and Val and figure out their next move. She kept pushing against him until the door was fully open, but it wasn’t easy. The son of a bitch barely moved even when she used her full strength. And his chest felt wonderful under her palms. She wanted to stroke him through the thin material of his dress shirt. He’d left the top two buttons undone and she spotted the edges of his collar bones. 
 
    When the fuck did collar bones become sexy? And why did she want to lick them? 
 
    She finally managed to slide out the door. She pointed at Nik, who’d stayed inside the condo. “Sit. Stay.” 
 
    His brows rose. “That only works on Fenris.” 
 
    She bit back her smile. “I mean it, Nik. If you’re not going to help, then stay out of my way.” 
 
    The look she got back did not bode well for her continued freedom.  
 
    “If I find out you went to Frederica’s I’ll bring your ass back here and paddle it.” 
 
    Now that did nothing but piss her off. She was a fucking homicide cop and a Valkyrie. She could take care of herself. “You and what army?” 
 
    His door slowly shut, but his voice still whispered in her ear. “I mean it, Toni. Don’t go after Frederica.” 
 
    “I mean it, Toni,” she mimicked, her voice high and squeaky as she stomped back to the condo she shared with Sydney. “Testa di cazzo. Ti metto un remo in culo e ti sventolo per l'aria.” 
 
    Nik’s rich laughter floated in the air just behind her.  
 
    “Where the hell did you learn that one?” 
 
    “Learn what?” Toni jumped as another voice joined Nik’s. She turned to find Jeff, Fenris right on his heels.  
 
    Neither seemed surprised to catch Nik’s disembodied voice responding, “Ti metto un remo in culo e ti sventolo per l'aria. It means ‘I will stick an oar in your ass and wave you like a flag’.” 
 
    Jeff laughed so hard he had to lean against Fenris. 
 
    Fenris chuckled. “What did you do to piss Toni off that much, Nik?” 
 
    The silence was deafening. Had Nik finally stopped it with the creepy god-stalker thing? 
 
    “He told me not to go find Sydney. I’m going anyway.” And she was going to be pissed about his attitude for a long time, no matter how hot his ass had looked in those dress pants.  
 
    What could she say? She was a sucker for a man in a well-tailored suit. 
 
    Fenris immediately glowered. “That’s dangerous.” 
 
    She tossed her hair back dramatically. “Danger is my middle name.” 
 
    Jeff chuckled and shook his head. “Let us know if you need any help.”  
 
    “I will.” She slammed into her condo, more eager than ever to find Sydney and bring her home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Adam.” Oliver Grimm nodded his greeting to the man standing before him. Adam had become his right-hand man since Vali’s betrayal and Thor’s death. 
 
    Adam was no longer under the influence of Idunn’s apples, but he’d chosen to follow Oliver, despite being Vanir. As Frey, he still led the Lios Alfar as far as both he and Grimm were concerned. Adam’s hatred of the Dökk Alfar and his love of the beauties of Alfheim blinded him to everything else, leaving him easy to control so long as Grimm left him as the Lord of Light.  
 
    Unfortunately the Lios Alfar had begun once again to listen to Tyr, enraging Adam. Grimm intended to set them to rights soon, apples or no apples. Tyr had been allowed to live as the leader of the Vanir. To take him down too early would have been far too suspicious, even with Idunn’s apples. Under the apples he’d been a loyal lackey, and over time people forgot he used to be the leader of the Lios Alfar. Now they were once again refusing to listen to Adam, pledging their lives and swords to Tyr. 
 
    As for the Dökk Alfar, they still refused to reveal who it was who’d sat on the Ebony Throne in the Palace of Shadows before Adam. For that, Grimm allowed them to suffer under Adam’s rule. Their defiance would not be tolerated.  
 
    The Lord of the Dökk Alfar would have been simple to eliminate, if only Grimm had learned his or her identity. The Dökk Alfar had kept their lips sealed. Worse, the Lios Alfar seemed to have forgotten who the leader of the Dökk Alfar was, leaving Grimm with no option but to place them under Adam. 
 
    “It’s good to be back, my lord.” Adam bowed low, his hand to his breast, a warrior greeting his liege. He straightened up at Grimm’s signal, his hand falling to his side. “I have what you wished for.” 
 
    Grimm sighed happily. “Excellent.” He took the object from Adam, caressing it lovingly before putting it into his pocket. This was certain to ensure his victory over Loki and Baldur. The Dökk Alfar were excellent at their craft, and Einar was among the best, and the most discreet. Unfortunately, he had no loyalty to anyone. He’d reveal Grimm’s plan if sufficiently worried for his hide. Luckily, Frederica had also used Einar’s services. No doubt the fools would be so busy chasing down Sigyn they would never learn of his plan until it was too late. “And Frederica? She’s taken Sydney hostage?” 
 
    Adam nodded. “Yes, she has. I wasn’t able to ascertain what she’s forcing Sydney to work on, however.” 
 
    Sydney Saeter was actually Sigyn, Loki’s ex and one of his many weak points. He might no longer love her, but he would save her, of that Grimm had no doubts. They were friends, and Loki was surprisingly devoted to those whom he cared for. Frederica’s little venture would profit Grimm nicely. “Do nothing, but set watchers on them for now. As for you, I want you to start reaching out to Jordan. If we can throw her off balance, we can get to Logan and Kir.” Hearing from her biological father should do that nicely. Jordan still had a warm spot in her heart for her father, despite his allegiance with Grimm. “Take it slowly at first. We don’t want to set off alarm bells.” 
 
    Adam bowed. “She’s pregnant with their children. Her hormones should make her an easy target.” 
 
    Grimm nodded. “Yes, indeed.” He stared out the window of his new penthouse condo, one that he’d purchased not that long ago under an assumed name. It was right across from Logan and Kir’s building, making it convenient for watching his enemies’ movements. “If Antonia makes a move to look for Sydney, chase her down. Make them wonder what we’re up to.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Adam moved to stand beside him. “Should I kill Einar?” 
 
    Grimm shook his head. “No. Let them question him about Frederica.” He fingered the little golden ball that would finally lead him to Jörmungandr. “We’ve got our own work to do.” 
 
    Once the Godspear was his again, all of this nonsense would stop. Baldur would die, Loki would die, and all those who thought they could betray Odin would learn that they’d been sadly, fatally mistaken. 
 
    In the meantime, he had travel plans to make. It was almost time for the last of Logan’s children to make an appearance, and Grimm intended to be the first one to welcome him home. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Nik stared blankly at the papers in front of him, but it was no use. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t concentrate on the mundane, mortal work of a defense attorney. His mind was too wrapped up in the hot, curvy body of the woman who drove him insane not only with desire but with wrath. 
 
    How dare she defy him? He was Heimdall, Guardian of the Bifrost Bridge. He’d be aware of her movements the moment she left the building, even without Logan’s wards. There was no way she could hide from the man who witnessed everything. 
 
    Including the way her nipples had puckered as they’d pressed up against his chest. 
 
    He groaned, running his fingers through his hair and pulling it, trying to distract himself, but it was no use. Her body had lit his on fire and now all he wanted to do was quench himself in her. 
 
    Unfortunately her stubborn ass was two doors down, raging at him in English and Italian while she waited for Sylvia and Val to join her. Those two should know better, but Val was in love with Sydney. He’d do anything to save her, including kill Frederica, and he’d do it without shedding a single tear. He was cold and ruthless to those who harmed the ones he considered under his protection, and Sydney was definitely that. Sylvia was Sydney’s best friend and the one who’d first asked Toni to save Sydney. Of course the two of them were going to encourage Toni in her desire to save Sydney. 
 
    He could almost understand it. Toni was a cop, someone who had dedicated herself to helping those in need. He admired that about her, more than he’d let on, but he had to stop her from putting herself in danger. He couldn’t keep an eye on her thanks to whatever spell Freddie had in place. 
 
    Frederica, the evil witch, had figured out some way to block his powers. He had had no idea that Sydney was hurt more than he’d first thought. When he’d seen her in the limo she’d been injured, but it was nothing major. What had Frederica done to her once she had Sydney in her home? If Frederica had abused Sydney, Val would definitely kill her. 
 
    He slumped back, his knees practically hitting the coffee table. He’d never lost the ability to observe anything wherever he wanted, and it was freaking him the fuck out. How had Frederica done it? And what could he do to counter it? He’d have to figure out a way, or Toni’s cute little ass was going to get killed. 
 
    And there she went, damn it, leaving the building and going to the garage to get her car. Why did Travis have to go and be the nice guy, fetching her dark sedan from her old home for her? Damn it. Now Nik was going to have to keep an eye on her. If she got her ass kicked he’d have to save her, possibly playing his trump card before he was ready. 
 
    With a sigh, Nik left his condo. The only one who might be able to keep Toni in place was Kir. Even a stubborn Valkyrie would be forced to acknowledge the holder of Gungnir, the Godspear. She’d have to come home rather than put her ass in danger. 
 
    He knocked on the front door of Kir, Logan, and Jordan’s condo. Part of him watched Toni make straight for Frederica’s. Another part, as always, watched the Bifrost Bridge. Frey had crossed some time earlier, but Nik had let him be. His part was also yet to be played.  
 
    Nik would take great delight in destroying his former fellow in arms. He’d thought he could at least trust the Vanir, but Adam Grey had proven him wrong. Jordan was going to be devastated when she discovered that her father was now Grimm’s right-hand man. 
 
    Logan opened the door, seemingly surprised to find Nik standing there. Nik pushed past him before Logan could greet him. “Toni’s gone to Frederica’s.” 
 
    Logan closed the door with a weary sigh. It must be difficult living in Grand Central Station. Everyone came to Logan’s to brainstorm or get some advice. Their condo had become the command center in their war against Grimm. “And?” 
 
    Nik almost growled in frustration. “Freddie’s figured out a way to block me from seeing anything on her estate. Worse, Adam is now working willfully with Grimm.” 
 
    “Fuck fuck fuck!” Logan’s low whistle was full of surprise. “How the hell did she manage that?” 
 
    Ah, so Logan was going to ignore his revelation about Adam. “I have no idea. If I did, I’d figure out a way around it. This isn’t supposed to be possible.” Nik sat on the pristine white sofa. He gazed out the huge windows at the city below.  
 
    “Could Sydney be responsible?” Jordan, who’d apparently been in the kitchen, came to sit beside him. She pushed her glasses up her nose. “If your powers are blocked you can’t tell us what she’s up to.” She held up her hand. “And it was obvious that Dad was working with Grimm of his own free will.” She stared sadly out the window before turning back to him with a look that said Adam was in deep trouble if his daughter got ahold of him. Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “So fuck him.” 
 
    He blinked. There was very real fire in Jordan’s eyes. She’d gotten the power over fire from Logan. Adam was going to get his nuts roasted if he came anywhere near Jordan Tate-Saeter or her babies. “Okay. As for Frederica, I thought she was using Sydney to spy on Logan, looking for a way to break up you, Kir and Logan.” 
 
    “Is it possible Sydney is behind it?” Jordan shrugged. “Maybe because I’m new to all this, but I thought it might be possible that Sydney has some sort of magic that would block you. Like blocking access on a server or something.” 
 
    An interesting theory, but would that work? He took a deep breath, debating his answer. It would be impossible for anyone else, but for Sydney, who’d made computers her life and had the powers of a goddess? “She could use her link to computers to use that kind of magic.” He stood. “But the computer would have to be special. It would have to link to the World Tree, and no mortal computer could do that. Only a computer created by the Dökk Alfar could accomplish it.” 
 
    “Yggdrasil?” Logan shook his head, his expression utterly horrified. “So this Dökk Alfar computer would view Yggdrasil as just another network?” 
 
    “With branches into the different worlds, allowing for…” Shit. His mind raced with the implications of just such a computer. With a computer like that, Sydney could rule even Asgard. Please, no. This was exactly the kind of thing he’d been created to prevent. He’d hate it if he was forced to kill the sweet, quiet woman. “I think so. If she has the proper equipment she could do anything.” 
 
    “Anything being?” Jordan waved her hand. “Please explain to those who are just barely computer literate. I can use my Google-Fu, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Nik grimaced. His shoulders hunched as he fisted his hands in his lap. “When I say anything, I mean anything. She could erase parts of history, reverse time, and even make it so that the Vanir won the war. She could place Frederica on the throne of the gods and no one would ever remember otherwise. She could make it so that you’re not pregnant anymore and, worse, have no memory of being pregnant. She’d be re-writing the code of history itself. The power of the World Tree is absolute, even more so than the one who holds Gungnir. It connects all of the world threads to the lives within them. Without Yggdrasil nothing exists.” Which was why he had been born. The Guardian watched over not only the bridge but Yggdrasil itself. None could mess with the tree without bringing his wrath down on their heads. 
 
    If he was right, and Sydney was being forced to tap into Yggdrasil… 
 
    Val would never get the chance to slay Frederica, because it would be Nik’s duty to take care of her first. 
 
    “Right. Gotcha. This is way more fucking dangerous than the apples.” Jordan stroked her large stomach protectively. “Frederica would love nothing more than to make my babies disappear. Hell, she could make it so that Logan and Kir never got together, or met me.” She stared at Nik, her hands erupting in flames. “We need to kill her.” 
 
    She was right. Frederica hated the fact that Jordan was with both Kir and Logan. Her bitch of a grandmother would not hesitate to get rid of Logan’s child, even if it meant destroying Kir’s as well. She would never kill Jordan or Kir, but Logan and his children would simply cease to be. 
 
    “Jordan?” Logan sat next to her and pulled her close. “Are you sure? This is your grandmother we’re talking about.” 
 
    She shoved Logan off of her, shocking Nik. “No.” She stood, fire literally in her eyes. “We need her dead.” Her viciousness was understandable if she thought the babies were in danger. “I won’t risk you two or the babies.” She tilted her head back and, before Nik could stop her, bellowed, “Kir!” 
 
    Kir raced into the living room, looking disheveled. It was obvious he’d been in the process of getting dressed, because his black tank top was still in his hand and his golden hair wasn’t brushed. “What?” 
 
    Jordan gestured toward Kir. “Tell him. Tell him why we need to kill my grandmother.”  
 
    Nik sighed. Jordan was near tears. “Calm down. We have no idea what Frederica is up to. This is mere speculation, remember?” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Jordan’s hands once more rested on her stomach. “Make her stop.” 
 
    “Jordan?” Kir stepped forward, his tank top tossed aside. “What happened?” 
 
    Logan stood and moved closer to Kir. As soon as their theory was explained to him, Kir might go ballistic. If he did, Logan was the one most likely to calm him down. Jordan was far too emotional to think rationally. She was close to giving birth, her hormones preparing her for what was to come. She already loved the two beings she cradled inside her. Killing Frederica would normally horrify her, but she was turning out to be a bigger mama bear than Logan. 
 
    Logan spoke softly, warily. “We think we’ve figured out why Sydney was taken, but you have to remember that it’s just a theory, nothing more.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kir glanced between Jordan and Logan. “Let me put my shirt on and you can tell me.” He yawned. “Nik, can you make me some coffee?” 
 
    Nik stood. “Of course.” Nik left the trio alone. He could use some coffee himself. He fixed three coffees and grabbed a can of Fanta from the fridge for Jordan. Until she was done breast feeding she wouldn’t be allowed caffeine. Instead, she’d given in to her cravings for anything pineapple, including a pineapple soda that Logan had shipped in just for her. Nik couldn’t understand it, but Jordan lived on the stuff. 
 
    He wondered if Toni would have strange food cravings as well should he ever get her pregnant. He smiled at the thought despite the grim topic he was returning to. Toni. Pregnant by him. 
 
    The vision was so substantial he almost fooled himself into thinking it was real. 
 
    He carried everything on a tray back into the living room, complete with creamer and sugar. He’d observed how Kir and Logan took their coffee but he preferred that they fix it themselves. No one wanted it thrown in their face that they’d been watched in quiet, intimate moments. Nik was the ultimate peeping Tom, whether he wanted to be or not. 
 
    Pointing that out to Toni was just icing on his cake of fun. The way she freaked when he whispered in her ear or his eyes reflected back at her in a mirror was priceless. For a big, bad homicide cop, she sure squealed like a little girl when startled. 
 
    “Nik?” Jordan held out her hand. 
 
    “Hmm?” He handed Jordan the pineapple soda. Yuk. He had no idea how she could drink that stuff. 
 
    “What’s with the creepy smile?” She opened her soda and took a sip, groaning happily. “Yum.” 
 
    Nik held back his shiver of disgust. “What creepy smile?” 
 
    “The one you walked in here with.” She took another sip before putting the bottle on the coffee table. Already she seemed more at ease. If pineapple soda did that, he’d make sure she could bathe in the stuff. 
 
    “Oh. I was thinking of Toni.” Nik fixed his coffee. “Did you explain things to Kir?” 
 
    “Yes, they did.” Kir’s hand drifted toward the pendant around his neck. Gungnir could shrink in size much like Mjolnir did, enabling its bearer to wear it as a pendant. “And I’m inclined to agree with Jordan. Killing Frederica looks very good right now.” 
 
    Damn it. So much for Kir being the voice of reason. It was up to Logan to calm the two down. 
 
    “Is that who we are? What we’ve become? We kill indiscriminately now?” Logan stared at Kir and Jordan, disappointment on his face. “Just like Odin?” 
 
    The other two stilled. “I’m not like him,” Kir murmured darkly. “Never say that.” 
 
    Logan’s Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed hard. “We don’t kill because of possibilities, Kir. That’s never been us. That’s the Old Man’s way.” 
 
    Kir glanced away, his jaw tight. He refused to look at Logan even when Logan stood in front of him.  
 
    Logan sighed. “I’ll be in my office if you need me, Nik.” He walked out of the room, his shoulders slumped. The Trickster was overflowing with sadness. 
 
    “You need to fix this,” Nik muttered. “This is exactly what she wants.” 
 
    Jordan jumped. “Free will.” She glanced at Nik. “Can free will alter whatever Frederica is trying to do?” 
 
    Nik blinked. Thank goodness for that brilliant mind of hers. It was finally working, overcoming the fear for her children in favor of rational thought. “I think the Fates would interfere, so yes. If she’s altering what is supposed to be, then the Norns would step in to prevent it. But still, free will is a concept the gods have struggled with for eons. Is there really free will when the Fates decide your destiny? Can you side-step it, like Odin is trying to do, or do your actions wind up creating the very storm you were trying to avoid?” 
 
    She rubbed at her face wearily. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” She stood. “I’ll go talk to him. I just…” She rubbed her stomach. “The thought of something, anything, taking my family from me makes me want to hurt someone.” 
 
    Kir put his arm around her shoulder. “We’ll talk to him together. He’s right. Killing her now would be wrong. But if she does anything to take either you or Logan from me I’ll kill her before either of you can blink.” 
 
    Nik believed him. There were clouds in Kir’s clear blue eyes, a dark storm that indicated Baldur’s rage had nearly overcome him. Those clouds were fading, but still.  
 
    Frederica had come very close to death that day. She’d do well to leave Kir alone as he wished. 
 
    Nik stood. “I’m heading back to my place. I need to figure out the best way to deal with Toni when she gets back.” He left his mug behind. He could make himself more coffee back at his place.  
 
    This hadn’t been a completely wasted visit. He now had a working theory on why Sydney had been taken. And there was only one place he could think of that would make a computer capable of hacking into Yggdrasil. 
 
    Svartalfaheim. It was time to take a trip home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Toni pulled up outside Frederica’s mansion, determined to find out where Sydney was being held. If she remembered correctly, there was some sort of office toward the back of the McMansion that Frederica lived in.  
 
    She made her way around the iron and brick fence, admiring the look of the home. Who knew she’d actually like a McMansion, but this one had a homey vibe she that had come about when Frederica had been on Grimm’s happy juice. Grimm had made Frederica docile, a happy little granny who adored her grandchildren and planted her garden every year. Hell, there was even an old swing set in the backyard that probably made Jordan cry every time she saw it. 
 
    Frederica would never meet her great-grandchildren. Toni was certain Kir and Logan would never allow Frederica within ten miles of the kids once they were born. They’d kill her ass if she tried. 
 
    She needed to prevent that by bringing Sydney home safe and sound, leaving Frederica to stew in her own asshole juices.  
 
    There was no way she could truly sneak onto Frederica’s land. The place was well fenced-in, with no place to climb over. There were no holes large enough for her to squeeze through. Going through the front wasn’t an option. Worse, there were cameras all over the place. They might even be aware by now that Toni was on the premises. 
 
    She bit her lip, thinking hard. During the battle in the condos, when that Jotun Skadi had tried to kill Logan, Toni had moved really fast. Maybe if she did that she’d be able to bypass the security cameras and search for Sydney? But would Frederica sense her and try and fight her? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Toni headed for the front gate, thinking about how she’d moved, how fast she’d gone. To her it had been as if everything had moved in slow motion. There was no way she’d miss any of her shots because her opponents were so slow they might as well have been sloths. That hadn’t been the part that freaked her out. 
 
    Nope. That had been when she walked through the dead bodies like a glow bug. Those her light touched disappeared, either to Helheim or Valhalla depending on the method of their death. There they would wait until the final battle, Ragnarrok, killing any who opposed them. 
 
    How the hell that was supposed to work, Toni wasn’t sure. Ragnarrok, in the legends, would destroy and then remake the world into a utopia under the rule of Baldur, but the prophesy Odin had given them was false. Did the dead still intend to rise again, fighting across the world? Or would Hel and her husband Hodr just visit Logan for tea and cakes? Hodr was technically dead, so would that count? 
 
    If the dead did rise, would it happen on Halloween, hiding the ghosts and zombies among trick-or-treaters? 
 
    Gah. It made her brain hurt thinking about it. She’d try to figure it out later. Right now she had her friend to find. 
 
    Calling on her new powers, Toni raced through the front gate and around the house, looking in each window as she went. If the cameras picked up anything it would be a blur. No doubt Frederica’s goons would figure it out quickly, but she didn’t have time to worry about that. They’d be after her soon enough, but the trick was to find Sydney and get to her car before they even left the house.  
 
    And just in case, she’d strapped on her guns after leaving the condo. She’d be ready if there was a fight. 
 
    She had to somehow get to the upper floors, and visit any interior rooms without windows. She got inside the house through the back door, which was unlocked. Apparently Frederica wasn’t expecting anyone to come at her or she’d have that puppy wired to blow the fuck up if anyone came through. Toni raced through the house, glancing through every door. She checked every bedroom, every bathroom, even the pantry. Hell, she went down into Frederica’s basement. 
 
    Nothing. No sign of Sydney anywhere. 
 
    She did, however, glimpse far more of Frederica’s lily-white ass than she ever wanted to. Ol’ Freddie was getting busy with Grimm’s brothers, Henry and Luther. She might have to stop for a quick puke in the bushes before she left. 
 
    Meanwhile, Nadine and Sonia, Frederica’s two Girl Fridays, were having tea. Nadine’s head was lifting just as Toni raced through, so she must have sensed Toni’s presence. 
 
    It was time to go. Sydney wasn’t here any longer. Toni would have to figure out where she’d gone and if she was still in danger or not.  
 
    Heading for the front gate, she stopped long enough to give the security camera the finger. She laughed as the back door banged shut. She was pretty sure that was from when she’d first entered the house.  
 
    She hopped in her car and took off, leaving Frederica to her coitus interruptus. No doubt Nadine or Sonia would inform her that Toni had been there looking for their missing guest. 
 
    Did Frederica have some place she could have stashed Sydney? If Toni remembered right, Frigg had her own palace in Asgard, but that might put Sydney too close to Grimm. Assuming that Grimm even wanted Sydney. 
 
    Gah. She’d stop off for a latte on the way home. She could use the shot of caffeine before her brain exploded. 
 
    Once she was away from the suburbs where Frederica lived she pulled over. She stared in her rearview mirror. “Nik.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Nik, I know you can hear me.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Don’t make me find a rent-boy to get my bow-wow on with.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me, Toni.” 
 
    She smiled smugly as silver eyes filled her rearview mirror. “You answered, didn’t you?” 
 
    The silver eyes started to fade.  
 
    “Sydney wasn’t there.” 
 
    For a moment nothing more happened. “Come home. We’ll discuss strategy when you get here.” Then the eyes disappeared. 
 
    “I’m getting a latte first!” she yelled before pulling back onto the road. She headed for the highway that would take her back to Center City, stopping at a Starbucks along the way because, hello, Starbucks! Mocha Frappuccino for the win! 
 
    A drink and a muffin later and she was ready to face the world again. Of course, she’d had her Frappuccino refilled before she left, so she was sipping happily as she drove on the highway when her phone rang. She popped the earpiece she kept in her passenger side cup holder into her ear and pressed the button. “Mancinelli.” 
 
    “Detective.” 
 
    Crap. Her boss. “Sir.” 
 
    “I understand you’re still on babysitting duty for Yardley-Rudiger.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Huh? Hadn’t he signed off on it? Travis had called in some favors to get her assigned to him for whatever the hell she’d been assigned for. No one had bothered to tell her, so she’d assumed it was to guard Sydney. 
 
    “How’s that going?”  
 
    This was…odd. Her boss never called her to check on a case. He always spoke to them in-office. “You’re not the boss of me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Answer a question. What’s my mother’s name?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Try harder next time, Grimm.” She hung up and tugged out the earpiece. “Fuck.”  
 
    “Get home now.” Nik’s angry voice came from the speakers of her car, almost making her swerve. 
 
    She pulled off the highway. Not much longer until she was at the condos. “Stop possessing my car, Christine.” 
 
    He laughed, the sound somewhat tinny thanks to the speakers. “Smart ass.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She glanced behind her at the silver sedan one car behind her. “That car’s been following me since I left Starbucks.” 
 
    He growled. “You couldn’t have mentioned this earlier?” Before she could respond to his grumbled words he spoke again. “It’s Adam Grey.” 
 
    Adam Grey, Adam Grey. Which one was he again? 
 
    “Frey.”  
 
    Wow. Nik sounded pissed. “I gather he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “He’s off the juice and working for Odin willingly. You tell me.” 
 
    Shit and shineola. “I’m almost there. If I have to I’ll hit the sirens.” 
 
    “You do that.”  
 
    Toni took the corner so fast she wasn’t certain all her wheels were on the road. She kept an eye on the silver sedan on her bumper. Adam Grey wasn’t letting her get away. 
 
    That was all right. She had resources he didn’t. 
 
    Toni let go, activating her powers and praying to everyone she could think of, including Nik, that she’d survive this. Everything around her slowed, including the man behind her. God, she was like one of the brothers in the General Lee running from Roscoe P. Coltrane.  
 
    She barely managed not to hit a pedestrian, three poodles in rhinestone collars, and a double-parked Humvee before she got to the parking garage. She let the energy go, totally drained as she pulled into her parking spot. Apparently, using it twice in a row for that long a time was tiring. She’d take a nap later, when the coffee wore off. 
 
    It took a few sips of Frappuccino and a quiet freak-out before she could get out of the car, because holy shit she’d just outrun a fucking god. 
 
    Of course, another angry god was waiting for her upstairs. His rage practically vibrated through her entire body. Nik was going to hand her ass to her on a silver platter for leaving the safety of the condos. 
 
    She didn’t care. She now had information she hadn’t before. Somehow, Sydney had been moved from Frederica’s home to another location without their knowledge. She was almost certain that Frederica was the one who’d done it, but until she explored all avenues she wouldn’t be certain. With Adam on her tail it was possible that Grimm had Sydney and was hiding her somewhere Nik couldn’t find her. 
 
    She took the elevator to the magic floor, the one no other residents could get to. In fact, the elevator stopped at no other floors, allowing her a direct ride to her doom. She stepped off the elevator, clutching her Starbucks cup in front of her like a shield. 
 
    Nik was on the other side of the elevator doors with his arms crossed over his chest and a pissed look on his face. She flicked her straw at him, getting Frappuccino drops on his dress shirt. “I rebuke thee, Satan.” 
 
    His lips twitched, but that was the only hint of humor on his face. “Get to my condo, Toni.” 
 
    There was no way in hell she was going to tell him that the commanding tone of voice made her panties wet. She strode past him, her head held high, straw in one hand and melting Frappuccino in the other. 
 
    Nik reached around her to open the condo door. The moment she was through he grabbed her. Ready to attack, she held up the straw. 
 
    Only to have him kiss her stupid. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Damn, she tasted good. Nik kicked the door shut behind him, ignoring the sound as it slammed. He was too busy savoring his first real taste of the woman he’d decided would be his. He licked at her lips, silently demanding she open for him, almost surprised when she did so with no protest. 
 
    She tasted like warmth and mocha Frappuccino and, underneath all of that, the unique taste of female. His female. He could stand there and kiss her until the sky fell and the moon burned and he’d never even notice. For the first time in his long existence, he couldn’t see anything besides the way her dark lashes fluttered over her gorgeous brown eyes. He couldn’t hear anything but the soft, almost silent sigh she emitted as she tilted her head ever so slightly to the left. He couldn’t feel anything but the way her hands gripped his biceps, her fingers digging in until he feared his skin would bruise.  
 
    Like he needed any reminder of how strong this woman was, both in mind and body. She’d proven that time and again. She had nothing more to prove, not to him or anyone else.  
 
    He tangled his fingers in her dark hair, tugging slightly to get her exactly where he wanted her. She grunted when he pushed her up against the door. 
 
    Maybe he could have been gentler, but she’d scared the shit out of him. Nik could no more stop himself than destroy Yggdrasil. It just wasn’t in him. He needed to reassure himself that she was there, in his arms, safe from Adam and Grimm.  
 
    Pulling away from her mouth was the second hardest thing he’d ever done, the first being giving his allegiance to Grimm the day he’d overrun the Vanir for the last time. He could barely catch his breath, but he needed to speak, to receive her voice in return. “You scared the fuck out of me.” 
 
    Her lashes lifted, revealing her eyes. Eyes that bored into him, filled with passion and frustration in equal measures. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    That had to be one of the most frustrating things about Toni. That stubborn strength both drew him and annoyed him. “Do you always go in without backup?” 
 
    She glared at him, quite the feat considering the tip of his nose was brushing up against hers. “I asked for backup, but he refused.” 
 
    Fuck. “I told you why.” 
 
    “Screw it. I don’t care.” She pushed against him, startling him when he actually moved. For a split second he’d forgotten he was dealing with a Valkyrie. “Syd’s gone MIA. If Frederica doesn’t have her, who does?” She began to pace in front of the door as if they hadn’t just shared the most earth-shattering kiss in the history of forever. “And why did Grimm try to pretend to be my chief?” 
 
    “You were outside the protections and we’d do anything to get you back.” Or at least Nik would. He was fairly certain Sylvia would, too, which meant Slade and Magnus would be involved. Once those two decided to assist, it was only a matter of time before the rest jumped in. There was no way Morgan would miss a fight his twin was involved in, which meant Mjolnir coming out to play and random chaos ensuing. 
 
    She blinked at him, her cheeks flushing bright pink. “Seriously?” 
 
    He nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. He took another step back when she strode past him and into his living room. “Then why won’t… No. You said you won’t tell me, and I’m tired of asking.”  
 
    She hadn’t asked that much, but he understood. He wasn’t going to tell her anything simply because he couldn’t. Nik was a man of his word, no matter how much he might wish otherwise. “Things will happen as they were truly meant to despite Grimm’s meddling. You have to believe that.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips, her head down. She was standing in front of a bank of windows, the setting sun bringing out the reds and golds of her dark hair. “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my time as a cop, Nik. It doesn’t always go down the way you want it to.” 
 
    “I’m the same.” He walked toward her as he would a spooked animal. He didn’t want her to start pacing again, angry at him and the world, but he couldn’t stand the defeated posture she’d taken. He’d rather have his warrior princess than a beaten-down cop who’d viewed far too much of the evil of mankind. He’d take her either way, but his princess could kick ass with the best of them. He’d make sure to be the rock the war-weary cop needed whenever she wished. “I won’t say I wish you hadn’t, because you’d gut me for it.” 
 
    She snorted out a laugh. “Damn straight.” She straightened her shoulders and turned toward him. “Syd has something they want, something they’re willing to kidnap her for. That’s the key.” 
 
    “We think she might be able to use a specialized computer to tap into Yggdrasil the way she would a network. If Sydney can do that, she can change things in the real world.” Syd might not have announced it, but she was essentially the Norse goddess of computers. The focus she’d had when she’d carefully held that cup over Loki, keeping the poison of the serpent from reaching his skin, her dedication to a man who was basically loathed by every other god out there, meant she’d had ample time to be alone. While working on the computer, that drive intensified, the loneliness alleviated, if only briefly, by the World Wide Web. Code was her bitch, the keyboard her plaything, and she controlled it all with glee. 
 
    Too bad others planned on using that for their own ambitions. 
 
    “If that’s true, I’ll be forced to stop her.” He closed his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt someone who has the potential to be a friend—” 
 
    “She is a friend.” Toni’s eyes narrowed. “Unless, of course, she’s not.” 
 
    He blinked. Guess I’m in trouble. “There are things about me I can’t tell you, Toni. Things I’m forced to protect. And as much as I don’t want to, I’d be forced to fight to protect them even against someone I care for.” 
 
    Now she looked more confused than anything. “Because you’re the Guardian of the Bifrost Bridge?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He couldn’t tell her the truth, not yet, not until he’d talked to what was left of the Nine. Jarnsaxa was difficult to get ahold of since she’d died. Helheim didn’t have the best cell reception. Last time he’d visited he’d been lucky to get three bars, and that was in Hel’s palace. 
 
    He wasn’t called the Guardian just because of the bridge. He was the Guardian, the one who kept Yggdrasil safe. Guarding the bridge was just part of it. 
 
    He was something else as well, something he’d hidden a long time ago. Something Tyr should have remembered, but apparently hadn’t. He’d have to tell Toni eventually, but until the Nine gave him permission, he couldn’t. He was bound by oaths as strong as the roots of the World Tree, and only the Nine could allow him to break them. 
 
    “You’re as transparent as a teaspoon.” Toni rolled her eyes and once again walked past him.  
 
    Her fragrance filled his nostrils, a warm amber scent that had him following before he’d even consciously made the decision to do so. “I’m sorry. I’m going to find out if I can tell you my secrets, but until I get permission I need you to trust me.” That was as far as he could go now. His oath tingled along the base of his spine, threatening to yank him back to the home of the Nine at the base of the tree. Luckily, they lived on the opposite side of the tree from the Norns of Fate, so neither Urdr nor Verdandi could tune in to them. Even better, the Nine had threaded his life on their own looms, so neither Urdr nor Verdandi could ferret out what was to happen to him or even what his origins were. Skuld had, but she wouldn’t tell. The reborn Skuld seemed to be of the same mold as the old one, from what he’d gathered. 
 
    “Permission?” 
 
    Her question yanked him back from his thoughts. “Yes.”  
 
    She sat on the sofa and studied him thoughtfully. Then she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and began speaking in a distracted tone. “I’m not stupid. I’ve been reading the Eddas.” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    “And I have them on my phone.” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    She started to read, her gaze never leaving the small, glowing screen.  
 
    “Once there was born in the bygone days, 
 
    Of the race of the gods, and great was his might; 
 
    Nine giant women, at the world's edge, 
 
    Once bore the man so might in arms. 
 
    Gjolp there bore him, Greip there bore him, 
 
    Eistla bore him, and Eyrgjafa, 
 
    Ulfrun bore him, and Angeyja, 
 
    Imth and Atla, and Jarnsaxa. 
 
    Strong was he made with the strength of the earth, 
 
    With the ice-cold sea, and the blood of swine.” 
 
    Toni stopped reading and looked up at him, her brows raised. 
 
    Nik shrugged his shoulders. What could he say? “My childhood was filled with battles over who stole whose shoes and who’d gotten to peek at Tyr naked.” 
 
    Toni chuckled. “Must have been hard.” She blinked. “Wait. Tyr is Travis. You saw Travis naked?” 
 
    “No.” Never ever ever. He’d stick to that to his dying day. “I’ve never seen any of the guys naked.”  
 
    She laughed, the sound low and filthy and going directly to his dick. “That’s your story, huh?” She shook her head. “Must have been fun, living with nine women.” 
 
    He shuddered. “Let’s just say I know more than I want about that time of the month.” He pointed to the kitchen. “In there I have a stockpile of wine, mead, and chocolate.” He pointed toward his powder room. “In there are three different kinds of sanitary napkins and four different kinds of tampons.” He pointed to the kitchen once more. “Don’t even ask me about the ice cream.” He rolled his eyes. “I have more ice cream in my freezer than Coldstone Creamery.” Then he pointed toward the coffee table, a large chest that reminded him somewhat of a pirate’s chest. “And in there are lots, and I mean lots, of Kleenex. Worst of all, though? They come wherever I’m living and rifle through my Netflix. I’ve watched Brokeback Mountain seventeen…no, eighteen and a half times.” 
 
    “Half?” She was biting her lip, her entire face lit with suppressed laughter. 
 
    “Imth and Eistla had a fight about a borrowed necklace. Not even a naked Heath Ledger could distract them.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide before she really started laughing. “Man, and I thought my mom could be intrusive.” 
 
    He bit back his smile. He couldn’t wait for them to meet Toni. They’d either love her or kill her. 
 
    Or both. He never gambled where they were concerned. He lost every time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frederica tied the robe around her waist and scowled. “You’re certain?” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “She was definitely here. I could sense her presence just before she left. She was looking for Sydney.” 
 
    Frederica began to pace. How dare that little human come onto her property? At least she hadn’t found Sydney. They’d moved her long before that blasted half-Valkyrie had shown up.  
 
    “Then our preparations weren’t for nothing.” She stopped and stared out the window. She’d left Luther and Henry upstairs waiting and was eager to return. “Set the trap and make sure you catch that annoying fly.” 
 
    Nadine bowed. “I’ll do my best.” She strode off, her cell phone to her ear, no doubt calling in the Jotun Frederica had hired to guard not only the estate but all her little plots as well. 
 
    They were some of the best bodyguards in the business, and unless Antonia Mancini had gotten much better than Frederica expected, they’d have no trouble taking down one tiny half-Valkyrie. 
 
    She couldn’t afford to have anything disrupt her plans. Sydney would find where that blasted serpent was or feel Nadine’s whip. Once Jörmungandr was under Frederica’s control she’d be able to demand anything she wished of Loki. She’d force him to leave Baldur’s side once and for all or risk losing his son forever. She’d also demand that he remain silent about their deal. Jörmungandr health would depend on it, as would Loki’s. If he told Baldur about their little agreement, Jörmungandr’s life would be forfeit. 
 
    As for the bastard monster that her granddaughter carried, she’d see about that once the brat was born. Baldur’s child she’d accept, but Loki’s?  
 
    Never. It, like his other children, would suffer for the sins of the father. 
 
    Frederica returned upstairs to the nice, warm bed she’d left not ten minutes before. She slipped the robe off her shoulders, loving the appreciative gazes of her men.  
 
    “So, gentlemen,” she purred, “where were we?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Argh.” Toni collapsed back on her sofa. “Where the fuck is she?”  
 
    Toni had returned to her condo soon after the discussion about Nik’s mothers and found Sylvia and Val waiting for her. Their presence reminded her that she needed to concentrate on Sydney, not Nik’s weird parental issues. 
 
    She was missing something, something basic, and it was driving her crazy. Thinking of Nik didn’t help, but she couldn’t seem to stop. The man had invaded every aspect of her life. Worse, she needed him to help her find Syd. 
 
    It was a conundrum she hadn’t found the solution to. 
 
    Val sighed. “The fact that she wasn’t at Frederica’s bothers me.” 
 
    Sylvia bit her lip. “Could Grimm have gotten her?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” Val stared at the wall where Toni had been putting up Post-It notes in various configurations. If she’d had a wipe-away board she would have rather used that, but she was working with what she had. 
 
    She had a timeline going, along with suspects and notes on each, including their movements if she was able to discover them. So far, she had Frederica, Grimm, Nadine, and Adam.  
 
    “If Syd were human I’d be looking at motive.” She tapped the legal pad in front of her. “There’s no ransom note, so it’s not about money or to force us to divulge information. There’s no body, so we have to assume she’s alive, leaving murder out. With no communication from her kidnappers we have to assume Sydney was the one they wanted to take, and we still have no clue why. But, no, nothing about this is normal.” She rubbed her tired eyes. “Damn it. I’d rather go back to chasing that serial killer.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Sylvia scoffed. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I do. Serial killers have patterns, ones you can figure out. It’s like putting puzzle pieces together until the picture begins to form.” She pointed at Sylvia. “You people—”  
 
    “You people?” Val muttered, his brows furrowing as his attention turned to her. 
 
    Toni ignored the interruption and kept right on talking. “…are like those impossible puzzles with the picture printed sideways on one side so you can never tell what the fuck you’re looking at until it’s completely done.” She tilted her head. “Oh look, it’s a…doggie?” She tilted it the other way. “Nope, a sailboat.” She gasped dramatically. “Ah, it’s a penis!” 
 
    Val sputtered out a laugh. “Damn it, Toni.”  
 
    She yawned. “Honestly. Being a cop is part logic and facts, part intuition, and you have to figure out how to balance them or you fuck up. When you’re a homicide detective and you fuck up, people die.” She tilted back in her chair and stared at the wall filled with yellow, blue, and pink Post-Its. “Frederica doesn’t have Syd at her home. Does Frederica have any other places to stash a kidnap victim other than her McMansion?” 
 
    Val glanced back at the notes. “Fensalir in Asgard, but I doubt she’d take Syd there. Nik would be able to find Syd if she had. Besides, she’d probably want to keep her activities secret from Grimm. Taking Syd to Fensalir would definitely ping Grimm’s radar and put her far too close to his grasp.” 
 
    “Are we sure Grimm isn’t working with his ex?” Toni twirled the pencil between her fingers. “Adam chased me all the way back to the condos and Grimm tried to pretend to be my boss.” 
 
    Val and Sylvia exchanged glances. “I don’t think so, but it’s possible.” Val shrugged. “Anything is possible with the Old Man.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She reached up to one of the blue notes and jotted the name of Frederica’s Asgardian home down. “We’re pretty sure Grimm doesn’t have Syd, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Sylvia pointed to one of the sticky notes. “It was Nadine who took her, not Adam.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t hand her prize over, either, not with how sour things have gotten between them.” Which left her wondering just what Adam had been up to. “So it’s safe to assume that she wouldn’t have handed Syd off to one of her minions, unless they have the magic behind making themselves invisible to Nik.” She wrote that down on Nadine’s note, adding to the Post-It line as she needed.  
 
    He snorted in disgust. “I doubt it. Frederica keeps her cards close to her chest. Not even her most loyal allies are told what she’s scheming until it’s far too late.” 
 
    “Sounds like she and Grimm are birds of a feather.” Toni rubbed her eyes. She needed to get some sleep soon or she’d be of no use to anyone, let alone Syd. It had taken hours to set up the crime map on her wall. She glanced at the computer screen, checking just in case Syd had managed to get a message to them. 
 
    Nope. No messages. With any other missing person’s case Toni would be worried the victim was dead by now. Syd had been missing for seventy-two hours and Toni was no closer to finding her. But Syd wasn’t human. If she’d shown up in Helheim, Hel would have come to inform them if only because Syd’s death would upset her family. Logan might not be married to Syd any longer, but she was his friend. Fenris and Slade would miss her as well, as they still considered her their stepmother. Neither of them had blamed Sydney for their own suffering at the hands of Grimm. In fact, they were grateful to her for taking care of Logan even after he’d asked for a divorce. 
 
    No. They’d never keep Sydney in Helheim, not without Logan’s approval. And he’d never give it.  
 
    “If she’s not with Frederica at her estate, she’s either stashed somewhere else or being held by Grimm. I can’t tell if Nik can see her and is keeping quiet on her location or if he’s completely blind to her whereabouts.” Something about that was nagging at her but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. 
 
    “He plays his cards close to his chest. I doubt he’d volunteer the information unless we ask him for it.” Sylvia’s tone was tart. Sydney’s silence was starting to get to her. They’d all hoped she’d contact them again somehow, but no dice. 
 
    “Mm.” Something else was bothering her, too. “Why take Syd? Why not Travis or Jamie?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Sylvia blinked, then widened her eyes. She appeared just as exhausted as Toni but she refused to leave until they had a plan of action. The fact that Syd hadn’t been in Frederica’s home was freaking Sylvia the fuck out. 
 
    “They both are good with computers. Hell, they’re in security, both physical and cyber. They should be better with them than Syd, who’s an amateur.” She stared at the wall and tapped the notepad with her pen again, her mind churning with half-formed theories. “What made Syd the best choice?” 
 
    Neither one of them responded. 
 
    “What made her vulnerable?” Toni leaned forward, her vision blurring a bit. She widened her eyes, trying to focus. 
 
    Sylvia sighed. “This is just a theory, but…she’s the only one capable of hacking. The others might be familiar with computers, but it takes a special set of skills and programs to hack a computer.” 
 
    She nodded, adding that to her wall with another Post-It. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “No, but we could double-check with Travis to make sure.” Sylvia flopped down into one of the chairs around the fireplace. 
 
    “We could.” Toni rubbed her eyes. “Nik thinks that whoever has Syd wants her to hack into Yggdrasil.” 
 
    Appalled silence met her announcement. “What the fuck did you say?” Val finally whispered, utterly gobsmacked. 
 
    “Somehow he thinks Yggdrasil can be hacked like a computer network, giving the user access to all of the realms and allowing that person to alter things at their whim.” It sounded insane to Toni, so she could only imagine how Val and Sylvia were taking it. 
 
    Sylvia looked horrified and sounded worse. “Oh dear.” She stood, her knees wobbling. “This is bad. Very, very bad.” 
 
    Val had turned pale as ice. His lips kept parting as if he wanted to say something, but nothing came out. 
 
    “You two think it’s possible, don’t you?” As crazy as it seemed, maybe Nik was on to something. 
 
    Val finally spoke. “I think so, but I’m no expert on Yggdrasil.” 
 
    “Who is?” Toni glanced between the two. 
 
    “Maybe the Norns, since they tend Yggdrasil’s roots, but other than that?” Val shuddered. “Probably the Old Man. He hung from Yggdrasil and gave up an eye to gain knowledge. We have no idea what Grimm learned while he hung there.” 
 
    Toni swallowed. “If he can do that, hack Yggdrasil, then he could truly kill Kir, couldn’t he?” That would be bad, all right. If Kir died, then… 
 
    What would happen if Kir actually died? “The prophecy is all skewed. It speaks of Grimm’s death, but it doesn’t really give details.” 
 
    “Because of Skadi’s involvement, yes.” Toni thought about Morgan’s fiancée, Skye, who’d once been Skadi, the Norn of the Future. Because she’d changed the prophecy she’d been banished, her memories erased, and her title of Skadi stripped from her. She was just another Norn now, but Morgan loved her despite her fall from grace. “Plus, we’re pretty sure Grimm lied when he gave the prophecy to the humans. It would have meant nothing to him to deceive everyone.” 
 
    “And since he’s the only one who has the real prophecy, maybe Kir’s death has something to do with stopping his own death.” Sylvia rubbed her forehead. “We need to get Logan and Kir in here. They need to hear this.” 
 
    “Not tonight.” Nik’s deep voice reverberated through Toni like the purr of a content cat. “Toni needs sleep.” 
 
    “Toni needs to do her job.” She wasn’t certain why she was arguing with him. Maybe it was because he’d startled the fuck out of her. Maybe it was that stubborn tone in his voice. 
 
    Maybe it was because she just loved butting heads with the man. 
 
    Her upper arms were grabbed from behind and she was lifted out of her chair as if she weighed nothing. “Off to bed with you.” 
 
    Nik carried her in front of him like a freaking door, ignoring her struggling until she was in her bedroom. He placed her gently on her feet. 
 
    Toni turned and swung at him, absolutely furious at the way he’d simply hauled her off despite her attempts to free herself. He staggered back as her fist connected with his chin. “How dare you do that?” 
 
    Those brilliant silver eyes of his narrowed. “You’ve been yawning and rubbing your eyes long enough. If you’re too stubborn to go to sleep, I’ll make sure that you do it anyway.” He pushed at her chest, forcing her back a step. “Get your ass in bed, Toni.” 
 
    “Nik—” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    There was something in his voice, on his face, that told her not to fuck with him on this. His jaw was clenched, his eyes slightly narrowed, and there had been magic in his voice that shook the walls. 
 
    That last one had her scrambling for the covers on the bed. 
 
    “Good.” Nik nodded in satisfaction. “Get some rest. You’re going to need it.” He stalked toward her, covering her still-dressed body with the coverlet. He kissed her forehead. “I’m going to go kick the others out. We can start again in the morning.” 
 
    Now that she was horizontal she was having a hard time keeping her eyes open. His face blurred as her lashes lowered. “We?” 
 
    “We.” He kissed her forehead again. “You’re not alone in this, Toni. Let us help.” 
 
    “Mm.” She curled up on her side, her preferred sleeping position. “Need to get into PJs.” 
 
    “Later.” Nik stroked her hair. She almost purred at the soft touch and even softer tone of voice. “Rest, love. I’ll take care of Val and Sylvia.” 
 
    She might have nodded her assent, but she wasn’t sure. The covers were too warm, the bed too soft, and before long she was fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Nik stared down at the sleeping woman and smiled. He left the bedroom as quietly as possible, closing the door behind him.  
 
    “She out?” Val’s tone was soft, his lips smiling fondly. Val had taken a liking to Toni that would have made Nik bristle in jealousy if not for the fact that Val was head over heels in love with Sydney Saeter. 
 
    “Finally, yes.” Nik dropped his head wearily and rubbed the back of his neck. “She’s more stubborn than a Valkyrie on a battlefield.” 
 
    Val snorted a laugh. “That’s because she is a Valkyrie on a battlefield. Her battlefield. She’ll stay on track until she has her woman and nothing will stop her.” 
 
    “Not even me.” And that chapped his ass something fierce. She might be a warrior, but Nik intended to claim all of her. She’d learn that he could be just as stubborn as she was. 
 
    “Nope.” Val stared at him, his pale blue eyes burning with the fire of vengeance. “I’m going to help her get Syd back, and not even you can stop me.” 
 
    Nik winced. “I’m not planning on stopping you, but there are things I’m forbidden from telling.”  
 
    The fire died in Val’s eyes. “I understand. Help as much as you can, and I won’t push for more.” 
 
    The relief that ran through Nik was incredible. Finally, someone understood instead of being angry with him. It wasn’t like he wanted to keep secrets. He had to. “Thank you.” 
 
    Val smiled wearily. “Keeping secrets because you have no choice? How could I not understand?” He stood, stretching, his thick muscles intimidating even to Nik. “Make sure she gets some rest, okay? She’s been pushing herself ever since Syd disappeared. If she keeps going she’ll collapse from exhaustion.” 
 
    Nik grimaced. “Do me a favor, will you? She doesn’t listen to me. Maybe she’ll get it if you say it to her, too.”  
 
    Val chuckled. “Done.” He headed for the door, his gait slow, weary. “I wish this was fucking over already.” 
 
    “It will be, soon. There’s a piece missing from the board, but once it appears the end is inevitable.” And not even Val could wring the— 
 
    “Jörmungandr.” Val sent him a smug look. “I’m not as dumb as I look.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” But there were still things Val couldn’t be made aware of, and Jörmungandr wasn’t one of them. The piece that was missing was there, but not, and Nik couldn’t explain it any better than that without breaking his oaths. 
 
    “Hmm.” Val turned back to the door and opened it. “I’ll let Kir and Logan know what’s going on. If Grimm’s ultimate purpose is to kill Kir then—” 
 
    “Hel wouldn’t keep him.” Of that Nik was certain. Logan’s daughter adored Kir. Besides, she would do nothing to cause her father grief. 
 
    “And maybe that’s exactly what Grimm wants. The prophecy is so twisted none of us understand it. Baldur was supposed to die in the Thing, pierced by a mistletoe arrow, but it was Loki who almost lost his life in Baldur’s place. Baldur was forced to flee to Hel, but he was still alive, meaning the prophecy was, what, null and void? Or did it turn out the way it was supposed to all along?” Val scoffed. “Has any of it come out the way we thought it would?” With that parting shot, Val left, closing the door softly behind him. 
 
    Nik made sure the door was locked before returning to Toni’s room. She was fast asleep, one hand under her pillow, the other at her side. Her face was serene, calm in a way it wasn’t when she was awake. 
 
    Antonia Mancinelli was the most stubborn, prideful woman he’d ever had the pleasure to meet, and he was beginning to like that about her. He smiled as he remembered how she’d faced her fear of him, forcing herself to deal with him despite her discomfort. She was becoming more comfortable with him every time they spoke. Today, she’d even dared to slug him one for stepping over the line. 
 
    He was making progress. 
 
    Nik waved his hand, his magic reaching out and replacing her clothing with a pair of pajamas. She sighed and wiggled, making him wonder what she’d have done if he’d dared to change her clothing with his hands rather than his magic.  
 
    He hadn’t dared. The thought of peeling off her T-shirt and bra, of removing her jeans and panties had him hard enough to leave zipper imprints on his cock. Nothing had ever turned him on as much as touching her hair or sliding his fingers along her chin. Her skin was so smooth and silky along her cheek he could only imagine what the rest of her would be like. Hell, even the sight of her lashes, thick and soft on her cheeks, made him moan in need. 
 
    Her freaking eyelashes.  
 
    He had it bad. 
 
    Slipping out of the room again, he headed for her wall of criminals. He studied it, amazed at how much work she’d managed to get done since she left his condo. She was a freaking workaholic, but the amount of facts she’d gathered astonished him. Val and Sylvia had to have helped, but a lot of this came from her own legwork. Color him impressed. He leaned in, checking one of the notes on Grimm. She’d noted his impersonation of her supposed partner, Daniel Solberg, and his use of her captain’s voice on the phone. Underneath Grimm’s name was everything, and he meant everything, the man had done to Kir’s merry band of men and women, including his torture of Jamie and the fact that he’d almost skinned Jeff alive.  
 
    She’d even noted the death of Val’s mother, Rina Sutherland, aka Rind. He smiled as he noted the list she’d made of their human names with their god names after them. She was thorough, he’d give her that. Sylvia for Sif, Sydney for Sigyn, Ryker for Jörmungandr…she had them all. 
 
    No wonder she made such a good detective. He also loved the fact that she wasn’t one to shy away from the truth. When she’d found out exactly whom she was dealing with she’d accepted it without too much fuss. A rare human indeed. Even Jordan had freaked when she found out who her family was and what they’d done. 
 
    Grimm had a lot to answer for, and soon…soon Nik and his people would force him to answer for all of his crimes. 
 
    “Yes, soon.” 
 
    Nik took a startled breath. “Imth.” He turned and smiled at his mother, the smell of newly baked bread filling the condo with the scent of home. He held his arms wide and embraced her. “How are you?” 
 
    “Much better now.” She hugged him tightly as three more of his mothers appeared. “I brought Eyrgjafa, Greip, and Gjolp with me for a quick visit.” 
 
    Eyrgjafa, her dark hair and silver eyes marking her as Dökk Alfar, was the next to hug him. “It’s time to let your woman in, my son. Tell her what she needs to know with no repercussions.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s time.” Greip had summer flowers in her hair and smelled of sunshine as she hugged him. “We like her a lot.” 
 
    Gjolp laughed, her golden eyes and hair nearly blinding him with their glow. “Yes, we do. She keeps you on your toes.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” Even Jarnsaxa, who’d died, had been allowed to remain in spirit as one of the Nine thanks to Hel. She’d been well aware of the importance of the Norns, but he rarely got to spend time with Jarnsaxa these days. She spent much of her time in the underworld preparing for Ragnarrok, so her absence made perfect sense to him. 
 
    He was more than ready for a visit from his other mothers, however. They wouldn’t be able to allow him to court Toni without their input, he was certain of that. 
 
    “They’re fighting over who’s sexier, Chris or Liam Hemsworth.” Gjolp shrugged. “I’m a Shemar Moore girl myself.” 
 
    He would not go there. He. Would. Not. He’d been dragged into those arguments far too many times to count. “So I can help Toni look for Sydney without worry?” 
 
    “Go for it.” Greip smiled sweetly. “And make sure you take her with you next time you come home for a visit, dear. The others are dying to meet her. Especially Atla.” 
 
    Atla. The one he feared introducing Toni to the most and the one who’d sing him to his death. “Really?” Dear Valhalla, these women reduced him to a squeaky teenage boy with one sentence. “I’ll make sure to tell her.” 
 
    They left as quickly and quietly as they’d come, pausing only to kiss him on the cheek and give him their blessings. “Watch over her,” Eyrgjafa whispered as she faded away. 
 
    “I will, Mother. I will.” He stretched out, his back was sore from all the work he’d been doing earlier. Leaning close to Toni’s notes hadn’t helped. His mothers had easily appeared in the condo without so much as a ripple in Logan’s wards. That had him tensing him up even more. As much as Toni needed sleep, so did he. 
 
    He glanced at the front door, debating whether or not to be a good boy and go back to his condo or to be a bad one and curl up next to Toni’s warm, womanly body. 
 
    It took him two seconds to open the door to her bedroom. As if there’d been any contest. 
 
    Nik slipped off his shoes and socks, wiggling his toes in the soft carpet. He did love carpeting in a bedroom. It was a lot warmer on his feet on a cold Philly night than hardwood. He tucked his socks in his shoes and set them by the door. Then he unzipped his slacks, sliding them down his legs. He picked them up and placed them on top of his shoes, folding them neatly. His shirt came next, and again was folded neatly and left by the door. Left only in his boxers and desire, he slipped between Toni’s sheets.  
 
    Toni sighed and rolled over onto her right side, her face toward him. Her skin was glowing, her lashes stark against her golden skin. She looked so serene, so soft and pretty he had to touch. Normally she was fucking Wonder Woman, but sleeping she was just Toni, a woman who desperately needed her rest. There were dark circles under her eyes and small wrinkles by her eyes he prayed were laugh lines and not stress lines.  
 
    She sighed and moved closer to him, wiggling that gorgeous body until she was right up against him. He was lying on his back, his head turned toward her, so when she curled up to his side and sank back into the mattress he was both pleased and horrified. Pleased, because damn, that implied that, despite her irritation with him, on some level she trusted him. Horrified, because he wasn’t ready to claim her. She needed more time to get used to him. 
 
    Her hand slipped over his stomach, her arm coming to rest on his hip, dangerously close to his erection. 
 
    Nik gulped. Maybe crawling into bed with her had been a bad idea. He couldn’t control himself around her. Any other woman would be no problem. Toni wrecked any control he might have had. He was ready to spill in his shorts from the simple touch of her hand. 
 
    He wrestled with whether or not he should move away, but Nik’s little head warred viciously with his big head. Honestly, neither one wanted to move a single fucking inch unless it was closer to the warm, sweet-smelling female cuddled up to his side. 
 
    Yup. He had it bad, and he wouldn’t change a goddamn thing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Toni turned over, seeking something in her mostly asleep state. Something was in bed with her, but she couldn’t figure out what it could be. Maybe she’d bunched up the comforter in her sleep. She’d done that more than once, so it wouldn’t surprise her. She moved her leg, kneeing something soft and squishy. 
 
    “Ow. Mother humper.”  
 
    Eyes wide, she sat up, gasping in surprise when she found Nik DeWitt clutching his balls in her bed. 
 
    However, what really startled her was the slide of silk over her skin. “What the fuck?” She glared at Nik as she realized she was wearing silk pajamas over naked skin. “You bastard!” 
 
    Before she could really slap him one, he was across the room, hunched over in a chair. “I used magic. I never saw your skin.” His voice was husky and pained. His dark hair was messed from sleep, and he wore only his boxers. 
 
    Holy. Hell. That broad chest was lightly covered in dark hair. His nipples were hard, either from losing the warmth of the covers or from something else. She refused to believe her scrutiny was the cause. His broad shoulders were hunched, his smooth skin inviting her touch. 
 
    No matter how yummy he looked, he was in her bed without permission. “Nikolas.” She growled, her fingers twitching. Damn it, she should have put her gun under her pillow before she collapsed. “You were in bed with me. Uninvited.” 
 
    “That was no reason to nail me in the junk.” He sat up with a wince, his biceps flexing. 
 
    She smirked at him. “What would you like me to do if I found someone else in my bed uninvited?” 
 
    His silver eyes flashed as his brows lowered. “Knee him in the junk.” 
 
    She shook her head, ignoring how much his possessiveness pleased her. “This is Edward levels of creepy, Nik.” 
 
    He had the audacity to look confused. “How so? And who the hell is Edward?” 
 
    Toni shook her head. “Welcome to the twenty-first century. Edward and Bella? Twilight? All those still-a-better-romance-than memes?” 
 
    “Oh. That.” He shook his head and stood. “You were curled around me all night. Every time I moved away, you would chase me across the bed. So who’s the Edward here?” 
 
    Toni wanted to smack something as her cheeks heated up. “I did not.” 
 
    His brows rose. “Have I ever lied to you?” He held up his hand. “Other than not telling you that I was a god. And even that didn’t last very long.” 
 
    Shit. “No.” Man, she hated admitting that. 
 
    Nik shot her a smug look as he picked up his pants. “Well then.” 
 
    Grr. Instead of answering, she got out of bed and headed for her bureau. “Get out, Nik. I have to get dressed and get to work.” 
 
    He gathered his clothing and left the bedroom. Hopefully he was on his way back to his condo—after he got dressed, of course. No need to do the walk of shame when nothing shameful had happened. 
 
    It was almost too bad that she’d been forced to kick him out. The fact that she’d apparently felt him up in her sleep and couldn’t remember a damn second of it was a fucking shame. Miles and miles of warm male skin and she couldn’t recall how good it felt. Gah. Frustration overload was imminent. 
 
    But if she let Nik in, if she let him act on his possessive nature, she’d never be a police detective again. She’d be forced to give up the work she loved because Nik couldn’t stand the thought that she might be placed in danger. How was she supposed to deal with that? She refused to give up her job, but her desire for Nik was growing by the hour. She could barely control the urge to chase him down and invite him back into her bed. 
 
    Then again, if she guessed right, either she was already immortal or soon would be. Staying in her job wouldn’t be feasible in the long run. Detectives had a bad habit of noticing anomalies, and the fact that she didn’t age would be one hell of an anomaly. It was something she’d have to figure out. Maybe she could work for Travis and his detective agency, taking her retirement at forty-four? Or maybe she could work with Nik as a detective with his business. 
 
    This wasn’t something she had to figure out right this minute, but the thought of leaving the department depressed the hell out of her. She needed coffee and breakfast and to solve this damn case, then she could move on to worrying about her future. 
 
    Toni got dressed and moved to the bathroom, where she did her morning routine. She still had yesterday’s makeup on, so she quickly washed and reapplied a light layer of mascara and some lip balm. No need to stress her skin out with her regular routine. Last but not least, she strapped on her gun, picked up her badge and grabbed a jacket from the closet. The jacket would hide the gun. She stuffed her badge into the pocket along with the lip balm. 
 
    She left the bedroom, her boots clacking on the hardwood floors. She made her way into the kitchen, so ready for the coffee she could clearly smell. It was likely to be another long day looking for Sydney, and she needed the jolt of caffeine to start her brain. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Toni stopped and stared. Nik was in her kitchen, wearing a new set of clothes, his hair neatly combed instead of the cute wreck it had been when he woke up. He was wearing an apron and cooking something that smelled suspiciously like a Spanish omelet. 
 
    “Have a seat.” He waved his hand toward her dinette set. “This will be done in a minute.” 
 
    Toni sat. Who knew a man could look so adorable in a white apron with ruffles along the edges? And he wore it like it was nothing, like this was something he did every day.  
 
    Toni watched as he plated two omelets. He brought them to the table, then turned and made them each a cup of coffee and poured two glasses of orange juice. He took off his apron and sat across from her. “Eat up.” 
 
    Toni took a bite of one of the best omelets she’d ever had. “Oh my god, this is so good.” 
 
    Nik smiled sweetly. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    They ate quietly, neither of them speaking until their plates were clear. “Thank you for breakfast, Nik.” 
 
    He nodded and stood, gathering the plates while she sipped her coffee. 
 
    “Leave the dishes. I’ll do them once I’m done.” She took another sip. “I’ve got to find a lead on Sydney.” She frowned. “Something was bothering me last night, and I think I’ve got it figured out.” 
 
    “Oh?” He sat across from her again, picking up his juice. 
 
    “You can’t view anything in Frederica’s space, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he drawled, watching her over the rim of his glass. Those silver eyes were actually reflective. The orange of his juice colored the lower half of his irises. It was so pretty she found herself staring at the color. “Toni?” 
 
    She shook her head, getting it back into the game. “Is that the only place you can’t look into?” 
 
    The glass froze at his lips as his eyes went wide. The glass lowered. “Honestly, I didn’t think to check.” The silver flashed, looking metallic for just a second. His voice, when he spoke, was filled with annoyance. “There’s another spot.” 
 
    “Where?” Toni leaned forward. Her gut was telling her that she’d finally found Syd. 
 
    “Nadine walked out of a blank space. Hold on.” He got up and went to her desk, grabbing a Post-It and a pencil. “The addresses around it are clear, so it shouldn’t be difficult to look up.” 
 
    Toni took her half-empty coffee over to her desk and sat. She brought up Google Maps, ready to do a quick search. “Gimme.” He handed her the note and she typed in the address. “Okay, we’ve got…” She switched the view to Earth rather than map, and her heart jumped. “Look. You’ve got a run-down liquor store at that spot, and next door is…” She looked up at him in satisfaction. Bingo. “An abandoned grocery store.” 
 
    He scowled. “She took Syd to New Jersey.” 
 
    Toni shuddered. The only part of Jersey she’d loved had been the shore, and that stupid show had ruined even that for her. “So we go in, get her back and come home.” She stood and grabbed her cell phone, keys and wallet. “Who’s driving?” 
 
    His brows rose as he stood. “I am.” 
 
    “Cool.” His car was in the spot next to hers. His black sports car looked sweet, and just like something she expected Nik to drive. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They took off toward the elevator. Toni stopped long enough to greet Slade, who was standing in his doorway. “Good morning.” 
 
    Slade smiled gently, his raspy voice almost gone. “Hey.” 
 
    Toni frowned, the urge to check him over keeping her from moving forward. “Throat hurt?” 
 
    He nodded wearily. 
 
    She tsk’d. “Let me see.” 
 
    He tilted his head back, baring his throat. “Thank you,” he whispered huskily. 
 
    “Next time, come looking for me. I don’t mind doing this for you,” she reprimanded gently. Really, there was no reason for Slade to suffer when she could help. 
 
    Warmth encased her hands as she wrapped them around his throat. She envisioned Slade’s throat healing as much as it could, all things considered.  
 
    Slade was Sleipnir, one of the children of Loki. He was the eight-legged horse of legend. Unfortunately, he’d been taken by Grimm as a personal mount and had been forced to hide the fact that he could shift into a human for centuries. Logan had been devastated to realize that Grimm hadn’t just used Sleipnir as a mount but had tortured him as well. Slade’s voice was irrevocably damaged by the screaming he’d done for over a millennium. Most of the time it didn’t hurt, but there were days when the damaged vocal chords and larynx just couldn’t handle the stress of speaking, much less screaming. And Slade still screamed in his sleep, much to Sylvia and Magnus’s grief. 
 
    “Another nightmare?” Toni finished her healing and patted the gentle, sweet man on the shoulder. Slade was only a badass where his mates were concerned. To everyone else, he was a teddy bear begging to be hugged. 
 
    He nodded and sighed in relief. “Thanks, Toni.” He hugged her tight, his voice husky but no longer pained, and much stronger. “I’m glad you’re family now.” 
 
    She hmph’d. “Abduction adoptions are still illegal, ya know.” 
 
    Slade laughed and patted her on the head, like she was the sweet one. “Yes, Toni.” 
 
    “Grr.” She spun on her heel and glared at Nik, who was trying not to laugh. “What?” 
 
    Nik held up his hands in the classic don’t shoot me pose. “Nothing, dear.” 
 
    Slade laughed. “Give her coffee and she’ll do much better.” 
 
    “This is on coffee.” Nik backed up slowly. “But we could stop by Starbucks.” 
 
    Nik had the gall to look surprised when she was suddenly standing in the elevator. “Let’s go, bucko. Starbucks is calling.” 
 
    Slade collapsed laughing in the doorway. “Did your feet even touch the ground?” 
 
    Toni tapped said foot on the floor. “Star. Bucks. Move it, buddy.” 
 
    Nik moved it. 
 
    Good. Maybe the man could be trained after all. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Nik approached the abandoned supermarket warily. “Something is off.” Every danger sense he had was tingling. It wasn’t just the fact that he couldn’t sense anything inside the building using his powers. With Toni by his side he refused to ignore the sinking feeling that they were facing a trap. Her safety was paramount. 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock.” Toni shot him a disgusted look. “This looks like one of those World’s Creepiest Places videos on YouTube. And we’re the idiots holding the camera.” 
 
    Nik had to agree. The parking lot was rough, with patches of missing asphalt. Weeds were rampant, as was grass, struggling desperately to survive in the gravel-filled holes. There were oil patches, as well as oddly placed concrete blocks set into the asphalt. The sign was gone, the white Plexiglas dirty and cracked. The fluorescent tubes that would have lit the sign were gone too, possibly stolen. Dank, moisture-stained boards covered most of the windows. This old supermarket had a porch overhang type of front where shoppers could wait without standing in bad weather. The metal poles holding up the roof of the porch were rusted, the black paint peeling off in huge patches to lie on the ground curled up like wounded birds. 
 
    Spooky didn’t even begin to describe this place. Even he would hate to be here after dark, and he didn’t scare easily. 
 
    They sneaked up under the awning. If they got caught they’d be in big trouble. Toni hadn’t called the local police to inform them that they would be there looking for a missing person. They’d both wind up spending time in jail if anyone came across them, especially Toni. She could wind up getting a suspension for this.  
 
    Toni tugged on his arm. “Here. I found a crack in the wood. Let’s take a look inside.”  
 
    Nik glanced through and shuddered.  
 
    Holy fuck. The place was even creepier on the inside than the outside. The dropped ceiling hung in places, the tiles rotting on the ground. Insulation hung from the spots where the missing tiles were. The concrete floor looked damp and black, like mold was growing rampantly inside. The walls were dingy white, but the dairy section’s letters were surprisingly red and fresh. The walls looked like painted concrete blocks. On the floor were faded lines where the shelves used to be. 
 
    “Eesh.” She leaned back and stared at him. “I bet Slenderman would love this place.” 
 
    He stared at her, confused once again. “Who?” 
 
    “Oh my God, Nik. Get a fucking life.” She shook her head at him, her disappointment in him apparent. 
 
    “I’m a lawyer. I’m not supposed to have a life.” He continued to skulk around the building, looking for an entrance. 
 
    She snickered and followed him. “What’s the difference between a jellyfish and a lawyer?” 
 
    He barely restrained his eye-roll. He’d heard all the lawyer jokes. “One is a spineless, poisonous blob. The other is a form of sea life.” Nik found a spot where they were hidden from sight. He should be able to pull off one of the boards covering the window and peek in. He tugged at the board until it broke in half, the unexpected give making him fall right on his ass. With a deep sigh, he took hold of the clean edge of the bottom of the board still attached to the window. 
 
    “Need help?” 
 
    Damn it, did she have to sound so amused when he was sitting on the dirty ground? He grunted out a “no” and pulled the board free. He got up and began to dust off his pants, but all it did was smear the mud around. He’d have to get them dry cleaned. 
 
    “Okay.” She stepped past him, drawing both her guns. 
 
    Wait. When had she gotten a second gun? Those were her Valkyrie weapons of choice, coming to her hands as easily as breathing. The single holster had become dual holsters, both of them strapped to her thighs like a professional gunfighter’s. Toni moved with the grace of her ancestors, obviously battle-ready. 
 
    Nik followed through the window. He wouldn’t draw Hǫfuð until it became obvious that they were about to enter battle. He didn’t want to tip his hand. Besides, Toni was more than ready for combat with or without his help. 
 
    The floor was mushy, sagging beneath his feet, and the smell, oh the smell had him gagging into his palm. It was a wretched combination of mildew and rotten food. He hadn’t smelled anything this ghastly since the last time he’d ridden through a destroyed village. He’d gone into one of the huts, curious as to what the humans had done to one another. The smell of old blood, rotting food, bloated bodies, and mold had nearly driven him to his knees. 
 
    The gods might be cruel, but humans were much, much crueler. 
 
    The area was large, with very few hiding places. In the back, hanging by a thread, were the doors that led to the employee areas such as the larger refrigerators, freezers, and walkways that led to the deli and fresh fish areas. Nik stepped beside her and pointed with his chin. “That’s where they’ll be.” 
 
    She nodded silently and glided across the floor. Despite the debris, she made it seem effortless. She was on the hunt, looking for the kill, and she was hot as hell. He forced his gaze away from her and back to the task at hand. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was for her to overtake the enemy without him. He took the other side of the market, moving so that they’d meet in the middle by the double doors. With any luck, if someone were watching they’d catch sight of only one of them. 
 
    Just as they were about to meet, the doors iced over. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Toni muttered. Her right foot shifted, giving her more balance and a better jumping off point. She hunched over slightly, her guns at her sides.  
 
    In any other instance he’d laugh at her pose, but she was a Valkyrie. Using two pistols should make her shots miss almost ninety percent of the time, but all of them would undoubtedly hit their targets. It was a gift of the Valkyrie, to be unstoppable on the battlefield, but even Valkyries could die. He’d have to protect her, be her sword and shield. 
 
    In gaming terms, he was the tank and she was the DPS. She could dish out far more than she could take, but she was by no means a glass cannon that couldn’t take a single hit without falling to the ground. That would be Jamie. 
 
    Nik called for his sword, and Hǫfuð appeared, the weight of it making him smile. Battle was upon him, and Nik was ready for it. 
 
    Two Jotun pushed their way through the doors, shattering the ice and forcing Nik and Toni to cover their faces lest the ice shards get to their eyes.  
 
    That gave the Jotuns the advantage, one they took with glee. The first Jotun swung at Nik, knocking him back. Nik kept to his feet only because he’d braced himself much like Toni had, but the force of the blow nearly knocked him on his ass. 
 
    Toni stumbled as well, her heels catching in the debris on the floor. She stayed on her feet but her arms went wild. She wind milled to a stop and barely managed to get away from the Jotun’s swinging fist. 
 
    Nik focused on his own Jotun when the man landed a blow to his stomach. Ouch. That was what he got for ignoring his opponent, even for a second. 
 
    Nik held up his sword, his shield appearing in his hand with his crest, the Gjallarhorn with the Bifrost Bridge in the background. That crest wouldn’t change until he was ready, when it would once again bear his rightful crest. 
 
    He blocked the next blow the Jotun attempted to land, trying his best to ignore the sound of shots being fired on his right. Toni had engaged her enemy, and unless he missed his guess there were more foes behind the now destroyed doors. He prepared himself for the fight that was running their way. 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he focused on his opponents. More than one Jotun came through those busted doors, and with Toni backing him up from a distance he truly began to fight. His blood sang as his sword dug into flesh. More than once he had to place his shield away from his body to block a blow from the side, leaving himself open. 
 
    In those openings, bullets flew, striking his enemies with unerring accuracy. Toni flew around the battlefield, engaging enemies who would have caused him concern had she not been there. He left the enemies at his back to her and concentrated on his front and flanks. 
 
    Five of them surrounded him. Five. Who did Frederica think she was fighting, a human? Nik smiled as he systematically dispatched his enemies, his sword singing in his hands as he destroyed one Jotun after another. None of them came close to his skill, even without the ability of his gaze.  
 
    Being blinded by whatever spell encased the dilapidated grocery store enraged him. He gleefully took that rage out on the two remaining Jotuns, focusing his attacks on the more immediate threat of the Jotun before him. Taking him down would allow Nik to concentrate on the one currently trying to get to Toni. 
 
    Toni filled the Jotun next to him full of bullets, firing shot after shot. The Jotun jerked in a crazy dance until he fell, dead at Nik’s side. 
 
    Nik looked at the last Jotun standing, and smiled. The Jotun paled as Nik flung blood from his blade with a flick of his wrist. “And then there was one.”  
 
    “Nik!”  
 
    Toni’s cry almost distracted him from the Jotun before him, something the Jotun must have expected to happen because he chose that moment to attack. Nik blocked the other’s blade with his shield, jumping away from the unexpected knife attack from the man’s off hand. He noticed the sound of bullets pinging off of metal but thought nothing of it. The Jotun before him wore armor. Perhaps it had been enchanted against bullets, and that was the sound he was hearing. Either that, or more Jotuns had come from the broken down doors while his back was turned. 
 
    Before he could counter the attack he caught Toni out of the corner of his eye. “Fuck,” he breathed out. 
 
    Nadine, Frederica’s Girl Friday and all-around message girl, had come out of hiding to take Toni on one-on-one. As a Valkyrie, Toni was strong, stronger than anyone except a goddess. 
 
    Nadine, unfortunately, was a goddess. Worse, she hadn’t been engaged in battle yet. She was fresh, whereas Toni was using up her energy just to defend herself. 
 
    They had to switch targets and fast. Toni couldn’t go head-to-head with Nadine and survive.  
 
    “Toni!” He dashed to his right, straight for her, ignoring the slash of the blade across his side from the forgotten Jotun. 
 
    He got there just as Nadine pierced Toni’s side with her spear. 
 
    Enraged, Nik flashed between shadows, reaching Toni’s side in a millisecond. She fell, her expression startled, as if she’d forgotten she could bleed, could be broken on a spear. 
 
    He stood over her fallen form, smiling for a second while she bitched up a storm. 
 
    “Goddamn motherfuckers and their motherfucking weapons,” she muttered behind him. Her tone was filled with pain. “They can’t use baseball bats like regular people. Oh, no. They have to use fucking spears. The only thing that should be used for is fishing.” 
 
    He winced when she said that. Nadine loved her weapon like some women loved their men.  
 
    The Jotun hadn’t been sitting there with his thumb up his ass the whole time. He was racing toward them, more Jotuns pouring from the back room behind him.  
 
    “Okay. Time to ditch this little party.” Nik threw up his hand, darkness pouring from his palm. They might be able to cloud his sight with some little trick, but it was Nik’s trick long before they’d ever thought of it. 
 
    The darkness was as clear as day to the Guardian. Nothing hid from him in shadows, including the amount of blood Toni was losing. He dismissed his sword and shield and took hold of her arm. “Time to go, sweetheart.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Fuck but. Hers would get spanked if she tried to fight him on this. 
 
    Nik took them out of there fast, landing hard on the concrete in front of their building. 
 
    “How…” Toni didn’t finish her sentence. She passed out in his arms, scaring the ever-loving shit out of him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean they got away?” Frederica glared at the wall in disbelief as she listened to Nadine on her cell phone. She loved humans’ technology more than she was willing to admit. They’d become almost as adept as the Dökk Alfar at producing useful toys. “They who? It should have only been the cop.” 
 
    “Heimdall was with her,” Nadine replied. “Between them they took out almost every man I had there except one. I had more on the way, but Nik teleported them both out before we could kill Antonia.”  
 
    Frederica was going to fucking kill that bitch. “Why was Nik there? Why wasn’t his involvement part of our intel?” 
 
    “Ask your pet computer expert. She’s the one tasked with watching that group,” Nadine replied angrily. 
 
    Frederica could understand why Nadine was upset, but could not tolerate the disrespectful tone. “Remember who you speak to, Gna.” 
 
    A quick inhale of breath told Frederica that Nadine had realized her error. “My apologies, my lady. I should not take my frustrations out on you. Please forgive me.” Nadine’s tone had become appropriately abashed. 
 
    Frederica smiled grimly. “Apology accepted, and I understand your frustration. It consumes me as well.” She tapped her nail against her phone. “Sydney is going to look into this. Set up security exactly as you wish.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” There was a pause, and Frederica could sense her loyal friend’s curiosity pouring down the line. “And Oliver? Adam seems to have chased the Valkyrie for a short time, and I know he just returned from Svartalfheim for some reason.” 
 
    Adam had been in the realm of the dark elves? Grimm must have needed his own toy from the toymakers. That should give Nik something to watch other than her movements. “What of him? Let them watch my ex while we work in the background. If Oliver succeeds, we’ll simply take the spear from him. If he fails, we’ve lost nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady. I’ll set eyes upon him just in case, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No. I trust my safety to you, Nadine.” Frederica gave her good-byes and hung up, turning to the row of computer monitors behind her. “Sydney, my dear? Do tell me why Heimdall is working with Antonia?” 
 
    Ah, she loved it when her enemies squirmed, and Sydney was quite good at squirming. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nik quickly carried Toni to the elevator, praying all the while. Blood was seeping from the wound, and Nik had no powers of healing to speak of. He’d have to wait until they got to Kir. 
 
    But there was one thing he could do while he waited for the fucking elevator. His nails grew, silver and sharp. He made a cut on the palm of his hand, one that bled freely.  
 
    He held his palm to her bleeding side, exchanging blood with her. She would gain one of his unusual abilities, but he had no idea which one, nor did he care. He’d planned to do this sooner or later, and now seemed a very good time. 
 
    The elevator arrived and Nik and Toni boarded. He stared at the numbers as they rose, chanting spells under his breath to keep from stopping for anyone else. 
 
    Once at their floor he bolted out, bellowing for help. Doors opened up and down the corridor as Kir’s tribe of Aesir and Vanir flooded the hallway, gazes tracking him as he darted for his condo.  
 
    Kir was already at Nik’s door, holding out his hand for Nik’s key. Nik handed Toni off to the first person at his side, a person who just happened to be Logan. The three of them got Toni into his condo. Before he could shut the door the others piled inside, all of them asking questions about how Toni had gotten hurt. 
 
    Toni roused slightly, enough to mutter the word spear before passing out again. 
 
    “Nadine was there with a lot of Jotuns. It was a trap,” Nik yelled as he shut the door in their faces. 
 
    Now only Nik, Logan and Kir were in the room with Toni. 
 
    “How did you two get ambushed?” Logan asked as Kir began cutting away Toni’s shirt.  
 
    “I couldn’t look into the building. Just like with Frederica’s mansion, my powers were blocked. I figured there’d be resistance, but I didn’t think how much until it was too late. And I never expected Nadine to be there, facing Toni one-on-one.” 
 
    Logan’s eyes went wide. “Toni can’t do that.” 
 
    She can now. Nik tracked Kir’s every move as the man opened the bathroom door and looked around. “He needs a bowl.” 
 
    Logan strode toward the bedroom door and flung it open, startling the people still milling around Nik’s living room. “We need a bowl, clean cloths, and something to stitch her back up with.” 
 
    The other gods booked it, all except Jordan, far too heavily pregnant to move faster than a waddle. Soon they had the necessary equipment to clean and dress Toni’s wounds. “Here,” Jordan said, the last to bring something. She held a clear bottle in her hand. “Antiseptic. Will sting like a bitch, but it will stop any chance of infection.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Nik took the bottle. “Anything else you can think of? I’m not used to treating humans.” 
 
    Jordan smiled. “Hold her hand. Even if she’s unconscious a part of her will be aware of your presence.” She waddled away, right out the front door, no doubt heading back to her own condo. 
 
    Jordan’s unconcern seemed to ease the others because they slowly followed her out, sending Nik soft words of encouragement on the way. Only Slade, Sylvia, and Magnus remained, refusing to leave even when Nik scowled at them. 
 
    Sylvia went so far as to cross her arms over her chest and glare right back. “She’s my friend, Nik. I’m not going until I know she’s okay.” 
 
    Nik nodded brusquely and shut the door. He appreciated Sylvia’s concern, but his protective instincts were roaring through him. Only Yggdrasil and the Bifrost Bridge could bring anything close to this devotion in him, and they didn’t even touch the edges. 
 
    Nadine was going to die for harming Toni. It was just a matter of time. And he was a very patient man. One day she’d slip up and he’d be there with a sword at her throat and murder in his heart. 
 
    “Come here and hold her,” Kir called out, not once turning away from his task. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nik was by his side in a nanosecond, staring at Toni’s writhing form. The pain pinched her features. She raised her arm and tried to knock Kir away, as if he were the source of her agony. 
 
    “She’s stirring in and out of consciousness. Hold her hands down so I can work.” 
 
    Nik did as told, climbing onto the bed. He knelt over her, his ass against her hips, his thighs on either side of her, and took hold of her wrists. He looked over at Logan and growled. “Not one word.” 
 
    Logan zipped his lips, but they twitched anyway. 
 
    Pain in the ass. Logan had always been one to joke when others were serious, and now was not the time to piss Nik off. He held Toni down when she cried out against the burn of the rubbing alcohol, ignoring the dampness in his own eyes. His fingers twitched when she once again grew silent, her skin pale against his white sheets, the color almost a match. He ignored the way she tried to buck him off when Kir was halfway through her stitches. 
 
    Soon Kir was done, his forehead dotted with sweat. “That’s the best I can do. The rest is up to her.” 
 
    Nik sat up with a sigh, releasing Toni’s hands. He stared at her unconscious form and demanded something that would get turned down—with good reason—but he just couldn’t seem to stop himself from asking. “Share blood with her.” 
 
    Kir stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. “I can’t. You shared blood with her not long ago. Wait for at least twenty-four hours, then I’ll do as you ask.” 
 
    Nik nodded, but he still wanted, no, needed to do something to help Toni. 
 
    Logan clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s never easy watching them suffer, is it?” His sympathetic gaze changed, twisting into a mischievous smile. “You know she’s gonna kick your ass for sharing blood without her permission.” 
 
    Nik groaned as Logan chuckled. “Shut up, hot-head.” He climbed off of Toni’s body, careful not to disturb her. The stitches looked nasty, blood seeping sluggishly past them. She was unconscious again, her brows still drawn together in pain. “Got anything we can give her for pain?” He wished one of his powers was healing, but it was beyond him. His own flesh mended faster than a human’s, and he could open a childproof bottle of painkillers, but that was the extent of his curative powers. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” Logan strode out the bedroom door. A moment later, he brought back some white tablets that made Kir’s eyes shoot up in surprise. “Give her these.” 
 
    He was barely aware of Logan coming back. He was transfixed by the way Toni relaxed the moment he touched her hand, the lines between her brows smoothing out almost immediately. He took the glass of water Kir handed him and, with Kir’s help, gently sat Toni up. “Wake up, sweetheart.” 
 
    Toni’s lashes fluttered. 
 
    “Come on. I’ve got something for the pain.” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose and opened her eyes. “Ow.” 
 
    He smiled. “Hey there.” 
 
    “What happened?” Toni didn’t seem surprised to find Logan and Kir there. 
 
    “You tried to pretend you were a pincushion.” Kir held the tablets to Toni’s lips. “Here. Vicodin.” 
 
    Toni frowned. “Where did you ge—mph.” She glared at Kir, who was still holding his hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Shh. Say ‘thank you, Logan.’” Kir smiled sweetly, his angelic good looks marred only by the storm clouds dancing across his eyes. Kir took his hand away. 
 
    Nik held the water to her lips, forcing her to swallow the pills. “You’ve had stitches. You need pain medicine, maybe penicillin in case of infection.” 
 
    She hmph’d at him, but it lacked her usual fire. She swallowed the pills and half the glass of water before pushing it away. “Fine. You’re right. And thank you, Logan.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Logan looked to Kir, who simply raised his brows and shrugged. 
 
    Nik helped her lay back down. “I’ll be back in a minute. I’m going to walk Kir and Logan out.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes already drifting shut. 
 
    Nik followed Kir and Logan out into the living room. “Twenty-four hours, then you share blood with her.” 
 
    Kir nodded, Logan smirking behind him. “I will. Logan already did so, remember?” Kir winked, well aware of Logan’s habits. 
 
    Logan’s smirk turned instantly into panic. “Of course.” Logan took hold of Kir’s arm. “Let’s get out of here and leave the lovebirds alone.” 
 
    “I doubt they’re going to do the horizontal mambo while she’s got stitches in her side,” Kir argued. 
 
    Logan dragged him to the door anyway. “Then let them rest, Blondie. We can grill them about the ambush later.”  
 
    Kir allowed Logan to drag him out the door, leaving Nik with Toni. He rejoined her in the bedroom, crawling beside her and curling around her. He would keep an eye out while she slept. Nadine had delivered Frederica’s message to Toni loud and clear: stop looking for Sydney or she’d suffer the consequences. 
 
    Too bad her warning had done nothing but piss Nik off. Nik would see both Frederica and Nadine fall. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Toni opened her eyes slowly, wondering why in the hell she felt like she’d been run over by a Mack truck. Her side hurt like hell, and unless she missed her guess, she had bruises on top of bruises. Her muscles were screaming at her that she’d run three marathons without cooling down afterward. And from the smell, she hadn’t bathed, either. 
 
    The room was dark except for a small light. 
 
    She tried to lift her hand to her forehead but it was strangely weighted down. Glancing over she noticed Nik, fast asleep, his head on her arm. His hand was curled around hers… 
 
    Wait. Something was definitely off. The man holding her hand had longer hair than Nik’s, draping across his shoulders and down at least to mid-back. It might be longer. His skin was almost white, the veins in his arms and wrists a startlingly beautiful blue. His nails were bright silver, elongated, and sharpened to a delicately curved point. 
 
    What the fuckety-fuck? She couldn’t pull away from the man who looked like Nik but didn’t. The closer she looked, the more similarities she noticed. The facial features were the same, as were the shape of his hands. Even the width of the shoulders and the odd way his hair fell over his forehead, leaving some dangling in his right eye, shouted Nik to her. Only the color and the length of his hair was different, so this had to be Nik. Right? 
 
    “Nik?” She tugged, almost certain that this was a side of Nik she’d never before faced. Was this what he really looked like? His beauty went from masculine to ethereal… 
 
    Were his ears pointed? Holy crap, they were! He was a freakin’ elf! 
 
    “Toni?” Nik’s voice was groggy, gravelly, and wholly masculine, shattering the ethereal vision and reminding her of the virile man that he actually was. His dark brows drew together, purple-black against his white skin. His irises were metallic silver, glittering in the small amount of light in the room. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Um. Hi.” She stared at him, unable to believe the change in his appearance. She’d been there when Kir lost his temper, the glow on his skin and the storms overtaking his eyes scary as hell. Logan and Jordan both had fire in they could make crawl across their skin, and Travis became so bright you couldn’t look at him even with shades. Was this Nik’s, er, godly form? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He glanced around as if there were an invisible threat hiding in the room with them. 
 
    “You look different.” She tried to keep her voice calm, but instead it came out more like Minnie Mouse getting a surprise rim job. 
 
    His face went blank, showing an odd purplish highlight against his cheekbones. Was that a blush? Or just the natural color of his skin? 
 
    “Yeah. This is me.” He let go of her hand to wave both arms out in a here I am gesture. “Shh. It’s our secret.” 
 
    She blinked, unsure if she should be surprised that he’d shared his altered appearance with her. “Sure thing, not-a-Nik.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and stood, looming over her. “Heal yourself.” 
 
    She groaned. “I don’t wanna.” He had no idea how much energy that took out of her. The amount of damage she’d taken was nothing like what had been done to Jeff when she’d healed him. Healing herself was a lot more exhausting than healing someone else. She figured her Valkyrie nature couldn’t decide if she should live or die, and so she wound up fighting herself without meaning to. 
 
    “Do it.” He put his hands on either side of her head and took her mouth in a scorching kiss. His hair caressed her cheeks, adding small, butterfly kisses to her skin.  
 
    He released her lips, leaving her dazed, hurting and very horny. “M’kay.” She took a deep breath and began to heal. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. The warmth in her chest began to build, slowly radiating down her arms until her hands began to glow. She closed her eyes, the vision of Nik interfering with her senses. 
 
    Ah. There was the red-hurt-flame of her side, the way her blood pooled at the site. The inflammation was obvious, but she sensed no infection. Good. It might be draining, but healing should be a piece of cake. 
 
    She began to heal the wound, wincing as the stitches tugged on the skin. The spear had created a small but deep wound. Luckily, she hadn’t been hit in any vital areas. She’d dodged at the last minute, forcing Nadine miss her mark. 
 
    Thank goodness for lightning reflexes, or she’d be an Italian shish-kabob. 
 
    Once the primary wound was healed, she began draining away the blood causing her bruising, massaging the fibers of her muscles and loosening her tendons from her battle. Her Achilles’ tendons especially were sore from her rapid direction changes. Worse, she’d put some strain on the balls of her feet from wearing her heeled boots. They weren’t five miles high, but they weren’t the best thing for fighting in, either. She’d have to get some combat boots for when she went into battle with her new friends. 
 
    There was something strange going on with her body, too, something that didn’t quite add up. Something…shadowy. She took note of it but understood that those shadows were changing her in fundamental ways she couldn’t stop even if she wanted to. Nik must have done something to her. He might have shared blood with her in an attempt to force her to heal. She was aware of what happened when a god shared blood with a mortal. Jordan could now throw fireballs. Jamie, her sister, glowed like a candle thanks to the blood she’d shared with Travis. Jeff turned into a wolf. 
 
    What would happen to her from exchanging blood with Nik? 
 
    Taking care of all of her wounds took time, leaving her sweating and limp at the end. When she opened her eyes Nik was staring at her with a strange expression before it cleared away, leaving him with a smug smile. “There. All better?” 
 
    “What did you do to me?” 
 
    He had the grace to look guilty. “Saw that, did you?” She nodded. Boy, had she. “I gave you some of my blood.” 
 
    She sighed. “Nik, you should have asked me first.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest, his expression mutinous. “Nope.” 
 
    She yawned. Damn him for forcing her to heal. Hopefully she hadn’t healed right over the stitches. She’d have to check that later. If she had they would be a bitch to get out. “Do you have any idea what will happen to me?” 
 
    He looked smug. “Nope.” 
 
    Okay. Now he was beginning to annoy her. 
 
    He held up his hands and backed away, laughing. “Down, tiger. I promise I ain’t gonna rob no banks, Sheriff.” 
 
    She blinked and stared at her hands. “Jeezy wheezy.” She dismissed her guns as he doubled over laughing. “Asshole.” 
 
    “J-jeezy wheezy?”  
 
    She glared at him. “Baciami il culo.” 
 
    “Any time you want, sweetheart.”  
 
    Her eyes went wide as he leaned over her once more and kissed her. This time he kept it brief, probably because she freaking yawned in his mouth. 
 
    He lifted away from her with a chuckle. “Go back to sleep.” He shivered and his features returned to normal. His pointed ears became round. His hair once again became short, cut in a modern, human style. The silver nails shrank and became more flesh-toned. His white skin warmed as his eyes returned to human gray rather than metallic. He once more looked like the lawyer she’d first met at the precinct, except he was wearing pajamas. 
 
    “Plan on sleeping with me again?” Not that she minded, but she didn’t want to seem too easy. 
 
    “Of course.” Nik glanced at the light and it went out. He climbed into bed with her, his body settling into the mattress and almost rolling her into him. “C’mere.” 
 
    “No.” She was comfy where she was. 
 
    “Stubborn,” he muttered. Without any movement on his part she was curled up against him, her leg over his, her head on his chest. His arm was around her, holding her close. “Good night, sweetheart.” 
 
    She yawned her response. “G’night.” 
 
    “Mm.” He nuzzled her hair. “Shower tomorrow.” 
 
    She slapped his chest. “Not my fault I smell like whooped ass.” 
 
    He laughed softly, almost like a rumbling purr. She closed her eyes and just enjoyed his skin against hers. 
 
    When had she given in to him? When had the attraction become more, adding in comfort and trust? She couldn’t imagine sleeping without him now. Having him in the same bed, keeping her perfectly safe, was a blessing she’d never had before. He’d have her back should someone come at her while she was vulnerable. He was better than any partner she’d ever had on the force. She relaxed completely, giving herself over to him. 
 
    He inhaled sharply before he, too, relaxed, sinking even further into the mattress, his body going lax.  
 
    She didn’t remember anything after that. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Nik came into the bedroom and smiled at Slade. “How’s our patient?” 
 
    “Still sleeping.” Slade put his book down and brushed his pale white hair away from his cheek. “She needs it, though.” 
 
    Nik nodded. Toni had slept through the night and all into the next day. He hadn’t realized how difficult it would be on her to heal herself. She’d done it so effortlessly with anyone else. He’d expected her to be up and about in no time. 
 
    Instead, she had dark circles like bruises under her eyes and her skin was still too pale for his comfort. The fact that she wasn’t rousing, even after he’d shaken her, had terrified him at first. Only Slade had managed to calm him. The peaceful tone in his broken voice had kept Nik from becoming a basket case. 
 
    “She needs to replenish her energy,” the quiet man had said. “It takes a lot more to heal yourself than you think.” 
 
    Slade had personal experience with healing his own wounds. His abuse at the hands of Grimm had been horrific. Worse, it had gone on for centuries before he’d been rescued. The only thing he couldn’t seem to heal was his throat. His centuries of screaming had left his voice broken and his throat eternally sore. Slade was the only one Nik could tolerate alone with Toni at the moment. The man was gentle yet fierce. He’d never hurt Toni, especially when she was defenseless. And if anything came at her they’d have to deal with Sleipnir’s sharp hooves and brutal teeth. 
 
    “All right. I’m going to go tell the others what happened in the supermarket.” He’d been far too busy freaking over Toni to remember to do so. “Keep an eye on her for me?” 
 
    Slade nodded and opened his book once more. Nothing would get past him to Toni. 
 
    Nik headed for Logan and Kir’s condo, barely knocking before he opened the door. He needn’t have bothered. With the cacophony of voices roaring from the dining room none of them would have noticed an explosion, let alone a brief knock. “I’m here,” he announced loudly. 
 
    Silence greeted him. All of them turned to look at him. 
 
    Jeff greeted him first. “Hey, Nikki.”  
 
    He glared at Jeff. Nikki? “How’s the hair, Jeffy?” 
 
    Jeff snarled and tugged on his waist length, curly red hair. Fenris loved it, but it was the bane of Jeff’s existence, since he couldn’t cut it. Fenris had done something to ensure that it always grew back. “Peachy.” 
 
    Fenris, Jeff’s partner, put his arm around the snarly redhead and whispered something to him. Whatever it was had Jeff turning as red as his hair. 
 
    Travis waved after setting down a plate of mashed potatoes. Apparently, Logan had cooked everyone dinner. “Come join us. You can fill us in while you eat.” 
 
    Nik took a seat across from Sylvia and began filling his plate. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Yum. 
 
    “How’s Toni?” Magnus, Slade’s male mate, was piling a second plate high with food. He was probably going to bring it to his lover. 
 
    Nik scowled. “Still sleeping.” 
 
    Kir waved his hand. “She’ll wake up in a little bit.” He leaned forward. “I took the stitches out already and shared blood with her. She’ll find it easier to heal herself in the future, or at least I hope so.” 
 
    Logan snorted in amusement. “And if she gets your power over storms instead?”  
 
    Val grinned. “She’ll have to learn to watch that temper of hers.” 
 
    Sylvia cleared her throat, bringing everyone’s attention to her. “Was anything there? At the supermarket, I mean.” Sylvia was wringing her hands, her anxiety almost breathable.  
 
    Nik shook his head. “Only frost Jotun and Nadine.” He took a bite of chicken while he let that bit of knowledge sink into their brains. 
 
    “So if she was there, they probably moved her.” Travis tapped his fingers on the table. “Can you see into the market now?” 
 
    Nik tried, surprised to find that he could. “Yes. It’s empty. Not even our blood is there.” 
 
    Logan leaned back. “Oh, that’s bad. Blood can be used to cast spells on people.” 
 
    Nik shook his head. “They didn’t take it.” They’d cleaned up, but they hadn’t bothered to take samples. While he sat with Toni he’d watched to make sure. “The blood was too mixed. They would have had a hell of a time separating it all. They cleaned up the blood, guts, and bodies and moved on without a backward glance.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Could they have used that as an ambush point deliberately, thinking you’d forget to check it again since you’d already been there?” Val was tearing a chicken wing to pieces, his gaze firmly on his plate. 
 
    Poor Val. He was slowly losing his mind. 
 
    “I don’t think so. If they move Syd there they’d have to make it invisible to me. Once they do, I’d become aware that she’d been moved there and we could act instantly.” Wow. This was some good chicken. The smell alone was making his mouth water. He took a huge bite, grunting as the flavors burst across his tongue. “Damn, hot-head. You make a hell of a housewife.” He batted his lashes at Logan. “Marry me?” 
 
    Logan smirked at him. “Let Toni hear you say that, you bastard.”  
 
    Never, ever, in a million years. He liked his testicles where they were. “If Sydney was there Nadine took her away, perhaps back to Frederica’s. I doubt they’d have any trouble keeping her there, either. Not if they’ve got Jotun guards on her.” 
 
    “I’ll get her out.” Val finally began eating. He’d mauled the poor chicken to death and now he savagely bit into its flesh. “I swear it.” 
 
    Nik grunted as the ring of magic filled the air. The Avenger had made a vow. He was now bound by it. “And if she’s not there?” 
 
    Val stared at him, his pale blue eyes cold as ice. 
 
    “Gotcha.” Nik turned to Travis. “I think maybe I need to visit Svartalfaheim.” 
 
    “Huh?” Kir sat up straight. “You think…?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Nik confirmed. 
 
    “What are you two going on about?” Jamie asked, looking utterly confused. 
 
    “The Dökk Alfar and their creations are the only thing I can think of that would block my sight,” Nik replied. “If they made something that does so then I need to go there and find out not only what it is but how to counteract it.” 
 
    “That place gave me the creeps,” Jamie replied, shuddering. She’d been on the Bifrost Bridge when they’d gone to rescue Slade from Grimm. Apparently, the shadows had frightened her. 
 
    Nik wished he could show off his kingdom to all of them. It was beautiful. He’d have to have Travis bring Jamie there to show her, just as he hoped to bring Toni to Travis’s home in Lios Alfheim. “There’s nothing to fear in the shadows, Jamie, except your own imagination.” He twisted his wrist, bringing forth a dark crystal rose. He handed it to her, ignoring her gasp as the rich scent filled her nostrils. He turned his attention back to Kir. “I’ll leave as soon as Toni is better.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Kir gave his attention to Jamie. “He’s right. Svartalfaheim is a beautiful place, and the palace is a true sight to behold, especially the gardens.” 
 
    Now Jamie looked intrigued. She cradled the rose to her breast as she turned to Travis. “Have you ever been there?” 
 
    Travis smiled mysteriously. “More than once. I enjoyed my visits immensely.” 
 
    Nik hid his own smile. Not many remembered the truth of who’d been the elven kings, but Nik did. Perhaps Travis was beginning to as well now that he was no longer under Grimm’s control. 
 
    God, he missed his home. Everyone thought he was called the whitest of the gods because he was Lios Alfar.  
 
    They were wrong. Only the Dökk Alfar held the pale skin and shadowed hair he possessed. Only they carried the silvered nails and eyes. 
 
    His people were beautiful, and they’d been denigrated and reviled for long enough.  
 
    “Nik.” Nik turned to Kir to find him staring at him sympathetically. “We’ll be waiting for you before we make a move.” 
 
    “You think she’s back at Frederica’s estate?” Val turned the topic back to Sydney. 
 
    “I’m not sure. You can search there while I make my trip. If we can neutralize Freddie’s little toy or spell then we stand a better chance at rescuing Syd.” Nik continued to eat, ignoring a lot of the conversation going on around him. Most of his focus was back in his room with Toni and Slade. The rest covered Midgard, the Bifrost Bridge and here. 
 
    It was more than enough. If anything happened, he’d be where he was needed in a heartbeat. There were very few places in the world that were devoid of shadows. 
 
    Come to think of it, that was odd. Perhaps he should mention it. “No one’s set foot on the Bifrost since your little trip to Valhalla.” 
 
    Everyone froze. “No one?” Kir replied, his tone bland. 
 
    “No.” Nik thought about that for a moment, but he couldn’t find a reason anyone would go. “But most, if not all of us are here on Midgard. Unless they need something from their other homes they’d have no reason to go over the Bifrost.” 
 
    “It’s still strange, don’t you think?” Jamie asked. “Grimm was there not long ago, after Magnus beat him until he was satisfied. Shouldn’t he have healed by now and be back here on Earth?” 
 
    Morgan and Magnus exchanged smug grins. They’d certainly given Grimm a beating to remember when they went to rescue Slade. 
 
    She was right. Grimm should be back on Midgard. He frowned, trying to figure out how Grimm would move between Asgard and Midgard without alerting him. “Without Sleipnir I’m not certain how he’d do it other than walking.” 
 
    “He can move through shadows,” Travis reminded them softly. “We figure he must have shared blood with a Dökk Alfar.” 
 
    Travis was right, damn it. “Then he could travel without using the bridge.” Nik started looking for Grimm and found him. He was studying something golden in his hand, but what it was Nik couldn’t tell other than it was of Dökk Alfar origin. “He’s here in Midgard. Not far away.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Logan leaned back in his chair with a weary sigh. “Part of me hoped he’d hole up in Valhalla for a little longer and give us a breather.” 
 
    “He’s up to something, but I’m not sure what. He’s got some golden object that also looks to be of Dökk Alfar make.” Nik couldn’t read the symbols on the golden ball. They blurred together even to his sight. “The Dökk Alfar never make the same object twice, not where the Aesir are concerned.” Val, Kir, Morgan and Magnus all winced at that, but Nik ignored them. “So why can’t I read those runes?” 
 
    “You can see him, the object, but not the magic on the object?” Logan asked.  
 
    Nik grunted. This was becoming annoying as fuck. “No, I can’t, and that worries me.” 
 
    “Let’s concentrate on getting Syd back, then we can annihilate Grimm.” Val stood and took his empty plate to the kitchen, signaling the end of the dinner.  
 
    “He’s right,” Kir said softly. “One thing at a time, Nik.” 
 
    “If I’m in Svartalfaheim I can look into Odin’s object as well as whatever Frederica’s done to block me.” Nik stood as well. “In the meantime, I’ve got a woman to look after.” 
 
    Logan snickered. “You go do that.” 
 
    “I plan on it.” Nik sauntered out the door, hoping Toni was up for what he had in mind. She was fully healed. The moment she woke, he was going to make her his. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Toni woke feeling better than she had in weeks. She stretched, loving the slip and slide of the silk pajamas against her skin. 
 
    She’d have to thank him for the present, because she was so keeping them. 
 
    She sat up and looked around the room, aware that she wasn’t in the condo she shared with Sydney. Nik had brought her to his condo to heal. She’d barely registered where she was last time she’d been awake. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Toni smiled as she caught sight of Slade in the doorway of the bedroom. “Hey back. How’s your throat?” 
 
    Slade smiled sweetly. “I’m fine for now. I’ll tell you if I’m not.” His head turned toward the side. He’d probably heard something at Nik’s front door. “Besides, I think you have other things to worry about now.” 
 
    “Oh?” Toni chuckled as a door clicked open then slammed shut. “Let me guess, Nik’s home.” 
 
    “Nik’s home.” Nik pushed past Slade and into the bedroom. “How are you, sweetheart?” 
 
    She stretched again, aware that Nik’s silver eyes watched her every move. She enjoyed the way he seemed to caress her through the heat of his gaze. “Absolutely fine.” She lifted the hem of the shirt high enough to show that there wasn’t a mark on her. Kir had come earlier and removed the stitches before she healed over them. 
 
    Nik’s smile was positively wicked. “Slade?” 
 
    Slade chuckled. “I know. ‘Go home, Slade.’” 
 
    “Go home, Slade,” Nik repeated, gliding across the room to stand at the foot of the bed. His gaze never once left her face. His eyes went from human gray to glittering silver. 
 
    “Yeah, Slade. See you tomorrow.” Toni was surprised at how breathy her voice sounded. Her whole body throbbed with desire. She’d wanted him ever since she’d met him, and now it looked like she was going to have him. 
 
    “I know when I’m not wanted,” Slade muttered as he shut the bedroom door. She was him still muttering to himself as he left the condo. “I still love you guys anyway.” 
 
    “He’s such a goof.” Toni shook her head. Her fondness for Slade had grown into a solid friendship that she cherished. 
 
    Nik scowled. “Don’t get too fond of him. He’s taken, remember?” 
 
    Toni’s brows rose. Did she detect a hint of the green-eyed monster? “Mm. He’s kind of cute. I love the white hair.” 
 
    Nik growled and began stripping off his clothes with brutal efficiency. “If he’s cute, what am I?” 
 
    Toni couldn’t respond. She was too busy drooling over his sculpted chest and biceps. She needed to send his moms a thank-you card for making such a perfect male specimen. 
 
    When he dropped his pants she upped the card to a fruit basket, because damn. He wasn’t packin’ peanuts, that was for sure. “Wow.” 
 
    Nik’s scowl immediately morphed into a self-satisfied smirk. “You like?” He fisted his cock and pumped it twice, making his balls bounce. “I’ve got more things to show you.” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” She crooked her finger at him. “C’mere, Mr. Stalker. I think there are some things I could show you.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    He sounded so smug she wanted to show him up. Maybe she’d be the one to devour him rather than the other way around. “Yup.” She began unbuttoning her top, well aware there was no bra between her skin and his gaze. She slowly slipped each button out of its hole, her eyes downcast and intent on her task. Nik grunted when she palmed her breast through the silky shirt. It had been a while since she’d done that, allowed the slip and slide of something silky combine with the heat of her skin. Her nipples hardened, tenting the shirt. 
 
    “Leave it on.” Nik strode to the bed and stopped her from removing the shirt completely. It now gaped open, allowing him a peek at her cleavage and exposing her belly, but nothing more. “Let’s get those pants off of you.” 
 
    Toni lay back and lifted her legs. She let go of the shirt, allowing it to fall where it wished, exposing one breast but leaving the other covered almost completely. “They’re all yours.” 
 
    Nik practically tore them off, forcing her butt to lift off the mattress. She laughed as he tossed the silky pants over his shoulder. 
 
    Her panties were the next to go, and they left her pretty much the same way her pants had. Butt in the air, thrown over shoulder. Nik was on her in a flash, nudging at her covered breast with his chin. “So pretty.” He took her nipple in his mouth, the silk dampening under the attention of his tongue, the sensation muted by the fabric. When he lifted his mouth off her he blew on the wet spot, making her nipple even harder than it had been. She arched her back instinctively, trying to get closer to that glorious sensation. 
 
    Nik took that opportunity to kiss her. The sensual assault left her senses reeling, her mind fogging over. Nothing mattered but what he was doing to her.  
 
    His hands slid down her sides and back up, using the shirt to caress her. He grabbed hold of her ass and began sucking on her exposed nipple, his tongue stroking it relentlessly until she thought she’d lose her mind. Hot and slick, his mouth was a small slice of heaven. 
 
    Nik dipped his fingers toward her pussy, stroking the hair between her legs. She bent her knee and rotated her leg until it lay flat on the mattress, exposing herself to him completely. 
 
    He took her unspoken invitation and began caressing her clit, rubbing just the way she liked it. He had to have watched her masturbate to recognize exactly what to do to her to make her cry out. “Perv.” 
 
    He grinned, letting her nipple go. “Hmm? What did I do now?” He took her clit between two fingers and delicately kneaded the sensitive bit of flesh. 
 
    She began to hump against his hand, wanting more. “You watched me make myself come, didn’t you?” She pulled his head to hers and nipped his earlobe. “You’re a dirty boy.” 
 
    “And you like me that way.” He licked his way slowly down her body until he reached the area between her thighs. He pushed her other leg away, giving himself room to get comfortable. 
 
    Toni’s breath caught. He was sucking on her clit as soon as he was done talking. Her eyes closed, pure bliss swamping her senses. “I love you like that,” she gasped. She fisted her hands in the sheets, letting him pleasure her. 
 
    For just a second, he froze, and she realized what she’d said, but before she could elaborate or tell some desperate lie that would keep him going he did it on his own. This time, however, he seemed frenzied, almost animalistic as he forced her body closer and closer to the edge of climax. 
 
    “Jesus,” she gasped, arching against his ravaging mouth. 
 
    “Wrong god,” he replied, diving in once more and driving her right over the edge of madness. 
 
    Toni’s body seized, the explosive orgasm sweeping her into pure bliss. She shuddered through the mini-explosions as he continued to suck on her, gentling her until she was spent and gulping lungfuls of air. “Holy shit, Nik.” She struggled to sit up on her arms. “I’m gonna kill whoever taught you to do that, right after I bake them a thank-you cake.” 
 
    Nik laughed and wiped the dampness off his chin. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Oh, don’t think we’re done.” She pointed down at her pussy. “This baby plans on taking a ride.” 
 
    His brows rose as she finally sat up all the way. Hell, he didn’t move from his position between her thighs. “Oh?” 
 
    She tilted her head and smirked. “Tell me you aren’t interested and I’ll call you a bald-faced liar, sir.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to be called that,” Nik muttered. He sat up on his knees, his feet under his butt, his erection pointing toward the ceiling. “Now what?” 
 
    She climbed on, grasping his shaft in a firm grip. “This.” She inserted the head of his dick into her, pushing down until she’d swallowed him up. She put her hands on his shoulders and her nose to his. “Ready?” 
 
    His pupils had blown so wide that his irises looked like obsidian orbs wrapped in silver bands. “So, so ready. You have no idea how ready.” 
 
    She wiggled, earning herself a tortured groan. “I think I do.” She began moving, riding him in steady motions, her hands on his shoulders helping her keep her balance. She’d thrust forward so that her clit rubbed against his lower abdomen, teasing herself as her arousal awakened once more. 
 
    Nik grasped her ass and began moving her, showing her the motions he liked best. Since he would never let her fall, she let go of his shoulders to play with her breasts, teasing her nipples to hard, aching peaks. 
 
    “Fuck yes.” Nik’s hold on her ass tightened. She was pretty sure she’d have bruises later, a reminder of what they’d done. “That’s it, Toni. Ride my cock.” 
 
    She rose above him until she just the head of his dick rested inside her. Rotating her hips, she teased them both. “Who’s in charge here?” 
 
    Nik’s jaw clenched. “You are.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” She stroked her clit, the sense of fullness combining with the intense joy until she was driving herself crazy.  
 
    From the look on Nik’s face, she wasn’t the only one running down the road to madness. 
 
    She began moving again, this time her hand firmly between her thighs. She almost ignored Nik as she chased her own orgasm, only his needy groans and whispers filtering through the sound of her own heartbeat. She rubbed her clit until ecstasy swamped her, blinding her to everything around her. She could barely breathe through the pounding waves of rapture pouring over her. Her head fell onto Nik’s chest as she rode the storm, only faintly aware that Nik, too, had found his own peak. 
 
    Toni blinked, trying to get her eyes to focus. She was pretty sure her legs were dead, useless bits of meat dangling from her hips. Her arms were limp noodles, and she’d probably lost IQ points, but fuck, it was worth it. “So worth it,” she rasped. 
 
    “Mm.” Nik’s nodded, his head on top of hers. 
 
    They sat just like that, Nik slowly softening inside her, her body shaking right up against his. “Toni?” 
 
    “Hmm?” She wasn’t sure she could move, let alone speak. 
 
    “I can’t feel my feet.” 
 
    “Not moving.” Toni snuggled closer, ignoring the fact that she had moved despite her denial. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Toni’s eyes went wide in split-second fear as Nik tipped them over. Their legs wound up tangled together, his arm supporting her head while her hands clung to his chest. 
 
    “Oh yeah, my feet were asleep.” Nik grimaced, then wiggled his toes. “Ow.” 
 
    “Still worth it?” Toni grinned lazily, already thinking it was the perfect time and place for a nap. 
 
    He kissed the tip of her nose. “Mm-hm.” He turned her and poked her and prodded her until they were back on the pillows, the covers over them and him spooned around her. Seconds later she heard him snoring. 
 
    “Yup,” she sighed, wiggling closer to him. “Worth it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    For a man who’d been raised by nine women, he’d been totally unprepared for Antonia Mancinelli. She lay beside him, sleeping the sleep of the sated, and he couldn’t be happier. Her hair was sprawled around her head in a dark, messy halo. Her golden skin glowed against the white sheets. Her lashes were so thick he couldn’t spot the skin beneath them as they lay against her cheek. She looked so soft and vulnerable he wanted to protect her from all of the harshness of all of the worlds combined. 
 
    But for all her fragility she was strong, too, stronger than any woman he’d ever met. Even Hel had to admire someone like Toni, a fierce warrior woman who took crap from no one, not even a god. Should he rant and rave about her safety she would stand before him, refusing to bow down to his edicts that she remain safe, secluded in their home while he stood watch over her. 
 
    Hell, she ripped him a new asshole if he even tried. 
 
    So leaving her behind while he went to Svartalfaheim? He wasn’t sure he’d be able to. For one, she’d never forgive him for investigating on his own. She’d sunk her teeth deep into this case and wasn’t about to let go. Worse, he shuddered to think what she’d try if he left her to her own devices. No doubt Val would do his best to protect her but, damn it, Val wasn’t Nik. Nik’s possessiveness over Toni would not allow another to guard her. 
 
    Two, she’d proven herself in battle more than once. She kept a cool head and was damn dangerous when roused. He’d trusted her at his back to keep his enemies off of him. How could he not trust her now, with everything he was? 
 
    Toni’s lashes fluttered. Nik sighed contentedly. His decision would be to accept everything she was, just as she was with him. He brushed his hand across her naked shoulder, gently caressing the warm skin. His own pale flesh was such an erotic contrast to her own that he was tempted to make love to her all over again just to watch their bodies slide together from every angle conceivable.  
 
    There were times it was good to be a god. 
 
    “Nik?” 
 
    Nik was brought out of his reverie by the husky sound of his lover’s voice. She was staring at him with… 
 
    Silver eyes. 
 
    Silver. 
 
    Nik wanted to jump for joy, to dance and sing and frolic like a fucking maiden. She’d gotten the best part of him, the part he was proudest of and had been forced to hide for far too long. There was no way he’d be able to hide his affection from her right now, so he didn’t even try. “Hello, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He lifted her hand off the sheet and kissed her knuckles, loving the slight blush that crossed her cheeks, cheeks that grew paler by the minute. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    Her brows rose in disbelief. “Uh-huh.” She sat up, the sheet falling to her waist, exposing her glorious bare breasts. She stretched, completely at ease in her nudity, thrusting her breasts out. 
 
    Damn. Double damn. He had things he wanted to do today and no time for naked fun. Nik put the pillow over his face and screamed, but he could still observe every inch of her perfectly. 
 
    Fucking god powers.  
 
    “Nik?” She sounded amused this time as she lifted the pillow from his face. 
 
    He whined when her taut nipple brushed against his arm. “We have to go out.” 
 
    She started to laugh. “Could you pout any more adorably?” 
 
    Adorable? 
 
    Him? 
 
    He’d show her adorable. Nik pulled her down for a kiss, ignoring morning breath and naked flesh both. He devoured her, and after a startled moment she devoured him back. He buried his hands in her hair, tugging and pulling, mauling her into submission. 
 
    When he finally let her go they were both panting and breathless, and he was cursing up a storm. His dick was going to kill him for what he was about to say. “Get dressed.” 
 
    She blinked, looking confused. “Huh?” 
 
    He wanted to whimper, he really did, but he’d had his moment of unmanliness and it was time to get to business. “I think I’ve figured out how Frederica is blocking my sight.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide as she jumped out of bed, scrambling around the floor for her clothes. “When did you get the answer?” 
 
    He put his arms behind his head and enjoyed the show, every jiggly, naked second of it. “Um, answer to what?” 
 
    She gave him the stink-eye. “How Freddie is blocking you.” 
 
    “Oh. That.” He sat up, smiling as she began muttering about a shower. “Have I mentioned I like your underwear?” 
 
    She sniffed her pits and winced. “If Playtex floats your boat, good for you. Just don’t expect me to put on that lacy, flowery shit. It itches. I don’t like it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I prefer naked, so we’re fine.” He got out of bed as she began pulling clean clothes out of the drawers. “I’m going to use the bathroom first.” Her eyes were glued to his ass as he entered the bathroom. “Sweetheart?” 
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    He turned to find her red-faced and looking at his chest. “My eyes are up here.” 
 
    When her gaze met his he smirked and shut the door. 
 
    She threw her sneaker at it, and he laughed. She was the one who was adorable, and she was all his.  
 
    “So where are we going?” Toni yelled through the door. 
 
    “Svartalfaheim.” Nik finished his business and washed his hands, then brushed his teeth. He’d have to suffer through a shower with her. The faster they moved the better. He didn’t want Nadine or Frederica figuring out his plan. 
 
    As soon as he stepped out of the bathroom a T-shirt landed on his head. “Get dressed, lawyer-man.”  
 
    “Nope. We’re going to shower together.” 
 
    She glared at him as she turned the water on. “By the way, how did my clothes make it to your condo?” 
 
    He whistled tunelessly while she brushed her teeth. 
 
    “Guilty as charged?” She pointed her toothbrush at him, the foam from her toothpaste around her mouth. 
 
    He couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes, oh Mad Dog.” 
 
    She glanced at herself in the mirror, then spit out the toothpaste. “Yuk it up while you can. I will have my vengeance.” 
 
    He shuddered as her eyes turned silver, but it wasn’t from fear. Far from it. He liked the dominant streak she had, because he was the only one she’d ever bow her head to. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s get clean then get out of here.” 
 
    Unfortunately for his libido, it really was a quick shower. She wouldn’t even let him play with her breasts, and they were right there. He got out of the shower and dressed, pouting like a little boy. 
 
    Toni wrapped her hair in a messy bun, the strands still damp. “Get over it, buddy. You can play with the twins later. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Nik eyed her hair. He’d tug that bun out later, freeing her hair to lay across her shoulders just as he liked it. Right now he needed to obey her edict and get dressed. 
 
    She wore striking biker boots, tight jeans and a long-sleeved burgundy T-shirt. Her makeup routine was quick, just a swipe of lip gloss, some mascara, and blush. She took much less time than any of his mothers did, but as she said, they had work to do and Toni wasn’t a woman to mess around when she was on the hunt. “Huh. That’s weird. My foundation is oxidizing. I’d better hit the store and get some more.” She chucked the bottle in the trash with a disgruntled sound. 
 
    Nik didn’t say a word. Another thing he’d have to do—take her to someone in Svartalfaheim for makeup. He didn’t want his love looking like an Oompa-Loompa just because her skin tone had changed from warm tan to porcelain goddess. Maybe one of the Nine could help her. 
 
    Nik had tugged on some leather pants, his own biker boots, a sleeveless leather vest made for him in Svartalfaheim by an incredible leather artist, and a leather jacket made to go with the vest. He looked almost Goth compared to her, but that was all right. This outfit was a fighting one. He had no idea what they were walking into, but he wanted to be prepared for anything. 
 
    She leaned against the doorjamb, her arms crossed over her chest. “Why Svartalfaheim?”  
 
    “Because that’s where the best toys are made.” He stood up and reached in the closet for his favorite leather jacket. “Once we find out who made whatever it is for Frederica we can figure out how to counteract it.” 
 
    “You mean make the maker make a new toy just for us?”  
 
    “Exactly. Now say that three times fast.” He glanced at her, grinning as she chuckled. “Do you need anything from your place?” 
 
    “Not sure. I don’t think my badge will carry much weight where we’re going.” She straightened, her arms dropping to her sides. “But if you’re wearing a jacket I might need one, too. Besides, if this is going to be a long trip I might want my toiletries.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He glanced in the bathroom, thinking of one or two things he should probably take. “Pack enough for a weekend, no more. We want to go light.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” She strode toward him and kissed his cheek, surprising him. “Thanks for taking me with you.” 
 
    He shot her a disbelieving look. “Like you would have stayed behind and been a good girl while I was gone.” 
 
    She winked at him as she sauntered out. “As long as we’re on the same page, sweetheart.” 
 
    Nik shook his head. Cheeky little thing. It was a good thing he was in love with her. No one else could handle her. 
 
    He finished his packing in record time. He had some things stored in Svartalfaheim he could retrieve if necessary, and some place he could take Toni to for clothing if they found the time. He’d have to recruit some people to look into things for him once he was there. He intended to go to the palace and make his presence known, taking the throne back from Frey once and for all. He’d make sure none of Frey’s people survived contact with him. 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    He turned to find Toni standing there, a small bag slung crosswise over her body over a leather biker jacket. 
 
    “I am.” He held out his arm. “We won’t need to make a huge amount of magical noise when we cross over to the Bridge. It’s one of the perks of being the Guardian. I can come and go as I please without sound.” 
 
    She frowned. “I still don’t understand that part, and I’m not sure I want you to explain it.” 
 
    “Better hope you never get magical powers then, or you’ll get the crash course in them.” In all actuality, he hoped she would get shadow powers. In fact she probably would, as he was the strongest Dökk Alfar to have ever lived. “We’ll leave once we’re out of the garage and in shadow.” 
 
    She nodded and followed him out of the apartment to the elevator. “You told the others where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yes, while you were resting.” He could have gone through the wards without setting them off, but with Toni in tow he didn’t want to take the chance that this time they’d go off and give Logan a heart attack. Besides, Grimm was more than likely having someone watch the building for any signs of weakness. Nik wasn’t about to chance giving him his way by accidentally punching a hole through the wards. 
 
    He had no idea why Grimm was currently in Tokyo. He’d have to let Kir know once he had a moment to breathe.  
 
    She relaxed and followed him onto the elevator. “I hope Slade is all right while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Sylvia and Magnus will take good care of him.” Toni had a huge heart. It was what made her such a good detective but at the same time left her open to so much pain. “I promise, we’ll check on him when we get back.” 
 
    “Good.” She watched the numbers descend, ignoring his quiet scrutiny. 
 
    What was she thinking? She intrigued him at all turns, leaving him guessing what she was going to come up with next. 
 
    “Man, I want Starbucks right now.” 
 
    Nik rolled his eyes. Never mind. “We can stop on the way, but no littering on the Bridge.” 
 
    Her smile was smug as she stepped off the elevator. This time he was the one following her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Toni glanced around as they walked over the Bifrost Bridge. Damn. 
 
    Just… 
 
    Damn. 
 
    She couldn’t get enough of the view. The bridge was both a rainbow and a flame, confusing the fuck out of her vision for the first mile. She kept stumbling, certain she was going to fall right through and burn to death before she hit whatever was below them, but Nik was always there, always ready to help her get back on her feet. And now that they were there he seemed tense, wary, as if waiting for something to strike them at any moment. It was making her tense as hell, too, which didn’t help with the whole stumbling thing. 
 
    It was a good thing she’d finished her coffee or she’d have lost it hours ago. 
 
    And then there were the worlds, or heims, as the others called them. Small paths led away from the bridge, both before and behind them. Nik pointed out each heim as they stood beneath the Tree. One was lined with frost, mist obscuring the road. “That road leads to Nifleheim, the land of the frost giants.”  
 
    Not a place she wanted to vacation, that was for sure. 
 
    Another was lined with rock, stalagmites making the road to Jotunheim a fun one…if you were a mountain goat or a Yeti. “The three Norns of fate came down that road a very long time ago. They made their way alone to Yggdrasil, to the roots of the great tree, and there they tend it, listening to gossip and winding our lives between their fingers like wool off a skein.” Nik’s tone was respectful yet wary. “You remember how Skylar became just a normal Norn, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. She did something to alter Odin’s fate.” 
 
    “More like his Ragnarrok. Her punishment was to lose her place as Skuld, the Norn of the Future. But there can’t be a present and a past without a future, so Skuld was reborn, just not as Skylar. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Nope.” Toni watched the flames below them flicker through the colors of the bridge. Now that she was used to it they were pretty fucking awesome. Besides, the view gave her less of a headache than trying to figure out how Skuld had…respawned. “It’s just more people for the little mortal to avoid.” 
 
    “Mortal?” He chuckled as he patted her on the head like she was a puppy. “Staying away from them is a good idea. Not even Logan fucks with them.” Nik pointed toward where a steep road led away from the bridge. “This leads to Asgard. Don’t go there until Kir has everything settled and Ragnarrok has ended, or you might find yourself fighting Grimm.” 
 
    There was a shadowed road behind them, mists obscuring everything. “There. The road to Svartalfaheim. We’ll be going that way.” He took hold of her shoulders and turned her. “Beyond here lies the road to Helheim, and Logan’s daughter. If we get separated, head there and tell them Heimdall sent you. They’ll let you pass without question.” 
 
    “That’s the land of the dead, right?” 
 
    “Right. Trust me, they won’t hurt you. Hel won’t allow it, and neither will Hodr. Speak his name if they try to, and he’ll come to help you.” Nik turned her again. “Vanaheim.” It seemed to be made of both shadow and light, and made her think of home. “The home of the Vanir. There aren’t many of us left.” 
 
    “Can you name them?” She’d become aware that there was a difference between Aesir and Vanir. Aesir tended to be warriors, while the Vanir, while fierce, were more earth, sea, and sky gods. Odin had led the Aesir to victory over the Vanir, killing many of them, including Travis’s first wife. Sometimes she still wasn’t sure who was Vanir other than Travis and Nik. Don’t even begin to ask me who is a Jotun, half-Jotun, or some other kind of mix. 
 
    “Travis, Adam, Frieda, Kye, Ida, and myself, of course.” He frowned. “Adam now works for Odin, so don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I don’t know who Frieda and Ida are.” He was right. That wasn’t a lot of people for such a shining world. 
 
    “Ida is Idunn, who guards the golden apples, and Frieda is Adam’s sister Frejya. Frejya is aligned with Frederica, so she’s also someone to avoid if possible.” 
 
    “Oh.” She needed a chart to keep track of all of these people. “That means Adam is Frey.” 
 
    “Yup.” Nik turned her yet again, toward a smoky path opposite Vanaheim. “Down this path lies Muspelheim, where Logan comes from. It’s hotter than hell, so don’t go there. Period.” 
 
    “I have no desire to be a crispy critter, thanks. I’ve seen one of those before. It wasn’t pleasant. The smell alone…” She shuddered. “It’s not one you forget. It was a year before I could eat pulled pork again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that. Pulled pork sandwiches are delicious.” He kissed the top of her head before turning her yet again. How many fucking paths were there? “That is the road home, to Midgard. If you can’t get to Hel, try and get to there and open the portal. You probably have the magic now.” 
 
    “I do?” She glanced at her hands, half expecting them to be glowing with magical power. “How the hell is that possible?” 
 
    “You’re both a Valkyrie and… Something else now.” He glanced at her sideways before hefting his backpack higher up on his back. “You ready for this? 
 
    “Wait.” She got right in his path, her hands on her hips. “What the fuck, Nik? Magic?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Remember the blood sharing thing?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she drawled, waiting for him to elaborate. 
 
    “Well then!” His smile was far too cheerful to be trustworthy. “That’s how. The portal to Midgard will recognize my blood in you and let you go home.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Nik.” 
 
    “Nope, I refuse that request.” He grabbed her shoulders. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Damn skippy. Let’s get out of here.” Before she did something to him that she might come to regret. 
 
    The path they took was misty rather than smoky, a difference you only really noticed when you were walking through. The scent was surprisingly fresh and green, like fog on a warm spring day. Dark crystals started lining the path, obsidian and jet, smoky quartz and hematite mingling with onyx and dark malachite. The crystals glittered in the distant light of the fire of the bridge, giving off an eerie yet stunningly beautiful glow. 
 
    “Do you like it so far?” Nik asked quietly, almost reverently. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” She reached out and touched one of the boulder-sized pieces of hematite, the glossy, flat surface gliding coolly under her palm. “I can’t believe how pretty it is.” 
 
    Nik smiled. There was something in his gaze that hadn’t been there before, something warm that sent shivers of a different sort down her spine. “Thank you.” 
 
    It was like she’d given him a personal compliment. His eyes glittered silver, true silver, as his hair lengthened. He looked away, his skin paling to alabaster, his fingernails turning to silver as well. “Let’s keep going. It’s been a long time since I’ve been home.” 
 
    She blinked. “You’re Dökk Alfar.” 
 
    He nodded, looking pleased. 
 
    She continued speaking, following her train of thought out loud. “If Travis is lord of the Lios Alfar, and he’s the only natural-born Lios Alfar among the gods…and you’re Dökk Alfar, and the only one, then you’re…” 
 
    He held a finger to his lips, making a shushing motion. 
 
    He was a friggin’ king. “Holy crap, Nik. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Couldn’t, not yet. It was against the rules.” He took a deep breath, smiling widely. “But things change, and sometimes rules need to be bent a little. Besides, I didn’t tell you anything.” He winked and strode forward eagerly, his long legs taking him quickly away from her. “Come on. I want you to see the city.” 
 
    City? Toni followed after him, her boots making no sound on the black sand path. 
 
    Up ahead the mists began to part. Black lampposts stood sentinel over a wrought iron gateway. Gray stone walls stood on either side of the closed gate doors, towering over her high into the sky. Armed guards were by the lampposts, chatting amiably.  
 
    Both had the dark hair and pale skin that Nik sported. What surprised her, though, was the fact that they were carrying mortal firearms rather than the blade Nik had used. 
 
    Suddenly both men snapped to attention, their automatic weapons pointed toward Toni and Nik. “Halt! Who goes there?” 
 
    Nik replied, “Heimdall and his mate.” 
 
    Mate? 
 
    The two men exchanged surprised glances and lowered their weapons. They both almost bowed, but stopped themselves before they’d completed the gesture. “Welcome, Guardian, to Svartalfaheim.” The guard spoke in a neutral tone, his silver gaze wary. 
 
    Nik grinned. “How are you, Rolf? How is that wife of yours? She’s ready to pop another one, huh?” 
 
    The men relaxed immediately. “My lord, welcome home.” The one Nik had addressed stared at Toni. “And this is your kjæreste?” 
 
    “Ja. Hennes navn er Toni Mancinelli.” Nik smiled at her proudly. “She’s not only a police officer but the descendant of Valkyries.” 
 
    The men stared at her respectfully before bowing. “Welcome, Lady Toni, to Svartalfaheim,” Rolf said. He turned back to Nik. “Will you be heading to the palace?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s time.” 
 
    Both men looked so pleased by that announcement that they practically bounced on their toes. “Ragnarrok finally comes?” 
 
    Nik nodded regally. “And he will fall. Baldur holds Gungnir at the side of his lover, Loki.” 
 
    The men grinned. “Good,” the nameless guard replied. “I always liked him.” 
 
    “Which one?” Toni muttered. 
 
    The guards laughed. “Both, my lady,” the nameless guard chuckled. 
 
    Rolf reached to the side, and suddenly the gate began to rise. “Welcome to the Land of Shadows, Lady Toni. We hope you learn to love it as much as we do.” 
 
    “Thank you.” What else could she say? The surrounding area was beautiful almost beyond words. What would the city itself look like? 
 
    She found out as she stepped under the portcullis into a dark wonderland. “Whoa.” 
 
    Nik looked so proud his chest was puffing out. “My home. I’ve missed it, missed stepping in here as lord.” He glanced around, his shoulders relaxing as he took a deep breath. “I’m home.” 
 
    As Nik led the way, Toni found herself becoming more and more enchanted with everything around her. Though shadowed, there was a beauty to the Land of Shadows that tugged at her. Dark crystal buildings were linked by grassy walkways. Trees lined the streets, their leaves silver, their trunks black. Gunmetal gray fruit was sold in the town square alongside the oranges and peaches of Earth. Barkers hawked their wares, everything from cloth to steel to rich, red wine. Black-winged silver butterflies sipped from dark teal flowers, while blue-green grass was trampled under the feet of laughing, alabaster children.  
 
    More than one of those children stopped to watch as Nik led Toni through the streets. The homes became more elaborate, the marketplace giving way to quieter areas where servants bustled about their days in gray and silver attire. Men and women both greeted each other cordially, some dressed extremely well and some obviously servants. Armed guards wearing silver horn-shaped badges walked the streets, also greeting and speaking to citizens. 
 
    Every now and then people would stop Nik and speak to him, some a simple greeting and others to speak of grievances. Each and every time Nik dealt with them patiently, obviously thrilled to be there. Some he spoke to he ordered to the palace, while other issues he dealt with swiftly and efficiently.  
 
    Toni was a little out of place in this world where Nik was a freaking king. What was she supposed to do while he ruled? Sit her ass on a silver throne, bored to death?  
 
    Yeah. That wasn’t going to happen. If this relationship was headed where he’d said it was, he’d find Toni Mancinelli wasn’t the type of woman to stand barefoot and pregnant in the throne room. She’d be his equal or she’d be nothing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    It took a couple of hours for Nik to manage to get away from his happy court. They wanted to celebrate his return and the fact that he was officially kicking Frey off his stolen throne. Nik wanted to celebrate with them, too, but he also wanted to show his suite off to Toni.  
 
    Showing off Toni to his people won out as she captivated everyone she met. 
 
    The offerings were lavish, if hastily prepared. The food was exquisite, the music even more so. Toni was drinking it all in, wide-eyed with delight. Her eyes lit up, the silver already dominating the brown, her skin lightening until she rivaled even his own paleness. Her hair darkened, not as deep as his own, richer in color like dark coffee. More than anything, she radiated happiness as she accepted the love of their people. It was obvious she was enchanted with his home. 
 
    He would make that clear to her. These were her people as much as his own. They’d come to love her almost as much as he did. She’d be fiercely protective of them once she’d let them into her heart.  
 
    “This is wonderful.” She smiled at him, unaware of her own ethereal beauty. He prayed she never discovered how willing he was to do anything to keep that smile on her face. He’d end the world if it made her happy. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” Nik bowed his head to another courtier who came to him with a simple yet elegant gift to welcome him home. His people were creative and inventive, and this gift was no exception. It would be placed in one of the areas of the palace where he showcased his people’s gifts and inventions. 
 
    “What is this?” She poked at the crystal box, her brows furrowed in a curious frown. 
 
    “That is a music box, but it’s unlike the ones in Midgard.” Nik picked the box up and opened the lid. 
 
    Inside the box was a complete tiny orchestra made of light and shadow playing a piece by one of their favorite composers. 
 
    “Mozart.” She clapped her hands, practically bouncing in her seat. 
 
    Nik nodded. “We love and admire the inventiveness of humans just as much as we do our own, so why not honor them as we would our people?” 
 
    She turned her gaze to him, her lips curling up in an affectionate smile. “That’s wonderful.” 
 
    Unable to speak, Nik kissed those perfect lips.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to make love to her. The memory of their first time together haunted him, making him crave more of her touch, more of her everything. He dreamed of taking her on his sheets, in his home, with the light of the crystal trees on her skin. 
 
    But for now, he had to finish the impromptu dinner. Though casual for the castle, it was necessary for his people to be aware that he was there for them. This was one of those times when he couldn’t follow his own whims without consequences. 
 
    Luckily, the food was delicious, the wine tart, and the company excellent, so the time flew by as one after another his courtiers welcomed him home. So far, Nik’s favorite gift was the Mozart music box, but Toni seemed especially taken with a crystal tree sapling the same color as Nik’s eyes. She barely set it aside long enough to eat once they’d been gifted with it. 
 
    Nik would have her choose where it was planted and he’d have his gardeners treat it with care. It would symbolize their union, not just with each other, but with the kingdom as well.  
 
    At last the dinner was over. “Good night, everyone.” Nik waved to the crowd that had gathered in the throne room. “We’ve had a long journey and my fiancée and I need our rest.” 
 
    “Fiancée?” Toni muttered under her breath.  
 
    Nik ignored her. The sooner he finished his speech the sooner he could get her alone. “Please enjoy yourselves.” He winked. “I will be.” 
 
    The court laughed. Toni didn’t. 
 
    She stood beside him, smiling tightly. “Since when?” 
 
    Nik just smirked and turned away. Since you gave yourself to me. 
 
    “Nik?” Toni hurried to catch up as he strode for the exit. “What the hell?” 
 
    Nik took hold of her hand and dragged her behind him. “You’re mine and I’m yours, so that means we get married.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to be queen of the night?” Toni practically dragged him to a halt. “I look terrible in Goth fashion.” 
 
    Nik stopped and turned, one foot on the stairs. “Then you won’t be, but you’ll still be mine.” He resumed his dash up the stairs, laughing when she squawked in surprise. 
 
    He had an entire floor to himself, one he’d magically sealed to keep Frey out. The man had not touched a single thing that belonged to Nik personally. If he had, Nik would have ended him. Too bad he’d decided not to go after him. Frey would die soon, but not by his hand. That honor went to someone else, damn it. 
 
    Now was for finding Sydney and tying Toni to him as tightly as he could. That included marrying her. She might be reluctant now, but Nik was confident he could win her over eventually. After all, they had nothing but time. 
 
    At last they stood before the door to his rooms. “Watch me closely.” 
 
    Toni nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “Because only my magic, and now yours, will open this door.” Nik gestured, allowing the magic to flow through him to the lock. The silent click tugged at him as his magic disengaged the lock, allowing them entry. 
 
    “Huh.” Toni shook her head, staring intently at the door. “I don’t know what just happened, but I think I understood it.” She tilted her head. “That made absolutely no sense whatsoever.” 
 
    Nik laughed. “The nature of magic. It’s more sensory than anything, though understanding of how to use it and how your own skills work determine what you can or can’t do.” 
 
    “Something to discuss later?” Toni’s tone was wry as he yanked open the door and pulled her through. 
 
    “Yup.” He turned to her and began yanking off her clothes. He needed her naked now.  
 
    “Got something on your mind there, Mr. DeWitt?” Her voice was muffled as he hauled the T-shirt over her head. 
 
    “Yup.” Next was the bra, releasing her sweet breasts. He paused a moment to pay homage by sucking one of her nipples into his mouth. 
 
    “Uh, I could get on board with that.” Breathless. Just the way he liked her. 
 
    He wasn’t sure where her clothes wound up, but he didn’t really care. Their backpacks had long since been delivered outside his door and there they would stay until he was ready to bring them inside. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “Let me kick off my sneak—whoa!” Toni squealed as Nik lifted her in his arms and carried her over to the bed. He dropped her on the edge of the mattress, enjoying the way her breasts bounced as she hit the covers. 
 
    She glared up at him. “What the fuck, Nik?” 
 
    Both shoes were tossed over his shoulders. “Shh, sweetheart. I’m busy.” 
 
    She laughed, kicking her jeans and panties off. She spread her legs, giving him an enticing view. “Not busy enough.” 
 
    Nik grunted. Damn. How could he resist such temptation? He dropped to his knees and began licking at her pussy like a starving man at an all-you-can-eat buffet. 
 
    “Ugh.” Toni’s head dropped back, her skin flushing a pale pink. He grabbed hold of her knees to keep her steady, placing them on his shoulders as he feasted on her. 
 
    She was delicious, more so than the exotic fruits from their earlier dinner. Nik sucked her clit into his mouth, loved it with his tongue, and bathed her pussy.  
 
    Toni writhed under his mouth, her soft pants and breathy moans the music he danced to. Nothing pleased him more than when she grabbed hold of his head, her fingers tangling in his hair as she came undone for him.  
 
    She was still quivering when he stood and ripped open his jeans, freeing his aching cock. He slid into her, groaning at the way she still spasmed around him. 
 
    Toni whimpered and grabbed hold of her breasts. “Fuck me, Nik.” 
 
    Invitation accepted. Nik began fucking her, pounding into her. The sound of their flesh slapping together drove him wild, as did the way she toyed with her nipples. Toni bounced on the bed, his bed, their bed, her hair spread out under her and her hands roaming her supple skin until she reached the apex of her thighs. He watched, enraptured, as she began stroking her clit. Her movements became more and more erratic as she chased her pleasure. 
 
    She was the most sensual creature he’d ever had under him.  
 
    Nik wanted more of her, more of her squeezing his cock, more of her moans and sighs. He bent over her and began sucking on one of her nipples, then the other, alternating between them. He couldn’t fuck her quite as deeply in this position, but the added sensation tipped her over the edge. 
 
    She groaned as she came, her eyes tightly shut, her hands gripping his ass as he ground into her. Her pussy squeezed him so tightly he feared he’d come before he was ready, but he barely managed to stave off his own climax by thinking of kittens and puppies viciously attacking Frey. 
 
    That thought made him smile almost as widely as she did when she was done. Toni was panting, languorous, as he began slowly fucking her once more.  
 
    “You ready for round three?” His voice was rough, the tension of holding himself back there for her to hear. 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” She sighed, arching her back and stretching like a cat. She licked her lips. “Think you’ve got it in you to make me come again?” 
 
    Nik stroked her clit with his thumb, making her gasp. “Challenge accepted.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Toni wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, opening up sweetly under his mouth. She had to be tasting herself on his tongue but she didn’t hesitate, her own sweeping inside him as he started fucking her once more.  
 
    Deep, slow kisses and breathless sighs were the symphony he moved to now. He fucked her lazily, his desperate need tapered by her desires. Tamed, his cock danced to her tune now, the pace she set gradually building until he could no longer hold back. 
 
    She was strong, though, strong enough to wrap her legs around his waist and hold him, capture him until he gave in to her wishes once more. If this languid fucking was what she wanted, then Nik would provide. 
 
    Still kissing, Toni broke first. He swallowed her cries as she came apart under him. Her pussy gripped him so tightly it was inevitable that his own ecstasy would wash over him. Nik shivered as he was gripped in the fist of something so divine he thought he’d never return from it. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to. The fiery wash of pleasure swept him away until he couldn’t tell up from down. It pulsed through him from the top of his spine all the way to his balls as he poured himself into her. 
 
    When he could breathe again he lifted his head from where it had fallen beside hers. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah. Wow.” She chuckled. “You left your boots on, cowboy.” 
 
    He grinned, aware that his jeans were probably stained from their lovemaking and not giving one single fuck about it. “Yippee ki-yay, motherfuckers.” He snuggled closer, breathing in the sweat and sweetness that was her hair. “I can say I died with my boots on.” 
 
    “Le petit mort, the little death.” Toni turned her head, her expression satiated. “You’re a good ride, cowboy.” 
 
    “Why thank you, ma’am.” He tipped his imaginary hat, inordinately pleased with himself. He’d put that look on her face, pure satisfaction mixed with affection. He’d been the one to make her sigh in lazy contentment.  
 
    Toni sighed and closed her eyes. “I don’t wanna move.” 
 
    Neither did he. He was happy to spend the rest of his days right where they were, but they were getting sticky and he was getting soft. “Time for bed. We have a lot to do in the coming days.” 
 
    “Mm-hm. You first.”  
 
    It took the strength of a god to crawl off her body. “I hate that part,” Nik grumbled as he headed for his bathroom.  
 
    “Which part?”  
 
    The sheets rustled as he yanked his clothes off. He dampened a washcloth and brought it back into the bedroom. 
 
    She was lying on the left side of the bed, just as they did back in Midgard, her hair spread across the pillow. She’d left the sheet off, keeping her skin exposed, marble pale against the dark sapphire sheets.  
 
    He nearly dropped the washcloth. Despite the incredible sex they’d just had, her sleek, nude form almost made him hard again. His cock twitched, trying its dandiest to salute the mortal goddess displayed against his sheets. 
 
    She grinned. “See something you like?” 
 
    Nik dropped the washcloth and followed the siren song of her body. Not even a god could resist his woman, but fortunately none would ever touch Toni’s body but him. 
 
    Nik would kill anyone who tried.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Toni yawned as she dragged her ass into the dining room. Dear God, the man was insatiable. They’d made love, what, three times the night before? And he’d copped a feel before he left, making sure she was aware that he wanted more. Too bad she’d been half-dead and unable to respond, but damn had her body tried. Nik truly was a god in the bedroom, so beautiful her heart ached and so skilled he played her body like a champion. 
 
    Could you die from excessive orgasms? And would that be murder or suicide? 
 
    She chuckled, trying to ignore the fact that she’d basically become his future bride. That, as far as she was concerned, wasn’t an issue, but she planned on dragging it out until Nik realized that he had to ask first, rather than announce it to everyone but her. 
 
    Men. Sometimes they were brilliant, but other times they needed the Frying Pan of Truth to smack them upside the head. She’d go with something softer, more subtle, but…yeah. God or no, Nik was still a guy. It would take cast iron to get certain things through his thick skull. 
 
    At least he’d told her where he was going before he left her sleeping. Nik was off visiting with some of the men he’d sent out to spy on the craftsmen. He was determined to find whoever had helped Frederica shut him out, and she couldn’t wait for him to deal with his part so she finally hunt Frederica down. Sydney had been in Frederica’s grasp for far too long, and Toni was worried about her. They’d had no contact with Sydney except for that one brief glimpse of her a few days ago when Toni had found the video of Sydney’s kidnapping. They were still as in the dark as they’d ever been and it was driving Toni crazy. 
 
    She frowned, studying the crossing hallways before taking a right as she followed the directions she’d been given to the dining room. She was going to need a map to get around the palace, but the servants were falling all over themselves to please her and, through her, Nik. So getting directions hadn’t been a problem. The fawning servants, they were a problem. The men standing at attention and saluting her as she passed, that was a problem. 
 
    The nine women sitting at the table and staring at her were, however, the biggest problem of all. The moms had come for breakfast and no one had bothered to inform Toni.  
 
    If Nik knew about this and had left before telling her, she was going to kick his lily-white ass. 
 
    “Good morning, dear.” The first woman who spoke was fucking stunning. Her hair was shining gold and her skin a golden tan. Hell, even her eyes were golden. “My name is Gjolp, and I’m one of Heimdall’s mothers.” 
 
    It was true, then. These were definitely the moms. “Oh god. Not before coffee.” The women chuckled and Toni grimaced. “Did I say that out loud?” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” one of the women replied, her expression merry. Her hair was brown, as were her eyes. She looked the most human of the nine women. “I’m Imth, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Toni ventured into the dining room warily. Not all of the women seemed pleased by the woman’s friendly introduction to her, especially the one with the pale hair and skin. Her expression was frosty to say the least. “My name is Toni, Toni Mancinelli.” 
 
    “We know, dear.” Gjolp stood and held out a chair between her and the human-looking woman. “Have a seat. You must be starving.” 
 
    “I am, thanks.” Toni settled gingerly into her seat. Hmm, something smelled like fresh-baked bread. She scanned the table eagerly. There was nothing like warm bread slathered in butter, but she couldn’t find any. The table was laden with fruits and meat, but no fresh baked deliciousness. “Did someone make bread?” 
 
    Imth chuckled. “What you’re smelling is me.” 
 
    The woman across from Toni sighed. “You’re prettier than I thought you’d be.” 
 
    Toni blinked. The woman looked like she could kick Toni from one end of Nik’s kingdom to the other without breaking a sweat. “Thanks?” 
 
    The woman smiled, her teeth almost blindingly white. “I’m Angeyja.” 
 
    “Hi.” Toni shook her head. “It’s going to take a while to remember all of your names, so please bear with me, okay?” 
 
    “We must be overwhelming, but we couldn’t decide who to send to meet you first so we all came. I’m Jarnsaxa.” This woman had a merry look to her, but there was something about her that reminded Toni of Logan. Maybe it was the reddish-brown hair or the smoke coming from her feet. 
 
    Wait. Smoke? 
 
    But weirdest of all was the fact that she was see-through. Was she a ghost, or was this some sort of magical Skype session going on? 
 
    Before Toni could comment, another one of the mothers spoke. This one had dark hair and silver eyes much like Nik. “I’m Eyrgjafa. We’re very pleased to meet you.” She speared a strawberry on her fork and waved it around the table toward the pale blonde woman who glared back at her. “Even Atla.” 
 
    The woman grunted disgustedly. “I just want to make sure she’s the right one, not the current one.” Cold-as-ice eyes landed on Toni. She was more terrified than she could ever remember being. She wanted to run, far and fast, but the women on either side of her had taken hold of her arms and held her in place. “Do you love him?” 
 
    Faced with that stare, what could Toni say? “Isn’t that for his ears first?” 
 
    God, she was going to die here and Nik would only have his homicidal mothers to blame. 
 
    “She does, Atla. It’s written all over her.” This mom wore an iridescent cloak that changed color faster than Toni’s eyes could keep up with. “I’m Ulfrun, by the way, and welcome to the Shadow Palace.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She really did, because it meant she could break eye contact with Mama Death. 
 
    “Don’t let Atla scare you. She loves Heimdall just as much as the rest of us do.” This mom’s skin was the color of snow, and her dark hair glittered with shards of ice. She winked at Toni. “She’s really a teddy bear underneath that hard, cold, dead exterior.” 
 
    “Eistla,” Atla hissed. 
 
    “What? It’s true.” The answering mom’s green eyes were wise, her blonde hair decorated with summer flowers. “I’m Greip, and now you’ve met all of us.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Atla turned away from Toni and began picking at the food on her plate. “I just want to make sure he’s loved.” 
 
    Toni’s heart softened. This woman would kill without a second thought but her love for Nik was obvious. To ease her mind, Toni would speak aloud the truth she’d been hiding for so long. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Do what, dear?” Even as Eyrgjafa questioned her Atla’s gaze turned back to Toni. 
 
    “Love him.” She held a finger to her lips. “Shh. It’s a secret.” She winked at Atla despite the rapid beating of her heart. 
 
    Atla’s lips quirked in a half-smile as she nodded slowly. “Good. I’d hate to have to kill you, since he loves you, too.”  
 
    Toni blinked as Atla turned back to her food. She didn’t know whether to be terrified over the blatant threat or overjoyed that Nik loved her back. “Okay then.” She gave her attention to the mom on her right, the one who smelled like homemade bread. “What was he like growing up?” 
 
    “Precocious,” Mama Bread replied, laughing. 
 
    “Dear lord, the things that boy got into.” The one with the smoking feet laughed. For some reason it reminded her of Morgan and Magnus, their joyous laugh almost identical.  
 
    “And he was such a rules lawyer!” The one in the rainbow cloak laughed loudly, a belly laugh that almost forced you to smile in return. Her voice was low and her gaze mischievous as she said, “‘Did you see me spill my milk?’” 
 
    The women laughed at the shared memory, even Atla. 
 
    “We could never sneak up on him,” Eistla added, still chuckling. “He developed that unique vision of his at a young age, so by the time we’d come up to him, ready to punish him, he’d stopped the actions that would get him in trouble and would be quietly swinging his wooden sword or skipping rocks across the Well.” Eistla shook her head, snowflakes falling from her hair.  
 
    “By the time he was six it really took all of us to raise him.” The lady to her left—Gjolp?—shook her head, still looking amused. “You’re going to have your work cut out for you if he wants to hide something from you.”  
 
    “He kept things from me, claiming that he couldn’t tell me why because he’d given his word.” The women exchanged quick glances, giving Toni the sense that there was far more to learn about her lover than she’d first thought. “Is that something I can look forward to a lot in the future?” 
 
    “Sometimes Heimdall needs to keep something to himself for the good of all.” The one with summer flowers in her hair leaned on her hands, elbows on the table. Her expression was serious, her tone even more so. “He will tell you what is allowed when it is allowed, but if he attempts to tell you more than that the repercussions to him will be severe.” 
 
    “How severe?” 
 
    The women exchanged another glance, and it was Atla who answered. “Very.” 
 
    Oh. That couldn’t be good. Even Atla had a concerned expression when she replied, as if she didn’t want to think of Nik hurting for any reason, especially one that concerned a puny human’s curiosity. “Okay. So death kind of things. Got it.” 
 
    Atla shook her head. “Visit Helheim. You’ll find that there are some things worse than death, Antonia Mancinelli.” 
 
    That kept everyone quiet for a moment, but it was Mama Bread who finally broke the silence. “It’s really not that bad here, Toni. I think you’ll find being the queen is quite…liberating.” 
 
    “Liberating how?” Toni stared at her. The woman was clearly mental. 
 
    “The Dökk Alfar adore Heimdall, and in turn they’ll come to adore you,” Mama Dark Elf replied. 
 
    “I don’t want to be adored. I want to help people.” Toni shot a look at Mama Rainbow Cloak. “You understand, don’t you? I’m a homicide detective. I hunt down the bad guys and bring them to justice. That’s what I do.” 
 
    “You’re a warrior queen, then.” Mama Rainbow Cloak—man, she’d really have to work on learning their names—appeared sympathetic, but that didn’t mean she’d agree with what Toni wanted to do. 
 
    “Can Nik, Heimdall, whoever, rule without me?” She looked around the table and found varying degrees of astonishment. “I need to work. I can’t sit on my ass all day just looking pretty.” 
 
    “Of course not! You’re a Valkyrie,” Mama Flaming Feet replied indignantly. “No one will try and make you do that. Didn’t Ulfrun say so?” 
 
    Right. Ulfrun was Mama Rainbow Cloak. 
 
    Atla snorted. “She’s worked with them often enough.” 
 
    Ulfrun stuck her tongue out at Atla before turning back to Toni. “You aren’t going to be some bird in a gilded cage, not with your temperament. Heimdall will make sure of that.” 
 
    Toni almost rolled her eyes, but she refrained. “I don’t want him finding a solution. I need to find it myself. Any job given to me instead of earned isn’t worth spit.” 
 
    That got her a look of approval from several of the women, including Atla, who was scaring Toni less and less the more she got to interact with the woman. 
 
    Mama Special Snowflake—Eistla? Yeah, Eistla—shrugged. “So earn it.” 
 
    Toni sighed and sagged back. “How?” 
 
    “You’re a homicide detective, and this is a city. You think the guard couldn’t use your expertise?” Mama Smoky Feet was pointing at her, her gaze filled with real fire. “Teach them what you’ve learned from being a detective. Bring in human technology. Some of us use it already, right?” 
 
    She had. The guards at the gate to Svartalfaheim had held modern weapons. “I suppose,” she drawled, her mind whirling with possibilities. 
 
    “But remember, you’re still going to be the queen,” Mama Summer Flowers replied. “I’m not sure how much you’ll be able to do with the guard, what with your other duties.” 
 
    “What other duties?” Toni glanced between the women. 
 
    To a one, they either shrugged or averted their eyes. Only Mama Special Snowflake—damn it, Eistla! Gotta remember that—replied. “Good question. There hasn’t been a queen on the Shadow Throne in… Ever.” 
 
    Great. That was awesome. She’d be setting the precedent for whoever followed her. “Gee, that’s awesome. I’m the Neil Armstrong of Shadowland. Do I get to plant my flag up Nik’s ass?” 
 
    All of the women laughed at that, even Atla. 
 
    Mama Bread winked. “One small step for woman…” 
 
    Toni held up her orange juice cup, glad when the rest of them did the same, even Mama Smoking Feet, who she hadn’t been sure could even hold a mug. So she was a ghost, not a magical Skype session. “One giant step for the queendom.” 
 
    They clinked their cups, in total accord. Nik was going to shit rainbow puppies when he found out how well Toni was getting along with her future in-laws. “So. Tell me about my ass turning into Snow White.” She pointed to her wrist, which was almost as pale as Eistla’s. “I really need to go makeup shopping.” 
 
    “Ooh, shopping trip!” Mama Dark Elf and Greip shared a high-five. 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” Mama Bread replied. “There’s no evil queen trying to off you.” 
 
    “Yet,” Atla muttered. 
 
    Toni sighed. “Great.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s Einar?” Nik stared at the spy he’d sent out into the craftsman’s section of the city. Einar was among the best. If he’d created the device Frederica was using, no wonder Nik’s powers were blocked. The Dökk Alfar were infamous for their creations and their powers to confound even a god. 
 
    “Positive.” Dag twirled a dagger between his fingers, the weapon he was named for an extension of his arm. He was perched on Nik’s desk, his legs swinging like a child’s. He was one of Nik’s favorite people in Svartalfaheim and a loyal friend. “If it helps it was just for profit.” 
 
    No, it didn’t help. It actually made things worse. If the man could sell Nik out so easily then Einar would need to be watched. Nik sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “All right. I’ll go speak with him. I need the key to turning the damn thing off.” 
 
    “Want me to steal it?” Dag grinned and slipped his dagger into its sheathe.  
 
    “No. I’ll purchase it. Gold will speak louder than anything with Einar.” The tradesman was discreet, but Nik had no doubt he could be bribed into giving Nik what he wanted. He’d have to make sure Einar learned that Nik was back in Svartalfaheim and taking up the throne once more. 
 
    “All right. I’ll be around if you need me.” Dag hopped off of Nik’s desk and pulled his hood over his dark, braided hair. Like Nik, Dag kept it a little longer than shoulder length. Unlike Nik, he kept his silver nails sharpened and often poison-tipped. Shaking the man’s hand could be suicide if you were on his bad side. 
 
    “Thank you, old friend. I’m so happy to work with you again.” Nik held out his hand. 
 
    Dag took it in the clasp of a warrior, palm to forearm, keeping the sharpened tips of his nails to himself, thank goodness. “Good to have you back, my lord. It’s about goddamn time.” 
 
    Nik pushed Dag away. “Knock that shit off. I’m not officially back yet.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Dag coughed into his fist. 
 
    “Dag,” Nik warned. 
 
    Dag danced back with a wicked grin. “You brought your kjæreste here. Of course you’re back. If you’re going to lie to yourself keep me out of it.” 
 
    “Asshole.” Nik couldn’t truly contradict him. He had brought Toni, and he did plan on taking the mantle of leadership once more. No doubt Travis would do the same once Grimm was in the ground once and for all. “I still need to deal with Frey and the Old Man.” 
 
    “Need my help?” Dag winked. “I’ll even give you a cut rate.” 
 
    Nik laughed. “It won’t work on the Old Man, but I might ask you to give Frey a hard time of it.” 
 
    “Done and done. I’ll send you my bill once he’s good and sick.” Dag smiled, the expression one that terrified men and brought women to his bed in droves. “Now, go find your kjæreste, my lord. Let her cheer you up.” Dag waved good-bye as he sauntered out of the office. 
 
    Nik and Toni had been in residence in the palace for a few days now, and finding the craftsman responsible for blocking Nik’s sight had taken over much of Nik’s time. Between dealing with his people and consulting with Dag, he hadn’t had much time to spend with Toni. 
 
    He’d seek her out after he spoke with Einar. The man could be a bit grumbly and he didn’t want to subject Toni to the man’s temper—or him to hers. Nik could tell her temper was wearing thin. Since he hadn’t officially taken the throne her hands were tied as far as what she could and could not do. She was the queen in everything but name, and his people treated her as such, but she seemed stifled by her inability to act. He’d have to talk to her about that, make sure she understood that she could do what she wished. He’d have her talk to the captain of the guard. She’d be one hell of an asset to his people.  
 
    And if he found out that the captain was less than receptive to her ideas he’d simply replace him with someone more amenable. 
 
    Nik drew on a cloak over his silver top and black pants. His black boots were a pair of his favorites, a guilty pleasure he never wore on Midgard. With silver buckles up the sides, the steel-toed combat boots gave him a sense of bad-assery. Not something he’d tell anyone else. Unfortunately, the laughter on the man’s face when Dag noticed Nik’s footwear assured him that the assassin was aware of their effect on Nik. 
 
    Nik left the palace and headed for the craftsman’s district. Einar was with a client, but once he grasped who his new client was, Nik had no doubt the man would end his transaction quickly.  
 
    Nik observed all of the happenings in his beloved city. He watched his people go about their lives, living uncaring of the stigma of dwarf or dark elf that had been placed on them by Grimm and Adam. The Lios Alfar could be a bit stand-offish since Adam Grey took over, but Travis would put that to rights once he took his people back. Dark or light, they were all Alfar and deserved to be treated the same. 
 
    There. Einar’s shop hadn’t been all that hard to find. The man had owned the place for the last five hundred years, after all. Nik strode in, aware people avoided getting in his way. He probably looked as annoyed as he felt. “Einar,” Nik drawled, his tone lethal. 
 
    The man behind the counter jumped. “H-Heimdall.” 
 
    The shop cleared out in an instant, the door slamming shut behind the last customer Einar might ever have if he didn’t give Nike the answers he sought. Nik strode toward Einar, ignoring how the man paled even further. With their white skin it was quite the feat. 
 
    “Can you guess why I’m here today, Einar?” Nik glanced around the shop, noting the various items Einar had on display. Quite a few of them were meant to work against both the Aesir and the Vanir. What was Einar up to?  
 
    Einar’s skin turned grayish. “The commission was fair, sire.” 
 
    Einar’s guilt was confirmed by his own words. “Oh, I have no doubts of that. But the commission was used to hide a kidnapping from me of a dear, dear friend.” Nik leaned on the countertop and tapped his metallic nails on the wood, scratching the expensive purple heartwood. Einar must be doing well to have so much of it in the shop. “So how do I counteract it?” 
 
    Einar swallowed and reached under the counter. “I have the device here, but it doesn’t come cheap. The components alone cost a pretty penny, not to mention the hours of spellcasting—” 
 
    “Save me the speech and give me the device.” Nik wouldn’t allow the man to blather on and on. He wasn’t here to barter, but to find a solution to his problem. 
 
    “Yes, sire. Of course.” Einar held out a small golden sphere. “Press the button on the side and, once the mirror opens, you’ll be able to observe anything you wish.” 
 
    Nik smiled sweetly. He’d have someone watch the shopkeeper. Einar was working both sides of the fence, hoping to profit from the coming of Ragnarrok. He wondered if either Oliver or Adam had been by. “Thank you, Einar.” 
 
    Einar bowed. “You’re welcome, sire.” 
 
    Nik slid some gold coins across the counter, the exact amount needed for the sphere. “I believe this covers it?” 
 
    Einar’s complexion warmed. “Yes, sire.” The slithering greed in his voice was amusing. The shopkeeper was back with the jingle of some coins. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, have you seen Frey or Odin recently?” Nik watched Einar’s reactions carefully and saw the slight shift of his eyes. 
 
    “Frey has been here, my lord.” 
 
    “Oh? And what did he purchase?” No doubt it was something to further one of Grimm’s schemes, but what could it be? 
 
    “Something similar to your device, sire. Something that would allow him to find something he’s searching for.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what that something might be?” Nik tapped his silver nails on the wooden counter again, right where he’d left the scratches. 
 
    Einar shrugged. “I rarely ask what these devices are for. Since his was a simple locator device I have no countermeasure for it.” 
 
    Nik stared at the man, watching him start to sweat. “Are you certain of that?” 
 
    Einar gulped, paling once more, but he nodded affirmatively. “Yes, sire.” 
 
    “Very well. Thank you, Einar. You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    Einar bowed. “It will be good to have you on the throne once more, sire.” 
 
    Nik very much doubted that Einar believed what he said. Nik planned on keeping a tighter rein on shopkeepers like Einar. They wouldn’t be allowed to work against the good of the people ever again.  
 
    Nik left Einar’s shop, his pocket a little lighter but his spirits high. He’d be back if the device didn’t work. Nik would test it out later, once they were back on Midgard. 
 
    First, he wanted to tell Toni about his success. 
 
    He found her wandering in the garden, a lost expression on her face. People bowed to her as she passed, and she’d either nod or give the world’s most awkward curtsey. Sometimes she did both. He watched her for a few moments before approaching her. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” Toni faced him with a brave, trembling smile. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Uh-oh. From her tone of voice she was about to ask him something embarrassing, either to her or to him. “Sure.” 
 
    “You guys are toymakers, right?” 
 
    “Yeah that’s one word for it,” he drawled, wondering where the hell she was going. 
 
    “Does that mean you’re Christmas elves?” 
 
    Nik rolled his eyes. “Ho ho no.” He took hold of her arm and dragged her down the path toward a more secluded area, ignoring the snickering of those around him. Ye gods, she asked the oddest questions sometimes. 
 
    “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
    “Sure.” He stopped under a flowering wisteria, the purple flowers framing her face. She was so beautiful she made his heart ache, and she had no idea. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do here?” She put her hands on her hips and, now that they were away from the others, the lost expression was gone. “I can’t be a lay-about lady, I need to do things. I need to work, damn it.” She glared at him. “When I tried to talk to him about what I can do around here the captain of the guard patted me on the head like I was cute. Cute!” She threw her hands up in the air. “I’m a freakin’ homicide detective, not Hello Kitty!” She blew her bangs out of her face. “It annoyed me.” 
 
    Actually, she was adorable, but since he valued his balls he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “So tell me what I’m supposed to do.” She stared at him expectantly. 
 
    “Right now? Go home with me.” He pointed toward the palace. “We’re going to say good-bye and return to Midgard. Things there aren’t anywhere near done, and we’re needed by Kir’s side. Besides,” he pulled out the golden ball, “I have a new toy to try out.”  
 
    Her eyes lit up. “That’s the spell neutralizer?” 
 
    “Yup.” He tossed it in the air and caught it, all without looking away from her face.  
 
    “Then let’s get out of here.” She grabbed his arm eagerly. “We have a woman to find.” 
 
    “For a second there, I thought you didn’t like my home.” Nik watched her warily, wondering if that was the real issue. She’d been sort of down ever since they arrived, and watching her light up made him think that Svartalfaheim might not be the place for her. 
 
    She turned on him, her eyes shifting to silver. “I love it here.” She looked so fierce he tried to take a step back. “These people are fucking amazing, the architecture is beautiful, and you really need a police force.” She nodded with a far-away expression. “I’ll deal with that once I have a wipe-away board and my guns.” 
 
    He chuckled. Of course she would, and his people would benefit from her expertise. “Then you know exactly what you’ll be doing here.” 
 
    She smiled and turned, tugging him after her. “Damn right. Your moms helped me figure it out.” 
 
    He stumbled. When had she spoken to his mothers? Last he’d heard they’d been vacationing in Fiji. Did they use Skype to talk to him and gotten Toni instead? He tried to keep his tone neutral to hide his surprise but wasn’t sure he succeeded. “They did?” And why hadn’t he been informed of it? He’d have to have a talk with them. He should have been told of their call immediately, but no one had told him a thing. 
 
    “Yup.” She skipped—freaking skipped!—ahead of him, her hands behind her back like a schoolgirl. “I liked them, especially Atla. We had a lovely breakfast together.” She laughed lightly, almost child-like in her glee. “I’m going shopping with Mama Dark Elf–” 
 
    “Eyrgjafa.” Shopping trips? Breakfast? What was going on in his castle?  
 
    “Yeah, her, and Greip once this whole Ragnarrok thing is taken care of. Atla said she might join us, too, just to watch the shopkeepers freak the hell out.” The light laugh morphed into an evil chuckle. “I really like her.” 
 
    He gulped. She liked his most fearsome mother? “Oh?” 
 
    “She’s kick-ass, and she loves you a great deal.” Toni turned around and grinned at him. It reminded him eerily of Ulfrun. “And they all think I need to clean house around here.” 
 
    “If my captain of the guards treated you like that, I’d say you do.” Especially since there’d been no report of his mothers’ visit. He sped up so he could take hold of her arm, leading her back into the palace where they would pack for the trip home. “Once I officially take the throne the place is all yours.” 
 
    She sighed happily. “I just knew you’d see things my way.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s not like I can help it.” 
 
    She elbowed him in the side. “Not funny, mister. Not funny at all.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Nik stepped off the elevator first, appearing happy to be back home. “We need to show Logan and Kir the mirror needed to find Sydney.” 
 
    Toni nodded, following after him, watching his back as always. “Once we have Sydney we can move against Frederica and neutralize her. Then all we need to do is take down Grimm and all of this will be over.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, his expression startled. He’d regained his human appearance as soon as they’d stepped off the Bifrost Bridge and back on Earth, so his eyes were human gray rather than metallic silver. For some reason, the change had surprised her. She’d gotten used to those reflective irises, so alien yet so beautiful. 
 
    Those same irises had looked back at her in her own mirror. Luckily, his moms had taught her how to change her appearance so she didn’t look like a York Peppermint Patty all the time.  
 
    He smiled as if he could read her thoughts. “You’re starting to think like a true warrior.” 
 
    That earned him a glare. “I’ve always been one, that’s why I’m a cop.” She strode past him and knocked on Kir’s door. “Open up, guys, we’re home!” 
 
    There was the sound of scrambling, a few loud bangs and a muttered ouch before the door swung open. Logan stood there, his dark red hair disheveled, his shirt askew and a wicked grin on his face. “Welcome back.” He ran a hand through his hair, smoothing it down a bit. “We were, um, busy.” 
 
    “We figured.” Nik shook his head. “What has been seen—” 
 
    Logan smacked his shoulder before Nik could finish. “Asshole.” 
 
    Nik chuckled and pushed past both Toni and Logan. “Come out, Kir, Jordan. We have news.” 
 
    “We know, dickhead.” Kir came out in his usual black attire, his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. “You couldn’t wait five more minutes?” 
 
    Toni shook her head. Nik had to have been aware of what was going on inside the Tate-Saeter condo, but he’d chosen to interrupt them anyway. “You know he lives to annoy people.” 
 
    “True.” Kir’s hair was all over the place, the pale blonde longer than his lover’s now. He’d grown it out in response to Logan and Jordan’s pleas.  
 
    Speaking of Jordan, the very pregnant woman waddled out of the bedroom. “I hate my ankles right now.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful, love.” Kir put his arm around her and kissed her forehead, his expression immediately becoming tender. “You’ve never been more so.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Jordan pushed her glasses up her nose and turned her attention to Nik and Toni. “So. What have you got?” 
 
    Nik pulled the ball out of his pocket. “This.” He pressed something on it, and the ball opened up to a weird, multi-faceted mirror. He frowned, then grunted in irritation. “Get Val and Sylvia. We’ve found her.” 
 
    “Where?” Toni couldn’t perceive a damn thing in the mirrors, but apparently whatever was there was vivid to Nik. 
 
    “Two blocks away in a townhouse.” He continued to stare at the mirror, moving toward Jordan’s sofa. He settled down, completely avoiding tripping over anything in his way. “This is going to be a bitch.” 
 
    “How so?” Toni settled next to him and stared some more at the mirror. There was nothing there but a weird, distorted image of Nik’s face. 
 
    “Wait until the others are here. We’ll need to brainstorm.” Nik settled back and glanced at her. “I’m not hiding anything, I’m just trying to keep things simple.” 
 
    “I understand.” She leaned against him, her head against his shoulder. It had been a hell of a week. “Don’t worry so much. Your moms explained a lot to me, helped me understand some things I hadn’t before.” 
 
    “Hmph.” He curled an arm around her shoulders. “Not too long ago, you didn’t trust a thing I said.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t. You’re a stalker. What did you expect, open arms? Way too many people die due to stalkers than I care for.” Each one haunted her. If only they’d been able to help those women and men before things turned deadly, but with the current system there wasn’t much they could do. A determined stalker would react to a restraining order the same way Toni did a fly. 
 
    His arm tightened around her. “I watched everything you went through, but until the time was right I couldn’t let myself be with you.” He kissed her forehead. “Part of me wishes you’d never gone through those things, but the other part recognizes you’ve been shaped and honed by them. Who you are today is because of your career, your heritage, and your family. I wouldn’t change that no matter what.” 
 
    That had to be the sweetest thing he’d ever said to her. Her cheeks heated as her body flooded with pleasure. She could barely keep her gaze on his, but she managed despite the sudden on-rush of shyness. “Thanks.” 
 
    He simply smiled, their gazes locked. She’d never realized how warm his eyes could be, but the more time she spent with him the more she realized something. 
 
    The Guardian of the Bifrost Bridge, King of the Dökk Alfar and ultimate stalker dude, was lonely. So fucking lonely he practically wore it like Ulfrun’s cloak. He needed her far more than she needed him. That knowledge made her want to protect him from that shattering desire to be around others. He lit up whenever someone spoke to him, becoming animated even when engaging someone hostile. He watched over everyone but never spoke until the last second. He was a workaholic, both in his human life and his godly one, giving him barely any time to sleep. 
 
    “Nik, I—” 
 
    She was interrupted by the door opening. Val, Sylvia, Slade, and Magnus walked in, all four staring at Nik as if he were the second coming. 
 
    “You found her?” The hope in Sylvia’s voice was hard to hear. She was shaking slightly, Magnus holding her protectively under his arm. 
 
    “We did.” Nik sounded positively wicked. “She’s in a townhouse two blocks from here.” 
 
    Val actually fist-pumped. “Then let’s go get her.” He turned toward the door, obviously eager to retrieve Sydney. 
 
    “Stop.” Nik held up his hand, and the door that Val tried to open refused to budge. “We need to plan this out.” 
 
    Lonely Nik might be, but he was also arrogant as fuck. Val looked ready to kill him. Toni decided she needed to back up her partner or he’d get his ass handed to him by the Terminator. “I have to admit, he’s right. We were ambushed at the last site. Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    Val grunted, but he let go of the door handle. “Fine. What’s the plan?” 
 
    Could he be any more pissed? His lips were tight, his shoulders tense, and his blue eyes were cold as ice as he glared at Nik.  
 
    Nik stared into the mirror. “They’ve blocked the back door and all of the windows both physically and magically. The only way in or out is through the front door. The only other way is for me to teleport in, but that’s not the best option.” 
 
    “Why not?” Jordan sounded curious rather than upset. “And how are they blocking access magically?” 
 
    “A powerful spell, one that can’t be broken easily,” Nik replied. “Even if we managed it the backlash would be brutal.” 
 
    “And since they’re in a townhouse we can’t just go in guns blazing. We’d alert the humans immediately. Taking down the spell would create a loud explosion, something not even humans can ignore.” Logan joined Toni and Nik on the sofa, gesturing for Kir and Jordan to join him. “Which means it’s through the front door or not at all.” 
 
    “So why can’t you teleport?” Val asked. “You step through shadows, so it shouldn’t be an issue. Is the spell blocking you?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. The spell isn’t in the townhouse itself, just on the windows and doors. The problem lies with the number of people I can carry with me.” Nik relaxed back and put the mirror in his lap. His other arm remained around Toni. “I can do myself and maybe two more. It’s far more taxing to take others than to just move myself.” Nik held up his hand. “Go ask Travis about making others invisible if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Val grunted. Apparently, he was already aware of the strain it would put on Nik. “So you’re saying we’re screwed?” 
 
    Toni shook her head, a wicked idea coming to mind. “Not necessarily.” She grinned at Nik. “I think I have a way to get in with more than three people.” 
 
    Nik’s brows rose. “Oh?” 
 
    She wagged her brows. “And they’ll never see it coming.” She straightened her shoulders. “I’m like you now, right?” 
 
    Nik’s eyes narrowed. “The spell isn’t easily mastered, Toni.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I figured, but with you teaching me it shouldn’t be that hard, right?” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Toni, if you screw up you could wind up inside a desk. Literally. Like parts of you in one drawer, other parts in another, none of them connected.” 
 
    She shuddered, thinking about how easily the spell could kill her. “There has to be a way to learn it without death.” 
 
    Nik nodded reluctantly. “I can do it, but it will take at least two days to learn. To master it would take longer.” 
 
    “Time we don’t have,” Val pointed out before Toni could. 
 
    “I can do this.” She kept her gaze on Nik, pleading with him silently to let her try. “I can.” 
 
    “You need to be able to keep an image of a place in firmly your mind.” Nik replied. He still looked frightened. 
 
    She couldn’t have that. She patted his cheek. “Homicide detective, remember? I’m used to visualizing crime scenes and looking for details others miss. I have confidence in not just me but you. Let me try.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment before placing his forehead against hers. “If anything happens to you, I…” He breathed out a sigh, his eyes turning metallic silver. “I can’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    She kissed him softly, aware of the others in the room with them. No point in putting on a display for the peanut gallery. “It won’t. Not with you watching over me.” 
 
    Nik nodded slowly, reluctantly agreeing to her request. “We start now.” He stood, dragging her to her feet. “Figure out who goes with us. I have a woman to train.” 
 
    Jordan snickered. “Good luck, Toni.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Toni took deep breaths as she prepared to step through the shadows. They’d been practicing all day, having her teleport from one end of the condo to the other, then down the corridor, then from condo to condo. She’d managed to master the steps far more quickly than Nik had expected. 
 
    She was right. She was excellent at visualizing where she needed to be. The ability served her well, and now she teleported with ease as if she’d been doing it for months rather than two days. His heart’s breath was far more capable than anyone could even imagine, and he loved her all the more for it. She’d be a formidable queen when he finally took his place on his throne. 
 
    Her skin had paled as well as his blood fully transformed her. Her hair had darkened from chocolate to near black. Her brown eyes had a silver glint to them that made them absolutely magical looking even in human form. She’d somehow blended the looks of the Dökk Alfar and humans, giving her an otherworldly appeal that was stunning to behold. 
 
    “We ready?” Magnus, who’d agreed to go along, was fingering the pendant Mjolnir. He was practically vibrating with eagerness. 
 
    “I think so.” Nik eyed Toni as she shook herself. Her guns were strapped to her thighs gunslinger style. She’d chosen to wear a black leather vest with black jeans and black shit-kicker boots, and he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. 
 
    “Eye-fuck your woman later, dude.” Logan grabbed hold of Nik’s arm. “It’s time to get this show on the road.” 
 
    “Asshole.” Nik grabbed hold of Kir, making the two he could carry linked to him. 
 
    Val and Magnus surrounded Toni, who nodded as they both put their hands on her shoulders. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “You’ve got the visual?” He’d figured out a way to show Toni their destination in the mirror. He’d had to use his blood and hers mixed together with a few ancient words, but she’d been able to examine and memorize where he wanted them to arrive.  
 
    “Yes.” Her nerves had disappeared, only to be replaced by icy determination. 
 
    By the gods, she made his dick hard. 
 
    “I go first, then you. Count to ten, then come in. I need to get us out of the way.” The last thing he wanted was some sort of Star Trek-style transporter accident. That wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    She glared at him. “Don’t get killed while I’m not there.” Her eyes went wide. “Wait. That’s not what I meant to—” 
 
    He laughed and disappeared, arriving inside the townhouse with Logan and Kir. 
 
    Kir instantly stepped aside and summoned Gungnir, the Godspear glowing brightly in his hand. 
 
    Logan, on the other hand, stepped in front of Kir, his flames licking up and down his arms. His eyes were filled with flame as he guarded his lover as always. 
 
    Nik summoned his sword and shield, the shield now carrying the symbol of the Dökk Alfar, a black tree on a silver background. He, too, got out of the way quickly, stepping past Kir and Logan to take the front.  
 
    Toni arrived within seconds, stumbling slightly as she tried to move. Magnus and Val didn’t let go right away, both men looking shaken. Neither had traveled that way before, unlike Logan and Kir, so Nik wasn’t at all surprised.  
 
    Toni pulled one of her guns out and glanced around the room, looking for enemies. 
 
    “Slightly tight quarters here,” Val muttered, glancing around as well. 
 
    Nik had chosen to teleport them into the basement. They’d come into a storage area with a tiny, rectangular window letting in some dingy light. There were plenty of shadows to come through, but the room itself could barely contain five large men and one pissed-off woman. 
 
    “Outta the way.” Toni pushed herself through all of them and reached for the door. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t. I go first.” Nik nudged her out of his path and pulled open the door himself. She was not going first. That was his job. He had the shield and he’d use it to deflect any incoming attacks. 
 
    Outside the door were four Jotuns playing cards. They jumped to their feet, yelling for backup as Nik charged them. He bowled over the flimsy card table, giving the others room to move toward the Jotuns. 
 
    Fire erupted behind him, met by ice. He turned to find Logan engaged with one of the Jotun, exchanging fire. Kir was also fighting, the Jotun backing away as Gungnir thrust forward, glowing with Kir’s righteous anger. Thunder rumbled through the house. No doubt lightning struck and rain fell outside as Kir’s rage flowed through him. 
 
    Val and Magnus moved past Nik, heading toward the stairway that led to the first floor. They stood guard while Kir, Nik, Toni and Logan made quick work of the four guards. 
 
    Val and Magnus were moving up the stairs before Nik could respond. Without the mirror in his hand he couldn’t warn them of what awaited them. He was as blind as they were, and it drove him crazy. 
 
    Nik was right behind Val when the god opened the door. There stood Nadine with a group of Jotuns behind her, about ten in all, waiting for Nik. 
 
    “Give me what I want and I’ll go away,” Nik said softly, staring at the woman. He wondered if she’d even get the Steven King quote or not, but somehow he doubted it. Nadine had never been one to read much. She’d much preferred getting her information from Frederica’s lips. 
 
    Nadine’s grin was savage. “Make sure you capture Baldur and Loki alive. Feel free to kill the others.” 
 
    The Jotuns roared as they attempted to swarm the stairs, but Val managed to hold them off. “Go!” he shouted at Nik, fending off one attack after another. The Avenger was vicious when riled, and today he’d gone all-out, killing one Jotun after another in swift succession. 
 
    The air behind him changed. Nik turned, suddenly terrified. 
 
    Toni was gone. 
 
    Nik roared as he allowed himself to change, his Dökk Alfar features coming to the fore. He would find her wherever she’d gone and paddle her ass until she couldn’t sit for a week. 
 
    Until then, however… 
 
    Nik moved through the shadows to the dining room, where the door to the stairway was located. He quickly killed one of the Jotun who turned to face him, leaving only three with Nadine. 
 
    The others could handle this. Nik needed to find Toni before Frederica decided to come out and play as well.  
 
    He bolted around the small group of enemies, headed for the front stairs and began to pound his way up them. She had to be up there. There’d been no sign of her in the kitchen or dining room. The front room was filled with antique furniture much to Frederica’s taste, but there was no sign of Toni there, either. 
 
    That left the upper floor and the attic. 
 
    Nik stalked the upper hallway, looking in the first room to find it empty of anything except a small bed, a dresser, and a makeup table. He closed the door behind him and tried the next door. 
 
    Locked, from the inside. He kicked the door down, ready to battle whoever was inside. 
 
    Henry and Luther Grimm, swords in hand, stood ready to defend Frederica, their lover. Their gazes were filled with the same rage that consumed Nik as they pounced on him eagerly.  
 
    He blocked the first blow with his shield, the screech of metal on metal deafening. “Where is she?” Nik bellowed at Frederica. 
 
    The goddess merely stood there wide-eyed, as if she’d never expected him to come in person.  
 
    “Where is Toni?” Nik blocked Luther’s next blow. He’d always been a bit quicker to attack than Henry. Neither could hope to win against Nik. 
 
    “I don’t care where your little whore is.” Frederica pulled her own dagger, her expression grimly determined. “I won’t hand Sydney over to you until she’s completed her task.” 
 
    Nik smiled. “You think Syd can hack Yggdrasil?” 
 
    Frederica looked startled.  
 
    Ha. Gotcha. 
 
    Henry and Luther actually paused in their attack to stare at him in horror. “Frederica?” Henry asked, sounding stunned. “Is that what you’re trying?” 
 
    She sniffed. “Of course not. I didn’t think it was possible,” Frederica muttered.  
 
    “Then why did you take her?” Nik stepped back, keeping his shield up. They might be willing to talk but he had no idea if Henry and Luther would come after him again in defense of Frederica. They, unlike Grimm, truly loved her and wanted the best for her. 
 
    The sounds of battle as the others made their way toward him were almost deafening as he tuned in to them. They were out of time for questions. “Everyone is coming, Frederica. Give it up, and give us Sydney.” 
 
    She growled, actually growled, at him like an angry dog. “Tell me you didn’t bring Loki here.” 
 
    Nik smirked. “Of course, I did.” 
 
    She screamed and raced toward him, her dagger drawn. Luther was thrown off balance as she pushed past him, blood spurting from his arm as he tried to defend himself and got caught on the edge of her dagger. 
 
    Frederica didn’t even slow down. She crashed into Nik, her dagger stabbing over and over again at him, the edge screaming against his shield as it bounced off. The metallic sound shivered down his spine, reminding him of battles past and present. 
 
    He had to get her off of him. Luther and Henry were moving, flanking him and giving him few openings to stop Frederica’s frantic attacks. He should have been able to take them all on, but Frederica kept him from effectively blocking Henry and Luther’s attacks by repeatedly needling at him. Luther took the opportunity to attempt to run him through, making Nik jump back. Luther’s blade scored a deep gash across his stomach, leaving him bleeding…and angry. 
 
    He used his shield to bash Frederica aside, dropping her to her knees. He swung around just in time to keep Henry’s blade from giving him a matching wound across his back, but that left him exposed to Luther’s next attack. 
 
    An attack that never landed. Gunfire erupted and the blow never landed as Luther fell. 
 
    Frederica screamed again, this time in grief as a pool of blood spread slowly around Luther’s body. 
 
    Nik took a step back. Gunfire meant Toni was behind him, guarding his back. He could face Henry and Frederica freely once more. “Luther’s still alive, Frederica.” 
 
    She stopped screaming and just stared at him with hate-filled eyes. 
 
    “We have Sydney, and we’re leaving.” Toni’s voice was filled with determination. A bullet whizzed past Frederica’s head, shaving off some of her hair. “I may not be able to kill Grimm but I can certainly kill you.” Toni had one gun pointed at Henry, the other at Frederica. From the drop of blood on Henry’s ear that hadn’t been a single gunshot. It had been two, fired so close together that Nik couldn’t differentiate between them. “Try anything on the people I love and I will take you out without a single fuck given.” 
 
    “You’re an officer of the law,” Frederica spat out. “How can you speak of murder so easily?” 
 
    Toni laughed bitterly. “I can’t. You’ve forced me to, you with your god powers. It’s not like I can put your ass in jail for kidnapping and unlawful imprisonment, is it? But this?” She waved her gun at Frederica. “This will stop you. Permanently.” Toni leaned forward, her silver and brown eyes glittering with righteous wrath. “I’ve studied the prophecies. You’re not mentioned as either living or dying during Ragnarrok, Frigg. In fact, you aren’t mentioned at all.” 
 
    Frederica paled at the threat. “You can’t do that.” She didn’t seem nearly as certain as she had earlier. 
 
    “Watch. Me.” Toni backed up as Val, Magnus, Kir, and Logan appeared at the top of the stairs with a traumatized-looking Sydney in tow. “We’re walking out the front door, Freddie. Remember what I said. You hurt anyone else and I will finish you.” And with that threat, Toni stalked past Frederica and Henry, leaving the devastated Aesir to deal with their dead and wounded. 
 
    Nik joined them, Sydney tucked in the middle of the group. She was shivering under Val’s arm, her head down, her hands wringing together until Nik thought she’d pull flesh from bone. “Where’s Nadine?” 
 
    Val scowled and shook his head. “Don’t ask.” 
 
    Okay. Nik still couldn’t perceive without the mirror so he had no idea what was going on, but whatever it was had pissed off the Avenger like nothing else. Hopefully he’d taken care of Nadine for Nik. “Tell us later then.” 
 
    Val nodded, still scowling. The group went through the front door just as Toni had said they would, Sydney held close in Val’s arms. 
 
    Nik smiled as his appearance returned to his mortal seeming, his sword and shield disappearing from his grasp. As much as she might fight it, Val had laid claim to Sydney Saeter and wasn’t planning on letting go anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My lady?” Nadine stood before Frederica, horribly wounded, barely standing. She was leaning on her spear, her hand clutched around her abdomen. “Are you all right, my lady?” 
 
    They’d brought overwhelming force, using Mjolnir and the Godspear to bring Sydney back home. Why? Why had things turned against her? Why was Kiran refusing to acknowledge that the Trickster had turned him against his own mother? 
 
    “Frederica, we need to go to Luther.” Henry had Luther in his arms and was carrying him into the bedroom. “Get Sonia to take care of Nadine’s wounds.” 
 
    There was more they could do, there had to be. She only needed time to think, to plan. It couldn’t take all that much effort to break Loki away from Baldur. “We need to—” 
 
    “No.” Henry’s sharp tone cut her off, shocking her into silence. “It’s over, Frederica.” He strode into the bedroom, deliberately ignoring her when she called out his name. 
 
    Frederica watched silently as Sonia, quiet as ever, led Nadine off to her bedroom to deal with her wounds. Frederica was left alone, still on the floor, reeling from what had happened. 
 
    Was it truly over? 
 
    She opened her vision, allowing the future to flow over her, her visions appearing faster and faster before her inner eye. And what she was forced to behold made her cry out, finally, once and for all giving up any hope of removing Loki from her son’s life. Chasing after Jörmungandr would gain her nothing. 
 
    It was truly over, and her son, her shining, beautiful child, would never smile at her again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Dear God, Toni was tired. After the fight at Frederica’s they’d managed to get back to the condos in one piece, but still, she was tired down to her bones. 
 
    They’d gotten Sydney out safely. That was all that mattered. All that should matter. But the pure hatred on Frederica’s face, the way she’d paled when Toni had threatened her, kept reappearing in her mind like some evil genie.  
 
    Toni had meant it, too. If she had to, she’d kill to keep this little family safe. She’d been forced to fire her weapon before at people, had killed Jotuns whose names and faces she still didn’t know or couldn’t remember. Luther’s face, however, would remain in her nightmares. 
 
    She’d aimed for a wounding shot rather than a killing blow, hoping to merely take him out of the combat. She prayed Frederica remembered that small mercy, because Toni’s first instinct had been to kill the man trying to skewer Nik. She hadn’t realized Luther had managed to get him before she arrived until after they were headed home, and she couldn’t exactly heal him while they teleported. 
 
    She shuddered. Mortal. She was starting to think like one of them, like the Aesir and Vanir. Hell, she was one of them. The changes in her appearance alone would shock her coworkers when she returned to the force. 
 
    If she returned. She was beginning to realize that maybe her place was here, with Nik and the others. It would be hard, devastating almost, to let go of the career she took such pride in, but she’d take the knowledge she’d gained and make Svartalfaheim, hell, Alfheim too, better places to live. She’d just have to make sure that Nik and Travis didn’t get in her way. 
 
    But first, she had to heal Nik.  
 
    “Sit.” She pointed to the white sofa in Kir and Logan’s condo, the place they always seemed to gather whenever there was trouble or they needed to plan something. There had to be some kind of automatic cleaning spell on it, because the thing was pristine despite the dirt, grime, and blood that had to have been on the fabric at one time or another. 
 
    Either that, or Logan could add domestic god to his resume. 
 
    Nik sat with a wince. “Going to heal me?” 
 
    “Let me get some warm water and towels. We have more than Nik who’s hurt,” Kir added, heading straight for the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m checking on Jordan. Her mother’s here with her, but I’m still worried about the babies. The stress Jordan’s been feeling is making them restless, and that’s just adding to it.” With that, Logan was gone, dashing into the bedroom to check on Jordan. 
 
    “Jordan’s tough. She’ll be fine.” Jamie stared at Travis. “You okay?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” Travis took Jamie into his arms and kissed her deeply. 
 
    “I wish I’d been there to see Freddie’s face when you guys showed up.” Jeff was grinning, his teeth pointed. The man had become a bit more bloodthirsty since mating with Fenris. “I bet it was awesome.” 
 
    “She was pissed as hell and attacked me with a dagger,” Nik replied, lifting his wet, red-stained shirt from his abdomen to show a nasty gash that was still sluggishly bleeding. “This little present came from Luther.” He looked up at Toni with an affectionate grin. “Luckily, my ace in the hole showed up before I had matching marks on my backside.” 
 
    Toni winked. “It’s all part of the service, sweetheart.” Her hands glowed as she began to knit his flesh back together. 
 
    “That’s nice,” Nik sighed, closing his eyes. “I should get hurt more often.” 
 
    She smacked him upside the head. “Do that and you’ll really experience some pain.” She ignored everyone’s chuckles and finished healing him. “All done.” She turned to face the rest of the room full of people. “Anyone else?” 
 
    Val held up his hand, and so did Magnus. Their wounds were minor compared to Nik’s and took little time to heal.  
 
    “Um. I need some help.” Sydney turned around and lifted her shirt. 
 
    Toni sucked in a shocked breath. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “A whip. You were whipped.” Slade’s voice was shaky. No doubt the man was remembering his own torture. 
 
    “I can take care of it.” Already, her healing magic was wrapping around Sydney’s body, healing the damage done to her skin. There would be faint scars, but nothing that wouldn’t disappear over time. 
 
    “Thank you.” Sydney hugged her, then ran to Sylvia, who clutched her tight. 
 
    When she joined Sylvia and Sydney, they were crying. “You two all right?” 
 
    Sylvia threw herself into Toni’s arms and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Sydney pulled Sylvia away and took her place, kissing Toni’s other cheek. “Thank you. I know you’re the one who found me.” 
 
    “You’re both welcome, but nope. Nik’s the one who found you and figured out how to get past Freddie’s little spell block.” Toni glanced over her shoulder. Nik had taken his shirt off and was using a towel and the bowl of warm water to wash the blood off his abs. “Guh.” 
 
    Sydney stuttered out a laugh. “Oh, yes, he’s very yummy. You’re lucky, Toni.” 
 
    Val was giving Nik a death glare. “Put a shirt on, asshole. There are ladies present.” 
 
    Sydney immediately hid behind Toni. “Oops.” 
 
    Toni rolled her eyes. “They’re all cavemen, I swear.” 
 
    Jeff threw a clean T-shirt at Nik. It had a little, grinning Loki on it from the Marvel movies, skipping merrily down a rainbow. The words on the T-shirt read Chaos and Destruction. Jeff probably owned it just to tick off Logan. “Nope, only Fenris.” Jeff laughed as Fenris growled.  
 
    “Everyone, quiet.” Kir held up his hands and waited for everyone’s laughter to die down. “I want to find out why Frederica took Sydney.” 
 
    Sydney stepped out from behind Sylvia. “Okay.” 
 
    They waited, staring at Sydney. Finally Toni couldn’t take it anymore. “Can you answer the question or not?” 
 
    Sydney jumped. She’d been staring at Val, who was staring right back. Apparently, it had turned her brain to mush. “Oh. Right.” She took one last glance at Val and turned her attention to Toni. “She wanted me to look for Jörmungandr.” 
 
    “What?” Fenris took a step forward menacingly. “Why does she want my brother?” 
 
    Sydney shrugged, never taking her eyes off of Toni. “I’m not sure, but it can’t be good. I heard her saying something about Loki to Nadine, but I couldn’t get close enough to hear and they moved away pretty quickly. She was really happy when I mentioned I might have found where he’s hiding.” 
 
    Kir held up his hand. “Wait. I need to call Kye. He’s been looking for Jörmungandr for us as well, so he’ll want to hear this.” He pressed a few buttons, then waited for someone to pick up. He must have set it on speaker because they could all make out Kye’s voice. “Hey, Kye? We found him. I’m putting you on speaker.” Kir held out the phone. “Okay, Sydney, where is he?” 
 
    “The Marianas Trench, pretty deep, too. But I think he’s coming to the surface. He has to.” She began to wring her hands together again. The skin was already raw and red from when she’d been in Frederica’s house. Toni had to wonder how long she’d been making the gesture for her hands to look that bad. She took Sydney’s hands in her own and began healing them. “He’s in trouble.” 
 
    “How so?” Kye’s voice was tinny, breathless. Toni wondered where the man was. If he was looking for the great sea serpent then perhaps he was on a boat? 
 
    “I think Grimm found a way to get to him first.” Sydney glanced over at Val again, her gaze almost desperate. “We have to help him.” 
 
    Val nodded once and took the phone from Kir. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Off the coast of Ishigaki, Japan, in the Okinawa Prefecture. I’m heading toward the Trench now.” An engine roared to life. She’d been right, he was on some sort of boat or yacht, but she hadn’t realized he’d gone all the way to Japan to look for Jörmungandr. 
 
    “Tell Ryker I love him, all right?” Logan cleared his throat. “And that he has a home with us.” 
 
    Ryker? Who was that? 
 
    “I will,” Kye replied. 
 
    Ah. Ryker must be Jörmungandr’s human name. She’d have to remember that. 
 
    “Tell Sydney I said thank you.” Kye’s tone was hurried but happy. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Frederica is aware that he’s somewhere near the Trench as well.” Sydney bit her lip. “I’m so sorry, I couldn’t say no.” She ducked her head down, tears in her eyes. “I like Jörmu…I mean, Ryker. I don’t want him to get hurt. But if I hadn’t told her she would have killed me. There’s nothing in the Eddas or the Prose to say if I live or die.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Syd.” Logan stepped forward and held out his arms. “C’mere, kiddo. Gimme some sugar.” 
 
    Syd whimpered and raced to Logan, who wrapped her up in his arms. “I’m so so sorry, Logan.” 
 
    “We’ll bring him home, just like my other kids,” Logan replied softly. 
 
    “I wish we could bring Nari and Narfi home as well,” she whispered softly.  
 
    “So do I.” Logan hugged Sydney tight, their shared grief. Their sons Nari and Narfi had gone through hell. Nari’s entrails had been the bindings used to tie Logan to a mountain. His brother Narfi had been unwillingly turned into a wolf, driving him mad. He was the one who killed his brother. Logan and Sydney still grieved for the sons they’d lost. “But we can’t focus on what we don’t have anymore. We have to look at the future.” 
 
    “I know.” Sydney backed out of Logan’s arms and smiled sweetly at Kir, who was watching them with sad eyes. “And right now your future needs you way more than I ever did.” 
 
    Logan’s head whipped around and he darted to Kir, who took him in his arms. “We’ll get Ryker back, and our family will be complete.” 
 
    “It will,” Kir replied, returning Sydney’s smile. “Thanks, hon.” 
 
    Sydney darted away, hiding once more behind Toni. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Kye, we’re relying on you to bring Ryker home safe,” Kir called out. Val still held the phone, but he was muttering and tapping at buttons. 
 
    “I’ve got coordinates. I’ll need a ride to Kye once he gets there.” Val nodded to Logan and tossed the phone back to Kir. “I’ll help make sure your son comes home.” 
 
    “Is he hurt?” Slade’s husky voice was soft but easily heard.  
 
    “He isn’t. He’s healthy as a horse.” Slade snorted his amusement while Nik glanced toward Toni. “I’ll take Val to Kye.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us where he was before?” Logan didn’t sound accusatory, like Toni would have expected. 
 
    “Because he wasn’t ready to come out of the Trench yet. Trust me, I wish I could have said something, but Ryker will come when it’s time and not before.” 
 
    “Damn it, Nik. You know the outcome of the prophecy, don’t you?” Kir’s eyes were swirling with clouds. Outside, dark clouds began to gather, lightning and thunder filling the air. 
 
    “No.” Nik shook his head. “Some things come to me, but others are obscured. I have sources you don’t, but that’s it.” Nik sighed. “My mothers like to gossip and tend to forget I can hear them. Each of them has some information. Ratatoskr has more, since he travels up and down Yggdrasil and hears all the gossip and innuendo. It filters to me, and between my visions, my abilities, and the gossip, I figure things out. I’m not allowed to tell until the time is right or things will go badly for us.” 
 
    Kir blinked and his eyes cleared, becoming the beautiful sapphire blue Toni was used to. It was scary as fuck when he did that. “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Nik walked toward Toni and reached for her, his expression hurt for just a brief second. It would take time to cure that loneliness in him. “Sometimes I wish I couldn’t see things, whether I want to or not.” He grimaced. “Imagine what it was like when Jarnsaxa was boning Thor. Let’s just say I learned more about that man’s junk than I ever wanted to.” 
 
    “Ew. Ew ew ew.” Morgan began scrubbing his arms. “That’s my mom, man.” 
 
    “Mine, too, remember?” Nik took hold of Toni’s hand and winked. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “Oh my god, yes.” Toni moaned. “I think I could sleep for a week.” 
 
    Nik laughed softly and put his arm around her shoulder. “You and me both.” He led her toward the door. “Later. Call when you need me and we’ll go get Ryker. In the meantime…” He squeezed Toni tighter, making her squeal in surprise. “I’m going to be busy for a while.” 
 
    “I thought we were sleeping?” Toni asked as Nik led her to his condo. The way his hands had started roaming over her ass was making her think he had more than sleep in mind. 
 
    “Eventually,” he purred. “Just as soon as I’m done fucking you.” 
 
    Toni shivered. “I’m surprisingly okay with that.” 
 
    Nik laughed as he led her into the condo. “I’m so glad to hear that, sweetheart.” He took hold of her hand and began walking backward toward the bedroom. “So very, very glad.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue  
 
      
 
    Kye Vanderale watched the boat from afar as he headed toward the area where he’d been told Jörmungandr was about to rise to the surface. He didn’t need Nik’s sight to be aware of who was on that boat and why they were there. Unless he wanted a direct confrontation with Grimm, he’d have to be careful. Instead of doing what he’d planned, he chose a different tactic.  
 
    “Keep going. Pick us up on the coast.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nik asked, watching, always watching. Sometimes it gave Kye the creeps, but he’d never tell his friend that. 
 
    “Positive. You’ll find us, I’m sure of it.” Kye stripped down and prepared to dive. He had no need of breathing equipment or anything to protect him from the cold. This was his element, his lover that would embrace him in arms either gentle or demanding, but would never harm him. 
 
    “I’ll bring your clothes,” Nik replied, sounding vastly amused. He and Toni had teleported to the boat about six hours after the phone call he’d shared with Kir, giving him someone who would keep his boat safe while Kye looked for Ryker. 
 
    “My eyes!” Toni squealed, covering her face. “Jesus, put some pants on!” 
 
    “I don’t think Jesus ever wore pants,” Kye replied mildly just before he dove.  
 
    “Wait, what? You knew Jesus?”  
 
    Kye left Nik to explain that little joke as he swam down and deep. He had to get to Ryker before the others did, before Grimm made a move that would destroy both Loki’s heart and his own. 
 
    Perhaps now he’d finally be able to claim Ryker as his lover. But first, the serpent would have to become a man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Grimm stood at the bow of the ship, a dark, crystal weapon held in one hand and a small golden orb in the other. Today, he’d deal a blow to Loki that he’d never recover from. 
 
    “Yes. All of the preparations have been made. The only anomaly is the boat we noticed on the horizon, but since it has kept moving we’re not too concerned about it.” Adam kept his gaze on the horizon. “My men will keep watch. If it stops or performs any actions that seem suspicious they’ll board it and kill anyone they find, god or mortal.” 
 
    “Good.” Grimm glanced at the few men he had with him, men he’d taken from Valhalla just for this occasion. None of them had love for the Trickster god and were more than eager to attempt to take Jörmungandr’s life. “Let’s make sure the serpent doesn’t see the light of day ever again.” 
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