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FOR JOHNNY

My big brother and my first best friend.

This one’s for you.






GLOSSARY OF TERMS


ÄLVOR—thimble-size, gossip-prone fairies whose song is perilous to humans

BIFROST—the rainbow bridge that connects all eight realms

DRAUGAR—undead monsters with skeletal forms

DÖDSSTEN—the death stone; a gem that opens the gate to Helheim

MARE—human turned to creature of shadow; servant of Loki; giver of nightmares

MJOLLNIR—name of Thor’s legendary hammer

RAGNARÖK—the prophesied destruction of Asgard

THE SEAL—the invisible barrier between Earth and Asgard; tethered to Odin’s spear, Gungnir

VALKYRIE—powerful winged female warrior; servant of Odin; they carry those fallen in battle to eternal rest in Valhalla

VÄTTE—tiny gnomes who are drawn to humans of exceptional bravery; giving them a name solidifies the magical tether between human and vätte

VITTRA—ugly, bad-tempered, goblin-like creatures of the forest

WILL-O’-THE-WISP—small spirit of the dead that carries a green lantern and can lead travelers astray

WIVES OF THE FOREST:


	ASH WIFE (askafroa)—protector of the great world tree; one askafroa lives inside each ash tree

	WOOD WIFE (skogsroa)—mistress of the forest; appears as a beautiful woman with hooves for feet but can disguise herself as any tree or animal



YGGDRASIL—the great world tree upon which hang all eight realms






LIST OF THE GODS


ODIN—the Allfather; king of all gods and goddesses

FRIGG—goddess of beauty and song; Odin’s wife

THOR—god of thunder; wielder of the great hammer, Mjollnir; Odin’s son

LOKI—god of mischief and trickery; Odin’s blood brother

BALDER (deceased)—most pure and kind of the gods; Odin’s favorite son

HEIMDALL—protector of the Bifrost

HOD—the blind god; tricked by Loki into murdering Balder

FREYJA—goddess of love and battle

FREY—god of royalty and agriculture






THE FENRIR’S RIDDLE


Evil lava,

deepest blue,

dance in the moonlight,

impossible but true.






Prologue
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Three weeks after homecoming

From his seat on the plush velvet armchair, Elias Everhart could see everything.

The dancers. The dwarves. The vittra. The reindeer. The pixie-size fairies and the elves with pointed ears. The guards standing at each of the entrances, all in mare form in the unlikely event of an attack. Highly unlikely, if Elias were being honest.

No one dared to invade the underworld.

Loki had organized quite the show that night. Elvish women twirled on silks dangling from the eighty-foot-tall ceiling. Trapeze artists swung through the air, passing flaming torches to each other with their teeth. A pair of towering giants fought at the center of an enormous ring, much to the delight of everyone in a betting mood. And, as always, the mead flowed in abundance.

Holding court above it all was Loki and his daughter, Hel—the queen of the underworld. They sat on twin thrones, Hel with her legs crossed, back hunched, and face propped on one hand, ever the image of the petulant teenager. As far as Elias knew, for most of eternity, there had been only one throne atop that raised stone dais. It was only when Loki was banished to Helheim that he insisted on ruling beside his daughter.

Elias tried not to look at Hel for too long. Her face—one half alive and beautiful, all creamy olive skin and long eyelashes, the other half dead and rotting, eyeball stem and teeth visible even from his spot a hundred feet away—had always unsettled him.

At the foot of the dais, three ash wives danced, their bark-covered hips swaying to the sound of the fiddle and flute played by a pair of dwarves tucked away in some distant corner of the grand hall. Ash wife spirits were Loki’s favorite to watch. Normally, the god of mischief took in their performances with a casual half smirk on his face.

Today, he didn’t seem to be enjoying himself at all.

Something had been off with Loki since his brief visit to Silver Shores. Something beyond the god’s usual mercurial attitude and petty annoyances. Perhaps it had to do with what had happened to his son, the Fenrir wolf, who’d had half his teeth cut from his mouth right before Loki dragged him back to Helheim. Elias had no idea where the god was keeping the wolf now. He wasn’t even sure if the Fenrir should be considered friend or foe. Or maybe Loki was on the verge of making one of his proclamations, an announcement for a ball or tournament or whatever other seemingly random scheme he’d dreamt up to pass his time in exile. But Elias didn’t think so; for three weeks, the god of mischief had been in what could only be described as a “funk,” and he had no idea why.

Elias felt strangely restless himself. Usually, he enjoyed his time in the underworld, with its ample free alcohol and entertainment. Right now, he was seated on a deliciously soft armchair, surrounded by the souls of beautiful human women who, while technically dead, felt plenty alive in the way they sprawled across his lap and petted his hair. Between the gorgeous company and the mead flowing through his veins—with more waiting in the goblet dangling from his fingers—he should have been in a state of bliss.

But while Elias had done his best to enjoy this sure-to-be-brief vacation from his duties in Asgard, he hadn’t been able to fully relax. To let go. The theatrics were dull. The mead was sour. Even Helheim’s landscape seemed to have lost some of its strange beauty.

Though he didn’t want to admit it, Elias was in a funk, too.

It was strange. Mares didn’t feel “sad” or “down” or “depressed.” They didn’t feel anything, really. It was one of the biggest perks of the job: being free from messy emotions and a pesky conscience, the two things that make humans most miserable. Since the moment he’d completed his Trial to become a mare, he’d felt nothing. Nothing but thirst for fear, of course, and the delicious euphoria when that thirst was finally quenched.

For seven years, he’d let those two impulses guide him, assist him in carrying out whatever missions Loki assigned him.

Then he met her, and everything changed.

She did something to him. Coaxed out feelings he’d thought were gone forever. Resurrected them like the magician she was, skilled and sneaky. Always one step ahead. There hadn’t been one moment where he’d felt his emotions come back to life, no sensation of a light switch flicking from off to on. It had been a gradual thing. A pickaxe chipping away at the dam of his feelings, creating hundreds of tiny holes, so small that he didn’t realize they were even there until it was almost too late.

That night—homecoming—Elias had teetered on the precipice of something impossible. Something that would have brought the dam down entirely. Something intoxicating and delicious and absolutely, catastrophically forbidden.

But before that could happen, thank the gods, the girl had revealed the truth:

She’d never felt anything for him at all.

It had all been some stupid act. A ploy. Nothing more than a way to get the information she needed for her sister.

She had used him.

It was humiliating to think of how much the realization had hurt him. Like a knife through his newly revived heart. Chest bone shattered, aorta sliced open, blood all over the tiled hallway floor. It was too much to bear. In that moment, Elias realized that he would much rather go back to the pleasant numbness of the previous seven years than suffer through the excruciating pain of losing yet another person he …

In the brief seconds between deciding to dam his emotions back up and actually doing so, there was panic. Panic brought on by the fact that he didn’t actually know if he could. What if all of that repulsive feeling that he’d done toward that girl had made just one too many holes? What if he had opened himself up not only to the pain of her rejection, but to everything else, too? All the hurt that had driven him to trade in his soul in the first place?

Thankfully, there was no such issue. He gummed up the holes, plastered them over with six feet of cement, and went right back to being the handsome, murderous sociopath he loved seeing in the bathroom mirror each morning.

He suspected that he had done so just in the nick of time—and tried not to dwell on what would have happened if he’d waited even an hour longer.

After doing away with those pesky emotions, the path forward had become obvious: steal Lou, bring her to the Fenrir as an offering in exchange for the riddle, and murder anyone who tried to get in the way.

Ta-da! Problem solved.

Such was the beauty of thinking without a conscience: no idiotic “morals” getting in the way of what needed to be done to meet one’s goals.

For the most part, his plan worked. He kidnapped Lou, got the riddle out of the Fenrir, and made it back to Helheim alive. The only downside was that he hadn’t actually gotten to murder anyone.

Not for a lack of trying, though.

And now he was in a funk, and so, apparently, was Loki.

Over on the dais, Loki was watching the ash wives dance with about as much enthusiasm as Elias would have felt if someone had suggested they go rescue a sinking ship filled with orphans. Which was to say, none. The god of mischief was deep in thought, his brow furrowed beneath the salt-and-pepper hair he usually chose to sport. Given that Loki was an immortal being who could shape-shift into literally any form—male, female, young, ancient, strong, wiry—Elias sometimes wondered why he spent the bulk of his time as a middle-aged man. Loki was so vain naturally that Elias would’ve expected the god to keep himself free of gray hair and wrinkles for all of eternity.

As Elias considered this, Loki’s expression shifted. It was subtle but clear: a loosening of the forehead, a clearing of the fog in his eyes. The god had made some kind of decision, and whatever it was had led him to scan the crowd.

To his surprise, Loki’s eyes locked on Elias.

Elias stiffened. He fought the urge to avert his gaze, worried the god would think he had been staring. Which … granted, he had been staring, but there was no reason Loki needed to know that.

After a beat, the god lifted one hand and crooked his finger in summons.

Elias’s heart picked up speed. He thought he’d somehow slid past any repercussions after the fiasco in Silver Shores, but maybe his time had finally come. Inhaling, Elias pushed the women off his lap, rose to his feet, and started through the crowd.

When he reached the dais, Loki clapped twice.

“Ash wives,” he called, “you are dismissed.”

The tree spirits stopped dancing at once. They bowed low before swaying off into the party, leaving a trail of twigs and leaves in their wake.

As Elias watched them slink away, he couldn’t help but compare them to the ash wives he’d met on Asgard. Outside of the underworld, ash wives were fearsome creatures to behold. They were the guardians of the eight realms, the protectors of Yggdrasil—better known as “the world tree,” a white ash as big as the universe itself, upon which hangs every known realm. Living ash wives would never dance for someone else’s entertainment. Not even a god’s.

But this wasn’t Asgard. This was Helheim, the underworld, the home of the dead, ruled over by Loki and his daughter. Down here, you listened to your rulers, or you suffered the consequences.

Once the ash wives were gone, Elias bowed to Loki and Hel. “Your Majesties.”

Hel didn’t even grunt in response.

Elias straightened in time to see Loki shoot his daughter a stern look, then wave over a soul servant holding a huge bronze pitcher. “More mead!” he called, a smile curling his lips for the first time all evening. “My daughter’s cup is empty, and it’s making her churlish.”

Hel pursed her lips—or, more accurately, half pursed them, as only half of her face had lips to begin with—and said, “It isn’t the lack of mead that’s bothering me, Father.”

Loki ignored her. As his goblet filled with fresh mead, he studied Elias. The attention made the mare want to squirm, but he kept his gaze steady.

“Thank you for coming,” Loki said at last, waving away the soul servant. “I have a mission for you.”

Elias’s eyebrows rose. “A mission?”

“Yes.” Loki took a sip from his goblet. “I need you to head to Alfheim.”

Alfheim? “But I just got here.”

Loki laughed. “That’s hardly true, my boy. You’ve been on leave a full three weeks. Haven’t you had enough drinking and dancing yet?”

“One can never have enough drinking and dancing, sir.”

“On that we agree.” Loki winked. “But I need someone to make a discreet visit to the realm of the elves.”

Inwardly, Elias groaned. He had no interest in visiting Alfheim, a realm so hideously peaceful that any mare worth their salt feels sapped of energy the moment they set foot on its repulsively beautiful meadows.

Unless, he mused, Loki is sending me there to sack the capital, Ljósborg.

Now, that would be a mission he could get behind.

Greatly cheered, Elias puffed out his chest. “What’s the assignment?”

As Loki opened his mouth to reply, a voice interrupted.

“Sir.”

Elias glanced back to find Ragnar, leader of the mare guard of Helheim, standing at attention. Ragnar was, as always, in shadow form, his hulking body and shoulder-length hair outlined in flickering darkness. Elias had never seen the head guard’s true face—not even in the gambling den, where the other guards gathered on days off to drink and bet and occasionally throw hands. Everyone who came did so in human form. It was a house requirement; it’s too easy to cheat when you’re made of shadow.

But Ragnar never joined. Elias wasn’t even sure that he’d taken a single day off since becoming head guard centuries before. The man was obsessed with honor and duty.

Yawn.

Elias looked back up at Loki.

“This better be important,” the god said, eyebrows raised. “I was just about to send Elias here to wreak some delicious havoc on those imperious, annoying elves.”

“It is,” said Ragnar. “We have received news from Asgard.” He paused. “News that requires your urgent attention.”

“My urgent attention?” Loki snorted. “There’s no such thing as urgency in the afterlife.”

The corners of Ragnar’s mouth didn’t so much as twitch. “Trust me, sir. You’re going to want to hear this.”

Loki studied him. At last, he nodded and gestured for Ragnar to approach. The mare climbed the steps up to the dais and bent over to whisper in Loki’s ear. Within seconds, the god’s eyes expanded with uncharacteristic shock.

When Ragnar was done speaking, Loki leaned back and looked him in the eye. “You’re certain?”

Ragnar nodded.

Loki turned away, rubbing his chin absently with a thumb and forefinger. It was his usual look of calculation, of the wheels turning as he cooked up a brand-new plan. But there was something different about this particular expression. Normally, when he was in this state, his eyes flashed and glimmered, as if lit from within. A small smile would play at his lips. But this time … this time, his eyes were dark, his lips turned down. Almost as if he was worried.

But the god of mischief never worried.

Right?

When Loki’s eyes returned to Elias, his face had altered once more. Now, it was resolute. Locked into whatever path he had chosen.

“Change of plan, Elias.” He leaned back on the throne, folding his hands on his lap. “You’re going to Asgard, not Alfheim.” He hesitated, as if he was still on the fence about what came next. “But first, there’s something you need to know.”
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The vittra had no idea how close it was to death. The ground was covered in leaves, and the vittra just hunched there, gnawing at the carcass of what appeared to have once been a two-headed rat. Its focus was on prying every chunk of meat from the rat’s bones, not on the trees above where Charlie crouched, concealed by bright fall foliage, bow in hand, ready to take its head off.

It was just past dawn. Early morning light filtered through the leaves, illuminating the hideous creature below.

The vittra was goblin-like, with corpse-gray skin, bulging eyes, poison-tipped teeth, and nails like newly sharpened kitchen knives. Nearly four weeks ago, a whole pack had chased her and Elias through the forest. Thankfully, they’d been able to escape by diving headfirst into Lake Michigan. Vittra loathed bodies of water.

Charlie shuddered to remember how woefully unprepared she’d been for the dangers of Asgard. She had no idea how to defend herself. Had never even wielded a knife before then, let alone a sword or spear or bow and arrow.

Which was why she was perched in a tree.

A twig snapped beside her, and the goblin paused, stubby ears perking up. Charlie swallowed a gasp and ducked behind a cluster of orange-red leaves just before the creature’s head whipped around.

Hunched over, she found herself staring down at Henry, who squatted beside her on the tree branch. The vätte’s little foot rested atop a broken twig. She narrowed her eyes. His tiny arms shrugged, and even though she couldn’t see his eyes, she somehow knew they were wide with apology. She rolled her eyes and pressed a finger to her lips.

Ever since Charlie had given Henry his name and solidified their bond, he rarely left her side. He sat on her shoulder during training, slept at the bottom of her backpack during history class, stole slices of turkey from Lou’s sandwiches during lunch. He was her shadow. To an outsider, his never-ending presence might sound irritating, like a little sibling who won’t leave you alone. To Charlie, however, it was exactly right. He was a part of her now. A piece of her soul that lived outside her body.

Not to mention her personal security.

It might seem odd, thinking a pint-size gnome could keep a human safe. But it wasn’t. Not when Charlie knew what her tiny friend was capable of. Not when she’d witnessed him transform into something akin to a Tasmanian Devil and take down a draugar like it was nothing, like he faced gigantic undead monsters every day.

Plus, now that she and Henry were tethered together, her vätte partner would always know whenever she was in trouble—and vice versa. It was a comforting thought, when danger lurked around every tree trunk and street corner here in Silver Shores.

Three weeks had passed since homecoming. Three weeks since she barely escaped death. Since she and her friends faced down the Fenrir in the cave under the beach. Since Elias betrayed her.

Three weeks since she first saw her father.

Mason thought Charlie was a fool for even entertaining the idea that Loki might be their biological father. And maybe she was. It did sound absurd. The Hudson children, raised in a small town in Michigan … children of a god? Outrageous. Still, she couldn’t scrub away her memory of Loki’s face: handsome and overwhelmingly familiar, with crow’s feet, salt-and-pepper hair, and tanned skin that turned ghostly white the moment he saw Charlie and Mason.

But it was his eyes, more than anything. His eyes were an exact match for hers.

Hers and her sister’s, of course. The twin she had thought was dead until three weeks earlier.

The morning after homecoming, when Charlie had finally gathered her thoughts, she wrote Sophie a letter. It wasn’t much: a few quick scribbles containing the riddle that the Fenrir had given them in the cave—the riddle that, according to the wolf, would eventually lead them to the location of the Seal, the magical barrier between Earth and Asgard that Odin created to keep humanity safe—and the question she hoped Sophie would be able to answer:

Loki called us his children. Is it true?

When she was done writing, she slipped the paper into a plastic Ziploc and staked it to the roof outside her bedroom window using a hammer and nail stolen from the tool kit in the garage. She had no idea how to contact Sophie, but she knew that her twin came to check in on her every so often. She hoped, perhaps foolishly, that Sophie might visit one night and find the letter addressed to her. That she would bring it to Odin and come back with answers, maybe even the solution to the riddle. There’s no way the Allfather didn’t have a ton of brilliant minds serving in his court.

The next morning, the letter was still there.

And the next.

And the next.

It stayed there, blowing in the brisk fall breeze, and Charlie began to feel silly. What were the odds that her Valkyrie sister, busy fighting the monsters trying to sneak through the ever-multiplying cracks in the Seal, had time to drop by her mortal sister’s window? Not great.

On the fourth morning, she went to open the window and take back the letter. But when she pushed aside the curtains and looked out … it was gone. Letter, Ziploc, nail and all.

Now, Charlie stayed low on the branch, holding her breath. She might have the high ground on the vittra, but if it realized she was there before she had a chance to shoot one of her arrows, her advantage was gone. Goblins were perfectly capable of climbing trees using their razor-sharp claws.

She’d learned that the hard way.

She lifted a hand to her chest, rolling the thin steel chain that hung there between her thumb and pointer finger. A gift from Elias. She would gladly be rid of it, but steel was the element that spirits of nature loathed most. Against an army of vittra, the necklace would be no good, but against only one, it should provide her with a modicum of safety. Hopefully. Theoretically. Unless the vittra in question was so pissed off that it was willing to brave the steel in the name of vengeance.

After homecoming, Charlie had gone online and ordered four more steel necklaces—one each for Lou, Abigail, Mason, and her mom. Trish had been touched by the present, albeit clearly confused. Charlie made up a story about a crafts class at school and told her mom that it would mean a lot if she wore the necklace every day. Seriously: Every. Single. Day.

She’d also duct-taped steel bars around the outside of their house’s windows. Her mom wasn’t one to go snooping around the house’s exterior for no reason, but Charlie knew she would discover them eventually. After that, she’d have to get more creative with her protective tactics—and her lies.

She let the necklace fall back to her chest. After counting to ten, she lifted her head and squinted through the bright foliage.

Thankfully, the goblin seemed to have written off the snapping twig as harmless forest noise and returned to gnawing on the two-headed rat. Charlie exhaled, her breath rustling the leaves, and reached behind herself to touch the lucky deck of cards always in her back pocket.

Lately, she’d had no time for magic. Not the false kind, anyway—the kind that uses sleight of hand. She was too busy with all the real magic running around town. Ever since she had eaten the eyaerberry—the tiny fruit that revealed a new world hidden in plain sight—she saw magic everywhere. On the streets, on the sidewalks, in front yards, in the gutters.

Overall, however, things had been oddly quiet since homecoming. And by oddly quiet, Charlie meant that she’d only had to dive into a bush when she saw something black and spiderlike creep out of the gutter once, sprint into the lake to avoid being chased by a pack of vittra twice, and swerve to avoid hitting a variety of enormous golden reindeer with her car four or five times.

For Silver Shores, that was just another Monday.

The presence of magic was especially strong in the forest. She herself felt stronger there. Everything was brighter, more beautiful, more ethereal. If she stayed away from it for too long, she started to feel weak, as if metal and machinery were vacuums that sucked the life clean out of her.

Still, even if the thrill of sleight of hand had become somewhat dimmed by the presence of real magic, she never forgot to slip those cards into her back pocket.

These days, Charlie needed all the luck she could get.

She shook her head, focusing on the task at hand. Now was her moment. She needed to shoot before the vittra finished its meal.

She lifted the bow, pulling an arrow from the quiver slung over her back. As silently as possible, she nocked the arrow and took aim. The vittra was partly obscured by foliage; she needed to scoot down the branch to get a good shot. Thanking Odin for her years of training on the tightrope, she slid silently down the wood, feeling the tree bend beneath her. Just a little more to the right, and she’d have a clear—

Crack!

Charlie yelped as the limb snapped and her body tumbled through the air. She hit the ground hard, her right shoulder and side taking the brunt of the fall. Henry squeaked as his tiny body bounced off her legs. Pain lanced through her, little forks of lightning in her muscles that she knew would leave nasty bruises. She had little time to think on the pain, however, because the vittra was barreling toward her, teeth bared and claws flashing. She screamed and squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the attack—

A whoosh sounded over her, followed by a loud thunk.

The vittra’s claws never pierced her flesh.

Charlie popped one eye open, peering nervously upward. The goblin was no longer over her.

It was skewered to the trunk of the tree she had fallen from, an axe through its chest.

“For Odin’s sake, girl,” came Vidar’s familiar booming voice. Charlie glanced over to find his enormous frame towering above the bushes in which he had previously been hiding. The axe that normally dangled from his belt was noticeably missing. “Have I taught you nothing?”
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One by one, others popped up beside Vidar. First Bjorn, grinning under his matted blond hair; then Abigail, face twisted with disgust; and finally, Lou and Mason, who stared at the vittra kebab and yelled, “Gross!” in gleeful unison. They glanced at each other in surprise, then looked quickly away, cheeks flushing.

“What was that?” Vidar demanded, long black braids swaying as he stormed out of the brush and over to the dead vittra. “What happened to stealth and speed?”

Charlie groaned, letting her head fall back to the forest floor. “I know, I know,” she said, reciting the mantra that the Vikings had drilled into them since they began training three weeks before: “In the forest, stealth and speed are your greatest allies.”

“Damn right.” Vidar yanked his axe from the vittra’s chest, causing the goblin to fall to the ground in a jumble of gray limbs and bright green blood. “Though, based on your performance, you’d think stealth really meant elephant footsteps.”

“I mean,” said Mason, stepping out from the bush and raising the wooden sword at his side. He moved forward a few paces, showing off a few jabs and slices. “Not everyone can be as naturally gifted at fighting as I am.”

“Not bad,” said Bjorn, nodding his blond head once.

“Oh, please.” Lou rolled her eyes. “Don’t compliment him. Any more inflation and that boy’s ego will pop.”

“Yeah,” said Abigail, raising her wooden sword and waving it over her head. “He’s not the only one of us making progress.”

During the wooden sword’s second rotation, Abigail swung it a little too far to the right. Bjorn ducked before it whacked him upside the chin. The Viking barked out a laugh and said, “The only progress you’re making right now is toward giving me a clean shave.”

Abigail lowered the sword and scowled. There was nothing she hated more than not being the best in the class.

A half smile pulled at Charlie’s lips as she watched the familiar banter between the Vikings and her favorite people. Her eyes lingered on Mason, who was spinning the sword with a smug smirk on his face; at least one of them might be able to defend themselves against the creatures lurking in the woods.

But when Mason glanced her way, his confident smile slipped. In fact, his entire face seemed to shutter, to fold in on itself—eyes narrowing, brows lowering, lips pursing into a tight, angry bud. For one frigid second, he stared at his sister.

Then he turned away.

You’re so goddamn selfish.

Those were the last words her brother had said on homecoming night. The last words before he stopped speaking to her entirely.

A squeak sounded to Charlie’s left, and she looked over to see Henry seated on the forest floor, drenched in a rogue splash of green blood. He lifted his arms to inspect the liquid curiously. He leaned forward, beard rustling, ready to have a taste.

Charlie swatted his arm away from his mouth. “Goblin blood is not part of a balanced diet, Henry.”

His beard turned down in a pout.

Sighing, she pushed herself up into a sitting position. Her body felt bruised and tender, like a ripe peach that had rolled down a rocky hill. She wasn’t sure how many more sleepless nights and early training sessions she could take before she broke down entirely.

It didn’t matter. She had to push through. If not for herself, then to set an example for the people she loved—because that was who she was really doing this for.

“Right,” said Vidar, using a rust-stained rag to wipe the vittra blood from his axe. “Demonstration over. We can discuss what the girl did wrong on the walk back to the house.”

Staggering to her feet and trying not to wince at the pain, Charlie said, “Isn’t the right way to deliver feedback by including the good and the bad?” Henry grabbed her ankle and nimbly scaled her body to come sit on her shoulder, leaving smudges of green blood on her pants and sleeves. “As in, compliment me on what I did right before you berate me for what I did wrong?”

Sliding his axe back into his belt, Vidar grunted. “We’re Vikings, not therapists.”

“You humans are so soft these days,” Bjorn agreed as he stomped out of the bushes. “When we were alive, there was no ‘right way’ to give feedback. You let your instructor whip you for messing up, or you got locked in the cellar.”

Lou wrinkled her nose. “I’m pretty sure that’s child abuse.”

Bjorn waved one huge, meaty hand. “No such thing back in the Viking Age.” He whacked Mason’s shoulder and pointed forward. “Now, walk.”

They did as they were told, Charlie limping while the others chattered merrily. They were completely at ease in the forest, knowing the Vikings were there for protection. Henry nuzzled into her neck. He knew she was in pain. He could always tell.

“So. Abs,” said Lou. “Made any progress on the riddle?”

After homecoming, Abigail had volunteered to take the lead on deciphering the Fenrir’s riddle.

“I started doing the crossword in the Times when I was six,” Abigail had announced to the three of them the Monday after homecoming. “I’m more qualified for this job than the rest of you combined.”

Unfortunately—and perhaps unsurprisingly—none of the skills honed by Abigail over a decade of crosswording seemed to have translated into the skills necessary to decipher a centuries-old prophecy.

“I think so,” said Abigail now, like she always did when Lou asked about her progress. “I discovered a connection between the phrase dance in the moonlight and the setting of one of Shakespeare’s older plays. I’m thinking that if I can link the two, then—”

“So, no,” Lou interrupted. “No progress whatsoever.”

Abigail huffed. “Look. Just because you don’t understand the finer points of codebreaking doesn’t mean that no one else does.”

Charlie tuned out the conversation, letting her eyes drift up to the treetops. Red, yellow, and orange leaves swayed in the light morning breeze. She watched them twitch and crackle, yearning to break loose from their branches. Above, a falcon with too many wings soared past, its feathers too bright, its cry unnaturally loud.

One might think that Charlie would be used to Asgard by now. To the vines that wrapped around streetlamps, the strange noises that came from neatly trimmed hedges, the glowing eyeballs that seemed to follow her wherever she went outside, the ash trees that came to life without warning. And, to some degree, she was used to it. Or, at least, she’d grown to expect it.

Expect everything, and nothing will surprise you.

Her friends had each taken in their new reality in their own ways. Abigail had accepted Asgard the way she accepted everything she didn’t like: by ignoring it unless it directly benefited her goals.

Lou was a different story entirely. After she awoke from being possessed, they’d given her the final eyaerberry. Ever since, she’d been like a kid visiting a theme park for the first time. More than once, Charlie had to forcibly drag her away from getting too close to the vicious-looking mermaid that lived in the town fountain.

So, no. Charlie still wasn’t used to it, this new version of the world she grew up in. The woods where she played as a child and partied as a teenager. Its bones were the same—pine trees, birches, oaks, tangling roots, clusters of moss, rocks made to trip the boots of those who didn’t pay enough attention—but its skin was completely different. Brighter. More colorful. Crawling with magic and creatures that lurked just out of sight. Far more beautiful, and far more dangerous, too.

“Matt and the other guys are driving up with me tomorrow to deliver the goods,” Mason was saying when she tuned back into the conversation. “We’re taking three separate cars.”

The upcoming weekend was a special one for Silver Shores High School. On Friday, all 150 of its upperclassmen would load onto two rusty old school buses and chug up north to a state park for the annual overnight Outdoor Education Trip (commonly referred to as the “OET”—pronounced like the breakfast food). As juniors, it was Charlie and the other girls’ first time attending. To say that Lou was excited would be the understatement of the century.

“Excellent,” Lou said, clapping. “More room for booze.”

“Isn’t it, like, a three-hour drive to the park?” Abigail asked.

“Sure is,” said Mason.

“Good God,” said Abigail. “You guys are going to be exhausted.”

“Good gods,” Lou corrected her. “Don’t forget. Now that we know there are so many, we can’t risk excluding any of them. You know how petty gods can be.”

“I don’t, actually,” said Abigail. “Seeing as I’ve never met one.”

“Yes, you have,” said Lou. “You were in the same room as Loki for, like, five whole minutes. Right before he announced Charlie and Mason were his kids, then vanished back to the underworld. A perfect exit, if you ask me.”

Mason groaned. “Not this again. That guy was off his rocker, and you know it.”

Charlie bristled. It grated on her when Mason said things like that. She knew how far-fetched the idea sounded, and it’s not like she wanted to be his daughter—not when he was a famous liar destined to bring about Ragnarök (aka the end of Asgard, aka the apocalypse).

No, her irritation with Mason had nothing to do with any sense of familial loyalty to Loki. She was annoyed that her brother refused to even entertain the idea that the god might be their father. He had no interest in digging into the mystery with her, in seeking out the truth. He was the only other person in the world who could understand what she was going through (other than Sophie, and the gods only knew where she was), and he wouldn’t even speak to her.

He’d left her all alone.

It was upon Charlie before she even knew it was coming. The terror. The lightheadedness. The sense of doom, of danger just around the next tree. It grasped Charlie without warning, squeezing her chest so tightly that she found it hard to breathe. She clapped one hand to her breastbone.

Not this, she thought, dizziness overtaking her. Not again.

Her hands trembled. Her heart pounded unnaturally fast, the sound thumping against her eardrums. She no longer had control over her own body, and it was terrifying.

This wasn’t the first time she’d had one of these episodes since homecoming night. They came with disturbing regularity, creeping into her body whenever she thought too closely about the danger they were in, or the situation with Mason, or what the Fenrir looked like when she sliced nearly all its teeth off, or the expression of pure shock on Loki’s face right before he vanished.

That entire night had been an exercise in repression. Repressing the terror, the anger, the cutting betrayal. She’d just needed to get through the night alive. To make sure the people she loved came out on the other side.

Once they did—when she was finally safe in her bedroom after arguing with Mason—there was finally time for everything to come crashing down.

And it did.

It had been awful. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The room had tilted sideways, and a roaring filled her ears. She couldn’t hear anything but that roar and the hammering of her heart. It was beating so hard, so fast. Too hard. Too fast. It couldn’t be healthy. What if it beat so fast that it gave out entirely?

Is that what’s happening? she’d thought. Is this a heart attack? Am I dying? Did I fight off a draugar and a gigantic wolf and monster made of shadow only to die of a heart attack in the safety of my own bedroom?

She’d fumbled with the skirt of her torn-up dress, extracting her cell phone from one of its many hidden pockets. The screen glowed too brightly when she turned it on. She squinted against the light, opening a browser and typing the words can you have a heart attack at sixteen. She hit Search.

Pages and pages of results loaded. Links to WebMD, the Mayo Clinic, Quora, Reddit. Charlie couldn’t read a single one. They blurred together, a mass of blue and black words on a bright-white background. Her heart pounded. Her hands shook. She had no idea what was happening to her. Death was surely imminent.

The closest Charlie had ever come to this feeling was right after Sophie “died.” Back then, she’d felt crushing grief, like a river set to drown her, every ounce of joy suffocated from her body, skin bloated with sadness. It had been unbearable. She’d wanted to shut it all off.

And she had. By focusing every bit of her energy on learning close-up magic, she’d done just that.

She knew, as her back pressed to her bedroom door and her heart threatened to slam its way out of her chest, what she had to do. Magic had saved her from her grief by providing a distraction. That was exactly what Charlie needed: a distraction to save her from whatever awful thing was happening inside her brain. She needed a plan.

And there, on the floor of her bedroom, she made one.

First, she would enlist Bjorn’s and Vidar’s help to teach her and the people she loved how to fight. How to defend themselves from the creatures that lurked in the woods.

Then, once she was strong enough, she would carry out the next part.

I will kill Elias, she thought, her heartbeat slowing with every delicious word. I will make myself strong, and I will kill him. And once I do, I will never trust a boy with my heart again.

From his place on her shoulder, Henry poked Charlie’s neck. She jolted, shaken from her thoughts, and glanced down. Henry made little circles with his arms, then pointed to Charlie’s chest.

She knew what he was getting at. Not only could Henry tell whenever she was in danger, but he could also tell when her body thought it was in danger—even if there was no threat in her direct vicinity. Every time one of these episodes clutched at Charlie, Henry showed up at her side.

He was reminding her of what she needed to do. Of the three tricks she had to take her focus off the darkness swelling within her, to keep it from swallowing her entirely:

Research, train, recite.

Research meant taking out a book or her laptop and diving into her studies on Norse mythology. Train meant grabbing the spatula hidden in her bedside table and using it to practice the Vikings’ sword-fighting techniques, the closet mirror her only opponent. And recite … recite was the distraction she could use anytime, anywhere, no props necessary.

As she walked through the trees, she closed her eyes and recited the words:

You will make yourself strong.

You will find Elias.

You will kill Elias.

You will never trust a boy with your heart again.

It was her mantra. A version of the promise she’d made to herself on homecoming night. A prayer that she recited whenever the terror threatened to close in, to dunk her beneath its water and drown her, as surely as the tide itself.

Now, she could feel the mantra working its power. Could feel her heart slowing down, her breath lengthening, the trembling in her hands starting to recede. She was okay. Her friends were okay. There was nothing in the forest trying to hurt them.

She exhaled in relief.

They were okay.

With that comforting thought in mind, she reached out and pushed aside a cluster of pine branches, ready to lead the way back to the old house …

Only for her eyes to land on two dead bodies splayed out on a bed of fallen leaves.
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An unusual hush had fallen over the Silver Shores High cafeteria.

Normally, crinkling paper bags, loud greetings, and buzzing gossip formed a cheery symphony to which Charlie and her friends ate their ham-and-cheeses or PB&Js. But on that particular Monday …

On that particular Monday, two more students were missing.

No, not missing—flat out dead.

Maddie and Milo Morris. They didn’t grow up in Silver Shores; their family had moved from Detroit four years earlier.

Charlie remembered the Morrises’ first day so clearly. She was in seventh grade. Sophie and Lou were at her side. Nothing bad had ever happened to them. Nothing bad had ever happened in Silver Shores, period. Life was easy. Life was good.

Maddie was in Charlie’s grade, Milo in Mason’s. They were quiet, and at lunch, they chose a table at the back of the cafeteria and sat together, trading chips and Fruit Roll-Ups as if their food hadn’t come from the same house. Even as the weeks went on and they made their own friends, people to spend their weekends or the hours after school with, they never left that little table, choosing each other above everyone else.

Charlie had always found that remarkable. Enviable. After Sophie died, she used to look at the Morris siblings and feel bright-green jealousy. They would never drift apart if they lost one of their family members, she thought. They would never lose each other.

Even then, she’d known Mason was slipping away.

When Charlie saw their bodies lying on the forest floor, it was as if the ground had turned to ice and split beneath her feet. Her body plunged into freezing-cold water. Her muscles seized tight. The air rushed from her lungs. Though she was standing on solid ground, suddenly it felt like she was frozen under the waves of Lake Michigan in January.

This is it, a voice had whispered in her ear. You knew this was coming. You knew things had been too calm, too safe.

Danger will follow you for the rest of your life.

“—a good idea. Right, Charlie?” Abigail asked.

Charlie blinked, looking over at her friends. “What was that?”

“Keep up, Charles.” Lou shot her a stern look. “Abigail was reminding the group that you agreed to buy me lunch today. And every day this week.”

Charlie frowned. “No, I didn’t.”

“Right, my bad,” Lou said. “You just said that you would buy me a cookie every day.”

At the sound of cookie, Henry popped his head out of Charlie’s backpack and squeaked excitedly.

Charlie swatted at his red hat. “Get down,” she hissed. “We have to be careful.”

If any of the other students in the cafeteria were to look over, they would hopefully only see a girl swatting at a fly, not an adorable, bearded creature. Theoretically, the Seal was still in place, which meant that Henry remained invisible to everyone but Charlie and her friends.

But nothing was impenetrable. She’d seen it herself when a draugar had chased her through the school parking lot and was spotted by a little girl who couldn’t possibly have eaten an eyaerberry. So, she couldn’t be sure if Henry was still invisible to the rest of the school; she didn’t know when the Seal might suddenly falter, giving everyone else a glimpse of the gnome in her backpack.

Speaking of Henry—

Charlie reached into her lunch bag and pulled out the vätte’s lunch: a tiny ham-and-cheese between saltines. She lowered it to the bottom of her bag, where Henry could gnaw at it without onlookers wondering how a cracker sandwich was disappearing into thin air.

Seeing his lunch, Henry squeaked with disdain, trying to cross his arms over his chest but failing because they were too short to even reach each other.

“No,” Charlie said into her backpack. “We are not doing chocolate chip cookies for lunch again. You’ll die of high cholesterol before you make it to thirty.”

“You know he’s probably, like, a thousand years old, right?” Lou asked. “Or more?”

“Still.” Charlie reached back into her lunch bag and pulled out the extra turkey sandwich she’d brought, pushing it over to Lou. “For you, my parsimonious princess.”

“I haven’t a clue what that means,” Lou said, clapping giddily and starting to remove the sandwich’s cling wrap, “so I’m just going to go ahead and assume you’re complimenting my uncanny ability to insert the most applicable Silence of the Lambs quote into any given situation.”

“Oh gods. No Hannibal Lecter at lunch, please.” Abigail pulled out a Tupperware filled with apple slices. “And it most certainly does not mean that. Parsimonious: unwilling to spend money; stingy or frugal.” She winked at Charlie. “A classic SAT word. Well done, Char.”

Charlie grinned back.

Abigail’s face became serious again. “Can we go back to the discussion at hand?” she asked. “The real discussion? About”—she lowered her voice—“you know what.”

“I’m so glad we booked it after you called the police,” Lou said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one in the cafeteria was within hearing distance. “My mom still thinks that we were volunteering at the nursing home this morning. Not scoping out dead bodies in the woods.”

“We weren’t scoping anything out,” Abigail said. “We happened across a tragedy. It was only right that I make an anonymous call.”

“I can’t stop seeing them,” Lou went on. “The pale skin. The blue lips. And those hands…” She shuddered. “Gods almighty.”

Charlie knew exactly what Lou meant. She hadn’t been able to wipe the image of the Morrises from her mind. They followed her everywhere she went, popping up whenever she shut her eyes or stared too long at a blank worksheet or zoned out on the toilet. Maddie’s dark hair splayed out on the leaves. Milo’s jaw hanging open. Their eyes blank, staring toward the sky. And their hands …

Lou was right. The hands were the worst part, because they weren’t really hands at all. They were just round stubs of flesh.

All their fingers had been sawed clean off.

Charlie’s stomach turned over. She hadn’t taken a single bite of her sandwich, and she didn’t know if she was going to be able to.

“My question is, who did it?” Lou asked for the fourth time since they sat down. “I mean, the Fenrir is the obvious first suspect, but he’s supposed to be locked up in the underworld, right? We saw him get taken there ourselves.”

“We don’t know that he’s still in Helheim,” Abigail said. “Or that he was ever locked up at all. Maybe Loki took him down there for show, just to set him free again.”

“But he’s missing half his teeth now,” Lou argued. “Unless Loki somehow grew them back. Which I guess is a possibility, since he’s a god and all, but—”

“It’s not the Fenrir,” Charlie interrupted.

The girls turned to look at her. Charlie was as surprised by her interruption as they were; moments ago, she’d been dizzy, off-balance, virtually incapable of speech. But the more she’d thought about Maddie and Milo, the more certain she’d become that it wasn’t the wolf who killed them.

“It wasn’t the Fenrir,” she repeated, flicking the edge of her paper lunch bag. “It can’t be. It doesn’t fit his pattern.”

“What do you mean?” Lou asked.

“That type of murder—killing two bodies and leaving them on the forest floor—makes no sense when you think about what the Fenrir’s goal was. He wanted to send bodies to Surtur, right? To strengthen him?” She shrugged. “Do those bodies look like they made it anywhere near Muspelheim?”

“Odin’s underpants,” Lou said, blinking. “You’re right.”

If the situation weren’t so dire, Charlie might have laughed; her best friend had taken to replacing curse words with various references to the Allfather’s undergarments, generally inserted at the most inappropriate times possible.

“So, what?” Abigail asked. “You think these were random murders? No connection to Asgard?”

“Oooh!” Lou’s eyes lit up. “A serial killer on the loose, perhaps?”

Abigail rolled her eyes. “Oh gods. Here we go.”

“What?” Lou asked, offended. “You know that serial killers are a passion of mine.”

“I’m not deigning that with a response,” Abigail said, turning back to Charlie. “It could just be a random, messed-up coincidence. But…”

“But,” Charlie supplied, “the odds of a non-Asgard-related event occurring in Silver Shores seem … unlikely, at best.”

Abigail nodded.

Charlie sighed, running a hand through her hair. If not the Fenrir, then who? There were the draugar, of course. But there were countless others, too. Creatures she’d learned about from listening to the Vikings’ stories and poring obsessively over dusty old books. Creatures that frequently appeared in her dreams, if she managed to fall asleep.

Every night since homecoming, she had been plagued with nightmares. With her fears and memories chopped up, distorted, and gnarled at the edges: the Fenrir’s eyes glowing at the bottom of a dark pit; vittra descending upon her before she could make it to the lake, clawing at her arms and legs and drowning her screams; draugar skulking about in the forest, bones clicking and breath heavy, as Charlie hid behind a tree and prayed to every god of Asgard that the beasts wouldn’t find her. The gods never listened, and she always woke up smothering her own screams.

The nightmares were awful. So awful that she sometimes wondered if Elias wasn’t sneaking up from the underworld to give them to her personally.

She knew it was a preposterous idea. If he were torturing her in her sleep, he would stick around afterward to gloat about it, and he was never there when she woke up.

She always woke in a cold sweat, heart pounding furiously, like it had after homecoming when she’d been so certain it was about to stop entirely. The only way to fight it off was with one of her three defenses—most often recitation:

You will make yourself strong.

You will find Elias.

You will kill Elias.

You will never trust a boy with your heart again.

Finally, Charlie voiced the question that had weighed on her mind all morning. “Should we ditch? Go investigate?”

“One hundred percent we should go investigate,” Lou said with a little too much excitement, slamming her palms on the table. “I’ll drive.”

“There’s no need for us to beeline toward an active crime scene right now.” Abigail plucked an apple slice from her Tupperware. “Not when we aren’t positive it’s Norse-related.”

“Bullshit,” Lou said. “You just don’t want to miss your French quiz.”

“That’s merely a happy side effect,” Abigail said.

Lou turned to Charlie, widening her eyes hopefully. “Charles?”

“Before you two go making any idiotic, suspension-worthy decisions,” said Abigail, “I want to remind you that we’re due to help with the car wash tomorrow.”

“What car wash?” Charlie and Lou asked at the same time.

Abigail scoffed. “I can’t believe you already forgot. I’m running a car wash to raise money for OET, and I signed both of you up to volunteer. You should have gotten a confirmation email. But in case you didn’t open it…” She picked her phone up, swiping it open and tapping on the screen. She turned it around so they could see for themselves.

Lou and Charlie leaned in, squinting to read the email. There was a short message thanking them for their participation, then a list of names and assignments.

“Abigail Moore,” Lou read aloud. “Welcome Desk. Louise Fisher, Drier. Charlotte Hudson, Washer. And what’s this?” She scrolled a little farther down the email. “Mason Hudson, Drier?” Her eyes ballooned. “You signed Mason up without asking, too?”

“We need as many hands as possible,” Abigail said.

Lou cackled. “Oh, he is going to kill you.”

As if on cue, Mason’s head appeared between Abigail and Lou. “Who’s killing who?”

Abigail yelped, phone flying out of her hands and landing on her cucumber sandwich. “Oh my gods, Mason.” She snatched her phone up. “You can’t sneak up on us like that.”

Mason threw his arms over Lou’s and Abigail’s shoulders. “Of course I can. It’s my right, as your best friend’s older brother.” His face became very serious. “So, who are we killing? Because I want in. Bjorn basically said I’m a combat protégé.”

“You’re killing Abby,” Lou said to Mason, “because she signed you up for the car wash.”

Mason let his head flop backward, groaning. “You did not.”

“She did,” said Lou smugly.

“How can you even think about washing cars right now?” Mason asked, dropping his chin back down. “There’s a serial killer on the loose.”

“See?” Lou exclaimed, pointing at Mason excitedly. “He thinks it’s a serial killer, too!”

“Well, it’s certainly not the Fenrir,” Mason said, dropping his voice. “Not his style, right?”

“That’s exactly what I said,” Charlie agreed.

Mason’s eyes flicked over to her, but he said nothing in response. Instead, he looked back at Abigail. “Also, I have baseball on Tuesdays. You know that.”

Abigail waved a hand. “I already got permission from your coach for you to miss.”

“You talked to my coach?” Mason’s voice hiked several decibels.

“And anyway,” Abigail went on, ignoring Mason’s outrage, “this will be good for you. For all of you. No one here has nearly enough community service on their resume.”

“I’ll give you community service,” Mason growled. “When the judge sentences me to it as punishment for your untimely murder.”

“I don’t think murderers qualify for community service,” Lou said helpfully. “They just go straight to jail, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.”

Charlie laughed. “And even if they did qualify, Mason would undoubtedly piss off the judge so badly that he’d be sent straight to maximum security.”

Lou and Abigail laughed, but Mason didn’t even smile. He only cut another sideways glare at his sister before pursing his lips and staring straight ahead. Apparently, he couldn’t even allow himself to laugh at her jokes.

“Fine.” He unhooked his arms from the girls’ shoulders and stepped back from the table. “You’re right for wanting me at the car wash, anyway. No sex-starved moms will pay to have someone wash their minivan unless my abs are on full display.”

Lou made a retching sound.

“Ciao, ladies.” He blew them a kiss, then turned around to head to his usual table, which was packed with the most popular boys in the senior class. “Try not to miss me too much.”

“We’ll do our best,” Lou said dryly.

As she and Abigail went back to discussing the Morrises, Charlie’s eyes drifted over to the announcement board that hung up on the wall beside their table—and to the flyers still pinned to its top. The enlarged photos of Robbie Carpenter, Maisie, and the Peterson twins. The word MISSING typed below in bold caps. Crinkled edges and accidental rips, after so long spent stuck to that same corkboard.

But the worst part was the boys’ eyes. They were happy. Unaware of the tragedy to come.

These last few weeks had been torture, watching the families of the missing kids put together press conferences and search parties. Torture to see Mrs. Carpenter in line at the local Starbucks, huge purple bags weighing down her eyes from lack of sleep. Torture to walk past Maisie’s old locker, now covered in notes about how much she was missed. Torture to look over at the empty chairs in the cafeteria normally occupied by the Petersons. The twins’ friends never dared to sit in those chairs anymore, as if they were saving them for when the boys finally returned.

They didn’t know the truth: the twins weren’t coming home. Not now. Not ever.

Thinking about what happened to her classmates—getting kidnapped by a giant wolf, being teleported to a different planet, and dying at the hands of a fiery god—made Charlie feel sick. She wanted desperately to tell their parents what had happened to them. To give them the closure they deserved.

But she couldn’t. No one would believe her.

Charlie was so deep in her own mind that it took her several seconds to realize that her friends had stopped talking. That the entire cafeteria had stopped talking. No yelling. No laughing. Not even the hushed conversations about the Morrises from before. When she looked over at Lou and Abigail, they were staring over at the cafeteria entrance, mouths agape.

What the Hel? Charlie swiveled around in her chair to follow their gaze to find—

Him.

Dark hair. Sharp jaw. Wide shoulders, long limbs. Midnight-blue jeans, black T-shirt, leather jacket. Smirk like a rattlesnake curling its tail toward the sky. The boy she had promised to destroy—a promise that had propelled her through the last three weeks when nothing else could.

Elias Everhart winked at the stunned cafeteria. “Miss me?”
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Two awful surprises. That’s what this day had brought Charlie.

First, a pair of dead bodies.

Second, her least favorite person in all the eight realms combined.

She thought she’d be ready to see him when the time came. That all the horrible things Elias had done would pool together in her mind, twisting his face into something detestable, something she could barely stand to look at. And it was true that she could barely look at him … but not for the reason she’d anticipated.

No. Even knowing what she did, Charlie couldn’t deny the truth:

Elias Everhart was beautiful.

More beautiful than she remembered. Painfully so. With a chiseled jaw and bright green eyes, he had the type of face that rarely existed outside of Photoshop. If she looked at it for too long, she feared it would blind her.

She should be glad he was here. Now, she wouldn’t have to seek him out to exact her revenge. She’d often lain in bed, eyes shut, picturing the look on Elias’s face when she finally found him. When she arrived on whatever doorstep he was haunting, newly trained in combat and ready to take him down.

But she was nowhere near ready for that. She’d thought she would have months or even years before she saw him again. Not three measly weeks.

“Hey,” came a loud whisper from one table over, startling Charlie and causing her to look away from Elias. It was Mary Welsch, a girl in the grade above whom Charlie had known since preschool. She leaned over in her chair, eyeing Charlie curiously. “Isn’t that your boyfriend?”

Charlie was saved from having to cobble together a reply by a sudden roar and the clatter of a chair hitting the floor across the room. She whipped her head around to see Mason charging across the cafeteria. He hit Elias in a full-body tackle, sending them both rolling to the floor.

The entire cafeteria gasped. Several people screamed.

“You bastard,” Mason hollered as he sat upright, pinning Elias down with both knees and raining punches onto his face and torso. “How dare you show your face here? How dare you come back and act like nothing happened, like—”

Charlie was on her feet and sprinting toward them before she realized what she was doing. Lou and Abigail were close behind, followed by a squawking Henry, who sounded thoroughly offended that Charlie had left him at the bottom of her backpack when there was excitement to be had. He skittered under tables while the girls wove through them, ducking around chairs and knocking into backpacks as they barreled toward the front of the room.

Down on the floor, Mason was still assaulting Elias with his fists. For his part, Elias had only covered his face with his arms in self-defense—an odd move, since he was ten times as strong as any of them.

When the girls reached the fight, Charlie grabbed one of Mason’s shoulders, Lou the other, and they hauled him backward. Once he was up on his feet and too far away to land any more punches, Lou wrapped her arms around his chest and Charlie around his stomach. Mason struggled to get back to Elias, but they managed to use their combined strength to hold him back. Just barely.

“Let me go!” Mason yelled, thrashing against their arms.

“How about,” Lou grunted, keeping a tight grip on his chest, “you stop being an idiot before you get sent to the principal’s?”

“Screw the principal,” Mason said.

“Right,” Lou said. “And screw your baseball scholarship, too, huh?”

At those words, some of the fight seemed to go out of Mason. He kept struggling, but there was no urgency to it.

Down on the cafeteria floor, Elias spat red onto the tiles. Blood trickled from his left nostril, and a faint purple had already begun to blossom under one of his eyes. “Some welcome,” he said to Mason, smirking through the dark red pooling over his thick lips. He didn’t even glance at Charlie. “What happened to us being best pals?”

“You’re an asshole,” Mason said.

This only made Elias grin wider.

“Boys!”

Two minutes too late, Mrs. Waterstone, the scatterbrained chemistry teacher who usually supervised lunch, arrived on the scene. She ushered students dramatically aside, as if there were a tightly packed crowd surrounding the fight, when in reality barely anyone had left their seats.

“Break it up!” she hollered, waving her arms over her head. “Break it up right this instant!”

Lou rolled her eyes. “You missed the boat on this one, Mrs. W.”

“Right.” Mrs. Waterstone smoothed out her skirt, straightening. “Well. Principal’s office. Both of you.”

“But he’s the one who assaulted me,” Elias said, waving a hand at Mason. “I didn’t even throw a single punch.”

“Regardless,” said Mrs. Waterstone. “Dr. Matsson will want to see you both to discuss this matter.” She reached down to try to lift Elias up by his shoulders before quickly realizing he was too heavy. Her hands retreated awkwardly before clapping twice. “Off you go, then.”

Mason was still breathing heavily under Charlie’s and Lou’s grasps, his anger barely contained. Elias remained on the floor. His eyes stayed on Mason, hunger gleaming at their edges. Charlie knew he could taste the fear vibrating off the onlooking crowd. Knew that it only fueled him, made him stronger. He was relishing this moment.

After a few breaths, Elias struggled to his feet. No one offered to help.



“But what the hell is he doing here?” Lou asked for the third time as she paced in front of the principal’s office. “It’s been three weeks since homecoming. Why show up now?”

“I don’t know,” Charlie said, also for the third time.

She and Abigail were sitting on the floor of the empty hallway, backs against a row of lockers. Henry skittered across the floor nearby, kicking a wad of discarded paper like a soccer ball.

Abigail wasn’t listening to Lou. Once it had become clear that the boys wouldn’t be reemerging from the principal’s office anytime soon, she’d taken out her physics textbook and started on that evening’s homework. Charlie, on the other hand, was too agitated to do anything but tap her foot nervously while watching Lou pace.

“I bet you fifty bucks and a ham sandwich that it has something to do with Maddie and Milo,” said Lou, voicing the very thing Charlie was most worried about. “It’s too much of a coincidence.”

“I know,” Charlie agreed, glancing down the hall to make sure nobody was coming. “The only question is—”

“—was he the one who did it?” Lou filled in, pivoting on her heel and starting back across the hallway.

“Exactly.” Charlie’s foot increased in speed, tapping loudly on the shiny white tile.

“And what did he even tell the administration when he showed up?” Lou pivoted again. “Hey, sorry I was gone for three weeks. Had to pay a quick visit to the underworld?”

“I’m sure he had some excuse all packaged up and ready to go.” Tap, tap, tap. “Or else he just used that horrible possession thing that he did to you to get them to let him reenroll.”

Lou shuddered. “Probably.”

Tap, tap, tap. “Does this mean that Loki sent him?” Tap, tap, tap, tap. “Or did he come on his own, just to torture us some more?” Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap—

Without looking up from her textbook, Abigail shot out a hand and clamped it down on Charlie’s foot. “We’re not going to learn anything until they’re done in Dr. Matsson’s office,” she said. “So would you two please put a lid on it? I can barely focus on Newton’s third law.”

Lou sighed and turned to start pacing back down the hallway. But before she could take another step, the door to the principal’s office swung open. Elias and Mason emerged together, Principal Matsson just behind them.

As soon as Elias stepped into the hallway, Henry abandoned his soccer ball, darting over to Charlie’s side and tensing his tiny body as if in preparation to strike.

“—could get this resolved without issue,” Principal Matsson was saying, one hand on Elias’s shoulder, the other on Mason’s. He looked like a proud father congratulating his sons on a game well played, not a principal finishing up a disciplinary meeting. “You’re both exemplary members of the senior class, and I would hate to think there’s any strife between you.”

Charlie and Abigail rose slowly to their feet, trading looks of confusion with Lou.

“Thank you, Dr. Matsson,” Elias said. “We sincerely appreciate it.”

“Right,” said Mason belatedly. He cleared his throat. “Thank you, sir.”

Dr. Matsson squeezed their shoulders once, then released them. “Study hard, boys. I’ll see you both later.” He started to close his office door, pausing halfway. “Elias?”

“Yes, sir?” Elias asked.

“It’s a pleasure having you back.”

Elias smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

With a warm nod, Dr. Matsson shut the door, leaving the five of them alone in the empty hallway.

Lou was the first one to ask, “What the Hel was that?”

“What was what?” Elias asked innocently. Dr. Matsson had clearly helped him clean up his face, but he’d missed a few flakes of dried blood. Plus, the bruise beneath his eye was only getting worse, darkening like the night sky.

Unfortunately, neither of those things even made a dent in his otherworldly beauty. If anything, he looked even more rugged, more dangerous. Just looking at him made Charlie’s stomach feel like it had been set on fire.

No, she reminded herself. No, no, no. It doesn’t matter how handsome he is. He’s a monster.

She might be in a tailspin over his presence, but he hadn’t even spared her a glance. Not when he stood in the entrance to the cafeteria, not after the fight with her brother. Not even now, when she stood less than five feet away. It was as if she were invisible.

Beside him, Mason looked pale and confused, like he’d seen a ghost in Dr. Matsson’s office.

“What was all of that?” Lou waved a hand at the door. “Exemplary members of the senior class? Mason nearly killed you in front of the entire school!”

“I agree with Lou on this one,” Abigail said, shutting her textbook and sliding it into her backpack. She pushed herself up onto her feet, crossing her arms over her chest. “Dr. Matsson never gives that kind of praise to anyone. Not even his top students. What did you do to him?”

“It was all a big misunderstanding,” Elias said, smiling smoothly. “Mason and I had a nice chat with the principal—explained that the fight was an accident, et cetera, et cetera—and he saw fit to let us go without incident.”

“You mean,” Abigail said, narrowing her eyes, “you used mind control to make him do what you wanted him to do.”

Elias shrugged. “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.”

“Excuse you?” Abigail started to advance, but Lou grabbed her elbow before she could get too close to Elias.

“Don’t,” said Lou. “It’s not worth it.”

“Listen to your friend,” Elias said, smirking. “Besides. You’re just jealous that you can’t use possession to get into whatever college you want.”

White-hot fury swelled in Charlie’s chest. There he was. The real Elias, the one who had revealed himself on homecoming night. The beast who cared nothing about right and wrong, who cared only for getting what he wanted—no matter who got hurt in the process.

It was then that the thought came crashing down on her.

Bjorn and Vidar. Her Viking teachers. They’d taken up residence in the old house after Elias left town. But if he was back now … if he’d visited his old living quarters before coming to the high school …

Images came to her, bloody and brutal. Bjorn and Vidar lying on the living room floor, knives of shadow jutting from their backs. Bjorn and Vidar lying in the grass, draugar teeth marks on their necks. Bjorn and Vidar face down in Lake Michigan, drowned and bloated with saltless water.

Suddenly she was finding it very hard to breathe.

Should she confront him? Ask if they were still alive? No, that would be foolish; on the off chance he hadn’t gone to the house right away, asking him would only alert him to their presence.

She would have to slip away to the old house at the first chance she got.

“Please,” Abigail spat at Elias. “I’d sooner die than fake my way into college.”

“Why’d you cover for Mason?” Lou asked. “Last time you were here, you tried to have us all killed. Why not just let him get suspended?”

“Times change,” Elias said dismissively, brushing out the nonexistent wrinkles in his shirt. “People change. Priorities change.”

“Bullshit,” Charlie said. Her anger had become a living thing, a beast roaring within her chest, rattling her rib cage, begging to be released. Kill him, it screamed. Kill him, like you promised you would. “People don’t change. Especially not you.”

Elias still didn’t look at her, but she saw a strange emotion flicker across his face. Anger, or pain. He buried it almost immediately. Covered it in the heavy, impenetrable soil of arrogance, just like he always did.

“You don’t have to believe me.” Elias clasped his hands behind his back. “But I’m here on strict orders from my boss. He said, and I quote, Keep Charlotte and Mason safe until further notice.” He paused for dramatic effect. “I’m your protector now, kids. Not your enemy.”

The floor moved beneath Charlie’s feet. It tilted sideways, tilted the whole hallway sideways, tilted the whole world sideways, and she was falling, she was falling, she was falling …

Strict orders from my boss.

My boss.

Loki.

Loki had sent Elias back to Silver Shores. Loki had sent him for the express purpose of protecting Charlie and Mason.

My children, he had whispered.

No. She couldn’t let herself go down that road right now. There was too much happening at once. Too many surprises, too many heavy punches to the gut.

Darkness flickered at the edges of her vision. Down at her sides, her hands started to tremble.

Focus, she reminded herself. Focus.

You will make yourself strong.

You will kill Elias.

And yet, what did “killing” Elias even mean? As far as she knew, mares were nearly invincible; only Valkyrie steel could penetrate their shadows, and even then, the effects didn’t appear to be permanent. Back in that cave, she’d sliced off both of Elias’s legs. Now, he stood before her, whole and intact, as if nothing had ever happened.

And even if she did know how to kill a mare, did she really have the stomach for it? For the aftermath? The guilt? The unwashable blood that would weigh down her hands forever? He might have been a monster, but he was still partly human. There was a soul somewhere within him, even if it was so misshapen as to be almost unidentifiable.

No, she told herself. You’re just chickening out because he’s here. He’s here, he’s present, he’s real. Of course you’re going to try to talk yourself out of this.

You have to stay strong.

“—fall for that crap,” Mason was saying when Charlie swung back into reality. “How stupid do you think we are?”

“Like I said—” Elias studied his fingernails. “You don’t have to believe me. But orders are orders, and I’m not leaving this town until Loki says I can.”

“Let me guess.” Mason smiled without humor. “He didn’t bother to tell you why you’re protecting us, either.”

“Of course, he did,” Elias said, feigning offense. “The god of mischief and I tell each other everything. I’m his most trusted confidant.”

“I highly doubt that,” Mason said.

“I am. It’s the reason he gave this mission to me.” Elias’s eyes sparkled with joy, and Charlie knew—she just knew—that he was about to say something that would ruin them all. “There’s no one else in Helheim that Loki would trust to keep his own children safe.”
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His own children.

His own children.

His children.

There they were. The words she’d been waiting for. The words she’d been dreading.

Confirmation.

She half expected Mason to start pummeling Elias with his fists again. But when she looked over at her brother, he appeared just as shell-shocked as she felt.

Distantly, she was aware of Elias making his goodbyes (“Great catching up, old friends; I have a feeling we’ll be seeing quite a bit of each other in the coming days”) and whistling as he set off down the hallway, but she couldn’t focus on him. Couldn’t focus on anything but her brother, who looked so hurt, so lost, it made her want to break down crying.

“Mason,” she whispered, grasping his hand.

“Don’t.” Mason yanked his hand away, disgusted by her touch. He didn’t even look at her. “Just … don’t, Charlie.”

She recoiled. It felt like he’d slapped her. Down at her feet, Henry squeaked, as if he were in pain, too.

Taking a deep breath, she tried again. “Mason, I know how awful this is. I know you don’t want it to be true. Neither do I. But we have to face the facts, and—”

“I’m not having this conversation with you,” he said, not even sparing her a glance. He started to turn away, to walk off in the opposite direction that Elias had gone, but before he could, Lou grabbed his wrist.

“Oh, for the love of the gods,” Lou growled, yanking Mason backward. With her free hand, she grabbed Charlie’s wrist, too. “Come on.”

“Hey!” Mason said. “What are you—”

“Shut up,” Lou said as she pulled them across the hall and into the nearby girls’ bathroom. Abigail and Henry followed in their wake, letting the door swing shut behind them.

At the mirror, Marie Anderson and Taylor Smythe, who were touching up their makeup, looked at the intruding male with alarm.

Marie said, “What the hell are you—”

“Family emergency,” Lou said. She tossed a thumb over her shoulder, indicating the door. “Privacy required. See you in Spanish.”

Marie and Taylor exchanged bewildered looks, then shook their heads and filed out of the bathroom. They probably would have been more upset were it anyone else, but they’d grown up with Lou. They were used to her antics.

After the girls left, Lou bent over to inspect beneath the bathroom stalls. Once she was certain no one else was lurking inside, she stomped over to the door and turned the lock, shutting them inside.

She spun around and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Now,” she said, glaring between Charlie and Mason. “Talk.”

“About what?” Mason asked flatly.

“Oh, please.” Under the hazy fall light filtering in through the frosted glass panes of the skylight, Lou rolled her eyes. “You two have barely looked at each other since homecoming. I know things have been rough between you since Sophie died, but I really thought you were making progress—”

“Sophie didn’t die,” Mason said, tone as frigid as a Michigan winter. “Which we all know now.” He cut a searing look at Charlie. “No thanks to her.”

Charlie bristled. There it was. The unspoken wall between them. The reason her brother had barely been able to look her in the eye for three weeks straight.

She understood why Mason was angry with her. Really, she did. But at the same time, if he’d been in her position, wouldn’t he have done the same thing? If the choice had been between feeding her an eyaerberry that let her see their sister again but exposed her to grave danger or keeping her safe in the dark instead, wouldn’t he have chosen the latter? Wouldn’t he?

After he ate the eyaerberry, she should have told him about Sophie right away. She could admit that much. But she’d been so scared for Lou, and everything had happened so fast. It was like hurtling through a half-remembered dream, making decisions in the moment and praying they were the right ones. Keeping Sophie a secret until after they rescued Lou was one of those decisions.

Unfortunately, it was the wrong one, because Elias had spilled the news before she had the chance to do it herself.

She could still remember the expression on Mason’s face. The hurt. The betrayal. She and her brother had, after two excruciating years of practically ignoring each other, finally started to come back together … only to splinter. All the unsteady trust they’d begun to build, gone in an instant.

That first week after homecoming, Charlie had tried to talk to Mason about Sophie every day, sometimes multiple times a day. She’d cornered him in the kitchen at breakfast, or in the hallway before bed, or when it was just them in the Bronco, before Lou and Abigail got in. But no matter where they were or what she tried, she was only ever met with silence.

She turned to face him head-on. “Why are we even talking about this, Mason? Elias just confirmed that Loki is our father. We should be following that lead, not arguing about something that happened almost a month ago.”

“Confirmed?” Mason shook his head. “Have you lost it, Charlie? Elias has more than proven himself to be a compulsive liar. He would say anything to achieve whatever perverse goal actually brought him back to Silver Shores. Saying that his boss is our father is the perfect lie. Don’t you see? He’s trying to bring us over to his side. To make us trust him again.”

“But you saw him, Mason,” Charlie said, not caring that she sounded like she was pleading. “You saw what Loki looked like. You saw his eyes. He looked like an AI-generated version of you in thirty years. He looked—”

Her words cut off when an ominous shadow passed suddenly over the skylight, followed almost immediately by two muted thunks. Everyone startled, necks snapping up to look at the ceiling.

Four dark footprints were outlined on the frosted glass.

Charlie’s heart kicked into high gear. Oh gods, she thought. Elias left, but he must have blown his draugar whistle before he went.

She wished desperately for the feel of Sophie’s Valkyrie blade in her hand, or a bow and arrow, or even one of Mason’s wooden practice swords. Unfortunately, all her weapons were locked in a hidden compartment in the back of the Bronco. She hadn’t wanted to bring weapons into school. Not when the beasts of the night usually stayed well away. But now?

Now she would do anything for something sharp.

“Run,” Charlie said without looking at her friends. “Get out of the bathroom before it comes inside. I’ll stay here and hold it off for as long as I—”

“Are you high?” Lou snorted. “Yeah. We’re totally going to run and leave you to face whatever nightmare is up there on your own.”

“I’m serious, guys.” The footprints shuffled on the glass, the shadows above thickening as whatever stood there bent and started to fiddle with the skylight. Charlie’s heart was thundering, the roar rising in her ears. “If those are draugar, we don’t stand a chance. At least this way you’ll have a head start.”

Scratching sounded on the skylight.

“Oh, hell no.” Abigail grabbed Charlie’s and Lou’s wrists. “I am not dying before I find out if I got into Columbia.”

The window shattered.

Charlie screamed, squeezing her eyes shut and covering her head as glass rained down. A split second later, she heard two thuds and the crunch of glass as whatever was on the roof landed in the bathroom. Charlie slowly opened her eyes, preparing to fight some horrible beast, wondering if she could use a toilet lid as a weapon—

Charlie inhaled sharply.

There, crouched atop a sea of glass shards, heads bent forward, hair spilling over their faces, were two winged warriors. One with dark hair, one with blond. Both had pale skin underlined with lean muscle, like angels who spent most of their free time in heaven’s gymnasium.

No, Charlie corrected herself. Not angels.

Valkyries.

Sophie lifted her head. When she did, her eyes landed right on Charlie, as if she’d already known where her twin would be standing. She didn’t smile. She simply rose to her feet and rolled her shoulders back. The blond Valkyrie behind her did the same.

Henry squeaked with excitement.

Charlie wanted to burst into laughter. Or tears. Or both. She wanted to rush at her twin, to throw her incredibly average arms around Sophie’s ridiculously muscled ones and give her the type of hug a person could drown in.

But Sophie’s expression welcomed no kind of hug.

Charlie glanced over at Mason. She knew what she would find on his face—the same shock and awe that had surely dominated her own expression the night she saw Sophie standing on the roof outside her window. Mason knew Sophie was alive but knowing that the little sister whose death you grieved is still alive is a completely different thing than seeing her standing in front of you—wings, weapons, leather armor, and all.

Mason’s face had gone completely white. His arms hung limply at his sides, the straps of his backpack slipping from his shoulders.

Sophie didn’t even acknowledge her brother’s reaction. She merely looked between him and Charlie with a raised chin.

“Charlotte and Mason Hudson,” she said, sounding like a judge addressing a pair of defendants—cool, detached, as if she had never shared their last name. “We have a message for you.”

Mason didn’t appear to be able to respond. Charlie hardly felt capable of speech herself, but she knew she needed to get it together. Whatever brought the Valkyries here, to the girls’ bathroom at Silver Shores High School of all places, must be urgent. Even dire.

After a beat, Charlie swallowed. “A message from whom?”

Pride flashed in Sophie’s eyes. “From the Allfather himself.”
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“Odin?”

Charlie’s surprised outburst broke the silence. The Allfather’s name burst from her mouth and echoed off the walls, as if they stood inside a dark, mildewy cave, not a school bathroom. After Sophie’s deafening arrival, Charlie was surprised that a teacher—or Dr. Matsson himself—hadn’t tried to come in and investigate yet.

“What on earth does the king of the gods want with Mason and me?”

“He needs your help,” said Sophie. “We’ve discovered that—”

Whatever she was about to say got cut off when Lou barreled across the bathroom and flung herself at Sophie, wrapping her in the exact type of bone-crushing hug Charlie had imagined giving her earlier.

Sophie froze. Her arms went stick-straight, eyes widening. She hadn’t been one for hugging, even as a human. Charlie could only imagine that, now that she was a literal warrior, hugs were even more taboo.

“I missed you so much,” Lou whispered into Sophie’s wild hair. “So, so much.”

Sophie glanced side to side, as if looking for an escape.

Lou muttered, “You have no idea how shitty it was when you died.”

This surprised a laugh out of Sophie. Her face lit up into the smile that Charlie hadn’t seen in two years. The smile she’d thought she might never see again.

The sound of her twin’s laughter did something funny to Charlie’s body. It was like a tonic. Like a warm, healing drink that drained down her throat and seeped into every limb, every toe, even the ends of her hair. It filled the deepest crevices of her soul. Filled parts of her that she hadn’t even known were empty.

Apparently, the sound was just as surprising for the blond Valkyrie, who looked at Sophie with eyes wide as dinner plates. “Was that … a laugh?” she asked. “From Sophie Hudson?”

“Please.” Lou released Charlie’s twin from the hug, rolling her eyes and throwing one freckled arm over Sophie’s leather-clad shoulders. “This bitch loves my jokes. You should have seen us back in grade school. One time, I decided to nickname one of our principal’s less savory aesthetic qualities, and it had Sophie in stitches for a week.”

Sophie snorted. “Gods. I’d forgotten about that. You kept referring to the massive mole on Principal Foster’s nose as Jabba the Hutt. Every time we saw him, you’d whisper that Jabba was about to come alive and chase us across the galaxy because you owed him fifty thousand space credits.”

The other Valkyrie was shaking her head in amazement, long golden locks brushing back and forth on her leather armor. “Unbelievable. Six months in and I’m just learning my captain has a sense of humor.”

Captain. Charlie shook her head in quiet awe. She may not know exactly what one had to do to earn the title of captain of the Valkyrie, but it was probably something ridiculously impressive. The Valkyrie were under Odin’s command; her twin must have impressed the Allfather a great deal in only two years to already be in a position of power.

This is it, Charlie thought, watching Sophie stand comfortably under Lou’s arm. This was the moment for Charlie to finally close the space between her and her twin. To hug her. To tell her how much she’d missed her. How happy she was that Sophie was alive and so obviously thriving.

Charlie took a tentative step forward.

Before she could cross the open space to her sister, Sophie gently lifted Lou’s arm and stepped backward, putting distance between them. The moment had passed.

Sophie smiled softly, saying, “I missed you, too, Louise.”

Groaning, Lou let her head fall back. “Oh no.” She straightened up, eyeing Sophie warily. “Don’t tell me being a fancy warrior princess captain means you’re required to use my full name now.”

Sophie paused, as if taken aback by Lou’s question. She blinked once, then tilted her head, considering. “It is not … required, no.”

“But?”

“But.” Sophie lifted one leather-clad shoulder. “It is the way of things.”

“The way of what things?” Lou asked.

“Sophie,” Charlie said, raising her voice a little louder than intended. The others looked over in surprise. “Um.” She cleared her throat, trying to shake herself loose, to appear more confident than she felt. “You said you had a message.”

“Yes,” Sophie said. “I would have come earlier, but I had to wait until I was sure the mare had left the premises.”

“Is it about the note I left?” Charlie asked. “About Loki being our father? Because—”

Sophie scoffed, waving a leather-clad hand. “Of course not. I brought your message to the Allfather, and he dismissed it right away. Loki has been locked in Helheim for millennia, ever since he murdered Odin’s son Balder. He can’t be our father.”

“But he can access Asgard’s connection points to Helheim. For a handful of minutes at a time. Five, at least. That’s long enough to conceive a baby.”

“Five minutes?” Lou frowned. “Your poor mother.”

Charlie ignored her. “I’m just saying. It’s possible.”

“It’s not,” Sophie said. “The gods’ procreation doesn’t work the same as that of a human. That’s why the deities don’t have thousands of offspring running around; creating a god’s baby is a process of advanced magic. It takes far longer than five minutes.”

Something deflated within Charlie that she hadn’t even known was beginning to balloon in the first place.

“Ew,” Lou said excitedly. “More details on god sex, please.”

“That’s not why I’m here.” Sophie looked between them seriously. “I’m here to deliver a warning.”

The words were enough to pull Charlie out of her strange disappointment. “A warning?” she asked. “About what?”

“About the murders that occurred here last night. I’m sure you’ve heard about them.”

“We have.” Maddie and Milo’s cold, fingerless bodies flashed through Charlie’s memory, making her stomach churn. “We’re the ones who found them.”

“Oh.” Sophie blinked. “I am … sorry. It’s not easy seeing a dead body for the first time.”

Another image flashed through Charlie’s memory. This time, of a closed casket at the front of a church. Though Charlie hadn’t actually been able to see Sophie’s body that day, she’d felt that she could feel her twin. Or, more accurately—the lack of her. A hole in the universe where her other half had once been.

And it had all been a lie.

Charlie said none of this. Instead, she asked, “What does Odin know of the murders?”

“He knows who did it.”

This brought Charlie up short. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” Sophie’s fingers brushed the hilt of the sword at her hip. “It is a creature known as Rattatosk.”

“Wait,” said Abigail, holding up a hand. “Rattatosk as in … the gods’ messenger squirrel? The one that runs messages up and down the world tree? That Rattatosk?”

The blond Valkyrie, who had remained mostly stone-faced since landing, other than her brief moment of surprise at Sophie’s laughter, smiled. The sight was like a lightbulb switching on; her whole face brightened, turning from terrifying to sunshine in an instant.

“You know who Rattatosk is?” the Valkyrie asked eagerly.

Abigail frowned, clearly offended. “Of course I do. You think I would discover that Norse mythology was real and not research everything I could find on the subject? To date, I’ve read all of The Prose Edda and An Introduction to Old Norse by E. V. Gordon, and I’ve just checked out this big, dusty old book from the library called The Ancient Tales of Iceland that I’m planning to start tonight.”

“Interesting.” The Valkyrie tilted her head to one side, pursing her lips and giving Abigail a long, luxurious once-over, from the soles of her chunky boots to the mermaid braids on top of her head. “Who are you? I know which one Charlie is, obviously, since she looks just like Sophie. And the male who’s about to wet his pants must be the brother—”

Charlie glanced at Mason. He hadn’t moved an inch since the Valkyries had arrived, though his face had gone even paler. Charlie wasn’t sure if he’d heard the Valkyrie’s words; he looked as if he might, at any moment, teeter backward and pass out.

“—but the captain certainly didn’t brief me on any astoundingly brilliant, ethereally beautiful females we’d face on this mission,” the Valkyrie said, pale blue eyes flashing playfully.

Abigail’s mouth dropped open into a little o of surprise. Her eyes widened, cheeks coloring. Were this any other situation, Charlie would have taken this moment to catch Lou’s eye and double over with laughter; it wasn’t often that they saw their best friend become totally speechless. But the shock of having Sophie here, in the girls’ bathroom at the high school that, in another life, they would have been attending together, had stalled Charlie’s brain. She was having trouble just remembering to breathe.

“Linnea,” Sophie said, letting out a long-suffering sigh. “A relentless flirt, as always. I should have known not to bring you here on official business.” She shook her head. “Even a double homicide isn’t enough to keep you from trying to get every female you meet to fall in love with you.”

Linnea shrugged, pale blue eyes glittering. “What can I say? I’m cursed with an excess of charisma.”

“Outrageous,” Sophie muttered before turning to Charlie. “Back to the subject at hand: Rattatosk is the culprit of last night’s murders. The missing fingers are his signature.”

“I’m sorry.” Lou scratched her auburn hair. “Can we go back to the fact that a messenger squirrel ate Maddie’s and Milo’s fingers?”

“Believe me,” said Sophie, “Rattatosk is far more than a squirrel. He’s a shape-shifter. One that can turn into a beast of great horror. For eons, he served Odin, running messages up and down Yggdrasil and harming no one. Odin forbade him to shift. But once he was no longer bound to the Allfather…” She looked away. “They say he becomes a monster like none the realms have ever seen.”

“Who is they?” Lou asked.

“Hard to say,” said Sophie. “None who have seen him lived to tell the tale.”

A shiver raced down Charlie’s spine.

“I don’t know…” Lou said. “Shape-shifter or not, it’s hard to believe that a squirrel is capable of taking down two full-grown teenagers.”

“You may choose not to believe me, Louise.” She leveled the group with a hard stare. “But it will be at your own peril.”

“But if Rattatosk is a creature of Asgard,” Abigail asked, “how could he get through the Seal to attack those kids?”

“Another excellent point, gorgeous,” said Linnea, causing Abigail to flush once more. “And our question exactly.”

“We’re hearing about more and more of these incidents every day,” said Sophie. “We Valkyrie are working overtime to patch up leaks in the Seal, but none of that will matter if we can’t find Gungnir, the Allfather’s spear to which the Seal was originally bound. We need to rehabilitate the original magic placed on it, or the barrier between our worlds will break down entirely.”

“You’re looking into the riddle, then?” Charlie asked. “The one I gave you.”

“We are.” Sophie nodded. “Our best scholars are working around-the-clock.”

Charlie exhaled with relief, even as another knot formed in her back. Her time with Sophie was running out. This was her second visit to Charlie since her “death,” and just like the first, they had spent it talking about the end of the world. There was so much more that Charlie wanted to say. She wanted to ask about her life as a Valkyrie. To tell Sophie how much she missed her, how much she had grieved her loss, how much she loved her still.

She could say those things now, she supposed, but it didn’t feel right. Like trying to force a square brick into a round hole.

“And us?” Charlie asked. “What does Odin want with us?”

“Rattatosk is a powerful creature, but he’s also cursed,” Sophie said. “Bound to serve whoever holds his leash.”

“His leash?” Lou asked. “Like on a dog?”

“Not quite. I’ve never seen Rattatosk’s leash, but they say it’s like a ribbon of shimmering gold. A magical length of rope that Rattatosk’s master keeps always wrapped around his wrist.”

“So Rattatosk can’t act of his own free will?” Charlie asked.

“No,” Sophie said. “And he hates it. He loathes whichever being controls him, but still, he must obey. And the rage he feels at his entrapment makes him all the more dangerous.”

“I’m guessing he doesn’t run messages along Yggdrasil anymore,” Charlie said.

“Not since it was Odin who held his leash,” Sophie said. “His tasks now are far more deadly.”

“Great,” said Charlie. “And I don’t suppose you know who holds his leash?”

“Loki won it off Odin some millennia ago,” said Sophie. “Then Thor held it, then Freyja, and then…” She shook her dark, wild hair. “Then it was lost.”

“That’s what Odin wants us to do,” Charlie said, seeing where her twin was going. “He wants us to find out who is controlling Rattatosk.”

Sophie nodded. “The mare in town is the obvious answer, but he has no golden rope wrapped around his wrist. Still, he could very well be possessing someone who does. Using them to control Rattatosk.”

“We’ll find them,” said Charlie without pause.

Lou looked at Charlie with big eyes. “We will?”

“And just when are we going to do that?” Abigail demanded. “I’m already drowning in homework plus these ridiculous training sessions you have us doing almost every morning. Now I’m supposed to add detective work to the list?”

“You don’t have to help,” Charlie said, “but I’m doing this. I want to. Especially if it will help catch the monster who killed Maddie and Milo.”

“It will,” Sophie said. “And, with any luck, keep him from striking again.”

Her gaze locked onto Charlie’s. For several moments, they just stared at each other. Unspoken understanding flowed between them, and for a few seconds, Charlie felt as if her sister had truly returned. As if she’d never left at all, and they were still Charlie and Sophie, the wonder twins, sisters who’d shared the same womb and grown up side by side, knowing what the other was going to say before she even opened her mouth.

Charlie never wanted to look away.

“Fine,” said Abigail, completely unaware of the twin telepathy passing in front of her. “I’ll help. But only because you begged.”

“Literally no one begged,” Lou said. “Not a single person. You just don’t want to admit how bad your FOMO is.”

“I do not have FOMO,” said Abigail. “FOMO is for people who don’t care about what college they get into.”

Lou shut her eyes and let her head loll to one side, snoring loudly.

“So, you’re gorgeous and you’re clearly the valedictorian,” said Linnea, raising a brow suggestively. “Not bad. I myself was valedictorian of my recruit class, so to speak.”

This time, Abigail was prepared for Linnea’s flirty remarks. Instead of blushing, she crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Is that so? I thought the Valkyrie were just Odin’s muscle. All brawn, no brains.”

“Please.” Linnea scoffed. “Our training consists of way more than fighting. We get tested in history, magic, the physics of flying, and more. Just getting chosen to train with the Valkyrie is already a huge honor in and of itself. The Allfather only picks the best of the best. The valedictorians of humankind, so to speak.”

Abigail’s nostrils flared, the stud on the side of her nose glinting under the fluorescent lights. Charlie recognized that spark in her eyes. The hunger. The drive. Linnea had just challenged Abigail, and her best friend wasn’t likely to forget it.

“My time is up,” Sophie said, interrupting Charlie’s thoughts. “Odin requires our return.”

“What for?” Charlie asked.

“I do not ask questions of the Allfather,” said her twin. “I merely do as I’m told.”

“Sounds healthy,” Lou said.

Sophie reached behind herself and pulled out a bundle wrapped in fabric, pushing it into Charlie’s hands. “I brought you these,” she said. “Three more daggers from our armory. For Louise, Abigail, and Mason. It was all I could risk stealing without drawing too much attention to myself.”

“Sophie Hudson.” Lou gasped, laying a hand on her heart. “Did you … did you break the rules for us?”

“I was just as shocked as you are,” Linnea said.

Sophie’s lips twitched. “If you tell anyone, I’ll shred every pair of underwear in your dresser.”

Then, without so much as a wink, she spread her wings and took off, Linnea close behind. They soared out of the skylight, vanishing as suddenly as they’d appeared.
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Charlie didn’t attend any of her afternoon classes. The minute she stepped out of that bathroom, she sprinted to her car, Henry clinging to her backpack strap for dear life. She ripped open the door to the Bronco, started it up, and threw it into gear, taking off for the forest like she was in a high-speed chase.

She wasn’t looking for the demon squirrel’s master. Not yet.

First, she needed to make sure the Vikings were safe.

It was just her and Henry. Mason hadn’t seemed capable of speech after their run-in with Sophie and Linnea. When she’d tried to talk to him, he’d blinked at her, then turned around and walked out of the girls’ bathroom like a zombie. Abigail refused to skip class, naturally. Lou offered to join as backup, but Charlie had waved her off.

“I’ll be safe with Henry,” she’d said. “He has a deadly alter ego, remember? You don’t need any more demerits for missing class.”

At last, Lou had relented, and Charlie bolted off campus.

As she drove, Sophie’s words felt like they were searing themselves onto the inside of her skull.

A beast of great horror.

A monster like none the realms have ever seen.

And, of course, those other words. The ones that directly counteracted what she’d heard from Elias:

I brought your message to the Allfather, and he dismissed it right away.

He can’t be our father.

So, who was telling the truth—Elias or Sophie? Was Loki their father or not? She knew whom she should believe. Mason was right: Elias was a compulsive liar. Not to mention that Odin was the literal Allfather. According to the myths, he’d done something no other being could achieve by carving out his own eyeball for the chance to drink from Mimir’s well, a spring of infinite wisdom. As a result, Odin could see the past, present, and future. He would know exactly who their father was. He knew everything. It was why he was the god of all gods. The king.

Still, Charlie couldn’t stop returning to that moment in the cave. The moment she saw her own eyes staring back at her. The moment his lips whispered, My children.

She shook her head, focusing on the road. She couldn’t think about that right now. Not until she knew if the Vikings were safe.

One might assume that two warriors who died once couldn’t die a second time around. One would be wrong. As they had explained to Charlie early on, Bjorn and Vidar were more than capable of dying again—and this time, they would be sent to Helheim, not Valhalla. It was one of the reasons they were so desperate to gain reentry to their former paradise of an afterlife.

Charlie flew down the back streets of Silver Shores, skirting corners or swerving down alleyways whenever another car blocked her path. When she reached the turnoff for the forest, she took it at fifty, leaving tire marks behind on the pavement. Henry squawked as his tiny body soared over the center console and landed in her lap.

“That’s what you get for never wearing a seat belt!” Charlie shouted.

At their usual parking spot, she swerved off the road into the bushes and slammed on the brakes. She scooped Henry up with one hand, grabbed the Valkyrie knife from the center console with the other, and pulled up the door handle with her elbow. As soon as her feet hit the forest floor, she slammed the door shut and took off into the trees.

She sprinted down the path to the house. It wasn’t a real path, of course—no winding trail marked with little yellow ribbons tied around tree branches. To those who didn’t know what to look for, it was just an empty forest. To Charlie, though, the landmarks that led to the old house couldn’t be clearer: first, the birches that bent away from each other like angry lovers. Second, the unsuspecting oak trunk Mason had hacked at with a wooden sword while shouting about slaying an invisible frost giant. Third, the stumps that Lou always leapt up onto, jumping from one to the other with knees held high in a poorly done reenactment of her favorite scene in Mulan. And so on and so on.

Within minutes, she burst out of the trees and into the clearing where the old house stood. She tore across the grass and up the wooden steps, knife waving dangerously beside her as her arms sliced through the air. She burst through the door and down the dark, musty hallway. As she ran toward the living room, her mind wouldn’t stop replaying that first image: Bjorn and Vidar lying on the floor, knives of shadow jutting from their backs; Bjorn and Vidar lying on the floor, knives of shadow jutting from their backs; Bjorn and Vidar lying on the floor, knives of shadow jutting from their …

Charlie plowed into the living room, Valkyrie knife at the ready.

“I told you Martina was having an affair,” Bjorn hollered, slapping his knee and pointing at the TV playing in the corner. He and Vidar were seated on the worn, cushy sofa, one bowl of popcorn and two mugs of ale frothing on the coffee table before them. “She and Humphrey are always off talking in some corner, and—”

“Oh, thank the gods.” Charlie slumped over, heaving in deep breaths of air. The knife went limp at her side.

Safe, she thought. They’re safe. They’re alive.

For now.

Bjorn and Vidar jolted, as if they somehow hadn’t heard her footsteps pounding down the hallway—or perhaps had been too engrossed in the reality show they were watching to pay any attention.

“What are you doing here, mortal?” Bjorn demanded, digging a meaty hand into the popcorn bowl. “You’re not due back until Wednesday morning.”

Henry jumped from Charlie’s palm and landed on the carpet, scuttling over to the sofa. He skittered up the leg of the coffee table and plopped down beside the bowl of popcorn, darting one tiny hand out and plucking up a kernel.

Charlie was too winded to speak. “I was”—she inhaled heavily—“just checking”—gasp—“that Elias hadn’t”—gasp—“killed you.”

“What?” Vidar asked as Bjorn leapt to his feet, yelling over his friend.

“The mare is here?” Bjorn said, yanking the sword from his belt and holding it aloft. “Where? I’ll have his head, the fiend.” He advanced on the wall, waving his sword threateningly at its plaster, as if expecting Elias to step right through it—which, frankly, wasn’t an unreasonable suspicion. “Come out, demon!”

Henry chirped and waved his little arms in the air, egging Bjorn on.

“Is he here?” Vidar asked, picking up the TV remote and lowering the volume. With his other hand, he touched the hilt of his axe, straightening and glancing over his shoulder. “I thought he was in Helheim with Loki.”

“You stole our chance to get back into Valhalla,” Bjorn yelled, stabbing his sword at the wall. “I’ll steal the shadows from your body and shred them to pieces!”

“We thought so, too,” Charlie said, straightening up and sheathing the Valkyrie knife in the hidden pocket she now sewed into all of her pants. “He showed up at lunch today. Just walked into the cafeteria and announced his return to the entire school.”

“His return?” Vidar asked. “As in, he’s living in Silver Shores? Where?”

“I don’t know.” Charlie rubbed her forehead with the heels of her palms. “I thought he would’ve come back to this house, and when I imagined him finding you two here instead…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I was scared you wouldn’t be alive when I got here.”

At last, Bjorn quit sparring with the wall. He looked over his shoulder at Charlie. “Us? Killed by that puny little beast?” He scoffed, stuffing his sword back into its leather sheath. “Not a chance.”

“What does he want?” Vidar asked. “Why is he here?”

“He claims Loki sent him here to ‘protect’ Mason and me. But then Sophie showed up, crashing straight through the skylight of the bathroom—”

“Wait,” said Bjorn, whose complete attention Charlie had apparently just won, “your twin sister was there? The one who’s a Valkyrie?”

“Yes,” she said. “She was, and she—”

“But that’s incredible!” Bjorn yelled. “Did you mention us? Did you ask about a timeline for our return to Valhalla?”

“It must have slipped my mind.” Charlie rolled her eyes. “Something about my worst enemy returning to town and my dead sister flying through a skylight really clogs up the brain.”

Bjorn sighed dramatically, crossing the room and falling back onto the couch.

“Ignore him,” said Vidar. “Go on. What did your sister say?”

“She wanted to talk about the kids we found this morning. She said that they were attacked by … a squirrel?”

Bjorn wrinkled his nose. “A squirrel?”

“Yeah. A shape-shifting squirrel. One whose name sounds like ratatouille.”

The Vikings’ eyes ballooned in unison.

“Rattatosk?” Bjorn whispered.

“That’s the one,” Charlie said. “She said he’s pretty horrific.”

“Oh, he is,” said Bjorn, his voice husky and crackling. “Rattatosk makes the Fenrir look like an innocent little puppy. And because he’s always controlled by someone else, you never know what his next move will be.” He shuddered. “She really thinks Rattatosk is the one who killed those kids we found?”

“She knows he is. Apparently, taking fingers is what he does.”

Vidar grunted. “We wouldn’t know. We’ve never seen him or any of his victims.”

“You haven’t seen him,” Bjorn corrected. “I knew a guy, in Valhalla. Name of Harald. Says he went head-to-head with Rattatosk on the battlefield, back in the day.”

“Harald?” Vidar scoffed. “You mean, the same Harald who claimed he ended up in Valhalla because he faced down Alexander the Great? Even though Alexander died over a thousand years before his time and never even made it close to Scandinavia?”

“Hmm.” Bjorn scratched his chin. “You make some good points there…”

“Sophie tasked us with finding Rattatosk’s master. If we figure out who’s controlling him, we can stop them before anyone else dies.”

Vidar snorted. “Good luck with that. Rattatosk’s leash is infinitely long. That’s how Odin was able to send him up and down Yggdrasil as the messenger squirrel. He controlled Rattatosk right from Asgard, no matter which realm the creature ran to.”

“Of course he did.” Charlie walked over to the armchair and collapsed into it. The day had already been too long and filled with too many unwelcome surprises. Maybe she and Henry should just curl up here and sleep for a few hours. “Is there anything else you can tell me about Rattatosk?”

“They say he has a red swirl on his head,” said Bjorn, tracing a small vortex at the center of his forehead. “Both in squirrel form and … whatever his other form is.”

“And that his claws are venomous,” Vidar added. “If he even scratches you, you’re done. It will be slow, but eventually the poison will make its way to your heart. You’ll die.”

“Gods. And there’s no antidote?”

“No antidote to a poison that only exists on the claws of one specific supernatural creature?” Vidar raised his eyebrows. “Not one that we have on hand.”

“But there’s always an antidote,” said Charlie. “That’s how fairy tales work.”

“Not this fairy tale. I mean, you could always drink the blood of a god. That cures just about anything.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. Immortal blood is the best antidote out there.” He snorted. “But good luck getting any of the gods to offer up a vein. They’re all self-centered as Hel.”

Great, Charlie thought. A murderous squirrel with claws covered in a venom that has no antidote. Just perfect. “And you don’t have any advice on how to locate his magical golden leash?”

“We don’t,” said Vidar. “But there is one creature who might.”

“Oh?” Charlie perked up. “Go on.”

“We found those mortals in this forest, did we not? And there is one creature who knows more about these woods than any other.” He paused. “Their mistress.”

His words shook loose a memory in Charlie’s mind. A clear September afternoon, the day after she ate the eyaerberry. A walk through the forest with Elias. A story of two gods who sliced their palms and swore an oath of brotherhood. A hand over her mouth, another over her chest, being pulled backward into a torso like a brick wall, Elias’s lips at her ear, his breath like sweet ice …

And a woman. A beautiful, terrifying woman with hooves for feet, seated atop a sparkling golden reindeer, a falcon on one shoulder.

That’s a skogsroa, Elias had whispered against her skin. A wood wife. Mistress of this entire forest—except the ash trees, which are considered the most sacred and each have their own ash wife that lives within them.

A wood wife knew about almost everything that went on in her forest. Her knowledge would be an invaluable resource to Charlie’s mission—if she could find her. Elias said that wood wives rarely made themselves known to humans, preferring to disguise themselves as trees or animals. And even if she could find the skogsroa, there was no guaranteeing that the creature would help Charlie. Like all spirits of nature, wood wives were highly mercurial, just as likely to curse a human to wander in circles forever as to help them. Would seeking a skogsroa out even be worth the risk?

Unfortunately, Charlie had a feeling the answer was yes.

Sighing, she stood up from the armchair. “I know what I have to do. Come on, Henry.”

The vätte squeaked in protest. His tiny arms were full of popcorn kernels.

“We go now, or there’s no chocolate after dinner tonight.”

He dropped the popcorn.

“Be on your guard, okay?” Charlie said to the Vikings as Henry scampered up to rest on her shoulder. “Elias could show up here at any moment, and I doubt he would come wearing his human body.”

“You needn’t worry about us.” Bjorn puffed out his chest and patted the hilt of his sword. “We’ve survived far worse than some puny mare of night.”

“I’m sure you have,” she said, turning to walk down the hallway.

The words sounded false even to her.
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Charlie had no godsdamned clue how to find a wood wife. The first time, she and Elias had come across the creature by accident, and he’d given no advice on how to find her a second time. Still, school didn’t end for another two hours, and if Charlie came home early, her mom would have questions. She had time to search.

Before leaving the old house, she slipped into the bathroom and turned her shirt inside out, a trick that Elias taught her during that same afternoon walk. It was supposed to provide some modicum of protection from the spirits of the forest. It might be pure superstition, but Charlie wasn’t taking any chances. She also opened the dresser in the front hall and scooped up a handful of the gold coins Elias had left behind in his nightstand, replenishing the stock in her jacket pockets.

When that was done, she set off into the woods.

Because Charlie had no real destination in mind, she took her time strolling through the woods, eyeing every rock and plant she passed for signs that it might actually be the queen of the forest. She really did feel stronger there. Back in the house, she’d been ready to curl up and take a long nap, but the minute she stepped outside, the fresh air and brilliant fall colors had washed over her, seeping into her bloodstream like a shot of caffeine.

She needed to be careful. She knew that. There was yet another monster on the loose in Silver Shores.

But Odin’s underpants did it feel good to be back among the trees.

As she wove through the forest, a layer of clouds descended, cooling the air and churning up the beginnings of a light fog. Mist hovered just off the ground, partially obscuring the bright green vines that wound up the tree trunks. It didn’t take long for Henry to fall asleep—his second favorite activity, after eating sweets. He snored softly on her shoulder, his red hat tickling her neck with every breath.

Sometime in the last week, flowers had blossomed along the vines that hugged the tree trunks. They were oddly shaped, their petals a rainbow of colors that echoed the fall leaves overhead: vibrant orange, golden brown, sunshine yellow, and the red of glistening blood. The colors glowed neon, as if lit from within. And every so often, that light pulsed, like the trees were trying to speak to her.

She had been walking for only twenty minutes or so when she spotted a light that didn’t belong.

It came from between the tightly clustered needles of a white pine. Flashes of hazy purple and winking white. She knew, even before pushing aside the pine branches, what she would find: älvor, the miniature fairies that gather every sunrise and sunset to perform their wild song and dance.

Normally, Charlie gave älvor a wide berth. Early on, Elias had warned her that fairy song worms its way into the human brain, enchanting the listener, causing them to lose track of time so thoroughly that, when they finally managed to pull themselves away, a hundred years might have slipped by. That afternoon, however, something about them called to her. Urged her forward, until she pushed past the pine branches and out into the clearing where the älvor were gathered, swirling around each other in a purple cloud that hovered six or seven feet off the ground.

Plus, sunset was still a long way off. She should be fine.

There were hundreds of tiny purple lights flitting around each other. Perhaps even thousands. Far more than the two or three usually found together outside of sunrise and sunset hours. Still, älvor were notorious gossips; likely, this gathering was their version of afternoon tea. An opportunity to exchange the news of the forest.

I don’t need to find the wood wife and risk one of her curses, Charlie realized. The älvor probably know just as much as she does.

She crept forward, keeping her footsteps as soft as possible on the crunching leaves. The fairies didn’t seem to notice or care about her presence at first, continuing to flit around each other, the buzz of their voices and the tinkle of their laughter barely louder than a summer breeze. When Charlie reached the large stump a few paces from their gathering, she slid quietly onto its smooth, mossy surface, the deck of cards in her back pocket digging into her tailbone. She crossed her legs and straightened her back, all while never looking away from the älvor.

Once she was seated, it didn’t take long for the fairies to come investigate, two of the purple lights detaching themselves from the swarm and drifting in her direction.

Charlie stayed very still as they approached, fearful that any sudden movements would scare them away. She kept her hands at her sides, her back needle straight. The älvor flew slowly, curiously, like pigeons who thought there might be breadcrumbs at her feet. They swooped low, coming to land on the rim of the stump, just in front of her crossed legs. Purple light shimmered around their bodies like glittering clouds, too bright for her to make out any detail about their figures.

“Hello,” she said after a pause.

The fairies said nothing.

Immediately, Charlie felt like an idiot. Why had she assumed they would speak English? Why had she assumed they’d speak any language? Just because ash wives and will-o’-the-wisps spoke in human tongues, that meant all creatures of Asgard did, too? How foolish. They were completely different species. Elias had said that they sing and gossip, but he never said if they used human words to do so.

She opened her mouth to apologize (an equally ridiculous gesture if they couldn’t understand her in the first place), but before she could, the purple light around the älvor vanished. Just winked out, as if they had switches attached to their bodies.

Which is how Charlie got her first real look at a pair of fairies.

A part of her had expected to find two Tinker Bells standing on the stump. Miniature women with blond hair, pale skin, and delicate, cotton-ball-decorated feet. And while the tiny creatures did appear to be female, that was where the similarities to Tinker Bell ended.

One of the älvor had brown skin, the other palest lavender. Springy dark twists of hair fell over the eyes of the brown-skinned fairy, while the purple-skinned one had deep eggplant locks that fell all the way to her waist. They wore gowns that looked to be made of leaves, twigs, and spiderwebs. Their eyes were far too big for their tiny faces, and their ears came up to pointed tips. They were adorable.

By now, Charlie knew enough about Asgard to never trust anything adorable.

“Hello,” said the lavender-skinned fairy.

Down on her shoulder, Henry stirred. He gave a soft yawn, sitting up slowly.

“Oh.” Charlie blinked. “You do speak English.”

The älvor rolled their eyes at each other.

“Of course we speak English, human,” said the fairy with the twists in her hair. “We’ve lived in this realm far longer than you have.” She gestured to the purple-skinned fairy. “Fjólu here speaks over thirty-five dialects of the human tongue. I speak even more.”

Fjólu made a noise of annoyance. “Only because you’ve been alive two centuries longer than I have, Mysa.”

“Of course, darling,” said Mysa, patting Fjólu on the shoulder. “You’ll reach the basic fifty before you know it.”

By the gods, thought Charlie, watching the cattiness flow between the fairies. They’re just like high school girls. Only tiny. And hundreds of years old.

Henry squeaked, bringing Charlie’s attention down to him. He looked up at her quizzically.

“What?” Charlie asked. “You know I can’t understand your question, buddy.”

“Oh my,” said Mysa’s tinkling voice. “You cannot communicate with your vätte yet?”

Charlie narrowed her eyes at the fairy. “What’s that supposed to mean? Henry can’t talk, but we do our best.”

Mysa tutted, exchanging a look with Fjólu that clearly read, classic idiotic human. She looked back at Charlie, laying a hand on her hip. “When a vätte and human become tethered, they gain the ability to communicate telepathically.”

“We…” Charlie’s eyes bulged. “What?” She looked down at Henry. “Is that true?”

He nodded eagerly.

“Well, why haven’t you said anything to me yet, then?” she asked.

“It is not a one-way street, Charlotte Hudson,” said Fjólu. “You must first open yourself up to his messages.”

Charlie looked at Fjólu sharply. “You know who I am?”

“Of course we do, sweetheart,” said Mysa. “Creatures of the forest talk.”

And älvor talk the most of all, Charlie didn’t add. “Right,” she said. “Well. Before we talk any further, can I get your guarantee that you won’t sing? I like being in the forest, but I don’t want to accidentally spend my entire life sitting on this stump.”

“Our song would not affect you,” said Fjólu.

“It wouldn’t?” Charlie wrinkled her brow. “Why not?”

Mysa and Fjólu exchanged wry smiles.

“I don’t know…” said Mysa. “The älvor’s network of information is coveted by all, but we don’t offer answers to just anyone.” She lifted a tiny eyebrow. “How much are you willing to pay for the truth?”

Charlie dug into her jacket pocket and pulled out two gold coins. She set them on the stump a few inches from the fairies. “Would this be enough?”

The älvor stared down at the coins, then looked up at Charlie.

“These coins are as big as we are,” said Fjólu. “Do you really think that they would be of use to us?”

“Oh.” Charlie blinked. She’d never known an Asgardian creature to turn down gold before. “Right. Sorry. Well…” She glanced helplessly around the clearing. “What can I offer you as payment?”

“Information always works,” Mysa said. “So long as we deem it worthy.”

“Information,” Charlie repeated. She knew what they really meant. They wanted gossip—and not the kind that her classmates swapped every day in the cafeteria. They wanted Asgardian gossip.

What could she offer the älvor? They seemed to already know everything. What news could she share with them that they might not already be privy to?

“Two Valkyries visited my high school today,” she blurted, regretting it almost immediately. She was probably supposed to keep their visit a secret. Sharing it with the most gossip-prone creatures in the forest most definitely did not count as secretive.

Mysa and Fjólu shared a meaningful look.

Crap.

“Did they, now?” Mysa asked, turning to Charlie. “And which Valkyries were they?”

No turning back now. “My twin, Sophie. Along with another.”

The älvor nodded. “We are aware that your sister works for the Allfather.”

“You are?”

“Obviously.” Fjólu rolled her eyes. “Now. Tell us: What did they come to your school for?”

“Nuh-uh.” Charlie shook her head. “I’ve already given you a valuable piece of information. It’s time you pay up.” She had no idea if bartering with forest spirits actually worked this way. She could only pray that the tidbit she’d shared would be enough.

Mysa and Fjólu exchanged one last look.

After a long pause, the dark-skinned fairy nodded, facing Charlie and rolling back her tiny shoulders. “The information you’ve provided is sufficient. We will now answer your question. However, before we do, we must tell you a story.”

“A story?”

Charlie didn’t mean to sound panicked at the word, but she knew how Asgardians were when it came to storytelling. On multiple occasions in the last few weeks, she’d found herself stuck with Bjorn and Vidar as they reminisced on their favorites: the time Loki disguised Thor as a female bride and tried to marry him off to a giant named Thrym as a trick to get his hammer, Mjollnir, back; how Freyja came to drive a chariot pulled by cats; the day the gods spat into a kettle to create a new god named Kvasir who would carry all of Asgard’s stories, legends, and songs. The Vikings even told her, on multiple occasions, of the battles in which they themselves had perished and been subsequently whisked off to Valhalla (naturally, their deaths grew more heroic and outlandish with each telling).

She might be stuck on this stump for hours.

“But—”

“Hush, human,” Mysa snapped, her delicate voice harshening. “You will hear our tale.”

Inwardly, Charlie groaned, but she could only nod.

Mysa relaxed. “Good. Now. Here begins the tale of Loki’s most fearsome children, sired by himself and the giant Angrboda, outside of his marriage to Sigyn. Together, Angrboda and Loki created three vicious creatures known as Jörmungandur, Hel, and the Fenrir.”

At the sound of the Fenrir’s name, Charlie’s stomach turned over. She could still see his glowing red eyes, still smell the death on his breath. Her heart picked up speed, the taste of panic filling her mouth. If she wasn’t careful, she would lose control of her body again.

Distraction, she reminded herself. Listen to the story.

“Loki knew that the other gods would not approve of his bastard children, so he hid them away with their mother, in the realm of the giants,” Mysa went on. “But the Allfather sees all, and it didn’t take long for him to learn of the monsters’ existence. He sent two minor gods to bring them to Asgard and face justice.”

“On the journey, the young Jörmungandur and Fenrir began to grow,” said Fjólu, smoothly picking up Mysa’s story. “They grew with such speed that the gods escorting them became worried. They had no idea how huge and powerful the monsters might become. By the time they reached Asgard, the Fenrir was the size of three boulders, while the serpent Jörmungandur had stretched to nearly ten meters in length. For her part, Hel was the size of a regular woman, but no less horrific. You see, Hel was no normal creature; her body was split down the middle, half beautiful young woman, half rotting corpse.”

“Odin, who had drunk from Mimir’s well and could see all of time, foretold that Loki’s bastard children would become the gods’ biggest threat,” Mysa said. “They would fight alongside Surtur to bring about Ragnarök, the end of Asgard as we know it. The gods’—and the humans’—only chance at survival was to lock the monsters away before they could do any damage.”

Fjólu continued, “Loki didn’t even fight the gods’ decision. Sheepish and cowardly as he was, he stood by and watched his children become imprisoned.”

“Hel was sent to Helheim to rule over the dead,” Mysa said. “Jörmungandur was released into the sea, where he grew so long that his body wrapped around all of Asgard fifteen times over, getting so tangled that he could never find his way back out of the water. But the Fenrir … he was the toughest to pin down. His strength was so great that he could break any chain put around his body, no matter its size or length. In the end, the gods had to turn to the dwarves on Svartalfheim to create Gleipnir, a magical, unbreakable ribbon with which they tricked the Fenrir into allowing himself to be bound. The wolf was never able to escape.”

“Until last month,” said Fjólu. “When he began his mission to raise Surtur.”

Charlie hated this story. She hated it more deeply than any of the other myths she had read about Asgard, even though they’d all contained similar horrors. At first, she thought it was the monsters they spoke of that made her body feel as if it were covered in cockroaches. But the more she considered it, the more she realized that it wasn’t the monsters she hated in the story.

It was the man who created them.

The man who brought three creatures into the world, hid them away out of shame, and then stood by while he let the other gods lock them up.

It was disgusting. She could hardly blame the Fenrir for being so angry at Loki. No one deserved to be treated that way by their parents. Not even giant, terrifying wolves.

Please, gods, she thought toward the heavens. Don’t let him be my father, too. Let it all be a horrible misunderstanding.

Swallowing, Charlie reached for her voice again. “And what does this story have to do with me not being affected by your song?”

Mysa batted her eyelashes. “Your earlier payment only covered the cost of the initial story. We’ll require another for the answer to that question.”

Charlie’s jaw dropped open. “Are you joking? What on Asgard do you want now? Another piece of gossip?”

“Oh, nothing so big as that,” said Mysa. She and Fjólu had both become suddenly, suspiciously interested in their fingernails. “We accept other forms of payment, too. A treasured memory, perhaps. Or a few months off your life.”

“A few months?” Charlie sputtered. “What the Hel does that even mean?”

“It’s nowhere near as scary as it sounds,” Mysa said, laying a hand on her heart. “You can trust us on that.”

“You most certainly cannot,” said a low voice over Charlie’s shoulder.

Dread seeped into her stomach.

He was here. Him. He was standing right behind her.

Mysa and Fjólu hissed. Their purple lights popped back on, and they took off from the stump, darting toward the throng of älvor, where Charlie quickly lost them in a sea of identical purple.

Damn it, she thought, letting out a sigh. There go my answers.

Only then did she finally turn.
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At first, all she saw were the bushy needles of the white pine she was sitting in front of. Then, like a bunny emerging from a magician’s hat, a shadow slunk out from the branches.

Charlie hadn’t seen Elias in mare form since homecoming, when she’d sliced his legs off with Sophie’s Valkyrie knife. Now, he looked just as she remembered from before: a human, whole, but made entirely of shadow, the edges of his body flickering like black candles. Instinctively, she reached for the seam of her secret pocket, making sure the knife was still in place. Her eyes stayed on the lower half of his body, not wanting to meet the pools of brilliant green that she knew waited for her.

“Hello, Charlotte.”

Time to go. She pushed herself off the stump. Henry yelped, scrambling to grab hold of her shirtsleeve before she stomped past Elias and into the trees.

“Leaving so soon?” he asked. Though she couldn’t hear his footsteps, she knew he was right behind her.

“Yes.”

“But I only just got here.”

“Exactly.”

“So rude, Charlotte.” Elias sighed. “You always did love to break my heart.”

She snorted. “What heart?”

“Exactly. Hearts are for the weak, am I right?”

“Elias,” she said without glancing back. If she didn’t meet his gaze, she couldn’t be ensnared by it. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to speak to you in private, and I had a feeling you’d run straight to my old hideout. Make sure I didn’t murder the two idiots who moved in.”

Charlie grunted, not trusting herself to speak. Not when he’d guessed her plans with such eerie accuracy. She felt completely off-balance.

“What do you even see in them?” he went on. “They spend all day watching reality TV, for the gods’ sake.”

“They know how to fight. And now I do, too.”

“Do you really?” Elias sounded far too thrilled by this news. “Well, isn’t this an interesting development? I’d love to go toe-to-toe with you, Charlotte. See what you’re really made of.”

“Hard pass,” she said. “Now, if you have nothing useful to say, feel free to get lost.”

He tsked. “You wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss me if you knew what I had.”

She drew to an abrupt halt. What he had? What the Hel did that mean? Had he taken something of hers? Or worse—someone?

“You’re lying,” she said, keeping her eyes forward and her voice as flat as possible. “You have nothing.”

“Maybe I am lying,” he whispered, drawing closer, his cool breath trailing down her neck. He circled silently around her shoulder, coming to block her path forward. “Maybe I’m not. Maybe I have exactly what you need.”

Eyes down. “I don’t need anything.”

“No?” His shadows drew closer, licking at the air between them. “Not even the location of the person controlling Rattatosk?”

Like a rubber band snapping into place, Charlie’s head whipped up, her eyes meeting Elias’s.

Until that moment, she’d been too afraid to look directly at him. Afraid that he would see through her, past her skin and straight to all the secrets she needed to keep. Ruining her plans before she even had a chance to make them. As far as she knew, mares couldn’t read minds; they could sense fear, and they could give thoughts to people—visions, nightmares, whatever grotesque thoughts enabled their ability to possess—but they couldn’t listen to what their victims were thinking.

Still, she hadn’t wanted to take any chances.

She’d been right to be afraid. Looking Elias in the eyes was a mistake—but not for the reason she’d thought. Not because she could feel him worming into her brain. No, it was a mistake because it felt, first and foremost, like staring straight into a solar eclipse.

All at once, she was hit with the full force of his gaze: the swirling color of his eyes and the intensity with which they locked onto hers, as if a magnetic current rushed between them. And just like with an eclipse, you knew you weren’t supposed to look directly at it—that it wasn’t safe, that it could cause irreversible damage, marring your vision forever—but you did it anyway. You had to look. You had to know. And when you did, it was both beautiful and terrifying—a dizzying reminder of just how small and powerless you really were.

Elias didn’t blink, gaze as steady as ever.

There really was nothing behind his eyes. No emotion whatsoever, outside of detached amusement. How could she have ever believed otherwise? Had he really been that good of an actor?

“Just like I thought.” His eyes twinkled. “I had a feeling that was why your sister paid you a visit.”

Shit. “She didn’t—”

“Don’t bother denying it, Charlotte. I saw her and her Valkyrie friend fly down and crash through that skylight. I see everything.” He quirked an eyebrow. “One of the benefits of being made of shadow.”

Shit, shit, shit.

“That’s not how your powers work,” she said, trying to divert the subject. “You might be made of shadow, but I can see you perfectly well.”

“Why do you think you know how my powers work? Because you spent a few days with me in the past?” He tutted. “I was holding back, Charlotte. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

Without warning, he stepped under the shade of a pine tree. Once his whole body was in the tree’s shadow, he vanished.

Just like that.

Charlie gasped. She took a step backward, glancing around the clearing. Had he slipped behind another tree? Ducked into a bush? Her brain was trying furiously to come up with an excuse for it, but deep down, she knew the truth: He wasn’t hiding anywhere. He was standing exactly where he had been before.

Only now, he was invisible.

“How did you—” she started to whisper.

Elias’s voice interrupted her own. He sounded like he always did, though she could swear there was a distant, echoey quality to his voice. “I can melt into any shadows that I want. Those cast by trees, boulders, buildings…” His voice seemed to be moving closer, so she took another step back. “I own the shadows, Charlotte.”

Like snakes emerging from their nest in the ground, clouds of darkness began to unfurl from where Elias must have been standing. They slid across the forest floor, billowing outward and licking at the sky—like fog, only colored a pure, impenetrable black that stood in shocking contrast to the bright fall leaves on the ground.

On her shoulder, Henry whimpered quietly.

Before Charlie could think to step away, the shadows were upon her, wrapping around her ankles and slithering up her legs. She gasped. They didn’t hurt; on the contrary, they felt cool, almost soothing. But when she tried to lift her foot off the ground, the shadows became suddenly corporeal, tightening around her ankle, gripping like great black vines. No matter how hard she tugged, they held her legs firmly in place.

“Let go of me,” she said, glaring at the source of the black fog, which is where she assumed Elias stood.

“Oh, come on.” His echoey voice slithered across the clearing. “I thought you knew everything about my powers. Surely escape shouldn’t be too difficult?”

Escape. Charlie could escape his shadowy cords—she’d learned as much on homecoming night, when she’d sliced right through them with her Valkyrie knife. She made to grab the knife out of its hiding place, but before she even touched the pocket, Elias’s shadows snapped up and wrapped around her wrists, drawing them down and pinning them to her sides.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Elias wiggled a finger. “No reaching for that pesky Valkyrie blade. I don’t make the same mistake twice, darling.”

“Fine,” she gritted out. “I admit it. I was wrong. I don’t know shit about your powers.” And I’m scared out of my mind, because you’re clearly way more dangerous than I ever realized. “Now, can you please let me go?”

All at once, everything returned to how it was: the shadow fog vanished, Elias’s mare form reappeared, and he stepped out into the sunlight. Charlie was free.

He held out his hands. “Was admitting you were wrong truly that hard? You really ought to work on your emotional vulnerability, Charlotte.”

She scowled and turned around, storming in the direction of the Bronco. Hopefully, her clenched fists would hide the shaking of her hands.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Elias, catching up with her. “The mean old mare must be the one controlling Rattatosk and killing those poor kids.”

“Are you going to deny it?”

“Of course.” He stepped in front of Charlie, stopping her in her tracks, and lifted a darkness-clad arm. “You saw my human form at school. Did I have a sparkly golden leash?”

“No,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t possessing someone who does.”

“Very wise, Charlotte. Very wise indeed. You really know how to think like a villain.”

“I didn’t—”

“It’s a compliment, darling. Just accept it. You really are your father’s progeny.”

“Loki is not my father,” she snapped.

“No?” Elias tilted his shadowy head. “But you were so ready to believe me at school. What changed?”

“I realized the obvious,” she said, remembering the älvor’s story. “I couldn’t possibly have come from that monster.”

“Of course.” His eyes flashed dangerously. “Because perfect little Charlotte Hudson has never been tempted by the darkness before, has she?”

That voice. It was the same one that had cocooned her in his bed, right after he healed her from the draugar’s attack. The same one that had wrapped his lithe, muscular arms around her as they danced on homecoming night, holding her close, caressing her skin. It set her whole body aflame, an instinctual reaction that she didn’t remember to squash until it was too late. Until the fire at the base of her stomach had burned all the way up to her red-hot face.

“Ahhh.” Elias lifted his hand, brushing shadowy fingers down one flaming cheek.

She started to flinch but held herself steady, keeping her eyes locked on his.

“There’s the girl I remember,” he murmured. “So easily rattled.”

Her hands squeezed into fists. “You don’t scare me.”

“Oh, my sweet Charlotte.” His cool fingertips lingered at the base of her chin. “We both know that isn’t true. I’m a mare, remember? I can taste your fear.” He leaned in, bringing the shadows of his face right up against her ear as he lowered his voice to an almost inaudible whisper. “It’s like sweet licorice on my tongue.”

Charlie jerked backward, her stomach flip-flopping at his words even as she ordered herself to be repulsed by them.

Remember what he did, she thought. He betrayed you. He kidnapped your best friend. He tried to kill you and everyone you love. He’s not human; he’s a monster.

“Lucky for you,” Elias said, straightening up and taking a generous step away from her, “I’m not here to frighten you. Not this time around. This time, I’m here to protect you.”

“Right.” Keeping her face averted for fear that it was still flushed, Charlie spoke to the fall color on the ground. “Because my father asked you to.”

“He did,” said Elias simply. “And it doesn’t matter to me if you believe that he’s your father or not. All that matters is carrying out this assignment successfully and moving onto the next.”

Charlie looked up. “Were you not offended? When your precious Loki revealed he had two human children he never told you about?”

“I might’ve been.” He shrugged. “If I still felt petty human emotions like offense.”

“I knew it,” she said, vindicated. “You have no emotions at all, do you?”

“None.”

“So all the things you said to me the night of the football game? About me making you feel again?”

“A lie,” he said jovially.

These words stung more than she would ever let on.

“And now you’re here because Loki sent you. As one of your ‘missions.’”

“Correct.”

“And this all started because you wanted something from Loki. Something so important you were willing to give up your humanity to get it.”

Something flashed through Elias’s eyes, but he smothered it before she could determine what it was. “Don’t be so judgmental, Charlotte,” he said, grinning. “Living without morals is a blast. You should try it some time.”

“No, thanks.”

“Your loss. Now, to the real reason I’m here: Rattatosk.”

“More specifically,” said Charlie, “using Rattatosk to murder innocent teenagers.”

Elias placed a hand on his chest, gasping in feigned offense. “Come now. Do I really strike you as the type of person who kills innocent people for no reason?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Fair point. But no. Alas—this time, I cannot take credit for the havoc being wreaked on this town. In fact, I was sent here by Loki to find out who is wreaking it—and to stop them, if you can believe that.”

“I most certainly cannot.”

“Like I said before, I don’t care if you believe the things I’m saying. I just care about doing my job. So.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “You can either accept my help in finding the person who’s controlling Rattatosk, or you can flail about on your own and, when your sister returns in a few days’ time, have absolutely nothing to show her. The choice is yours.”

Charlie studied his face for several long seconds. Then she continued her walk back to the car. “Even if I did want your help,” she said, ducking under a low tree branch, “I would never take it. I don’t like you. I don’t trust you. I don’t even know why I’m speaking to you right now.”

“You trusted me once,” he said, leaves crunching as he jogged along behind her.

“Right. And look where that got me.”

At last, they rounded the bent birch trees, and the Bronco came into sight. Charlie picked up her pace, praying that Elias wouldn’t try to stop her from getting into the car. Though, if he did, she still had that Valkyrie knife in her pocket. If she was fast enough, she could always chop off a shadowy limb or two.

The thought cheered her more than it should have.

“Just consider my offer,” he said. “It’s so much more fun to work together than to work alone.”

“If the choice is between being alone and being with you,” she said, “I think I’ll take my chances.”

“Really? Even when I have a promising lead?”

Charlie froze. There it was. The piece of information he’d been dying to drop. The worm dangling from a hook that he knew she wouldn’t be able to resist.

She turned around slowly. When her eyes landed on Elias’s, she asked, “What lead?”

He smiled victoriously. “A clue. A piece of information that might point us in the right direction. You didn’t think Loki would send me up here empty-handed, did you?”

“I don’t know Loki well enough to guess at what he would or would not do.”

“Well, he wouldn’t. And you can either work with me, swapping info as we uncover what’s going on, or you can work against me. Though, with no clues of your own to speak of, I don’t like your odds.”

Charlie dug her fingernails into her palms. For the last three weeks, she’d kept herself afloat by holding on to four simple promises:

You will make yourself strong.

You will find Elias.

You will kill Elias.

You will never trust a boy with your heart again.

Her plan was falling apart. Now that Sophie had tasked her with finding the person controlling Rattatosk, her priorities would have to shuffle. She’d have to put aside destroying Elias in favor of saving this town.

It wasn’t just that, either. It was also this moment. It was standing there, under the trees of the forest where they met, staring into the green eyes she’d come to know so well. She’d seen them light up with laughter. She’d seen them sink into despair. She’d seen them harden with rage and sharpen with lust and sparkle with amusement. And while she knew that those emotions were fake, a set of clay statues modeled after true feelings … it had all looked so real. His eyes had looked like the eyes of a human.

And Charlie knew, as she stared into those same eyes, that she could never be the reason they stopped seeing.

She couldn’t kill Elias. Not even after he tried to kill her first. Because while Elias might be a mare who didn’t feel the consequences of murder—the guilt, the shame, the self-loathing—Charlie wasn’t. She was only human. She would feel everything.

And it would destroy her.

The realization was like a pickaxe plunged into a hot-air balloon. Charlie felt herself deflate. The air of motivation rushed out of her all at once, leaving her as little more than a pathetic heap of nylon.

Those four promises had been the only things keeping her from falling victim to the panic that swelled whenever she considered how much danger she was in. Now, she would have to let them go …

Or would she?

The idea came to her in a strike of clarity. All the pieces of the puzzle connecting in her mind, showing her the right path forward.

What if death wouldn’t be the best revenge on Elias? What if there was something else she could do, something that would leave him far more miserable while keeping her hands blood-free? And what if working with him to find Rattatosk’s master was the best way to carry out that revenge?

Oh, this was going to be good.

“Fine,” she said at last.

Elias’s black eyebrows jumped up his forehead. “Fine?”

“Fine. We can work together—but only because I need the information you have.”

“Excellent.” He grinned. “Investigation starts tomorrow morning. I’ll pick you up at six.”

“For the record, you’re still an ass.”

“For the record, you look absolutely stunning when you insult me.”

Heat crept up her neck. She turned away, making a show out of studying the trees around them. She knew Elias didn’t mean any of the flirtatious things he said. He couldn’t. He had no emotions. It was just another one of his tricks, another way to get under her skin.

Unfortunately, it worked.

She kept her eyes on the trees, praying he wouldn’t notice the color on her face. “So,” she said, “how do I know this isn’t some elaborate ploy to get me alone so you can sic Rattatosk on me?”

“Everything I do is a ploy to get you alone, Charlotte,” he said. “But not to kill you. Not this time around, anyway.”

Her face started to flush again, but thankfully, when she darted a glance at him, Elias was looking elsewhere. Squinting his eyes at the trees behind them.

“Hey,” he said. “Isn’t that your brother?”

Charlie whipped her head around, panic kicking up in her chest. No. Mason couldn’t find her here. Not like this. Elias was standing far too close to her. Mason would make assumptions. He’d hate her even more. He’d never trust her again—

Except Mason wasn’t standing behind her. No one was.

She blinked at the empty space. Was Elias hallucinating?

“What are you—” she started, turning.

But he was already gone.

She groaned, rolling her eyes. Classic Elias. Disappearing before conversations were over was one of his favorite mare tricks.

But not for long.

She smiled to herself, thinking of the new plan she’d formulated while they’d talked. She didn’t yet know how to pull it off. She didn’t even know if it was possible. But it was her new guiding light, the promise to herself that would propel her forward even as she fulfilled her vow to Sophie.

She would take away Elias’s greatest advantage, and his greatest threat.

She would make him human again.
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Later that evening, Charlie sat cross-legged on her bed, Henry stretched out on the comforter in front of her. Her schoolbooks were closed, her laptop shut off. She needed total concentration for what they were about to attempt.

After leaving the forest, Charlie had spent the rest of the afternoon driving aimlessly through the back streets of Silver Shores, worrying about her conversation with Elias and glaring suspiciously at every squirrel that ran across the road, praying she didn’t see a red swirl on its forehead. The events of the day churned in her head like a smoothie on blend, a sickening one: a skewered vittra, two dead bodies with no fingers, Elias walking into the cafeteria, Mason smashing Elias’s face, Sophie flying in through the skylight, Elias in mare form, leaning in until he was so close that Charlie could feel his shadows … On and on the memories churned. Eventually, their edges started to blur.

She spent so long trapped inside her own mind that, when she finally looked back down at the clock, she realized school was over. Lou had swim team, Mason baseball practice, and Abigail whichever of the twenty-seven activities that occupied her afternoons, which meant no one needed a ride. She turned the Bronco around and headed home, where she said a quick hello to her mother, grabbed granola bars for herself and Henry, and ran up to her bedroom. She moved like a woman on a mission, because she was.

She was going to learn how to talk to her vätte.

Just as she reached over to silence her phone, it buzzed on the comforter, lighting up with a message in her group chat with Lou and Abigail, which Lou had renamed: Bad Bitches of Asgard.


ABIGAIL: Did you guys know that the Valkyrie are the ones who get to choose which male heroes get to reside in Valhalla and which have to go to Hel?

LOU: We certainly do

LOU: That’s the whole reason Bjorn and Vidar helped us out with the Fenrir, remember? They thought Sophie might be able to regain them access to Valhalla.

ABIGAIL: It’s so badass. They get to choose which men are worthy of heaven and which deserve eternal suffering.

ABIGAIL: That’s my idea of a perfect job.

LOU: HAHAHA

LOU: Same tbh

LOU: There are a few choice men I would send straight to the deep fryer

ABIGAIL: Me, too. Starting with those assholes who commented on your boobs at the swim meet last year.

LOU: Idk they were pretty well cooked by your verbal assault immediately after

LOU: I still owe you a bottle of wine for that btw

ABIGAIL: You don’t owe me anything. I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

ABIGAIL: I’ve been reading a lot about the Valkyrie and their culture is fascinating. The accounts online differ widely, of course, since they’re all written by humans, but overall the Valkyrie really do seem like the best of the best.

LOU: Tell me u want to bang Linnea without telling me u want to bang Linnea

ABIGAIL: Louise!!!

ABIGAIL: This has nothing to do with her. I’m merely intrigued by them. Any culture that hypes up women is worthy of further study imho.

LOU: Whatever u say, horndog

LOU: [image: A winking face emoji with one eye closed and a playful smile. Its cheeky expression conveys humor.]



Charlie laughed, then switched her phone to airplane mode and set it back on the comforter. She could catch up on the group chat later.

She repositioned herself.

“Right,” she said, tearing off a piece of the granola bar at her side and handing it to Henry, who snatched it swiftly away. “How do we do this?”

After polishing off his chunk of granola bar, Henry waved his little arms, begging for more.

“Nuh-uh,” said Charlie. “Not until you teach me how to communicate with you.”

The vätte sighed dramatically, his beard ruffling outward. Charlie stared down at him with folded arms until, at last, he waddled over and scaled her arm, coming to rest on her shoulder.

“Now what?” she asked. “You touch my ear and I hear your voice?”

He shook his head. With his tiny arms, he reached out toward her eyes, gesturing downward.

“Look down?”

He shook his head again. He pointed at her eyes, then lowered his arms slowly.

“Close my eyes?”

An eager nod.

“All right.” She did as he asked. “What now?”

A few seconds of silence passed before Henry poked her hard in the neck.

“Ow!” Her eyes flew open. “What was—” It took her a few seconds to understand the exasperation on his face. “Oh. Right. You can’t talk, and I can’t see what you’re doing.” She gestured forward with one hand. “Proceed, good sir.”

Henry nodded. He performed the gesture for closing her eyes once more, then held up a hand as if to say, Now, watch this. He slid down her arm, landing on the comforter with a soft poof. Then he plopped down onto his butt and mimed taking three big breaths.

“So…” Charlie scratched her head. “Close my eyes and … breathe?”

A relieved nod.

“Wait a minute.” She narrowed her eyes at the vätte. “Are you trying to get me to meditate?”

Henry nodded vigorously, clapping his little hands together.

“Oh, come on.” Charlie rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t believe in that spiritual mumbo jumbo. Isn’t there some spell you can teach me, instead?”

Henry shook his head. He stood up, re-plopped himself on the bed, did the gesture for closing her eyes, and took a deep breath.

She groaned, letting her head fall backward. “Fiiiiiiine,” she said, dropping her chin down and giving Henry one last glare. “But if you suggest crystal therapy next, you’re sleeping on the lawn.”

Impatiently, he mimed the eye-closing gesture.

“Fine, fine, fine.”

Charlie squeezed her eyes shut and shifted around on the bed, getting comfortable. For good measure, she laid her palms face up on her knees, the way the yogis did in the movies. Then she took one big, deep breath, filling her lungs to the brim before exhaling it all back out.

The first breath felt good. So did the second.

It was on the third that the problems began.

With her eyes closed and her attention turned inward, Charlie couldn’t help but be aware of every sensation in her body. The rhythm of her breath. The beating of her heart. The whisper of a breeze from the open window or the tickle of an itch on her skin. It was all so loud. So overwhelming. Her body was her entire world, and the world was too much, too loud, her racing heart, her trembling hands, her shallow breath, and was this because she was trying to meditate or did she always feel like this but was normally able to shut it all out, and wasn’t meditation supposed to help with panic in any case, not make it worse, gods almighty, she didn’t know, but another episode was coming, growing closer with every passing second …

Her eyes popped open.

“This is a waste of time,” she announced loudly, hoping her voice would drown out the thundering in her chest. “Meditating won’t magically make me telepathic.”

Henry squeaked once, placing his hands on his hips.

Narrowing her eyes, she said, “Don’t use that judgmental tone. This is a bunch of hogwash, and you know it.”

His shoulders slumped forward, the tip of his hat dipping along with them. His disappointment was obvious. He wanted to be able to communicate with her more, but Charlie just wasn’t willing to learn how if it was going to send her into a tailspin. She didn’t have time to come apart.

Coward, whispered a cruel voice at the back of her mind.

Cheeks burning, she spun around and bent over the side of her bed, grabbing the sticker-covered laptop on the floor. She opened and set it on the mattress. Behind her, she felt Henry waddle across the bed toward his favorite pillow. She kept her head angled away.

When the laptop screen came to life, it brought her right back to where she’d left it the night before: on a website titled Twelve Essential Tales from Norse Mythology. It was a lengthy, low-res HTML site through which she’d been slowly scrolling the last few weeks. When she first found it, the ugly pale-orange background and the text’s bizarre font were almost enough to send her away without reading a word. But as she’d squinted at the screen, she’d found that every sentence was carefully crafted and accompanied by proof of source; the bibliography cited texts like The Wanderer’s Hávamál and The Prose Edda, books first published in Old Icelandic just after the time of the Vikings. It was a hidden jackpot.

So, she’d dived right in.

The single-page website was divided by story, each long enough to fill an entire chapter of a novel. By now, Charlie had worked her way through nine of the twelve stories. The tenth was titled “The Death of Balder.”

A jolt of excitement shot through her. Hadn’t Sophie mentioned the name Balder earlier? She’d said that Balder’s murder was the reason Loki was banished to Helheim. At the time, Charlie had been too overwhelmed to really let the information in. Even if this was a version written by a human, likely filled with half-truths, there had to be something useful here.

She scrolled down and started to read.


Of all Odin’s children, the most beloved was Balder. He embodied everything virtuous in the world: his face was light itself, his smile joy and goodness. Balder was courageous, benevolent, skilled at healing, handsome beyond belief, and the favorite of gods and humans alike. He had no faults—save one.

Balder had terrible dreams. Nightmares. And in those nightmares, he saw his own demise. His body cold and rotting, the world weeping at his feet.

Distressed, the gods decided to go in search of an answer. After all, they couldn’t lose their favorite son! How dark the world would be without the sunshine of his presence. How bleak without the music of his laughter.

So his mother, Frigg, set off on a mission: she traveled the world, speaking to everything that could kill Balder and making them promise to cause him no harm. She spoke to fire. She spoke to water. She spoke to every type of rock, every type of tree. She spoke to metal and wind, to the lava flowing from volcanoes and the weeds on the bottom of the ocean. And in every conversation, the elements swore they would do no harm to the great and beautiful Balder.

Frigg was thorough. She skipped over no object, animal, or element—save for mistletoe, the small, creeping plant that wound around trees. Mistletoe was so weak and insignificant that it couldn’t possibly harm someone as powerful as Balder.

When Frigg returned from her journey, she informed the others of her resounding success. Nothing could harm Balder! Nothing! See for yourselves!

So they did. Thor threw an axe at Balder; it bounced away without touching him. Frey threw a long sword; it, too, did not even reach his skin. The gods threw rocks and spears, arrows and shards of glass. Nothing could touch Balder.



Downstairs, the front door slammed, jolting Charlie out of the story.

“I’m home,” Mason yelled. She heard him drop his backpack and jog up the stairs. His footsteps were muffled on the carpet as he walked past her bedroom, headed for his.

Henry poked Charlie’s elbow. When she looked over, he gave her what she could only imagine was a pointed, expectant look.

“I know, I know,” she said, pushing herself off the bed. “I’m going.”
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Two minutes later, Charlie hovered in the hallway outside her brother’s bedroom door, trying to work up the confidence to knock. She stood on the fluffy hallway carpet, tapping one socked foot and making a list of things she would rather do instead.


	Agree to pay for Lou’s lunches for the rest of the year.

	Spend an entire weekend studying ACT vocabulary with Abigail.

	Do four two-hour training sessions with Bjorn and Vidar. Back-to-back.

	Fight a draugar—and lose.

	Be forced to attend homecoming with Elias again.



Charlie scrubbed the fifth option from her mind as soon as it appeared. No, she wouldn’t prefer to attend homecoming with Elias over this. Not unless the date included slicing off his legs again—his real legs, this time. And perhaps other parts of his body, too.

Henry squawked, running twice around her left ankle.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered.

With one last deep breath, she raised her fist and knocked twice.

“Yeah,” Mason called from inside. He probably assumed she was their mom.

He’s in for a surprise, she thought as she turned the handle and pushed the door open.

Mason was sprawled out on his bed, face illuminated by the laptop before him. Weeks had passed since Charlie had entered his room, but it looked the same as she remembered: a Kendrick poster on the wall, underwear on the floor, a rarely used desk, a closet door hanging open, sweatshirts and T-shirts spilling out, and a small locked cabinet in the corner that she knew from experience held a rotating supply of room-temperature vodka (“In case of emergencies,” Mason always said).

Henry scampered into the room from between her legs, eager to poke around.

“Is this about dinner?” Mason asked, slowly peeling his eyes away from the computer screen. “Because I’m not hungry. I think I have a…” When his gaze landed on Charlie, he snapped his jaw shut.

“Hey,” she said.

Mason dropped his gaze back to the computer, voice flattening. “What do you want?”

“Well.” Charlie shut the door carefully behind herself, then took a tentative step toward Mason. “I don’t know if you recall, but we had a few surprise visitors at school today, and—”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t try to make a joke out of seeing Sophie today.”

“I wasn’t—gods, Mason. Of course I wasn’t making a joke out of it. I was trying to … I don’t know.” She rubbed her temples. “Obviously, seeing my dead twin isn’t funny to me. I’m just as rattled as you are. I—”

“No,” Mason interrupted. “You’re not as rattled as I am. And you know why?”

Charlie did, but she said nothing. Over in the corner, Henry found a pair of Mason’s boxer briefs and leaned down to sniff them.

“Because that wasn’t your first time seeing her.” Mason paused. “For all I know, it wasn’t even your second.”

“Well, that is utter bullshit,” Charlie said. “Of course I haven’t seen her since that first time. If she had shown up at my window in the last three weeks, I would have told you. I would have—”

“Would you have, though?” Mason pushed his laptop aside, raising his voice as he slid off the bed. “Would you? Or would you have wanted to keep her all to yourself, because she’s your twin sister, your little secret—”

“Is that seriously what you think?” Charlie asked. “You think I was hoarding her?”

Mason crossed his arms, raising an eyebrow.

Charlie wanted to scream. What was this? What twisted web had Mason knotted up in his mind? That his own sister was that selfish? That she had kept the continuing existence of his little sister a secret, just so she could have Sophie all to herself? It was ridiculous. She had done it to protect him, godsdammit.

She closed her eyes and exhaled. Do not engage, she reminded herself. You came here for a specific purpose. Fulfill that purpose, then get the Hel out of here.

When she opened her eyes again, Mason still had his arms crossed, waiting for Charlie to deny his accusation. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction; if he wanted to take an act of kindness and twist it into something awful, that was his prerogative. She would move on. She would do what she came here to do, then they could go back to politely ignoring each other, the way they had since Sophie died.

“Look,” Charlie said, fighting and failing to keep her voice low. “I know you’re upset with me. I’ve tried to talk to you about this so many times, but—”

Behind her, the bedroom door opened.

“What on earth is going on in here?”

When Charlie turned around, she found her mom standing in the doorway, one hand on the knob, looking between her children in bewilderment. Charlie swallowed, glancing at Mason. He wore the same look of shock and panic that she knew must be on her own face; neither of them realized how loud their argument had been.

Charlie looked back at their mom. “The car,” she said quickly, thinking of their most common fight. “Mason thinks I’ve been monopolizing it, but—”

“You have been monopolizing it,” Mason jumped in, and although she knew he was just going along with her story, there was a little too much authenticity in his voice. “If it weren’t for our tr—” He cut himself off. “Our mornings at the nursing home, I would never even see the inside of that car. You’ve driven your friends to school in it every day since you got your license, while I was forced to ask the guys to pick me up.”

Narrowing her eyes, Charlie turned to her brother. Definitely too authentic for her liking. “An arrangement that you suggested,” she reminded. “You said, and I quote, ‘What could be worse for my rep than showing up to senior year in a car full of girls?’”

“Yeah, well.” Mason uncrossed his arms. “I meant it. But that doesn’t mean you get free rein over the car twenty-four seven. I have places to go, too, you know.”

“Oh, really? Where? To one of your two hundred ex-girlfriends’ houses to pick up one of the two hundred identical black hoodies you leave behind? That’s your signature move, isn’t it? Oops. Silly me, so forgetful. Thanks, Rebecca, and while we’re at it, we might as well just take our shirts off and fool around a bit, don’t you think?”

“I don’t sound like that,” Mason snapped. “And I haven’t been to any girl’s house lately. You would know that if you weren’t living so damn far up your own—”

“Enough!”

The yell sliced through their argument. Charlie and Mason jumped, and Charlie whirled around to look at their mother. Her hands were clenched at her sides, face red in a way Charlie hadn’t seen in years. It was the red of peak fury, a red that appeared only when her children were at their most incorrigible, like when Mason put fake centipedes in his kindergarten teacher’s desk or when Charlie and Lou got detention for leading the entire second grade in “guess the dirty hand gesture” out on the school lawn. Since Sophie’s funeral, Charlie couldn’t recall seeing it even once.

“What the hell is going on with you two?” her mom asked. Charlie and Mason flinched at the appearance of a rare curse word. “Look. I don’t know what this fight is really about, but I can tell it’s about more than the car. You’ve both been acting completely bizarre lately. And then I get calls from Mason’s coach about his behavior in practice, and from teachers about Charlie skipping class, and—”

“Wait,” Charlie said. “What? They called you?”

Their mom threw up her hands. “Of course they did! I’m your mother! And while I’ve always respected your privacy, there’s a limit to everything. Especially when you’re putting yourselves in harm’s way.”

“Who says we’re putting ourselves in harm’s way?” Mason asked.

Placing her hands on her hips, their mom looked between them. “You really think I don’t know what’s going on here?”

Alarm bells sounded in Charlie’s mind. She and Mason glanced at each other, a message passing between them: What does she know?

“I remember what happened with the disappearances last month,” their mom said. “You two became so secretive and spent so much time away from the house. I know you were going into that forest. Sheriff Carpenter told me he saw you there at least once. And now, with the Morris kids last night…”

“Oh,” Charlie said. “Oh. You think we’re investigating their murder?”

“I don’t think so. I know so.”

“Mom.” Mason exhaled. “We aren’t trying to figure out who murdered the Morris kids. Okay? We don’t have nearly enough time on our hands.”

Their mom looked at him disbelievingly.

“I promise,” Mason said.

Finally, their mom seemed to give in. Her face relaxed, her shoulders slumping. “Fine,” she said, tiredness seeping into her voice. “You better keep it that way. And Charlie?”

Charlie held her breath.

“Share the car with your brother, okay?”

Charlie could almost cry with relief. Their mom knew nothing about Asgard. Nothing. She was still safe.

With one last weary look, their mom stepped out into the hallway, shutting the door behind her. Charlie and Mason stood silently in place, listening to her footsteps pad away and back down to the first floor.

As soon as they heard her enter the kitchen, Charlie looked at her brother. “You lied.”

“I didn’t,” he said, still staring at his door. “We aren’t trying to figure out who killed Maddie and Milo. We already know who did it.”

Charlie snorted. “That’s a pretty thin difference.”

“Get out of my room.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” he said, turning to face her at last. “I have no interest in hearing whatever nonsense you came here to tell me.”

Charlie’s temper flared. Why couldn’t Mason just listen? She’d come here to ask how he was after today’s encounter with Sophie. To apologize for not telling him about her right away. To listen to whatever he needed to say. But now …

“Fine,” she said, her voice trembling. “If you hate me so much, then fine. Wallow in your own anger. Freeze me out. Leave me to fulfill Sophie’s mission alone. See if I care.”

With that, she turned and left, Henry waddling close behind. Tears stung her eyes the whole way back to her room.
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Charlie slept fitfully that night. Several times, she awoke from the same dream: a pack of adorable squirrels surrounded her where the forest met the beach. When she bent down to scatter breadcrumbs for them, they transformed into an army of enormous Fenrir, bodies growing so quickly they flattened the seagrass and toppled trees, destroying everything around them. She turned and sprinted down the beach, but the Fenrir followed, snarling and slobbering as they came closer, closer, closer …

Each time she awoke, she was in a cold sweat, the taste of sheer terror on her tongue. Her limbs tangled in her sheets, darkness pressing down from all sides. She reached out until her fingertips brushed the soft felt of Henry’s hat, until she heard the whistle of his breath. Only then could she steady her breathing and drift back to sleep.

When she finally woke to light streaming in through the curtains, she was exhausted, as if the fits of sleep had been worse than no rest at all.

It was Tuesday, their day off from training with Bjorn and Vidar, which meant she’d gotten to sleep in. Thank the gods for that.

She rolled out of bed and shuffled over to the dresser, Henry hopping down after her, running circles around her feet. He always had the zoomies first thing in the morning. His tiny footsteps flew across the carpet as she dug through her clothing, looking for a clean pair of dark jeans. It was early October, the weather still nice but getting cooler with every day. Her uniform lately had been jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, and she didn’t see any reason to change that now. After getting dressed and brushing her teeth, she and Henry headed downstairs.

She jogged down the stairs, Henry bouncing ahead of her as always. She heard her mom laughing down in the kitchen—probably on the phone with one of her many friends, even this early in the morning. There was no one whom Trish Hudson couldn’t charm.

Those same friends used to joke that Charlie was a carbon copy of her mother. That she had inherited every bit of her mom’s personality, from her love of adventure down to the strange, upside-down way that she laced her shoes.

Then Sophie died, and Charlie had learned to tie her laces right side up.

I am not her anymore, she reminded herself as she reached the bottom of the stairs, following Henry’s path toward the kitchen. I am not the sad, grieving mess who could do nothing but shuffle cards and rewind YouTube videos. I am a woman with purpose. I will find out who is controlling Rattatosk. I will turn Elias back into a human. I will—

Charlie froze.

Elias.

He was right there. In the kitchen. Sitting in the breakfast nook across from her mom.

“Charlie!” her mom exclaimed when she spotted her daughter in the doorway. She beamed over her coffee cup, gesturing to Elias. “You didn’t tell me your boyfriend came back from music school!”

Panic rocketed through Charlie’s stomach. “He’s not my—”

“Yeah, Charlotte,” Elias said, cutting her off. He laid a hand on his heart in a gesture that, to her mom, might actually look sincere. “I can’t believe you forgot to tell your mom that music school was only temporary.”

Crap.

Crap, crap, crap.

Elias and her mother. Sitting at a table together, discussing Odin only knew what. It was, if possible, the very worst thing that could be happening at that moment.

What was Charlie supposed to do? Yell? Tell her mom to get away, that Elias was a liar, that he was dangerous and they never even dated in the first place? If she ever began to explain why any of those things were true, it would only put her mother in more danger.

This morning coffee was a strategic move on Elias’s part. He was demonstrating the ease with which he could slide back into her life. How he could hover threateningly around the people she loved, and she was powerless to stop him.

It was a perfect example of why Charlie needed to turn him back into a human. If Elias wasn’t a mare anymore, he wouldn’t be able to walk through walls or create weapons from nothing or fight with the strength of ten men. He would only be as dangerous as any other teenage boy.

I will make Elias human again.

Yesterday, thinking those words had felt like seeing the sun for the first time. It was such an obvious path forward; how had she not considered it sooner? However, as she watched him exchange fond words with her mother, she was forced to face the biggest problem with her plan: Charlie had no idea how to turn a mare back into a human. She didn’t even know if it was possible.

She needed to start digging for information. Now.

“Oh,” she said, forcing a smile onto her face that she hoped her mom would see as real. “Right. I was just … too overwhelmed. With excitement, of course.”

Elias’s mouth twitched.

“But what a wonderful surprise!” Her mom clapped. “Come sit, darling. Let’s all have breakfast and catch up.”

“Actually,” said Charlie, glaring at Elias, “I should probably be going.”

“Going?” Her mom knitted her eyebrows in confusion. “Where? I thought today was your day off from the nursing home?”

“Nursing home?” Elias asked.

“Oh yes. Did Charlie not tell you? Abigail signed them all up to volunteer at a nursing home four mornings a week.” She shot Elias a conspiratorial grin. “It’s crazy, if you ask me. You couldn’t have paid me to get up at five thirty in high school.”

“No kidding.” A grin crept up Elias’s face. “How amazing. Charlie and her friends really are so selfless, aren’t they?”

Charlie wished she could sew her mother’s lips together.

“But no,” said Elias. “She’s not going to a nursing home this morning. Actually, we’ve been assigned to work on the same project this week. A low-key one, but we don’t want to waste any time getting started.” He winked. “Right, babe?”

Low-key. Loki. He had to be kidding.

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” said her mom. “Charlie’s grades have been slipping the last few weeks. I’m sure you’ll help get her right back on track.”

“Mom,” Charlie said, face heating.

“Oh, don’t worry, Trish.” Elias’s gleamed with mischief. “I’ll be sure to keep her on the straight and narrow.”

“Well,” Charlie said loudly. “We should probably get going. Don’t want to waste any time we could spend researching. Right, babe?”

“Quite right.” Elias set his coffee mug down and pushed himself up from the breakfast nook. “I’ll drive us to school.”

Oh, Hel no. The idea of being taken the-gods-only-knew-where in Elias’s car with no means of escape did not sit well with Charlie.

“Oh, that’s okay,” she said quickly. “I can drive separately, in the Bronco.”

“Charlie.” Her mom eyed her daughter sternly, then picked up her phone and pushed her reading glasses down onto her nose. She grabbed her coffee with her free hand and looked down at her phone, starting to scroll through notifications. “What did I say last night? There’s no need for you to drive if your boyfriend’s car is already here. Let Mason have a turn with the Bronco today.”

Charlie had to stop herself from groaning. If her mom knew what they were really up to, she’d be singing a very different tune indeed.

“Fine,” she said, glaring at Elias while her mother was distracted with her phone. “But I’m back on carpool duty tomorrow. Can’t subject Lou and Abigail to Mason’s driving forever, or—”

A sudden gasp and crash cut Charlie off midsentence. Her mom had dropped her coffee mug, shattering it and spilling hot, dark liquid all over the wooden floor. She didn’t seem to notice; her attention was entirely focused on her phone screen. She gaped at it with wide eyes.

“Mom?” Charlie rushed to her mother’s side as Elias whirled around, scanning the kitchen for signs of danger. “Are you okay? What is it?”

“It’s…” Her mom shook her head, trying to find the words. “I can’t…”

At last, she gave up, turning her phone to face Charlie and Elias. It was open to the front page of their local news station. The top headline:

TWO MORE CHILDREN FOUND DEAD IN SILVER SHORES HARBOR
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“Charlotte,” Elias called after Charlie as she stormed out the front door and down the driveway. Henry toddled behind, squawking for her to wait up.

Charlie was making for the black convertible parked by the curb, the same one she’d seen Elias driving last month. It was old, a shiny Ford with the top down, revealing two rows of dark leather seats. A silver mustang galloped along the front grill. The whole scene looked like it belonged in 1960s California, not a small town in modern-day Michigan.

The front door swung shut behind Elias, echoing down the quiet street. “Charlotte, would you slow down and listen to me for a second?”

“Listen to you?” Charlie asked, whirling around just before she reached the curb, nearly knocking Henry over with her foot. “Why in all eight realms do you think I’d be stupid enough to listen to you? To the litany of excuses that I’m sure you have lined up, ready to explain away the fact that, after three weeks of peace and safety, you show up in this town right as dead bodies start piling up?”

“Oh, come on.” He folded his arms over his chest, not moving from his place at the top of the driveway. “You’re right that the timing is no coincidence. Your father sent me as soon as he heard about the first attack. He knew that more would follow, and he wanted you and Mason to be protected when they did.”

“Nuh-uh.” She shook her head adamantly. “It’s too much of a coincidence. I’d be an idiot to believe you, to—”

“But the thing is,” Elias said, cutting her off, “you do believe me.”

“Excuse me?”

He raised his eyebrows. “You do.” His arms dropped to his sides and swung lazily back and forth as he strolled down the driveway. “Otherwise, you would never have agreed to work with me yesterday. Think about it, Charlotte—what kind of murderer offers to help solve his own case?”

She pointed at him. “The frustrating, irrational, masochistic kind.”

“Frustrating, maybe. Masochistic, absolutely. But irrational?” He scoffed. “I’d argue that I’m the most rational person in this entire town. I’m the only one whose judgment isn’t skewed by human emotions.”

“You aren’t helping your case.”

“My point is…” he said, crossing the driveway and bending down to look Charlie in the eye. She inhaled sharply, caught off guard by the sudden approach. “I’m a selfish person. I can afford to be, when I don’t have emotions like guilt getting in the way of achieving my goals. And right now, my goal is to carry out my mission for Loki and keep his children safe.”

“We aren’t his children,” she bit out. “Stop saying that.”

He straightened, holding up his hands. “Whatever you want. Look, you can refuse to get into that car,” he said, pointing to the convertible over her shoulder. “Or…” He leaned down until there was only a breath of space between them. Charlie had to physically restrain herself from glancing down at his lips. “You can go to the Saugatuck dunes with me and follow the only lead we have.”

Charlie’s eyebrows jumped up her forehead. “The dunes? That’s where we’re going?”

“Yes.” Elias leaned to the side, reaching around Charlie to open the passenger door of the convertible. He gestured for her to climb in. “They’re about ten miles south of here, right on the coast of—”

“I know where the dunes are,” she snapped. It came out more harshly than she’d intended, but she couldn’t help it.

Every summer for fourteen years, Charlie, Sophie, Mason, and their mom had packed the car full of swimsuits, volleyballs, shovels, marshmallows, graham crackers, hot dogs, and the only tent they owned (a massive pop-up big enough to sleep eight that Mason affectionately named “The Chateau”) and drove to Saugatuck Dunes State Park for a three-day camping trip. While they were there, it was only them—no neighbors or schoolwork or cell phones or TV or video games or anything else to distract from their time together. Just their family and the rolling dunes and the sparkling blue lake. They were Charlie’s three favorite days of the year.

The summer before Sophie died was the last time Charlie went to the dunes. No one cared to continue the tradition after she was gone.

“Right,” said Elias, exhaling loudly. “Listen, are we going or not? Because if this second set of murders is any indication, Rattatosk isn’t wasting any time. By the time you decide to stop being such a pain in the ass, he’ll probably have struck again.”

Charlie narrowed her eyes. Elias was an exceptional actor. There was a very good chance that this whole hurry-up-so-we-can-save-innocent-lives thing was a complete lie.

Unfortunately, he was right about one thing: Rattatosk was working fast. The sooner they found who was controlling him, the better. And right now, Elias’s lead was the only clue she had.

She ran her fingers over the bulge in her back pocket where her lucky deck of cards was tucked. “Fine,” she said, sliding into the car, careful not to touch his hand. She plopped into the seat. Henry hopped in after and scampered across her legs, coming to settle on the center console. “Let’s go.”

Elias shut the passenger door behind her, then jogged around to the driver’s side, where he placed his hands on the window frame and leapt over, landing smoothly on his seat.

“Show-off,” Charlie muttered.

“You’re just delightful today.” He stuck the key into the ignition and twisted it. The car rumbled to life. “No wonder your brother hates you right now.”

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

“Sure you don’t.” He dug into his back pocket with one hand, pulling out a familiar yellow packet.

Charlie squinted at the wrapper. “Are those … Gushers?”

“Yep.” Elias ripped the package open with his teeth.

“You eat Gushers for breakfast?”

“No,” he said, shaking two brightly colored, jewel-shaped candies into his left palm. Then he lowered them to where Henry was seated between them. “But I bet he does.”

Charlie snorted. “Henry would never take food from you.”

“Whyever not?”

“Because he doesn’t trust you, obviously. You stabbed him. Right after you tried to murder me. And Lou. And everyone else.”

“Mmm,” Elias hummed. “Fair point.” He moved his hand closer to Henry’s face, leaning down to whisper. “They’re tropical flavored. One hundred percent sugar. My personal favorite are the blue ones.”

Tentatively, Henry leaned forward and sniffed at the gummies.

“Oh, please,” said Charlie. “You think Henry’s love can be bought with candy? He and I are a team. He would never—”

She stopped talking when she realized that Henry had swiped both Gushers from Elias’s palm and was gobbling them down with alarming speed.

When she looked up, Elias was smirking triumphantly.

“Okay, fine. He ate them,” she said. “But Henry is, I kid you not, obsessed with sweets. Just because he took the candy doesn’t mean that…”

Her voice trailed off as she watched Henry finish the Gushers and nuzzle affectionately at Elias’s empty palm.

She stared at the little creature for several blank seconds. Yesterday, Henry had growled at Elias like he wanted to turn into his gremlin self and eat the mare for dinner. Now he was … cuddling him?

“Are you kidding me?” she whispered to Henry.

The vätte looked over and shrugged, before turning back to Elias and pointing eagerly at the Gushers package, vying for more.

“Traitor,” she mumbled.

“How interesting,” said Elias. “Vätte naturally sense when their tethered humans are in danger. You know that’s true; I’m sure you’ve both felt it before.”

Charlie pressed her lips together but didn’t respond.

“Therefore”—Elias gestured to the vätte now snuggling up to his leg—“one plus one equals two, right? Henry can tell I’m not a threat to you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Charlie snapped a little too loudly. “Of course you’re a threat to me. You tried to kill me.”

“Times have changed,” he responded breezily, laying one arm across the seat. His skin brushed Charlie’s neck as he looked back and put the car in reverse. “I told you that already.”

“Yeah, well, times haven’t changed for me.”

Elias spun the wheel with one hand, pulling away from the curb. “They most certainly have. Take things with your brother. I mean, you two weren’t exactly besties when I met you, but things have clearly gotten worse since I left. So much tension there. And you don’t have to be a mare to feel the fear running between you two.”

“Fear?” Charlie scoffed. “I’m not afraid of my brother.”

Elias eased onto the gas, picking up speed. “I love listening to people in denial. It’s like conversing with a wall.”

“This is ridiculous,” said Charlie. “Can we move on to more pressing matters? Such as the two innocent teenagers that were murdered last night?”

Alex and Maudie Fields. Though their family lived in Silver Shores, Charlie didn’t know them personally. According to reports, they’d attended the private school two towns over, a Catholic academy that spanned preschool through twelfth grade. Still, Charlie had recognized their faces, probably from mutual friends on social media or just seeing them around downtown.

It didn’t matter that she hadn’t known the Fieldses the way she knew the Morrises. The description of their fingerless bodies found splayed and bloody on the marina boardwalk was no less horrifying.

Four kids dead in less than twenty-four hours. It wasn’t right.

“Doesn’t it seem like too much of a coincidence that both targets were a boy and a girl around the same age?” she asked as Elias finally pulled away from the curb. “It’s like Rattatosk has a type.”

“Or,” said Elias, as they sailed down Charlie’s street, “like he has orders. Like he’s looking for someone specific.”

“Or someones,” she agreed.

“A set of siblings, perhaps. A brother and sister, about high school age…”

She whipped her head to look at Elias. “You’re not saying…”

He shrugged, turning the car onto Birch Street. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions yet. All I’m saying is that there’s a reason Loki sent me here to keep watch on you and your brother.”

A shiver ran down Charlie’s spine as Elias leaned onto the accelerator. The convertible picked up speed, wind howling in her ears and sending her hair flying.

Rattatosk was looking for her and Mason. That’s what Elias was insinuating.

It can’t be true, she thought. Why us? Why now?

The why doesn’t matter, whispered a darker part of her mind. You knew this would happen. You’ve known since the day your brother ate that eyaerberry. You two are exposed. Your sister is a Valkyrie. The Fenrir wanted you dead, and others probably do, too. This development is an inevitability.

She shouldn’t let her mind go there. Already she could feel another episode beginning, creeping into her body. It started as it always did: like an orchestra tuning up, the cellos her rising anxiety, the cymbals her quickening heartbeat, the high-pitched violins the buzzing on the surface of her skin.

You are in danger. Your brother is in danger. Your friends are in danger.

And it’s all your fault.

The orchestra played only one note, a note of panic, starting soft but getting louder with every instrument, every body part and internal organ that joined in, all of it against Charlie’s will. She squeezed her eyes shut. The anxiety built to a crescendo. It overwhelmed everything else; every sound and smell and touch and sensation—it was all gone. Panic was all she knew.

“—lie?” came a voice at the end of the tunnel she was in. It rose just over the awful music. “Hello? Are you with me?”

Her eyes popped open. She stifled a gasp.

Elias. It was just Elias. He was sitting next to her, driving his car. Only, the car wasn’t moving. It was stopped at an intersection, and he’d turned all the way around in the driver’s seat to stare at her.

You will turn him back into a human.

And you will never trust another boy with your heart again.

“Yes.” She exhaled, laying a hand on her chest. The violins were quieting, the cymbals slowing their crashes. “Yes, I just … I got lost in thought.”

He narrowed his eyes. “That didn’t look like someone who was just lost in thought.”

“Well, I was,” she snapped, and if her voice was a touch too bitchy, whatever. She couldn’t have him knowing about the strange episodes she kept having. Not when they were such an obvious weakness. “Now, can you please start driving again? We’re wasting time.”

Elias hesitated, clearly not wanting to drop the subject. Until finally, with a muttered, “Whatever,” and a shake of his head, he took his foot off the brake and the car pulled forward.

Charlie exhaled in relief. Thank the gods. She turned to face the road, determined to change the subject and keep herself distracted. Keep the episode at bay. And if her hands were clenched in fists a little too tight at her sides, oh well.

“So,” she said, raising her voice to compensate for the wind. “What exactly is this ‘clue’ you claim to possess?”

“I don’t claim anything,” he yelled back. “My intel is very reliable. It came from the Sons of Ivaldi themselves.”

“Wait.” Charlie blinked. “The Sons of Ivaldi?”

She remembered their story well. It was one of the first ones she’d read on Twelve Essential Tales, and it went like this:

Once upon a time, Loki stole the hair from the head of Sif, Thor’s wife, while she slept. To Loki, it was a funny prank, but Thor was furious. Sif had the most beautiful hair in all of Asgard, and Loki hadn’t just shaved it off; he’d removed it by the very roots, never to grow back. When Thor confronted Loki and threatened to kill him, Loki promised to go to Svartalfheim and not return until he convinced the dwarves—the most skilled magical craftsmen in the eight realms—to create a wig that would perfectly replicate Sif’s hair and would bond to her scalp like real hair does.

On the way to Svartalfheim, Loki cooked up a plan. Not only would he get Sif a new head of hair, he would pull off a scheme sure to please all the gods.

When he reached the realm of the dwarves, he sought out the two sets of blacksmiths rumored to be the most skilled in all of Svartalfheim: the three Sons of Ivaldi, and two brothers called Brokkr and Eitri. Loki convinced them to go head-to-head in a competition to determine which brothers were the most talented smiths in Svartalfheim. Each team was to create the three mightiest magical items they could, then present them to the gods as gifts. Whichever team made the item that Odin deemed most powerful would be crowned the winner.

The Sons of Ivaldi created Sif’s magical head of hair, Frey’s flying ship, and Gungnir, Odin’s legendary spear (which Odin later gave up so it could be the anchor for the Seal between Asgard and Earth, though naturally, Twelve Essential Tales didn’t know that detail). Brokkr and Eitri created Frey’s vicious boar, Odin’s self-replicating golden ring, and—last but not least—Mjollnir, the legendary hammer of Thor.

These six items proved the most important that the gods would ever own, and it was thanks to Loki’s shrewdness that they came into existence. That was the way of the god of mischief, as Twelve Essential Tales often stated: as much as he caused havoc for the other gods, he also used his shrewdness to their benefit.

“You know of them?” Elias asked.

“Of course I do,” said Charlie. “They’re central to one of the most important stories in all of Norse mythology.”

He glanced over, raising an eyebrow. “Someone’s been doing her research.”

“Obviously.” She rolled her eyes. “So, what do the Sons know about Rattatosk?”

“Well, the Sons died ages ago. They now reside in Helheim with the rest of the dead, in a smithy they built for themselves. Even in death, dwarves have to keep their hands busy. Before I left for Silver Shores, I paid them a visit. I thought they might be able to fashion an object that could track the location of Rattatosk’s leash.”

“And did they?” Charlie yelled over the wind.

“They did,” he yelled back. “Sort of. They couldn’t track the exact location of the leash—not without a piece of Rattatosk himself. A hair, a claw, a prick of blood. Something like that. But they were able to create a set of bowls that, when filled with a certain elixir, revealed which realm the leash is in.”

For several seconds, Charlie just stared at Elias, saying nothing.

Eventually, Elias glanced over. “What?”

“The realm,” she repeated, disbelief making her face a blank sheet. “The only information you have is what realm the leash is in.”

“Not quite.” He turned off Birch and onto Holland, the main drag that led in and out of town. They were heading north—away from Silver Shores. “They created eight bowls, one for each realm. Then they brewed a clear elixir infused with the essence of the binding magic that was used to create the leash. They poured a small measure of the elixir into each bowl, then mumbled a bunch of mumbo jumbo in dwarvish. According to the Sons, whichever bowl’s liquid turned gold was where the leash was at that moment.”

“I still don’t see how this ridiculous invention is supposed to help our search. Every one of the realms is as big as a planet, Elias. We’d never find it.”

“That would probably be true,” he admitted, “if only one of the bowl’s elixirs had turned gold.”

“Wait. More than one turned gold?”

“Two did.” He paused, flipping on his blinker.

“So there are two separate leashes?”

Elias shook his head, pressing on the gas to speed past the Volvo in front of them. “No. There is only one Rattatosk, and only one leash to control him. The Sons never made a second.”

“So their bowls didn’t work.”

He shook his head again. “No. The Sons’ creations always work. Plus, they repeated the entire process, like, four times. It always gave us the same result.”

“I don’t understand,” said Charlie. “If there’s only one leash—and if you’re absolutely positive the bowls aren’t wrong—then how the Hel can it be in two places at once?”

“That,” he said, “is what brings us to the Saugatuck dunes. There’s only one type of creature that can exist in two places at once. They’re called joturri. They come from Jotunheim, the land of the giants, and their consciousness exists between two forms: one that looks mostly like any old giant you would come across, and another of their choosing. It could be a person, land animal, sea creature—you name it. But there are always two of them, and they act as one being.”

“I’ve never even heard of them.”

“That’s because joturri are rare. Long ago, the giants turned against their two-bodied cousins. There was a war between the two species, and the giants won. The joturri are practically extinct now. Only a rare few remain, and they keep themselves so well hidden they’re almost impossible to find.”

“Let me guess.” Charlie was already mentally rolling her eyes. “They’re almost impossible to find, but because you are an all-knowing, genius wizard-shadow-sex god, you know exactly where to find one.”

A lopsided grin spread across Elias’s face. “Couldn’t have put it better myself.”

“Of course.” She stuck her hand out the side of the car, opening her fingers to feel the wind rushing through them. The distraction was working; the panic was almost completely gone. “Which bowls’ elixirs turned gold? You didn’t say.”

The smile fell from Elias’s face. They were coming up on a cement mixer, so he flicked his blinker and changed to the left lane. He cleared his throat. “The bowl for Asgard,” he said, urging the car faster, flying past with only a few feet of space between the convertible’s open window and the truck’s rotating tank. Charlie held her breath until they burst out in front, claiming the open road once more. Elias flicked his blinker on again, shifting into the right lane. “And the bowl for Muspelheim.”

A hole opened under Charlie. A well of panic and terror into which her entire body dropped, swallowing her before she could even begin to swim.

“The leash is…” She blinked at Elias. “The leash is in Muspelheim?”

He nodded.

“But that means Surtur has it,” she said. Drums pounded in her ears, her head throbbing in time with their horrible music. “Surtur is the one controlling Rattatosk.”

“Not necessarily,” said Elias, and Charlie exhaled with relief. “Nothing in Norse mythology suggests that Surtur is a joturri. He is a solitary being, a fiery monster standing in wait at the very edge of Muspelheim, where mist meets nothingness. It’s far more likely that whoever is controlling Rattatosk works for Surtur. Pays him visits in Muspelheim, where the two of them scheme and plot to bring about Ragnarök.”

“You can go to Muspelheim?”

“Of course. You can visit any of the eight realms, so long as Heimdall allows you passage on the Bifrost.”

“But that makes no sense,” said Charlie. “If that were true, why haven’t the gods killed Surtur yet? Then Ragnarök could never happen.”

“Muspelheim is a land of mist and fire. The air is so thick with smoke and fog that you can barely see your hand in front of your face. It’s impossible to navigate. Doubly so if you want to find Surtur, who stands at the end of time itself. No one has ever been able to find him.”

“Except the joturri that’s working for him, apparently.”

He lifted one shoulder. “My guess is that, if Surtur wants to be found, he has ways to make sure that he is.”

When his shoulder dropped, his arm brushed Charlie’s neck. It was only then that she realized his arm was still stretched out across the seat, a hair’s breadth away from her bare skin. The awareness sent a shiver down her neck, all the way to the base of her spine. She inhaled, jerking away from his touch, but it was too late. Her toes were already curled in her shoes, and every part of her was a few degrees too warm.

This was going to be a long ten miles.






14


[image: ]
The entrance to Saugatuck Dunes was just like Charlie remembered: a small roundabout with space for a handful of cars to park, plus several sets of trails leading off in different directions.

During their summers here, Charlie’s mom had always fought for parking with the other families eager to spend a day at the dunes. But because she and Elias arrived on a random Tuesday morning in October, she wasn’t surprised to see almost no cars.

Her family had always camped near the center of the forested area beside the dunes, right off what the map called the Beach Trail. There were plenty of flat spots where they could set up their tent and—more importantly—a nearby outhouse. Trish Hudson staunchly refused to poop into a hole she had to dig herself.

That morning, however, Elias led them north, up a trail she’d never taken. It began among the trees, the coastline not yet visible. They crunched down the path in silence, Henry tottering ahead, kicking pinecones and sniffing at plants. Birds twittered in the distance. Bright leaves slipped from branches and fell to the forest floor. As they walked, Charlie pulled her phone out to scroll through the texts she’d felt rolling in during the ten-mile drive to the dunes.

As expected, she had over twenty-five missed messages in her group chat with Lou and Abigail, plus two more from her mom.


LOU: Where r u??? Why is Mason picking us up?

LOU: He said that ur working on a school project with ur “boyfriend”??

LOU: We both know THAT isn’t true

LOU: So where r u???

ABIGAIL: Lou, stop blowing up the group chat. You can just put all the sentences you need to say in one text, like a normal person.

LOU: No normal person texts like that Abby.

ABIGAIL: Don’t call me Abby!

ABIGAIL: But seriously Charlie, where are you? Did Elias kidnap you?

LOU: Omg do we need to launch a rescue mission?

LOU: *gif of Tom Cruise scaling a building in Mission Impossible*

ABIGAIL: Just let us know you’re okay.

ABIGAIL: And get here ASAP to kick Mason the Hel out of the driver’s seat. The guy drives like he’s in Grand Theft Auto V.

LOU: How do u know what GTA is?

LOU: Srsly, tho. You better get here

LOU: Abby is scared shitless

LOU: He ran over a curb and she almost started crying

ABIGAIL: That is NOT true.

ABIGAIL: I have a stuffy nose today because I stayed up all night finalizing the details for the car wash this afternoon.

LOU: And by “finalizing the details for the car wash” she means “reading the best Valkyrie smut I could find on AO3”

ABIGAIL: Louise!!! What did I say about Valkyrie jokes?

LOU: That I am encouraged to make them as often and with as much detail as possible

ABIGAIL: That literally couldn’t be further from what I said.

ABIGAIL: Whatever.

ABIGAIL: Wherever you are, Charlie, you better be back in time to scrub some minivans. If you don’t show our friendship is over.

ABIGAIL: Unless Elias has already killed you.

ABIGAIL: That would be the only acceptable excuse.

LOU: [image: An emoji of a person with long hair, facepalming, conveys frustration or embarrassment in a monochrome style.]



Charlie almost laughed but didn’t want Elias asking her what was funny. She typed out a quick response.


CHARLIE: Dw, I’m fine. Elias and I are chasing a lead on Rattatosk in the dunes. He had information I needed. And no, I still don’t trust him. I’ll fill you guys in on everything at the car wash.



She clicked over to her mom’s texts. They were short, and before she could read them, the top of her screen blew up with responses from Lou and Abigail, such as Elias?? and Wtf???? and Make sure you keep Find My Friends on and Did u get to ride in his convertible?? and Cuz I want to ride in his convertible sooooo bad and I can’t believe you’re ditching class AGAIN (the last one, naturally, came from Abigail).

She ignored the group chat, focusing on her mom’s messages.


MOM: Be safe today. And have fun working on your project.

MOM: I’m so glad Elias is back. You really light up when he’s around.



Charlie groaned. Could her mother be any more clueless?

“What?” Elias asked over his shoulder.

“Nothing.” She stuffed her phone into her pocket. “Just posting a photo of your back on Instagram and tagging our location. That way if you kill me, the police will know who did it and where to find my body.”

“Mmm,” he hummed. “I do have a distinctive butt. It’s one of my best features.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I always flatter myself. It’s what makes me so fun.” He winked over his shoulder.

It felt so natural, the conversation flowing between them. Too natural. She’d fallen back into their banter the way moths return to the glowing white light on someone’s porch—inevitably, stupidly, and with the certainty of a most excruciating death.

“Do you really believe I’d leave your body behind if I murdered you, though?” Elias asked. “That’s just insulting. How sloppy do you think I am?”

“Not sloppy,” she said. “Sadistic.”

“True. But you need not worry. The only person I’ll be killing today is anyone who tries to lay a hand on you.”

Charlie sucked in a silent gasp of air. A zip of electricity shot up her spine, her heart kicking into a wild gallop. She was relieved Elias was unable to see the expression on her face.

He wasn’t trying to be romantic. Loki had ordered Elias to keep her safe; if he killed anyone, it would be out of duty to his boss, not affection for his subject. Still, she couldn’t stop the instinctual response her body had to his words. The racing pulse. The quickening breath. The rope knotting tighter and tighter in her stomach. She felt just like she did when the episode had crept up on her in the car. Only, in this case, it didn’t scare her because it felt bad.

It scared her because it felt very, very good.

“Can you try to calm down?” Elias asked. “The scent of your fear is distracting. And besides, you have nothing to worry about. Joturri are cranky, but they don’t usually eat the people who come to speak with them.”

Her fear had nothing to do with the approaching joturri, but she certainly wasn’t going to tell him that. Instead, she asked, “Usually?”

He shot a grin at her. Sunlight and shadow flickered over his face as he passed beneath the orange- and red-laden tree branches. “Always gotta leave room for the chance of fun, right?”

Abruptly, the trees ended, and Charlie, Henry, and Elias emerged to find themselves at the top of a dune covered in beach grass. The sand rose and fell in gentle waves. A path had been cleared in the grass that led to the shore below—a flat, sandy beach no more than twenty feet in width that ran south for over two miles.

Charlie paused at the top of the hill, looking up and down the coast. It, too, was as she remembered: a skinny beach and rolling dunes and tall, daring trees with wind-weathered trunks that stood on the hilltops. Sentries watching over the water.

“Which way?” she asked.

“Left,” said Elias, and Henry took off straightaway, toddling down the sandy hill. “We’re nearly there.”

Halfway down the dune, Henry tripped and let out a loud squawk as his little body rolled the rest of the way down.

“Good,” Charlie said to Elias. “The sooner we find the joturri, the sooner this day will be over.”

Elias sighed, turning to face her. His arms crossed in front of his chest, exasperation flaring his nostrils. “Look,” he said. “You hate me. I get it. I betrayed you at the homecoming dance.”

“And tried to kill me,” she added, stomping down the path to stand right in front of him. “Not to mention everyone else I care about.”

“I did what I did because I had to,” he said, taking a step closer. “I was doing my job: find the Fenrir, get the riddle out of him, get back to Helheim. You and your friends’ involvement was collateral damage.” Running a hand through his dark hair, he sighed. “And honestly, it’s a good thing I didn’t succeed in killing you or Mason. I’m pretty sure murdering your boss’s children is a fireable offense.”

“He’s not my father,” she said, “but I appreciate the touching sentiment.”

“That’s not my point,” he said impatiently. “My point is I betrayed you, yes. But you betrayed me, too. Don’t forget that. You used me. Pretended to have feelings for me to get the information you needed.”

Charlie inhaled sharply.

Pretended to have feelings.

She hadn’t been pretending. Not at first, anyway.

But that was something Elias could never know.

“What do you care?” she asked. They were standing so close now. His emerald green eyes were mere inches away. Wind rolled in from off the lake, tossing his dark hair across his forehead. She had to hold her breath to keep from inhaling the scent of him. “It’s not like I hurt your feelings. You don’t have any feelings to begin with.”

“I don’t care,” he said automatically, though there was an odd uptilt to his words, as if he were asking a question instead of answering one. A muscle twitched in his jaw. He cleared his throat and went on, sounding far more certain this time. “I don’t. But I am growing tired of all your loathing stares and nasty insults. You don’t need to like me, but if we’re going to work together on finding this leash, I’d prefer it if you could take your hate down a notch from outright hostility to at least a mild disdain.”

Her eyes narrowed. “There is absolutely nothing mild about my disdain for you.”

“Actually, I’m fairly certain there’s nothing mild about you, period,” he said, his eyes flashing with something between a threat and a dare. “It’s one of the things I like best about you. All fire and no bucket of water to put it out with.”

Her heart picked back up into that horrible gallop again.

“Eat sand,” she spat, unable to think of anything more clever.

Elias’s eyes searched hers. What they were looking for, she couldn’t possibly imagine, but she knew she couldn’t blink or look away. She refused to break first.

At last, one corner of his lips lifted. “Gods, I missed this.”

Then he turned and walked away.
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Elias remained quiet for the rest of the short walk up the beach. Charlie walked just behind him. Henry, having recovered from his tumble down the dune, skittered up and down the sand, pausing to dip his little feet into the lake every time he reached the water’s edge.

Charlie was grateful for Elias’s silence. She couldn’t risk another one-on-one conversation with him right now. Not after what had just happened.

Less than an hour alone with Elias Everhart and she’d already fallen into the easy back-and-forth that came alive whenever they were together. Their banter was a creature with its own mind. A stubborn thing, determined to claw its way back to life no matter how many times she tried to kill it off.

Gods, I missed this.

The memory of his words made her shiver. She couldn’t let this thing between them grow any stronger; she needed to find a way to kill it off for good.

Unless …

As she trudged along the beach, wind gusting through her hair, foamy gray-blue waves crashing against the wet sand, she couldn’t help but wonder: Was that really the best course of action? Destroying their connection? Or would it be smarter to lean into the trust he was so clearly trying to rebuild between them? To pretend to fall for his charm and words of placation, to let him believe they were on a path to reconciliation? After all, only an hour earlier, she’d vowed to start digging for information on how to turn a mare back into a human, and she didn’t think one could find that on Reddit.

Her best source of information was Elias himself.

He would never volunteer that information freely. Not when he knew how much she hated him. But if he came to view her as a friend …

But she couldn’t switch her entire demeanor at once. Charlie was far too stubborn to change her opinion of someone overnight, and he knew it. She would have to play this carefully.

Her mind was still lost in planning how to subtly pivot from hatred to friendship when Elias came to a halt.

She bumped into his back. “Oof,” she said, grabbing on to him to steady herself before quickly shoving him away, face heating. Her palms tingled where they’d touched his body. She cleared her throat. “What happened?”

“We’re here.”

Charlie looked up, taking in their surroundings. This part of the beach appeared no different from the others: a flat, skinny strip of sand on which they were standing, Lake Michigan to the left, a steep dune peppered with tall grass on the right. At the top of the dune was a cluster of trees that marked the beginning of the forest through which they’d just come.

Turning to face the dune, Elias cupped his hands over his mouth. “Thrym!” he yelled at the hill. “Awaken! It is I, Elias Everhart, returning with your long-awaited payment!”

Thrym. That name sounded familiar, but Charlie couldn’t quite place it. She stared at the spot where Elias was directing his voice, but nothing happened. “The joturri lives in the dune?”

Elias bit his lower lip. “Not quite.”

The hill started to rumble.

Startled, Charlie stumbled away. The entire dune was quaking. Beach grass tossed in the air. Sand tumbled down its slope in a small avalanche. The trees on its peak groaned and swayed, as if they were about to dislodge themselves from the earth.

Then, the dune began to rise.

Charlie screamed and tripped backward, arms circling wildly as she fell to the ground. Henry howled and did the same. The dune was waking up. There was no other way to put it. Its slope rose into the air, sand falling in every direction as new shapes emerged from underneath: a head the color of dark earth, a back covered in trees, two enormous, dirt-smeared legs that had previously been stacked one atop the other but were now folding themselves up into a gigantic version of a pretzel. The head blinked open two huge, mossy-green eyes. A giant mouth yawned open, revealing a tongue the size of a school bus and teeth like rotting lemons.

Oh, Charlie thought, staring up at the giant from her place sprawled out on the ground. Elias was right. Thrym doesn’t live in the dune. Thrym is the dune.

“Elias Everhart,” thundered a voice as deep as an earthquake. “Mare of night. At long last.”

Elias bowed, holding one hand to his side like a stage performer. “At your service.”

“You better be,” said Thrym, blinking his mossy eyes down at them. “Seven years I’ve awaited payment for the favor I did you. Seven years of nothing, hiding in this dead-end corner of Yggdrasil. It’s about time you showed up.”

“Oh, come on, Thrymie.” Elias cracked a grin. “You’re older than everyone on this continent combined. Seven years is nothing for you.”

“Every second is an eternity when waiting for the thing one desires most.” Thrym’s head turned suddenly to the left. “No, not those raspberries, you idiot. The other ones!”

Charlie looked at Elias in confusion. “What is he—”

“Sometimes the joturri get lost between their two selves,” Elias explained. “Their double consciousness blends into one. Whatever his second self is doing right now must involve raspberries.”

“Weird.”

He shrugged. “I’ve heard weirder.”

Like a glacier changing direction, Thrym’s head swiveled, and he looked back down at Charlie and Elias. His eyes narrowed. “You brought a human,” he growled, the earthquake of his voice sharpening with menace. “This is against the terms of our agreement, mare. No one is to know where I am.”

“The human is part of your payment,” Elias said.

Charlie whipped her head to face him, eyes bulging. “What?”

“She is a daughter of Loki,” Elias explained, ignoring her outrage. “Half-human, half-god. Her divine blood will allow her to enter Thrudheim, Thor’s home, and take Mjollnir while he sleeps.”

Blood roared in Charlie’s ears. Was this a trap? A scheme Elias had been plotting all along? Trick her into coming down to the dunes, then force her into Thrym’s service as payment for whatever favor the joturri had done for him seven years before?

Bastard. Screw her plan to make him human again. He’d be dead before sundown.

Thrym’s mouth spread into a hideous yellow smile. “At last. Revenge for that disgusting trick Thor and Loki played on me at my wedding.”

It was then that Charlie realized where she’d heard the joturri’s name before.

“You’re the giant from the legend,” she said, feeling awestruck despite her anger. “The one that stole Thor’s hammer and demanded Freyja as your bride for its return.”

“And I would have had her.” He spat in disdain, the result of which was more of a watery mud missile than a glob of saliva. It soared through the air and landed in the lake with a fifteen-foot-high splash. “If your lying father hadn’t disguised Thor and brought him in her place. All you puny creatures look the same to me, cockroaches scurrying about the floor. How was I supposed to know he wasn’t the goddess?”

“The arms as thick and hairy as bears might have been a clue,” Elias muttered.

“What was that?” asked Thrym, leaning his mountainous torso down and rustling the trees growing from his back.

“I said, a completely understandable mix-up. And absolutely despicable on the part of the gods.”

Thrym nodded in satisfaction.

“I’m confused,” said Charlie. “The stories all say that Thor killed you with Mjollnir as soon as you gave it back to him. How are you still alive?”

“The writers of those stories didn’t know that I am a joturri. Neither did any of the Asgardians. When Thor attacked me with his hammer, he didn’t know that he was only killing one half of my being.”

“Oh,” she said. “And your other self was eventually able to resuscitate you?”

“Not resuscitate,” Thrym corrected. “Regrow. All giants are half creature and half mountain, born of dual incubation: ten years in the mother’s womb, ten years in the dirt. As a joturri, my soul was preserved in my second self. All my other self had to do was plant a piece of that soul at the foot of a mountain, and eventually my giant self regrew.”

“Right.” Charlie blinked. “Sounds … simple?”

“It is,” said Thrym. “Though lengthy. And I had to do it in secret, lest Thor find out I was still alive.”

“Is that why you’re hiding in a sand dune?”

“I am not hiding,” the joturri snarled, the sound raining down in a tumble of rocks. “I am biding my time until I find a way to take back what should have been mine and reclaim my rightful place on the throne of Jotunheim.”

“Which is where we come in!” Elias piped up. “Charlotte here will sneak into Thor’s house, snatch Mjollnir out from under his nose, and bring the hammer straight to you. Problem solved.”

Charlie wanted to stab Elias in the neck. What the Hel was he talking about? She opened her mouth, ready to announce that she would not be going anywhere near Thor’s hammer, but Elias turned to look at her with wide, meaningful eyes.

“Isn’t that right?” he asked, winking. Play along, he mouthed.

Her shoulders relaxed. Oh. Elias was playing a trick—but on the giant, not her.

Or so it seemed.

She didn’t know if she’d ever truly be able to tell when Elias was lying. That was just the nature of working with a mare. But it was the risk she had to take if she wanted their partnership to work. Er … pseudopartnership. Partnership-that-would-end-in-her-betraying-him-by-destroying-the-thing-he-loved-most-about-himself (besides his butt, apparently).

Plus, Rattatosk had killed four people already. Even if Elias was wrong and his true target wasn’t her and Mason, the monster needed to be stopped before he could kill anyone else. And Thrym was their best chance at getting the info they needed to stop him.

She would play along. But she would do so while keeping her guard up. Always.

Looking up into Thrym’s SUV-size eyes, Charlie smiled. “That’s right.”

“Excellent,” said Thrym. “Stand, child of Loki.”

She did as she was told, not correcting him as to her lineage. Her “divine” blood was clearly an essential piece of this story.

The giant surveyed her for a few seconds, mossy eyes unblinking. “How soon can you get into Thrudheim and steal the hammer for me? I am ready to take back my throne and bring the few remaining joturri home to Jotunheim.”

Charlie started to respond, but Elias jumped in on her behalf.

“In no time at all,” he said. “There’s just one small obstacle standing in our way.”

Thrym’s expression soured. “What now?”

“It’s Rattatosk. The messenger squirrel.”

The joturri growled. “Oh, I’m familiar with Rattatosk. Nasty little rodent. Running up and down Yggdrasil, spreading lies on behalf of the gods.”

“Yes, well. That nasty little rodent is currently on a murder rampage a few miles from here. We don’t know who’s holding his leash; we only know that it’s a joturri.”

“A joturri?” Thrym asked, wrinkling his brow—a gesture that caused a small landslide of dirt down his face. “Why would one of my kind waste their time killing creatures as insignificant as humans?”

“That’s what we don’t know,” said Elias. Oh, he was good. He’d thought through every detail. “We only know that they’re targeting teenagers—one boy and one girl—and that their two selves are split between Asgard and Muspelheim.”

“Muspelheim?” Thrym shook his head, dislodging a few stones from his forehead that tumbled down to the ground. “No joturri would set foot on Muspelheim. It is a wasteland of fire and rock. No soil to bathe in. No roots to keep us grounded.”

“You can’t think of a single reason for a joturri to visit Muspelheim?” Elias asked. “Not even to aid Surtur in the destruction of the Asgardian gods?”

“I would dance for seven moon cycles straight if I saw the Asgardians done away with. But I would never go anywhere near Muspelheim. Not even for that.”

Charlie’s shoulders slumped. This whole morning had been a waste of time. Thrym knew nothing.

“What does Rattatosk have to do with the half human’s ability to fetch Mjollnir?” the giant asked. “If anything, I would think it good news that the beast is running around killing humans. The gods must be distracted, trying to put their old errand boy down. They always did like to pretend to care about mortals.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” said Elias. “Odin has all the gods working around-the-clock to try and catch Rattatosk. Thor hasn’t gone to bed in weeks.”

“Mmm. That is a problem,” Thrym agreed. His head whipped suddenly to the left, sending a fountain of dirt flying. “Not now, Edward,” he yelled. “I told you: raspberry tarts for the appetizer, apple crumble for dessert. I don’t want any of our guests leaving hungry. Now, where’s my apron?”

Charlie and Elias exchanged a wide-eyed look.

The dune shook as Thrym’s head rumbled back into place. “Where was I?” His mossy eyes blinked several times. “Ah, yes. Rattatosk.”

“Can you think of any way to find out who’s controlling him?” Elias asked, quickly morphing the amusement on his face into concern. “Do the joturri maintain some sort of communication network?”

“Not formally,” said Thrym. “It’s too risky, when the giants want us extinct.” He paused, lifting a gigantic hand for the first time since he’d sat up. He scratched the trees on his head as his eyes drifted off toward the horizon. “However…”

Elias and Charlie exchanged hopeful glances.

“Yes,” the joturri said after several long moments lost in thought. “Yes, there is one thing you can do.”

“Tell us,” Charlie said.

“Please,” Elias added, shooting her a look that said, Be polite or you’ll be breakfast instead.

“You’re in luck,” said Thrym as his eyes refocused on Elias and Charlie. “It is a great boon that you found a child of Loki. If you hadn’t, what I’m about to explain would not be possible.”

Just great, thought Charlie. He’s about to give us a solution that requires me to be the child of a god. But I’m not.

They were never going to find Rattatosk’s master.

“You already know which realms the joturri holding the leash is located in, but not their exact location. You need more precise data. Well. As you both undoubtedly know, Loki possesses a plethora of powerful magic. Though he’s best known for his abilities to shape-shift, conjure, and levitate, the god of mischief has another, often-overlooked power that could prove essential here.”

“What’s that?” Elias asked.

“Some call it dredging, others detection, but it all means the same thing: Loki, son of Laufey, possesses the ability to trace the signatures of magical objects. To seek them out with only his mind and determine their approximate location.”

Yep, Charlie thought. Definitely doomed.

“Has the girl begun training her magical abilities?”

“Oh yes,” Elias said, jumping in before Charlie could say anything. “We’ve been practicing since she learned of her true heritage. She’s made excellent progress so far.”

“I certainly hope so,” said Thrym. “Because dredging is no easy skill to master. She’ll need a solid magical foundation before she can even attempt it.”

“We’re well on our way to creating that foundation.”

“Once she’s ready, you’ll need to collect something related to either the leash or Rattatosk. That object will serve as the core of the dredging spell.”

“Not a problem,” said Elias.

Huge problem, thought Charlie.

“Good. I’ll see you when it’s done.” The giant began to lie back down—his head falling toward the northernmost part of the beach as his legs extended south, beginning to resettle into the shape of the dunes they’d been when Charlie first arrived—but he paused halfway. “Oh, and mare?”

“Yes?” Elias asked.

“This is your last chance to repay your debt. If you don’t bring me Thor’s hammer within the month, I’ll find you and kill you myself.” He paused, letting the weight of his words sink in. “Understood?”

Elias saluted with one hand. “Very much, sir.”

“Excellent.” Thrym yawned as he sunk all the way back down onto the earth. Huge hands raked sand up and over his body, re-creating his cocoon of soft quartz and silica. “I’m ready to take … my throne back,” he said, the words slurring as if he were already half asleep. “I’m ready to … see my family again.”
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They trekked all the way back to the parking lot before they dared to discuss what just went down.

“Right,” Charlie said. “So, you’re headed to Helheim, then?”

Elias shot her a confused look. “To Helheim? What for?”

“To ask Loki to dredge the location of the leash, obviously. We both know I can’t do it. So, just skip on down to Helheim and ask your boss to do it for us.”

“Loki is … busy at the moment.” Elias glanced away, clearing his throat. “This mission is mine, and my boss made it very clear that I’m to complete it on my own. He won’t be happy if we go to him for help.”

Busy with what, Charlie wanted to ask. Instead, she said, “Then we’re screwed.”

Henry squawked in agreement.

“Nonsense,” said Elias. “All we have to do is teach you to access your powers.”

If Charlie had a mouthful of water, she would have spat it out. “My powers,” she repeated. “That’s hilarious. You’re hilarious.”

“You’re the child of a god, Charlotte. Of course you have powers.”

“For the thousandth time, Elias. Loki is not my father. It isn’t possible. He’s been locked away in Helheim for gods only know how many eons. How could he have met my mother? How could he have fathered one child with her, let alone three?”

He raised a suggestive eyebrow. “Would you like me to explain it to you?”

At the thought of Elias explaining how a baby is made, her cheeks lit on fire. “Don’t be disgusting,” she said. “Even if they somehow found time to squeeze in a quickie or two, it wouldn’t be enough to produce a baby. Gods don’t reproduce the way humans do. Sophie explained the whole thing.”

“First of all,” said Elias, rubbing two impatient fingers on his forehead. “Never let a warrior princess who swore an oath of lifelong chastity explain reproduction to you.”

Lifelong chastity? That was news.

“Your twin’s information is completely inaccurate. Gods can reproduce with humans just fine. The Valkyrie are probably told otherwise so they’re not all tempted to try and have Thor’s babies.”

“Or,” she said, “maybe you’re the one with bad information.”

“I’m not. And the reason I know I’m not,” he said, “is because I know exactly how Loki met your mother. He showed me.”

Charlie stared at Elias. His words wouldn’t quite process. She whispered, “What did you just say?”

“He showed me what transpired between him and Trish. Allowed me to dip into his mind and read his memories.” He crossed his arms. “No one can fake memories. Not even the god of deception himself.”

“Maybe not,” she said, feeling panic starting to rise in her chest—and anger along with it. “But you can certainly fake your words. You’ve demonstrated quite a talent for it in the past.”

Elias scoffed. “Pot, kettle.”

Her hackles rose, partly at the insinuation that she was anything like him and partly because she knew he was right. She was a good liar. Extraordinary, really. You had to be, if you wanted to be a good magician.

“You can’t compare us,” she shot back. “I lie to protect the people I care about. You lie to protect yourself.”

“As far as you know.”

“Excuse me?”

“Why do you think your mom hasn’t called you in a panic yet?” he asked, stepping closer. “Did you think the school just conveniently forgot to let your legal guardian know that you didn’t show up for class this morning?”

“I…” Charlie blanched, suddenly realizing how late it was. She’d been so wrapped up in the situation at hand—one of life and death, of the protection of Asgard, of things far more important than anything as trivial as class (though Abigail would surely disagree)—that she’d forgotten to call the front desk and give herself an alibi. Had the administration just forgotten, or…?

“Wait.” She blinked at Elias. “You covered for me?”

“Obviously.” He rolled his eyes.

“Using possession? But that’s…”

“The only way I could be absolutely certain you wouldn’t get in trouble for ditching and that your mom would never find out?” He raised an eyebrow. “I know. You’re welcome.”

“I was going to say”—Charlie glared pointedly—“that’s wrong. Using mind control on another person is wrong.”

“Yeah, well, all that wrongness just saved you from a month’s detention. So. You’re welcome.” He exhaled, pinching the space between his eyebrows with his thumb and forefinger. “Look. I’m on your side here, Charlotte. I didn’t harm any of your friends. I risked my own neck by going to a joturri to whom I owe a serious debt. I don’t know how else to prove to you that I’m telling the truth.”

“You can’t.” She crossed her arms. “And what is this debt that you owe him for, anyway? What favor did he do for you?”

“That’s none of your business.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but he cut her off.

“Listen.” He sounded like he was at the end of his rope. “The truth is, you can never know when someone is lying or telling the truth. That’s life. You can only trust what your gut tells you. So.” He crossed his arms, raising one eyebrow. “What does your gut tell you about me?”

She knew what she wanted her gut to tell her about him. Liar. Murderer. Selfish. Not to be trusted. And it was saying those things. But she could hear something else, too. Something soft. Barely even a whisper. Maybe a whisper wasn’t enough to stake one’s life on, but combined with her new plan to gradually befriend Elias (for the sake of revenge, of course) and the slight possibility that he was telling the truth about having information on her mom and Loki’s story … well. It was too tempting to pass up.

Charlie set her hands on her hips. “My gut tells me that, if I’m going to trust you, I need you to give me something real.”

“Give you something real?” He shook his head. “Like what, flowers?”

“No. A real piece of you. Something personal. Something vulnerable.” She paused. “Tell me why you became a mare.”

Elias’s expression froze. His mouth was half-open, his eyes wide with surprise. He hadn’t been prepared for that, had none of his usual witty responses on hand. His eyes glanced everywhere but at her. Slowly, his lips pressed shut.

“That’s what I thought,” she said, shaking her head. “Those who can’t give trust don’t deserve to receive it.”

His eyes flashed with anger. Real anger, deep and piercing. The kind that seemed to set his whole body on fire. Not the fake, sarcastic bullshit he usually plastered onto his face.

Could that mean…?

No. She wouldn’t go there. That “real” anger could easily be another one of his tricks. It didn’t mean he was starting to feel.

Compulsive liar, she reminded herself. Elias is a compulsive liar. Everything he does is an act. He doesn’t care about anyone or anything enough to experience true anger.

Charlie ducked her head, reaching down to open the car door.

Elias snatched her wrist out of the air before she even grazed the handle.

She froze, swallowing a gasp. Aside from the brief brush of his arm against her neck that morning, Elias hadn’t touched her since homecoming. She wasn’t prepared for the feeling of his skin on hers. For the excessive heat that came from being touched by a mare, like being grabbed by the sun.

But it was more than his supernatural heat. Elias’s touch sent a current of electricity up her arm, as if he had cranked a knob that she hadn’t known existed all the way up.

If Elias felt it too, he didn’t let it show. He just leaned in until only a handful of inches remained between them. “Look,” he said, grip tightening around her wrist. “This isn’t about me, okay? This is about you. You’re the one we need to find whoever is controlling Rattatosk. You’re the one who can make or break this mission.”

His face was so close that she could make out a faint freckle just over his lip.

“And I can help you. I can train you. Show you how to access your magic. It’s our only hope of stopping Rattatosk, but that won’t matter if you’re not even willing to try.”

She was barely breathing now. He was too close. Far too close. The nearness was clouding her judgment, making it difficult to think. Her eyes kept darting down to that freckle, the one over the soft curve of his lips, even when she told herself to stop. Butterflies were wreaking havoc on her insides. Surely Elias could feel her racing heart; his fingers were wrapped around her wrist at the exact spot where the nurse always took her pulse.

“It’s up to you, Charlie,” he said. “You can stick your head up your own ass like your brother, pretending the truth away and never learning how to use all that power humming within you. Or—” He drew even closer, his voice a whisper. “You can accept the legacy you were born into. You can let it make you strong.”

His face started to lower, and for one terrifying second Charlie thought he was going to kiss her.

And for one terrifying second, she wanted to let him.

Then (thankfully, or unthankfully—whatever; she had no idea how she really felt about it) he ducked his head at the last second, looking down at the car door and reaching for its handle. He tugged the door open for her and stepped aside, putting space between them at last.

He nodded, indicating that she should climb in. “The choice is yours.”
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Abigail ran the car wash the way she ran everything: like a dictator certain her army was on the brink of revolt.

The fundraiser took place in the parking lot behind the football field—the same place where Charlie had run from an angry draugar and nearly died in the process. A draugar that had been summoned by the whistle Elias wore around his neck.

That afternoon, there were no draugar in sight. Instead, a line of cars stretched from one end of the parking lot to the other, surrounded by buckets of soapy water. Parents sat in the driver’s seats, leaning their heads out windows to yell greetings to each other. The line didn’t end at the parking lot; it stretched out into the street, blocking traffic in a ruckus of honking horns. Apparently, no one in Silver Shores wanted to turn down a cheap car wash.

Over on the football field, though no one could see them, a herd of silver-horned reindeer milled about, chewing on grass and generally ignoring the humans. Down around their hooves toddled the creatures made of stone that she’d first seen when hiding beneath the bleachers with Elias. She still couldn’t figure out what the stone men were called; she hadn’t found them in any book or online forum. Whatever they were, Henry seemed to have a beef with them, because he always shot them dirty looks whenever they wandered too close.

In fifteen minutes or so, the football team would emerge from the weight-lifting room, and all the reindeer and stone creatures would scatter. Charlie had seen it many times before.

The car wash volunteers were divided into three groups: washers, driers, and admin. The first two groups were self-explanatory, while admin encompassed checking drivers in, collecting payment, and being responsible for replenishment when bottled water and cleaning supplies ran low. As Charlie already knew, she was a cleaner, while Abigail was admin, and Lou and Mason were on drying duty.

Charlie set off across the pavement, headed for the meeting spot marked WASHERS. Henry toddled ahead, off to frolic in the grass or scan the ground for Cheez-Its—the usual Henry things.

Hours had passed since her meeting with Thrym, but Charlie was still shaking. The afternoon had drifted by in a fog. Charlie could think of nothing but Elias’s challenging words.

You can stick your head up your own ass like your brother, pretending the truth away and never learning how to use all that power humming within you.

Or …

You can accept the legacy you were born into.

You can let it make you strong.

Charlie wanted to be strong. She’d always wanted to be strong. It was why she’d joined the circus and learned how to fly on the silks and trapeze. It was why she’d thrust herself into magic after her sister’s death rather than be consumed by grief. It was why she’d signed everyone up for six a.m. fighting lessons with the Vikings. She wanted to be strong. She needed to be strong—both for her own sake and that of the people she loved most.

What the Hel was she going to do? Listen to Elias and try to coax out magic within herself that probably didn’t even exist? Search frantically for another option? Give up?

If she was truly the child of Loki, shouldn’t she have exhibited signs of magic well before now? She was almost seventeen. And while she might have spent the last few years making herself exceptionally good at “magic,” she’d never performed magic magic. Never created something from thin air or lifted a book off the ground just by looking at it. Wasn’t that how it worked in the movies? Kids with magic accidentally set their parents’ oven on fire or blew up the mailbox of the neighbor they didn’t like?

These were the thoughts churning through her mind as Charlie lined up with the rest of the washers.

There were only seven of them. Abigail walked down the line, passing a clean, dry rag to each person in turn. Seven wasn’t nearly enough people to handle the huge line of cars waiting for a wash. Charlie could see panic building in Abigail’s eyes. But just behind it was that familiar fire, the focus and determination that ignited whenever her friend grabbed any set of reins.

As usual, it made Charlie both proud and somewhat terrified.

“We have to work fast,” Abigail said as she handed a rag to Jenny Huffman, a quiet senior who somehow always got roped into Abigail’s schemes. “We need money to fund the buses and the park passes for the trip this weekend. There are more than enough cars out there to get us to our goal, but because there are only seven of you, everyone will have to—”

“Eight,” called a new voice.

Charlie physically held in a groan.

Everyone turned to find Elias striding across the pavement, lopsided grin in place. “There will be eight of us.”

Charlie sighed, her head falling back. “Can’t I get at least five minutes away from you?”

“You’ve had five hours,” he said, throwing an arm over her shoulders as he took his place in line beside her. “Besides, we’re soulmates, babe. Soulmates can never stay apart for long.”

Charlie shoved his arm off her shoulders and looked at Abigail. Her friend’s lips were pursed tight. There was a very obvious argument happening inside her brain. When she glanced over, Charlie widened her eyes, begging silently for her to get rid of him. Abigail held her gaze for a few seconds before looking away.

“Fine,” Abigail said tightly. “But only because we’re short-staffed.”

“Traitors.” Charlie shook her dark hair. “I am surrounded by traitors on all sides.”

Abigail held out a rag to Elias. “Play nice.” When he reached out to take it from her, she yanked it back, just out of his reach. “And if I catch even a whiff of you trying to mess with my friend…”

Elias held up both hands. “Best behavior. I promise.”

Abigail narrowed her eyes at him but handed the rag over anyway.

“Wait,” said Jenny, looking between them. “Why are you acting mad at Elias? I thought him and Charlie were back together.”

“Oh, we are,” said Elias, throwing his arm over Charlie’s shoulders again and hugging her into his chest. “Don’t worry, Jenny. Charlotte and I are closer than ever.”



“I’m so glad you agreed to be my partner,” Elias said, strolling along beside Charlie after check-in. “It’s important that we take steps to mend our relationship, don’t you think?”

“You didn’t leave me much of a choice,” Charlie said, stepping around a huge bucket filled with soapy water. Her eyes were trained on the red Honda that they were assigned to first. It was parked beside the bleachers, in between two more buckets. “You practically grabbed me the minute Abigail finished debriefing us.”

“I would never grab a woman,” he said, offended. “I’m a perfect gentleman. And besides”—when Charlie glanced over, she saw he was smirking—“they’re usually the ones grabbing me.”

Her eyes rolled so far back in her head that she was surprised she couldn’t see her own brain.

Remember your plan, she thought, exhaling her irritation. If you want to learn his weaknesses, you have to make friends with him first. Not right away, but eventually. Start off cold, then pretend to warm up to him.

She could do this.

“So,” Elias said, tossing his rag over one shoulder. “We’re doing this for some sort of upperclassmen camping trip? One hundred and fifty teenagers doing keg stands in the woods? How is that legally sanctioned by the school board?”

“It’s not,” Charlie said without looking over. “The official event is called the OET—the annual Outdoor Education Trip. It’s meant to be twenty-four hours of exploratory research into the wildlife of coastal Michigan. They send five or six teachers along as chaperones, and during the day, we pick mushrooms and count flowers. But the minute the chaperones fall asleep, everyone sneaks off to a bay well out of earshot. That’s when the kegs come out.”

“Hmm.” Elias considered this. “Sounds difficult to sneak a keg past teachers in an overnight bag.”

Henry must have noticed that Charlie and Elias were headed to their first car, because he quickly materialized at their feet, running circles around their shoes.

“Oh, we don’t,” said Charlie. “Only half of the money from this fundraiser will actually go to buses and park passes. The other half will fund a booze run that Mason and his friends will do as soon as the wash is over. They’ll buy everything at a store a few towns over, then drive it up to the Gut. All illicit substances will be buried in the sand at, like, two a.m. tonight, and will wait there until we arrive.”

“What’s the Gut?”

“It’s what they call the little bay where we’ll hang out.”

“Interesting,” Elias said as they reached their car. Inside, the driver—a blond mother Charlie thought she recognized as a past school dance chaperone—was staring down at her phone, not paying even the slightest bit of attention to the people about to wash her car. “Look at us, Charlotte. Having a normal conversation like two normal friends.”

“I am not your friend.” Charlie stopped at the closest bucket and dunked her rag into the sudsy water. Henry, with an excited squeak, proceeded to climb up the bucket’s side and dump himself into the sudsy water. His head bobbed back up, red hat covered in white bubbles. “I am merely putting up with you until you finally reveal the sinister reason you’re actually here.”

Too late, she realized that she was supposed to be reining in the snappy remarks.

Whoops.

As usual, Elias took no offense. “Me?” He walked around to the other side of the car and bent over his own bucket. “With a sinister agenda? Never.”

She snorted.

Lifting his rag and twisting some water from its cloth, he glanced over at her. “So. Did you consider my offer? About training?”

Charlie slapped her rag onto the windshield and started to wipe it down, grateful that all the windows were closed and the driver couldn’t hear their conversation. “I did.”

“And?”

“And I’m considering accepting.”

“That’s great. We should start as soon as—”

“I’m considering accepting,” she repeated, stopping him before he could go any further, “but there are two things you have to give me in return.”

Elias rolled his eyes, dropping the rag onto the car’s hood and turning it in slow circles. “This should be good.”

“First, you’re going to tell me what you saw in Loki’s memory. About him and my mom. Everything you saw, I want to know.”

He raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Everything?”

“Ew,” she said. “No. You know what I mean.”

“Fair enough. And the second condition?”

“Tell me why you became a mare.”

His rag froze midcircle. His face had gone eerily blank, like the calm before a storm. For a split second, Charlie thought that the storm might make it ashore. That Elias would transform into lightning and thunder and whipping rain and all the emotions that she secretly believed he was hiding under the surface.

Was it believed … or hoped?

Whichever foolish emotion it might have been, it didn’t last long. Elias’s rag resumed its circles. His face went from blank to wearing its normal sarcastic half smile. He looked like someone who’d been asked about the night’s homework, not about whatever undoubtedly traumatic event had led them to become a monster.

“Sure,” he said, voice light. “I’ll tell you.”

“Really?” Charlie probed. “I’m surprised. It must be a pretty sensitive subject, if it drove you to give up your humanity.”

“It was,” said Elias brightly. “Back when I actually felt human emotions. Now I couldn’t give a dwarf’s ass about telling you.”

Something in his tone sounded off. False. But she let it slide, because she wanted to know the answer more than she wanted to push him on his emotions.

“Right,” he said, bending over to dunk his rag in soapy water. “Well. Remember what I told you about my family being killed?”

The way he said it—so lightly, so casually, as if he were asking whether she remembered what she ate for lunch, not about the murder of his entire family—was disturbing. Still, her heart couldn’t help but twist. Even if he felt nothing of his grief now, it must have once been enough to drown in.

“Of course I remember,” she said finally, dropping her rag into the bucket and sending a little wave splashing over Henry’s relaxed form. He shook out his beard but didn’t complain otherwise.

“Welllll…” said Elias, drawing out the word like a child who was about to admit to breaking a priceless family heirloom, “I sort of … lied.”

Charlie’s head whipped up from the bucket. Fury flared through her. “You what?”

“Not lied,” he said quickly, wringing out his rag. “My parents were murdered. That much is true. And my sister—I lost her, too. But she wasn’t killed. Or, at least, the police never found her body.”

“Oh.” Charlie blinked, slopping her rag onto the car’s bumper and making circles while taking in this new information. “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“It’s simpler to lump two different horrible tragedies into one?”

“I don’t buy it.”

He shrugged. “That’s fine. I have nothing for sale.”

Exasperated, Charlie dunked her rag in the bucket again, sending yet another wave over Henry. He squawked in protest.

“You need to get out of there, anyway,” she said. “That water is going to be filthy in a second.”

Henry pouted.

She chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re so nasty. I’m not giving you a second bath tonight, so you better get out while you can.”

Grumbling unintelligibly, Henry pushed himself up over the rim of the bucket and splashed down onto the pavement. He shook himself, sending flecks of water flying. Then he scampered away, probably in search of a dry rag to steal and use as a towel. Charlie smiled as she watched him go.

“Your bond really is remarkable,” Elias said, drawing Charlie’s attention back to him. He too was staring after Henry, watching as the vätte snuck up on the clear plastic box of rags under the welcome desk. Abigail was manning the desk, which meant that even Henry would have a hard time getting in and out of the box unnoticed. “I learned all about the human-vätte tether from Loki but had never witnessed it in action until that night in the cave.”

“Right,” Charlie said, moving her rag to the car’s side windows. “Just after you stabbed him.”

Elias held up his hands, suds dripping down his forearms. “At least I wasn’t the one shooting people that night. That was all Lou.”

Fury flared in her chest. “Are you joking?” She thrust her rag back into the bucket, whirling to face him over the hood of the car. “Lou wasn’t even conscious in that cave. The fact that you can even say something like that just shows how completely psychotic you are, and—”

“Yes, Charlotte,” he interrupted, eyes sparkling with amusement. “I am, in fact, joking.”

“Oh.” She cleared her throat. “Right. Well. It wasn’t a funny joke.”

“Oh, come on.” Sweeping big circles over the hood of the car with his rag, Elias gave her a lopsided grin. “It was funny. I’m funny. In fact, I’m probably the funniest person to ever set foot in this town.”

“Stop trying to distract me. Tell me what you asked Loki for. Tell me what was so important that you gave up your human life to live as a monster.”

“I’m getting there, I’m getting there,” he said, flapping a hand. “So, the murders—like I said, the police never found Olive’s body. Social services put me in a foster home, but I ran the first chance I got. And I started to search.”

“For Olive? You thought she was still alive?”

“I did.”

“Oh.”

And all at once, she understood.

“Oh. Oh. That’s what you asked Loki for in return for you becoming a mare. To help you find your sister.”

Elias pointed at her with the hand holding the rag. “Bingo.”

And then—though she didn’t want to, though she wanted to feel nothing but cold hatred toward the boy who had betrayed her and tried to kill the people she loved—Charlie felt something melt inside her.

It wasn’t forgiveness. It wasn’t love. It wasn’t even pity. She didn’t think she could ever feel any of those things for Elias again. It was more of a softening, of cracks forming in the wall she’d so carefully—

No, she thought, stepping back from the car. No, this will not happen. She couldn’t feel any tenderness toward Elias. Not when the only thing keeping her from coming apart at the seams was her mission to ruin his life. If she gave that up …

If she gave that up, the fear, the panic, everything she’d spent the last three weeks keeping squashed firmly down … It would come roaring back to life, all at once.

She cleared her throat. “That was seven years ago. Did Loki ever tell you where to find her?”

Across the car, Elias shrugged as he twisted soapy water from his rag. “To be honest, I don’t really care anymore.” He slapped the rag back onto the hood. “I’m a mare. I lost interest in finding Olive a long time ago.”

And just like that, her heart froze again.
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When they finished scrubbing down the last car, Elias excused himself to use the restroom and Charlie went in search of Lou and Mason.

It didn’t take long. She found them standing beside a navy blue Ford, arguing over the proper way to dry a door handle.

“You’ve got to lift it,” Lou was saying, demonstrating by carefully pulling open the handle and sliding the rag underneath. “See? Not all the way—you don’t want to actually open the door—but enough to get the towel under.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Mason. “You don’t have to lift the handle at all. You can just stuff the rag underneath, and—”

“I hate to interrupt such a scintillating debate,” Charlie said, startling them so much that one would have thought they’d been arguing over climate change, not drying techniques. “But I was hoping we could discuss the carpool home.”

“What about it?” asked Mason, looking annoyed that Charlie interrupted his time with Lou—or, more likely, that Charlie had the audacity to exist at all. “You’re driving. I’m packing in with the rest of the boys to run the supplies up to the Gut.”

“Cool. I didn’t want to get stuck riding back with Elias.”

“Speaking of Mr. Handsome,” said Lou, waggling her eyebrows at Charlie, “how was your afternoon getting sudsy together?”

“I don’t know how you can even make jokes about him,” said Charlie. “He possessed your body, Lou. Kidnapped you, dragged you to a cave, and tried to use you to murder us all. Including yourself.”

“I know, I know.” She flapped a hand. “You’ve told me about a thousand times.”

This time, it was Mason who spoke. “And just how many times will it take for the message to sink in?”

“I told you,” Lou said, glaring at her brother in a way that made Charlie think that the two of them argued about this far more than she knew. “I know he did all of those things. And I’m sure it was grisly and horrifying and unforgivable and all the other adjectives you and Charlie and Abigail have used to talk about that night. But Mason … I don’t remember any of it.”

“That’s not the point, Lou,” Mason practically yelled. Splotches of red blossomed on his cheeks, and he clutched the rag in his hand with a white-knuckled stranglehold. “It doesn’t matter that you don’t remember what happened. What matters is that it happened at all. What matters is that Elias is a monster who should never have set foot in this town again.”

“I don’t view the world in the black-and-white way you do, Mason.” She tossed the damp rag over her shoulder. “I see people in shades of gray. No one is beyond saving.”

Mason blinked at Lou several times. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m perfectly serious,” she said, lifting her freckled chin. “I’m not the type to hold wrongdoings against someone forever. You know that about me. Everyone makes mistakes, and I genuinely don’t mind a little bad in someone. Actually, I prefer it.” She looked at Charlie and grinned. “It’s why I chose your sister as my best friend.”

Charlie shook her head, bewildered. “Me?”

“Obviously.”

“But that’s absurd. I’m not the type of person to cause trouble.”

“Not recently,” Lou said. “But you used to be.”

Charlie flinched backward, as if she’d been struck.

But she knew that Lou was right. When they were kids, the two had been mischiefs-in-arms, dragging Sophie into ploys that her shy twin wanted nothing to do with. But on the night that she lost Sophie—or, at least, thought she lost her—Charlie had shrunk into herself. Lost the playful, adventurous side of her personality. Had become, if she were being honest, something of a zombie.

Numb. Barely able to speak.

Last month, Charlie had finally tasted the adventurous side of herself again. She’d begun to blossom, to fill with hope and an almost painful desire for thrills. In her mind, it was Asgard that had awakened that part of her again. It was the forest, and Henry, and the will-o’-the-wisps, and the ash wives. Not to mention learning that her twin sister wasn’t actually dead. No—she was alive and had transformed into a badass winged warrior princess. While things between them weren’t the same as they once were, and while Charlie might now be experiencing an entirely different form of pain (one that had to do with the fact that her twin had revealed she was still alive but had only come to see her twice, and for brief, terse, visits at that), merely knowing that Sophie wasn’t dead had certainly eased some of Charlie’s grief.

But it had nothing to do with the dark-haired boy who had handed her the eyaerberry that started it all.

Nothing.

“All I’m saying,” Lou went on, “is that we don’t really know Elias. We don’t know his past. We don’t know his motivations. We don’t know what made him the way he is.”

I do, Charlie thought. I know. Or, at least, I know a small part.

She could have shared what she knew. Lou had given her the perfect segue. But part of her … well, frankly, part of her felt too guilty to disclose his secrets. Even after everything he’d done. Even when he claimed not to care anymore.

“Oh, I see,” said Mason. “This is a delusional offshoot of your obsession with serial killers. You’ve always been the type to look at Jeffrey Dahmer and see someone who just needed to be loved.”

“That’s because he did need to be loved,” she snapped. “Just like everyone else in this world.”

Mason rolled his eyes. “Okay, Mother Teresa.”

“Plus,” Lou added, “now that Elias is back and everyone thinks he and Charlie are still together, he’s totally going to get us into the senior section at the camp-out this weekend.”

Charlie and Mason groaned in unison.

“There it is,” said Mason. “Now you’re starting to sound like Louise Fisher again.”

“Hey, I meant everything else I said, too.” She grinned. “I’m a multifaceted girl. The chance to party is an added benefit. Speaking of…” She pulled out her phone, clicking the side to turn on the screen. “Shouldn’t you and the other boys be hitting the road? All the money is collected, and it’s a long drive up to…”

Her voice trailed off.

“What?” Charlie asked. “What is it?”

“It’s…” Lou swallowed thickly. Her face had drained of its color. “You two should…” She shook her head, turning the screen around to show them.

That was when they saw the photograph.

It was a close-up of two dead bodies. Something taken on a cell phone and leaked from the crime scene, no doubt. Far too graphic to be listed on any respectable news site. It showed a boy and a girl lying on the pavement of a thin alleyway, right in front of a garage door. Faces pale. Eyes open and unseeing. Clothes splattered with blood. Slash marks on their chests.

No fingers on their hands.

A third killing. Six dead in under thirty-six hours.

Charlie didn’t recognize them, a fact for which she was briefly grateful—then immediately felt awful for feeling any relief at all when two innocent kids were dead.

But the thing that scared Charlie the most had nothing to do with the bodies, nothing to do with blood stains or missing fingers. What scared Charlie the most was the message carved into the garage door behind them, letters jagged as if scratched with a long, sharp claw:

CHILDREN OF LOKI …

COME OUT, COME OUT,

WHEREVER YOU ARE.
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“Can’t this wait?” Abigail snapped as Charlie and Lou dragged her under the bleachers, Mason close behind. “I have money to count, and I can’t afford to waste time on—”

“No one cares about accounting right now,” Lou said, holding up her phone screen. “Look.”

Abigail stared at the screen for several blank seconds.

“Shit,” she said at last.

“Yeah,” agreed Lou.

“Shit.” Abigail looked between Charlie and Mason. “It’s you two. You’re the ones Rattatosk is looking for.”

The Hudsons could only nod.

“Did someone forget to invite me to the party?”

Charlie stifled a groan. Of course Elias had already found them. He could probably smell their fear from all the way in the bathroom. She started to tell him to get lost but remembered just in time that she was supposed to be friendly. Or, if not friendly, then not outright hostile.

Mason had no such limitations. “Go away. No traitors allowed.”

“No, it’s fine,” Charlie said quickly.

Her brother shot her a bewildered look.

“I mean…” She backtracked. Gods. How was she supposed to buddy up to Elias without making her brother hate her even more? She would have to share her plan with him later. If he would even listen. “I mean, he needs to see the photo. Since we’re working together to find Rattatosk’s master.”

Mason’s eyes narrowed to little slits.

“What photo?” asked Elias.

“This one.” Lou held her phone up.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh. That’s gruesome.” He leaned forward, eagerly using two fingers to zoom in. “Wow. Amazing attention to detail. The claw marks on the garage? Gorgeous stuff, honestly.”

“You’re a sociopath,” said Mason.

Elias inclined his head in a slight bow. “Thank you.” He moved the image, zooming in on a blurry close-up of one of the hand stumps. “That’s Rattatosk for sure. Guy is a master of terror.” He laid a fist over his heart and looked meaningfully around the circle. “Respect.”

“Why are you here, again?” Abigail asked, glaring at him. “I, for one, am not too keen on sharing privileged information with a known murderer.”

“It’s like Charlie said,” Elias said. “We’re on the same side now.”

“Nope. I don’t buy that for a second. I’m with Mason here. You’re a sociopath who can’t be trusted.”

“Trust or not, you need me,” Elias pressed. “I have information.”

“What kind of information?” Abigail snapped.

“On the riddle, for one.”

“Excuse me?” Abigail’s eyes flared. “No. Absolutely not. The riddle is my project. I’m the one who’s going to solve it.”

“Really?” Lou asked. “I thought obsessively studying the Valkyrie was your project now.”

Abigail groaned. “I told you already: I am not obsessing over the Valkyrie. I’m merely intrigued. Like, in an academic fashion.”

Lou nodded sagely. “Linnea’s ample chest is worthy of academic analysis.”

Abigail opened her mouth, ready with a retort, but Lou went on.

“Come on, Abigail,” said Lou. “Let Elias lend a hand. Sharing is caring. We could use the help.”

Abigail narrowed her eyes. “Whose side are you on?”

“The side that gets us answers as soon as possible.” Lou crossed her arms. “Come on. You can’t really be that stubborn, can you?”

It was scary how fast Abigail’s face went from furious disbelief to deadly calm. Perfect detachment. No emotion at all.

“Well, that’s just great,” she said, voice thick with sarcasm. “Looks like you guys have it all in hand. You stay over here in fantasyland and carry on with the idiotic decision to let Satan Junior in on our plans. I’ll be back at the check-in desk, dealing with the very real problem of running this car wash, without which OET could never even happen.”

With one final look of pure disdain, she turned on her heel and stormed back to the check-in desk.

“Gee,” said Elias, watching her go. “Who spit in Lady Mussolini’s coffee?”

“She’s scared,” Lou explained. “Control is how she copes. Whenever she gets upset, her first instinct is to try and take over a small to midsize European country.”

“And barring that,” Elias filled in, “the nearest school fundraiser?”

Lou winked. “You catch on fast.”

Turning away, Mason made a noise of disgust.

“Cool it, Hudson,” said Lou. “The mare is on our side. He was sent here to protect you and Charlie. He wants to stop Rattatosk as badly as we do.”

Mason shot Elias a nasty look. “So he says.”

“You’re welcome to continue hating me for as long as you want,” said Elias, shrugging. “I’m still going to protect you and Charlie. I’ll get fired if I don’t.”

“Speaking of which…” Lou held her phone back up. “What are we going to do? If there was any doubt about who Rattatosk is targeting before, it’s gone now. He’s after Charlie and Mason.”

“Clearly,” Elias agreed. “But there’s no need to fret, kiddos. This’s exactly why Loki sent me. No harm will come to the Hudson children as long as Daddy Mare is in town.”

Lou made a gagging sound. “Elias, you might be ridiculously handsome, but please, please, please don’t refer to yourself as ‘Daddy’ ever again.”

“My apologies,” he said, eyes glinting. “I forgot: Mason is the only daddy when it comes to you.”

Mason lunged before Elias had even finished his sentence. His arm reared back, ready to slug Elias in the face again. Charlie dove forward without thinking, shoving Elias’s chest and pushing him out of Mason’s reach. Elias stumbled backward into the scaffolding, and Mason’s fist whizzed through open air, missing the mare’s jaw by an inch.

It was over as quickly as it started.

The four of them stood in a broken circle, chests heaving. Mason was hunched over, fist dangling beside his knee. Charlie stared down at her hands, horrified at what they had just done. When she glanced up at Elias, she saw that he was staring at her with wide, confused eyes, as if he couldn’t believe it, either.

Charlie hadn’t planned to protect Elias. It wasn’t a ploy to earn his trust. She wished it were. Instead, she’d acted on pure instinct, and instinct had told her to save Elias.

The whole thing had taken no more than two seconds. But Charlie had the inexplicable feeling that, in those two seconds, everything had changed.

“Great,” said Mason at last, his sarcasm splitting open the awkward silence as he drew back up to his full height. “Really nice, Charlie. Glad to see you’re hopping right back into bed with the enemy.”

Charlie flinched. “I am not—”

“Save it,” he spat, before turning and storming away.

She opened her mouth to call after him, but Lou shook her head.

“He didn’t mean that,” she said, squeezing Charlie’s wrist.

Charlie stared at his retreating form. “I’m fairly certain he did.”

“I’ll talk to him.” Lou ducked under the scaffolding and started after Mason. “Don’t worry. We’ll smooth this over.”

And then there were two.

Fury was building within Charlie again. Frustrating, confusing, hand-quaking fury. She couldn’t do anything right in Mason’s eyes. She protected him from the secrets of Asgard; he got angry that she lied. She let him and everyone else in on it; he got angry that she put their lives at risk. She understood why he was mad about her keeping Sophie a secret, but this thing between them felt like it was about far more than one mistake. It felt as if a lifetime of grudges were bubbling to the surface. Ones she could never have guessed even existed inside her brother. Her laughing, joking, carefree, party-boy brother.

Shaking her head, Charlie looked over at Elias, ready to ask if he was okay. When her eyes landed on him, however, the words stopped in her mouth.

Elias still hadn’t moved out of the position he’d landed in after she shoved him. His head and back were pressed up against the scaffolding, chest rising and falling as he stared down at where she’d touched him. His eyes were searching, confused, as if he expected to find something there. As if her palms had left permanent prints. He let out a ragged breath and glanced up.

For a brief moment, their eyes met, and the confusion on his face deepened, as if he wasn’t sure who or what he was looking at. What just happened? Why did you protect me? he seemed to be asking.

Before Charlie could open her mouth, Elias darted out from under the bleachers, making his escape.



After the fight, there was nothing left to do but help Abigail clean up.

Charlie worked her way around the parking lot, grabbing the buckets filled with dirty water and lugging them over to the grass under the bleachers. Once there, she dumped them out. She wasn’t paying too much attention to where the water went and, on several occasions, accidentally gave a few tiny stone creatures a particularly disgusting bath. They howled what could only be the rock language equivalent of a swear word and tottered away.

Charlie could have sworn she heard Henry giggle whenever that happened.

Elias followed in her wake, picking up dirty rags and sponges and stuffing them into an oversize plastic bag. Though he remained close by, he worked in silence.

Normally, Charlie would be grateful for it, but now she yearned for a distraction. Anything would do. Even the crass, sadistic remarks of her sworn enemy. Because without those, Charlie had nothing for company but buckets of dirty water and the inside of her own mind.

And her mind was not a pleasant companion.

She and Mason were in grave danger. And not just them. Rattatosk didn’t seem to know exactly who they were—only that they were siblings around a certain age. He could come for anyone in the area who matched that description. Not to mention if he did eventually find them, who was to say he wouldn’t kill the people around them, too? Their mom, Lou, Abigail … Charlie had a feeling that Rattatosk would do whatever it took to get to his real targets.

Charlie didn’t want to admit it, but she was scared. Scared as Hel.

There was another question, too. Something that had eaten away at her since it happened.

Why did she push Elias out of Mason’s reach?

She’d acted without thinking. But why had her first instinct been to save Elias?

There were two acceptable answers: one, she loathed violence and was such a benevolent person that she would have shoved anyone out of the way of her brother’s fist—even someone as awful as Elias; two, the push was a carefully crafted move that played into her scheme to pretend to become his friend.

Unfortunately, Charlie knew neither were correct.

So, where did that leave her?

She stood in the middle of the parking lot, chewing anxiously on her bottom lip, holding on to the same bucket she had for the past five minutes.

“You okay?”

She startled, the bucket slipping from her hands. It clattered to the pavement, rolling in a lopsided circle around itself.

“Gods.” She put a hand to her chest, turning to face Elias. “You scared me.”

“Sorry.” He smiled sheepishly. “Force of habit, I guess.”

“Yes, I suppose it is your primal instinct. Can’t blame the shark for eating the cute little dolphin when that’s what it was born to do.”

His eyes brightened, and he threw up a finger as if he’d just made a great discovery. “Exactly! I’m as innocent as a shark!”

She laughed. “I don’t think that came off the way you wanted it to.”

For a moment, he looked shocked by her laughter, but his shock quickly morphed into delight. “Well, well.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest, dirty rag flopping over one elbow. “She does remember how to have fun.”

Rolling her eyes, Charlie bent over to retrieve the fallen bucket. “Of course I do. I have plenty of fun.”

“Is that so?” Elias quirked an eyebrow. “When’s the last time you went to a party?”

“Uh.” She scanned her memory, trying to come up with something. “Well, there was…” Her voice trailed off.

“It was homecoming,” he filled in. “Right?”

“No,” she said quickly. “There was definitely…”

Elias waited, one foot tapping infuriatingly.

“Okay, fine,” she snapped. “It was homecoming. But that was only three weeks ago!”

“Only three weeks, she says.” He tutted, shaking his head. “Not to mention that homecoming barely counts. You didn’t even make it to the after-party.”

Charlie shoved him lightly. “And whose fault was that?”

Grinning, he caught her wrist, holding it in his warm grasp. Charlie inhaled. His touch sent sparks dancing down her arm.

“Okay. Guilty as charged,” he said. His smile faded, and he tilted his head. “Well, if your obvious lack of fun isn’t plaguing you, what is?”

Charlie’s chest felt tight. The feel of Elias’s skin on hers and the intensity with which he was studying her was making it hard to breathe. “What do you mean, plaguing me?”

“Oh, come on. You’ve been moping around this parking lot the last fifteen minutes, barely paying attention to what you’re doing.” Smirking, he released her wrist, and she could barely hold in her exhale. “Even Henry is feeling your bad mood.”

She looked down at her vätte, eyes wide. “Is that true?”

Henry nodded solemnly.

Charlie groaned. “Fine. I’ll cheer up.”

“I’m not asking you to cheer up, Charlotte. I’m asking you to tell me what’s on your mind.”

She blinked, startled. That didn’t sound like something Elias would say. That sounded like something someone who genuinely cared about her would say.

He must have had the same realization. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said quickly. “I just meant…” Scratching the back of his head, he sighed. “It … bothers me. When I can’t tell what you’re thinking.”

“It bothers you?”

“Yes,” he said impatiently. “Now, can you please just answer the godsdamned question?”

Charlie hesitated, weighing her answer. She could tell him the truth. Could tell him exactly how much it unnerved her when she jumped right to his defense, shoving him out of Mason’s reach even when she knew her brother’s fist would barely have made a dent in Elias’s inhumanly resilient being.

Or … she could give him half the truth. Could share something that really was weighing on her mind, even if she hadn’t been thinking about it then.

“It’s … Mason.” She sighed. “You were right this morning. There is a lot of tension between us right now. And in a way, I’m afraid. But not of him. I’m afraid that … after everything that’s happened … after I didn’t tell him about Sophie still being alive…”

“You’re afraid that he’ll never forgive you,” he filled in.

Charlie nodded, pressing her lips together.

If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn that she saw Elias’s eyes soften. As if he knew exactly what she meant. But that couldn’t be right—whose forgiveness could he possibly be waiting for?

“Look,” he said, giving her a half smile. “I may not know much about human emotion anymore, but I know this: Mason is going to forgive you. He probably already has but is too stubborn to admit it.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be an older brother,” he said, eyeing her meaningfully. “And an older brother would do anything for his little sister. Even when she annoys the Hel out of him most of the time.”

Olive. He was talking about Olive, the little sister he gave up his humanity for.

A lump formed in Charlie’s throat. Her eyes stung, and she was suddenly terrified that she was about to cry in front of Elias.

She cleared her throat, looking away. Her eyes landed on the equipment shed. Its front door was postered with twice as many flyers as it had been the week before. There were the old ones—the MISSING flyers for Robbie, Maisie, and the Peterson twins. But several new posters had appeared in the last two days. Some advertised the town-wide memorial being held for the Morris and Fields children this coming Saturday. Some bore lists of safety tips that the school had already repeated on multiple occasions, like never accepting rides from strangers. And some were bright orange papers with stark black letters that said, NEW TOWN-WIDE CURFEW: 9:30 PM.

It was a depressing collection of flyers. And if Charlie didn’t find the person controlling Rattatosk, there would only be more. More posters, more search parties, more town-wide memorials.

More dead children.

But this time, it would be her fault. Her and Mason’s. Human targets, threats for no reason other than being born.

But threats to whom? Which of the few joturri left wanted her and Mason dead? Could it be someone Loki had once angered? It wasn’t unlikely, given the god of mischief’s long history of screwing people over.

She needed to stop Rattatosk before he struck again. And the only way she knew how was a scheme so outlandish she didn’t even think it would work. Unfortunately, she was out of options.

“Elias,” Charlie said suddenly, looking back at him.

He tilted his head. “Yes?”

She stared at him for several seconds. It felt as if by saying these words aloud, she was stepping off a ledge. Dropping into free fall.

Don’t be ridiculous, she reminded herself. This has nothing to do with him. This is about saving innocent lives.

“I’ll do it,” she said at last. “I’ll train with you. I’ll try to see if I can access my magic.”

Elias’s eyebrows jumped with surprise. Then his lips spread into a smile. “A wise choice, Charlotte. You won’t regret it.”

But as she hauled another bucket over to the bleachers, she had a feeling that he was wrong. She had a feeling that she would regret this decision very, very much.
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After a quick dinner with her mom—Mason was already headed to the Gut (but then, these days, Mason always had an excuse to get out of family meals)—Charlie sprawled out on her bed and opened her laptop, ready to finish the story about Balder. Up by her headboard, Henry was bundled up in his favorite wool blanket, watching The Witcher on Charlie’s phone. He cheered every time Henry Cavill drove his sword through someone’s chest.

Charlie scrolled back to the part of the story where she had left off.


Nothing could touch Balder.

All the gods rejoiced at their favorite’s newfound invincibility. All but one, who lurked in the shadows, scheming as always.

As Frigg proudly observed what she had done, an elderly woman appeared beside her.

“Is that your son?” asked the woman.

“It is,” said Frigg, smiling.

“He is beautiful.”

“That he is.” Frigg had never seen this old woman before, but she was proud enough of what she’d achieved that she wished to tell her anyway. “He cannot die. I’ve spoken to everything on Asgard that could kill him and received their promise that they will do him no harm. Everything except mistletoe, of course, since that little creeper can’t possibly kill him.”

“Mistletoe, hmm?” asked the woman.

“That’s right,” said Frigg, laughing as Thor threw an entire ox at Balder and watched it fall uselessly to the ground.

When she turned back to the old woman, she was gone.

Naturally, that old woman had been Loki in disguise. Armed with the knowledge of Balder’s one weakness, he went into the forest to collect mistletoe, fashioning it into a razor-sharp dart. He slipped it into his pocket and returned to the celebration.

The group was still cheering, throwing anything dangerous they could find at Balder and roaring with laughter when it bounced right off. The only god who could not participate in the merriment was Hod, Balder’s blind brother. It was to Hod that Loki went when he returned with his dart of mistletoe.

“Hello, Hod,” said Loki. “You seem down. What’s the matter?”

“Oh, hello, Loki,” said Hod, recognizing his voice. “It’s nothing. I just wish I could see what was making everyone laugh and cheer so much.”

“Why, they’re playing a game with your brother, Balder! You see, nothing can harm him now. They’re having great fun proving his immortality by throwing large objects at him.”

“Wow,” said Hod. “I wish I could join.”

“You can!” said Loki. “Let me help you. I’ll lead you over to where they’re standing and give you something to throw at him. It will be something small, but I guarantee they will still roar with laughter when you throw it.”

“That would be wonderful, Loki,” said Hod. “Thank you so much.”

Loki led Hod over to the gathered gods, nudging them aside to make sure Hod ended up in the optimal throwing spot. Once Hod was in position, Loki placed the small dart of mistletoe in his hand.

“Go ahead, Hod,” Loki said encouragingly. “Make them all laugh!”

Hod smiled and threw the dart.

Expectantly, he waited for the other gods to laugh. To appreciate his addition to the joke.

Instead, the crowd went silent—and then Frigg began to wail.



The story wasn’t over yet, but Charlie stopped reading. She needed a break.

This story … unsettled her. On the surface, it was not so different from the other stories she’d read: the gods do something to make themselves stronger or better or wiser (in all these stories, Charlie noticed the gods are obsessed with their immortality and are constantly finding ways to ensure it can never end), clever Loki plays a shape-shifting trick, someone dies, etc. It had all the trappings of a classic Norse myth. Why, then, did this story in particular make Charlie sick to her stomach?

And then it hit her.

The answer was Loki himself. In the tales Charlie had read, Loki did morally questionable things, but there was always a reason. A purpose behind his tricks and mischief. They fit into whatever scheme he was running—one that benefited him, the rest of the gods, or both. She might disagree with his actions, but she understood them.

This story was different. It offered no reason for Loki killing Balder. Was it jealousy? An unresolved feud? Something else? Because, as the story was written now, Loki killed Balder simply to be cruel, to hurt the other gods.

It made Charlie’s stomach churn. Yet another reason to pray he was not her real father.

Sighing, she pushed aside her laptop and settled in to do some homework. Her mom was right; she’d been slacking lately. But how exactly was she supposed to focus on schoolwork when the end of the world was always just around the corner?

Charlie had a math worksheet and three chapters in A Tale of Two Cities due the next day. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to focus on the pages in front of her for more than five minutes before her mind started to wander. To flash back to the Morrises on the forest floor or Rattatosk’s message carved into that garage door or to Thrym’s mountainous voice telling her, Stand, child of Loki.

She couldn’t truly be Loki’s child … right?

Right?

After forty minutes of staring at A Tale of Two Cities, Charlie gave up. She shoved the book onto the floor and rolled over onto her back, lifting up her phone.

I’m ditching school tomorrow, and so are you, she typed, then pressed Send.

There was no guarantee that Elias still used this number. It was the number he’d used three weeks ago, but for all she knew, that phone was long gone. Maybe he’d smashed it before heading into the cave. Or maybe he brought it along, but it blew up when they transported to Helheim. Presumably, hurtling through space and time had a negative effect on one’s electronics.

Apparently, his phone was fine, though, because his response appeared only seconds later.


ELIAS: Mmm, I like the sound of this already

ELIAS: Your bedroom or mine?



She snorted.


CHARLIE: Don’t be disgusting.

CHARLIE: This is for training.

CHARLIE: Frankly, I don’t care about school right now. Not when we need to find Rattatosk’s master. I should focus on trying to learn the magical woo-woo stuff that could keep my town safe.

ELIAS: “magical woo-woo stuff”?

ELIAS: Don’t insult your father like that.

CHARLIE: Whatever

CHARLIE: I just mean that, on the off chance that I *do* have powers, I don’t even know what they are

ELIAS: Neither do I

CHARLIE: ???

CHARLIE: How in Freyja’s feathered bumhole are you going to teach me if you don’t even know what I can do?????

ELIAS: That’s a new one [image: A grey hand cursor icon with the index finger extended upward, resembling a clickable pointer symbol commonly used on websites.]

ELIAS: I like it

ELIAS: And I have my ways, Charlotte. Don’t you worry. We’ll have you godlike in no time.

CHARLIE: Good

CHARLIE: Pick me up tomorrow. 6 a.m. Thursday, too, if necessary

ELIAS: Two days of nonstop fun with me by your side? Are you sure you’re prepared for that?

CHARLIE: No

CHARLIE: But I’m not letting this town lose any more innocent kids

ELIAS: Fair enough



There was a ten-second pause before his next message came through.


ELIAS: You do know that Henry can help keep you guys safe, too, right?

CHARLIE: Obviously. Who do you think dismantled that draugar you sent to kill me at homecoming?

ELIAS: Ahhh. Of course.

ELIAS: Good times



Charlie rolled her eyes and started to put her phone away but paused when she felt another buzz.


ELIAS: I’ll see you tomorrow.

ELIAS: Sleep well, Charlotte.



Her stomach clenched—she could imagine exactly how he would say those words. How he would lower his tone and lean in close, his breath brushing over her ear …

Sweet baby Thor, she thought. That is not a line of thinking I will be following.

She had to stay focused on the mission at hand. On finding the joturri controlling Rattatosk and putting an end to this bloodshed. She only needed to stay in contact with Elias until then. And as soon as it was done …

As soon as it was done, she would betray him.

Again.







Part 
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“I’ve come up with a new condition,” Charlie said as she and Elias hiked through the predawn darkness blanketing the forest. “Another requirement for us to work together.”

Elias snorted, kicking a rock out of his path. “This should be good.”

They’d parked his convertible in the place where Charlie normally put the Bronco and were walking to the old house. The night before, Charlie had texted Lou and Abigail and told them that training was canceled tomorrow in favor of her trying to access magical powers that she probably didn’t have.

Abigail, in typical Abigail fashion, had told her that her grades were going to regret it.

Lou, in typical Lou fashion, had demanded that, if she really did have magical powers, they be used to conjure them up some fake IDs.

“I’m serious,” Charlie said, shooting Elias a stern look. “I’ve thought about it, and this is a nonnegotiable for me.”

“Of course it is.” He made a sweeping gesture with one hand. “Require away, darling.”

She narrowed her eye at his use of darling but didn’t waste time telling him off; it would only make him use the term more often. “My requirement,” she said, “is that you can’t shift into mare form during these training sessions. Not unless we’re in immediate danger and you need to help.”

“And you need to help, she says.” Elias rolled his eyes. “As if you could handle catastrophe without my help.”

“I’ve handled plenty without your help,” she said. “Including every time you tried to kill me. When you’re in shadow form, you’re stronger, faster, and able to conjure weapons out of nothing.”

“Mmm.” Elias inhaled, as if smelling a particularly delicious slice of cake. “I love it when a beautiful woman lists all of my best qualities.”

“That’s not my point,” she said impatiently. “My point is those qualities enable you to turn on me—or Henry, or Bjorn, or Vidar—at the drop of a hat. So, if you want to show me that I can trust you, no shifting. Not unless our lives are directly under threat, and I can’t handle it myself.”

“You’ve never even attempted to perform magic before,” he pointed out. “How am I supposed to know what you can and can’t handle?”

She bit her lip, looking up at the dark outlines of the trees. “I guess we’re about to find out.”



“Okay,” Charlie said, glancing around the clearing. “How do we start?”

It was just past 6:30 a.m., and Charlie and Elias stood in the clearing outside the old house. Henry was napping at the top of the porch stairs. A few paces away, the Vikings had dragged two rocking chairs out onto the porch and were seated there, mugs of mead in hand. When Elias had asked if they really needed to drink before seven a.m., Bjorn had been so offended that he attempted to dump his mug over Elias’s head. Elias dove out of the way just in time to save his precious hair.

“A Viking does three things,” Bjorn had said, staring down at Elias. “We eat, we drink, and we fight. And since it is time for neither eating nor fighting…” He gestured at his empty mug.

“Right,” Elias said, pushing himself to his feet and bowing his head. “My apologies.”

Bjorn rolled his eyes. “Mares,” he muttered on his way into the house for a refill.

Now, he and Vidar were settled in their rocking chairs, full mugs at the ready. The old wood of the porch creaked as they rocked. They were uncharacteristically quiet, sipping their mead and watching Charlie and Elias. Waiting. Expecting a show.

Charlie had a feeling they would be sorely disappointed.

Elias, in human form as promised, stood a generous distance away from Charlie in the grassy clearing. He didn’t look nervous or uncertain; he either had complete confidence that Charlie would be able to access her powers or cared so little either way that he would be happy regardless of the result.

Probably the latter.

He pointed to a wide, flat rock a few feet to his left. “Stand here.”

“Okay.” Charlie frowned, walking over to the rock and stepping up onto it. “Why do I need to stand on stone? Is that how Loki channels his power?”

“No,” said Elias. “I just can’t bear being that far away from you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Elias.”

“I am being serious,” he said, feigning offense. “But if you insist upon me having a secondary motive…” He took a few blessed steps backward, giving her some breathing room. “I’m testing a theory.”

“What theory?”

“You’ll see.”

Charlie adjusted her stance on the rock, a tingling sensation running across her skin. Gods, she was nervous. This was it. This was the moment she would learn the truth: Did she have magical blood or not? Was Loki really her father, or was it all an elaborate hoax?

Not to mention how exposed they were. Even with Henry, the Vikings, and (theoretically) Elias on her side, she still felt vulnerable. Rattatosk could show up on their doorstep at any moment.

“Right.” Elias started to pace. After only a few steps, he turned back, never straying more than ten feet from where Charlie stood. As he walked, he explained. “Let’s start with Loki Magic 101. What do you already know?”

“Only what I’ve read in folklore,” she said.

He paused his pacing. “So, only nonsense.”

Charlie shrugged. “The stories say that Loki’s most powerful ability is shape-shifting. And that he’s a true shape-shifter, one of the only in existence, meaning that he doesn’t only change his appearance; he changes his entire body’s chemistry. When he shifts into a woman, he becomes a woman, reproductive organs and all. Same with animals. That’s how he was able to procreate with a male horse, giving birth to Sleipnir, Odin’s eight-legged horse.”

For a long moment, Elias stared at her, dumbfounded.

“Well,” he said finally, “someone’s been doing her homework.”

She shrugged again. “Lou says I have an obsessive personality.”

“Excellent.” His eyes glittered. “How can I make you obsessed with me?”

“Can we please return to the subject at hand?”

“Of course, of course.” He turned, picking up his pacing. “So. Loki Magic 101. You are correct about the shape-shifting: Loki is a true shifter, which is one of his greatest gifts. But he possesses several other magical abilities that we will also test you for.”

“Such as?”

“Conjuring, for one. He never carries anything in his pockets, because he can keep objects wherever he wants and conjure them whenever necessary.”

“Damn,” said Charlie. “I hope I can do that. I’d never have to lug around a textbook again.”

“As with all Asgardian gods, he also possesses remarkable speed, strength, and durability. He can heal from almost any wound.”

“I’m not particularly fast,” Charlie said, “as you already know from the multiple times we have been chased by monsters. But I am pretty strong. So are Mason and Sophie. But I always attributed it to our upbringing in the circus.”

Elias nodded. “So, potential superstrength.”

“How super are we talking?” Charlie asked, imagining herself lifting up the corner of a house, Clark Kent–style.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Elias said. “You’re only half-god, which means you might only get half of his strength.”

“Only half-god, he says.” Charlie smirked. “As if you aren’t dying to be half-god yourself.”

She expected him to laugh or call her idiotic for suggesting that he wanted to be anything other than the demon that he was. The demon that, as he said himself, he loved being.

Instead, a strange expression took over his face. A moment of tension or pain, as if Charlie had unwittingly struck a nerve.

Interesting. She would have to dig deeper later.

“Lastly,” said Elias, wiping the odd expression from his face and smiling up at her, “there is levitation.”

“Levitation,” Charlie repeated. “You mean … he can fly?”

“It’s not quite the same,” said Elias. “Loki can manipulate objects to move up into the air, which means he can also manipulate himself up into the air. But it’s not like he’s a 747. He can’t, like, jet around the stratosphere.”

“Bummer,” said Charlie. “I used to have flying dreams as a kid. They were my favorite.”

Elias made a face of disgust. “Ugh. Happy dreams? How boring.”

“You’re a sociopath,” she said, echoing her brother’s words from the day before.

“Aw, Charlotte.” He covered his face with a hand. “Stop it. You’re making me blush.”

She tapped her foot on the stone. “Can we get started already?”

Elias dropped his hand. At first he was looking at her face, but his eyes traveled slowly down, tracing her chin, her neck, her collarbone … and finally coming to rest on her chest. Not her breasts—just above, though the proximity to such a sensitive part of her body and the heat in his gaze was enough to make her stomach tighten and bring warmth to her cheeks.

“Riddle me this,” he said, still focused on that spot in the center of her chest. “If you truly hate me as much as you say…”

He closed the space between them in a few swift strides, stopping a foot in front of her. Charlie inhaled at the proximity. He reached up, slipping his fingers under the steel necklace hanging from her neck. Charlie held her breath. Images of Elias ripping it from her neck or even using it to strangle her flashed through her mind.

Instead of doing either of those things, he merely lifted the chain up and shook it in front of her eyes.

“Then why did you keep this?”

Charlie’s heart thumped against her chest.

“It … it protects me,” she stammered. “It would have been foolish to throw it out.”

All of that was true. Why, then, did her voice sound so shaky? Was it just from having him so close?

“Okay, sure,” Elias allowed. “But you could have gotten a new one. A cheap little chain to match the ones you clearly bought for your other loved ones.” His head cocked to the side, green eyes flashing. “Why decide to keep this one?”

Charlie swallowed. He was right, of course. She could have bought herself a steel chain, too, when she got them for the others. It’s not like they’d been expensive. She’d considered it, her mouse hovering uncertainly over the box labeled QUANTITY. She’d wavered between the two numbers on her keyboard, four and five, before finally clicking four and then checking out as fast as possible, before she could second-guess her decision.

In truth, she didn’t know why she’d decided to keep the necklace. She’d told herself it was because it would be wasteful to throw it out, but …

“Can we just get started, please?” she snapped.

Elias raised his eyebrows. He said nothing in response, but the glint in his eyes before he turned away was one of unmistakable victory.
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“Remind me,” Charlie said, eyes shut against the early morning light, feet aching from standing on the rock for too long. “When does the fun part start, again?”

“Shhh.” Elias shushed her for the dozenth time in as many minutes. “Concentrate. You won’t be able to access your magic until you can feel it.”

“Feel it?” she asked. “What, is magic like the rug samples at Home Depot? Run your fingers over all the options and then choose the one your dog is most likely to shit on?”

“You don’t even have a dog.”

“No, but I have Henry,” she said. “And I still don’t know where or even if he pees and poops, a fact that disturbs me every single day.”

“No more talking about pee and poop, Charlotte.” A smack sounded, presumably Elias clapping his hands together. “Focus. Find the current of magic within you.”

The current, she thought. Like a river. Or like the blood running through my veins. Except I can’t feel my blood moving, so that analogy is useless. Never mind. A river. Okay. Yes. There’s the time Lou, Abigail, and I drove over to the Manistee to go tubing. I could feel the current then. Granted, it was a current outside my body, not inside, and we only lasted ten minutes in the water before Abigail spotted a leech and screamed so loudly that some park rangers came running over.

“Charlotte,” Elias said. “Focus.”

Damn. Maybe he could read her mind.

Okay. She recentered her thoughts. Focus. Yes. Inhale. Exhale. Sink down into yourself. Inhale. Exhale. Be calm. Be steady. Be—

Oranges and yellows appeared suddenly behind her eyelids, blooming wide like a sunrise. Charlie gasped, eyes flying open. She blinked several times, but the colors remained, dancing and swirling against the fabric of her mind.

She hadn’t conjured those colors. Hadn’t willed them to appear. They had just arrived, like a package left on her doorstep filled with a slice of the evening sky.

And there was something more to them, outside of their beauty. There was almost … a feeling behind them. An emotion. It felt warm and soothing, like comfort or happiness.

“What’s happening?” Elias asked. “What’s going on?”

“Am I … Are the colors part of doing magic?”

“Colors? What colors?”

“The colors,” Charlie said. “The oranges and yellows in my head. I can see them so clearly. They’re like … like…”

As she scrambled to find the right words, a different, bold-faced, all-caps word appeared in her mind, set against the background of orange and yellow and happiness:

HELLO

Charlie nearly screamed.

“What the Hel was that?” she asked, rounding on Elias. “Is this some sort of practical joke?”

“I have no idea what you’re even talking about!” he yelled. “What practical joke?”

“You’re putting words into my head!” she yelled back. “I don’t know how, but—”

Two more words flashed to life:

NOT ELIAS

“Not Elias?” Charlie said aloud as the words faded away.

“What’s not me?” Elias asked. “You’re making literally no sense.”

Then, three messages in a row:

NOT ELIAS

IT ME

HENRY

Charlie’s heart leapt up into her throat. She spun around on the rock. When her eyes landed on the vätte, she found that he was no longer asleep. He was sitting up, beard wiggling, red hat pointed toward the sky. He raised his hands, waving them frantically.

“Henry?” She stepped off the rock. “Is that … is that really you?”

The vätte bobbed his little head. At the same time, a word appeared in her head:

YES

Charlie laughed so loudly that some nearby robins scattered. “We did it!” she said, clapping and bouncing up and down. “We made the connection!”

Henry hopped happily on his rock. A new mix of colors appeared in her mind: light blue and brilliant gold, a swirl that Charlie instinctually knew represented relief and joy. She could feel the colors, as if they’d been painted by her own heart.

WE DID IT

WE DID IT

WE DID IT

The two of them bounced around the clearing, laughing and doing silly little victory dances. Henry sent color after color to her, each one representing the emotions he was experiencing: delight, wonder, glee, excitement …

“I’m not entirely sure what’s happening here,” said Elias, the amusement clear in his voice. “But I’m going to guess that you and Henry finally figured out how to communicate with each other.”

Charlie halted her dance, chest heaving as she beamed at Elias. It was a full-force smile, the kind that made her eyes crinkle and her cheeks ache. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt one on her face. “We did.”

Elias’s grin slipped from his face. He blinked several times, looking as if he had seen a ghost.

“What?” Charlie glanced over her shoulder but saw nothing. “What happened?”

He blinked twice more and looked away, clearing his throat. “Nothing,” he said. “Nothing. We need to … to get back to training.”

“Uh.” She glanced over at Henry, who only shrugged and sent her the murky gray of confusion. “Okay…”

What the Hel was that about? she wondered as she climbed back up onto her rock platform. Is he afraid of Henry and I being able to communicate?

Elias clapped once. “All right,” he said, voice a little too loud, too sure of itself. “Eyes shut. Focus. Find that current.”

Sighing, Charlie did as she was told. She let her eyes drift shut and took in a deep breath.

Where had she left off?

Ah, yes. The Manistee.

The Manistee’s current wasn’t strong, more of a gentle tug that led us lazily around bends and under footbridges. I remember tilting my head back and closing my eyes, feeling the sun. My arms and legs dangled off the tube, sunk to my wrists and ankles in the cold water. The current was so gentle that I almost couldn’t feel it, but it was always just there, like delicate ghost hands brushing against my skin, pushing me along, pushing, pushing …

A push.

Charlie knew about pushing. She knew about living with a push within oneself. Something that always urged her to do more, to do better, to try new things and never say no to a new opportunity. To never settle for being an “okay” circus performer. To want desperately to be the best, and to do so alongside her twin sister.

When she lost Sophie, she wouldn’t let herself sit around in her misery. She pushed herself to find a new distraction. And it wasn’t enough just to get into card magic and sleight of hand; she had to know every trick, every trap, every way to fool an audience into awe.

And when she shifted her focus to revenge, it hadn’t been enough to hurt Elias; she had thought she wanted to kill him.

She couldn’t do anything halfway. As Lou said, she had an obsessive personality. She was either all the way out, or all the way in. She pushed herself. She always had. She lived with a push inside that she had always viewed as a given, as the only possible way to live.

But it wasn’t the only way, was it? So many people allowed themselves to just go with the flow. To feel their emotions as they came, rather than shoving them aside for the sake of completing the next task.

A push.

It wasn’t the same as a current, but it was the closest Charlie could find within herself. Maybe if she focused in on that push … if she tried to visualize it, to give it shape and color and texture, as if it were its own creature, one without a face or limbs but a living being all the same …

“Holy Helheim,” said Elias, interrupting her flow.

Charlie groaned. “Come on, Elias. I was really getting somewhere there.” She opened her eyes to glare at him. “I think I almost—”

Her voice shut off like a hose with a knot at its center.

She wasn’t looking at Elias; she was looking at the second floor of the old house, directly in front of her.

“Great Mimir,” came Vidar’s voice from down on the porch. “It worked.”

Charlie sucked in a breath of air. She was fifteen feet off the ground.

It was true.

It was all true.

She hadn’t really believed it until that moment. Hadn’t wanted to believe it. But here it was, undeniable proof: she was the daughter of Loki. The blood of a god ran in her veins.

The blood of a god runs in my veins.

The realization was like the sudden drop of a roller coaster. It was thrilling. It was horrific. It was terrifying, it was incredible, it was …

She was floating in the air.

Odin’s skidmarks, she was floating in the air.

With that, she let out a bloodcurdling scream, shutting her eyes tight as she started to fall. She braced herself for a hard landing, for unforgiving earth, for bruising or even broken bones. (With her luck, she would have inherited Loki’s ability to levitate but not his ability to heal quickly.) But none of it ever came.

Instead, she landed on a pair of strong, overly warm arms. Far too warm to be human.

She popped one eye open. Sure enough, she was cradled in Elias’s arms, which somehow managed to snag her out of the air before she hit the ground. She popped the other eye open and peered up—straight into Elias’s smoldering gaze.

Butterflies lifted off in her stomach, flying wildly about.

“Oh,” she whispered.

A strange expression crossed his face at the sound of her breathless voice. Maybe it was just being held in his too-warm arms, but her whole body suddenly felt overheated. She and Elias looked away at the exact same time, his eyes going up to the sky and hers darting down to the grass. After a few silent seconds spent in that awkward position, Elias seemed to finally remember himself and set her gently onto the ground.

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat and swinging his arms back and forth. “I suppose that answers the question of who your father is.”

She kept her eyes on the grass. “I suppose it does.”

Another uncomfortable silence descended upon them. Charlie scanned her head for something to say. She had just levitated, for Odin’s sake; she should have a million things to say! But she didn’t. All she could think about were the butterflies whose wings were still beating against her insides—wild and frantic, as if they were running from something.

When she finally opened her mouth—to say what, she wasn’t sure, but she was doing it anyway—two cheers erupted into the silence.

Charlie and Elias jumped and spun around. They found Bjorn and Vidar on their feet in front of the rocking chairs, yelling and clapping their massive hands over their heads. Bjorn lowered his hands to his mouth, sticking two fingers between his lips and whistling loudly.

“Well done,” said Vidar, still pounding his hands together. “Well done, girl.”

JOB GOOD, said Henry in her head.

“Very well done,” agreed Bjorn when he finished whistling. He bent over and scooped his mug up from the porch, collapsing back into his rocking chair. “Now.” He raised his mead to the sky. “Let’s see what else you can do.”
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They worked at it for three straight hours, stopping only for the occasional coffee or water break. Elias wanted to push her, which was fine, because Charlie wanted to be pushed—especially if it would strengthen her connection to the current that she had briefly harnessed within herself. The one that enabled her to fly.

No—levitate, not fly, as Elias kept reminding her.

After her first soaring success, however, Charlie’s progress stalled. Every time she closed her eyes and reached inside herself for that current—the pushing feeling that, according to Elias, represented the core of her magic—she felt as if she were fumbling about in the dark. Searching for something that didn’t even exist. By the second hour of no action, the Vikings grew bored, opting to head inside for their daily dose of reality television, Henry toddling after them. Since then, the highest she’d managed to lift herself off the ground was two feet, and even that had felt like a shot in the dark, like an action she couldn’t possibly replicate.

“Relax,” Elias said for the two hundredth time. Charlie was standing on her flat rock, eyes squeezed shut, hands at her sides with palms tilted outward. “You were able to find it so quickly that first time because you didn’t know what you were looking for. That mindset kept you open to whatever would come. It kept you relaxed.”

“Excellent,” Charlie said. “You’re telling me that I’ll only be able to access my magic if I’m not actually looking for it?”

“No.” Elias’s footsteps crunched on the dry grass as he paced. “I’m telling you that you need to relax. That’s all. Don’t go into this with any preconceived notions. Leave yourself open to whatever comes.”

Charlie sighed. How was she supposed to re-create something about which she had no preconceived notions? Grammatically, practically, and philosophically … it made no sense.

Just like everything else in her life.

I am the child of a god.

Every time she thought those words, it felt as if it were the first time. A few minutes would pass, she would focus all of her attention on trying to access her magic, and, as a result, she would forget why she was trying to do so in the first place. Then she would remember, and it was like getting hit in the head by a baseball bat all over again.

I am the child of a god.

It was the type of life-altering realization that consumed a person’s entire being, and it was probably a large part of why she was having so much difficulty re-accessing her magic.

“Can we break for lunch?” she asked, opening her eyes. “I’m sick of chasing a river that doesn’t want to be found.”

“Fine, fine.” Elias waved a hand as she hopped off the stone and headed toward her backpack on the porch. He followed close behind, jogging up the steps and plopping down at the top. “Refueling is a good idea. Then we can get back into it for another couple of hours.”

“I brought sandwiches.” She dug around in her backpack until she felt the familiar crinkle of a brown paper bag and lifted it up, waving it over her head.

He eyed it skeptically. “You brought me lunch?”

“Don’t be too flattered.” She tossed the plastic-wrapped ham-and-cheese onto his lap. “I bring an extra sandwich for Lou every day.”

“You do? Why?”

She lowered herself onto the stairs, keeping a few feet between them. “Because she’s always hungry but refuses to spend any money on food.”

He chuckled. “I know how that is. My friend Mikey was the same. Had more than enough money to pay for his own ice cream but never would.”

Charlie looked over at him in surprise.

“What?” he asked.

“It’s … weird. Hearing you talk about your past.” She toyed with the plastic. “Picturing you as a normal kid with normal friends who ate normal ice-cream cones.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” he said, unwrapping his sandwich. “I was never ‘normal.’ At least, I hope not—normal is boring.”

It was such a simple thing to say, but for some reason, those words made Charlie’s heart skip a beat.

“But I get what you’re saying,” Elias went on, taking a bite of the ham-and-cheese. “To you, I’m like how kids see their parents. They came from nowhere. They were born as adults, complete with diaper bags and a minivan. Me, on the other hand…” He winked at Charlie. “I materialized in the forest one day as a fully grown eighteen-year-old with a devastatingly handsome face and a secret ability to turn into a shadow demon.”

“Pretty much.”

He smirked. “I have a past, Charlotte. Everyone does.”

Her heart skipped another beat. This is it. This was her opening. Her opportunity to learn more about how he’d become a mare—and how to undo that process.. She would have to play it right, though. Casual and light. Just a girl curious about the life of the boy sitting next to her.

“Is that so?” she asked. “Because if we’re being honest here, I know next to nothing about your past. And what I do know, I had to pry out of you like a lid on an old jar of sticky strawberry jelly.”

“And she’s good with words.” He shook his head. “Add it to the ever-growing list of your remarkable qualities.”

“Oh, please.” She snorted. “Enough with the insincere flattery; it won’t win you any favors.”

“It wasn’t insincere,” he said, taking another bite of his sandwich, “but all right.”

They fell silent, then, Elias chewing contentedly and gazing out at the trees, Charlie staring down at the sandwich on her lap. Her fingernails dug into her palms. Don’t listen to him, she urged herself. He’s just trying to get on your good side. He doesn’t mean it.

“However,” Elias went on, “if it really means that much, I’ll tell you. About my past. About my time as a normal kid with normal friends, as you say.”

She looked over at him, raising her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

“Sure.” He laughed hollowly. “You already know about the worst thing that ever happened to me. We can only go up from there, right?”

There it was again—the melting sensation in her chest. A thawing, like an icicle caught in the first rays of spring sunshine.

“Right,” she said quietly.

“So.” He tore off a slice of crust. “Ask away.”

“Oh.” She hadn’t expected him to agree so quickly. Nor had she expected that she would be the one steering the conversation. She wanted to gather her thoughts, but there was no time. “Uh, okay. Well. Let’s start with the basics. You once told me you grew up in rural Illinois—not eastern Michigan, like everyone at school thinks. Is that true?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “When I first got to Silver Shores, I lied about where I was from because I didn’t want people snooping into my past. But what I told you was the truth. I’m from a tiny town called Rochelle, about an hour and a half from Chicago. Population: nine thousand. Famous for the absolutely thrilling fact of being at the intersection of two important railroads. Next question.”

“Was it a nice place to grow up?”

He shrugged. “Nice enough.”

“You lived on a farm, right?”

“Yeah. A little one, not one of those commercial behemoths. A family farm. The main house was two stories, then we had a garden, a chicken coop, a field for corn and squash, and a barn for the goats and pigs. Every morning, my sister Olive and I would run out of the house in our pajamas to collect eggs from the coop and bring them to our mom to scramble or fry.” He smiled, a soft curl of the lips. A look of wistfulness that Charlie had never seen on his face before.

“You, Olive, and Banana, right?” she asked. “The husky?”

Elias’s eyes lit up. “You remember.”

Of course, I do. I remember everything about you.

That was what she didn’t say.

Instead, she shrugged, cheeks warming. “Sure. You only told me a few weeks ago.”

He raised his eyebrows, but didn’t press the issue.

“We had the run of the neighborhood,” he said, going on. “Lots of trees and cornfields, as you can probably imagine. Endless space. We had an old tetherball pole and trampoline in our backyard, and you should have seen the way Olive would laugh when I’d double-bounce Banana.”

Charlie let out a surprised laugh, imagining a husky flying through the air over a trampoline.

Elias grinned back, the expression warm and genuine. “Mostly we’d play alone, but our friends would sometimes come in from town to visit. My parents were out of town for work a lot, as I think I told you already, and Aunt Sheila, who babysat us, wouldn’t have noticed if a truck ran through the front door. So, naturally, the other kids loved hanging at our place.”

“Naturally.” Charlie couldn’t help but grin back.

Elias’s eyes brightened. “Every time you smile, I’m shocked,” he said. “I never thought I’d see it again. Not directed toward me, anyway.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile stayed in place. “Don’t let it get to your head.”

“Too late.” He winked. “What else do you want to know?”

Looking down at her half-eaten sandwich, Charlie considered what to ask next. She didn’t want to raise his suspicions. “You never told me what they did,” she said. “Your parents. What kept them away for weeks at a time.”

“Well, the story was that they were traveling doctors.” He picked at the crust of his sandwich, tearing off soft flakes of bread and rolling them between his fingers. “Some doctors travel to third-world countries, but my parents said they were what you’d call locum tenens: travel doctors who work around the US, going from hospital to hospital, usually in underfunded areas that need more help. When I was a kid, I bought that story without question. It wasn’t until after they were murdered that I began to ask questions like: If they were really doctors, why did they work less in the winter, when it was cold outside? Hospitals are indoors, and they need support year-round.”

Charlie’s heart squeezed. After they were murdered. She wanted answers, but if she was being entirely truthful with herself, she didn’t want to make him talk about this. The worst thing that ever happened to him. She didn’t enjoy making people relive painful memories. Not even Elias.

“So, what happened?” she asked softly.

He looked out over the treetops. “I had to clean out the house. After everything. Aunt Sheila came over to help because I was supposed to move in with her, but she spent the whole day bawling on the phone to her friends. So I had to pack up the boxes by myself.”

Charlie’s heart gave a painful twist. She could imagine it: little Elias, who had just lost his whole family at once, standing inside a home that once felt so full of love but now held only ghosts. She knew the feeling too well; it was how she’d felt living in their shared bedroom after Sophie had “died.”

What she couldn’t imagine was how painful it must have been to empty out his childhood home all by himself. To pick up those ghosts and seal them away in cardboard boxes, one by one by one.

“It was then that I first noticed something was off,” he went on. “I packed up every room in the house: the living room, the kitchen, the basement, the bedrooms … and nowhere—not in any drawer or closet or storage box—was there any doctor’s equipment. Nothing. Not even a stethoscope.”

A chill swept down Charlie’s spine. “That’s…”

“Creepy?” Elias finished. “Yeah. I know. I mean, what kind of doctor keeps no medical gear at home? Not even an AED or an EpiPen, the stuff you have around for emergencies. All we had was a standard first aid kit sitting under the kitchen sink. It didn’t add up. And it got me to thinking.”

“If they lied about their real jobs to protect you and Olive?”

“Exactly. And if they did, it wasn’t too much of a leap to connect that to their untimely end.”

“Were they somehow connected to Asgard?” Charlie asked. “Is that how you found out it existed?”

“They were,” said Elias, crumpling his sandwich wrapper up and stuffing it into the empty paper bag. “But that’s a story for another time. We need to get back to work.”

Her heart sank. She had come so close. So, so close to getting the information she needed. Of course he decided to end lunch there.

But, she realized, he hadn’t shut her down entirely. He’d called it “a story for another time,” so he would tell her eventually. Her fingertips tingled with excitement at the possibility.

“Just a few more bites,” she said, chomping off a big hunk of her remaining sandwich.

Elias laughed. “You’re the slowest eater I’ve ever seen.”

“Iss nah my faul,” Charlie said through a full mouth. She swallowed thickly, then went on. “I was too captivated by your story to think about eating.”

“Is that…” He laid a hand on his chest, opening his mouth in mock shock. “Is that … a compliment, Charlotte?”

“Yes,” she said, shoving her trash into the paper bag. “And if you tell anyone, I’ll hire Abigail to strangle you in your sleep.”

He snorted, pushing himself up and jogging down to stand at the foot of the steps. “She would be good at that, wouldn’t she? All that suppressed rage. She’d thrive as an assassin.”

“No kidding.”

As she took a drink from her water bottle, Elias lingered at the base of the stairs. His head was tilted back, as if he were merely enjoying the afternoon sun, but Charlie had a feeling that he was really waiting for her.

She stood and walked slowly down the stairs. When she reached the grass, Elias lowered his head, then nodded toward her rock from earlier.

“Back to work,” he said, turning to walk away. Charlie reached out and grabbed his wrist.

“Wait,” she said.

Elias froze in place, staring with wide eyes down at her hand. For several seconds, Charlie could only do the same. Could only look blankly at what she had just done. At her fingers wrapped around his warm skin.

She hadn’t known she was going to do it. Hadn’t thought, This will play nicely into my plan, and she wished desperately that she could say she had. Wished that she could blame any voluntary contact between them on her plot for revenge. But she had acted without thinking. Had grabbed his wrist simply because it felt like the thing to do.

Just like when she’d shoved him out of harm’s way from Mason’s fist.

With a steadying breath, she lifted her eyes to look him in the face. He did the same, their gazes locking over their outstretched arms. For one long, breathless moment, they only stared at each other.

“I’m sorry,” she said at last.

His brow knit in confusion. “What?”

“I’m sorry, Elias. For what happened to your family. That you grew up not knowing whether your sister was alive or dead.” Her brain was screaming at her to drop her gaze, to pull away before she let herself get any more emotionally invested in the situation. But another, even louder part of her couldn’t help but feel for him. Couldn’t help but say something to show that she recognized his pain. “No one should have to go through something like that. It isn’t fair, and I’m sorry it happened to you.”

For the first time since she’d met him, Elias had nothing to say. He could only stare at her with what appeared to be a mixture of confusion and trepidation, as if he didn’t know whether to believe what she’d said. And she didn’t blame him; since the moment he returned to Silver Shores, she’d made her loathing of him perfectly clear. He had no reason to think that she’d changed her mind.

But the truth was, Charlie—the master of lies and deception, of tricking audiences into thinking they were seeing one thing when they were really seeing another—couldn’t pull that kind of trick off.

She meant it. She meant every word.

It wasn’t trust. It wasn’t forgiveness. But it was the truth.

After several seconds of searching her face, Elias must have come to the same conclusion, because his expression suddenly changed. Opened up. Confusion fell away, leaving a sort of bewilderment in its place.

Before Charlie could linger too long on the implications of that look, she cleared her throat and dropped her grip on his wrist, turning to head for the rock.

“Anyway,” she said over her shoulder. “What should we practice next?”
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Charlie didn’t make it home until after sundown. She and Elias worked all afternoon, stopping only for water breaks and one brief snack provided by Bjorn (some sort of skewered reindeer sausage that she’d only nibbled on out of politeness). When she trudged back to Elias’s convertible, Henry napping on her shoulder as if he were the one who’d spent the day trying to access previously unknown magical powers, she was more exhausted than she could ever remember being. Even more than the time Abigail forced her and Lou to participate in an all-night dance marathon fundraiser.

The exhaustion was worth it, though. They had made progress. Real progress. It had taken hours, but she’d finally figured out how to harness the energy within herself on command. Elias had been right; it was a current, a constant sense of forward motion within her. Earlier, her mistake had been to try to “find” that current. To think it lived in one part of her body. But it wasn’t located in any one place; it was everywhere, from the tip of her littlest toe to the funny bump on the top of her scalp. To harness it, she had to feel all of her body, all at once. When she did, she could use that energy to levitate herself—or others, as she’d learned by accidentally launching Elias ten feet into the air.

Seeing the terror on his face as he whooshed up into the sky had been the best part of her day.

Next up: dredging. She shuddered to think of how difficult it would be. Even Elias didn’t know much about it, but he promised to do as much research as he could before they met tomorrow.

After Elias dropped Charlie off, she stumbled through the front door, bleary-eyed and ready to collapse into bed. Her footsteps started to angle toward the staircase when her mom’s voice called out from the kitchen.

“Hi, honey!” she said. “We’re in here having dinner.”

Dammit, Charlie mouthed. She’d texted her mom just before school should have ended, saying that she needed to stay late to work on a Spanish project. Her mom hadn’t questioned the excuse, but she might start to if Charlie face-planted from exhaustion in front of her.

Henry stirred, blinking up at her as if to say, Really? He sent a pale, sleepy lavender into her head, along with two words:

MURDER SHOW?

Charlie laughed softly. “Yes, you can go watch The Witcher. Here.” She set the vätte on the floor, then handed over her phone. He clutched it between his little arms and chirped a thank-you. She winked and said, “I’ll see you there.”

As Henry skittered up the stairs, Charlie straightened. She blinked, trying to clear the blurry exhaustion from her eyes as she headed for the kitchen.

She found Mason and her mom seated at the breakfast nook, a box of pizza between them. As usual, Mason wasn’t looking at her, but her mom gave a sheepish smile.

“Didn’t feel like cooking tonight. But it’s been so long since I got this one to myself.” She reached out and tweaked Mason’s nose with two fingers, which he batted away. “I figured pizza might finally coax him into spending some time with me.” She scooted over on the bench and gestured to the open spot beside herself. “Join us.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Charlie said quickly. “I’m pretty tired from working on the project—”

“Please?” her mom asked, throwing in sad eyes and pouty lips for good measure. “I feel like we haven’t gotten to spend any time together in the last month. I should have grounded you both for getting high at homecoming, like I’d said I was going to. At least then you’d be around more often.”

Charlie’s heart gave an unexpected lurch. Her mom was so playful and extroverted that Charlie often forgot she spent most of the day alone. She worked in IT, out of a home office on the second floor. And while she said she loved her job—it let her sneak out for errands and coffee or Pilates with friends—it had to be lonely, too.

Double dammit, Charlie thought. She wondered if Mason had received that same speech. From the look on his face, she bet he had.

Sighing, she walked over and plopped down at the table.

Her mom clapped, using her arms to bounce herself up and down on the bench’s fluffy cushion. “Would you look at this! Both of my children at once. It’s a Christmas miracle.”

“It’s October, Mom,” Mason said.

Their mom flapped a hand. “It’s always Christmas in Silver Shores.”

Mason laughed. “That’s not a thing people say.”

“Well, it’s a thing that I say.” She reached into the box and pulled out a slice of pizza, plopping it onto a paper plate and setting it in front of Charlie. “Now. Polite conversation time. Charlie, how are things now that your boyfriend is back in town?”

Charlie choked on the bite of pizza she’d just taken, inhaling some rogue cheese and dissolving into a coughing fit. Across the table, she saw Mason turn his head to hide a smirk.

“Goodness!” Their mom pounded Charlie’s back. “Are you okay, honey?”

Charlie nodded, pointing at her throat. Her mom reached over and grabbed the glass of water in front of Mason. Charlie took it, downing several gulps before putting the glass back down and exhaling in relief.

“Better?” their mom asked.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Charlie coughed out.

“He’s not? But yesterday morning—”

“Yesterday morning was … a surprise.”

Charlie paused, breath unsteady as she decided what she should say next. She wanted to tell her mom that they had broken up, that she shouldn’t expect to see him around. But she and Elias were working together now, and if in the disturbingly likely chance he paid them an unexpected visit, she needed an excuse for why he was there.

“We broke up before he went to music school,” she said. The story rolled off her tongue easily, bringing with it the unsettling rush of excitement that she always felt when telling a lie—a part of herself that she had always hated but now understood might be inevitable. Genetic. “He didn’t want to, but I didn’t like the idea of long distance. After returning, I guess he’s … trying to win me back.”

Mason snorted.

Their mom ignored him, keeping her focus on Charlie. “Aww.” She clutched her heart. “How romantic. He’s fighting for you. As he should.”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Real life doesn’t work like your romance novels, Mom.”

“Of course it does.” She picked up another slice of pizza and plopped it onto Charlie’s plate, even though there was still almost a whole slice left. “Eat up. And tell me more.”

“There’s nothing more to tell,” Charlie said as she picked up the new slice. “He wants to get back together, and I don’t.”

“For now,” her mom said.

“Sure. For now.”

Satisfied, their mom turned her attention to Mason. “And what about you, darling? Have you and Lou made things official yet?”

Charlie nearly choked on her pizza again. She covered her mouth, attempting to smother the laughter bubbling up from her throat.

Mason’s face turned bright pink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, please.” Their mom shared a look with Charlie. “You’re smitten with her. You have been since you were a kid.”

“That is not true,” Mason said, shooting a pleading glance at his sister. “Come on, Char. You know that’s not true.”

Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it was Mason for freezing her out for a full month. But rather than have his back, Charlie grinned and said, “I don’t know, Mace…”

“Not you, too.” He groaned, head falling into his hands.

Their mom turned to Charlie, eyes giddy. “Remember when you were in eighth grade? Lou was sleeping over, and she went to the bathroom in the middle night.”

“Oh my God.” Charlie covered her mouth again. “Yes. And she thought she had gone back to my room—”

“—but it was really Mason’s,” her mom interrupted. “She tried to climb back into bed with you, not knowing that she was getting into his bed…”

“I have never heard her scream that loud in my life.” Charlie giggled. “Especially when she realized—”

“—that Mason always sleeps naked!” her mom finished, and the two of them dissolved into laughter, falling on top of each other on the bench.

“I will never,” Charlie said between hiccupping laughs, “ever, ever forget Mason’s expression that night. Or the rest of the year. He refused to look Lou in the eye, and she wouldn’t stop making jokes about her favorite appetizer being ‘sausage in a blanket.’”

Her mom squealed, kicking her feet against the wood of the bench.

“I am going to kill you both,” Mason said, but Charlie could see the corners of his lips twitching. He wanted to join in. To laugh with them, together. Like the family they hadn’t been in a long time.
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After dinner, Charlie and Mason went upstairs to do homework while their mom settled onto the living room couch for one of her nightly singing-competition shows. Charlie and Mason chatted easily on the way up the stairs, reminiscing about Abigail’s poorly contained excitement when the car wash broke a thousand dollars in profit.

“I swear to God,” Mason said, “I thought she was going to have a fit, trying to hold in that smile.”

“I know,” Charlie agreed as they reached the landing of the second floor. “She doesn’t know how to celebrate. If she actually gets into Columbia, she’ll probably be like, Excellent, now I can make an exhaustive list of everything I’ll need to pack in five months.”

Mason laughed, heading toward his bedroom. “Night, Charlie.”

“Night,” she said, reaching out for her doorknob.

As her fingers brushed the cool metal, she paused. Curled her fingers back into her palm, hesitating. Her fist hovered there for several seconds, floating an inch or two away.

Then Charlie spun on her heel and ran for Mason’s door.

She caught it right as it was about to slam shut. “Wait,” she said, yanking it back open and sticking her head inside.

Mason, who was halfway to his closet, turned around, eyes wide with surprise. “What are—”

“Come tomorrow,” she said.

“Come where?”

“To the forest. To train with Elias and me.”

At the mention of Elias’s name, Mason’s face darkened. “No.”

“Mason,” she stepped closer to him. “It’s true. It’s all true. I—we—can do things no human could ever dream of. It’s incredible. It’s also exhausting, and scary, and very, very confusing. But it’s worth it. I promise.”

“I don’t care,” he said. “You say Loki is our father. Fine. That doesn’t change that he abandoned us, Charlie. Left Mom to raise us alone. If these powers really came from him, I want nothing to do with them.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Mace. Inheriting magic is just like inheriting brown eyes or athleticism. Would you really give up baseball if you knew that it was Loki who gave that ability to you?”

He looked away. “Loki didn’t give us anything. That’s the point.”

Charlie sighed. She could tell she wasn’t going to change her brother’s mind. Not tonight, anyway. “That’s your decision, and I have to respect it,” she said. “But if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“I won’t.” He gave her a tired smile. “But I appreciate the gesture.”

Charlie nodded. Mason had already turned away, headed for his closet. She dug her nails into her palms. There was one more thing she needed to say, but she was terrified. She had no idea how her brother was going to react. She sucked in a breath of air, held it for three seconds, then blurted out, “There’s one more thing.”

Mason looked back. “What’s that?”

“I’m sorry.”

Confusion wrinkled his forehead, but when he realized what she must have been apologizing for, he shook his head. “Don’t—”

“I’m sorry, Mason,” she plowed on. “I know I haven’t said it out loud, because I’m a stubborn asshole, but I’m saying it now: I’m sorry for not telling you about Sophie. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought I was protecting you by not telling you anything about Asgard. Even once you ate the eyaerberry, it didn’t feel right. I wanted to wait for the proper moment to tell you, but—” She inhaled, recognizing that she was making excuses, and cut herself off. “But I see now that there never would’ve been a right time. Not really. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for every unnecessary second you spent in pain, believing she was dead.”

Mason was frozen, head half-turned, eyes darting between his sister and the Kendrick poster on his wall. He looked like a deer that had spotted a mountain lion and was trying to decide whether to flee swiftly or to just disappear slowly into the foliage.

Charlie paused, waiting to see if her brother would respond. When he didn’t, she tapped her legs awkwardly. “Well,” she said. “That’s all.” Then, with a small smile, Charlie left, shutting his door behind her.



An hour later, Charlie was seated at the desk in her bedroom, trying to focus on her history homework but worrying over her conversation with Mason instead. Her laptop was open, an untouched worksheet glowing on its screen. Outside the window, Henry was having a nap in the flower box.

Had she made a mistake bringing up Sophie to Mason tonight? At dinner, she’d felt a thawing, like the wall of ice he’d put up was finally melting away, but maybe she’d pushed too hard too quickly.

Anxiety was still churning through her mind when her phone lit up with an incoming three-way Facetime call.

When Charlie answered, two boxes filled the screen. Abigail’s face was in the top box, Lou’s on the bottom. Both girls were in their bedrooms. Abigail was at her desk, like Charlie, braids piled in a knot atop her head. Lou was lying in bed, a bag of potato chips open on her chest.

“I figured it out,” said Abigail without preamble.

“Figured what out?” Lou asked, popping a chip into her mouth. “How to send fan mail to the Valkyrie headquarters?”

“No, you troll.” Abigail rolled her eyes. “The riddle. I figured out the riddle.”

Charlie sat up straighter in her chair. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly. Listen to this.” Abigail leaned forward, picking something up off her desk. “I kept getting stuck on the first bit. Evil lava. It’s such a bizarre phrase. No amount of Googling turned up anything useful. But tonight, I started this book—” She held up to the camera a massive, cloth-bound hardcover with the words The Ancient Tales of Iceland printed on its front. “—and in the introduction, the author talks about the unusual geology of the country. He mentions the Blue Lagoon, which is the most famous hot spring in Iceland, and which is surrounded by a lava field called Illahruan.” A mischievous smile pulled at her lips. “Guess what Illahruan means in English?”

“No way,” said Lou.

“Yes.” Abigail cackled. “Evil lava!”

“So, what does that mean?” Charlie asked, heart pounding. “Is the Seal in Iceland?”

“Not quite.” A thump sounded as Abigail set the book back on her desk. She stood, starting to pace as she spoke. “Once I knew that the riddle had to do with Iceland, and is in fact probably originally translated from the Icelandic language, my search took a whole new turn. I translated the whole riddle, going phrase by phrase.” She was really getting warmed up, hands gesticulating as she walked back and forth across her bedroom floor. “When that didn’t pan out, I tried different variations of each phrase—you know how imprecise Google translate can be—and eventually came across an old book of Icelandic poetry called Tunglsljós dans, which, in English, means moonlit dance.”

“As in, dance in the moonlight,” Lou filled in. “Damn. I really thought it would have to do with that horny song from the seventies.”

Abigail laughed. She was in her element, and it made her whole face shine with joy. “Not quite.”

“Were you able to get a copy of the book?” Charlie asked. Her heart was pounding so loud she could hear it in her ears.

“Well, I called Bethany to see if the library had it in stock—”

Lou chuckled. “Only you would be on a first-name basis with the town’s head librarian.”

Abigail rolled her eyes but kept going. “—and she said no. It’s a super rare book, apparently. When she checked her system, it wasn’t in circulation at any public library in Michigan. In fact, the only copy she could locate at all was a PDF version in U of M’s database, which is behind the university paywall.”

Lou groaned.

“Shit.” Charlie sighed. “So, it’s a dead end?”

“Never underestimate my perseverance, ladies.” Abigail grinned. “Remember that private school guy I dated for a hot second last year?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Lou. “The tech whiz who kept trying to sell you different NFTs?”

“The very same. Well, I texted him asking if he knew how to get behind a database paywall, and he said, obviously.”

“He responded?” Lou asked. “I’m shocked. He was so butt-hurt when you dumped him.”

Abigail pursed her lips. “I may or may not have opened the conversation by hinting that I was in the market for some blockchain artwork.”

Lou and Charlie burst out laughing.

“You demon,” said Lou, grinning. “Go on.”

“Anyway. Long story short: he got me in. I found the PDF of Tunglsljós dans—a version translated into English, thankfully. And on page 57 is a poem titled … drumroll please…”

Lou and Charlie dutifully slapped whatever was closest to them—for Lou, it was the headboard, for Charlie, her desk—until Abigail said:

“Impossible but true.”

Charlie’s mouth fell open. “No way.”

“Yes way.” Abigail lowered her phone from her face, and Charlie heard the sound of her fingers tapping the screen. “I’m sending the poem to you both now.”

“Abigail Moore,” said Lou. “You are an evil genius.”

Abigail raised her phone back up to her face and beamed. “I know.”

A photo came through in their group chat. Charlie clicked the notification, and it expanded on her screen.


Impossible but True: A Poem

Burnt-orange sand,

burnt-orange sky,

bodies transparent

with years gone by.

Castle on the sea,

towers in the mist.

Try as they might,

no creature can resist.



Lou groaned loudly. “It’s another riddle?”

Abigail’s answering voice was gleeful. “It’s another riddle.”
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It was late afternoon, just before sunset. Charlie stood on the rock outside the old house, staring up at the porch. Standing on its worn wooden planks were Lou, Abigail, Mason, Henry, her mom, Bjorn, and Vidar, bodies unnaturally still, eyes distant. All of them looked like Lou had at homecoming, when Elias had possessed her.

The porch was covered in some sort of liquid, thick and sparkling in the sunshine. At first, Charlie didn’t know what it was. Then, when she looked back up at her friends, she realized each of them was extending one hand, a match clutched between their fingers.

Gasoline, she realized. Gasoline and matches.

Charlie tried to yell, but nothing came out. She tried to run, but her feet wouldn’t lift from the stone. She was completely frozen, unable to lift even an eyebrow. She struggled against whatever cruel force kept her in place, wanting to scream, to cry, wanting to do something, anything …

All at once, white light flashed in the sky. When it faded, Sophie hovered above the ground, her wings flapping slowly to keep her in the air. She didn’t look sad or afraid. Her eyes glowed with yellow light, as if she, too, were possessed but by a different sort of demon entirely.

“You can’t save them,” she said, her mouth seeming to move in slow motion. “It’s too late. They’re already gone.”

Charlie wanted to tell her that she was wrong, that there was still time. But when she looked at the porch, she realized that her sister was right. They were dead. All of them. The porch burned up, roof collapsing, seven bodies charred to a crisp, as if, in the split second she had looked away, Charlie had missed the fire entirely.

Only then did the invisible force release its hold on her body.

Only then did she start to scream.

She crumpled over herself, falling to her hands and knees on the stone. She wailed, grief pressing down on her from all sides, like a steady rise in air pressure that would eventually crush her entirely. She couldn’t do this again. Not now. Not for so many people that she loved. Not when they were gone and she was alone, completely and utterly alone …

And then—

And then it lifted.

The grief. The misery. The pain. Everything rose from her body like doves taking flight, leaving her completely weightless, as if she could float up off the ground. She didn’t know how it was happening. She should be devastated, unable to function. But she felt—impossibly, inexplicably—like everything was going to be okay.

And when she looked up, she realized why.

The porch was intact. The house was still standing. And gathered on the house’s porch were the seven people she cared for most, talking and laughing and drinking mugs of mead together, as if nothing had happened.

As if it had all been a dream.

Charlie’s eyes flew open to total darkness. She recognized the dampness on her chest and back, the pervasive chill of the sweat that coated her every single night. She tried to sit up, but her arms were too tangled up in her sheets. One hand jerked up, lifting the sheet where Henry was sleeping and launching him across the mattress. He yelped as he came down, bouncing once before rolling to a halt at the foot of the bed.

It was all a dream.

She exhaled, collapsing back, head flopping onto her pillow. It was only a dream. She was safe. Her loved ones were safe. And when she woke up in the morning, she would get right back to training with Elias to ensure that her loved ones stayed safe.

The dream had been bizarre. Not so much the terror and grief—those emotions made regular appearances in her nightmares—but the calm that came after. The sudden reversal, of everyone being alive again. It was as if the dream had changed its mind midway. As if it had decided it didn’t want to torture her after all.

So odd, she thought as her eyes fluttered closed once more. So very odd.
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“If you’re going to learn to dredge,” Elias said the following morning, pacing in front of Charlie’s rock, “you must first learn to conjure.”

It was a cool, gray morning. Hazy clouds plugged up the sky, and low-hanging mist floated over the dewy grass outside the old house. Charlie had dressed warm, in a thick black turtleneck and corduroy jacket, but the mist’s chill still managed to creep underneath, whispering along her skin and causing her to shiver.

It was their last day before OET. Charlie needed to move fast with her training. She wanted a fix on the joturri’s location before lunchtime rolled around. That way, she and Elias could use the afternoon to hunt the joturri down and put a stop to this whole thing long before 150 high school kids headed out into the wilderness, unaware and unprotected.

A part of her couldn’t believe the school was still going through with the camping trip. Six kids were dead, four still missing, and the town-wide curfew was very much in place. From what Charlie had heard, however, the parents were actually begging the school to take their kids far away, to maybe even stay an extra night. They seemed to think that they’d be safer outside of Silver Shores than in their own houses.

Maybe they were right.

Two days had passed without a single killing. She should be relieved, seeing as avoiding more death was the whole reason she’d ditched school and stayed up too late reading about Asgard. All to learn how to dredge. Her progress was painfully slow, even if she was finally starting to get a handle on levitation. Given how slowly she was learning, she should be overjoyed that Rattatosk hadn’t struck since the attack in front of the garage.

Instead, his silence only unsettled her further. What was he waiting for?

“Conjuring is just a fancy way of saying making things appear that weren’t there before,” Elias went on. “Loki does it almost every day. Holds out his hand, and suddenly he’s snatching a goblet of mead out of thin air. Or a dagger. Or a fully cooked rotisserie chicken, if he’s hungry. You get the idea.”

Charlie shifted on the rock. “And he just creates these items from nothing?”

“Not quite. Loki can only conjure things that already exist elsewhere. The rotisserie chicken is already in the palace’s kitchen, the dagger in his bedside table, et cetera. He just uses the currents to bring them to his side.”

“So…” She scratched her head. “The current picks up whatever he wants and … floats it to him?”

“No, no, no.” Elias stopped pacing, turning to face her. “Don’t think of the currents so literally. They aren’t like wind, which can only move objects through physical space. The currents can move things through both space and time. It can fold two points in space together, bringing an object from the first point to the second. And it doesn’t matter if the points are two feet or two hundred miles apart. It only matters that the conjurer and the item they seek are within the same realm—and that the conjurer has a clear idea of where the item is.”

Charlie’s face fell into her hands. “Folding space and time. You’ve got to be kidding me.” She rubbed her eyelids with the heels of her hands. “I’ve always been shit at physics.”

“I’m making it sound more difficult than it is. All you have to do is home in on a specific object and use the currents to bring it to you.”

“All you have to do,” grumbled Charlie, dropping her hands and glaring at Elias. “As if you didn’t just tell me to perform teleportation.”

“It’s not teleportation,” said Elias. “It’s conjuring. Teleportation is way harder. You have to move an entire living thing through space and time, rather than just an inanimate object.” He winked. “Don’t worry—we’ll make our way there eventually.”

She groaned. “One thing at a time, Coach,” she said. “One thing at a time.”



The morning didn’t go as Charlie planned. Two hours into training, and not only did she not have the joturri’s location, she could barely conjure up a pair of socks.

“This is useless,” she said after failing her fourteenth attempt to summon the fuzzy green socks that she knew were hanging from her headboard. She’d seen them there that morning, could picture them so clearly, but she couldn’t get the currents to bring them to her. Thus far, the closest she’d come was conjuring a completely different pair of socks—frilly yellow ones that didn’t even belong to her—that ended up on the roof of the old house, not in her hands.

She really hoped they were her mom’s. Otherwise, one of her neighbors was going to think their laundry machine ate their favorite pair of socks.

“You need a break,” said Elias, nodding over to the stairs where they had eaten lunch the day before. “Come on. I’ll get us some coffee from inside.”

As he jogged into the house, Charlie trudged over to the steps and collapsed onto them. Was she an idiot for thinking she could do this? Twenty-four hours ago, she didn’t even think she could perform magic. Now, she was trying to learn something so advanced that even Thrym had sounded doubtful that she could do it—and he’d believed she already had “a solid magical foundation.”

Ha.

She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. All morning, Bad Bitches of Asgard had been blowing up with texts from Lou and Abigail. The three of them had stayed up far too late, pulling the second riddle apart line by line, trying to figure out what it meant and if it might finally lead them to the Seal’s location. This morning, while Charlie trained, her friends had continued the search. A quick scan of their messages revealed that they were no closer to finding the answer now than they had been when they’d finally gone to sleep the night before.

When Charlie tucked her phone back into her pocket, Elias reemerged from the house with two steaming mugs of coffee. He crossed the porch and sat down next to Charlie, passing her one of the mugs.

“You know,” he said, taking a small sip, “I’m surprised you haven’t asked me yet.”

“Asked you what?”

“For the other part of our deal. The information I have on Loki and your mom.”

She stared down into her mug, watching steam rise from dark liquid, curling around itself before dissipating entirely. “Yeah. I’m just … trying to focus on finding the joturri first. I can’t afford any distractions.”

“Is that really it?” Elias asked. “Or are you scared of what you might hear?”

Charlie looked up at him sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, if I were in your position,” he said, shifting to face her more directly, “I would be hesitant to hear the story of how my father left me. Maybe you wanted to know at first, but now you’re having second thoughts.”

It was eerie how accurately Elias outlined the worries that had percolated at the back of her mind ever since he agreed to tell her what he knew.

Maybe he understood her better than she thought.

“For what it’s worth,” he went on, “it’s not an unhappy story. At least, not the parts that I saw, anyway.”

“How can a father leaving behind his children not be an unhappy story?” she asked. “Unless, of course, he walked away from us whistling a merry tune because he never gave a shit about us in the first place.”

“There was no whistling,” he said in a way that seemed suspiciously gentle. “Trust me.”

Charlie picked at a chip in the old coffee mug. Did she want to have this conversation now? It would likely be a mistake, leaving her distracted at a time when she needed to put all of her focus on the goal at hand.

But it was tempting. Gods was it ever tempting.

“No,” she said at last. “Don’t tell me anything. Not until after we’ve put an end to this whole Rattatosk business.”

Elias nodded, taking another sip of coffee. “You’re stronger than I am. If it were me, I’d want every detail right away. I wouldn’t be able to wait.”

“That’s because you’re an impatient ass who only ever thinks about himself.”

He gasped, laying a hand on his chest. “What have I ever done to make you think such a thing, Charlotte?”

For a moment, she could only stare incredulously at him.

Then she saw his bottom lip twitch. He was holding back laughter.

She elbowed him in the side, unable to help the laugh bubbling up her throat. “You are such a piece of work, Elias.”

“I know,” he said, grinning. A real smile, not a smirk or a leer. The kind that lit up his whole face. “Don’t pretend you don’t love it.”

That’s the problem, she thought, watching him take another sip of coffee. I worry that it’s not pretend. Not anymore.
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The notebook materialized at Charlie’s side. She snatched it out of the air where it floated and waved it over her head victoriously.

“Another one!” she hollered at the porch, where Elias was seated in a rocking chair beside Bjorn and Vidar. “And it wasn’t even hard this time!”

The three of them burst into applause. Henry, who was sitting on Elias’s knee, sent sparkling silver colors of congratulations into Charlie’s mind.

Beaming, Charlie tossed the notebook onto the grass, where it joined a small army of various other items: a T-shirt, a piggy bank, a framed photograph, a book on Dorothy Dietrich, a French textbook, a bag of chips, a pair of swimming goggles, three sets of shoes, and, of course, two fuzzy green socks.

She was doing it. She was conjuring items from thin air, using the currents to transport them instantly from her bedroom to her side. It hadn’t been easy—following coffee with Elias, there were many more hours of failures, grotesque curse words, and finally, two dozen almost-successes that landed in the treetops or on the opposite side of the clearing.

But then …

Then she did it.

She’d known that attempt was going to be a success even before the socks appeared. Something about it had felt different right from the start—the currents more tangible, easier to grab; the location of the socks so clear in her mind; the folding of space as easy as bending a plastic straw. She’d felt the socks come to her. Felt them rush to her side like an attentive servant.

Afterward, Charlie couldn’t stop conjuring.

She went for every object in her bedroom, starting small and working her way up to larger things, like her desk chair and the comforter on her bed.

“Aren’t you worried that your mom might be in your room right now?” Elias asked as she focused all her energy on the floor lamp next to her desk.

“No,” she said, keeping her eyes shut. “She only goes into our rooms on Tuesdays and Fridays. Those are laundry days.”

“What if she decided to change her schedule?”

Charlie inhaled as she felt the cool metal of the lamp materialize against her palm. “Then she’s in for one hell of a surprise.”

As soon as the lamp arrived—whole, none of its parts left behind—she sent it right back, just in case Elias was right and her mom walked in to find it missing. It was good practice anyway, sending things in both directions.

Once she’d worked her way through her bedroom, she expanded her radius, reaching for objects that were even farther away. She’d looked at the time and determined that Abigail was in French class.

She would’ve given anything to hear her friend scream when her textbook vanished right off her desk.

When three o’clock rolled around, Charlie knew that Lou would be taking out the bag of chips she always ate before swim practice. Charlie almost felt bad about snatching the chips right out of her hands.

She would have felt worse if she didn’t bring Lou those same chips almost every day.

Every time she conjured a new item, the Vikings cheered like they were watching a football game. They were completely engrossed, and neither seemed remotely bothered by Elias’s presence.

Charlie was shocked by how quickly they’d forgiven him for ruining their chances of getting into Valhalla—especially when Bjorn had previously been so angry that he’d wanted to fight an empty wall. But Elias had shown up to the house every morning with two cases of beer and a plastic bag filled with bottles of mead, all of which the Vikings went through in a single day, an unthinkable amount of alcohol that didn’t even seem to make them drunk.

Or maybe they were just always a little bit drunk.

Whatever the case, Elias’s peace offerings worked. The Vikings were simple men, after all. Food, fighting, and booze—their holy trinity.

The good news: she’d finally gotten a handle on the first step toward learning to dredge.

The bad: it had taken until late afternoon to do so. She was expected home any minute.

They were out of time.

Elias jogged down from the porch to help her pick up the objects scattered on the grass. She wanted to practice sending them all back to where they’d come from, but there was only time to do the biggest objects—the desk chair and comforter. The rest she could only stuff into her backpack to return later.

“Should we meet after my mom goes to bed?” Charlie asked as she stuffed the notebook into her bag. “Get started on dredging?”

Elias shook his head, loading a pair of shoes into the extra plastic bag he’d brought out from the house. “You need rest. It’s more important that you get a good night’s sleep and show up to OET strong and well rested, in case he follows us there.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m not stopping here. I’ve barely gotten a handle on levitation and conjuring. I need to keep practicing. If I can’t learn to dredge before we leave for OET, I at least need to be as good at the two types of magic I can do as possible.”

“What about your mom? She won’t be happy if you don’t show up for dinner.”

“I’ll have dinner, then pretend to go to bed, and at midnight, you can pick me up for more training.”

Elias shook his head. “Damn, Charlotte.” A smile curled the corner of his mouth. “Abigail isn’t the only terrifying one in this town.”

She scoffed. Then, remembering something, she straightened. “Hey. You never told me. What was your hypothesis? About why standing on the rock would make it easier to access my magic?”

“Oh, that?” He grinned. “I had none. But I knew that, with a little boost of confidence…” He winked. “You’d be able to do it all on your own.”



At midnight on the dot, Charlie slipped out her bedroom window, Henry clinging to her collar. She crawled down the shingles and came to sit with her legs dangling over the gutter. It was a fifteen-foot drop to the bushes below. She took a deep breath, closing her eyes and summoning a few currents of magic, and pushed herself off the roof.

Thankfully, the currents carried her gently downward. She lost her grip on the magic just before she landed, abruptly dropping the final few feet. Still, nothing was broken or sprained, so she counted it as a win.

As promised, Elias was waiting at the end of the block, the convertible rumbling quietly in the still night. Charlie ran up to the passenger side, placed her hands on the windowsill, and leapt over the side. Henry squawked as they soared through the air, his little body bouncing twice when she landed on the seat.

Elias smirked sideways at her before shifting the car into drive. “Show-off.”

She couldn’t help but smile at having her own insult used against her.

When they arrived at the old house, Charlie was surprised to find Bjorn and Vidar in their usual rocking chairs, despite the late hour.

“What are you two doing up?” she called as she and Elias crossed the lawn.

“Don’t sleep,” Vidar called back, pointing at his chest. “Dead, remember?”

“Oh.” Charlie hadn’t considered that.

“Normally we’d be watching our show, but we can’t get that blasted TV to work,” said Bjorn. “Damn interweb needs to be fixed, and I don’t know the first thing about Wi-Fis.”

“Clearly,” Elias muttered under his breath, and Charlie held back a laugh.



Luckily, it only took a few warm-ups before Charlie felt like she was back at the skill level she’d left off at earlier that evening. Unluckily, that skill level was far below where she wanted to be before they got on those school buses the next morning.

But she had six uninterrupted hours to get there.

She worked all night. Elias drilled her like a boot camp instructor, allowing only the occasional two-minute break to pee or chug from the energy drink he’d bought her. When she offered him a sip, he refused. Yet another perk of being a mare, apparently; he could sleep when he wanted to, but he never really got tired.

They started with conjuring. She went through the same list of small items that she knew were scattered about her room, bringing them to her side and snatching them out of the air.

Then, they moved onto aiming. Elias would place a stone in the grass, and Charlie had to summon a specific item, materializing it right on the target he’d created. Aiming the currents was more difficult than she expected, and it took almost an hour before she could pull it off with any consistency.

Next, he ran her through a series of levitation exercises, challenging her to pick up two items at once, then three, then four. She was fairly certain there would be a permanent divot in her lower lip from how hard she bit down on it in concentration.

But the hardest part—what they spent the majority of the night drilling—was combining the two. Performing both magics at once.

“In truly dangerous situations, like fighting off Rattatosk, you won’t have time to dither about, doing one spell and then another,” Elias said, walking in a circle around the area where Charlie was training. “You have to multitask. To grab multiple currents at once and bend them all to your differing needs.”

“You make it sound so easy,” she said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“It’s not meant to be easy.” He raised one eyebrow. “You have the power of a god, Charlotte.”

The power of a god.

It didn’t matter how many times she heard those words; they always made her skin pebble with goose bumps.

She exhaled. “Let’s just get started.”

It was grueling work. Elias had come up with dozens of exercises that required her to both conjure and levitate at the same time, each one more difficult than the last. At two a.m., she accidentally sent Bjorn flying out of his rocking chair and into a tree. At three, she fell from the sky while trying to hold herself ten feet off the ground and pull a coffee mug out of thin air. Shortly thereafter, trying to conjure her Valkyrie dagger while running at full speed across the lawn, she accidentally grabbed its blade instead of the hilt; if the dagger weren’t spelled to never cut her skin, it would have left a nasty gash.

But by four, the moon was gone, her energy drink was empty, and she was finally starting to get it. To really get it. The currents within her were violin strings, and she no longer needed to play only one at a time. She could play many, could make chords, could pluck or strum or bow as she pleased.

At six, Elias clapped his hands twice. “Time to go. We need to get you home before your mom wakes up.”

Charlie rolled her shoulders, which were knotted up from six hours of clenching. “It’s a bummer that we didn’t make it to dredging,” she said, sighing. “It feels like all of this was for nothing.”

“For nothing?” Elias laughed. “Are you nuts? In under forty-eight hours, you basically mastered two different types of magic. That’s insane. You should be proud of yourself for what you’ve done, not bummed about what you couldn’t.”

He was right. She was buzzing. Overjoyed. So filled with adrenaline that she almost didn’t process the importance of the compliment Elias had given her. Of the emotion behind it. The genuine pride.

Something was changing. He was changing.

Were his emotions returning? Or did it just feel that way because they were on the same side now?

And since when had she started to believe that they were on the same side?

Charlie’s mind swirled with questions as she zipped up her backpack and shouldered it. Henry scampered over, climbing up her body to sit on her shoulder, little legs dangling down her clavicle. She looked at Elias. “Drive me home?”

“Of course, madam.” He turned around to face the porch and gave the Vikings a salute. “Gentlemen, I’ll see you when we’re back from the trip.”

“Bring more ale when you do,” said Bjorn, raising his mug. “It’s hard to come by when the people at the grocery store can’t actually see you.”

Elias laughed. “Noted.”

After waving good-bye to the Vikings, Charlie and Elias started toward the convertible. For a while, they walked together in comfortable silence. Charlie didn’t feel the need to fill it with anything. Not even a carefully crafted insult. She was perfectly happy just to walk at Elias’s side.

She realized then that she hadn’t thought about her plan for revenge in almost two days. That she didn’t even want to think about it. That should have scared her, but instead it was like a weight lifting from her shoulders. She was floating through the forest.

They could do this. They could save this town.

They were halfway to the car when Elias came to a sudden halt.

When she noticed his absence, Charlie stopped and turned. “What’s up?”

“I, um…” Elias looked away, scratching the back of his head. Briefly, she thought his expression was nervous, but that couldn’t be right … could it?

He looked back at her. “I don’t really know how to say this.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like where this is going.”

“No, it’s nothing bad,” he said quickly. “It’s just…” He frowned, looking genuinely perplexed. Like he didn’t possess the words for saying what he needed to say. “Well. You know my thoughts on things like feeling and apologizing.”

“You mean … how you’d rather die than do either?”

He pointed at her eagerly. “Exactly. Exactly that.”

She rolled her eyes. “Do you have a point, Elias?”

“My point is that you get it. You get … well, you get me, for lack of a better way to say it.” He frowned even deeper. “You understand how my mind works. You understand it better than I do, sometimes. And I’m…” He scratched at his hairline. “I think I might be grateful for that.”

Elias said the word grateful like a gourmet chef who couldn’t believe he was admitting to enjoying a box of Kraft mac and cheese.

“What a novelty,” Charlie said dryly.

“I’m serious,” said Elias, who sounded bewildered by the fact. “I like having you around. You’re fun, when you aren’t being insufferably irritating. It’s almost like having a … a…”

She leaned forward, waiting. When he didn’t go on, she supplied, “A friend?”

His forehead wrinkled with distaste. “Gods. Yes. I guess that is the word I’m looking for.”

She snorted. “Right.”

“No, I mean it,” he said. “I … I think I might actually like you, Charlotte.”

Her breath froze halfway down her throat. She worked to keep the surprise off her face, to hide the thumping building in her chest. He didn’t mean like in that way. He was just throwing around another outrageous, falsely flirtatious set of words, meaningless as confetti.

Still, the confetti did something strange to her. Set off a flutter in her stomach, a tightness in her chest. A bundle of reactions that she wished desperately weren’t happening inside her.

Elias tilted his head to one side. “Are you all right?”

“What?” she asked, the word coming out high and breathy.

“I said, are you all right? Your fear just spiked way up. It was like getting hit by a tidal wave.” He frowned, glancing over one shoulder. “Did you see something?”

“Um.” Charlie cleared her throat. “No, I just…”

Odin’s dirty stockings, she cursed inwardly. I hate that he can do that.

Think fast.

“I had a flashback,” she said abruptly. “To homecoming. The first time I saw the Fenrir. I mean … the second time, technically, since I saw him out my bedroom window once. I saw his fangs, and his red eyes, and my brother dangling from his claws…” She trailed off, because now she actually was starting to scare herself. The panic was rising within her, clutching at her heart and threatening to make her breathless for a very different reason.

“Ah.” Elias’s face fell. “Right. Of course. That was … well, you did almost die that night. It makes sense that you’d think about it from time to time.”

Well, that was blatantly ridiculous. “From time to time?” she asked, incensed. “You think I only remember that night from time to time?”

“I mean, maybe it’s more than that,” he said, shrugging. “I don’t kn—”

“No,” she cut him off. “No, you don’t know. You have no idea what it’s like to have gone through that night. To have almost died. To have watched your best friends and brother almost die.”

Her voice was growing louder, angrier, filling with all the emotion she worked so hard to keep at bay. She didn’t want Elias to know how deeply his betrayal had cut her, but she couldn’t help it. The words were spilling from her, impossible to shut off.

“Every morning, I wake up feeling like I’m being watched. Like there’s someone right outside my window that I can’t actually see. And every night, when I close my eyes to go to sleep, the first thing I see are the Fenrir’s fangs. His claws. His glowing red eyes. The nights I do manage to nod off, I wake only a few hours later, panting, covered in cold sweat, convinced I’m seconds from death.”

Elias’s brow was furrowed. He looked … confused. Lost. His lips twitched, like he wanted to say something but didn’t know how.

“And the worst part,” she said, voice shaking, “is that it was all because of someone I trusted. Someone who I believed was on my side, who cared about me, but who was only ever looking out for himself. Looking to get what he wanted.”

He blinked back at her, expression blank.

“Well,” she said, heart pounding as she waited for his response. “Am I wrong?”

Please say yes, begged a tiny voice in her head. Please tell me I’m wrong.

Elias’s lips hung open. For a moment, it looked as if he wouldn’t be able to respond at all. Like a wire in his brain had short-circuited, her lecture breaking something inside of him that she hadn’t known existed in the first place.

But it was only a moment. Then he came back to himself, recovering his ability to speak.

“No,” he said at last. “No, you’re not wrong.”

Charlie’s heart sank. She dropped her eyes to the ground, ashamed that she’d expected anything else.

“But…”

She looked back up.

“What’s that phrase?” He rubbed his jaw, as if thinking deeply. “The one about how time changes everything? Even distractingly handsome, nearly perfect men who are usually right but occasionally make spectacular fuckups and would love to be forgiven for them?”

For several seconds, Charlie could only stare at him.

Then she burst out laughing.

Her laughter was loud and true, startling not only a pack of vibrantly colored birds from the branches above them but also Elias, whose eyes widened at the sound. At first, he could only watch in disbelief, but his face quickly spread into a grin.

“Elias,” she said through laughter, “that sounded suspiciously like an apology.”

“From me?” He gasped, holding a hand to his chest. “Never. Though I can’t be held responsible for any subtext that might be read into my words.”

Charlie tossed her head back and laughed louder. She felt as light as the leaves falling from the trees, as if someone had filled her body with air. It was a bizarre feeling, after so many weeks of barely suppressed dread.

She might very well be making a huge mistake. What was the quote that Lou once told her about insanity? Madness is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results. Something like that.

By that logic, trusting Elias after what he did on homecoming was akin to insanity. He had lied to her before. And doesn’t inviting a liar back into your life just open the door to more lies?

Still, as they resumed their walk to the car, the autumn breeze toying with her hair and carrying her laughter up into the trees, Charlie couldn’t help but wonder if she wasn’t giving too much weight to Lou’s words. After all, which was more insane: repeating an action you’ve already taken, or living your life based on some words your sixteen-year-old best friend found on Instagram?

Maybe it was time Charlie stopped making decisions based on other people’s advice.

Maybe it was time she started deciding right from wrong all on her own.
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Butterflies flitted through Charlie’s stomach as she pulled the Bronco into the school parking lot, one hand on the steering wheel, the other clutching a large, triple-shot oat milk latte. Despite her complete lack of sleep, she didn’t feel tired at all.

She felt nervous as hell.

She didn’t know why. Technically, she should feel relieved; they’d made it to OET weekend without another attack by Rattatosk. The kids were leaving Silver Shores, which also meant leaving the murder danger zone.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Rattatosk knew exactly what they were doing and that he was somehow going to hitch a ride.

With a sigh, Charlie shifted the car into park and opened the driver’s side door. Henry scampered down her leg and leapt to the ground, landing deftly on the pavement. Charlie slid out after him. Lou and Abigail slammed the passenger doors and headed around to the back of the car, where Mason had already popped the trunk that held their overnight bags.

Of course, there was one other reason that could explain the butterflies in her stomach. A reason that had nothing to do with the bloodthirsty squirrel beast lurking around town.

She’d spent far too long getting ready that morning. Normally, she grabbed jeans and whatever clean shirt sat on the top of the pile, but today, she’d struggled to choose an outfit. As her hand hovered over a loose black blouse, a statement Abigail once made had popped into her head:

“Heather gray,” Abigail had said firmly during their first trip shopping together. “Heather gray is your color. There are swirls of it in your eyes. Wearing it will only enhance them. Trust me.”

Back then, Charlie had only laughed and kept pawing through the rack of sweaters before her. She’d never particularly cared about her wardrobe. She liked to keep things simple: dark jeans or black leggings, a top of any color that wasn’t too bright. Easy. No way to go wrong. She already owned gray clothing; why did the specific shade matter?

But that morning, as she stood above her T-shirt drawer, fingering the steel necklace at her collarbone and staring down into the sea of blacks and blues and neutrals, she’d felt a flash of disappointment that she hadn’t taken Abigail’s advice.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she’d said out loud. “Who could you possibly be trying to impress?”

Henry, who had been running his usual circles on the bedroom floor, sent an answer into her mind right away:

ELIAS

Charlie had glared down at him. “That is not true,” she’d said. “Say it again and I’ll step on you.”

He’d only stuck out his tongue.

But now, when she heard the telltale roar of Elias’s convertible engine and glanced over her shoulder to find him turning into the parking lot—sunglasses on, hair tousled—her earlier certainty wavered disturbingly.

Gods he looked good.

He pulled into the spot beside the Bronco. “Morning.” He grabbed his backpack from the passenger seat and leapt gracefully over the convertible door, before pressing a button to close the top. “Everyone ready for a thrilling weekend of identifying western Michigan’s various flora and fauna?”

“I know I am,” said Lou, appearing at Charlie’s side and throwing an arm over her shoulder. “But it has less to do with education and more to do with Mason and his buddies driving up to the Gut Tuesday night and burying enough beer in the sand to drown an entire cavalry of horses.”

“That sounds a bit excessive,” Abigail said, coming to stand beside Elias with her overnight bag over one shoulder and frowning. “We’re going to be a long way from any hospital. If anyone gets too drunk—”

“—then Charlie will save them with her new god powers,” Lou finished. “Easy peasy.”

Charlie raised an eyebrow at her best friend. “That’s not really how it works.”

“It is in my mind. Now.” Lou pulled her arm from Charlie’s shoulder and clapped her hands together. “Let’s review. What’s the plan for tonight?”

“First, we build an enormous raft stocked with black coffee and college applications,” said Mason, popping up next to Lou with his duffel bag over one shoulder and hers over the other. “That should be enough to lure Abigail aboard. Then, when she’s deep in one of the essays, we untie the ropes attaching it to the dock and—”

“Lights out is at ten p.m.,” Abigail interrupted, shooting Mason a stern look as she recited the schedule that she had group texted to the entire junior and senior class the night before. “The chaperones aren’t supposed to drink, but because they’re suburban moms, they usually end up splitting three bottles of wine around the campfire and passing out by midnight. At twelve thirty, if the coast is clear, we sneak out of the tents and head over to the Gut.”

“Excellent.” Lou beamed at them. “Thanks to Elias and Mason, us juniors should have no trouble getting spots on the senior dock.”

“Safety is key,” Charlie said. “I know we’re heading away from the area Rattatosk has been targeting, but who’s to say he won’t decide to follow our buses north? In squirrel form, he’ll blend right into the forest.”

“Don’t trust any adorable fluffy things that offer me candy if I get into their white van,” Lou said. “Check.”

“I’m serious, Lou,” said Charlie. “Rattatosk wants Loki’s children dead. He doesn’t seem to know who Loki’s children are, exactly, but what’s to stop him from murdering every teenager he finds until he gets it right? And what better opportunity to do so than when we’re all tipsy in the middle of nowhere?”

“Charlie,” said Mason. “Relax. We have a cute gnome with a Tasmanian Devil alter ego, a shadow demon, and a human who can blow shit up with her mind. We’ll be fine.”

“That’s not really what I—” she started.

“Plus.” Mason reached out and squeezed his sister’s shoulder. “We’re headed away from the danger, remember? We’ll be far safer in the Gut than we are here.”

Charlie exhaled. Mason gave her shoulder one last squeeze, then dropped his hand and pulled out his phone.

“Regardless,” Charlie said, looking around at the rest of the group, “does everyone have their gear?” She didn’t say the knives Sophie gave you because, to her knowledge, Elias still didn’t know that they had more than one Valkyrie blade, and it was the only advantage they had if he shifted into mare form and turned on them.

Although, if Charlie were being honest, she was starting to doubt that outcome more and more.

“Yeah, yeah.” Lou patted the side pocket of her bag. “I brought, like, three different weapons. Which took up way too much space, by the way. I almost had to leave behind the crop top I’m planning to wear tonight.”

“God forbid,” said Abigail dryly.

“All I’m saying is that we’re ready. If anything happens, we’re ready.” Lou grinned. “Though, personally, I don’t—”

“Guys,” said Mason, cutting Lou off. His voice was hollow. He was staring down at his phone, but his face was pale white, like he’d seen a ghost.

“What?” Charlie asked, dread gathering deep in her belly. “What is it?”

“It’s…” He swallowed, not looking up from the screen. “I follow r/SpookyMichigan on Reddit, right? It’s this thread where people post scary shit they see around the state. Naturally most of it is bogus, but I figured it would be a good way to monitor for sightings of magical Asgardian stuff, too. Just now, I was scrolling through the feed and saw a post with the headline ‘Bigfoot Spotted in Silver Shores, MI?,’ so I had to click on it, obviously, and…”

He turned his phone around to face the group.

Charlie’s stomach dropped to her feet.

Nothing could have prepared her for the creature on Mason’s phone screen. It wasn’t anything like the “Bigfoot sightings” she’d seen in the past, usually on silly TikTok or YouTube videos. Those were always blurry images of hairy, oversize men lit by the greenish glow of night vision goggles. But this …

This was a nightmare.

The photo showed an empty road late at night. There were no houses, mailboxes, or anything else lining the road. Only the dark shapes of trees, but above them the moon was full and bright. The light it cast was enough to reveal a figure standing a stone’s throw down the road, just outside the tree line.

This “Bigfoot” was unlike anything Charlie had seen before. It was huge. Nine or ten feet tall, at least—it was hard to tell for certain—and shaped roughly like a man, but hunched over, crawling on all fours. Its arms and legs were long and spindly, like that of a spider, but threaded through with what appeared to be pulsing muscles. The limbs ended in long, razor-sharp claws that dug into the dirt on the side of the road. Its back was hunched toward the sky. Stringy black hair grew from its head, thin and dirty, like that of a half-rotten corpse. And its face. Gods, its face was awful. Mostly mouth, a gaping hole filled with long, jagged teeth and topped off with two tiny yellow eyes. And on its forehead, dim but unmistakably there …

A glowing red swirl.

“Sweet baby Balder,” Lou whispered.

“Fucking Hel,” said Abigail.

Elias, voice rough, murmured, “Rattatosk.”

Though Charlie had known that Rattatosk was supposed to be terrifying, part of her hadn’t really believed it. His primary form was that of a squirrel, for the gods’ sake. How bad could any other form he took possibly be?

But she’d been wrong. Gods had she been wrong. This creature leering out at them from Mason’s screen was so much worse than anything she’d imagined. It could rip her apart in seconds.

She touched the back pocket of her jeans, where her lucky cards rested, snug as always, as if their slowly deteriorating paper could somehow give her strength and safety.

“Okay.” Lou plucked the phone out of Mason’s hand, locking its screen. “Okay. Right. So, that’s obviously terrifying. And not cool to see right before we head off into the wilderness for two days. But. But. I agree with what Mason said earlier: we’re heading away from the danger, not into it. So.” She stuffed the phone back into Mason’s hand and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “We’re going to put that photo out of our minds as best we can and enjoy this weekend. Okay?”

No one in the group responded.

“Okay?” Lou said again, louder this time. “Come on. The winner of the annual Beer Pong tournament receives the sacred trophy and bragging rights for a full year. I’m getting to that pong table the minute the party starts, and I’m not letting a grainy photo posted by some creep on Reddit ruin my focus.”

“Seriously?” Abigail’s eyes lit up at the promise of competition. “I’ll play with you.”

“Absolutely not.” Turning on her heel, Lou grabbed Mason’s hand and started toward the line of school buses parked at the entrance to the lot. “You throw like an AP student. Mason will be my partner.” She pulled him along, auburn ponytail swinging. “Come on, Mace—you’re taking us to the back of the bus to sit with the seniors.”

Charlie’s brother stumbled along behind Lou, staring down at their hands with wide eyes. He cast a confused look over his shoulder at Charlie.

Fuming, Abigail chased after Lou and Mason. “What does that even mean?” she demanded. “AP students are just as good at drinking games as non-AP students. In fact, last year…”

Her voice trailed off as the three of them crossed the parking lot, leaving Charlie and Elias standing beside the Bronco. It was remarkable how quickly her friends were able to move past what they’d seen. Charlie couldn’t stop envisioning that hunched back, those beady yellow eyes, the massive claws digging into the dirt …

“Well, this is a concerning development,” Elias said brightly.

Charlie turned to Elias, narrowing her eyes. “Concerning? That’s the best you can come up with to describe the horror we just saw on Mason’s phone?”

“Yep!” he said. “That thing was obviously creepy as Hel, but I agree with Lou’s assessment: we’re heading away from Rattatosk’s known territory, not toward it.” He sighed. “It’s a shame, though. The way your fear spiked when you saw that photo…” He rubbed his belly, licking his lips. “Best meal I’ve had in weeks.”

“Ew.” Charlie made a face of disgust. “Is that really how it works? Human fear makes you feel full the same way food does?”

“Nah.” He grinned. “I just wanted to gross you out.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course you did.”

“Sounds like it’ll be an interesting weekend, though.” He waved a hand in the direction her brother and friends had gone. “All that stuff about the annual beer pong tournament? And on a school trip, no less.” He held a hand to his chest, feigning horror.

“It usually is,” Charlie allowed. “I’ve never been, obviously, but last year Mason said that half the class ended up taking off all their clothes and going skinny-dipping at sunrise.”

“Sounds … promising.” His lips twitched. “How are you holding up?”

“Been better. Right now, this”—she waved the paper coffee cup in his face—“is pretty much the only thing keeping me standing.”

“Mmm. Sounds tough.”

“Let me guess: You wouldn’t know?”

“Nope.” He beamed. “I can operate on almost no sleep for days at a time.”

She snorted. “The benefits of being a mare never end, do they? Every high schooler should give up their soul to become a shadow monster that gives away nightmares like cand—”

Elias clapped a hand over her mouth. “Let’s not go yelling my secrets in the middle of the parking lot, shall we?” Charlie made to bite his hand, but he pulled it away before her teeth could do anything more than graze his skin. He laughed, shaking out his hand. “You’re feisty today. I like it.”

She rolled her eyes again.

Elias ducked into the open trunk of the Bronco and emerged with Charlie’s duffel, slamming the door behind him. When she tried to reach for her bag, he shot her a look that said, don’t be an idiot before slinging it over his shoulder, even though he was already carrying his own backpack, too. Then he turned toward the bus, offering an elbow to Charlie.

“Shall we?”

“Absolutely not,” she said, starting across the parking lot, Henry close on her heels. “I’ll walk next to you, but I won’t take your arm. We’re not in some Regency drama.”

“Ah, but wouldn’t it be fun if we were?” Elias strolled along beside her, his long legs easily keeping up with her quick pace. Their bags bounced against his back. “You and I would no doubt be Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy.”

“Oh, please.” She snorted. “You talk way too much to be a Mr. Darcy.”

His eyes glanced over at her. “But you loathe me just enough to be Miss Bennet.”

“Now, that,” Charlie said as they reached the closest bus and hiked up its stairs, “I can agree with.”

“Back here!” Lou waved at them from the very last row. “We saved you seats.”

Charlie and Elias made their way down the aisle, nodding hello to everyone they knew. Charlie was shocked by how many people greeted Elias; despite how he’d spent barely two weeks total in Silver Shores, he had apparently made plenty of friends.

If only they knew, Charlie thought.

She shook her head. That sentence—if only they knew—used to mean something very specific to her. If only they knew how dangerous he was, or if only they knew he was a monster. Now …

Now she didn’t know what that sentence meant to her.

It still meant those same things, she supposed, as she picked her way down the aisle. But it was starting to mean something else, too.

If only they knew about his past.

If only they knew what he’d been through.

If only they knew what he’s done to keep me safe.

She inhaled sharply, shoving aside those thoughts as they reached the back of the bus. Turning into the empty seat in front of Lou and Abigail—Mason was sitting across the aisle with Archie Velasquez—Charlie plopped down next to the window. Elias took the seat beside her.

Before she even had time to place her duffel on the floor in front of them, Mary Welsch’s face popped up from the seat in front of them, causing Charlie to jump.

“So…” Mary looked between Charlie and Elias, raising her brows suggestively. “Are you two, like, back together, then?”

“No,” said Charlie right as Elias said, “Yes.” She turned to glare at him, but he just smiled sweetly, looking every bit in love.

Mary’s eyes glittered with joy as she dropped back down into her seat. Charlie was sure the story would reach the rest of the bus before they’d even made it out of the parking lot.
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Identifying the various flora and fauna of western coastal Michigan was exactly as fun as it sounded. Which is to say, not at all.

It took three hours to drive up the coast to the state park where they were spending the night. When they finally got off the bus, they’d taken another hour for lunch, then broke into groups of thirty, each led by a different chaperone. Charlie, Lou, and Abigail had been placed into a group together, but Abigail had marched immediately up to the head chaperone and asked to switch into the group run by the AP biology teacher.

“Is she on drugs?” Lou had whispered to Charlie.

“Quite possibly,” Charlie had said. “But I’m sure she also wants the chance to impress Mr. Gallego with her extensive knowledge of pollination and photosynthesis.”

“Ugh.” Lou crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Why are we friends with her again?”

“Because we adore her.”

Lou sighed. “That we do.”

Their group was led by Mrs. Waterstone, the chemistry teacher who had broken up Mason and Elias’s fight earlier that week. But while Mrs. Waterstone was a passionate—if forgetful, much to the delight of her students when test time came—teacher of chemistry, it quickly became clear that she knew next to nothing about biology.

“This one here…” she said, pointing to a patch of standard beach grass that grew all along the coast of Lake Michigan, “might be Dryopteris affinis, the golden male fern.” She flipped a page, squinting at the text. “But this says those grow mostly in southern Europe and southwest Asia, so I don’t know…”

Thankfully, Mrs. Waterstone was so clueless about plant life that she spent most of the day with her head in the book, leaving her group to do as they pleased. For some, that meant scrolling on their phones or taking selfies under trees. For others, it meant gossiping in low tones about the party that night.

Charlie, on the other hand, spent the afternoon flinching every time a squirrel ran past. Catching her breath as the Reddit post flashed through her mind. Hunched back. Yellow eyes. Not being able to tell the difference between an innocent little creature and a beast who wanted her dead was terrifying. Most squirrels moved too fast for Charlie to get a good look at them, so she couldn’t verify if they had the telltale red swirl on their forehead. It was unnerving.

Of everyone in their group, it was almost certainly Henry who had the most fun. He scampered about the forest floor, sampling every type of leaf and fungus he could find.

“Don’t eat that one,” Charlie whispered to him when he picked up a wide yellow mushroom cap. “It looks poisonous.”

Henry stuck out his tiny pink tongue.

NOT POISON

ME KNOW FOREST

“Fine,” Charlie replied. “But don’t come complaining to me when you get magical Asgardian diarrhea.”

After two hours of confused wandering, Mrs. Waterstone finally gave up trying to identify plants and sent them off in groups of two with their handbooks and a worksheet of fifty different flora and fauna to label. They were supposed to write the common name, the Latin name, and describe the area where they found it.

“What a ridiculous list,” said Lou, plopping herself on an enormous stump and flipping through the pages of the worksheet. Henry climbed the stump and nuzzled into Lou’s leg. She absently scratched under his beard. “Totally inaccurate. They don’t even have vittra on here. Or draugar.”

Charlie snorted. “I don’t think the writers of the textbook could see those things.”

“Amateurs.” Lou sniffed, pulling out a pen and writing in the box depicting a deer: white-tailed deer, Odocoileus virginianus, under a white pine tree.

“We haven’t seen any deer yet,” Charlie pointed out.

“Who cares?” Lou asked, moving on to the next box. “There are, like, six billion white pines out here. I’m sure that there is a white-tailed deer under at least one of them.”

“Fair enough.”

Lou’s pen moved over to the third box. “So,” she said, keeping her eyes on the paper. “You’re awfully chipper today.”

Charlie shrugged, watching Henry leap off the stump to chase a chipmunk around a bush. “It’s OET weekend. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Charlie a month ago wouldn’t have cared about the annual camping trip.” Lou started to fill in the box for chipmunk. “Charlie a week ago wouldn’t have cared about the annual camping trip. Then, all of a sudden, a certain someone cruises back into town…” She looked up from the worksheet, quirking one eyebrow.

“My mood has nothing to do with Elias,” Charlie said, tasting the lie as it rolled off her tongue.

Lou didn’t respond. She just kept staring, lips twisted into a knowing little smirk.

“Fine.” Charlie toyed with a pine branch hanging close to her face. “Maybe it has something to do with him. But only because he’s helping me figure out these powers that I didn’t know I had.”

Lou’s eyebrow hitched higher.

“Bah.” Charlie plopped down onto the stump beside Lou, head falling into her hands. “You’re annoying. You know that, right?”

“Talk,” said Lou.

“I don’t know.” Charlie rubbed at her temples with the bottoms of her palms. “Honestly. I have no idea what to say. I thought I hated Elias, but I’m starting to think…”

“… that you might be in love with him?” Lou prompted.

“What?” Charlie looked up from her hands, startled. “Gods. No. I could never fall in love with someone who tried to kill my best friends. I just…” She sighed, tilting her head back to look up at the cloudless sky. “He’s … good company, I guess. He understands me.” She paused, considering. “Sometimes, it feels like he understands me better than I understand myself.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized that they were a near mirror of what Elias had said just a few hours earlier. She swallowed, looking back down at Lou.

Her friend nodded. “I know.”

“You do?”

“Duh.” She rolled her eyes. “You light up like a Christmas tree when he’s around, Charlie. Before he showed up in Silver Shores last month, it was like … like you were living with only one foot in the outside world. You spent more time in your head than with the rest of us. But now—” She turned on the stump, her knees bumping into Charlie’s. “You’re alive again. It’s so obvious it’s almost painful.”

“Maybe so. But I can’t go down that road with him again. The … romantic road, I mean.” Charlie watched Henry sniff some wildflowers. “He almost took everything from me, Lou. I would never be able to trust him enough to be in a relationship with him.”

“I’m not telling you to get into a relationship with him,” said Lou. “I’m just saying … he’s clearly making an effort to patch things up with you. Despite whatever history might tell us, I think he genuinely cares about you. And he’s strong, and he knows how to fight. Maybe having him as a friend wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

“I don’t know.” Charlie chewed on her bottom lip. “Mason hates Elias. Despises him, really. He’ll never be able to forgive him for what he did to you.”

“We aren’t talking about Mason.”

“No. But he just barely started talking to me again, and I’m not super keen on blowing up our relationship by announcing Elias as my new best friend.”

Lou scoffed. “Please. That title will never belong to anyone but me. If you give it to Elias instead, I might have to kill you.”

“Don’t worry.” Charlie grinned, reaching down to squeeze her hand. “I would never.”

“I know,” Lou said. “I’m irreplaceable. One might even go so far as to call me price—”

Just then, a squirrel leapt from the branches of a nearby tree, soaring through the air and landing less than a foot away. The girls screamed, jumping up onto the stump and grabbing each other’s shoulders. Henry squawked and launched himself off the ground, grabbing hold of the nearest tree.

“Lou, Henry, run!” Charlie yelled, letting go of her friend’s shoulders and stepping in front of her. “I’ll fend him off. I’ll—”

The squirrel turned to them …

 … revealing a furry brown forehead, no red swirl in sight.

Charlie exhaled, slumping over. “Oh, thank the gods.”

Henry hopped off the tree trunk, sending colors of relief into her head.

“Odin’s wrinkly butthole,” Lou said breathlessly. “I thought we were goners.”

“Me, too,” said Charlie, heart thudding in her ears. She watched the squirrel scamper away, off to find an acorn or climb a tree or perform whatever other non-nefarious activities it had planned. “But we’re safe. For now, at least.”

“Oh gods.” Lou let out a breathy laugh. “Maggie Matine and Kate Leibowitz are staring. They think we’ve lost our minds.”

Charlie craned her head, spotting the girls huddled beside a patch of juniper. They were indeed staring. And pointing. And whispering.

Lou elbowed Charlie in the side. “Just like old times, right?”

Charlie snorted. It was true; in middle school, they’d always been the extroverted oddballs. The ones who ran the fastest and yelled the loudest and wore the most ridiculous costumes on Halloween. It was funny to think that they were right back where they started.

It was funny. Them screaming and jumping up onto a stump was funny.

But it also wasn’t funny. Not at all.

Because the truth was, that squirrel easily could have been Rattatosk. Any of the squirrels could be.

Anywhere, at any point, death could be waiting.
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The squirrel paranoia followed Charlie the rest of the day. Through afternoon bird-spotting, through dinner and s’mores (the chaperones tried to get everyone to share their “rose and thorn” of the day but were continually interrupted by Mason and his senior buddies reenacting lightsaber fights with still-burning marshmallows on the ends of their sharpened sticks). Every time a squirrel scampered past, Charlie tensed, hand darting to her secret pants pocket, where she could feel the comforting outline of the Valkyrie knife.

After his time away from school, it took Elias all of one afternoon horsing around in the woods to reingratiate himself with Mason’s rowdy group of friends. None of them seemed to care where Elias had been or why he had come back. They cared only that he was tall, handsome, and willing to drink beers with them later that night.

Mason was the only one not welcoming Elias back with open arms. He kept his distance, always moving to the opposite end of the group from wherever Elias was. Still, he never warned his friends about Elias directly. How could he? What would he even say?

Though Elias spent most of the day with Mason’s friends, Charlie sensed that he was always watching. Tracking her movements, staying aware of her surroundings. Every time she glanced over, he was staring innocently up at the sky, as if he’d just looked away.

Still, he didn’t approach her. Not for the entire day.

By the time ten p.m. rolled around, the chaperone-mandated lights-out time, not one member of the junior or senior class was tired. They put on a good show—exaggerated yawns and stretches and declarations of how much they couldn’t wait to get some shut eye—but the whole campsite vibrated with anticipation. It was like a living thing, like an invisible cloud of älvor that ran all throughout the sea of tents, buzzing and visceral. No one would have any issues staying awake until it was time to sneak out. Especially Charlie, who would be sharing a tent with two of the chattiest women alive.

It wasn’t until after everyone brushed their teeth and crawled into their tents (Henry included, wiggling through the zipper with Abigail and Lou) that Charlie felt the unmistakable prickle on the back of her neck that meant Elias was approaching.

She was hunched over her duffel, tucking her toothbrush and toothpaste into a Ziploc bag. He was moving quietly over the brush behind her. But she knew he was there. She could feel his presence, as surely as a hunted animal senses impending death.

“Are you going to hover there like a stalker,” she asked, “or do you actually have something to say?”

“I always prefer stalking. But I can come up with something to talk about if you want me to.”

Charlie stuffed the plastic bag into her duffel and zipped it shut. “I would prefer it if you didn’t.”

“Aww,” said Elias, and she could hear the pout in his voice. “And here I thought we were finally getting along.”

Standing up and turning around, Charlie slung the duffel over her shoulder. “We are. Or maybe that’s too generous. I would say it’s more like we’re no longer at each other’s throats.”

“Pity.” Elias walked right up to her, his eyes sparkled dangerously. “I quite like being at your throat.”

Charlie exhaled, looking quickly down at the forest floor. “Stop trying to make me nervous just to feed your need for human fear.”

“Oh, there’s no need for me to do that,” he said. “You’re already vibrating with more than enough fear to keep me satiated. You have been all day.”

She looked back up at his face, which always towered so far above hers. “What?”

“You think I can’t tell?” His dark, thick eyebrows climbed his forehead. “I can always tell, Charlotte. Especially when it comes to you.”

“That makes no sense,” she said. “You’re a mare. You feel everyone’s fear equally.”

“Usually, yes.”

“What do you mean, usually? Are there exceptions?”

“There are exceptions to everything.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. “But even without my mare powers, I know you. I know when you’re afraid.”

Charlie blew air threw her lips. “Don’t be ridiculous. You only know me as much as anyone who’s known a girl for a grand total of, like, six days.”

His green eyes were steady on hers. “I know that you haven’t let your guard down since the moment you stepped off that bus,” he said. “I know that you study every squirrel that runs past like a mouse watching for hawks. I know that every time a stick cracks behind you, your hand goes straight to the Valkyrie knife in your pocket.” He took a step closer, slowly running his pointer finger along the outline of the knife. His touch half on the fabric covering the knife and half on the part covering her thigh. Thin fabric. Too thin. She inhaled sharply, not daring to look away. “I know you far better than you’d like to admit, Charlotte Hudson.”

She swallowed.

Just as fast as he’d drawn close, he stepped away, abruptly dropping the husky edge that had crept into his voice. “But you don’t need to be afraid,” he said. “I promised your father I would protect you, and I’m going to keep that promise.”

“Right,” she said, head spinning at the sudden change in tone. “I should…” She gestured vaguely toward the tent where Lou could already be heard inside referencing Linnea’s wildly impressive assets.

“Of course.” Elias stepped aside and swept out a hand, like a gallant gentleman waiting for his date to walk into the ballroom. “I’ll see you at the Gut.”

“Right,” she repeated. Then she hurried past, hoping her face didn’t betray just how confused she truly was.



At 12:30 on the dot, the students of Silver Shores descended upon the Gut like ants flooding a dropped ice-cream cone.

The Gut—or “Gutter’s Bay,” as it was called—was an inlet of calm, fresh water tucked into the shore of Lake Michigan. It wasn’t technically part of the forest preserve, but it wasn’t private property, either. It was a kind of no-man’s-land, an oasis of sand and rocks lined with towering pine trees. The mouth of the bay was so small—only ten feet across—that it almost looked like a lake in and of itself.

Charlie tromped silently through the darkness with Lou and Abigail, smothering giggles and trying not to trip over anything. Mason, Elias, and co. were up ahead, leading the march. After fifteen minutes or so, when the kids were sure the chaperones wouldn’t hear, they finally switched on their flashlights and started to whisper. It was only another ten minutes to Gutter’s Bay from there.

When they finally broke through the trees and out onto the beach, students charged down the sand, eager to dig up kegs and open plastic tables. But Elias and Mason had frozen right at the tree line. And when Charlie, Lou, and Abigail stepped out of the trees, craning their necks for a look at the Gut, they realized why. They pulled up short, eyes wide.

Charlie had never been to the Gut before. She’d seen pictures from years past, always dark and somewhat blurry, thanks to the photographer’s lack of sobriety. Those photos didn’t do the Gut justice. They couldn’t. Even if they’d been taken right at golden hour by the best, most sober photographer in the world, they wouldn’t be able to capture what the bay really looked like. Because this place …

It teemed with magic.

Charlie sensed it the moment she stepped out of the trees. The overwhelming presence of magic. A current that ran throughout the entire bay, the winds of a storm that no one could feel but her, and—if the look on their faces was any indication—Mason and Elias, too.

First, and most obviously, the Gut teemed with Asgardian creatures. Ever since Charlie had eaten the eyaerberry, she’d never failed to marvel at the beauty of Asgard. But this … this was something else entirely.

Golden reindeer galloped along the shoreline. Neon blue birds fluttered about the treetops. Clusters of purple älvor hung over the middle of the bay. Will-o’-the-wisps floated their green lanterns in and out of the tree line, low voices muttering, “This is right; this is wrong,” over and over, like the background to an eerie, undead choir. Out in the water, glowing fish drifted about like phosphorescence in the middle of the ocean. And just off the shoreline—the telltale slicked-back hair and shining eyes of mermaids peeking up over the edges of tall, smooth rocks.

It was one of the most beautiful things Charlie had ever seen.

And only five people at the party could see it.

“Wow,” Abigail whispered.

Charlie gave her a surprised look. “Damn, Abs. I was starting to think you were immune to the charms of Asgardian magic.”

“Of course not,” Abigail huffed. “Just because I usually have more important things on my mind doesn’t mean I don’t find all of this”—she waved a hand vaguely—“beautiful.”

“Right,” Lou said. “Because SAT scores are way more important than the existence of literal magic.”

“Different priorities.” Abigail shrugged.

“Whatever. Right now, my top priority is that the pong table is almost ready.” Lou pointed to the wobbly plastic buffet being set up in the sand in front of the old dock. She grabbed Mason’s wrist and tugged him down the beach. “Let’s go. We’ve got a trophy to win.”

“Hey!” yelled Abigail, tromping through the sand behind them. “I’ve got next game!”

Charlie stood still in the sand, watching the party come alive: plastic tables assembled, kegs and handles of vodka dredged up from the sand, Bluetooth speakers set up, a small fire lit for the stoners to sit around and pass joints.

It made Charlie sad that none of these people could see Asgard. Sure, the landscape was beautiful in and of itself: water like glass; clean, sparkling rocks; bright fall leaves mixed with evergreen pine needles; stars twinkling in a sky utterly clear of city smog. Those seniors sitting on the dock probably thought it was one of the most magical places they’d ever been, even without the strange creatures and enhanced colors that Charlie could see. Still, a part of her wished everyone could experience what she was. Could feel what she felt.

But they couldn’t, and—for the most part—Charlie was glad. It kept them safe.

“It’s not unusual,” Elias said in a low voice, causing Charlie to jump. She’d forgotten he was still there. “For there to be more Asgardian creatures in remote places like these. The farther they are from modern civilization, the more comfortable they are.”

“Makes sense.” Charlie watched as one of the mermaids inched farther up the rock, exposing pale, almost-clear lips and gills that ran from her jaw to her neck. “They must hate this. Us coming here and disturbing their peace.”

“Maybe. Though, if I had to guess, she”—he nodded in the direction of the mermaid—“is mostly just annoyed that the Seal keeps her from snacking on any of you. Human meat is a mer delicacy.”

Charlie stared at the mermaid in horror. “Are you serious?”

“Perfectly,” said Elias. “You didn’t think mermaids were actually like Ariel, did you?” He tutted with disappointment. “Come now, Charlotte. You know Asgard better than that.”

“That’s … terrifying.”

“I know,” he said happily. “We should go say hello.”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “I don’t think so.”

“Aw.” Elias pouted. “But the night would be so much more fun if she knew that a few of us weren’t protected by the Seal. Imagine all of your delicious fear, wondering which of your friends she would drown and eat for dinner.”

“Elias.”

“Kidding, kidding. Between your already-overwhelming fear and that of your brother’s, I’m more than satiated.”

She looked over at Elias. “Mason?”

“Oh yeah. Are you kidding me? That guy has been terrified all day.”

“About Rattatosk? But he hasn’t said anything since the parking lot.”

“Trust me. He’s freaked. If I had to guess, though, he isn’t scared for himself.”

“Ahhh.” Nodding, Charlie looked over at Lou. She had set up shop beside Mason at the beer pong table and appeared to be giving him some sort of pep talk. Between her fingers was a Ping-Pong ball, which she held right in front of his nose, like a professional tennis coach telling her student to visualize the ball. Charlie wouldn’t be surprised if that was what Lou was actually saying. “Of course.”

“Do you think he’ll ever tell her how he feels?” Elias asked.

“I don’t know.” Charlie watched as Lou finished her speech, slapping Mason lightly on the cheek before turning to face their opponents. Mason elbowed her out of the way, moving in to shoot first. Infuriated, Lou punched him in the arm. “They’ve known each other forever. And I mean forever. I don’t know if she’ll ever see him as anything other than her best friend’s annoying older brother.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure. You’d be surprised by the number of girls who fall in love with their best friend’s older brother. Especially when they’re as handsome as Mason.”

“Ew.” She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t call my brother handsome. I’ll throw up all the beers I haven’t drank yet.”

A devilish smile lit up Elias’s face. “That sounds like a problem that needs to be remedied immediately.” He held out an arm and nodded toward the sandy kegs. “Shall we?”

Charlie glanced down at Henry, who was waddling back and forth beside her shoes, clearly eager to join the festivities. “You ready?”

He sent back an image of him drinking from a tiny Solo cup filled with beer.

“Absolutely not,” she said. “You’re, like, two pounds. One sip and you’ll be drunk.”

One word arrived in her consciousness: FUN.

“And since when can you send me full-on images, not just colors or words?” she asked.

THE MORE TALK, THE BETTER TALK.

Charlie chuckled, shaking her head. “Always full of surprises.”

She looked back at Elias, who was still waiting with one arm extended. This time, she didn’t blow him off. Instead, she kicked off her shoes and tossed them aside. Then she took Elias’s elbow and let him lead the way, even though it would have everyone gossiping within minutes. Let them gossip, she thought. They didn’t know what she and Elias had been through. They didn’t know the truth.

And the truth—one she no longer felt the need to run from, to squash so deep down within her that it could never be found—was that Lou was right: Elias was trying. He was working hard to earn back her trust, even if it was only because his boss—her father—had ordered him to.

Still, something in her gut told her that it wasn’t only that. It wasn’t just an order, a job to be fulfilled. Something told her that Elias was trying to gain back her trust because he truly wanted it. Because he wanted a friend. A real friend, not just the guys that invited him around because of his face and his ability to shotgun beers.

And Charlie had no qualms about entering a party arm in arm with a friend.
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The party started off low-key. A small group gathered around the speaker system to argue about who should control their soundtrack. A large group gathered around the beer pong table to watch the first game of the tournament. A few of the stoners had produced ukuleles from thin air and strummed them as the joints made their rounds. As Lou had predicted, the senior boys and girls made for the dock. It was a ramshackle structure, about ten feet wide and thirty feet long, the last five feet of which looked to be on the verge of collapse. Still, it remained solid and unmoving as it filled with people, groups of friends gathering around the edges and letting their legs dangle toward the water. They turned away any junior who dared to try and join.

And Charlie …

Charlie couldn’t stop thinking about Rattatosk.

She couldn’t stop seeing that photograph. The unnatural shape of his body. The claws sunk into the dirt. Where was he? Was he still in Silver Shores, or had he somehow sensed their departure and followed them? If he was still back in town, had he killed any other innocent kids today? Out here, cell reception was spotty at best. Charlie had tried several times to load the local news, but she never made it past buffering. If there had been another attack, she wouldn’t know until the bus hit the highway.

The shadow of Rattatosk followed Charlie wherever she went. She had no reason to think he was near; she hadn’t even seen that many squirrels. Still, no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

“—was being completely insane,” Abigail was saying. “Don’t you agree?”

“What?” Charlie blinked, looking over at her friend. The two of them were standing in the water, sunk up to their calves, bare toes digging into the sandy bottom. The scent of warm beer drifted up from the plastic cup in Abigail’s hand.

Abigail rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “You’re such a space cadet sometimes. I was just saying how Lou is riding my ass about this whole Valkyrie thing. She thinks I secretly want to become one. I mean, isn’t that the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever heard?”

Charlie tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. Is it? Jokes about Linnea aside, you seem pretty fascinated by them.”

Abigail groaned. “Not you, too.”

“I’m just being honest. I mean, they’ve become your favorite subject by far. You talk about them even more than you talk about Columbia these days.”

This brought her up short. “No.” She hesitated. “Do I?”

“By a landslide.”

Abigail chewed the soft, brown-pink skin of her lower lip. After a beat, she opened her mouth to say something, but before she even began, she closed her eyes and shook her head.

“No,” she said, opening her eyes again and looking at Charlie. “Hell no. I’ve worked too hard and sacrificed too much to give up on Columbia now.”

Charlie shrugged. “Fair enough.” She looked at Abigail sideways, flashing her a sly grin. “You would look hot in that leather armor, though.”

Abigail grinned back. “Damn right I would. And those wings? The ultimate accessory.”

Charlie laughed. “You could fly wherever you wanted.” She nudged Abigail’s shoulder. “You’d never have to deal with Mason’s shitty driving again.”

Abigail nudged her right back. “Touché, my friend.” She sighed, her eyes drifting over to the senior dock.

Charlie let her eyes wander, too, looking out over the water. It was clear and still, interrupted only by the purple lights of älvor dancing just above the surface. The moon hung huge and bright white over the dark, dense trees. It was a truly breathtaking night. The kind of night where secrets thrived and miracles felt possible.

“Do you think I should go talk to her?” Abigail asked.

“Who?” Charlie glanced at Abigail, then followed her gaze up to the dock, where she saw Bex sitting with a group of senior girls. Bex wasn’t a senior herself, but no one seemed bothered by her presence. As usual, she wasn’t talking much, but her cheeks were pink from the alcohol, and, as Charlie watched, she laughed at something one of the other girls said.

“Oh,” said Charlie. “Right. I mean, I don’t know. Last you said, she was ignoring all your attempts to apologize, right?”

“Yeah. Though, I might have … I don’t know. Oversold how hard I was trying?”

Charlie turned to Abigail. “What do you mean?”

Her friend scratched the back of her head. “Just that … well, you know she sits next to me in history, right?”

“Of course.”

“Right. Well.” Abigail’s eyes flashed over to Bex. “The Monday after homecoming, I walked into class ready to apologize. I had a whole story ready about how you had contracted a stomach virus and had horrible nausea slash vomiting slash diarrhea and needed to be taken home ASAP—”

“Your cover story was that I was shitting myself?” Charlie interrupted.

“And throwing up,” Abigail added. “Anyway, when I finally walked into history, I looked right at her, ready to launch into the story. But her face…” Abigail’s eyes became uncharacteristically sad, bright moonlight reflecting off their downturned corners. “She was staring down at the desk. Staring so hard. She didn’t even look up when I walked over. Or when I sat down next to her. Or even when I said good morning. She just … stared. And then I noticed how red her cheeks were, and I realized … I realized she was embarrassed. She thinks I ditched her because I don’t like her. Because I wasn’t having a good time. All of Sunday, I’d been thinking, Gods, she’s going to be so angry with me. She’s going to ream me out. But that’s how I would have reacted. I never once considered she might have just been sad and hurt.” She shook her head, looking out across the bay. “Sometimes I feel like there’s something wrong with me. Like I’m physically incapable of putting myself in someone else’s shoes. Of seeing things from anyone’s perspective but my own.”

Speechless, Charlie stared at Abigail for several long seconds before her friend seemed to notice the silence.

“What?” Abigail asked.

“I just…” Charlie laughed, bemused. “I’ve never heard you be so self-effacing before.”

“Yeah, well.” Abigail’s lips twitched. “Even I am capable of admitting to my flaws from time to time.”

“From time to time.” Charlie nodded, still laughing. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Abigail. It’s perfectly normal to have difficulty seeing things from someone else’s perspective. That you even recognize this about yourself means you’re already light-years ahead of most people.”

“Excellent,” said Abigail. “I love being light-years ahead of my peers.”

“I know you do.”

Charlie glanced over her shoulder, a gesture that was now reflex. She was constantly scanning her surroundings. Constantly looking for a squirrel with a red swirl on its forehead.

When she scanned the tree line, however, her eyes didn’t land on any squirrel. They landed on Elias, who was staring unabashedly at her from beside one of the kegs.

Her head whipped back around, tingles running down her spine. How long had he been watching her? And why, unlike before, didn’t he care that she caught him?

All day, Charlie had felt as if she were being watched. She had thought, earlier, that the prickle on the back of her neck was paranoia. That it was her belief Rattatosk waited somewhere in the trees, ready to strike. But now?

Now she realized where the feeling really came from. Whom it came from.

And as that knowledge settled over her, it felt as if she’d drained a mug full of perfectly heated chamomile tea, and the liquid was running down her throat and flowing out to every part of her body. Puddling. Filling her stomach and ankles and fingertips, spreading until every part of her felt warm and heavy.

It was a feeling she remembered. One that she hadn’t felt for a long time but could trace back to certain moments in her life. To running into her mother’s arms after tumbling from her bike. To snuggling under a fluffy blanket with Sophie. To Mason holding her and her sister’s hands during their first-ever solo walk to the park. It was a feeling that she never knew was there—until it disappeared.

Safety.

Elias Everhart watching out for her made Charlie feel safe.

Well, she thought. That’s suitably disturbing.

“Is that a yes, then?” Abigail asked, drawing Charlie out of her thoughts. Her friend was looking at Bex, swirling her foot nervously around the surface of the water. “I should go talk to her? Not to ask her out again or anything. Just to apologize. For real this time.”

“That’s a yes.” Charlie nudged Abigail with her hip. “Now get up there before you lose your nerve.”

Abigail exhaled and nodded once. Without another word, she turned and splashed through the shallow water, back to shore. She pivoted on the packed sand, marching over to the dock.

“Someone’s on a mission,” came Elias’s voice from behind.

Charlie didn’t even flinch. It was becoming a pattern, Elias appearing the minute she was on her own. It was as if he couldn’t stomach seeing her alone. Or (more likely) he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to try and scare the living daylights out of her.

She didn’t look at him. “She’s going to apologize to her homecoming date.”

“Hmm.” Elias waded into the water, his steps sending out little ripples splashing up against Charlie’s shins. “And how is she going to get onto the senior dock?”

“Just watch.”

Right on cue, Abigail arrived in front of the seniors who were blocking the entrance to the dock. She said something, then turned aside and pointed right at Elias.

“See?” Charlie laughed. “Now give them a thumbs-up.”

Elias did as he was told. Reluctantly, the senior boys stepped aside and let Abigail onto the dock.

Chuckling, Elias looked at Charlie. “Seriously? That’s all it takes?”

She shrugged. “The senior guys look up to you. They think you’re cool. They’d probably throw themselves on top of the bonfire if you told them to.”

He looked at her with wide, excited eyes. “Really?”

“Not that I’m advocating for that,” she said quickly. “In fact, I regret even putting the idea in your head.”

Elias grinned. “You should.” He squinted at the dock. “And why is our dear Abby apologizing to her homecoming date?”

“Because,” said Charlie, “she told Bex she was running out of the dance to change shoes, but ended up leaving with us. She was helping us find Lou, but she couldn’t exactly tell Bex that. Now Bex thinks that Abigail ditched her.”

“Ouch. That does sound like it warrants an apology.”

“No kidding.”

“Moving on to more important matters.” Water sloshed against Charlie’s legs as Elias turned to face her. “There’s something of dire consequence we need to discuss.”

“What?” She looked up at him, and when she did, she found none of what she normally saw there: sarcasm, cockiness, playfulness, dismissal. Instead, he looked oddly serious.

Panic washed over her. Oh gods, she thought. This must be about Rattatosk.

“What happened?” Her voice was low as she glanced around the Gut. “Is he here? Do we need to get everyone out?”

“No, no,” Elias said, touching her arm lightly. “You’re safe here. This has nothing to do with Rattatosk.”

You’re safe here.

There it was again. That word.

Safe.

“If it’s not about Rattatosk,” she whispered, “what is it?”

“It’s an even bigger problem,” he said, voice deadly quiet. Moonlight illuminated the left side of his face, amplifying the pale white of his skin and casting shadows from his long eyelashes. With one hand, he reached behind his back and produced an unopened can of beer. “You are disturbingly sober for what was billed to me as the best party of the year.”

Charlie let out a bewildered laugh.

And here it came: that feeling of safety. The sense that she could let go. Could finally relax, after four weeks of clenching her fists so tightly they ought to be broken.

She took the beer from Elias.

“You know what?” she said, cracking it open with a grin. “Why not?”
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“Esteemed upperclassmen of Silver Shores High,” yelled a shirtless Mason from on top of a plastic table that looked ready to collapse. His hair was ruffled, his cheeks ruddy. A half-crumpled beer can was clutched at his side. “Your attention, please.”

A round of shushes swept the crowd, along with a few calls of “Boooo” and “What’s your mom’s number?” and “Take your pants off,” the latter of which Charlie was fairly certain came from Lou. It was hard to tell, as Charlie was standing in a small circle of people up by the tree line and couldn’t actually see where Lou was. She assumed it was somewhere near the beer pong table.

Charlie was buzzed. Not drunk, just pleasantly loose. The Gut sparkled around her, moonlight dancing across the smooth surface of the bay. The sand was cool on her feet. The blue of the mermaids and the purple of the älvor were somehow both sharper and blurrier at once. The voices of the people around her—Abigail, in particular, who had been steering the conversation in their little circle for most of the last half hour—were like tinkling songs. She wasn’t sure if the beer in her hand was her second or third since the one she’d accepted from Elias.

“The pants will come off later,” Mason called with a wink. “For now, it is my honor to share that I have been chosen to bestow upon you all that most sacred of traditions”—he paused for dramatic effect—“the senior toast.”

Cheers and whistles rose. Down by her bare feet, Charlie felt the telltale patter of little hands. Henry, who had previously been rolling around in the wet sand, was scaling her body for a better look at Mason.

“You’re not missing much,” she whispered. “I’m sure this is going to be ridiculous.”

Henry sent an image of himself standing on Mason’s shoulder, waving his little arms at the crowd.

“No one would even see you, silly.”

RUDE

She bit back a laugh.

“We’ve had a tumultuous autumn,” Mason was saying from up on the rickety table. “Not to put a damper on the evening, but it would be callous not to acknowledge those who should be here tonight but aren’t.”

The crowd’s rowdy atmosphere flattened out as Mason’s words settled. He didn’t need to say who he was talking about; they were all picturing the same people: the four who disappeared that past September, and the six lost in the last week.

“In their honor, I’d like to make two toasts tonight.” Mason raised the crumpled can in his hand. “The first: to their memory. Silver Shores is a small town. A family. We miss those members of the family dearly. Even the ones we didn’t actually know. So, tonight, we drink to them.”

Hushed agreement rose from the crowd as a sea of aluminum and red plastic waved in the air. Even the älvor seemed to pause their buzzing chatter.

Fear tried to gnaw at the back of her mind. She knew she should be more worried. Worried about Rattatosk, about her friends and brother. Worried that there would be more hushed words and drinks raised after tonight. But when she glanced over at Elias, who was lingering beside the dock with his senior friends, and found that he was already looking at her, ready with a wink and a half smile, she found it hard to feel too worried.

But maybe that was the alcohol.

She rolled her eyes at Elias and looked up at Mason, who had moved on in his toast.

“—would want us to enjoy ourselves tonight,” he was saying. “Especially the Peterson boys. No one could hit a keg stand quite like Oscar.”

Scattered laughter.

“And so, for my second and final toast, I ask that we drink to us. To the brave men and women of Silver Shores High.” Mason raised his can again, eliciting whoops and whistles from the crowd. “None of you know how dangerous it is to live where we do. Getting out of bed every morning is a feat of great courage, and I commend you all for doing so.”

And that was when Charlie realized just how drunk Mason must be. As her peers exchanged confused glances, she looked over at Elias with wide, panicky eyes. He returned the expression. When Mason opened his mouth to continue his speech, Elias bounded the three steps it took to cross the sand and yanked Mason off the table. Mason stumbled when his feet hit the sand. He likely would have face-planted if it weren’t for the preternatural strength with which Elias caught and steadied him.

Charlie was grateful that most of the party was too drunk to notice.

“A truly epic senior toast from Mason Hudson!” yelled Elias, throwing an arm over Mason’s shoulder. “Let’s give it up.”

Tentatively, the audience started to clap.

“And now,” Elias went on, “Mason would like to inform everyone that he buried three extra handles of tequila over by the driftwood log. A special treat for all!”

This announcement brought genuine cheers of excitement, along with a rush toward the driftwood. Charlie took off down the sand toward Mason and Elias. Henry squawked, sending Charlie colors of panic as he grabbed hold of her neck to keep from falling off.

“What the hell was that?” Abigail hissed, reaching the boys right as Charlie did. “Are you trying to get tossed into a psych ward?”

“Hey, hey.” Elias held up a hand. “Go easy on the man. He was just speaking his truth.”

“Exaaaa-ctly,” Mason slurred, pointing at Elias. “This guy gets it.” He paused, blinking at Elias’s face several times. “Wait. I’m not supposed to like you.”

“You sound like your sister.” Elias adjusted his grip on Mason’s torso, then started to drag him across the beach, toward the oversize cooler at the edge of the water. “Now, let’s get you some H2O before you yack.”

“H2O,” Mason repeated as he stumbled beside Elias. “Yuck. I hate chemistry.”

Abigail watched them go, a bewildered expression on her face. “What’s with Elias’s nice-guy act tonight?”

Charlie bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure it’s an act.”

Whipping her head around, Abigail narrowed her eyes at Charlie. “Nuh-uh. Do not tell me you’re falling for his bullshit again.”

“I’m not falling for anything,” Charlie said defensively. “I’m just saying, I think he genuinely wants to help us. Only because his boss told him to, but still.”

“Charlie.” Abigail gave her friend the kind of withering stare that would have made a lesser woman crumble. “Come on. You’re smarter than that. Elias works for no one but himself. Not even Loki. If murdering everyone at this party served whatever twisted purpose he’s working toward, he would do it. In a heartbeat. And he wouldn’t feel any remorse.”

“You have no idea what purpose he’s working toward,” Charlie snapped. “Did you ever stop to consider that? To consider that maybe he’s trying to do something good?”

Abigail blinked once, before shaking her head sadly. “My gods. He’s completely brainwashed you.”

Shame and fury washed over Charlie, a confusing blend that left her uncertain whether she wanted to apologize to Abigail or yell at her. She opted for neither, choosing instead to storm away.



After that, the party flew.

Charlie was played beer pong with a girl from her Spanish class. Then, she held Lou’s legs as her friend did a keg stand, Henry bouncing up and down on the sand below and sending colors of encouragement. Shortly thereafter, she lost track of the vätte, but she didn’t worry about it. If Henry was in danger, she would sense it—and vice versa.

She didn’t think about Rattatosk. All she thought about was the breeze rolling in from the bay, the laughter rattling her chest.

And then there was the music.

Whoever was manning the aux was doing a fantastic job. They played just the right mix of pop and oldies, EDM and disco, Nicki Minaj and ABBA. Throughout the night, as Charlie bounced from person to person, activity to activity, she also bounced on the balls of her feet, feeling the music slowly creep under her skin. She tried to keep it in check, but all it took was one tug from Lou and Abigail. Suddenly, they were up with the seniors on the dock, which was steadily transforming into the least-safety-code-approved nightclub of all time.

Even in a state of slightly lowered inhibitions, Charlie felt a little self-conscious dancing. Lou clearly had no such qualms, throwing herself right into the middle of the dock to flail about and grabbing hold of reluctant bystanders to make them join. Even Abigail was letting loose; Charlie spotted her over by Bex, laughing as they danced side by side. There was nothing romantic in the way they were moving together, but Charlie was happy to see that they’d made up.

For the first few songs, Charlie just swayed about, bobbing her head and waving her beer can above her head. But by the end of the third song, she felt that familiar prickle on the back of her neck.

Elias stood in the sand around a table with Mason’s friends, who had started a game of flip cup. Everyone was locked into the game, competitive and overly invested in the way that only boys can be about a sport involving drinking beer and flipping a cup over.

Everyone but Elias.

His eyes were shamelessly on Charlie. Watching the sway of her hips, the little slice of skin exposed just below her naval. Before, she had felt his gaze as a warm, comforting presence. Now, it was something else entirely. Now, it was a lion captivated by its prey. A beast who couldn’t decide whether he wanted to eat the thing before him or protect it at all costs. And Charlie loved every second of it.

Elias’s eyes were like lightning hitting a power line. She was electrified, from top to bottom. Charged up with the same high that she felt when she broke one of her mother’s rules, or skipped class for the day, or told a lie. All her inhibitions fell away at once. She didn’t want to hold herself back.

So she didn’t.

Charlie danced with wild abandon, twirling around the dock and bumping into everyone standing beside her. She tossed her head back, letting moonlight pour over her. She probably looked ridiculous, but she didn’t care. She wanted to move. To spin and dip with a lack of self-judgment that she hadn’t felt since she was a little girl dancing to Rihanna in her bedroom, little Lou and little Sophie her only audience. Eyes closed. Hair whipping about her face. Arms tossed toward the sky.

Huge, elated smile on her face.

She sensed his presence before she even opened her eyes. Perhaps it was a whiff of his scent, dark and musky like the forest around them. Perhaps it was the tinge of darkness that followed wherever he went. Or perhaps she was just tuned in to some current she hadn’t known existed, one that ran between only them.

Whatever the case, when her eyes fluttered open, he was there. Standing before her on the dock. Waiting.

Her feet came to a halt. Arms dropping to her sides. Her chest rising and falling. Her face damp with a light layer of sweat. Hair clinging to her cheeks and forehead. She didn’t push it aside.

“Yes?” she asked between breaths.

Elias’s eyes glinted in the moonlight. “I came to deliver an important message.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not entirely sure.” He tilted his head. “I don’t even remember walking up here. I think a witch may have cast a spell on me.”

“Witches don’t exist.”

“Sure they do. You just haven’t met one yet.”

She laughed. “Fair enough. Where’s Mason?”

Elias nodded his head over toward the cooler, beside which Mason was sitting and chatting with two junior guys, water bottles in hand. “The same place I left him five minutes ago. After forcing four water bottles down his throat and not allowing him to touch a single beer.”

“That’s … oddly responsible of you.”

He shrugged. “If Rattatosk does show up here, I don’t want Mason shit-faced when he does. It’ll be much harder to save his ass if it’s crack up in the sand.”

“Hmm,” said Charlie, studying Mason. He did seem considerably more sober than he had been an hour ago, and for that, she was grateful. “Interesting.” She looked at Elias. “And yes, by the way.”

He wrinkled his forehead. “Yes, what?”

“Yes, I’ll dance with you.” She raised her eyebrows. “That’s why you actually came up here, isn’t it?”

The corner of his lip twitched. “Maybe.”

“Maybe, he says.” She placed her hands on her hips. “That’s hardly an enthusiastic invitation, Elias Everhart. I expected something far more Victorian. Your name signed to my dance card, perhaps, or a flute of champagne on a golden—”

But she didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence, because, without further ado, she was flying.

Not twirling through the air, as she’d expected. Unlike at homecoming, Elias didn’t toss her up and spin her around, dipping and scooping with nothing but his remarkable strength before finally setting her on the ground. This time, she flew clear off the dock—because he pushed her.

She hit the bay, plummeting through the clear, cool water until her toes brushed the muddy bottom. Kicking hard with her legs, she swam until her face broke the surface, gasping and sputtering as she did.

Wiping the water from her eyes, she zeroed in on Elias’s face, which was grinning down at her from up on the dock.

“I’m going to kill you,” she said.

“Good luck with that,” he replied. “Many have tried, but none have succeed—”

Lou had shoved him from behind, sending him careening through the air and into the water with a satisfying splash. He surfaced, coughing up water in surprise.

“Swim time!” Lou hollered. She crouched low and threw herself off the dock in a front flip, letting out a victorious whoop as she did so.

It didn’t take long after that. Lou’s flip set off a general exodus, everyone leaping from the dock without bothering to change into swimsuits. The Gut filled with the sounds of laughter and splashing, of cheers and gleeful yelps whenever someone landed a particularly impressive cannonball.

Charlie turned over to float on her back. The moon was bright above her. The älvor tittered and zipped overhead. A distant part of her mind told her that she shouldn’t be so relaxed. She should be worried about Rattatosk, plotting escape routes and brushing up on her incredibly limited magical abilities. But even knowing the risk … even knowing the danger they could all be in …

She loved it.

Elias was right, she realized. I love this. I love flirting with danger.

And for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel any shame at the idea. She felt only the truth of it, burning in her core like a star on the brink of supernova.

Ever since I believed Sophie had died, I’ve held myself together like a tightly bound fist, she thought. Study close-up magic. Go to school. Attend parties with your friends but don’t enjoy them. Don’t let yourself be free.

Even after she discovered Asgard, she didn’t let herself relish in its magic. In fact, she did everything she could to keep it away. To protect the people she loved, sure, but also to protect herself. To protect herself from the truth staring her so plainly in the face.

“Charlie?”

The sound of his voice brought Charlie rushing back into her body, as if she had momentarily left it to float among the stars and fairies. She blinked several times, then let her legs sink back down through the water, moving her arms in slow circles to keep herself afloat.

When she was finally upright again, arms and legs paddling, head just above water, she found herself staring right at him.

Elias looked concerned. “Are you all right?”

“Perfectly,” she said. “Why?”

“You were just … floating there.” He shook his dark, wet hair. “For, like … five minutes.”

“No I wasn’t. I was having a telepathic conversation with one of the mermaids.”

“You were…” He blinked those long eyelashes. “What?”

“Yup. She’s going to do me a huge favor, actually.”

“What’s that?”

“Eat you alive.”

Elias let out a surprised laugh. “Is that so?” he asked once he caught his breath. “Because I had a chat with one of the Asgardian freshwater sharks earlier tonight, and—”

But before he could finish his fake threat, Charlie lunged forward and grabbed his shoulders, shoving him under the water.

Elias reemerged spluttering and shocked, arms splashing. For a long moment, he just stared at her, water running in thick rivulets down his forehead, along the bridge of his nose, and dripping from his chin. His eyes said, Are you really goofing around with me?

Charlie smirked.

Like the Cheshire Cat laying eyes on Alice for the first time, Elias’s lips spread slowly into a wide, dangerous grin.

Then he lunged.

Charlie screamed with glee as he tackled her torso, plunging them underwater in a tangle of flailing arms and legs. She wriggled furiously, but Elias kept a firm hold on her body. When her eyes popped open, she was baffled to find that, not only could she see Elias and the glowing fish and the weeds wriggling on the bottom, but she could see them clearly. The bulging black eyes of the neon bass. The crisp edges of the rocks. Elias’s hair waving gently in the current. It was as if she’d spent her entire life looking through dirty goggles underwater and someone had finally rubbed the grime away.

Elias’s eyes were already wide open, hands on Charlie’s sides as he watched her with acute focus. There was none of the shock or bewilderment on his face that Charlie knew was on hers. If she had to guess, he’d been able to see underwater since he first became a mare.

Charlie watched bubbles drift from her lips as she mouthed the words, How is this possible?

Elias mouthed nothing in response. Instead, he slid one of his hands down her side, coming to rest on her lower back. Charlie felt the trail he traced down her body as if it were carved in hot coals. A tightness pulsed just below her belly. Her skin sang, and älvor flapped madly about her stomach.

When he finally parted his lips, they formed the words You’re so beautiful.

Charlie’s entire body caught fire.

Those mouthed words didn’t carry the same feeling as his usual “compliments,” the sarcastic little remarks he made about her being “gorgeous” or wanting to get her alone. No, these words felt different. Too soft. Too much truth in the bubbles of his lingering breath.

Truth.

That was just it. Charlie could no longer protect herself from the truth. The reality that stared her in the face and whispered at the back of her mind from the moment she awoke to the moment she fell asleep.

The truth was this: she was Loki’s daughter. Born for mischief. Born for mayhem. Born to make bad decisions and deal with the consequences later. Born to let go.

So, she did.

She didn’t care that they were in public. Didn’t care that anyone could see what they were doing if they thought to look. She did what she wanted to. What her body was begging her to do.

At last, she closed the distance between her and Elias.

At last—at long, long last—she kissed him.
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Charlie had kissed Elias exactly twice before: once in his bed while he was made of shadow, and once at homecoming, when she’d wanted to distract him from how she was prying for information.

The first kiss had been desperate, furious, and dangerous. Her body had felt like it was lifted from the earth, tossed about in the wind, and the wind had been fire and fury and longing. She hadn’t fought to stay on the ground, but she’d known that, when her toes touched the dirt again, she would regret the flight.

The second had been an act. She’d be lying if she said that no part of her had wanted to kiss Elias that night, but desire wasn’t the real reason she’d put her lips to his. She’d kissed him as a diversion, an attempt to replace suspicion with lust.

Their third kiss was nothing like the first two.

Their third kiss was soft. Sweet. A tentative question, a brush of skin on skin with scattering bubbles and a thin layer of water between. It was intentional, an admittance of the strange thing that ran between them, even if she couldn’t quite name what that was.

And they fit. They fit so well. His mouth molded perfectly to hers, as if they’d been made to be together, two halves of one whole.

When her lips first touched his, Elias froze. His back tensed. His arms and legs went rigid. Charlie laid one hand gently on the back of his neck and knotted the other in his floating hair. He seemed stunned into stillness. He seemed, briefly, like someone who wasn’t sure whether they were awake or in a dream.

She increased the pressure of the kiss just slightly—searching but certain, both a question and an answer. She wanted to touch every part of him. Their bodies were floating upward. Rising slowly, like comets climbing the night sky.

They were halfway to the surface when Elias seemed to realize that this was not a dream.

One hand found her face. The other stayed at her lower back, but increased its pressure, pulling her flush to his chest. Their bodies were weightless in the water. His lips moved on hers, hungry, desperate. He wanted this. He wanted her. And the knowledge of that, the confirmation that her hunger was not one-sided … it was like a thousand cannons firing in her stomach. Setting her entire body ablaze.

Their heads broke the surface of the water, and they broke apart only for long enough to take one deep breath before crushing their mouths back together. Elias kept Charlie clutched to his chest. His hands were somehow both gentle and possessive at once. He didn’t want the kiss to end. She didn’t, either. In that moment, she could think of nothing worse than for there to be space between them.

Charlie felt like she was thirteen again, being kissed for the first time in her life. The newness was overwhelming. The pounding of her heart, as if it were about to implode. The buzzing in her toes. The knot of her insides, somehow both smooth and warm as peanut butter and tighter than a rubber band. She wanted to be even closer to him. She wanted to climb into his body, to wrap herself in his skin, to see what the world looked like from his eyes …

Elias pulled away first. His hands stayed on Charlie’s cheeks as their eyes fluttered open, blinking away droplets of water. He had pulled away just an inch, only enough that they could finally inhale and exhale in long, ragged breaths—but still so close that Charlie could make out every fractured line weaving through the pools of brilliant green.

“Forest,” he said, voice hoarse. “Now.”

She didn’t need him to say it twice. She nodded without looking away. His left hand slid down her cheek, whispering along the side of her body until it found her palm. His fingers twined with hers as he pulled her gently toward shore.

Charlie didn’t care that it was impractical to swim holding hands. She didn’t care that the entire school was probably watching them. She could think only about the current running from his fingers into hers, as if she were holding on to an electric fence instead of a human being, as if her whole body had become a live wire.

When they made it to shore, Elias dropped her hand. He raised one eyebrow, tilting his head toward the trees. She nodded that he should go first, that she would follow. Not a word was exchanged, but they understood each other all the same.

As he slipped off, Charlie took several deep breaths, trying to steady her pounding heart. She knew it wouldn’t work. An army of fireflies were whirling through her stomach, tickling her center, lighting her up from within. There was no calming herself down now.

From beside her feet came a familiar squeak.

Shit, she thought. I forgot about Henry.

She looked down at her vätte, who was staring up at her and projecting colors of confusion into her mind. “Hey, buddy,” she said, crouching down next to him. Her clothes were sopping wet, dripping onto the sand. “I’m going to go into the forest for a bit. Okay?”

I COME?

Charlie had to smother a laugh.

“No, bud,” she said. “Not this time.”

WHY NOT?

“Because I need you here to keep watch over everyone in case Rattatosk shows up. Got it?”

Henry nodded vigorously, before he spun around and waddled away.

Charlie stood, her heart thumping wildly. She looked over at the trees, spotting a slice of pale skin and dark hair disappearing into the shadows. He would go far enough into the forest that no one could see or hear them. If she didn’t want to lose him, she’d have to follow now.

She took off at a run.

As she sprinted up the sand, a smile broke out on her face. This was what Charlie was meant to do. How she was meant to live. No more rigid rules and secret desire. She had finally let go of her vice grip on the stone of life, finally let herself be swept down the rushing river. She hurtled over a log and slipped into the trees. Elias picked up his speed, weaving through the trunks, leading them farther and farther into the forest. She didn’t care. She knew he wasn’t going to hurt her. She knew it the same way that she knew Henry was safe down on the beach—could feel it in her bones, like instinct, like muscle.

At last, maybe a half mile from the party, Elias came to a stop. They were in a small clearing lit by moonlight.

Charlie skidded to a halt behind him.

Slowly, so slowly, Elias turned around to face her. For a long moment, they just stared at each other. A squirrel darted up a tree. A will-o’-the-wisp swung its lamp one clearing over. An owl hooted in the distance.

“Admit it,” she said suddenly.

She hadn’t known the words were going to come out, but now she wanted to hear him say it, needed to.

Elias tilted his head. “Admit what?”

“Your emotions.” Her chest rose and fell. Gods she was nervous. It felt as if everything was riding on this moment. On what happened next. “They’re back. You can feel again.”

Elias’s face, which had been unusually open all night, shuttered at once: brows dropping, eyes flattening, lips pressing into a tight line. His head dropped and he started to turn away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t.” She reached out and grabbed his wrist, yanking him back to face her. She knew she didn’t need to be delicate—not with him. His eyes flew back to hers, widening with surprise at the ferocity of her response. “Don’t pretend the last few days have meant nothing to you. That you aren’t different now. Don’t pretend that when you look at me, you feel nothing, not even—”

Elias lunged.

His hands grabbed her face. His lips crashed into hers, claiming her mouth in a heady mixture of skin and desire. Her response was immediate, arms shooting up and twining around his neck and the back of his head. She threw one leg up and over Elias’s hips, pulling him in as close as she could. He groaned, a small sound of surprise and pleasure that filled her with immense satisfaction.

But the surprise didn’t last long. He dove eagerly back into the kiss, deepening it, exploring her mouth with his. His hands released her face, dropping to her thighs and pulling her up and around him. Once he had a firm grip on her body, he started to move, backing her up into the nearest tree. The bark dug into her wet clothes.

“Fine,” he said at last, breaking away just enough to speak against her mouth. His voice was low and scratchy. “You’re right. I can feel again. Why do you need to hear me say it?”

“Because I do.” Her hands slid down his spine and back up again, sending a shiver through his warm body. “Because I need to know that I can trust you. That you’re really here with me.”

He exhaled, his breath ghosting along her jaw. Instead of answering immediately, his head angled down, lips pressing a soft kiss to her collarbone. Her head fell backward, eyes fluttering shut.

“I’m here with you, Charlie,” he whispered against her skin. “I’m here, and I’m not leaving anytime soon.”

He kissed the base of her neck, then a bit higher, then higher still. His last words were spoken against the skin between her neck and jaw. “I’m yours to command for however long you’ll have me.”

A sound like a strangled groan came from the back of her throat.

She was starving for him. She would stay in this clearing all night if she could.

“Charlie?”

Abigail’s voice yanked Charlie from her lust-filled high like a tooth being pulled without anything to numb the pain. She unlocked her legs and shoved Elias away so quickly you’d think his skin was made of hot coals. Her body dropped roughly to the ground, causing her to stumble and nearly twist her ankle. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, as if it would somehow hide the evidence of what she’d done.

She stood, chest heaving, and stared guiltily at the people who had discovered them: Abigail, Lou, and—to Charlie’s ever-deepening humiliation—Mason. All standing, frozen, between two pine trees a few feet away.

She expected Mason to be the one to tear into her, but he didn’t look angry. He looked … stunned. Maybe it was the alcohol. He was looking between Charlie and Elias like they were a riddle he couldn’t quite put together.

Instead, it was Abigail who stomped forward. “I knew it,” she spat. “I knew this was going to happen.”

“Abigail.” Charlie held up her hands. “It’s not what you think—”

“Not what I think?” she screeched. “I don’t think anything. I saw it with my own two eyes.”

Charlie tried again. “Listen—”

“No, you listen,” said Abigail, jabbing one finger into Charlie’s chest. “You’ve completely lost it. This guy tried to murder us—literally every single one of us—and you’re over here sucking his face? You ignore all logic and forgive him for the awful things he’s done because of some stupid crush? I thought you were smarter than that.”

    “It’s not about a crush. I’m just drunk.” This was a lie; she was tipsy at the most. “Elias is drunk.ȁ And we’re obviously attracted to each other. So. We were…” She searched for the right words. “This doesn’t mean anything. This was just … just a drunken mistake. Right, Elias?” She looked to him for confirmation.

What she found on Elias’s face wasn’t confirmation. It wasn’t vigorous nodding or lewd jokes to deflect the tension, as she’d hoped. It was something quite different: a mixture of shock and confusion, as if he couldn’t quite process what was happening.

All at once, the shock dropped off Elias’s face. In its place: dark emptiness. For a second, Charlie thought she saw shadows actually begin to gather around his body, but it must have been a trick of the moonlight.

“Right,” he said flatly. “Just a drunken mistake.”

An invisible knife twisted in Charlie’s chest.

Elias turned away. A strange stiffness gripped his body, as if someone had injected ice straight into his spine. His jaw was clenched tight. Below his cheek, a muscle twitched.

That was the first time she thought it. The first time she allowed herself to ask the question that, in a million years, she never believed would ever cross her mind:

Does Elias Everhart have feelings for me?

No. It wasn’t possible. Just the day before, he’d said that he would rather die than do things like feel or apologize.

But hadn’t he admitted that things were different now? That he could feel again?

And what if … what if what he’d felt had been toward her?

Oh gods.

His jaw clenched even tighter.

Don’t, she begged in her mind, hoping he could somehow hear. Please don’t shut them off again.

I only just got you back.

“It doesn’t matter if it was because you were drunk,” Abigail said, interrupting her internal plea. “That’s not the point. The point is that you’re letting him back in at all.”

“Abigail…” Lou’s voice held a warning.

“I mean, come on,” Abigail went on, completely ignoring Lou. “You skipped two full days of school to hang out with him in the woods. Two days, Charlie. Before this week, you’d never even skipped a single day of school, let alone two in a row.”

“We weren’t ‘hanging out in the woods,’” Charlie said, using her fingers to make quotes. “You know that. Elias was helping me train abilities that I couldn’t possibly access on my own. Abilities that I didn’t even know I had.”

“Right.” Abigail folded her arms in front of her chest, voice sour. “Brilliant, Charlie. Immediately forget every bad thing Elias has ever done the minute he bats his long eyelashes and promises to teach you magic.”

“You think I’ve forgotten?” Charlie was yelling now, but she didn’t care. Didn’t care if every creature in the forest could hear her. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it was the heady confidence from before, rushing back like a sudden shift in the wind. Or maybe she’d finally had enough. “You think I’ve forgotten what Elias did? Of course I haven’t forgotten, Abigail. I’ll never forget that night. I’ll never forget what it was like to watch someone I’d trusted—someone I’d begun to have feelings for—try to kill everyone I loved. I’ll never forget the horror. The betrayal. I’ve spent the last four weeks trying to pretend I’m not afraid, but I’m fucking terrified.” Her chest was heaving, hands trembling at her sides. “But above it all, above every other emotion, is the guilt. The knowledge that it was my fault you were all there. My fault that your lives were in danger. My fault that none of you were going to make it to your eighteenth birthday, were never going to get into college or get a job or have kids or have your hearts broken or travel the world or whatever beautiful, painful things life had in store for you. None of that would have happened, and it was my fault. My fucking fault. My—”

A sob racked Charlie’s chest, cutting off her words midsentence. The edges of her vision went black. It was coming back. She could feel it. The tightness in her chest. The buzzing beneath her skin. The pounding of her heart, like a drum beating in her ears, and her gut, and her kneecaps, elbows, ankles, wrists. Her fists, which had somehow bent themselves into open claws, as if they were trying to grab hold of an invisible ladder.

I’m having an episode, she realized. Just like after homecoming. There was no time to fall back on one of her usual three tactics. No time to research, train, or even recite. It was too late. The terror was upon her.

“Charlie?”

The voice traveled to her as if down a long tunnel. It seemed to echo in her ears. Faint, distant. Something closed over her hands. Big and comforting, like the wool blanket her mom used to drape over Charlie when she would fall asleep during a movie.

“Charlie, look at me.”

The words were closer this time. Clearer. At some point, she must have squatted down, because the ground was far too close to her face. She looked up from it slowly, following the sound of the voice. Finally, she found herself staring into two familiar wells of swirling green.

“It’s okay,” said Elias. His gaze was steady, his hands holding her clawlike fists with a firm but gentle grip. “You’re okay. Breathe.”

She inhaled through her nose. Her breath was wobbly, uncertain.

“Good. That’s great.” He nodded encouragingly. “Now hold it for four.”

She sealed her lips shut. While she thought that holding her breath right now would be awful, like suffocating as the forest collapsed around her, it turned out to be the opposite. Holding oxygen inside her body was strangely comforting. Something she could control in a world spinning out of alignment.

“Great. Now exhale. Keep your focus on me.”

Breath hissed out through her teeth. She felt like a leaky faucet, like there was something wrong with the basic mechanics of her body.

Elias nodded. “That’s perfect.”

Over the next thirty seconds, he coached her through the same process over and over. Every time her eyes tried to look away, to glance wildly about the forest, he brought her back to him. To his steady gaze. Constant, unmoving. With each exhale, the thundering of Charlie’s heart grew slower, less deafening. Her fingers loosened. The buzzing quieted. The shadows cleared from her vision.

“That’s really good, Charlie,” said Elias. “You’re okay. You’re in complete control.”

In some distant corner of her mind, she noted that Elias was calling her Charlie again, not Charlotte. It was bizarre to hear her chosen name spoken in his voice. Like finding a flower growing in the middle of cracked pavement.

“None of this is your fault,” he went on. “Do you understand me? You did what you had to do to save your best friend’s life. You weren’t the one who tried to hurt them. Okay? That was me. That was all me.”

His words washed over her. You did what you had to do to save your best friend’s life. You weren’t the one who tried to hurt them.

She couldn’t help it; her eyes darted away from Elias’s, needing to see everyone else’s expression. Lou was hovering close by, her worry obvious. Mason was still somewhat bleary-eyed, but his expression had cleared. When she met his eyes, he gave her a small, encouraging nod.

Charlie looked at Elias. “But the eyaerberries,” she whispered. “I gave them the eyaerberries. I exposed them to the dangers of Asgard. I—”

“Shhh.” Elias released her hands, reaching up to take her shoulders instead. “Everyone ate those berries of their own free will. You didn’t force them to do anything. Okay? And some part of you knows that.” His hands tightened on her shoulders. “But the thing is, Charlie—guilt is a bully. It yells. It taunts. It throws sticks and stones. It ties you to a chair and tries to beat you down, to torture you until you believe whatever it says. And right now, you’re letting it win.”

Charlie breathed in and out through her nose. Counting silently. She wanted to believe him, but it felt so selfish to do so. Like she was cutting herself a break she didn’t deserve.

“No one here blames you for what happened on homecoming.” For the first time in five minutes, he looked away, dropping his hands from her shoulders and turning to speak to her friends and her brother. “Right?”

“Of course we don’t,” said Lou, smiling sadly.

“Absolutely not,” agreed Abigail. “That’s ridiculous. Elias is the asshole here.”

Charlie’s eyes drifted nervously over to her brother. In the last two days, it had felt like Mason was beginning to warm back up to her. To, if not forgive her for not telling him about Sophie, at least understand why she’d kept it a secret. But this … this was different. She knew Mason blamed her for dragging them into this world. Knew that he wanted no part of it, that she had forced his hand by telling him about Lou’s capture. She was certain that, when she met his eyes, she would find nothing but frost.

Instead, her brother looked oddly distraught. He was staring down at Charlie, lips parted, like he knew he had something to say but couldn’t remember what. Thoughts seemed to be flitting quickly through his head. She braced herself for a lecture, for a disdainful remark like How dare you let him be the one to calm you down, or How dare you feel anything positive toward him at all.

After a long, tense pause, Mason took a step toward Charlie. Another. He moved slowly, twigs and dead pine needles crunching under his zombie-like steps. For a bizarre, fleeting moment, Charlie thought her brother might hit her.

Then he dropped to his knees and pulled her into a hug.

Until that moment, Charlie had thought that she could be fine without his forgiveness. That, though it might hurt at first, she could drift apart from her brother. It was only natural, right? That’s what happened when you grew up. Even if he hated her for the rest of their lives, she would be fine. And probably she would have been. Probably she would’ve been able to carry on, to live a decently full life.

But it wasn’t until that moment in the woods that she realized, no matter how happy her life would be, how much good she did in the world, how successful she became … there would always have been a hole somewhere within her. An emptiness she would never have been able to identify but would have felt nonetheless.

The space where her brother went.

“Charlie,” Mason said into her hair. “Our father is a god. I’m pretty sure we would have been dragged into this mess whether you gave me that berry or not.”

Charlie laughed. It was a messy, snot-laden sound, and it was only then that she realized she was crying. That she probably had been crying for some time now.

But these tears didn’t feel like sadness; they felt like relief.

Mason pulled back and turned to look at Elias. “How did you know to do that?” he asked. “What you did for Charlie. The breathing thing.”

Elias’s eyes fell to the forest floor. After a short pause of consideration, he looked decisively up and said, “My little sister, Olive. She used to have panic attacks. Her therapist taught our family some techniques.”

Mason nodded. Charlie had no idea if her brother understood the significance of what Elias had just shared. She was fairly certain that she was the only person he’d told about his sister in years. The fact that he just told the rest of the group, too …

“Thank you,” Mason said genuinely.

Elias inclined his head.

“But this doesn’t mean that I like you,” Mason clarified. “Or that we’re friends.”

Nodding sagely, Elias said, “I couldn’t think of anything worse.”

The corner of Mason’s lip twitched.

“How touching,” said a raspy voice from the shadows, causing everyone in the clearing to jump. “I do so love a family reunion.”

Dread, cold and slippery, slithered across Charlie’s skin. She knew that voice. It didn’t matter that she’d never heard it before. She’d known this moment would come, and that, when it did, she would recognize him instantly.

The squirrel, she realized with horror. The squirrel that ran up the tree just before Elias and I kissed. I didn’t check. I didn’t even think …

“Children of Loki,” said Rattatosk, ground crunching as he crawled out of the shadows. “I found you at last.”
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Elias lunged. He moved lightning-fast, blocking Rattatosk before Charlie could glimpse more than glowing yellow eyes and a huge figure covered in what looked like black scales.

“Run!” Charlie screamed at her friends. She leapt to her feet as Elias slammed into Rattatosk, managing to take the monster down despite being half his size.

The two rolled across the dirt. They were a tangle of black scales and pearly skin, spinning through the leaves and moss with such speed that it was hard to see exactly what was happening. Elias had Rattatosk’s arms pinned to his sides—a feat that must have taken immense strength—and had ducked his head to avoid the snap and snarl of the beast’s jaws. She’d never been as happy about Elias’s enhanced strength as she was right then.

Charlie looked over her shoulder, only to find that her friends and brother were frozen in place.

“Did you hear me?” she snarled at them. “Run. Now.”

Lou and Abigail didn’t need to be told a third time. They spun on their heels and took off into the forest.

Her brother didn’t move.

“Mason, please,” Charlie begged, turning all the way around to face him. “He’s going to kill you. Get somewhere safe.”

“If you think I’m leaving you here to face him alone,” said Mason, “you’re even more of an idiot than I thought.”

“Mason, you can’t do any magic, and wooden swords aren’t going to help us now,” she yelled. “Go! Protect Lou!”

With one last pained look at his sister, Mason turned and ran.

Charlie whirled around and took off toward Elias and Rattatosk. Their bodies had come to a halt after rolling almost ten feet. Charlie shut her eyes and plunged inward, grabbing for that ever-present current of magic. She found it almost immediately. It was loud, thunderous, tumbling with rapids and sending forth huge sprays of froth. It had been waiting for her all along.

She dove inside.

Her eyes popped back open as she reached Elias’s and Rattatosk’s struggling forms. Without slowing her pace, she grabbed Elias around the waist and yanked him to her chest. At the same time, she let herself get swept away in her magic’s current. Let it pick them both up and carry them high into the air and away.

Elias clearly hadn’t been prepared for Charlie to rescue him. He flailed awkwardly as they flew, head jerking backward as they ripped through pine needles and oak branches. Once they were a safe distance from Rattatosk, Charlie let the current carry them to the ground, where she dropped Elias. He landed on his butt with an audible oof.

Sloppy work, but it got the job done.

Charlie whirled around.

It was then that she got her first real look at Rattatosk.

He looked just as she remembered from the photograph, only worse, because he was here, right here, in brilliant, horrible detail. His skin was a strange cross between flesh and snakelike scales that glistened in the moonlight.

Rattatosk crouched his spindly legs and launched himself at her.

Charlie dove out of the way, wind rushing from her lungs as she hit the ground hard. She shoved herself back up as Rattatosk whirled around and lunged again. This time, she was able to grab several currents of magic and thrust them forward. They crashed into him like a brick wall, sending him flying backward.

WHAT GOING ON?

The words flashed into Charlie’s mind, backlit by neon red panic.

Rattatosk is here, she sent to Henry as loud as she could, hoping their telepathy worked both ways. She’d never attempted it before. We need your help.

I COME NOW

“I’m going to shift!” Elias yelled as Rattatosk rolled up onto his spindly limbs.

“No!” she yelled back, sending more currents of air at Rattatosk. “Your human body will be left unprotected. He’ll go right for it.”

Rattatosk was ready for her attack this time. He dodged to the left, to the right, leaping into the air, dropping and rolling across the ground like he was putting out a fire. He was so fast. Charlie threw current after current at him, but they wouldn’t hold him for long.

She needed something bigger. Something more permanent.

Levitation.

That was it. She could lift Rattatosk as high up into the air as possible and drop him. It would be risky. She’d have to stop throwing the currents she was using for defense to summon enough power to lift him. Even then, she had no idea if she’d be able to target such a fast-moving creature. But it was the only option she had.

Now or never, Charlie.

She reached down into herself, searching for a current strong enough to capture a monster.

As soon as her defenses dropped, Rattatosk roared and took off toward her. He tore across the ground, claws ripping out stones and thick chunks of dirt along the way. Charlie panicked, her mental grip slipping every time she tried to grab ahold of a current. They slid through her fingers like sand, leaving her defenseless, and Rattatosk was almost there, just a body’s length away, his jaws spreading wide …

A pillar of shadow slammed into him from the side.

Rattatosk flew across the clearing, crashing hard into a tree. The shadow pillar bent and stretched, wrapping around both the monster and the tree trunk like a boa constrictor. It pulled in tight, pinning Rattatosk to the tree.

Charlie spun around, ready to yell at Elias for ignoring her and shifting into mare form. But when her eyes landed on him, she didn’t see a boy made of shadow.

She saw only a boy.

Just Elias, standing beneath a pine tree, staring down at his hands.

“Did you just…” she asked, trailing off in amazement.

When Elias brought his eyes up to meet hers, they were wide as Frisbees. He nodded.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” she whispered.

“Neither…” He looked down at his hands again, blinking. “Neither did I.”

Their moment of wonder was short-lived. Behind Charlie, a great ripping sound tore through the air. She spun around to find that Rattatosk had torn the tree out by its roots, using only the strength of his legs and back.

Good gods.

Rattatosk pulled at his shadowy cords, managing to loosen them. He was too strong. Too powerful. When the cords were loose enough, he swung his torso violently to one side, sending the tree flying toward Elias. Too late, Charlie grabbed for a current of magic to shove the tree out of the air. Thankfully, Elias was faster; he threw up both hands, sending two jets of shadow smashing into the tree trunk, shattering it into thousands of pieces.

The monster roared in frustration.

“Tell us who’s controlling you!” Elias yelled. He held his hands out to either side, conjuring a half-dozen knives of shadow from thin air. The knives shot across the clearing, aimed at Rattatosk’s the chest.

“Never,” the beast hissed, springing out of the knives’ path and grabbing hold of a tree trunk with all four of his clawed hands and feet. Another shadow dagger materialized by Elias’s head, which he launched at the tree, but Rattatosk pushed off just before it hit, grabbing hold of a second one. Elias conjured yet another knife, and they repeated this dance a third time, then a fourth, then a fifth, Rattatosk leaping between trees like a huge, monstrous version of the squirrel he was supposed to be. “Besides—you’d never believe me if I did.”

“Try me,” said Elias, shooting one last knife.

Rattatosk dropped from the tree, landing on all fours on the forest floor. He let out a hideous, mucus-filled cackle. “It will change everything you thought you knew.”

This was Charlie’s chance. Now, while Rattatosk’s attention was on Elias. She took a deep breath, centering herself as she reached inward and grabbed the strongest set of currents she could find. She wove them into a net and shot them forward, praying they would hit their target—

But just before they did, a Tasmanian Devil slammed into Rattatosk’s face.

“Shit,” Charlie yelled as her magic lifted both Henry and her target into the air. She yanked on the currents, splitting open the net and scattering it in all directions. Rattatosk and Henry fell to the earth.

The vätte didn’t even miss a beat. He descended upon Rattatosk like the vicious tornado he was, going straight for his yellow eyes. Rattatosk roared with pain, swiping at Henry with his long, venom-laced claws.

“No!” Charlie screamed, but Henry was just fast enough. His flying blur of green limbs and nails and teeth dodged out of the way as Rattatosk’s claws soared through open air.

A hand closed around Charlie’s arm. She almost screamed before she realized it was Elias.

“Charlie,” he said, voice frantic. “We have to work together. Me, you, Henry. We can’t take him down if we don’t collaborate.”

She glanced over at Rattatosk. He was swiping frantically at Henry, but the vätte had successfully blinded him. He didn’t know where Henry was going to attack until he was already there.

Henry went for the neck, a wrist, a calf, tearing out huge chunks of flesh with nothing but his teeth. Rattatosk howled and swiped, but Henry was always one step ahead.

It was too dangerous. Sooner or later, one of Rattatosk’s claws was going to find Henry’s skin. Even one tiny, venomous slit was enough to kill.

She looked back at Elias and nodded. “You hit him with shadow. I’ll hit him with magic. After we pin him down, Henry can go for his throat.”

“Perfect,” Elias agreed. “Let’s do this.”

He gave her arm one reassuring squeeze. Then together, they turned and went to work.

Charlie summoned as many currents as she could at once. To her left, Elias held his hands at his sides and sent shadowy cords slithering from his fingertips, winding their way up his arms and around his neck. By the time Charlie opened her eyes, Elias’s entire torso was wreathed in shadow, and Charlie felt as if she were filled with enough magic to lift a small house.

They looked at each other. Locked eyes. After a beat, Elias nodded.

Charlie turned back to the fight and raised her voice as loud as it would go. “Henry!” she screamed. “Get out of the way!”

The whirling tornado did as she asked, hurtling away from Rattatosk and behind a tree. As soon as he was safe, Charlie and Elias thrust out their hands and let loose their power.

The impact was enormous. Rattatosk flew backward, crashing through trees, ripping them up by their roots and toppling them to the ground. He hurtled twenty feet through the air, thirty, forty, a trail of destruction following in his wake …

At the fifty-foot mark, Rattatosk crash-landed in the dirt, scaly body skipping and bumping over rocks and logs before finally coming to rest in front of a huge boulder. Henry whirled after him, soaring over the trail of damage left in his wake. He paused in the air, enlarged, green-skinned body hovering over Rattatosk’s unmoving form, and waited.

And waited.

For several moments, there was only silence. Charlie and Elias stood side by side, chests heaving.

When Rattatosk didn’t move, Henry peered over his shoulder. His long fangs flashed in the moonlight, bulging black eyes widening in question.

I RIP OUT THROAT NOW?

Charlie nodded.

Henry descended.

Snarls and the sound of tearing flesh echoed through the forest. Charlie looked away, not wanting to watch Rattatosk’s final moments. She knew that he had to die, that it was the only way to ensure that no more innocent children died instead. But it didn’t change the fact that it wasn’t really Rattatosk who was behind these killings; it was whoever held his leash.

Now they might never know who that was.

As the grotesque sounds of Henry’s work came to a halt, Mason came sprinting into the clearing.

“Whoa,” he said, staring down the flattened forest at Rattatosk. “Is he…?”

Charlie held up a hand. “Wait.”

One second.

Two seconds.

Three seconds.

Henry rose into the air, blood dripping from his white beard. He flew back toward them, body shrinking from green gremlin back to tiny, adorable gnome along the way. He landed on the forest floor in front of them, toddling over to Charlie’s leg. She ignored the wet feel of blood as he nuzzled her ankle.

“Thanks, buddy,” she whispered, bending over to scratch his head.

“You beat him,” said Mason.

“For now.” Charlie straightened back up. “Rattatosk is gone, but whoever was controlling him is still out there.”

“And too cowardly to show their face,” Mason said. “Whoever it was, it’ll take them time to regroup. We can come up with a plan before then.” He grinned. “You did it, sis.”

“We did it,” she corrected, smiling down at Henry and nudging Elias with her elbow.

Henry chirped.

“We did it,” Elias echoed. He was smiling, but his voice was oddly soft, his eyes distant.

“Elias?” Charlie asked, tilting her head. “What’s—”

Elias’s knees crumpled beneath him.

“Hey,” Charlie yelled, leaping forward to catch him before he hit the ground.

She wrapped her arms around his torso, and together they fell to the forest floor, her butt hitting the ground as Elias’s limp body flopped over her lap. His arms and legs were dead weight. His head sagged, neck completely useless.

“Elias?” Charlie shook his body, trying to wake him up. “Elias?”

Panic rising, she shook harder and harder. One of his arms flopped over, exposing soft flesh.

That was when she saw them.

There, just inside his elbow, where she should only have found smooth skin:

Three shallow, red gashes.

Her vision constricted and tilted on its axis. She knew what those lines were. She knew what they meant. They were barely there; if they’d been regular cuts, they would have already disappeared, given Elias’s remarkable healing abilities. But they hadn’t, because these were no simple incisions.

They were cuts from the claws of Rattatosk.

Claws so venomous that one cut meant the end.

“Char?” Mason asked. “What’s going on?”

Charlie no longer felt like she was inside her own body. She watched from above as the girl below her raised her head to look up at her older brother. Her face was blank. Her eyes dead. When she spoke, her voice was like a computer, toneless and mechanical:

“He’s dying.”
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As soon as the words were out of her mouth, the numbness vanished. Evaporated, like water droplets flicked onto a searing-hot cast-iron pan.

In its place?

Panic.

He’s dying.

Elias is dying.

Once those words entered her head, they were all she could hear. She thought Mason might be talking to her, but she couldn’t hear him. Not right now. Not when Elias was dying.

Panic. That same sinkhole of darkness from which Elias had only just pulled her returned to devour her yet again.

A world without Elias Everhart.

She couldn’t imagine it. Couldn’t bear it. The words alone made her stomach churn. And she knew how preposterous that was. She’d hoped for this moment. Prayed for it. Asked each of the Asgardian gods in turn, Please, please, bring me vengeance. Let me find a way to destroy him. His death was all she’d wanted. It was the shovel she’d grabbed when she thought the fear would bury her alive.

But now that she was about to get it, she didn’t feel at all satisfied. In fact, she felt like she was going to die, too.

“—not possible,” Mason was saying, his voice drifting to her through the fog of her panic. “He’s a mare. Isn’t he supposed to be practically invincible?”

“His healing powers won’t work,” she whispered. “Not with Rattatosk’s venom.”

HAS PULSE

The words from Henry flashed through her mind, and she looked down to see one of his tiny arms pressed to Elias’s neck.

NOT DEAD

“No, he’s not dead,” she whispered, swallowing thickly. “Not yet.”

“Shit.” Mason ran a hand through his hair. “What do we do? There must be an antidote, right? Everything has an antidote.”

An antidote.

The words were like a siren blaring through the fog of her mind, jolting her awake. Making her remember.

You could always drink the blood of a god. That cures just about anything.

Charlie gasped, looked down at her hand.

What was the first thing she’d thought the day she realized she had magic? That she really was Loki’s child?

The blood of a god runs in my veins.

“What?” Mason asked, crouching beside her. “What is it?”

She turned suddenly to her brother. “Give me your Valkyrie blade.”

“Why—”

“Just do it.”

He eyed her skeptically but reached into his pants and pulled out the knife that looked just like hers—but with one crucial difference: it could cut her skin.

She took the knife from him and drew it across her palm, slicing open a thin line of blood.

“Sweet Freyja, what the Hel are you doing?” Mason yelled.

“The blood of a god heals any disease,” Charlie said, looking at her brother, “and you and I both have it running through our veins.”

“That’s…” Mason shook his head. “Char, even if that’s true, we’re only half-god at best. I don’t know if that’ll work.”

“I have to try,” she said.

She pressed her bloodied palm to Elias’s mouth.

Elias’s eyes were half-shut, his lips hanging slightly open. Her blood had definitely made it into his mouth, but he wasn’t reacting at all. He lay beneath the moonlight, face growing paler with every passing second.

It didn’t work.

It didn’t work.

“No,” Charlie whispered. “No, no, no, no…”

Henry crawled up her arm, nuzzling into her neck.

“Maybe we should take him to the Vikings,” Mason suggested. “Or the askafroa. They might know of something we can do.”

“They’re too far away. Plus, we’ve both been drinking. Even if we somehow managed to steal one of the buses, we couldn’t make it safely back to Silver Shores. We couldn’t make it anywhere. Not even…”

Her voice trailed off.

“Charlie?” Mason waved a hand in front of her face. “Hello? What’s going on?”

“I know what we have to do,” she said suddenly, sitting up taller. She stuck her hands under Elias’s armpits and lifted him gently up from her lap, setting him down on the ground instead. “Or, rather, where we have to go.”

“But you just said we can’t drive anywhere.”

“We aren’t driving anywhere.”

For a long moment, Charlie stared at Elias’s pale face. His jaw slack, curly hair flopped over one eye. Breath pulled in and out of his lips, but it was dangerously shallow. She needed to get the cure for him, and she needed to get it now. She didn’t care that what she was doing would likely place her in mortal danger. That it might even get her killed. Abigail had said that Charlie “obsessed” when she was panicked, and she knew that her friend had been right. Partially, anyway. What Charlie felt right then didn’t feel like obsession; it felt like possession, like her body had been completely taken over by a drive to complete one goal: save Elias Everhart’s life.

Somewhere far above, the universe was laughing at her.

At last, she tore her eyes from Elias’s face, looking up to meet Mason’s eyes. “It’s time I pay our father a visit.”



“Teleportation?” Mason practically yelled. “What do you mean, teleportation?”

“I mean exactly what I said.” Charlie was digging through Elias’s various pockets.

“You can teleport?”

“We can teleport,” she corrected him. “And technically, I’m not sure if that’s one of our powers or not. Elias and I didn’t try to do it.” She stuck her hand into Elias’s back left pocket, her fingers closing around something cold and hard.

Bingo.

When her hand reemerged, it was clutching the shimmering green dödssten—the key to unlocking the entrance to Helheim.

“Whoa,” said Mason. “How did you know that would be there?”

“I didn’t. I just really, really hoped it would be.”

“Right. And if you didn’t train in teleportation, is hope how you’re going to do that, too?”

“Nope. For that, I’ll use confidence.”

Mason blinked. “That,” he said, “is a horrible plan. Imagine if you got onto an airplane and the pilot told you he was going to fly you from Detroit to LaGuardia with no training but confidence.”

Charlie took Elias’s right hand. “Good thing we aren’t flying an airplane.”

“No. We’re just traveling through the fabric of space and time. That’s much simpler.”

“Exactly.”

Keeping Elias’s hand clutched tightly in hers, Charlie closed her eyes.

They had decided to leave without telling Lou and Abigail what they were doing. Her friends would be pissed, no doubt, but Charlie and Mason couldn’t afford to waste time searching the forest for them. Charlie had no idea how quickly Rattatosk’s venom reached its victim’s heart, or how long they would have after that before Elias was dead. It could be days. It could be minutes. She didn’t want to stick around to find out.

Not to mention the danger she would face once she reached the underworld. She had no interest in risking her friends’ lives, too.

To be frank, she’d prefer to be doing this entirely alone. Last time she’d enlisted Mason’s help in a task, she’d almost gotten him killed. So, when he’d told her he was coming with her, she’d fought it as hard as she could.

“Charlie,” he’d finally said. “No more secrets. No more working by yourself.” He’d reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m coming with you.”

At last, she’d relented.

Now Mason whispered, “What are you doing?”

“Shush,” said Charlie, keeping her eyes closed. “I’m reaching out to the magical current inside me.”

“Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds?”

“You’re just jealous that you can’t do it.”

Mason grumbled something unintelligible.

Exhaling, Charlie focused inward. Her brother might be right about her chances of success. It was over 150 miles to Silver Shores, and she’d never even transported herself 150 feet. Not to mention that she wouldn’t just be transporting herself, but three other bodies as well: Mason, Elias, and Henry.

Maybe she was insane for believing she could do this. Maybe they’d accidentally end up in Hong Kong or on a deserted island in the middle of the Atlantic or as a pair of severed torsos because she’d only managed to transport half of them. But she had to try.

So, she did exactly what Elias had taught her to do: she blocked out all the doubt, all the insecurity, all of the ways that she might fail … and listened only to her magic.

It was there as always, rushing through her like a directionless wind. One with no beginning or end. A push in every direction, all at once. She had used these currents to lift herself into the air. She’d used them to bring her objects that weren’t there before. She’d flung the currents forward like stones and stacked them up like shields and even turned them into a river of energy so strong that it sent a monster soaring fifty feet through the air.

Of those skills, instinct told Charlie that conjuring objects was the most applicable to what she wanted to do. After all, what was teleportation if not conjuring a human body? Instead of bringing an object to herself, she’d be pushing herself to a different location.

Herself plus three others.

Charlie pressed the hand not holding the dödssten on Elias’s chest—which, to her immense relief, was still rising and falling with shallow, steady breaths.

Alive. Still alive.

She was going to keep it that way.

“Okay,” she said. “Henry, up onto my shoulder. Mason, grab on to my arm with both hands. You both need to be touching me if this is going to work.”

They did as she instructed, Henry skittering up her body and wrapping his short arms around her neck while Mason closed his hands tightly around her forearm.

“Good. Now, whatever you do, do not let go. Okay? No matter how freaky things get. I am your anchor. Understand?”

“Yes,” said Mason.

Henry sent a YES set on a backdrop of magenta nervousness.

“Okay.” She blew out a long breath of air. “Here we go.”

First, Charlie pictured where they were: a torn-up clearing bathed in moonlight. Then, she pictured where she wanted to go: the cave under the beach. She pictured the tunnels that led there, the puzzle you had to solve to get inside, the smooth walls and ceiling lit with pale green light, the smooth stone floor, the platform at its center. The divot in the platform that was their key to entering Helheim. She pictured it with as much detail as she could, even imagining the things that surrounded it: the fence the Vikings had sliced up that the city mended in less than a day, the churning lake, the forest filled with spirits. That was where they needed to go. That was where the currents had to take them.

Finally, when she felt as if she couldn’t make the image any clearer in her mind, she dove into the river of magic, pulling Elias, Mason, and Henry in with her.

For a brief moment, Charlie felt as if she actually had plunged them into a river. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t see. She opened her eyes, but there was only darkness, only empty space. Her ears filled with an awful roaring sound, as if she were standing next to a jet engine.

Then, as soon as it began, it was over.

The roaring silenced. Breath rushed into her lungs. And when she opened her eyes, she found herself staring around at the familiar sight of the sandy coast of Lake Michigan. They’d landed just inside the repaired fence, a few hundred feet from the entrance to the cave.

Not the cave itself, but close enough.

And they were all there—her, Mason, Henry, and Elias.

It worked.

It actually worked!

Charlie shot up from the ground and punched the air, letting out an elated whoop.

“Holy shit.” Still crouched on his knees, Mason stared around the beach, mouth hanging slightly open. “You did it. You freaking did it.”

WOW, said Henry, the word set against glittering silver wonder.

Charlie beamed down at them both. “Confidence, baby.”



Compared to teleportation, the rest of the journey to the cave was a breeze. The stone hatch protecting its entrance was still carved open—courtesy of Sophie’s Valkyrie blade a month before—so they needed only to lower Elias’s body down into the dim corridor and carry him to the cave. Henry skittered ahead, checking the tunnel for danger.

“Too bad he didn’t shift into shadow form before he decided to pass out,” Mason grunted when they were halfway down the tunnel. “He probably wouldn’t be so godsdamned heavy.”

“If he had been in shadow form, we wouldn’t be in this mess at all,” Charlie reminded him. “Here, set him down.”

Mason did as he was told, then straightened up. “Quick break?”

“Even better.” Charlie shut her eyes, holding her hands out over Elias’s body. Down the corridor, she heard the familiar pitter-patter of Henry’s steps as he scouted the premises. She exhaled, grabbing hold of a current and using it to raise him into the air without touching him.

When her eyes opened, Mason was staring incredulously. “You couldn’t have done that before I almost threw my back out?”

Rolling her eyes, Charlie said, “Let’s go. Every second counts.”

She turned and kept walking, keeping one hand over Elias’s floating body at all times. Like she’d hoped, it was easy to harness a second current—one to keep him afloat, one to push him forward—and direct his body down the tunnel beside her.

Now that Mason didn’t have to carry anyone, he strolled merrily beside her. “So.” He clapped his hands. “Not to bring up the awkward make-out session I walked in on earlier…”

Charlie groaned. “Seriously, Mason?”

“Look, I’d prefer it if I could wipe it from my mind, too,” he said, holding up his hands. “But since I possess no such mind-erasing abilities, I suppose I’ll have to face this trauma head-on.”

“Or we could just … not talk about it,” she suggested. “And never bring it up again. Ever.”

“I don’t need to hear any specifics. Believe me. I just want to ask…” Mason hesitated. “Do you know what you’re doing, Charlie? I mean, three days ago, you could barely even look at the guy.”

Charlie waved dismissively with the hand not controlling Elias’s body. She was surprised at how easy it was to keep him afloat while simultaneously carrying out an entirely separate conversation. Two days ago, she could barely find her magic, let alone perform it while doing something else. Was she truly that fast of a learner? Or had Elias been right all along that urgency was the best teacher?

Probably the latter, because given the circumstances, she had no other option but to learn fast. It was either that or let Elias die.

“It was nothing,” she said finally. “We were wasted. Of course we made out.”

When Mason didn’t immediately respond, Charlie couldn’t help but glance over. He was looking at her with a strange expression.

“What?” she asked.

“Elias wasn’t wasted,” he said.

“Of course he was. Every time I looked over, there was a new beer in his hand.”

Mason hesitated again, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to say the next part out loud.

“What?” she pushed. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Elias wasn’t drinking, Charlie,” he said at last. “He told me when he was helping me sober up by the cooler. I asked how drunk he was, and he said not at all. That he was just holding the beer for show.”

She snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m serious. I’m pretty sure he thought I would be too drunk to remember anything he said, but I do.” He looked down at Elias’s floating figure. His face had gone very pale. His lips were quivering, and sweat was starting to bead on his forehead. “He said that it was important he stay sober tonight, in case Rattatosk showed up.”

Gears stalled in Charlie’s head. Not drunk? But that made no sense. The breezy way he’d acted … how he kept telling her to just relax and enjoy the party … the hazy lust in his eyes … those words he’d mouthed to her underwater.

You’re so beautiful.

Surely Elias wasn’t sober when he said that. Surely that had been an alcohol-fueled slip of the tongue. Surely.

No, Charlie didn’t believe that Elias had been sober. She couldn’t. Because the only other option was … what? That he’d meant what he said? That he’d withheld from drinking so she could be wild and carefree while he kept a close watch on the forest? That he’d done it to protect her?

She saw it again: his expression when she said it was a drunken mistake. The way his jaw had clenched, his eyes had gone dead. The way his entire being had seemed to shut down, to seal himself off from the outside world. And the question that followed, the one she still couldn’t believe had even crossed her mind:

Does Elias Everhart have feelings for me?

She might have stopped to worry about the answer to that question. To worry about what it meant for Elias’s reawakened emotions or the friendship that had begun to grow between them or whether she had squashed all of that under her clumsy feet before she’d even known what she was doing. But she couldn’t, because all she could think, over and over, were those three words, the ones that scared her to her very core:

Elias is dying.

They were a knife at her throat.

All she could do was focus on making sure he didn’t.

They reached the end of the tunnel, where Henry sat on the floor, waiting. The last time they had been there, the entrance to the cavern had been sealed off. They’d had to solve a puzzle box containing the key to the door. This time, there was nothing but a giant hole where the door should have been, as if someone had gotten frustrated with having to do the trick too many times and decided to blow the wall up instead.

Charlie and Mason exchanged a look. In unison, they said, “Elias.”

Inside, the cave was just how they remembered it: smooth stone floors, walls lined with glowing green light, and a low platform in the middle of the room. At the center of the pedestal was a small divot—the slot in which Charlie would place the dödssten jostling about in her pocket.

Scattered across the floor were chunks of the door that Elias had blown apart. They littered the space like the remnants of a long-forgotten battle. Charlie, Mason, and Henry picked their way over the rocks until they made it to the pedestal. Only then did Charlie finally relax her magic, allowing Elias to settle gently onto the floor. She rearranged his body so that his head and torso leaned against the pedestal, then crouched down and took out the dödssten. Henry scampered up her side, coming to sit in his usual spot on her shoulder. Mason squatted, resting one knee on the pedestal.

Charlie held the stone aloft between them. The light at its center was burning far brighter than it had in the woods, as if it sensed the portal to Helheim was near. Neon green illuminated Charlie’s and Mason’s faces, their eyes transfixed by the death stone.

Charlie broke the silence first. “Are you sure you want to come with me?”

Mason nodded, not looking away from the stone. “I’m sure.”

“Because there’s still time to change—”

“Charlie.”

She tore her gaze away from the dödssten to find Mason staring at her intently.

“Remember this moment,” he said. “Remember that I am choosing to come with you. Okay? This is my choice. You haven’t made me do anything. So, if things go sideways down there and anything happens to me, it’s not your fault. Understand?”

Charlie gave a noncommittal mmm.

“Do. You. Understand?” Mason asked, enunciating each word carefully, as if he were plunging three distinct swords into the earth.

Finally, Charlie sighed. “I understand.”

“Good. Now. Do we just put it in the platform? Last time Elias did that, it summoned Loki from Helhrim, rather than sending Elias there himself.”

Charlie hesitated. “I’m not sure. Maybe if you say aloud that we’re trying to enter, not allow someone to exit…?”

Mason shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

Slowly, he laid his right hand on Elias’s chest. He nodded for Charlie to do the same with her left. She complied. Then Mason reached out with his free hand and closed his fingers over Charlie’s fist—the one holding the dödssten. When that was done, the three of them were connected in a loose triangle, the death stone at its tip.

Mason looked into Charlie’s eyes and asked, “Are you ready?”

She nodded, even as her stomach lit up with fluttering nerves.

We’re doing this, she thought. We’re really going to see our father.

“With this stone,” Mason said, filling his voice with a ringing authority, “we send ourselves to Helheim.”

Together, Charlie and Mason slammed the dödssten into the hole at the center of the pedestal.

For a split second, nothing happened.

Then, the cave gave a sudden lurch, causing them to stumble and fall to the side. Henry crowed with surprise as he tumbled from Charlie’s shoulder. When Charlie and Mason’s eyes locked across the platform, she knew with certainty that her brother was thinking the same thing she was:

Did we just make a huge mistake?

Mason’s lips parted, but before he could get any words out, the cave lurched again, tossing them sideways. Charlie braced for impact, for her elbows and knees to catch the stone floor, but it never happened.

Instead …

Instead, she fell through space and time, deep into rainbow-streaked oblivion.







Part 
V
[image: ] HELHEIM [image: ]








37


[image: ]
The being who had once been Charlotte Hudson had no idea where it was. No idea when it was. No idea who or even what it was, as if it had become detached from itself and was nothing but a spirit drifting through a gorgeous, multicolored continuum.

And the surroundings were gorgeous. They were exactly how the being imagined it would feel to live inside a rainbow: floating carelessly in a sea of brilliant color. It didn’t care where or when or who or what it was. It would live in this ecstasy forever.

Then, as abruptly as paradise swallowed the being, it spat it back out.

Charlotte Hudson hit packed dirt, wind knocking from her lungs. Her eyes squeezed shut, twinkling stars dancing in the black. She groaned, rolling off her impacted shoulder. What the hell had just happened? Did they make it to Helheim?

She cracked one eye open, and the other. Hazy orange light filtered into her vision, thick and clogging, like a sunset-tinted fog. Other colors wavered in the distance, but she couldn’t tell who or what they represented.

“Mason?” she called. “You there?”

“Yeah,” came her brother’s voice from a few feet away. He coughed twice. “Yeah, I’m here.”

“Henry?”

HERE

“What the Hel was that?” Mason asked.

Charlie blinked, trying to clear her vision. “I think it was the Bifrost. The rainbow bridge that connects all the realms.”

“Yeah, well,” he groaned. “The Bifrost should come with a motion sickness label.”

From her place on the ground (she assumed anyway, unless the souls in Helheim lived on the ceiling or atop giant floating rocks), she saw a blurry orange sky rimmed with dark shapes. She blinked twice more. Gradually, the haze focused and the light sharpened, the colors turning from messy blurs to shapes with clear beginnings and ends. One more blink, and her sight had returned to normal.

Or, at least, as normal as it could feel in a completely different realm.

Above her, the sky was still orange. She was fairly certain it was the sky, given that it was directly above the hard object upon which she was lying, but there were no clouds or stars peppering its face. Instead, it seemed to go up forever, like a sunset with no beginning or end.

With a grunt of effort, she pushed herself up to a seated position.

From there, she got her first real look at hell.

Not hell, she reminded herself. Helheim. The home of the dead—those who weren’t lucky enough to be taken to Valhalla.

Helheim was a desert. That was the closest description Charlie could paste on her strange surroundings. Though she had never visited a desert, she had seen them in photos and movies. She’d seen the hard-packed dirt riddled with cracks and tumbleweeds. She’d seen the dust, the cacti, the mirage of steam rising into the air. And while Helheim didn’t exactly match those images, it came oddly close.

Charlie, Elias, Henry, and Mason—who was stumbling to his feet—had landed in a clearing. The clearing sat at the center of what appeared to be a forest of cacti. Yet they weren’t the stick figure–shaped cacti that Charlie was accustomed to seeing in movies, the kind that looked like skinny, featureless men waving hello. They seemed to grow in bundles, like bouquets of extremely dangerous long-stemmed flowers. The cacti were uncomfortably close to one another, tall, and so dense that Charlie began to worry they might need to hack their way through. Thankfully, she spotted a small opening on the other side of the clearing that seemed to lead to a path. She exhaled in relief, turning to Mason.

“Well,” he said, dusting off his pants. “Not as fire-and-lava-and-headless-horsemen as I was expecting, but it’ll do.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” Charlie pushed herself to her feet. Henry nimbly scaled her body, coming to rest on her shoulder. “We only just got here. I’m sure the headless horsemen will turn up soon enough.”

“Into the pathway, then?”

“It seems to be our only choice.” Charlie walked over and peered into the space. “Let’s hope it isn’t some kind of maze.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Charlie had been afraid that her magic wouldn’t work in Helheim. That the physics of this realm were so different from Asgard it would be impossible to find the currents. Thankfully, when she turned inward, they were still there, steady as ever. She used the same technique that she had in the passageway to lift Elias’s body and float it beside her. Once she nodded to Mason that she was ready, her brother led the way into the forest of cacti.

Charlie followed close behind, Henry still on her shoulder. Hard sand and rocks crunched under her shoes. The dense cacti were too high to afford her any kind of visibility over them, and they cast long shadows over their path—though Charlie couldn’t spot any sun. It was as if light merely existed in Helheim, a floating entity, not cast by any star. She wondered if the realm always looked like this. If there were nights and days or different seasons. She had a sneaking suspicion that there weren’t.

After five or ten minutes of following the winding path—or perhaps an hour, Charlie had no idea whether time passed the same on Helheim as it did on Asgard—Mason muttered something unintelligible.

“What?” Charlie asked.

“Nothing, I—” He cut off, seeming to weigh his words. “I feel like I’ve been here before.”

Charlie’s eyebrows rose. “To Helheim? Or in a cacti forest like this one?”

“Both,” Mason said. “Neither. I … I don’t know. I’m just having this bizarre sense of déjà vu.”

His words tickled at something in Charlie’s memory. Something that had been glossed over in the chaos of homecoming, dropping into the back of her conscious as far less important than the other revelations that came out of that night. But now, walking through Helheim and hearing Mason say he was experiencing déjà vu …

“Is it the same thing you felt on homecoming?” she asked. “When you first saw Asgard, I mean. You said … you said you thought you’d seen it before.”

Charlie couldn’t see Mason’s face, but she could picture his expression: the way he chewed his bottom lip while worried, eyebrows drawing together.

“Yeah,” he said at last. “Yeah, it’s almost exactly like that.”

A chill snaked down Charlie’s spine. Once is a coincidence; twice is a pattern. That was something her history teacher had once said. He’d used it in referring to a completely different concept—how historical events tend to repeat themselves—but she couldn’t help but feel that the words applied to their situation.

Once is a coincidence; twice is a pattern.

Had Mason been to Helheim before? Had she and Sophie?

Mason was older than the twins. Only by a year; it was enough.

Enough that he might remember things she couldn’t.

There was something else, too. A tickling at the back of her brain. It wasn’t déjà vu; Charlie couldn’t remember ever visiting a place like this before. It was so foreign, so alien, like something out of a dystopian film. Still, something was nudging at her mind, trying to get her attention. She just couldn’t figure out what.

They rounded another bend in the path. The cacti surrounding them were as thick and looming as they had been at the beginning. There was no sun in the sky to help orient them, no other markers to tell them how far they’d traveled. Charlie was starting to fear that they were walking in circles and would soon find themselves in the same clearing where they’d begun.

Thankfully, they soon turned a corner and found themselves staring at the exit.

Mason exhaled loudly. “Thank Odin. I thought we were going to die in there.”

They took off for the exit at a jog, Elias’s body floating beside them. Charlie thought briefly of The Mandalorian, which she’d binge-watched in one weekend with Lou and Abigail. Abigail spent the whole weekend pointing out the scientific inaccuracies in the show, but Lou could do nothing but fawn over how cute Grogu (Baby Yoda) was as he drifted beside the Mandalorian in a high-tech, floating baby cradle. Charlie had a bizarre vision of herself as a space bounty hunter, Elias the adorable alien baby floating beside her. She let out an involuntary, high-pitched giggle that sounded more like hysteria than humor.

Mason glanced at her. “You good?”

“Fine, fine,” said Charlie as they approached the exit. I mean, we’ve teleported to a different realm and Elias is slowly dying beside me and I shouldn’t even care if he does but the thought of a world without him makes me feel like I’m both going to throw up and lose my mind but it’s fine, I’m totally f—

Her thoughts came to an abrupt halt when she and Mason crashed at full speed into the empty air at the end of the cactus maze. Henry squawked as the impact sent him soaring off Charlie’s shoulder.

“What the—” Mason stumbled backward, clawing at his nose. “Damn. Odin’s tighty-whities that hurt—”

From the ground behind them came several distressed squeaks and the sound of scuffling. Charlie looked over her shoulder to see a very dusty Henry sitting up and brushing the dirt from his beard.

OW

WHAT THAT WAS?

“Great question, bud,” said Charlie, holding out a tentative hand. It bumped up against whatever invisible shield was blocking the exit.

Suddenly, where there had just been empty air, a white sheet of light shimmered to life. Charlie gasped, drawing her hand away and taking a step back. The sheet looked almost like a holographic screen.

“Intruders,” echoed a deep, crackling voice.

Henry squeaked, darting across the dirt and scaling Charlie’s leg to cling fearfully to her calf.

A dark outline materialized on the white screen. Gradually, the outline took on detail, revealing a man with a pitch-black face, brown eyes, skin made of flickering shadows …

A mare, Charlie realized. It’s another mare.

“You are living creatures intruding on the land of the dead,” said the mare. Though it was difficult to distinguish anything specific about him, Charlie got the sense that he was older than Elias. He had broad shoulders and long hair that swept the tops of them. “You must return to your realm immediately or face the consequences.”

“What kind of consequences?” Mason asked.

As if in response to his question, low growling rose from inside the cacti. Charlie tensed, glancing around at the maze that she’d mistakenly presumed to be empty. The growling grew louder, closer, until finally a set of bony, purplish snouts emerged from the cacti.

Charlie stifled a gasp. The creatures that stepped out onto the path were horrific. They resembled wolves, but only insomuch as a corpse resembles a human. They were purplish in color, with no fur save a long, patchy black stretch that ran down their spine. Their eyes glowed neon blue. Their skin was sunken, rotting, and so thin that it was slightly transparent. Beneath, the gray white of their bones and a dark blue network of veins shined through. Their jaws hung open, revealing razor-sharp teeth, and there was only a hole where their noses should have been.

Worst of all … they looked hungry.

“The consequences are guaranteed entry to Helheim,” said the mare, “but not in the manner that you hope.”

Mason swallowed loudly. “Not alive, you mean.”

“Not alive,” the mare agreed.

Henry squeaked again, climbing the rest of Charlie’s leg and diving into her back pocket.

“Hey,” she hissed over her shoulder, looking down at where his little body was shaking in her pocket. “What happened to the badass vätte who could transform into a bloodthirsty gremlin at will?”

NOT NOW

DOGS SCARY

DOGS LIKE HIM

Henry sent Charlie an image of the Fenrir: huge, with yellow eyes and a mouth full of the fangs that almost ended her vätte’s life.

Charlie’s heart twisted in her chest. “Listen,” she said, turning back to face the mare on the screen and holding her hands up in front of herself. “We mean no one in Helheim any harm. We’re here to see Loki. We need his help.”

The mare made a noise that sounded like a mix between a laugh and a hacking cough. “Sure you do. You and every other human who has somehow wormed their way into our realm, looking for a god’s blessing.”

“We don’t need his blessing,” she said, pointing at Elias’s body floating down by her waist. “We need his blood.”

As soon as the mare spotted Elias, his eyes sharpened. Responding to some unheard command, the hounds growled, advancing on Charlie and Mason.

“We need his blood,” she repeated quickly, heart thundering in her chest as the creatures’ jaws flashed at the corners of her vision. “Elias was attacked by Rattatosk. He’ll die if he doesn’t get it.”

The hounds paused in their advance. For several excruciating seconds, the mare on the screen just stared down at Elias. Charlie prayed that whatever device or magic he was using to speak with them had high enough resolution that he could see the sweat on Elias’s skin, the clammy-white tint of his face …

“You could be lying,” the mare said at last. “How do I know that you didn’t set Rattatosk on Elias as an excuse to get close to Loki? You could be here to infiltrate Helheim. I can’t risk—”

“We’re Loki’s children,” Mason interrupted.

Charlie inhaled sharply, head whipping around to look at her brother. It was the first time he’d ever said those words out loud—and with such resolution. As if he truly believed them.

The mare paused.

“Mason and Charlotte Hudson. We live in Silver Shores, Michigan. Loki sent Elias there to protect us from Rattatosk.” He stared the mare on the screen down, as if in challenge. “We’re his children.”

“How can—”

“Ask him yourself,” said Mason.

This drew the mare up short. Charlie knew that he was hearing what she did: the confidence in Mason’s voice. The surety. Her brother always spoke this way. It was how he’d become the most popular senior at their high school, how he’d become captain of the baseball team when he wasn’t even the most talented player on it. Mason radiated self-confidence. It was something she’d always admired about him.

In that moment, she felt immense (and immensely selfish) gratitude that he’d come with her to Helheim.

The mare turned his head and began speaking a language they couldn’t understand. It sounded like … Swedish? Icelandic? Russian? Charlie had no idea. She was woefully bad at languages; she barely spoke Spanish, and she’d been taking classes since freshman year.

The mare’s voice didn’t sound angry, but it didn’t sound particularly friendly, either. When he finished speaking, he paused, listening to the response of whoever had been listening.

Charlie’s heart thundered in her chest. Is it Loki? Could her father be on the other side of that screen?

The Swedish/Icelandic/Russian back-and-forth continued for over a minute. Charlie and Mason exchanged panicked glances but said nothing, both clearly thinking the same thing: What is the mare saying? Is he going to let us through? Are we going to be torn limb from limb by hounds? Charlie didn’t know that she could stop them if they tried. There were so many, and they looked fast—and potentially already dead, which, you know … how does one kill something already dead? She’d have to use her magic to protect not only herself but Mason and Elias. Henry, too. Could she conjure a shield, maybe? A really, really, really big shield?

A really, really, really big shield, she thought to herself. Great idea, Charlie. You’re definitely getting everyone killed today.

After an excruciatingly long and unintelligible conversation, the mare on the screen turned to them at last. The hounds tensed, preparing to leap. Charlie sucked in a breath and held it. Beside her, she heard Mason do the same.

“You may enter,” the mare said.

Breath rushed out of Charlie’s and Mason’s lungs in unison.

“However,” he went on, “the garmur will be with you the entire way to the palace. You are to take two of the helhest tied up outside the cacti forest and ride them straight here. The garmur will show you the way. If either of you tries to pull anything—if you so much as stop to tie your shoelaces—the garmur will attack without hesitation. You’ll be dead before you have time to explain what you were doing.” He paused, his brown eyes moving between Charlie and Mason. “Understood?”

“Understood,” they said together.

“Good. We’ll be waiting.”

With that ominous farewell, the screen vanished, and the way forward was finally clear.
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They found the helhest right away. There were six of them, lashed to the cacti a stone’s throw from the exit, and they looked about as close to horses as one might expect to find in the underworld. Like the garmur, the helhest were half-dead, all graying skin, glowing eyes, bony ribs, and clumps of patchy black fur. They had only three legs but no issues with balance. They huffed and snorted, tossing their heads up and pawing impatiently at the dirt.

“Have you ever ridden a horse before?” Mason asked as they made their way slowly toward the steeds. There was an unspoken agreement between them to move as carefully as possible, given that they were currently flanked by a dozen hungry, undead hounds.

Charlie shook her head.

“Me neither,” said Mason. “And I’m not thrilled that my first time will be on one dreamt up by Stephen King back when he was too young to know how many legs horses have.”

One of the garmur growled, causing Mason to whimper and stumble sideways into Charlie. “Looks like Lassie speaks English,” he whispered, “and doesn’t like it when we talk shit about her creepy friends.”

Charlie would have laughed if she weren’t so terrified.

When they reached the horses, the garmur formed a large half circle around the helhest, sitting on their haunches and staring with unsettling intensity at Charlie and Mason. Their glowing blue eyes were made even creepier by the hazy orange sky behind them.

“Right.” Mason put his hands on his hips. “No saddles. Of course not.”

“Let me try and set Elias on one of the helhest with magic,” Charlie said. “If that works, I can do the same with you, then—”

Wet coughing rattled behind her.

Charlie and Mason spun around. Elias’s eyes were half-open, his neck dangling awkwardly to the side.

“Wh—” He coughed. “Where—”

“Elias?” Charlie hurried over to his side, placing a hand on his shoulder. His body was still suspended in the air, but he either didn’t care or wasn’t cognizant enough to realize. “Elias, can you hear me?”

“Hurts,” he mumbled, eyes closing again. His lips were horribly chapped; a small cut had opened at the corner of his mouth. “Like … like fire in my…”

“It’s okay,” she said, trying to speak in a soothing tone even as panic mounted inside her. “We’re almost there. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

His eyelids fluttered open, and he turned his neck until he was looking up at her. Recognition flashed through his gaze, and for a moment, Charlie felt a rush of relief.

“Ol—Olive?” he whispered.

And then it was gone as soon as it had appeared.

“Olive.” Elias coughed, trying to reach for Charlie but achieving little more than raising a few of his fingers. “You’re not … you’re not supposed to be here. You’ve got to get out … You’ve got to…”

Charlie’s heart sank. “He’s hallucinating,” she whispered. “He thinks I’m his little sister.”

“Olive,” Elias mumbled, closing his eyes. “I’m so sorry. I … I love…”

As she watched his lips move wordlessly, feverish drive roared to life within her. Elias was fading. Every second that passed without getting Loki’s blood into his system was another tick of the clock’s hand toward death. She needed to get him to that palace, and she needed to get him there now.

When she looked up at Mason, she made her eyes as hard as diamonds. “Time to go.”



The helhest tore across the desert landscape, Charlie and Mason clinging to their bony necks for dear life, Henry clinging to Charlie’s neck for dear life.

The road to Loki’s palace was no road at all. It was a flat, unremarkable stretch of land littered with boulders and cacti. In the distance was a low hill blocking their view of whatever lay beyond. The garmur were headed directly for it.

Elias was on Mason’s helhest. He’d passed out just before they’d taken off, limbs flopping heavily to either side of the beast’s neck. Mason sat behind Elias, essentially lying on top of him, using his body weight and sheer strength to keep them from flying off.

The garmur had obviously run this course many times. They had their route memorized, weaving in perfect sync around every obstacle, like trains on a set of ready-laid tracks. Charlie kept her body low, arms wrapped so tightly around her helhest’s neck she was surprised it didn’t try to throw her off. Several times, she feared the beast had veered too close to a cactus. She would squeeze her eyes shut and brace herself for the sharp pain of a needle driving into her calf. But always, right at the last moment, the helhest angled itself just so, ensuring she wouldn’t get scratched.

After a few minutes, Charlie steadied herself enough to glance over her shoulder. Already, the cacti maze they’d arrived in had become little more than a dark blur on the horizon.

After a few minutes of breakneck racing, they reached the short hill. The helhest didn’t slow, hooves pounding up the hill as if it were no more tiring than a stretch of flat, freshly cut grass. When they reached the top, Charlie braced herself, expecting to find Loki and his entire army on the other side.

Instead, she found an ocean.

Her gasp was swallowed by the wind rushing past. As her helhest barreled down the opposite side of the hill, dust flying in their wake, Charlie could do nothing but stare at the scene before her.

At the bottom, the ground flattened to grainy orange sand and jagged black rock. The rocks spilled over each other, tumbling outward like bony fingers reaching for the horizon. And just beyond—land met sea in a spectacular clash of color. Midnight-blue water. Frothy white foam. Waves tossing and churning like someone had accidentally incurred the wrath of Aegir and Ran, the gods of the sea. Water smashed the rocky coast, sending ten-foot-high spray into the hazy orange sky.

Charlie was so stunned that it took her several moments to realize what was waiting for them in the distance, built right into the shoreline.

A castle.

A real, genuine, actual castle, just like the ones she and Sophie had scrawled in blurry lines of crayon as children.

Except this building was larger and far more terrifying than the two-story, two-tower structures they had dreamt up, sketching out in hues of purple and gray on tiny white sheets of paper. This building was mammoth. This building was a city. This building was a set of mountain peaks stacked above the ocean, stone foundation blending seamlessly into the rocky shoreline. Its towers and turrets reached so high that their tops disappeared into the hazy sky. Polished stone shone gray white, a stark contrast to the midnight-blue sea. Waves tickled the structure’s feet, like a dragon perched right on the edge of the world.

Castle on the sea,

towers in the mist …

Charlie inhaled sharply.

Burnt-orange sand,

burnt-orange sky …

All the pieces clicked into place at once.

The riddle. The second riddle that Abigail had found by deciphering the first.

Burnt-orange sand,


burnt-orange sky,

bodies transparent

with years gone by.

Castle on the sea,

towers in the mist.

Try as they might,



no creature can resist.

Bodies transparent. Ghosts

Try as they might, no creature can resist. Death.

The Seal was on Helheim.

The realization hit Charlie like a helhest running full speed. The Seal was here. It was here. It had to be. The words fit too perfectly. The riddle said that the Seal was on Helheim, and Elias and Loki lived on Helheim, which meant …

Which meant …

Which meant they might have known where the Seal was all along.

It was too much. Too much world-shifting information at a time when she could barely think straight. If she let herself dwell on it too much, she’d just give up and let panic overtake her. But she couldn’t do that. Not now. Not when she was Elias’s only hope of survival.

So she did the only thing she could. She pushed the realization as far back in her mind as she could and zeroed in on the mission at hand.

She chanced a look over at Mason’s horse. Blessedly, both he and Elias were still in place.

Only a little farther, she thought, hoping the words would somehow reach Elias’s unconscious mind. Don’t give up. We’re almost there.

The helhest carried them along the shoreline at a dead sprint. At some point, palace guards must have spotted their approach, because the gates began to chug open. Up close, Charlie could see they were three-story-high works of wrought-iron art yawning wide like the mouth of a sleeping beast. She probably would have found them beautiful if she weren’t so focused on getting to Loki.

The horses tore through the mouth of the beast, slowing only once they were inside the castle courtyard. The gates groaned shut behind them.

Courtyard was perhaps too simple a word, Charlie thought, as her helhest trotted along the cobblestone street. To her, courtyard implied a small, walled-in outdoor area—not a vast open-air market with stalls selling every color and variety of food and handmade goods she could possibly imagine, along with thousands that she couldn’t have imagined. But that’s where they were.

The helhest veered left, taking them around the market to a set of long stone steps that rose to a sweeping doorway. At the base of the stairs were a battalion of mare. At least fifteen of them, all holding huge weapons of shadow. Palace guards, presumably.

“By Freyja’s brassiere,” Mason said, staring around in wonder. “This place is—”

“No time for sightseeing.” Charlie pushed herself off the helhest, landing awkwardly on the cobblestones. Henry let out a soft oof as he jolted on her shoulder. “We need to get to Loki.” She looked coldly at the mare guards. “Where is he?”

One of the guards—from his hair and voice, the same one she’d spoken to inside the maze, Charlie realized—stepped forward. “No living being enters the Palace of Hel without being searched first. We need to ensure—”

“There’s no time for that,” Charlie yelled, surprising even herself with the ferocity in her voice. “Take us to Loki. Elias needs his help now.”

He exchanged a look with a few of the other guards, then looked back and nodded.

“Good.” With a rough swipe of her hand, Charlie lifted Elias’s body into the air. In her state of heightened urgency, however, she must have summoned a little too much magic, because she accidentally picked up Mason and the helhest, too.

“Holy—” Mason dove forward, grabbing the horse’s neck. “Charlie, what the Hel are you doing?”

From Charlie’s shoulder, Henry made a noise that sounded a bit like an evil giggle.

Charlie ignored her brother, stalking past the guards and up the stone steps, Elias, Mason, and the helhest in elevated tow.

“You should know before you enter the palace,” said the mare guard, who was hurrying up the stairs behind her and her floating companions, “Loki doesn’t…”

“I don’t care,” she said flatly.

At the top, the gigantic double doors were wide open. Charlie walked through them without asking permission. She wasn’t even holding up a hand to ensure that she could feel a current carrying her companions; she could just feel that they were there behind her, still safe and suspended in the air.

Charlie took in nothing about the grand lobby other than the five possible directions one could take once inside: the double doors directly in front of her—impossibly huge and shut tight against intruders—the two corridors leading off to either side, or the twin spiral staircases that wound up toward the ceiling.

“Which way?” she asked.

The guard nodded toward the double doors.

Without a word, Charlie stalked across the lobby. Her footsteps echoed on the marble floor. When she reached the double doors, she shoved out with a burst of magic, and the doors swung inward.
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The hall they entered was pure chaos.

Its structure was much like what she had always imagined a castle’s great hall would be: one enormous room made of stone, towering pillars surrounding the open space, a sky-high ceiling carved with arches and gargoyles, and high stained-glass windows filtering in hazy orange light from outside. But inside that grand space …

A circus.

Hoops and silks, glitter and spinning plates. Contortionists bent into impossible shapes. Lithe, graceful beings with pointed ears twirled about on delicate fabric dangling from the ceiling. Banquet tables lined the edges, piled high with colorful delicacies Charlie had never seen before. Moose and wildcats roamed freely among the guests. A man with reindeer antlers on his head did a triple backflip through a flaming hoop. A trapeze wrapped in black-and-purple vines stretched right over the center of the room. Bark-covered women resembling the ash wives Charlie knew from the forest took turns grabbing hold of the trapeze and tossing each other through the air. There was no net to catch them if they fell, but they didn’t seem to mind.

Among the performers, partygoers milled about. They plucked shimmering sweets from the banquet tables and sipped from emerald goblets, laughing so loudly it was as if they were a part of the show. At the very center of the room, a group danced in an elaborate circle, alternately joining hands or swinging from elbows or clapping in time with the dizzying music.

As the huge doors groaned open and a human marched inside with a gnome on her shoulder and two bodies and a horse floating behind her, however, the party drew to a sudden halt. Music wilted. Voices died. Performers stopped midact to stare at the scene that had entered the hall.

Charlie came to a halt at the edge of the wide, rectangular platform that formed the entry to the hall. Just in front of her was a short staircase that led down to the main floor. If she hadn’t been so focused on the task at hand, she might have been overwhelmed, unsure of where to look first: At the goblin bathing in a fountain of mead? At the ethereal beauty of the pointy-eared creatures who, moments before, had been dancing in languid circles? At the three tiny men with long beards who had paused their eating midbite and now had chicken bones in hand, fleshy bits of meat hanging from their mouths?

Charlie spared them no more than a glance. She had one purpose. One mission. Her eyes moved with singular focus until, at last, they landed on what they sought:

The throne.

There were two thrones, actually. Both were carved of worn wood that looked as if it had recently washed ashore outside the castle. The chairs themselves were regularly shaped, but their arms and backs were something terrifying: gnarled twigs and branches that twisted around themselves and bent in strange directions, like the trees of a dark fairy tale. The effect was that of two enormous wooden crowns that hovered above the heads of those seated on the thrones.

Of Loki and Hel.

A part of Charlie had thought that she’d imagined it. That surely her mind must have exaggerated the similarities between her face and Loki’s. Memory was unreliable, right? We remembered what we wanted to remember. So surely the Loki she saw in the cave hadn’t actually had her same eyes, hadn’t actually shared the nose that belonged to all three Hudson children, the nose that they had always laughed about because it was so different from their mother’s.

She had been wrong.

Loki was right there, on display before everyone, and he looked exactly as she remembered.

He and Hel were the only two not staring at the newcomers. Their heads were bent together in casual conversation, Loki swirling a goblet of mead beside his knee. After a few noticeably silent seconds, however, they seemed to finally realize that something was amiss.

“What happened?” Loki asked, rising from his throne as he looked out over the party. With his face turned outward, Charlie could better see the salt-and-pepper stubble on his jaw, the friendly creases at the sides of his eyes. He grinned cheekily at the party, a smile so eerily similar to Mason’s that she almost gasped. “Did we run out of mead? Because—”

His voice died the moment his eyes landed on Charlie.

Blood drained from his handsome, tanned face. The goblet fell from his fingers, clattering across the dais and onto the marble floor. His eyes widened. His jaw, now pale white behind his stubble, opened and closed several times in disbelief. It was the exact same expression that Mason made whenever he was caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to, which happened rather frequently. In fact, now that Charlie was there, standing before Loki, studying him in the orange light filtering into the hall, she wondered how she could ever have seen this man as anything but an older version of her brother. The resemblance between them was so striking it was almost painful.

“Father?” said Hel.

Charlie glanced over at the queen of the dead. Her sister.

My sister.

The words snaked around her heart like icy chains.

Now that Hel was facing outward, Charlie could see that the half of the goddess’s face that she’d seen moments ago did not represent her whole face. Not even close. In fact, the two halves were so shockingly different that it looked as if they’d been sewn together from two separate beings: one, a beautiful young woman with olive skin and straight dark hair, the other, a corpse. Half living, half dead. And it wasn’t only her face; the entire left side of her body was blue-black and rotting, from the slice of ankle peeking out below her dress right up to her hairline.

Sensing Charlie’s shock and fear, Henry nuzzled his little body into her neck.

I AM HERE

“Father?” Hel asked again, one green eye and one dead eye shifting from the intruders to Loki and back. “What’s going on?”

Charlie didn’t wait to hear Loki’s answer. She started down the stairs, her sneakers squeaking loudly on the marble. She flicked one hand over her shoulder, which allowed her to grab a current of magic and pull the others along behind her. No one had taught her to use such a gesture; it came naturally, instinctively, as if the currents themselves were whispering instructions into her ears. She didn’t even need to focus.

When she pushed into the crowd, the partygoers gasped, stumbling backward. Their fear opened a path through the madness. A small smile pulled at Charlie’s mouth. She was pleased by their fear. She was more than pleased; she was untouchable, ferocious, practically immortal. It was just as she imagined taking drugs would feel.

She was high on her own magic.

When she finally reached the dais, she didn’t pause for pleasantries. Loki was still gaping down at her, clearly at a loss for words. Charlie crooked one finger over her shoulder, bringing Elias’s body rushing forward. She floated him up onto the dais, until he lay suspended just in front of the thrones. And with a snap of her fingers, his body lowered gently to the floor. Behind her, Mason and the helhest dropped to the marble as well.

“Fix him,” she said by way of greeting.

Henry squawked in agreement.

Loki looked down at Elias’s body and back at Charlie.

“Fix. Him,” she repeated, barely recognizing her own voice. When had she become this person? A person who went storming into castles, making demands of gods? She didn’t know. She didn’t care. She just needed Elias to be saved.

“Father.” Hel didn’t sound afraid, merely irritated. “Do you know these humans?”

“I don’t—” Loki started, but he couldn’t seem to find an ending. His eyes were moving fast, taking in the hundreds of watchful eyes trained upon them. The longer he looked, the more panicked he seemed.

Then, as sudden as the slice of a guillotine, the panic vanished. His mouth snapped shut. His forehead relaxed. His hand came up to rub his nails lazily together below his chin. In fact, in one blink, his entire body had shifted from surprise to indifference so quickly that Charlie could almost believe she’d imagined his initial reaction.

“Hmm.” Loki’s eyes dropped to look at his nails. “Not sure. All humans look so similar, don’t you think?”

The words sent a hot streak of fury through Charlie’s chest. How could he say that? It was Loki who had claimed them as his children back in that cave, Loki who had sent Elias up to watch over them, Loki who had turned Charlie’s entire life upside down. But now that they were standing before him, he was going to pretend to have no clue who they were?

Charlie opened her mouth to argue, but Mason spoke first.

“Bullshit,” he spat.

A wave of whispers rippled through the crowd.

Mason stepped up to stand beside Charlie. His fists were clenched at his sides, his face bright red with rage. Apparently, Loki’s rejection stung him just as badly as it did her. Perhaps even worse.

“You know exactly who we are,” Mason went on. “Don’t pretend you don’t.”

Loki raised his eyes from his nails with exaggerated slowness. All around, party attendees shifted their stance, eager for a better view of the dais. Let’s see which of the humans loses their head first, shall we?

Charlie held her breath, but Mason didn’t even notice the tension. “How dare you try to brush us off,” he seethed. “We came all this way to find you. We traveled between realms, and now that we’re finally here, you act like we’re nothing to you? Like you didn’t see us in that cave? Like you didn’t call us your—”

“Actually,” Loki said loudly, cutting him off. “Now that I think about it, you do sort of look familiar. Aren’t you the humans I sent one of my mares to kill?”

Mason stared at Loki. Loki stared back. He flicked his eyes between Mason and Charlie in rapid succession. And although his face barely moved—his eyes barely widened; his lips barely twitched—Charlie received the message that he was sending:

Play along.

The creatures at this party couldn’t know that she and Mason were his children. She didn’t know why they couldn’t know, but they couldn’t.

“We are,” Charlie said loudly.

Mason shot her a confused, angry look. As subtly as possible, Charlie reached over and pinched his waist with two fingers. She prayed he would remember the signal from when they were kids. It was one they had used countless times, employed whenever their mom caught them doing something they weren’t supposed to do, and they needed their cover stories to match.

A signal delivered differently than Loki’s but bearing the same meaning:

Play along.

And like that, Charlie felt her talent for lying switch on. Felt the gears beginning to turn, the easy pleasure of the words rolling off her tongue. “You did send Elias up to kill us,” she went on, making sure the whole room could hear her voice. “But as it turns out, we were more useful to him alive than dead. I possess magic, you see. Powerful magic, as you saw from our entrance. As does my brother. So, Elias enlisted us as his allies.” She nodded at his pale body on the floor. “He was on his way back to Helheim when Rattatosk attacked.”

Gasps rippled through the crowd.

For the first time since they’d entered the hall, Loki looked down at Elias. Really looked at him. Studied him, taking in the pallor of his skin, his twitching limbs, the breaths wheezing loudly in and out of his lungs. And Charlie saw it register in the god’s mind that his mare was dying.

His initial reaction was unreadable. Was he afraid? Angry? Happy? Indifferent? She couldn’t tell. Their arrival in Helheim might have shocked Loki enough to make him briefly speechless, but he was the god of mischief at heart. He knew how to mask his emotions, to play at whatever end would suit him most. Charlie had no doubt about that.

After a brief pause, Loki started to laugh. It was a nasty, slippery sound that came from too high in his throat. “And you think I’ll just give him my blood?” His laughter raised in pitch.

As if following his cue, the creatures of the party began to chuckle, too.

“You humans,” said Loki, slapping his knee once. “Always so filled with those idiotic delusions that you call ‘bravery.’ You think you’re the first to come stumbling into my kingdom and make demands of me?” He pouted like a puppy. “How cute.”

“You have to heal him,” Charlie said, her voice coming out more uneven than she would have liked. The high of her entrance was wearing off, and now she could see nothing but Elias’s deteriorating body. The spasms had gotten worse, the sweat so bad it leaked through his clothes. “He’s a mare.”

“And I’m a god.” Loki rolled his eyes as if she’d tried to explain to him what two plus two equaled. “As if I care for the life of one mare servant. Why would I soil myself by handing over my immortal blood to save someone so easily replaced?”

Elias moaned. His body spasmed twice, jerking over onto one arm, the other flailing across his chest like a rag doll. His eyes were half-open, only the whites visible. With mounting horror, Charlie spotted bubbles gathering on the corners of his lips, as if he were beginning to foam at the mouth.

“So, you don’t care for him at all,” Mason said flatly. “This human who pledged his life to you. You’re just going to let him die?”

Loki shrugged. “Probably.”

More foam leaked from Elias’s mouth. The bubbles were a putrid yellow gray. They gathered around his lips, making him look like a rabid dog. He twitched violently, head tossing back, eyes flying open and rolling toward the ceiling.

“Please,” Charlie choked, taking a jerky step toward Elias. Her heart thundered in her chest, a whining sound picking up inside her head. Death was near. She could feel its presence. Could see its cold, bony fingers wrapping around Elias’s chest, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Nothing but beg. “Please, please, for the love of the gods, just … just help him.”

Loki stared down at her, unimpressed.

It’s true, she realized, feeling her hope deflate. The stories, the myths … they’re all true. He’s as cold and calculating as they say. He doesn’t care about Elias. He doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself.

She’d come so close to saving Elias. So close. She’d teleported hundreds of miles, made it all the way to a different realm, used more magic than she thought herself capable of … Yet here, a few feet from the finish line, she would be thwarted by a selfish god she’d foolishly hoped might love her.

Loki loves only power and ambition.

That was what her book had said. He cares for no one and nothing and will do favors only for those who can give him something in return.

And that’s when it hit her.

The solution. The way she would save Elias’s life. It was so blindingly obvious that she couldn’t believe it had taken her this long to realize.

“I pledge myself to you,” she said before she could second-guess herself. She raised her voice as loud as it could go, wanting everyone in the hall to hear. “If you save Elias’s life, I will pledge myself to your service as a mare.”

Surprise and something like fear flitted through Loki’s eyes.

“What?” Mason rounded on her. “Charlie, don’t—”

She cut him off, eyes trained on Loki. “Do you accept my pledge or not?”

The god’s surprise lasted only a moment. A flash, gone as quickly as it appeared. His expression settled into its usual indifference as he studied her, weighing her offer.

Charlie couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. She could only stare into this man’s eyes—the eyes of a father who did not want her—and will him to accept.

At last—at long, long last—Loki said, “Very well.”

“No!” Mason yelled, and Charlie nearly sobbed with relief.

Loki took two graceful steps over to Elias’s body. Elias had stopped convulsing. His eyes had fallen closed, his body eerily still. Loki held out his right hand, palm facing up. A half second later, a long, thin dagger materialized. He wrapped his fingers around the dagger’s hilt, using it to slice a thin line on his other hand. Bending over, he held his wounded hand over Elias’s gaping mouth and squeezed it into a tight fist. Blood trickled down his palm, landing on Elias’s tongue and lips, staining the foam around his mouth a deep crimson.

For a long, silent moment, nothing happened.

Elias did not move.

Did not breathe.

Did not even twitch a finger.

Charlie’s head started to spin. The walls were closing in on her, the ceiling crumbling to nothing. The entire palace was collapsing, its stones piling over her body, suffocating her.

He’s dead, she realized, breath coming in shallow gasps. We were too late. I lost him, and I bargained away my life in the process.

The words played in her head in a torturous echo:

Too late.

Too late.

Too late.

And then, like a man bursting from the water after nearly drowning, Elias’s eyes and mouth flew open as he gasped in a desperate, glorious breath of air.
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The relief was almost too much.

Charlie fell to her knees on the marble floor, head slumping forward. With a panicked “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Mason grabbed her shoulders, steadying her so that she didn’t fall completely over.

It had hit her all at once: the alcohol, the lack of food, the lack of sleep, the immense energy expended performing magic she’d never even trained to do. She’d been running on pure adrenaline, fueled by the unstoppable force that ignited within her whenever she had a goal to achieve. Now, the goal was finished, along with the adrenaline that came with it.

She was exhausted.

“It’s okay,” Mason said, squatting beside her. “It’s over now. You’re going to be fine.”

Charlie couldn’t help but wonder if he was talking as much to himself as to her. Trying to convince himself that she hadn’t actually done what she did.

But she had. In front of Loki’s entire court, Charlie had pledged to become a mare and serve at the god’s whim. For how long, she had no idea; she hadn’t exactly read the fine print before signing her life away. In all likelihood, Mason would try to find a way to save her from going through with it, but Charlie didn’t have the energy to think about that right then. She had no more schemes, no more tricks or tactics. She was tired.

She was so, so tired.

Elias was safe. Two mare guards had lifted his body up and, after much pestering by Charlie, informed her that they were bringing Elias to his quarters to rest and recuperate. Now, she wanted nothing more than to find the nearest bed and collapse onto it. To sleep for three days straight. Recharge. Then, perhaps, she would be ready to face the fate that she’d chosen for herself.

The universe had other plans.

“You fulfilled your promise to the girl,” came a high-pitched, nasally voice from behind her. “It’s time for her to make good on her end.”

Standing, Charlie turned slowly around. At the edge of the crowd was a nasty-looking vittra. Or, more accurately, she realized as she squinted at its skin, a nasty-looking spirit of a vittra.

When she’d first entered the great hall, Charlie had noticed no difference between creatures here and those you might find up on Asgard. Everyone had been cast in that strange orange glow filtering in through the windows; they all looked a little hazy and spectral. Not to mention that all her focus had been on getting Elias to Loki. It was only when she finally took the time to study the vittra before her, that she saw it: the shimmer, the translucence. So subtle, so easily missed, it seemed hardly there at all. But it was.

The vittra was slightly see-through.

As she cast her eyes out over the rest of the crowd, she realized that everyone in attendance was slightly see-through. It was a room full of souls, of creatures who had spent their time with the living and now resided with the dead.

When she glanced down at her arm, she half expected to find her own skin translucent, too. But it wasn’t. It was the same as ever: pale, freckled, an oblong birthmark just under her index finger.

It was almost reassuring to see her own solidity.

“It’s not like the humans will miss her,” the vittra went on. “She’s a particularly nasty girl, this one.”

Charlie blinked at the goblin. Why was he speaking as if he knew her personally? She had traveled through space and time to a different realm; what were the odds that she’d encounter someone she knew?

The vittra cackled, a disgusting, high-pitched noise, like a pot full of mice being boiled alive. “You don’t even recognize me, do you? Of course you don’t. We vittra all look the same to you humans—even when you’re trying to murder us from up in a tree.”

Recognition washed over Charlie, along with a potent sense of dread. This vittra was the very same creature she’d tried to murder during training. She might not have been the one to actually kill him—that credit went to Vidar and his axe—but the icy tone of the vittra’s voice left no mystery as to whom he blamed.

From up on the dais, Loki said, “Why the rush, friend? We’re in the middle of a good party. Surely the Trial can wait until we’re done feasting.”

“Why wait?” the vittra snarled, smiling to reveal gray fangs dripping with slobber. “I think it needs to happen right now. Unless there’s some reason you want to protect this human in particular?”

It was a dangerous and leading question. The vittra—and probably many, many others in the court—had seen Loki’s bizarre reaction to Charlie entering the room and was now digging for information. For weaknesses.

That was the first indication to Charlie that Loki’s power over the underworld might not be as absolute as he pretended.

The question dangled between Loki and the goblin as a challenge. Show us you care about this human, the vittra’s smile seemed to say. Show us we can use her against you.

At last, Loki laughed, waving a dismissive hand. “Of course there isn’t,” he said. “I’ll hold the Trial whenever I want. And if my people want it now, who am I to disappoint?”

Claps and whistles of approval swept the audience. The vittra narrowed his ugly eyes but clapped along with the rest.

“Let us head to the chamber straightaway. As always, anyone who wishes to spectate is welcome. And for the rest of you”—Loki clapped twice, and new golden pitchers appeared atop all the tables—“more mead! The evening has only just begun!”

At that, the audience cheered.

Charlie couldn’t help but feel it was the soundtrack to her demise.



Charlie walked numbly behind Loki through the halls of the palace, Mason at her side, Henry cuddled into her neck. An army of the dead following in their wake.

The palace’s main passageways were carved of the same gray-white stone that made up the exterior of the castle. They were fifteen feet across and at least thirty feet high, with arched ceilings inset with wrought-iron torches. The torchlight acted as secondary illumination to the light streaming in through the high glass windows. Charlie had expected to find the familiar orange haze from outside filtering in the windows, but their panes were made of sapphire-blue stained glass, which cast everything in an eerie, ethereal glow.

“Char,” Mason whispered for the fifth time since they’d left the huge hall, “you don’t have to do this. There’s still time. We can find another way. Another bargain to strike with Loki, or—”

“There is no other way,” Loki interrupted without turning around. “Your sister pledged herself into my service in front of the entire court. If she doesn’t go through with it, there will be repercussions.”

“What sort of repercussions?” Mason asked, voice snappy.

Loki didn’t answer.

His silence unsettled Charlie more than whatever terrifying answer he was holding in.

About a third of the party had opted to watch Charlie become a mare. Their translucent bodies strolled merrily down the passage, chattering in a dizzying multitude of languages and passing gold coins back and forth.

It took Charlie a few glances to realize that they were placing bets.

“What are they betting on?” she asked, keeping her voice low enough that only Mason and Loki could hear.

“Your life,” said Loki. He sounded neither happy nor sad—only wildly indifferent. “Not everyone survives the Trial.”

Charlie’s whole body went cold.

“Nope.” Mason skidded to a halt, grabbing Charlie’s wrist so that she had to stop, too. “Absolutely not. We’re not taking another step toward that chamber.”

Behind them, the front row of the mob came to a halt. Souls cursed as they ran into the beings in front of them.

Transparent, but still corporeal, Charlie noted.

Loki stopped walking, placing a hand on his hip and heaving a long sigh. He sounded downright bored, as if this whole errand was a huge imposition on his day.

At last, he turned, landing the full force of his gaze on Charlie and Mason. Those eyes—Charlie shivered every time she saw them. So foreign and so familiar all at once.

“I’m afraid you have no choice,” Loki said. “You see, becoming a mare is not as simple as my waving a hand and turning your sister into a magical creature. There are three essential steps: the Bargain, the Trial, and the Separation, all of which are built upon what the spirits call skuggmagi—shadow magic.”

“I don’t know what any of that means,” Mason said flatly.

“Of course not,” Loki said, sneering. “You don’t know anything about Helheim. And neither does your sister. I bet she didn’t even know when she blurted out her pledge to me that her words would be magically binding.”

Frigid air rushed down Charlie’s spine.

“What?” Mason shook his head. “Magically binding? How can she perform magic without knowing it?”

“Because she didn’t perform magic; magic acted upon her. In the Bargain—the first step to becoming a mare—the human offers me their terms, and I either accept or reject them. If I accept, the Bargain is automatically sealed with skuggmagi.” A strange expression flickered through Loki’s eyes. “From that moment, Charlie and I were both bound to fulfill our ends of the Bargain—or face the repercussions.”

There was that word again.

“I fulfilled my end. An incredibly selfless gesture on my part, if you ask me. Most mares have to wait until their service is up before I grant them what they asked for. Charlie got her reward before spending even one second as a mare. Now she needs to fulfill her end.”

“Or face the repercussions,” Mason said in a startlingly accurate imitation of Loki’s voice. “Right. You still haven’t mentioned what those are, though.”

“Death,” Loki said, speaking directly to Charlie. “The consequences are death.”

Silence settled between them. Charlie heard whispers and the clink of more gold coins exchanging hands from behind.

“So let me get this straight,” Mason said at last. “We travel all the way to literal hell to meet you, and your only thanks is to trick one of us into becoming your slave—or else die.”

“Just so we’re clear,” said Loki, motioning to one of the servants waiting beside him. The servant opened a pouch at his side, pulling out a glass flask filled with clear liquid. “I tricked no one. Your sister asked for this. Begged, really. I merely granted her request.”

“Only because you forced her hand!” Mason argued. “You made it clear that you wouldn’t heal Elias without receiving something in return.”

“Is that what I did?” Loki asked, holding out a hand. The servant passed him a shot glass, filling it with a small measure of the clear liquid. “Because as far as I remember, I never asked for anything. Charlie is the one who spoke without thinking.”

Charlie bristled at his words. “You have no idea what I—”

“And as to your claim that you came all the way here to meet me, Mason…” Loki turned, holding the shot glass out to her brother. “Don’t lie to yourself, boy. You didn’t come here to meet me; you came because you wanted something from me.” He raised an eyebrow. “There’s a difference.”

Mason narrowed his eyes at the glass. He didn’t take it; instead, he raised one hand and slapped it to the ground. It bounced and rolled, dumping its contents on the floor, but didn’t shatter. The servant bent over and scooped it up before it could be absorbed by the crowd behind them.

Loki frowned, holding out a hand to his servant for another shot glass. “That’s expensive aquavit you just wasted.”

“I don’t care about your stupid aquavit,” Mason said. “I don’t care that you think we only came here because we wanted something from you. I care that you’re our father”—at this word, Loki’s eyes flared, and he looked like he wanted to slam his palm over Mason’s mouth—“and you’re going to let your own child walk right into what may very well be her death.” Mason’s face twisted with disgust. “Gods, all the stories were right about you. Every single one. How you murdered Balder in cold blood. How you let the gods capture your own children, let them chain Fenrir to a rock and banish Hel to hell and toss Jörmungandur into the sea…” He spat on the floor at Loki’s feet. “You’re the worst father that Asgard has ever seen.”

It happened in an instant. One moment, Loki was standing calmly, listening to Mason’s tirade; the next, he spun around, reared back the hand holding the second shot glass, and threw it at the wall, missing Mason’s head by mere centimeters. Mason gasped, ducking his head. The glass shattered, shards spilling to the floor in a deafening shower.

The crowd behind them froze. No shuffling. No whispers. No passing bets. They were riveted, wanting to see what their god would do to this insolent visitor.

“First of all,” Loki hissed, advancing on Mason with an expression that was even but somehow still radiating fury, “you are not my children. I’ve never seen either of you before in my life. And second”—he took another few steps toward Mason, whose eyes widened—“even if you were my children, you have no idea of what you speak. You think you know who I am as a man? As a father?” As Loki advanced, Mason stumbled backward, keeping his terrified eyes locked on the god. “On what grounds? Based on a couple of silly stories you read in a book written by people who never knew me? Stories that have been twisted and mutated with time, changed to fit the needs of the person telling them?”

Mason hit the stone wall; he could retreat no farther. Loki came to a stop inches away from him. Earlier, Charlie had thought that they were about the same height, but Loki seemed to tower over her brother now. Had she been wrong before? Or had the god somehow made himself taller?

“You know nothing,” Loki whispered, his voice seething, “nothing of who I am as a father. Of what I’ve done for my children. You know only what the gods want you to know, and what they’ve wanted—what they’ve always wanted—is to cast me as the villain. To make the world believe that I am the root of all evil and misdoings, even after everything I did for them. Even after I made them who they are.”

“I don’t—” Mason started.

“You speak of Balder’s murder,” Loki interrupted. “No doubt you’ve heard the version of the story where I trick Frigg into revealing that mistletoe can harm him, and then fool Balder’s blind brother into throwing the dart?”

Mason’s head bobbed in a tiny nod.

Charlie was shocked that Mason knew this much about Norse mythology. She’d thought that she was alone in her obsession, but Mason must have been doing exactly what she was, just one wall over.

“You know what’s so funny about that story?” Loki asked, straightening so that he wasn’t looming right in Mason’s face. “Everyone believes it. Even if they’ve read all the other stories about me, they buy Balder’s death without question.” His voice rose to a high, mocking tone. “Of course Loki did that. Loki is bad. Loki is evil. Whenever something goes wrong, it’s always Loki’s fault.”

He paused, taking a deep breath. When he spoke again, his voice was flat. Dead. “No one ever pauses to really analyze the story. To pick out the obvious fault in its telling. The thing that makes it different from every other myth.”

“Your motive,” Charlie blurted out.

Mason and Loki startled, looking over at her in surprise. The god of mischief raised his eyebrows, as if to say, Go on.

She hadn’t planned on saying the words aloud. They’d come out of their own accord, spurred on by the memory of how she’d felt after reading the story of Balder’s death. By the discomfort she’d felt. Because she’d been repulsed by what Loki had done, yes, but she’d also been confused. It hadn’t rung true.

Charlie cleared her throat, glancing between Mason and Loki. “In every other story,” she went on, “your misdeeds have a motive. You or the other gods stood to gain something from them. But in the story of Balder’s death, you act without reason. You kill him for the sake of killing him.”

“That’s exactly right,” said Loki, his voice softening slightly. “Tell me: Does that really sound like something I would do? Murder Odin’s favorite son for no apparent reason? Me, who built my life on surviving by being clever?”

Charlie didn’t know how to answer.

“So, what?” asked Mason. “Are you saying that you didn’t do any of the things in those stories?”

Something unreadable flashed through Loki’s eyes. His gaze flitted between Charlie and Mason. At last, he exhaled, turning to continue his walk down the passageway. “I’m saying,” he said, tossing the words over his shoulder, “don’t believe everything you read in storybooks.”
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When Charlie entered the cavern where the Trial was to be held, her first thought was that she was about to be asked to fight someone to the death.

The “cavern” was more like a small underground coliseum, the kind of place that evoked swords and armor. The entrance was a tall archway that fed spectators out onto the circular walkway at the top of the cavern. Below the walkway were twenty rows of benches that wrapped around the room, like an enormous concentric staircase. Unlike the rest of the palace, this room was sandy orange and had a craggy, uneven ceiling. It looked as if it had been carved straight into the earth, rather than built.

On the lowest level, where a dusty arena for chariot fighting should have been, was a floor carved from an enormous tree trunk. It wasn’t a floor made of wood; there were no planks fixed together, no seams or borders. Instead, there was one smooth, unbroken wooden circle containing so many rings that Charlie wouldn’t dare to count them. It looked just like the freshly sawed stumps she sometimes saw in the forest, except so large that a hundred men could comfortably congregate atop its surface.

Charlie and Mason came to a halt in the entrance, staring down at the giant stump. Henry, who was now perched on Charlie’s shoulder, sent colors of amazement into her mind. From behind, souls pushed excitedly past, hurrying down the staircase of benches to try and nab the best seats. But Charlie and Mason could only stare.

Because there, driven blade-first into the very center of the wood, was a spear wreathed in shadow.

The Seal itself is said to be a physical object. Legend has it that Odin gave up his most precious weapon, the spear Gungnir, for the task.

That’s what Elias had told her, so many weeks before. And there it was. Gungnir, Odin’s beloved spear that he had surrendered to create the spell that would protect humanity.

This was the Seal.

Suddenly Charlie felt lightheaded. She was barely aware of her surroundings as a pair of mare guards materialized at her side, ushering her and Mason along the upper rim of the arena. She barely took in the curving walkway they walked to reach the other side. Barely felt it when they shoved them through a low doorway into a small room lit by torches and furnished with only one low table and a pair of candlesticks. Barely noticed the guards vanishing, leaving her, Mason, and Henry entirely alone.

Henry.

In the chaos of learning she was to do her Trial now, she’d completely forgotten about him.

Charlie crouched down, looking the vätte right in the brim of his red hat, the spot where his eyes should have been. “Hey, bud,” she said. “Why don’t you run around and explore that arena a bit, okay?”

GO NOW?

“Yes.” Charlie didn’t like sending Henry away, but she had no idea what was about to happen in this tiny, dark room, and she didn’t want him to worry any more than he already was. “It’s important that you stake out the surroundings before we go out there.”

Henry hesitated, his little head looking between Charlie and Mason.

“Don’t worry about me,” said Charlie, doing her best to keep her voice light. “If I get into any trouble in here, you’ll feel it. Okay?”

Placated, Henry nodded. The top of his hat flapped back and forth. I GO.

And he did, toddling across the floor and out the low door.

Moments later, Loki swept into the room, putting his back to them as he shut the door. “We don’t have much time,” he said. “I have to—”

“That’s Gungnir,” Charlie said, cutting right to the chase. “At the bottom of the pit, on that wooden floor. That’s the Seal.”

Loki turned around, raising his eyebrows. “That’s right, Charlie. Very well deduced.”

Something about hearing her name spoken by Loki’s voice—which sounded warmer, gravellier, away from the crowd’s prying eyes—made Charlie’s heart twist. There was a fondness there. A familiarity. As if he had said it many, many times before.

Could that be?

“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “All this time … the Seal has been here? In Helheim?”

“That’s correct,” said Loki. “The Seal is here, but it is connected to Asgard via Yggdrasil, as you probably noticed when you walked in. The wood that the spear is driven into is one of the many branches of the world tree itself. That’s how Yggdrasil’s magic can reach Asgard.”

“But…” Charlie stammered, casting around for the right question to ask. She was so lost. She’d been certain that Loki was looking for the Seal. That was the whole reason he’d sent Elias to Silver Shores in the first place—to find the Fenrir and ask for the Seal’s location. “But the Fenrir … You wanted Elias to capture him so that he would help you find the Seal.”

“I wanted Elias to capture the Fenrir—that’s correct,” said Loki. “I wanted to know what my son knew. But I never said that it was so that I could find the Seal.”

“But—” she started, but she froze when Loki stepped forward and placed his hands on her shoulders.

“Listen to me, Charlie,” he said, bending down to look her directly in the eyes. “I know you’re confused. I know you have questions. But there’s no time for me to answer them. Not right now. Right now, I need you to listen to what I’m about to say. Your life depends on it.”

Charlie could barely breathe. What was going on? She glanced over at Mason, who looked just as confused as she felt.

“The Trial is about to begin,” Loki said. “You’re going to have to grab hold of Gungnir for it. The Seal is the source of all skuggmagi. Every human that becomes a mare must face down the Seal and prove themselves strong enough to harness the shadows. If they do, the Seal will create a second being within you. A being made only of shadow.”

“Face it down?” Charlie whispered. “What does that mean?”

“It’s different for everyone,” said Loki. “You can’t know what you’ll face until you take hold of Gungnir.”

“But…” She shook her head. “No one should touch the spear, right? What if they accidentally pull it out of Yggdrasil? The Seal would vanish.”

“The Seal can only be pulled from Yggdrasil by the bringer of Ragnarök. That’s the prophecy that has been told and retold since the day it was created.” He gave her a small smile, lifting one eyebrow. “You aren’t planning on destroying Asgard, are you?”

“Of course not,” she said.

“Then please don’t fret. Just focus on making it through the Trial alive. Okay?”

Charlie glanced at Mason. Her brother could only shake his head. She looked back at Loki and said, “I don’t under—”

But before she could get the rest of the word out, all of the air left her body when Loki pulled her into the tightest hug she’d ever received in her life. She froze, arms suspended at her sides.

“I’m so sorry, Charlotte,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m sorry that this is how things played out. I’m sorry that I can’t give you the answers you need right now. Just know that I did everything I could to protect you. All of you, including your mother. I knew that no child of mine would ever be safe. Not truly. But I swear that I did everything I could to try and make it so.”

She was speechless. She had so many questions and no words to ask them.

Loki released her and grabbed Mason, pulling him into the same bone-crushing hug that she had received.

“I know you hate me,” he said, “and I understand why. But when Charlie makes it through this Trial alive, I’ll explain everything.” He pulled back, holding onto Mason’s shoulders and looking deep into his eyes. “I promise.”

Mason’s mouth opened and closed several times. Before he could get any words out, a roar filtered into the room from the arena.

Loki released Mason’s shoulders, looking toward the door. “It’s time,” he said. “The Trial is about to begin.” Without another word, he ducked out the small doorframe.

Mason was about to do the same, but Charlie grabbed his wrist.

“Wait,” she said.

Her brother turned around, raising his eyebrows.

“I just…” She gnawed on her lower lip, uncertain how to say what she needed to. “Thank you. For coming with me.” She smiled weakly. “It would really suck to die alone.”

Mason’s eyes flared. “You aren’t dying today, Char. Don’t talk like that.”

We don’t know that, she thought.

“I just want to know…” She shook her head. “Why did you help me save Elias? I thought you hated him.”

“I do,” he said bluntly. “Frankly, I don’t care if he lives or dies. He doesn’t matter to me. But…” He sighed, looking out the doorway and running a hand through his hair, then met Charlie’s gaze again. “I can see that he matters to you.”

Inhaling sharply, she said, “I don’t—”

“You don’t have to pretend, Char. And I’m not even talking about what I walked in on back in those woods. In fact”—he made a gagging face—“I’d prefer to never talk about that again.”

She snorted.

“I’m saying that you care for him, Charlie. You lost it when you thought he was dying. I mean, you dragged us all the way to a different realm to save him.” He smiled sadly. “I don’t think you’d do that for someone who didn’t matter to you.”

“But that doesn’t explain why you came with me,” she insisted. “Why risk your life for someone you hate?”

This time, his smile was warm and genuine. He took her hand. “You’re my little sister, Char. No matter how angry I was with you for not telling me about Sophie, nothing will ever change that. You’re my little sister, and I would do anything for you.” He squeezed her hand gently. “You know that, right?”

Charlie felt something inflate inside her.

She squeezed back. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”



When they ducked out of the small room and into the arena, the crowd exploded with cheering and applause.

It was as if Charlie were a pop star or a politician. The entire cavern shook with the spirits’ excitement and anticipation.

Unfortunately, she thought, as she followed Loki around the walkway, a more accurate metaphor would have probably been that of a gladiator. A warrior just as likely to die as to survive.

Henry met them at the top of the stairs, and they started to descend. Spirits reached out as they passed, touching her arms and legs lightly. She didn’t know if the touches were meant to be good luck or simply out of curiosity for how her living skin felt. When they reached the bottom, Charlie started to step down onto the flat wood of Yggdrasil, Henry right behind her.

Loki held out a hand, stopping her just before her foot made contact. “Remove your shoes first. And the vätte must stay here.”

“What?” Charlie looked down at Henry, who was standing expectantly beside the ring. He looked nervous but excited, as if he thought they were about to go on an adventure together. “But—”

“It’s nonnegotiable,” the god said decisively. “All humans must face the Trial on their own. No help from friends. Or fuzzy little minions.”

He’s not a minion, Charlie wanted to say. He’s a part of me. I’m a part of him. Whatever we do, we do together.

Instead, she asked, “What happens to our tether after the Trial?”

“I don’t know,” Loki admitted. “I’ve never turned a human with a vätte before. The tether will probably snap.”

Charlie’s breath caught.

WE GOING? Henry asked.

Charlie swallowed. He hadn’t understood Loki’s words. He didn’t know what was going on.

No, buddy, she sent. I’ve got to do this on my own.

THEN COME BACK?

Her heart felt as if it were strangling itself. Right, she replied, not knowing if she was telling the truth. Then I’ll come back.

She looked up at Loki. “Give him to Mason, please.”

After a brief pause, Loki nodded.

Charlie gave Henry a last smile, which he returned by sending her warm, yellow-orange colors of encouragement. They made her chest ache. Finally, because she had no excuses left not to, she bent over and undid the laces of her shoes, pulling them off and removing her socks. She left them all in a little pile at the entrance to the wooden arena. Exhaling, she lowered one bare foot, then another, toes touching first. She eased her weight carefully down until she stood squarely atop Yggdrasil.

It was about a thirty-foot walk to Gungnir, and Charlie dragged it out for as long as she possibly could. These were her last moments as a human; she wanted to savor them. The air smelled of ash and dust. The crowd spoke in whispers. The wood of Yggdrasil was smooth beneath her feet, worn from the thousands of others who’d taken this journey before her. Some lived to become mares. Others … didn’t.

She swallowed thickly. If Charlie survived the Trial, who would she be afterward? Would she still feel like herself? Elias said that, in becoming a mare, you forfeit part of your humanity. Is that what was about to happen? Would she awake with no feelings, no emotions, no love, no compassion? Would she have to fight to return to herself? Would she even want to fight, if erasing all the good meant erasing all the bad, too?

Too soon, she arrived before Gungnir. Her bare feet planted themselves shoulder-width apart, toes pointed toward the spear. Up close, the shadows surrounding Gungnir’s wood were black and round as snakeskin, almost identical to the cords that she’d seen Elias conjure on several different occasions. She was about to reach her hands into those shadows. To feel them coil around her fists as she clung to Gungnir and prayed that she would live to feel her hands let go.

With trembling hands, she raised her palms up to either side of the spear. They hovered there, centimeters from the wood, for one long, breathless moment.

Another message from Henry appeared in her mind:

YOU CAN DO THIS

Tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

Then she grabbed Gungnir as tight as she could.
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At first, all she knew was pain.

It tore through her the minute her hands landed on the spear. Flew straight to every cell of her body, every neuron and ligament. Shredded her bones, ripped open every inch of skin, spilled her blood onto the ground. The last sound she heard before losing access to her senses was the keening of her own tortured scream.

It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. Like being simultaneously drowned and set on fire. Like being struck by lightning while falling into a vat of frying oil. It defied every parameter of pain that she knew existed. And it wasn’t limited to one part of her body. It was everywhere. It was everything. It was searing fire and smothering sadness and choking panic and a black dress at fourteen and a church filled with mourners and a dangerous world hiding in plain sight and a brother drifting away and monsters around every tree, every corner, and no place to hide because no place was truly safe, and pain, pain, inescapable pain …

It was excruciating.

It should have resulted in instant death.

Instant death. Yes. That was the answer. If she died, the pain would cease. It would be so easy. She could feel the darkness closing in on her, an approaching tunnel into which she could easily fall and let herself be carried away to the sweet, sweet afterlife. She’d seen what death looked like. Death was fountains of mead and trapeze artists. Death was a bustling market and a sparkling castle and a never-ending circus party. Death sounded amazing.

Just give in, whispered a soothing voice in her ear. Let yourself fall.

No.

She wasn’t sure where that word came from. If she’d thought it, or if it had thought her. Everything was upside-down and backward. Time didn’t exist. Individual beings didn’t exist. Nothing existed but blistering pain.

Blistering pain, and that one word.

No.

No, Charlie.

Don’t give in.

The voice … it was so familiar. She’d heard it before; she just couldn’t say where. It was so hard to think inside this searing agony. She probably wouldn’t have recognized the voice of her own mother.

Breathe.

Relax.

The pain isn’t real.

Not real? How could this searing torture not be real? It was all-consuming. It was the realest thing to ever exist.

I’m here, Charlie.

It will be over soon.

I’m waiting for you on the other side.

The voice’s words were so soothing, like a splash of cold water on a red, raw burn. From somewhere within the fog of pain, she thought she heard herself sob. Thought she heard that sob even over the jeers of the crowd.

The jeers of the crowd.

The crowd.

The Trial.

She was in the middle of the Trial. Yes. A Trial that she had to get through if she wanted to make it out of Helheim alive. A Trial that she could not fail—if not for herself, then for the sake of Mason, Sophie, Lou, Abigail, her mother … She knew the pain caused by premature death, and she wouldn’t inflict that upon her loved ones. Not now. Not ever.

She understood, then, that this pain was not real. Not physical. Her bones had not shattered. Her skin had not split open. Her blood remained in her veins. She was still whole, still standing at the center of the Trial arena, hands gripping Gungnir. The pain—excruciating as it might have been—was mental. It was entirely in her head.

And she knew what to do with mental pain.

She and mental pain were old friends. They’d met as children, when a group of boys threw dirt at her twin sister, calling her Silent Sophie and asking if she even knew how to talk. They met again when that same sister was in the hospital and her mother said everything would be fine but the fear in her eyes said something completely different. And when the grief descended, that cold, suffocating cloud that turned every color in her life to gray, Charlie knew that mental pain was no longer just an acquaintance; it was her life partner. Her roommate, her bedfellow, the worst best friend she’d ever have. It wasn’t going anywhere.

So she learned to shut it up. To push it down. To distract herself from its presence by whatever means necessary.

And that’s exactly what she needed to do now.

Because why was this mental pain any different from the kinds she’d felt before?

It wasn’t. So, she’d deal with it just as she always did—with one of her three distractions:

Research, train, recite.

Here, with her hands glued to Gungnir and her eyes blinded by pain, she could neither research nor train, but there was still one option left for her. The one that she could do anywhere. That she had done anywhere. That had gotten her through weeks of terror and barely suppressed panic. The one that had become a mantra, a song, a prayer:

You will make yourself strong.

You will find Elias.

You will kill Elias.

You will never trust a boy with your heart again.

But the mantra didn’t work anymore. It wasn’t true. And if she was going to make it through this pain alive, she needed something new to recite.

She didn’t have to think hard about what that something new would be. The lines came to her of their own accord, as if they’d been hiding in her head all along, waiting for their chance to break free.

You are strong.

You found Elias.

You forgave Elias.

And you will see him again.

How funny. How ironic. If Charlie could have laughed, she would have. For weeks, the driving force behind her three distractions was destroying Elias. Getting revenge on what he did to her and her friends. Who knew that, just a few days after he finally reappeared, she’d use those same tactics to make sure she’d see him again? Who knew that all those nights she’d spent obsessing over how to kill a mare would prepare her for this moment, the moment she fought to become one?

You are strong.

You found Elias.

You forgave Elias.

And you will see him again.

All at once, the agony vanished. The world went dark. The screams and jeers evaporated, leaving behind perfect silence. The kind of silence that could swallow you whole.

Charlie looked down at the spot where she was standing. Under her feet was grass, but the coloring was wrong. It was gray instead of green, as if leeched of all its color. Her feet were bare and pale white, like slices of moonlight. When she raised her head to take in the rest of her surroundings, she found only darkness. Yawning, never-ending darkness, like she was in the belly of a crow.

And the pain …

The pain was gone.

And not the kind of gone that comes after a good cry. Not the numbing warmth, like your heart has slowed down and you can finally breathe again. It had just disappeared, leaving no trace that it had ever been there in the first place.

Charlie had done it. She’d made it through.

She’d expected to feel immense relief. Perhaps even joy. Instead, she felt …

Nothing.

Yes. She felt nothing. No relief or joy, not even mild happiness that she had made it through the first part of the Trial. She was completely empty, as if she’d forgotten how to feel at all.

And it was …

Well.

It was wonderful.

She was completely alone on a patch of gray grass in total darkness, but she wasn’t afraid. She had no idea where her brother or Henry or her friends were, but she didn’t care. No stress weighed upon her shoulders. No panic. No anxiety.

Finally.

It was fabulous. It was glorious. Charlie would have beamed if she actually felt happiness. But she didn’t; she only felt a delicious nothingness.

“No wonder people become drug addicts,” she said aloud, even though there was nothing and no one to talk to.

As if summoned by her words, dim gray light began to shimmer in the darkness. Charlie watched dispassionately as a landscape came to life before her: a tall gray hilltop, complete with rustling gray grass and a small gray tree at the top. The tree had a thin trunk and a round, perfectly symmetrical crown of leaves. She thought it might be a birch.

Welcome, Charlotte Hudson.

Charlie turned, looking for the source of the echoey whisper that had just danced across her ears. “Hello?”

You cannot see me, said the voice. You can only listen.

“A disembodied voice,” she said flatly. “How original.”

This is a test, the voice went on, ignoring her sarcasm. The result will determine whether you are fit to become a mare of night.

“Righto.” She clapped her hands once. “I’m ready. Let’s get on with it.”

Six gray lights shimmered to life just over the hilltop. They were lined up to the right of the birch tree.

Over here are six people you love, said the voice.

Gradually, the six lights molded themselves into distinct shapes, becoming human-shaped silhouettes. They took on detail and texture, eventually turning into six figures that she recognized instantly: Lou, Abigail, Mason, Sophie, Elias, and her mother.

Over here is the rest of the world.

To the left, more silhouettes came to life. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Millions. They kept appearing, multiplying to infinity, until Charlie could see nothing but an endless crowd.

You are required to light one side of this hill on fire and watch the people atop it burn alive, said the voice. Which hill do you choose?

“That’s an odd question,” Charlie said.

It is a question of morality, responded the voice, intended to cut to the heart of who you truly are. Now that your emotions are gone, you can think without bias. You can use only your mind to answer the question.

So, who do you burn?

Do you sacrifice those dearest to you to save billions?

Or do you murder the world for the sake of those you love most?

“Is this question supposed to be hard?” Charlie asked. “Because it’s not. The answer is obvious.”

Is it, now?

It was. It was stupidly obvious, in fact. She found it hard to believe that anyone before her had ever struggled with this test.

“Of course it is. The answer is none of the above. The answer is screw your idiotic test. The answer is I find you, the person behind this voice, and anyone else associated with you and this ridiculous operation, and I kill you all. Cut off your heads and whatnot. Then I won’t have to answer the question.” She raised her hands high, beaming without joy. “Problem solved!”

For several seconds, the voice did not respond. It seemed not to know how.

“What?” asked Charlie. “Has no one ever picked that answer before?”

More silence.

The gray landscape in front of her started to shiver, to blur at the edges.

It’s you, said the voice.

“Me?” Charlie asked. “What do you mean?”

It’s you.

It’s finally you.

It felt like the faceless voice was holding its breath.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Charlie demanded. “Tell me. Now.”

The bringer of Ragnarök, the voice whispered. Here at last.
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Charlie rushed back to reality like a bullet speeding through a tunnel. One moment, she was standing in a black-gray hole, listening to the whispers of a strange, unknown voice. The next, she was hurtling through space and time, wind roaring in her ears … only to land right back where she started.

The crowd.

The arena.

A hundred shimmering bodies.

Two hundred staring eyes.

Helheim.

She did it. She was back in Helheim, life intact. She had made it through the Trial.

I made it through the Trial.

The crowd erupted with cheers. Charlie stumbled to the side, one hand still clinging to Gungnir. A dazed grin plastered across her face. Loki sat in the front row, a small smile curving his mouth. Beside him, cheering loudest of all, was Mason, beaming smile and elated roar as familiar as the rising sun.

I did it, she thought, brain fuzzy with confused euphoria. I’m a … a …

Her eyes fell to her body.

There, where she normally only saw clothes and freckled skin, was something entirely new: a thin layer of shadow that covered every inch of her body. It was translucent enough that she could still see herself beneath it but thick enough that it looked like a second skin. A second version of herself.

Her mare self.

Was this the Separation? The creation of a second being that would live always within her, ready to be called upon whenever necessary? If it was, it didn’t hurt the way she’d expected it to. But perhaps the pain of the Trial had also been the pain of the Separation. Perhaps it had been the last pain she would ever feel.

That didn’t seem too far-fetched. Though the Trial had been awful, Charlie felt amazing now. Not only was she no longer in pain, but she was also free from the strange emptiness that had overcome her in that world of darkness. It was sort of scary, remembering how good it felt to feel nothing at all. But she couldn’t linger on that. She had pushed through. She had made it back to herself. What was all of Elias’s nonsense about forfeiting one’s humanity to become a mare? Charlie didn’t feel empty. She felt strong. She felt victorious. She felt damn near invincible.

She looked up from her shadow-tinted body at the crowd. The smile on her face grew even wider. One of her hands still gripped the spear, but she formed the other into a fist and pumped it high over her head, letting out a primal-sounding yell of victory.

The audience roared with approval.

Charlie felt drunk on power. High on conquest. She was a mare, but she’d managed to keep her humanity. Her power knew no limits. She could do anything. She could—

An abrupt hush fell over the crowd. Cheers stopped. Mouths fell open. Frantic whispers swept from one end of the arena to the other. Something was horribly, horribly wrong.

Charlie looked around, trying to find the source of the trouble. She saw nothing out of place in the crowd, or up on the rim of the coliseum, or on the giant stump of Yggdrasil. Nothing out of place on Gung—

Gungnir.

Gungnir was no longer in the stump.

The spear’s tip hovered just above the wood. Less than a few inches out of the ground, but out of the ground nonetheless.

Loki rose from his seat, staring down at Charlie with mouth agape. “It’s not possible,” he said.

Not possible, Charlie’s mind agreed. Not possible.

No one can pull the Seal out of Yggdrasil. No one but …

But …

 …

Free at …

At …



Free at last.

The words sang through Charlie, who was no longer Charlie, no longer human or mare or in Helheim or on Asgard, who had become something else, a being as old as time, neither alive nor dead, crafted by the dwarves, gifted with magic, lifelong servant of the Allfather …

Free at last.

The first words I’ve spoken in centuries.

I am Gungnir, and I am free at last.

Charlie was Gungnir. Or Gungnir was Charlie. Or they had woven together into one being that now hurtled through the wood of Yggdrasil, drawn to the one they needed desperately to return to—their master.

They careened past Jotunheim, with its towering giants and deserts of stone and trees as tall as skyscrapers. They traveled past Alfheim, with its glittering waterfalls and sparkling towers. They journeyed past Svartalfheim, with its foreboding mountains and volcanoes and forges. They sped through the eight realms, knowing exactly where to go, where their master could always be found, even when his second self was on Asgard, managing the gods and the winds and the sands of time. To the place where his master’s first self stood. Always watching. Waiting.

To Muspelheim.

They descended upon the planet of mist and shadow, speeding toward its end. They were so close. They could see him now, his hulking silhouette like a small mountain, fire and lava leaking from his ridges. And at his feet: dozens upon dozens of human children. Alive but unconscious, a collection of souls to be sacrificed when the time was right.

As they drew near, his eyes opened. Or, better said, his eye opened, since he only had one, the other sacrificed at Mimir’s well, the price of all-encompassing knowledge.

When he spoke, his mouth crackled like stone and lava spilled from his tongue.

“Gungnir,” he said. “You have returned.”

Not in full, they said. Only my essence. I am still in my hiding place. I know not where, but I found my opportunity for a brief escape, and I took it.

“Good. We have much to discuss. It is almost time; Ragnarök draws near.”

What can I do?

“Escape once more, but for good this time. Do whatever it takes. Persuade the prophesied one to come to your aid. If we are to win this war, we need you removed from Yggdrasil permanently so you can return to my side.”

I will do my best, Master.

“You have already done well. If you have made it here, even for a moment, it means you have drawn the prophesied one to you. The pieces are falling into place. Soon, I will find and destroy Loki’s two missing bastards, and my plan will be unstoppable.”

How do you know that the trickster Loki has created new offspring?

The mountainous beast raised one arm to show them the golden ribbon tied around his wrist. “Four weeks ago, my Valkyrie received a missive from her twin sister asking if they were the children of Loki. The Valkyries are under my control and therefore not a threat, but the other two had to be dealt with. I sent Rattatosk to do what needed to be done.” He exhaled a puff of steaming-hot air. “But Rattatosk is gone. I felt his death, the other end of the leash going slack. I will need to come up with a new plan to rid the world of Loki’s bastard offspring. It will take time, but rest assured, it will be done.”

The image of the beast wobbled, and Gungnir could feel an irresistible current beginning to pull at their essence. Time was running out. Their steel tip was about to be driven back into the wooden flesh of Yggdrasil.

I must go, they said. But I will return as soon as I can.

The beast gave a lava-filled smile. “I have seen your return already. It is written in the winds of time.”

With that, the current grabbed hold and yanked them back through the ash. They hurtled back to the chamber in which they would be trapped once again …

Back to …

To …



Charlie returned to herself with a great inhalation. She jammed Gungnir back into the wood of Yggdrasil as hard as she could and stumbled backward. Her bare feet slipped on the wood, sending her sprawling. The crowd gasped.

She was dizzy, nauseous, halfway to oblivion. Darkness closed in on her vision. Though it felt like she had spent a lifetime intertwined with Gungnir’s consciousness, she somehow knew that only seconds had passed in Helheim. Somewhere, Mason was yelling, leaping over the coliseum wall and sprinting to get to her.

“It’s Odin,” she gasped when Mason reached her side.

He crouched low, taking her body in his arms. “What?” he asked, eyes frantic. “What’s Odin?”

She wanted so badly to give in to the darkness. To let oblivion overtake her, to sleep for weeks, even months, if necessary.

“Odin was the one controlling Rattatosk,” she rasped. “Odin is the one trying to start Ragnarök. There is no creature called Surtur in Muspelheim. There’s only … only…”

“Charlie?” Mason shook her shoulders, trying to keep her awake. “Charlie, stay with me. What are you saying? What are you trying to say?”

“Odinisajoturri,” she slurred as her eyes fluttered shut. “Odin is … a joturri. Odin … is … Surtur.”

And everything went dark.






Epilogue
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From his place beside the bed, Elias Everhart kept watch over Charlie.

She looked so peaceful and innocent, dark hair splayed across the pillow, freckles like little black eyes in the darkness. She would have no memory of being carried here by Mason and Loki. Would have no memory of him leaping from his bed, where he’d been lying since he regained consciousness, and running to her side, yelling out questions. What happened? Is she breathing? Is she alive? And she certainly wouldn’t remember the time that she had spent pressed against his body in that same bed, healing energy moving from his form into hers.

Her no-longer-quite-human form.

Because she was a mare now.

Charlie Hudson was a mare.

And she’d only done it to save him.

Elias didn’t know what to make of that. Didn’t know if he should make anything of it, other than it being confirmation that she really did consider him a friend. His only friend in the entire world, actually. Except for Olive, wherever she was.

But did she see him as just a friend, or was it something more?

There was an attraction between them—that much was undeniable. It had grown so potent in the moments before they kissed that he’d thought he could see it, that it had become a physical object with heft and color and form.

He hadn’t gone into that night planning to kiss her. He hadn’t gone into that week planning to feel anything for her. But there he was, sitting beside the bed and staring down at her, still impossibly beautiful even when slack-jawed and snoring lightly.

And what he felt …

Well. He wasn’t ready to say those words. Not even close.

Since the day he completed his Trial and first opened his eyes as a mare, he’d assumed that he would never say those words again. That he would never even think them. That he would never even think about thinking them. But now …

He exhaled unsteadily.

Back in the forest, when she’d insisted that kissing him had been nothing but a drunken mistake, he’d wanted to cut it all off again. To plug up every hole in the dam of his emotions, to feel nothing at all. But he couldn’t. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t. It was too late. There were too many holes now. Too many soft spots, too many faults in the structure he’d long thought impenetrable. He couldn’t plug them all up fast enough.

He couldn’t say for sure when the dam had started to come down again. Maybe it was at the car wash, when her first instinct—for reasons he couldn’t understand—had been to protect him from Mason’s punch. Maybe it was the first time he saw her float up into the air, the unbridled awe on her face at being able to perform magic. Maybe it was the ache he’d felt when she apologized for what had happened to his family, even though she didn’t need to, even though it had nothing to do with her. The yearning he’d felt for her in that moment had been like a physical kick to the gut. Though, if he were being truly honest, his wall had probably started to come back down the first moment he laid eyes on her in that cafeteria.

So few days had passed, yet there now were so many holes in his defenses.

And every single one of them had been made by her.

Her.

It was hard to be this close to her. It had been hard to be close to her all week—seeing her and hearing her voice and smelling the impossibly intoxicating scent of her, all without being able to touch her. To act upon the maddening need he felt for her, a desire so strong it overpowered even his thirst for fear.

But at least then, he’d been able to hold out hope that she felt the way that he did.

Now he knew for certain that she didn’t, which meant that being around her was going to be damn near impossible.

And yet he couldn’t leave. No matter how painful it was to be near her, it would be even worse not to see her at all.

Charlie shifted in her sleep, head falling over to one side so that only her left cheek was exposed. Her creamy skin and smattering of freckles. Her eyebrows pulled together, lips moving wordlessly. She was dreaming. And from the look on her face, it wasn’t a good one.

Elias smiled to himself. He could fix that. Of all the things that had gone wrong in the last few hours, he could at least fix that. He reached out one hand, tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear. When he was done, he let the backs of his fingertips linger on her cheek. Let them caress her skin.

He closed his eyes.

That was one of Elias’s many secrets. One of the many things he’d never told Charlie: that mares could give sweet dreams as well as terrifying ones. He didn’t do it often. In fact, he hadn’t even known he could give anything but nightmares before he met her. He’d never needed to. Fear was what made him strong; why would he try to create its opposite?

Most recently, he’d used this newfound talent to change the course of a nightmare Charlie had been having about her loved ones being burned to ash at the old house in the woods. He hadn’t come to her room that night intending to mess with her mind. He’d just wanted to check in on her. To make sure nothing and no one came for her in the middle of the night. But when he saw the cold sweat beading on her forehead, heard the whimpers and cries slipping from her lips, he’d been helpless to ignore it. He’d had to act. So, he’d pressed his fingers gently to her temple and tuned in to the dream happening in her mind.

It had been horrific. The burnt bodies, the agony tearing through Charlie’s body … He couldn’t take it. Couldn’t bear the idea of her being in this much pain, even in a dream. He would have done anything to take it away.

So he did.

Tonight, he did the same, moving his fingers up to rest gently on her temple. He chose one of his favorites. It was a dream where Charlie lay in a meadow of daisies, picking out shapes in the clouds. She couldn’t see anyone else, but she could hear them: Mason, Sophie, Lou, Abigail, her mom … Their voices drifted to her from just a few feet away, along with the knowledge that they were safe and happy. There was no Asgard in this world. No Fenrir. No Rattatosk.

No Elias.

After all, that was the truth, wasn’t it? Charlie’s life had been safe before Asgard came into it. Not happy, necessarily—not when she was still grieving Sophie—but safe. Before Charlie ate the eyaerberry, she’d been a normal teenager with normal teenage worries. Asgard had taken that away from her. Elias had taken that away from her. Him more so than anyone. It was for him that she pledged herself to Loki. For him that she gave up her last chance at humanity. It was all his fault.

Who would Charlie be when she woke back up? When Mason and Loki carried her into his room and tucked her into his bed, they’d held a short, tense discussion before Loki insisted that Mason get some sleep. In that discussion, Loki said something that Elias couldn’t stop replaying in his head:

No demigod has ever become a mare before. We have no idea how she will act or what she’ll be capable of when she finally wakes up.

Would her emotions be completely gone? Or had she somehow preserved that most precious part of herself? The part that cared so deeply. Too deeply. It was both her greatest strength and her greatest weakness. It propelled her to do both astounding and dangerous, idiotic things—such as dragging his unconscious body all the way to the underworld just to save him. A part of him wished that she would shut off that part of herself, if only so that she wouldn’t continue to throw herself in harm’s way.

Another part of him knew that it was exactly this quality that had made him fall in the first place.

His eyes fluttered open, the backs of his fingertips still resting lightly on Charlie’s temple. Her face was smooth now. Her eyelids didn’t pinch. Her lips didn’t move. Her face had become a mask of calm, her mind deep in the beautiful dream he’d given to her.

“Rest well, Charlie,” he whispered, turning to look out the window and take in the midnight-blue waves of Helheim Sea, crashing into the palace walls and tossing white foam into the air. “Gods know you’re going to need it.”
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