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His shoes were found during the bonfire.

They were hanging from an ash tree, a pair of bright-white Adidas roped together by their bright-white laces. They were easy to spot, a patch of white among a crown of dark-green leaves. Were it any other night, the group of freshmen might not have even noticed. But it wasn’t any other night; it was the night after Robbie Carpenter had been officially pronounced missing.

The nimblest freshman scaled the tree and plucked the shoes from their branch. As soon as he hit the ground, he and his friends started to run.



Charlie Hudson watched the bonfire, feeling not even the least bit excited about junior year.

As she looked around at the party unfurling before her—the star-speckled sky; the plastic beer pong table stuck into the sand; the kids falling into little cliques in the crowd based on grade or social group; the gentle waves of Lake Michigan lapping against it all—she didn’t feel what she was supposed to feel. What the rest of her friends surely felt.

The back-to-school bonfire was a rite of passage for Silver Shores High School students. Every year, on the Saturday before classes began, they showed up at the beach with a half-dozen kegs of beer and enough vodka to drown a man in the desert. And every year, they got at least a few hours of partying in before the sheriff showed up.

Everyone there—kids that Charlie had grown up with, now at a time in their lives where they were not quite children but not quite adults—gathered around the bonfire, excited. They chattered loudly about which classes they were taking, how they expected the football team to perform this year, who was hooking up with whom. It was all infused with a sense of wonder, as if they stood at the precipice of possibility.

This year it felt different. Off. Some of the conversations were hushed, careful. Charlie heard words like clues and investigation and kidnapping thrown in with the usual chatter. One of their own was missing, and no one knew how to handle it.

At the far northern end of the beach stood the tall, rusty fence covered in signs that said things like DO NOT ENTER and BEWARE. At the end of the fence, where the sand met the water, chain-link gave way to a tall, thick pier made of rocks and metal. During previous back-to-school bonfires, one or two people got too drunk and tried to climb up onto the pier, but no one—not a soul—ever touched the fence. It was an unwritten rule in Silver Shores. An homage to the dozens of people who lost their lives during the accident at the Oxford Power Plant.

Still, the overall atmosphere that night was one of celebration, not mourning. Everyone seemed festive.

Everyone but Charlie.

She had nothing against junior year in particular. It wasn’t that this year, of all sixteen years that she had lived to that point, would be considerably worse than any of the ones that preceded it. It was more of an ever-pervasive feeling. A thin sheet of grime that covered every inch of her otherwise normal existence.

Reality didn’t suit Charlie. She loathed its repetitive days, the constant feeling of running through mud. She often came to this beach on her own and sat down atop the dunes. Closed her eyes. Felt the saltless wind on her face, the tickle of reed grass on her calves. These were her feeble attempts to break the rhythm of her life. To feel something new, anything at all.

She knew she should be more grateful. That she had a good life, good friends, a steady family, spare cash when she needed it. But she could never shake the feeling that something was missing. Some key fragment of her soul.

It had been that way since she’d lost Sophie.

Sophie had been Charlie’s identical twin sister. They’d had the same dark hair, the same thick eyebrows, the same blue eyes—light on the inner ring and darker on the outer—the same smattering of freckles across their nose and cheeks. Sophie had been her shadow. Her second half.

Until, late one night the first week of freshman year, she wasn’t anymore.

Charlie didn’t like to look too closely at her emotions. She didn’t like to acknowledge the voice whispering at the back of her mind, the darkness bubbling just below the surface. Sometimes she thought she could feel it, as if it were a creature living within her. She imagined it as a jumbled mass of pulsing, multicolored threads, wound too tight to ever untangle.

She sighed, pulling herself out of her thoughts, and rejoined the conversation her two best friends were having. The three of them were seated on a lopsided piece of driftwood, their feet stuck into the cool sand, a pleasant contrast from the fire roaring a few dozen paces away.

“I’m not telling you to join the student council,” Abigail declared from her place on the tallest part of the driftwood. She sat with her arms and legs folded, a can of Busch Light in one hand. “I’m just saying that another extracurricular would look good on your resume.”

“And I’m telling you,” Lou said, crushing her empty can with one hand before tossing it into the black trash bag hung up on a log a few feet away, “that swim team already takes up too much of my time as it is.”

Being around her friends was good for her. It drew her out of her mind. Let her think and feel and be something that she couldn’t be on her own. Let her forget, however temporarily, the shadows that lingered.

“But we have college to think of.” Abigail leaned forward, one dark, delicate hand resting atop her black jeans. “Showing devotion to a particular sport is good, but having a wide breadth of interests is just as important.”

Lou tapped one finger on her freckled chin. “Does being able to shotgun three beers in a row count as an interest?”

Charlie stifled a snort, then tuned out the conversation again. It was the same one she had heard a hundred times this summer: Abigail stressing over college admissions, and Lou doing her best to drive Abigail insane with how little she cared. She often wished she were more like them. More normal. Less locked in her own mind. But she wasn’t.

Her eyes wandered the moon-streaked sand around them. This beach was the largest and most popular strip of sandy lakefront in Silver Shores. Despite being located in Michigan, Silver Shores was a beach town. A beach town that froze into a spectacle of blistering snow and purple ice in the winter, but a beach town nonetheless.

The sand was cool between Charlie’s toes. The bonfire burned wild and hot. Laughter and bright orange sparks danced up into the sky. Lake Michigan was like the smooth surface of a diamond, broken only by the occasional ripple caused by the drunken sophomores who had decided it was a good idea to take out a canoe. Charlie shook her head as she watched them paddle sloppily across the horizon. Silver Shores didn’t need any more disappearances this week.

The party on the beach—an illegal bonfire surrounded by even more illegal drugs and alcohol—was an obvious and flagrant violation of local law. Not that anyone in attendance cared.

The person who cared perhaps least of all was Mason Hudson, Charlie’s older brother. She could just make out Mason’s face from between all the leaping flames. He was splitting a joint with a girl Charlie thought might be one of his many ex-girlfriends.

Though they were only a year apart, Charlie wasn’t close with Mason. Not anymore. Once upon a time, they’d been thick as thieves. Mason was annoyingly mischievous, always pulling pranks on his sisters: leaving buckets of water atop their bedroom door, putting lizards in their desk drawers, replacing their shampoo with purple hair dye. Charlie spent most of her childhood yelling at her older brother, but she secretly reveled in his attention. Sophie and she both did.

Charlie cut off that train of thought before it could go any further.

She went back to studying Mason and his ex-girlfriend through the flames. What was her name? Katie? Michelle? She had a vague memory of walking in on them making out on the couch over a year ago. Was it Susanne? Or—

That was when she heard the first yell.

It was quiet, distant. Someone way back in the woods.

“—and the admissions committee considers everything on your application,” Abigail was saying loudly to Lou, long braids swishing animatedly down her back. “In fact, seventy-five percent of schools—”

“Shhh.” Charlie put a hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Abigail asked.

“I hear it.” Lou pulled a twig from the sand and tossed it toward the bonfire, missing by a few feet. “It’s the sweet, sweet sound of Abigail finally ceasing to nag me. Well done, Charles.”

Lou knew that Charlie’s real name was Charlotte. But that didn’t seem to matter—just as it didn’t matter that her own real name was Louise. Charlie couldn’t think of a single person who referred to Lou with her given name, except maybe the occasional substitute teacher.

“That’s not what I meant,” Charlie said. “Listen—do you hear that yelling?”

All three girls fell silent. They quirked their ears up toward the sky.

It didn’t take long. The yells grew in volume and quantity, multiplying into what sounded like a pack of teenagers running through the forest, calling loudly into the night.

“What the—” Lou stood from the log, turning to face the trees.

Moments later, a group of boys burst out into the clearing. One was waving a pair of white shoes over his head.

“We found them!” the boy with the shoes yelled. “We found Robbie’s sneakers hanging from a tree!”

The partygoers erupted. Whispering or loudly arguing about what the discovery of Robbie’s shoes meant to the investigation. Many thought he was dead. Others thought he’d been kidnapped. No matter the theory, everyone was excited by the prospect of new evidence.

On the other side of the fire, Mason leapt to his feet. He looked thrilled as he took off toward the freshmen.

“Wait.” Lou turned to Abigail and Charlie. “They found his shoes? And nothing else?”

“Did you get a closer look at the tree?” Mason yelled from across the fire. “Search it for other clues?”

Charlie kept herself from rolling her eyes. Always eager for trouble, her older brother.

“No,” said the freshman. “We just grabbed the shoes and dipped.”

“It’s about a hundred feet in,” said one of the other freshmen. “The old ash beside that one big cluster of rocks.”

“Great.” Mason snatched the shoes out of the lead freshman’s hands.

“Hey!” the freshman said, trying to grab for them.

Mason held them just out of the freshman’s reach, waving them in the air. “Looks like it’s time for a little field trip, kids.”

A cheer rose from the crowd. Then the students of Silver Shores High took off, Mason in the lead, and stormed over the beach, toward the tree line. They surged into the forest as one.

“Excellent.” Lou rubbed her hands together. “Some excitement at last.”

Charlie stood, her chest fluttering unexpectedly at the prospect of following them into the woods. What was that feeling? Fear? She wasn’t sure. It was an unfamiliar sensation, like something long dormant was awakening within her. As a reflex, she reached around herself and touched her back pocket, checking to make sure her lucky deck of cards was still in place.

“No way.” Abigail crossed her arms over her chest, staying firmly seated on the driftwood. “Nuh-uh. This is a disaster waiting to happen. I refuse to be arrested at sixteen.”

“You’re already drinking alcohol at an underage party,” Lou pointed out.

Abigail’s eyes widened. “Christ,” she said. “You’re right. I shouldn’t even be here. I should never have let you convince me to come. I—”

Lou reached down and yanked Abigail to her feet. She pushed her friend toward the tree line. “Shut up and run.”

The girls hurried after the rest of the party. Lou took Charlie’s and Abigail’s arms, linking them with hers and skipping forward as if they were off on a picnic, not to investigate a potential crime scene.

“This is messed up,” Abigail whispered loudly. “We’re caravanning to see if we can find Robbie Carpenter’s body.”

Charlie had to agree. It was messed up. In all likelihood, Robbie’s mother was curled up on the sofa at home, sobbing, while a bunch of kids made investigating a potential piece of evidence into a party game. No doubt Robbie’s father, the local sheriff, would want to lock someone up for what was happening right now. And yet Charlie couldn’t bring herself to turn around. To tell herself to stop. Her feet propelled her into the woods as surely as if attached to a motor.

She glanced to the side. Through the trees, she saw a few other kids running forward, bare feet getting caught in roots and sand and dirt. Their path was lit by an unusually bright moon. It filtered through the oaks and pines whose branches tangled high above, lush and deep green and swollen with summer.

Her eyes had just begun to turn forward again when she saw it.

It was only a flash. An outline set against the moonlit trees, as brief and blurred as the blink of an eye. A deer, or large dog, or maybe even a panther, standing stock-still, partially concealed by the brush, watching them sprinting through the woods. Dark silhouette. Glimmering eyes.

Charlie twisted her body, trying to get a better look. For a brief moment, its eyes seemed to lock with hers. As if it were staring at her, too.

Then she tripped over a thick root.

“Je-sus!” Lou’s arm slipped out of Charlie’s elbow as Charlie flew forward, the wind knocking from her chest as she hit the forest floor.

“Charlie!” Abigail whirled around and ran to her friend’s side. “Are you all right?”

Charlie blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision of the stars that danced so eagerly about its periphery. She groaned and rolled over onto her back, pressing a hand to her chest. It throbbed where it had collided with the ground. “Yeah.” She blinked several more times. “Yeah, I’m fine. Jesus, that hurt.”

“Good.” Lou bent over and wrapped a hand around Charlie’s forearm, hauling her up to her feet. “Because it sounds like they found the tree, and I’m not missing this unless you’re dying.”

“Nice of you to show some empathy,” Abigail said as she tripped along behind them.

Charlie didn’t dwell on her best friend’s typical lack of concern. Her thoughts were too consumed by what she had seen hiding in the woods. What was that thing? An oversized animal? A wildcat that had strayed too near civilization? It would be a bizarre sighting if so. Wildcats normally ran as far from humans as they could. Not only had it not run, whatever it was had stared right at Charlie, as if it were the one challenging her.

“Over here!” Lou tugged her friends toward a clearing.

The stars faded from Charlie’s vision, allowing her to see exactly where they were headed. She recognized it immediately: the old ash tree where she, Lou, and Sophie played when they were little girls. A place they had brought dolls and journals, built houses from sticks, dressed as pirates or zombies. It was a place of boundless imagination, back when Charlie had still dared to dream.

A deep desire rushed through her: to run full speed at the tree and leap as high as she could.

But that would be impossible. The clearing was completely full. People clustered together around the trunk, squinting into the moonlight, which only partially illuminated the tree. It wasn’t enough light. One by one, they lit their phone flashlights and pointed them up at the tree. The combined effect was that of a single spotlight shining bright and revealing into the darkness.

For several seconds, no one spoke.

Mason was the first to break the silence.

“Holy shit.”
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By the following morning, the whole town had seen the tree. Those at the bonfire took photos of what they found, sending them to friends or showing them to their parents once they got home. At first light, around five a.m., the local news van arrived. Video footage of the tree was pumped into every home in Silver Shores, close-ups and wide-angles that caught every leaf, every inch of bark.

The tree was no longer just a tree.

Its trunk was entirely carved up, riddled with symbols: slashes; arrows; waving lines; a circle with an X inside, almost like a compass; a crude impression of a bird. The police were brought onto news broadcasts, queried as to what they thought the symbols might mean. No one could make any sense of them.

But the biggest symbol, the one that stuck out from all the others, carved huge and deep at the very center of the trunk, was this:

[image: ]
The broadcasters spent most of the morning debating what they thought the tree might mean. Was it a ransom note? A map leading to Robbie’s location? Pure gibberish?

It was only when a local resident, a young man particularly fond of Viking-themed video games, phoned in to the news station that they figured out that the symbols—some of them, at least—were Old Norse. Some light googling at the news station revealed the meanings of a few of the symbols, but many remained a complete mystery, as if the carver had just made them up.

The meaning of the biggest symbol, however—that of the three interlocking triangles—was clear as day. It was known as Odin’s Knot, a common inscription found throughout the history of the Vikings. It had several meanings, but there was one that was most common.

Death.
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The morning after the party, Charlie sat in the library and watched magicians catch bullets in their mouths.

Charlie had always loved magic.

She loved everything about it. The weight of the cards. The swish of the cups as she switched the ball, unseen by the audience. She loved the complexity of it, the web of lies and misdirection. The wonder in the other person’s eyes when the cards did something impossible, or the handkerchief appeared somewhere it couldn’t be. The subtle dexterity, the sleight of hand.

She loved it so much that she had once imagined making a career out of it.

The morning after they found the tree, Charlie made herself a bowl of cereal and carried it upstairs to her favorite room in the house: the library. It was a small space, the walls entirely covered in old novels, dictionaries, and encyclopedias. Charlie wasn’t much of a reader—she preferred scrolling YouTube videos on close-up magic—but she often sat in there just for the ambiance. For the plush carpet on the floor and the worn red armchair perched beside the bay windows.

Charlie’s mother put her children into circus classes when they were just toddlers. They dabbled in a little bit of everything—flexing their muscles, loosening their joints, learning to fly high and be fearless. They tried trapeze and floor acrobatics, silks and hoop, close-up magic for the audience. It was the prerogative of circus athletes to have a wide range of skills. But they each had their favorite.

For Mason, it was the trapeze. For Sophie and Charlie, it was anything they could do as the Incredible Twosome: identical twins with identically impressive skills. On stage, there was no difference between Charlie and her sister. There was no quiet one, no loud one, no adventurous and shy, no extrovert and introvert. None of the things that usually differentiated twins. Together, in the circus, they moved as one.

And they were good. Exceptional, really. All three of them—in grade school, they were invited to join the junior traveling troupe that put on shows all around Michigan. It took up most of their free time, and the kids at school didn’t get it. They thought the Hudson kids were strange for doing circus instead of soccer or basketball or even gymnastics. In their minds, circus was clowns and monkeys and bearded women—not brave, athletic children.

Within their grade, there was one girl who didn’t find Charlie and Sophie strange. Who loved to watch them perform, even egging them on to do stunts during recess. Her name was Louise, but she preferred to be called Lou. She quickly became the twins’ best friend.

Mason was the first to drop out of the troupe. When he turned eleven, he decided that the circus was no longer “cool.” That he would rather do a mainstream sport, like baseball or football. Though he had no experience in any of the sports, every team was excited to have him. Growing up in the circus had left him remarkably strong. As it turned out, his skills best transferred to baseball, where his swing was the hardest. He joined the local league, and that was the end of his circus career.

Charlie and Sophie kept going. By age ten, they had already cemented their place within the troupe. They were the wonder twins, those fearless girls who would backflip in sync, dive from great heights, and bend each other into impossible shapes, all for the sake of the audience’s delight. They even developed a two-person magic routine, assisting each other in card tricks or letting one saw the other in half. They were unstoppable.

Or, at least, Charlie had thought they were.

She didn’t remember her twin’s death. She remembered the illness. Remembered her sister’s fever, of little concern at first but never seeming to break. Remembered her mother waking her very suddenly in the night and saying they needed to go now, her and Mason both—Get your coats and get in the car. She remembered the pale-white light of the emergency room, the doctor’s voices, frantic when they arrived but later hushed, secretive. She had been told that she was in the room when it happened. When the machine’s pulsing line went flat. But she couldn’t remember. And what’s more, she didn’t want to.

Bacterial meningitis. Those were the words she heard that night, words that would be repeated for weeks afterward. Words that still sometimes woke her in the middle of the night, echoing in her ears as if someone had just whispered them moments before.

When her sister died, so did Charlie’s love of the circus.

She only cried for one day after her sister’s death. One day of excruciating pain, of feeling as if her insides were being ripped out and thrown across the room, stomped on, squeezed, forced back in—only to repeat the process all over again. One day of heaving sobs, of feeling as if she could never get enough oxygen. Her grief made the day feel endless. It dragged on and on, a never-ending cycle of burning eyes and knives in her stomach.

When she woke up the next morning, she thought, No more. She couldn’t live like this. She would not crumble beneath the pain. She would become, as she dubbed it, a master of distraction.

The distraction could be anything. It could be a movie night with Lou, taking herself out for a run through Silver Shores, learning to cook, reading about the Civil War in her history textbook—anything. Anything that absorbed her attention. Anything that made her forget, however briefly, the absence of her twin sister.

She tried returning to the circus, too. But when she finally made it back into the gymnasium, nothing felt right. Her routines were all meant for two people. She was supposed to be a base or a flyer or a partner, one half of a whole. She felt weakened, incapable of hoisting herself up the trapeze or even holding a handstand. All she could do—the only thing for which she had any energy—was magic.

It was magic that saved her. Magic that pulled her through her grief, through the heavy, gray cloud that hung over her home, the schoolyard, everywhere she went. At night, when she couldn’t sleep, she stayed up reading forums on sleight of hand or watching step-by-step videos of magicians teaching their most difficult tricks. She bought a brand-new set of cards. Practiced with them until her hands bled. For Charlie, magic was no longer about mystery and wonder. It was a tool to be perfected. A sword to be sharpened. Something that absorbed her attention, that yanked her from the misery of her own body.

Her method wasn’t bulletproof. Grief still found ways to wiggle to the surface, most often in the long moments when she found herself zoning out, replaying old memories on a torturous loop until she could redirect her thoughts. She cried, too, but only sporadically and never in relation to her sister’s death. She watched a documentary about migrating penguins, and she cried. She saw a squirrel run up a tree, leaving its baby behind, and she cried. She read a book where a couple defies all odds and ends up living happily ever after, and she cried. The tears always felt as if they came from nowhere, slamming into her like a truck careening into the wall of a tunnel. They hit hard and fast, overwhelming her with sadness, then leaving her wrung out, empty. Their occurrence was so erratic that it was easy for Charlie to disconnect them from her grief. To think of them as random eruptions of sadness.

I’m just an emotional person, she told herself, and eventually, she started to believe it.

She felt strongest, most focused when she was practicing magic. She dropped out of circus classes. Stopped performing magic for big audiences. Trained in the safety of her bedroom, brought her tricks to her family or to Lou only when she could not improve them any further. She no longer cared whether they reacted with awe. She cared only for the lie, for that moment of perfect deception, when everything the viewer thought to be true was turned on its head.

The world had deceived her, had taken away the one person who should have been by her side her entire life—and she would deceive it right back.

And on that particular morning, she was watching the bullet catch over and over, taking notes on every minute detail of the act.

The bullet catch was a trick that had only ever been performed by a handful of magicians, due to the high probability that they would die in the process. In the act, a gun was fired directly at the magician, who then caught the bullet in their mouth. It was first performed by a magician who called himself Chung Ling Soo—a Scottish American man falsely representing himself as Chinese. He lost his life in the process, shot to death on stage. The trick was so famously dangerous that not even Harry Houdini dared to attempt it.

One magician who successfully performed the bullet catch—and the only woman to ever have done so—was Dorothy Dietrich. Charlie had become somewhat fixated on Dietrich in the past few years. She researched every website she could find on the female magician, watched documentaries on YouTube, checked out books from the local library. It was never enough. There were no videos of Dietrich performing the bullet catch, only photographs.

The most detailed videos she could find were from a similar stunt performed by the magician duo Penn and Teller. In the trick, both magicians asked an audience member to choose a bullet and sign it with their initials. They then lined up the red-dot sights on the guns to point directly into each other’s mouths. At each stage, they asked the audience to confirm that the guns were loaded with the proper bullet, the safety turned off, that everything was clear and legitimate. At last, they fired, the panes of glass between them breaking to prove the bullets went through. Neither magician was hurt. When they opened their mouths, they’d caught the opposite person’s bullet in their teeth, as if they had grabbed it out of the air.

Penn and Teller never explained how they pulled off this trick. Anyone who tried to figure it out could only do so through conjecture.

For Charlie’s part, she was obsessed with the trick. Obsessed with peeling back its layers, with finding the lie that made it all seem true. She had watched the same video of the same trick’s performance at least two hundred times.

Just as Charlie made it to the end of her fifth rewatch of the morning, a knock sounded on the library door. She looked up to find her mom poking her head inside, a basket of laundry under one arm.

“Hi, sweetheart,” her mom said.

Charlie shut the screen of her laptop. “Hi, Mom.”

“Sounds like it was quite the party last night, huh?” Her mom quirked an eyebrow.

“You heard?”

“It’s all over the news. Police are saying they’ve identified the shoes as definitely belonging to Robbie. Sheriff Carpenter is frantic.”

“I’m sure.”

Adjusting the laundry basket on her hip, her mom tilted her head. “Listen. I know I give you a lot of trust and leeway when it comes to the car and curfew, but I think there are a few things we should discuss.” She stepped inside the library and shut the door behind her, setting the laundry basket down on the carpet. When she straightened up, she crossed her arms and leaned back against the door.

Charlie waited. Her mother seemed to be weighing her words carefully.

At last, she said, “Silver Shores is not safe right now.”

“I know,” said Charlie. “We all saw that tree.”

“I don’t enforce a lot of rules around here. You and your brother are smart kids, and I trust you to take care of yourselves.”

That much was true. Her mom didn’t enforce a lot of rules. Charlie and Mason were allowed to go to parties and keep their own car just so long as they were honest with their mother about what they were doing. She preferred that her children be comfortable asking for a ride if they had been drinking, rather than walking home in the dark or getting behind the wheel of the car intoxicated. She gave them leeway because she believed it actually kept them safer.

Sometimes, Charlie wondered if, had her father stuck around long enough to watch his kids grow up, he would have parented them differently. More strictly.

She would never know the answer. And frankly, she didn’t want to. She knew exactly two things about her father: his name (Walter Moray) and the fact that, shortly after she and Sophie were born, he chose drinking and gambling over sticking around to help raise his kids. Whenever she tried to ask for more information, her mom said that he wasn’t “worth the breath it would take to answer.”

Eventually, Charlie stopped asking.

“But,” her mom continued, “these are extraordinary times.”

“I understand. And I already know what you’re going to say: don’t stay out too late, don’t go out without a buddy, don’t take rides from strangers.”

Her mother nodded. “There’s one more thing, too.”

“What’s that?”

“I want you to stay out of the forest.”

Charlie knit her eyebrows. “Why would I go in there? For all I know it’s, like, a breeding ground for serial killers right now.”

“I’m serious, Charlie.” Her mom crossed the room and sat on the desk beside the armchair. “It’s more than Robbie’s disappearance. I can’t explain it, but … every time I drive past those woods, I get this … pit. In my stomach.”

“A pit?”

“I know it doesn’t make sense. And I probably sound crazy to you, but…” She leaned forward on the desk, eyes pleading with her daughter. “Just … don’t go in there. Please.”

Charlie couldn’t believe her mother really thought she needed to ask her this. Why would she go back into that forest? Why willingly risk her life by entering the place where Robbie’s shoes were found?

And yet—

And yet there was an odd tug inside her. A sort of wire running between her chest and that tree. She hadn’t known it existed, not until now. Until she went looking for it. But all it took was one glance into the forest, and she felt it. A yearning. A call to the wild.

Ridiculous, she thought. She wasn’t an idiot. Of course she would listen to her mother.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Yes. You have my word.”

Her mother exhaled, as if she’d been holding her breath. “Wonderful,” she said, standing up and walking back toward the door. “Oh!” She clapped. “Last thing.” She bent over and pulled a slim object out of the laundry basket, then carried it across the library. “I brought you something.”

She held out a small book. Charlie accepted it, studying the cover.

“With Sin and Roses?” she asked, looking up at her mom. “Seriously? Is this another one of your sex books?”

“They are not sex books,” her mom said, feigning offense. “They’re romance novels. They inspire us to dream of great love and adventure.”

Charlie rolled her eyes, tucking the book into the folds of the armchair. “Thank you.”

She patted Charlie’s head, then recrossed the room and picked up her laundry basket. “Just give it a try,” she said over her shoulder. “You never know; you might like it.”

“Sure,” Charlie said as her mom closed the door to the library.

She reopened her laptop and went back to rewatching Penn and Teller. Every few minutes, however, her eyes darted over to the book stuffed into the side of the armchair.

The truth was, Charlie used to love books like that. She and Sophie used to tear through little-kid love stories about princesses and fair maidens, stacking the finished books on their bedside tables until they formed towers so tall and precarious that the girls were forced to move the books to the bookcase in the corner of their room. As they got older, their interest in books waned, until all that was left of that obsession was a dusty old bookcase filled with dusty old books.

Which, if she was being honest, was the perfect metaphor for her own love life. A dusty bookcase filled with little more than a few dusty, drunken dance-floor make-outs—and that was exactly how she liked it.

No reason to go changing things now.
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Charlie tried to obey her mother. Really, she did.

She tried when she overheard Mason chatting excitedly about the tree to friends over the phone. When her mom had the news on nonstop. Even when she watched “expert” after “expert” (local university teachers with degrees in God only knew what) try to parse out the Norse symbols. She kept her mind off the mystery. Told herself that the tug in her chest was all in her imagination. That she should’ve never gone out there to begin with.

So, yes. She tried. But all it took was one text. One measly message from Lou that said, Let’s investigate, and she was out the door.

She took the Ford. She knew that she would catch hell from Mason—he was always on about seniority and elder brother’s rights—but it was as much her car as his. Her mom had made that clear on her sixteenth birthday.

It was an old car. A dark-green Bronco, stick shift. The engine made a funny noise when you went over sixty miles per hour, but Charlie loved the car regardless. It held a special place in her heart, her ticket to freedom, even though she still didn’t know what she wanted freedom from. Or for.

“Where’s Abigail?” Charlie asked when Lou got in and slammed the door.

“Not interested in joining us.” Lou fastened her seat belt and slid her shoes off. She lounged backward, putting her socked feet up onto the dashboard. “You should’ve seen the text she sent me. It was all You’re going where?! But that’s a crime scene, Lou! Do you have any idea how illegal that is?! So I said, Good. I can’t wait to add ‘arrested for obstruction of justice’ to that resume you keep talking about.’ Lou cackled, slapping her knees excitedly. Then she straightened up and shook out her long pale-auburn hair, suddenly serious. “Anyway. Can we get Starbucks?”

Charlie stared at her best friend. “You want to pick up a latte on the way to a crime scene?”

“Obviously.” Lou turned her attention to the road. “This detective needs some caffeine.”



The clearing was fenced in with caution tape. Police cruisers had driven off the road and into the forest, parking as close as they could get to the scene. News vans formed a perimeter at a safe distance away from the police, with reporters holding microphones and speaking into oversize cameras.

Charlie and Lou hid behind two pine trees with a partially obscured view of the scene.

“What exactly is our plan here?” Charlie asked. “We’re not going to push our way onto a crime scene, are we? They’ll never let us through.”

“No, no.” Lou waved the hand that clutched an iced vanilla latte—which Charlie paid for, naturally. “The police are only looking at that one area right now. We’re here to find other clues. The stuff they might miss.”

“Such as?”

Lou shrugged. “Anything. I say we split up and do a sweep. I’ll go east, you go west.”

Charlie raised her eyebrows. “Do you really think splitting up is the most sensible idea? We are in the very forest where someone we know was kidnapped. Or murdered. Or both.”

“It’s probably not the best idea,” Lou agreed. “But for the sake of time, and because you know I don’t care much for things like ‘being sensible,’ we’re going to do it anyway.”

Laughing, Charlie shook her head. “Do you even know which way is east?”

“Duh.” Lou pointed through the trees at the hints of blue in the distance. “Lake Michigan is always west. I do sometimes pay attention in class, you know.”

Charlie held up her hands. “Fair enough.”

“Great. We regroup in twenty.” Lou saluted before spinning around. Over her shoulder, she said, “Try not to get murdered, or I’ll have Abigail to reckon with.”

Charlie laughed. She reached behind to touch her back pocket, making sure the card deck she’d tucked in there before leaving the house was still in place. This was one of her rituals. Some might call it a superstition. It was the same deck of cards she bought after Sophie’s death. The cards that pulled her through the worst of her grief. Once satisfied they were in place, she turned and started walking west.

It was a slow process. Charlie wasn’t sure what she was looking for, so she tried to search everything: the ground, which was covered in leaves, pine needles, and twigs that snapped beneath her shoes; the bushes, which ranged from thick and leafy to covered in juniper needles that stung when she tried to push them aside; and the trees. The trees were her biggest point of interest. After all, it was a tree that had been vandalized with Nordic symbols, a tree upon which someone had hung Robbie’s shoes. Charlie’s gut told her that the trees would provide the answers she sought.

Charlie was surprised by how invested she was in this mystery. It’s not like it was great love for Robbie Carpenter that had pulled her into this; she barely knew him. He was perfectly nice, if a little shy. Had never been the first to offer to host a house party. Unsurprising, given that his father was the sheriff, but still. The longest interaction Charlie’d had with Robbie was back in second grade, when she and Sophie somehow roped him into a game of tetherball on the playground. Everything was going well—right up until Charlie accidentally launched the ball straight into Robbie’s nose. He left the playground sobbing. Sophie had been distraught. She never said so, but Charlie knew. Just like Sophie always knew when it came to Charlie. She missed that kind of knowing.

Charlie was so distracted by her thoughts she nearly didn’t see it.

She came to a halt in front of a birch tree. Skinny, sturdy trunk leafed with paper-thin slices of bark. It would have been so easy for her to walk right past. To miss the symbol carved just above eye level. The same one everyone had been talking about.

Odin’s Knot.

Charlie stepped closer. She reached out with one hand and ran her fingers along the deep grooves of the three interconnected triangles. This rendition was smaller than the one carved so prominently into the ash tree. Its grooves were not so harsh, so imbued with anger. This knot had been carved with a sort of tenderness, perhaps even reverence.

“You’re awfully brave,” said a voice behind her.

With a shallow gasp, Charlie spun around.

In front of her stood a boy she’d never seen before. Unusual, in a place like Silver Shores. About her age, he had night-black hair trimmed close on the sides but long and wild on top. His eyes were a startling, brilliant green. Around his pale neck was a long, thin chain. Yes, definitely a newcomer. She would have remembered him, with his catalogue-brushed beauty, a face that would stick out from miles away in their decidedly small town.

Charlie inched backward. How had this stranger managed to sneak up on her without making a sound? There were leaves and twigs everywhere. Surely she would have heard his footsteps. Yet there he was. Head cocked. Studying her.

The boy didn’t seem eager to fill the awkward silence between them. It unsettled her.

“Who are you?” she blurted at last, then half winced. Rude, but maybe he deserved it, sneaking up on her like that.

His mouth pulled up at one corner. “I’m Elias. And you are?”

No last name. Instead of answering, she asked, “Why did you say I was brave?”

The boy—Elias—raised his eyebrows, letting her know that he recognized her deflection. “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked.

“No.”

Elias lifted a hand and pointed over her shoulder. She twisted her neck to see what he was gesturing to. Her eyes landed on Odin’s Knot.

“That’s the symbol, isn’t it?” he asked. “The one that everyone is talking about.”

Hesitantly, Charlie looked back at him and nodded.

“The one that means death.”

She swallowed and looked around then, as if only just realizing how alone they were. She did a quick scan of his body, looking for any threatening objects. Knives, guns, anything. She found none, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t armed. She took another step back. In the distance, she could hear the police, which was a good sign. If anything happened—if, God forbid, this Elias was the one responsible for Robbie’s disappearance—she could scream, and they would come running.

“So.” Elias tucked his hands into his pockets. “I would say it’s fairly brave to walk right up to a creepy death symbol and run your fingers all over it.” He thought for a moment. “Or fairly stupid.”

“Why?” she asked. “It’s just a carving on a tree. It’s not like it can bite me.”

Elias’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. His lips lifted on both sides, the first real smile she’d seen on his face. “As far as you know.”

“What?” She felt thoroughly flustered by this boy. There was something … strange about him. About the way he carried himself. The way his green eyes seemed to stare right through her. His gaze was doing something funny to her stomach. Twisting it into a knot not dissimilar from the one on that tree.

Elias gestured to the wood. “Lots of things that can bite lurking around here.”

Lots of things that can bite. That phrase shook loose her memory of the night before. Of the animal she saw through the trees.

“Wait.” Charlie took a step closer to him. “Is that why you’re here, too?”

“Is what why I’m here?”

“The animal,” she said impatiently. “The wildcat, or whatever it was. Are you looking for it, too?”

He held her gaze steadily. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” He somehow managed to say it in a way that suggested he knew exactly what she was talking about.

Charlie narrowed her eyes. “Okay, Elias. If we’re going to play things this way, at least explain to me why you’re out in these woods, all alone, on the day of a police investigation.”

Elias grinned even wider than before and gestured between them with one hand. “Pot, kettle, darling.”

Darling? Who did this guy think he was?

“I’m not alone,” Charlie said. “I’m with—” She craned her neck, looking for any sign of Lou. Scanned the trees, the bramble, the rocks. Nothing.

Elias leaned into her line of sight. “You were saying?”

Charlie sighed. “She’s around here somewhere.”

“Sure she is.”

Warning bells sounded in Charlie’s head. She shouldn’t be here. She was alone in the woods with a complete stranger, just two days after one of her classmates was pronounced missing. You didn’t have to be a genius to realize how unsafe that was.

And yet—

And yet Charlie didn’t feel afraid. Well, maybe a little, but any fear was overpowered by a different feeling, one entirely foreign to her. It was that fluttering in her chest again. Like a hummingbird had awoken in her breastbone, its delicate wings sending excited shivers around her body.

Is that what this feeling was? Excitement?

Jesus. She was even more fucked up than she realized.

“Seriously, though,” Charlie said, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “Who are you?”

Elias waved a hand. “A curious lurker, same as you.”

“I’m not a lurker,” Charlie huffed.

“Sure you’re not,” Elias said jovially. He clasped his hands behind his back and walked in a small circle, looking at the trees around them. “It’s been an interesting week to move to Silver Shores,” he said. “Police tape everywhere. News vans driving in from all around the state.” He looked at her with an arched eyebrow. “Is it always like this around here?”

At last, some concrete facts she could latch onto. “So, you’re new to town?”

“I am.” His eyes glinted as he looked at her. “But I’m assuming you already knew that.”

“A good assumption,” Charlie said. “I grew up here, and I’ve never seen you before.”

He stared at her in silence for a few slow beats, just long enough to make her heart pound faster and her toes start to tingle. “I start at Silver Shores High tomorrow.”

“Oh,” she said. “Really?”

“Swear to Odin.”

“Odin?” she asked.

“You know,” Elias said, pointing at the tree behind her. “Odin. King of the Norse gods? Like Zeus, only more badass?”

“Can’t say I know much about Norse gods,” said Charlie.

“Well, you should probably brush up,” said Elias, raising his eyebrows at the carving of Odin’s Knot. “Seems like it might be pretty relevant here now.”

Charlie glanced at the carving, then back at Elias. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. How did this boy know so much? Was he just a freak, obsessed with Norse mythology? It seemed like too much of a coincidence.

“So.” He smiled again. “Are you a senior, too?”

“Junior,” she said, still eyeing him. She should probably find Lou. It wasn’t safe for her to be with this boy alone.

“Got it. Well.” Elias clapped his hands once, then rubbed them together, looking up at the sky as if checking it for the time. “I should probably be off, then. It was nice to meet you, Charlie.”

Charlie glanced over her shoulder, hoping she would find Lou walking toward them. “Sure. It was nice to meet you, t—”

But when she looked back, he was already gone.

She stood there for several seconds, staring at the place where he had been. What on earth? Had he sprinted away? But surely she would have heard that, same as she should have heard him sneaking up on her from behind. What was with that boy?

Shaking her head, she turned around to continue her search west.

It was only then that she realized he’d called her by her name.

And she’d never given it to him.
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The car door slammed behind Charlie as she stepped onto the pavement of the Silver Shores High School parking lot.

Two more doors slammed. Abigail double-checked the contents of her bag again while Lou eyed everyone around them with interest. The three of them had started carpooling their sophomore year, when Charlie turned sixteen and got her license—she was the first—and had continued the tradition ever since. Neither Lou nor Abigail ever offered to drive, but Charlie didn’t mind. She liked being behind the wheel. The feel of the Bronco humming beneath her, under her control.

Plus, though she would never say as much, she hated driving alone. Mason always caught a ride to school with one of his many friends, leaving the Bronco to Charlie without a fuss for once. She should have been relieved, but if she didn’t have someone else in the car with her—even with music blasting—there was too much quiet. Too much space for the sadness to creep inside.

Ahead of them, Silver Shores High loomed tall and stately. It was a stunning piece of architecture: a Georgian-era masterpiece with red brick, tall white pillars around the entrance, and a bell tower that stood far above any other building in town. Grand staircases wound throughout the building. The classrooms looked like paneled sitting rooms. The whole place smelled vaguely of old books.

As they crossed the parking lot, Lou and Abigail prattled on about their expectations for homecoming that year: who would take whom, how the asks would unfold, whether or not there would be drinking at the after-party. It was junior year. They were no longer underclassmen but not yet burdened with the responsibilities that came with being a senior. (Well, Abigail might have disagreed.) Charlie should be having, as Lou had insisted no less than thirty times in the last three days, the time of her life. Charlie could barely pay attention to the conversation.

Still, she knew that Lou would call her out sooner rather than later, which meant it was time to tune back in.

“So, did the infinity scarf come with the pumpkin-spice latte, or was it the other way around?” Lou was asking Abigail, pointing to the offending items in question.

Abigail wrinkled her nose and tightened her grip around the Starbucks cup in her hand. “I would never drink a pumpkin-spice latte.”

“Right, I forgot,” Lou said. “You only drink plain black coffee, like a sixteen-year-old serial killer.”

“I’m not the one who is actually, definitionally obsessed with serial killers.”

Lou reached behind her head and started knotting her auburn hair into a bun. She pulled out a few strands to dangle beside her freckled face. “It’s a passion of mine.”

“Watching every documentary ever made about Ted Bundy does not qualify something as a passion. Besides.” Abigail adjusted her purple scarf as she eyed Lou’s tiny skirt. “At least I’m dressed appropriately for the weather.”

“It’s sixty-five degrees outside.” Lou rolled her eyes. “Sweet Jesus. Every year, the calendar hits September first, and you start acting like the leaves have already fallen off the trees.”

Abigail pointed over at a patch of grass behind a red Chevy pickup. “And just what do you call that?”

Charlie and Lou both craned their heads to look. Nestled in the grass was one lone yellow-brown leaf.

Lou slowly turned her head to look back at Abigail. “You are completely batshit,” she said. “You know that, right?”

Charlie smiled to herself. It was so familiar, this bickering between her best friends. It was a hallmark of their little group. Lou and Abigail argued, and Charlie watched.

Charlie knew she was different. She spent too much time inside her own head when she should have been gossiping with her friends, making plans for the weekend. But that had never been her. She wasn’t the sporty one, the chattiest, the one spearheading plans. That lot fell to Lou. And sometimes Abigail. They had their whole lives planned out. When Charlie thought about her own future, there was only a black hole where love and college and a job and a family should be.

She hadn’t always been a wallflower. Once upon a time, Charlie was the chatty one, the loudest in playgroup, the first one to propose a new game or break out into spontaneous song. But that was when she still had Sophie.

Charlie squeezed her eyes shut. Not now. She opened her eyes and tuned back into her friends’ conversation.

“—would never ask Dana to homecoming,” Lou was saying. “They got in that huge fight this summer, and—” She froze midstep. Charlie and Abigail realized at the same time that she had stopped, and turned to face Lou, whose eyes had ballooned out of her head.

“Who,” Lou whispered loudly, “is that?”

Charlie followed her gaze. Lou was looking at the Ledge, the place where seniors gathered before classes to trade homework answers and hits on vape pens. Charlie squinted at the crowd, trying to determine who Lou meant. The first person she saw was Mason, at the center of his friends as usual. She knew Lou couldn’t mean him; Lou’d known Mason almost her entire life. So, who was she—

There.

Standing beside her brother, chatting amiably as if they were old friends, wearing a black T-shirt and ripped jean jacket. Tousled dark hair, eyes like a lush field in summertime.

The boy from the woods.

Charlie’s heart picked up speed.

“Good God,” Lou said. “He is…”

“Gorgeous.” Abigail nodded solemnly.

“I don’t think he’s all that special,” Charlie blurted out.

Lou and Abigail turned to stare at her.

Charlie could feel her cheeks turning pink. She realized, too late, that it was the first thing she had contributed to the discussion all morning.

Lou squinted, leaning closer to Charlie. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Yes,” Charlie said defensively. “Of course.”

“Good. Because I thought you might have been having a stroke.” Lou pointed at the crowd of seniors. “The hottest guy to ever enroll at Silver Shores High is standing right in front of us, and you say he’s not all that special?”

“He’s not,” Charlie insisted.

Except that he was. Elias’s jaw was cut with a blade sharpener, his lips thick, his smile lopsided. He looked like he had walked straight out of a cologne commercial and onto the school’s front lawn.

But she couldn’t separate his looks from what she knew about him. How he carried himself as if he knew a joke that no one else did. How he showed up the same week Robbie went missing, then went wandering around the crime scene with no obvious purpose. The guy was clearly bad news.

What was going on? How did Elias ingratiate himself with her older brother so quickly? She knew Mason was outgoing, but Jesus—couldn’t he see how sketchy Elias was?

Couldn’t anyone?

Clearly not. The senior girls were practically drooling over him. And the boys were laughing, hanging on to his every word.

“Well, I think you need to have your head checked out,” Lou said. “Unless you’ve decided that you like girls instead. Which would be fine with me. Just as long as you finally start showing interest in someone.”

Charlie tore her eyes away from Elias to look at Lou and Abigail. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Her friends exchanged a look.

“What?” Charlie asked.

“It’s just…” Abigail said. “I mean…”

“You don’t put yourself out there,” Lou jumped in. And once she started, it was as if she couldn’t stop. As if she’d wanted to say these words for a long time. “You don’t date. You don’t have crushes. You never talk about liking any boy or girl—or anyone, for that matter. And this isn’t some lifelong thing, Charles. It’s recent. For most of our friendship, you were always the one to chase boys around the playground, or spend hours scrolling through their Instagrams and TikToks, or write ridiculous notes that you never sent.… You were wild about having a crush. But ever since…”

She trailed off, but Charlie knew what she was going to say. Ever since Sophie died.

A lump rose at the back of her throat. That was what it came down to, wasn’t it? What everything came down to.

Once upon a time, Lou never had to tell Charlie to put herself out there. Once upon a time, she and Lou were the adventurous ones, coming up with sometimes dangerous and always ridiculous plans for the three of them, like biking to the beach in the middle of the night or sneaking into Old Man Willer’s backyard to see if the rumors about his dead-rabbit collection were true (they weren’t), while Sophie was their quiet but steady backup, always along for the ride but never leading the way. Charlie was outgoing, the first to make a new friend or chase the boys around the schoolyard. Once, in first grade, Mason even had to pull her aside and tell her that it wasn’t acceptable to grab boys at the top of the slide and force them to kiss her.

“Because then I’ll have to punch them,” said second-grade Mason. “And it will be your fault when I get detention.”

Sophie never got those lectures from Mason. She was the good kid, the delicate wallflower, the one who never made waves. The single exception to that rule was the time that Mason switched out their shampoo for purple hair dye. Instead of getting angry, Sophie had absolutely loved it.

“It makes me look like a princess,” she said, studying her reflection in the mirror on their vanity.

“Lucky you,” Charlie had said, pulling at her own purple locks. “I look like a dinosaur.”

Sophie had squinted at her twin in the mirror. “You know we’re identical, right?”

“Nuh-uh.” Charlie pointed at the beauty mark just above her lip. “You don’t have Clyde.” (She had named her beauty mark Clyde.)

Charlie remembered so clearly the day that Sophie had showed up to school with purple hair. Everyone had stared. Sophie Hudson? They whispered. The quiet one? Really? That day, Charlie and Lou had walked beside Sophie like twin bodyguards, ready to pounce on anyone who said a word.

Looking back, Charlie thought that maybe Sophie hadn’t needed them at all. She seemed so serene that day, as if she had finally found her true self.

After she died, Lou and Charlie began to change. To split into different directions. Charlie retreated into herself; Lou burst out of herself. Charlie took to sitting on the sidelines; Lou became even louder, even funnier, even more willing to dive headfirst into trouble. Charlie let herself be dragged along for Lou’s adventures, but she went the way a petal floats downriver: without resistance, but without any excitement, either. At the mercy of the tide.

It was as if, in losing Sophie, Charlie took on some of her twin sister’s personality. As if, by emulating her, she could somehow preserve her memory.

Swallowing down the lump in her throat, Charlie said, “I don’t know what to tell you: dating just isn’t for me.”

Lou narrowed her eyes. Before her best friend could launch into a further interrogation, Charlie looked away. Back at the crowd of seniors, her gaze landing on Elias.

Who was already looking at her.

The breath caught in her throat.

Mason was talking to him, and Elias nodded vaguely at whatever her brother was saying, but his attention was directly, unabashedly on her, his mouth curved up into a little knowing smile. And then, quick as the wing of a hummingbird, he winked.

“Hello?” Lou waved a freckled hand in front of Charlie’s face, startling her out of her staring contest. “Did you even hear what I asked?”

“Did I—” Charlie glanced at Abigail, who offered no clarification. Crap. “Yes?”

“Yes, you heard, or yes, you’ll do it?” Lou asked.

“Yes, I’ll do it,” said Charlie, having no idea what she was agreeing to.

“Great.” Lou clapped once, exchanging a grin with Abigail. “Then it’s decided. We each have a homecoming date by Thursday’s end.”

“Wait.” Panic rose in Charlie’s chest. “What?” She tried to chase after them, but her friends were already on their way toward the school’s front doors, decision made, heads held high.
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The Silver Shores High cafeteria looked more like a grand dining room than a place where students ate mini pizzas and Salisbury steak. Gold trim ran along the ceiling. A fireplace loomed large and unlit in one corner. Portraits of the school’s founders hung on the walls. And massive windows let light stream inside, spilling over the hardwood tables.

But to Charlie, it was just where she ate lunch.

By the time she walked through the cafeteria’s entrance, a set of high openings in the wall with flowers engraved around their edges, Lou and Abigail were already seated at their usual table: the one in the far back left corner, right beside an arched window. The girls stuck up their arms when they saw Charlie, waving her over as if she hadn’t known before she walked in where they would be.

She nodded at her friends. Then, before she could stop herself, her eyes flicked across the sea of cushioned benches and wooden tables to find where her brother always sat.

Mason was at the head of the table, as usual, laughing loudly at something one of his friends said. On the tray in front of him were spiced chicken nuggets and potato chips. Yet another difference between the two of them: she always brought lunch; he always bought.

His table was filled with the usual suspects: boys that had grown up at the Hudson household, running through their backyard covered in mud or generally causing havoc throughout the neighborhood. They were all seniors now and had traded capture the flag and ghost in the graveyard for kegs of beer and handles of vodka. But Charlie still saw them as she always had: young, mischievous, and more than happy to follow her older brother wherever he went.

But today there was a new member at the lunch table. A new boy sitting to Mason’s right, his back toward Charlie.

She didn’t have to see Elias’s face to know it was him. His hair—shaved around the sides, long and curly on top—stood out amid the sea of crew cuts and man buns. He sat lazily back on the bench, leaning all his weight onto one hand.

The school had been buzzing about him all morning. Elias Everhart, as Charlie had since learned his last name was, had moved to Silver Shores from a town in eastern Michigan. He was eighteen, single, hot as hell, and rumored to have a criminal record, though nobody could corroborate this rumor with any evidence.

Charlie shook her head and started to make her way across the cafeteria.

“What up, loser?” Lou said fondly when Charlie arrived. She patted the place beside her on the red cushioned bench. “We were just talking about you.”

“Oh?” Charlie set her brown paper bag on the table and climbed over the bench to sit down. “Do tell.”

“We were debating who you’ll ask to homecoming.”

“Oh God.” Charlie rolled her eyes as she started pulling items out of her lunch bag: carrot sticks, apple slices, and a turkey-and-avocado sandwich. “Don’t start. I didn’t agree to anything.”

“Oh yes you did.” Lou picked up a piece of celery from Abigail’s tray and munched happily on it. “My money is on Eugene Powers.”

“Eugene?” Charlie stared at Lou in disbelief. “The same boy who used to try to trap squirrels during recess?”

“Oh, come on,” Lou said. “He’s changed.”

“She has a point.” Abigail swatted away Lou’s hand, which was going in for another piece of celery. “Eugene got hot this summer. Plus, he has, like, the best GPA in the school. Besides me, obviously.”

“If you like him so much,” Charlie said, tearing the crust off her turkey sandwich, “then you ask him.”

“Absolutely not. You know my rule: no fraternizing with the competition.”

“What about that Hinge girl you went to coffee with last week?” Lou asked. “Lana? There’s no rule that says you can’t bring someone from another school.”

“Cute, but not out of the closet to her family yet.” Abigail shrugged. “You know my rule about that, too.”

Abigail had been openly bisexual since long before she arrived in Silver Shores. At her old school in New York, no one had made a big deal out of it. The first time it came up in Silver Shores, however, a girl in the grade above them had looked at Abigail with wide, earnest eyes and said, “Wow, that is so brave of you.”

Abigail had burst into laughter.

“Oh, wait,” she’d said, covering her mouth apologetically when the girl hadn’t joined in. “That was serious?”

Her rule about not dating women who weren’t out of the closet came from a particularly awkward situation she’d experienced shortly after moving to Silver Shores. What started as a few casual hookups with a girl Abigail met at a concert in Michigan City quickly turned into something serious. Abigail updated Lou and Charlie almost every night on how things were progressing with Bunny Ears—their nickname for the girl, based on the light-up bunny-ear headband she’d been wearing when Abigail met her—and seemed really excited about where they were headed …

 … right up until they ran into the girl’s mother at a coffee shop, and Bunny Ears loudly introduced Abigail as her “chemistry partner,” resulting in a twenty-minute-long investigation by the highly suspicious mother, who said she knew everyone in her daughter’s grade.

“Never again,” Abigail had sworn after breaking things off with Bunny Ears. And for over a year, she’d stuck to it, though Charlie always wondered if she’d break it if the right person came along.

“Besides,” Abigail said now, “I’d prefer to ask someone from Silver Shores. Gives me a better chance to vet them.” She swatted Lou’s hand away again. “And would you get your own lunch already?”

“I didn’t bring any money,” Lou said.

“You never bring any money,” Abigail pointed out.

Lou was a notorious cheapskate. It’s not that she couldn’t afford to buy her own lunch; her parents were both surgeons who supplied their daughter with a healthy allowance. It’s just that Lou never seemed to spend any of it. The girl would have a hundred-dollar bill in her pocket and still ask for five bucks to pay for her ice cream.

“I brought a second sandwich.” Charlie pulled another cling-wrapped bundle from her lunch bag and waved it in the air. She did this every day, and Lou always pretended to be surprised.

Lou clapped. “How fortuitous!”

Abigail shot her a look over her plastic box of crudités. “Do you even know what that means?”

“Of course I do.” Lou started unwrapping her sandwich. “Just because I don’t spend every night with my nose buried in a thesaurus the way you do—”

“It’s not a thesaurus,” Abigail snapped. “It’s the Top 3500 High-Frequency Words for SAT, and I only look at it twice a week, not every night.”

“Is it tough to see from up there?” Lou asked. “On your high horse, I mean.”

“Listen,” Abigail said. “Back in New York—”

Charlie and Lou groaned in tandem.

Abigail had moved to Silver Shores during their freshman year, just three months after Sophie died. Coming from New York City, she was furious that her parents had dragged her to, quote, “one of those cold, hairy armpits of America.” She loudly repeated that sentence to anyone who would listen on her first day at Silver Shores High School, a first impression that didn’t win her many friends. When it came time for lunch that day, Abigail sat alone in the very back corner of the cafeteria.

Charlie would love to say that it had been her who suggested they keep Abigail company. But as usual, the decision wasn’t hers; it was Lou’s.

“Let’s sit next to the new girl,” said Lou, jutting her chin out at the back corner as she balanced the two sandwiches and an extra-large serving of sweet potato fries Charlie had gotten her on her tray. Lou was constantly, unfathomably hungry.

Charlie looked at the girl’s shoulders, hunched dismally downward as she stared out the window, a curtain of braids falling over one side of her face. “Really?”

“Sure,” said Lou. “Why not? Things are getting dull around here. We might as well add a third to our group.”

“What group?” Charlie asked. “It’s just you and me.”

In the three months since Sophie’s death, Lou had gently prodded at her best friend many times, trying to get her to branch out. She’d invited other girls to join in on their hangs, girls who had been peripheral friends over the years, girls they’d invited to birthday parties or sat near on field trips, but with whom they never spent any time one-on-one. Charlie knew that Lou was only trying to widen their social circle, to distract her best friend from her grief. But it didn’t feel that way to Charlie. It felt like they were hosting tryouts. Inviting girls to audition for the role of Replacement Sophie. And Charlie couldn’t stomach it. She withdrew further into herself with every new girl who stepped into her living room.

Eventually, Lou stopped inviting other girls to hang out with them altogether.

But that afternoon was different. There was a certain gleam in Lou’s eyes, a determination.

“Why her?” Charlie asked.

“She seems cool,” said Lou. “When’s the last time someone moved here from New York City? I’ll tell you when: never.” She pointed to the new girl’s table, and Charlie could tell she was gearing up for one of her soapbox speeches. “Right now, people are intimidated by her. She’s new, she’s hot, she has a pierced nose, and she’s one of approximately ten people in this school whose skin isn’t the color of Santa Claus’s ass crack. Soon enough, people will get over their intimidation and realize exactly how cool she is. If we want to befriend her, we need to strike now.”

Charlie hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. Lou was right; it would be fun to befriend someone who hadn’t lived on the same block as her their whole life. Still …

Lou leveled Charlie with a serious look. “It’s time, Charles,” she said. Then, before Charlie could argue, Lou started over toward Abigail’s table.

Looking back, Charlie was ashamed at how reluctant she had been to befriend Abigail. At the time, she had chalked it up to how unpleasant Abigail had acted that day, lashing out at nearly everyone in their class, standing with her nose firmly pointed upward, braided hair dangling regally down her back, the picture of a chic, cosmopolitan city girl forced to endure a small-minded small town. But even then, Charlie knew that wasn’t who Abigail really was. She was alone in a new place—a town that was not only completely different than where she had grown up, but where almost no one looked like she did. Where she was one of the only Black faces in an endless stream of white. She missed her old school, her old friends, her old life. She wasn’t stuck-up; she was afraid.

No, Charlie knew that her reluctance had nothing to do with her first impression of Abigail. It had nothing to do with anything related to Abigail. She could have been the sweetest, most angelic person Charlie had ever met, and she still would have felt the same way. Because it wasn’t that Abigail was Abigail; it was that she wasn’t Sophie.

Though almost two years had passed since that day, very little had changed about Abigail. “Back in New York,” she was saying as they continued across the school’s front lawn, “kids start studying SAT vocab in seventh grade. You spread out your flashcards, and—”

“I’m done with this conversation,” said Lou. “Charles, you know that one vanishing-sandwich trick? The one you did last week at Big Betty’s Café?”

“Of course,” Charlie said.

“Great.” Lou reached out and patted Abigail’s shoulder. “Now, can you do it with Abigail’s voice?”

“Hey!” Abigail pushed Lou’s hand away. “I take great offense to that. I wouldn’t…” Her voice trailed off. “Oh.”

“Oh, what?” Charlie looked between Lou and Abigail, who had both turned in their chairs to look at something behind her. Their eyes were wide. Charlie started to turn around. “What are you looking a—”

And came face-to-face with Elias.

“Oh,” Charlie said. “It’s you.”

His eyes glinted as he smirked down at her. The chain, which she first noticed the day before, was still around his neck, dipping down into his T-shirt so that she couldn’t see if anything hung from its end. “It’s me.”

“Wait,” said Lou. “Do you two know each other?”

“Only in passing,” Elias said without taking his eyes off Charlie. “We ran into each other in the woods yesterday.”

“You were in the woods?” Abigail’s voice climbed several decibels. “What the hell were you doing there?”

Charlie winced and glanced over at Lou, who was already looking back, eyes wide.

“No,” Abigail said. “You two did not.”

“Anyway,” Lou said loudly, redirecting her gaze to Elias. “What can we do for you?”

An excellent question, Charlie thought. Unwillingly, she looked back at the boy standing above her. He was still staring down, as if he had never looked away.

For several seconds, Elias didn’t speak. His eyes danced with something unspoken. Charlie felt oddly nervous, as if he might suddenly pull out a knife.

How ridiculous, she thought, shaking away the feeling. If he really is dangerous, he wouldn’t do anything in the middle of a public cafeteria, would he?

Then, as abruptly as a light switching on, his expression changed. Melted to one of need and vulnerability. “I have a headache.” He touched his temple, just below his dark curls, and winced theatrically. “Your brother mentioned that you usually carry Advil?”

Charlie narrowed her eyes. He was lying. She was sure of it. And yet, what ulterior motive could he have for coming over here? Was it just to loom threateningly over her? Or was there something more?

The more she interacted with this boy, the less she understood him.

“Well?” he prompted.

“Sure.” Charlie picked up her backpack from the bench and unzipped the front pocket. She reached inside for the little white bottle that always sat at the bottom. “I do carry Advil, though I’m surprised Mason knows that.” I’m surprised he knows anything about me is what she didn’t say.

She held out the bottle.

Slowly, Elias lifted his hand—pale but noticeably strong—and picked up the Advil. As his fingers brushed her palm, Charlie jerked her hand back. She had to hold in a hiss. His hand was hot. Impossibly hot, as if he had just pulled it out of an oven. His touch burned.

Elias tilted his head, a smirk playing at his mouth. “Something wrong?”

Charlie stared at him. What the hell? What was wrong with this boy? Was he ill? He didn’t look sick. He stood as tall and confident as he had the day before, no sweat on his brow, no worry in his eyes.

She glanced over at her friends, who were looking at her as if she’d lost her mind. And maybe she had. How else could she explain the last two days?

“No,” Charlie said at last, unable to look back at Elias. “No, nothing wrong at all.”
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Charlie and Mason arrived home at exactly the same time. This was unusual; they both carpooled with their respective friends, and Mason’s group had far more people than she did. Charlie had always thought of this as being some sort of statement by her older brother. That he would rather cram into a car with five other boys than suffer through thirty minutes with his little sister.

Today, however, Charlie pulled up in the Bronco right as Mason was walking up the driveway. When twisted around in her seat and squinted out the back side window, she saw an unfamiliar car turning the corner in the distance. Something low and black. An old convertible, maybe. Definitely not belonging to one of Mason’s friends. She would remember a car like that.

She had a sneaking suspicion who it belonged to.

Charlie stepped out onto the driveway and slammed the door of the Bronco as Mason reached the front door. He hadn’t even bothered to turn around when he heard her pull in.

“Who just dropped you off?” she asked.

“Nice to see you, too, sis,” Mason said over his shoulder as he put his key into the lock.

“I’m serious, Mason.” She crossed the front lawn, coming up behind him. “That wasn’t Elias, was it?”

Mason turned around on the stoop, narrowing his eyes. “So what if it was?”

“So, I don’t like him,” Charlie said. “He’s sketchy. I saw him in the woods yesterday, and…”

“He’s sketchy?” Her brother took the key out of the lock, letting it dangle at his side. “He’s new to town. He was probably curious. What were you doing there?”

“Oh.” She bit her lower lip. Maybe she had been too quick to judge. Then again, he had called her by her first name, and she hadn’t introduced herself.

Or had she?

Dammit. Mason was screwing with her head.

“Still,” Charlie insisted. “It’s more than that. There’s something … off about him.”

Shaking his head, Mason turned around and stuck the key back into the lock. “What do you even care?”

“I just don’t want you to hang out with someone dangerous.”

“Right.” He turned the key and pushed the door open. “Of course. So now you take an interest in my life.”

She followed him inside. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

He threw the keys onto the table in the foyer. “It doesn’t matter.” He unshouldered his backpack and let it fall to the floor. “Elias is a good guy, Char. He might come off a little cold, but it’s not his fault. He had a tough childhood.”

She remembered the way his skin burned her hand in the cafeteria. Not cold, she thought. Definitely not cold.

“What would you know about his childhood?” she asked. “He’s been in town for all of five minutes. You couldn’t possibly have bonded that much yet.”

“We have a couple classes together.” Mason started down the hallway, toward the kitchen. “He told me a lot, actually. He lives with a foster family. Another foster family, the tenth in as many years. He’s bounced around his whole life.”

At those words, Charlie felt a twinge in her chest. Elias had no parents. Maybe they had passed away. If that was the case, then grief had shaped him into who he was today.

She could relate to that.

Crap. She had judged Elias too quickly, hadn’t she?

“Oh,” she said, still standing in the hallway. “I didn’t know that.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Mason said from the kitchen. Charlie could hear him rattling around, opening cabinets and the refrigerator. Probably making a snack. “To be honest, I’m surprised you even thought about someone else for long enough to form an opinion.”

What’s that supposed to mean? she could ask. But she didn’t want to hear the answer. Frankly, she was surprised by how much she had thought about Elias Everhart, too. How much she had wanted to nose into his backstory. And it was all for nothing. As it turned out, he was just another human being. One with faults and sadness and a past riddled with death.

She didn’t bother responding to her brother. She turned around and walked up the stairs, an odd hole in her chest, like she had lost something she never knew she had.



After Sophie died, Charlie’s mom decided the twins’ bedroom needed a full renovation. She removed Sophie’s bed, replacing it with a desk, changed out the carpet, and repainted the walls. It was as if her mom thought that removing all evidence of Sophie’s existence meant that Charlie wouldn’t have to grieve.

She was wrong.

Her mom could take away her sister’s posters and drawings, the fluffy pillows she loved to stack on her bed, but she couldn’t take away the memories. She couldn’t scrub clean the ghost of her laughter, her smile, the games they used to play. Those would live inside these walls forever.

As Charlie walked over to her bed—a big four-poster her mom gave her in place of the twin bed that once matched Sophie’s—her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She kicked off her shoes, pulled out her phone, and answered.

“We need to talk,” Lou said by way of greeting.

Charlie flopped down onto her bed. “Please tell me this isn’t about homecoming again.”

“It’s not.” Loud crunches sounded in the background—no doubt Lou was snacking on Pringles, her after-school snack of choice. “It’s about how you ran into Elias Everhart in the woods and didn’t tell me.”

“It wasn’t a big deal. We said, like, three words to each other.”

“Well, those three words clearly made a real impression on him.”

Charlie rolled over, holding her socked feet up in the air. “I don’t know about that.”

“I do.” More crunching in the background. “And what excites me the most about all of this is that you’re finally doing what I keep telling you to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Putting yourself out there,” said Lou. “Making new friends. Living life. Etcetera.”

“Oh, please. It was one conversation.”

“Two conversations now,” Lou said. “Anyway. Did you hear the latest about Robbie?”

“No,” said Charlie, interest piqued. “What happened?”

“They found more symbols in the woods,” she said. “Similar to the ones on the big white ash. Scattered throughout the trees.”

Oh, Charlie thought. I could have told them that.

“All of them appear to be Norse in nature. That’s what the news said, anyway.” Charlie heard a rustle of fabric as Lou shifted on her end. “I wonder what it all means. My bet is on a serial killer with a Viking fetish.”

“You? Fixated on a serial killer? I never would have guessed.”

“Don’t knock my hobby. You could use one or two of your own.”

“Hobbies?”

Lou scoffed. “No. One or two serial killers, obviously. They’re good for the blood pressure.”

Charlie laughed. “Goodbye, Lou.”

“I got a laugh; I call that a win.” Charlie could hear Lou grinning through the phone. “Good night, Charles. See you tomorrow.”
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“Here’s what I don’t understand,” said Lou the next morning as she dumped an armful of cling-wrapped brownies onto the bake-sale table.

It was seven a.m. Abigail had signed the three of them up to host the sale—a homecoming-dance fundraiser—a week ago. Naturally, she didn’t ask for permission. Their only warning was a text at nine o’clock the night before: See you bright & early to pick up all the sweets for the bake sale! I have all the houses donating mapped out on my phone.

Lou tried to protest, but in the end, they both caved.

Now Lou went on: “Elias Everhart could have asked anyone for Advil yesterday. In fact”—she hauled up another armful of brownies and spilled them onto the table—“I bet someone at their lunch table had some.”

“At a table full of teenage boys who forget to even bring their homework to school?” Abigail picked up the brownies that Lou so carelessly dumped and stacked them into a neat pyramid. “I doubt it.”

“He could have gone to the nurse’s office,” Lou went on. “Or asked a teacher. He could have asked anyone. So.” She pointed at Charlie with a roll of cling wrap. “Why you?”

Charlie kept her eyes on the stickers where she was labeling prices: $1, $3, $5 … “I have no idea.”

“Well, I have an idea,” said Lou.

Charlie drew a dollar sign with a flourish. “Oh?”

“Yes.” Lou leaned across the table, nearly smooshing a package of cupcakes. “He has the hots for you.”

Her hand spasmed, causing the marker to draw a line straight through the number 3. She squeezed the marker in her fist and cleared her throat. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

Smirking, Lou pointed at the price tag. “Is it? Because that sticker says otherwise.”

“I’m serious,” said Charlie, flipping the sticker over. “There is nothing—”

“Whoa,” said Abigail, interrupting their conversation by shoving her phone in front of their faces. “Did you guys see this?”

Lou and Charlie leaned in to get a closer look.

It was a reporter from their local news station. She stood in front of the carved-up tree from which Robbie’s shoes had once dangled.

The latest information in the case of Robbie Carpenter has officials scratching their heads.

Charlie leaned in closer, not wanting to miss a word.

Most recently, officials discovered a similar pattern of disappearances in Minnesota, the reporter was saying. Last week, in the small town of Biwabik, three kids went missing over the span of a week. The only evidence they found were several trees marked up with the same Nordic drawings present in Silver Shores.

“That is … eerily similar,” Abigail said.

“It is.” Lou seemed to be getting more excited now, her momentum building as she spoke. “It must be a copycat killer. You know—when one psycho gets wind of what another psycho did and decides to replicate it.”

“I know what a copycat killer is,” said Abigail, switching off her phone. “You don’t have to be obsessed with murder like you to figure that one out.”

“I’m not obsessed with murder,” said Lou. “I merely hold a healthy psychological and anthropological curiosity about humanity’s ability to—”

“Serial killers and croissants?” came a voice from behind. “Count me in.”

The girls looked over their shoulders to find Mason looming over the bake-sale table. At his side, looming a few inches over Mason’s head, was Elias. Charlie inhaled and looked down at the table, searching for something to do with her hands. Stickers. Yes, stickers. Two dollars for a slice of pie, three dollars for a pack of three mixed cookies …

“Get lost, Mason,” said Lou. “Our perfectly stacked pastries don’t need your hijinks today.”

“Hijinks?” Mason asked innocently. “That doesn’t sound like me at all.”

A long, pale hand reached down to the table, nearly brushing Charlie’s arm as it picked up one of the chocolate chip cookies. Charlie inhaled, her gaze snapping up to where Elias hovered just over her shoulder, but he wasn’t looking at her.

“And what’s this about perfectly stacked?” he asked, setting the cookie on top of a chaotic pile of pies and chocolate croissants and cake slices.

“Oh God.” Lou dropped her head into her hands. “Not you, too. I was hoping your arrival would help turn Mason into a regular human being.”

Elias’s eyes lit up, as if he found this comment particularly amusing. “Oh?” he asked. “And what, pray tell, is he now, if not a regular human being?”

“He’s an alien,” said Lou confidently. “Sent by his alien masters to unleash chaos on Earth in the form of stupid pranks and half-witted remarks about women’s breasts.”

“Chaos, eh?” Elias turned to Mason, eyes sparkling. “I happen to love chaos. In fact.” He clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Sounds like you could step it up a notch.”

“Hmm.” Mason rubbed two fingers on his chin. “You know what, brother? You’re right. We’re seniors. It’s time I stepped up my game.”

“What game?” asked Abigail sharply. “Whatever it is, I won’t have it messing up this bake sale. I promised Dr. Schneider that this would go off without a hitch.”

“Relax, Abby.” Mason plopped down into the chair beside Abigail, who flinched. Mason knew as well as Charlie did that Abigail hated being called by anything that wasn’t a full and proper Abigail. “We’re here to help.” He winked at Charlie. “What else are big brothers for?”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Elias take the seat across from her. Her pulse picked up speed. She was acutely aware of his presence, of that strange heat radiating from his skin. It felt like a live thing. Like an invisible being that could wrap itself around her, pulling her into its warm embrace.

“So.” Mason clapped once, looking around the table. “How can I be of assistance? The art teacher told me I have an eye for design. Maybe I can be in charge of table aesthetic.”

“You?” Lou scoffed. “I’ve seen your bedroom. The only eye you have is for dirty laundry and tacky band posters.”

“What were you doing in my bedroom, Louise?” Mason picked up a snickerdoodle and started to slip it into his pocket; Abigail snatched it away. “Stealing a lock of my hair to perform a voodoo spell that will make me fall in love with you?”

“In your dreams, Hudson,” said Lou airily.

Charlie looked back down at the stickers she was labeling, holding in a laugh. Lou and Mason did this all the time. It was natural for Lou to pick fights; snark and sarcasm were her daily flavors of choice. But her feud with Mason went back almost a decade—likely to the first time Mason let loose a tarantula in Charlie and Sophie’s bedroom during a sleepover.

The memory of that night made Charlie smile. They had forgone beds in favor of three sleeping bags laid out in a circle on the floor. Her mom made them popcorn with extra butter, and they stayed up far too late, Lou forcing Sophie and Charlie to perform Lou’s favorite magic tricks over and over again. She never tired of watching them perform. It was as if every time they pulled out an ace of hearts and asked, Is this your card? causing Lou to squeal in delight, was the very first.

Charlie didn’t realize she was spacing out until a low voice cut into her thoughts.

“You’ve been staring at that price tag for five minutes.”

Her eyes lifted from the stickers. They landed on Elias, who was studying her with those sparkling green eyes, the ones that seemed always on the verge of laughter.

Charlie set down her marker. “I’m just being thorough.”

“How is that?”

“You know, the standard. Have to make sure there are no stray specks of dirt on the tags.”

Elias raised his eyebrows. “That’s the standard stuff?”

Charlie shrugged. “You haven’t met Abigail.”

“I heard that,” Abigail said without looking up from her pyramid of brownies.

“I have, actually.” Elias leaned back until his chair was balanced on two legs, completely relaxed, not even pretending to help sort through the sweets. “Yesterday at lunch. Unless you’ve forgotten already.”

“I haven’t.” She paused. “How’s the head, by the way?”

He tapped his forehead twice and winked. “Right as rain, darling. Thanks for the help.”

“Darling, he says.” Charlie picked up her marker and pointed it at him. “I don’t know what the girls were like at your last school, but the women of Silver Shores are not so easily charmed.”

“Oh, I think I’ll do just fine,” he said, half waving to a pack of girls who walked past, causing them to dissolve into giggles.

Charlie rolled her eyes. Knowing his history, she saw straight through this act. It was a classic: the jokester using humor and cockiness to cover up grief.

Her brother was an expert in that field.

“So.” Elias let the chair fall back onto all fours. “Who are you asking to homecoming?”

This brought Charlie to a complete stop. Her heart was pounding, even though she couldn’t really say why. Toes tingling, she looked up at Elias. “Why do you ask?”

He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “I know you and your friends are playing a little game. That you need to ask someone by Thursday evening.”

“And just how,” she asked, her voice deadly quiet, “do you know that?”

Elias didn’t move his face away. If anything, he moved a breath closer. “Your friends talk very loudly.” He winked. “Especially in the lunchroom.”

“Do I detect a conversation about homecoming?” Lou asked.

“You do,” said Elias.

“Oh, really?” Lou raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a date yet?”

“Nope,” Elias said, popping the last syllable of the word. “Dances aren’t really my thing.”

“But the dance isn’t the point, dude.” Mason clapped Elias on the shoulder. “We’ll stay in the paper-decorated gym for a half hour, then bounce to the after-party. That’s where the real fun happens, if you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows.

Lou made a face. “You’re a pig.”

“Don’t lie to yourself, Louise,” said Mason. “You’ve been pining after these lips since the second grade.”

Lou picked up an empty box and pretended to vomit into it.

“Can we get back to the important stuff?” Abigail asked. “These peanut butter blondies aren’t going to stack themselves.”

“Yes, please,” said Lou, gagging slightly as she grabbed a handful of blondies. “Anything to wipe away the image of Mason Hudson’s lips.”
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The second disappearance came less than a week after the first.

It was a Tuesday, the second day of the new school year. At seven that morning, Mrs. Peterson went down the hall in her favorite robe and knocked on her sons’ bedroom door. When she got no response, she stuck her head inside to tell the boys to get up.

But when she looked at their beds, they were empty.

An hour later—and after many frantic, unanswered phone calls to the boys’ cell phones—the police arrived. An hour after that, a search party was assembled. By lunch, the news had hit every television in Silver Shores—along with every cell phone at the high school.

By the end of the school day, the search party still hadn’t found the boys. What they did find was another tree. A white ash carved up with Norse markings, Odin’s Knot once more at their center.

Two pairs of shoes hung from its branches.
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That day at school, Charlie told herself she was done with the investigation. That she had nosed around enough. That nosing brought her more questions than answers.

Everyone was talking about the missing boys. The Peterson twins. Charlie used to know them well. They were both rowdy and athletic. When Sophie was still alive, their mom used to send them to the Peterson house for playdates. Something about being the only sets of twins in their grade. Their moms assumed they should be best friends. And they were friendly with the boys, bouncing on the trampoline in the backyard or showing off a simple magic trick or two, but they never became best friends. Not the way they did with Lou.

All afternoon, Charlie tried to keep her mind off of them. When Lou and Abigail blew up their group chat with messages, she slipped her phone into her pocket. When her other classmates showed each other news clips of the carved-up tree on their phones, she averted her eyes. She had made a promise to her mother, hadn’t she? And even though she had already broken it once, that didn’t mean she should do it again.

That was what she told herself, over and over, until the final bell rang.

After school, she dropped off Lou and Abigail at their respective houses. Then she stepped on the gas, heading straight for the woods.



The forest was just as flooded with police as it had been the first time. If anything, there were more authorities involved. Probably at the state level, maybe even federal. The longer this case went on, the more attention it would get. Charlie had watched enough murder mysteries to know that much.

She parked well out of sight. The tree they were investigating this time was approximately two hundred yards from the original. Whoever took these boys clearly had a target area: this forest. Which Charlie promised her mother she would stay away from. A promise she had now broken twice.

She shut the car door quietly. Touched her back pocket, checking to ensure her lucky deck of cards was still in place. Then she crept over the dying leaves and moss-covered rocks, deeper into the woods.

As she walked, she wondered, for the dozenth time, why she was there. What she could possibly add to this investigation that the police couldn’t handle on their own? She received decent grades and never struggled with her subjects, but she was no genius. Not like Abigail. She supposed the best display of her intelligence was through her magic tricks, through her quick mind and even quicker fingers, always one step ahead of the viewer. But magic didn’t solve missing persons’ cases, did it?

Still. She felt compelled to be there. It was as if a siren stood somewhere in the forest, and it was calling just to her.

She was contemplating the image of a siren when she saw him.

At first, it was only a flash of dark hair, the hem of a black T-shirt. Someone was darting from tree to tree, trying to keep out of view of the police. Charlie crouched low, taking cover behind a patch of juniper and peering out over the top.

Behind the tree, twenty feet ahead, was Elias.

She knew it the minute she saw his haircut. Knew it in the wide lines of his shoulders, the circumspect way he peered around the tree trunk. He was here, at the scene of the crime.

Again.

Charlie thought back to Monday afternoon, when, after her conversation with Mason, she had written him off as not suspicious. She had been so sure then. So sure that he was just a lost boy, marred by grief, masking that sadness with humor and sarcasm. But now …

Now she wasn’t so sure.

Up ahead, Elias crept a few yards to the left, so Charlie crept a few yards to the left, too. Elias dropped to his hands and knees and bear-crawled between bushes. Charlie did the same. She played this copycat game for five full minutes before realizing that she was, in fact, stalking him.

What was her purpose here? Elias hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Sure, he showed up in the forest when he shouldn’t have, but if that was her accusation, Charlie was guilty, too.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something deeper was at work here. Either he was connected to these disappearances, or he felt the same siren’s call to the forest that she did. In either case, she wanted to know the truth. So when Elias skirted around a bush and ducked under a tree, she did the same, never letting him out of her sight.



Charlie followed Elias deeper into the woods. He wound through the trees with clear purpose, as if he had walked this way many times before. Ducked around birch and cedar, high-stepped juniper and moss. Charlie followed at a cautious distance, keeping her footsteps as stealthy as possible.

Before long, she saw Elias push aside one final cluster of branches, disappearing from view. She counted fifteen seconds, then tiptoed out from behind the tree where she was hiding and skirted over to where Elias had just been. Holding her breath, she stuck her fingers into the branches and nudged them gently aside.

In the clearing beyond was a house.

The house took her by surprise. Most homes in Silver Shores looked like your average American home, with red brick and white picket fences. Not this one. This house appeared to have been pulled straight out of a Victorian storybook: old and ornate, with blue-painted wood; a steep, gabled black roof; and a tall turret in the northeast corner. A porch wrapped around the front, painted the same dark blue as the rest of the house. There were no lights on, but she thought she glimpsed a faint orange flicker in one of the windows.

Was this where Elias lived? Was this his foster family’s house? She had never seen it before, but then, she’d never ventured this far into the woods.

Charlie crept toward the flickering light in the window. The yard surrounding the house was, thankfully, unkempt and peppered every few feet with unruly bushes. Charlie ducked behind a bush, waited a few seconds, then dove behind the next-closest one.

After a few minutes of this, she made it to the house. She stayed low to the ground, shuffling up to the blue-painted siding on her hands and knees. Once she could touch the wood of the turret, she turned around, pressing her back to the wall.

Charlie exhaled. What the hell was she doing? She had followed Elias without thinking about it, moving with the purpose of a woman possessed by curiosity and suspicion. Now she was here. About to spy on his foster family. What did she even hope to find in there? Murder weapons? Robbie Carpenter’s body? The twins? Ridiculous! Unless his foster family were all serial killers, too, there would be no evidence out in the open.

But logic could not dissuade her from what she was about to do, because logic had not driven her here in the first place. It was a feeling. A buzzing in her veins, a tingle at her fingertips. An excitement, yes, but something greater than that, too. Something she could not explain.

She turned around and, inch by inch, rose to her feet to peer in through the window.

The inside of Elias’s house was dark but for a few dim lights that were probably candles. Through the dusty windowpane, she could make out a small, round room tucked inside the turret. There was hardly any furniture: a ratty armchair, a rickety side table, a moth-eaten rug. A lamp sat on the table, but it looked like it hadn’t been switched on in years. Charlie thought she even saw a spiderweb woven within the lampshade. The other side of the turret opened up to the rest of the house, revealing a long hallway that disappeared into the dark.

What the hell?

Maybe she had been wrong. Maybe this wasn’t where Elias lived but instead was some creepy, abandoned house where he came to do drugs. Or something. Charlie had never done drugs herself, but she had always imagined that this was the type of venue where one found them.

If her hypothesis was right, she should probably turn around and leave. Drug addicts were notoriously volatile, like bombs that could go off at the slightest provocation. If she were discovered spying, there was no telling what Elias would do.

And yet. Her brother was friends with this boy. If Elias was into something dangerous, shouldn’t she find out?

A light clicked on in a room down the hall.

With its illumination, something switched on within Charlie, too. An impulse. A desire—no, a need to know exactly what Elias Everhart was doing inside this spooky old house. It thrummed within her, egging her onward.

Go.

She took off before she could think better of it. Darted along the side of the house. Crept up the front steps and onto the porch. Stepped carefully across, cringing every time one of the boards squeaked. Stopped in front of the high, glass-paned front door. Took a deep breath, then reached down and slowly turned the doorknob.

The front door wasn’t locked. She cracked it open, moving in slow motion as she pushed it wide. She silently thanked every god she could think of when the hinges didn’t squeak. She slipped inside the house and shut the door behind her.

Once inside, Charlie was swallowed by the dark. The house smelled of dust and decay. Shadow-eyed portraits lined the walls. Unlit candles sat on the entryway table. A coat rack loomed by the door, bare and skeletal.

She peered down the hallway. Three doorways down, orange light spilled out into the hallway and danced along the dusty floral carpet. If Elias was anywhere inside this house, it was in that room.

Charlie held her breath and tiptoed down the hall.

As she moved, she began to hear sounds. The crackle and pop of burning candles. Wind blowing in through an open window. And something low and constant, like a hum or a murmur. Something at first unintelligible but, with every step closer, coalescing into whispered words, not English, not any language she had heard before. Deep. Melodic. Like a long-forgotten language risen from the dead.

She reached the doorframe. This was it. She could peer into the room and risk being discovered by Elias—or whoever else might be inside—or she could turn around and retreat into the shadows.

It was never really a question.

Charlie held her breath, fingernails digging into her palm as she poked her head around the doorframe.

The room was larger than she’d expected. It looked as if it had once been a grand dining room, with high ceilings featuring long beams and ornate crown molding. An immense, dust-covered tapestry covered the far wall, while a fireplace burned in the corner. She could easily imagine a fancy dinner party taking place within these walls: a long wooden table, lavish dishware, a turkey at the center, guests in ballgowns and delicate white gloves.

But the scene didn’t hold in Charlie’s imagination for long, because what was actually waiting within …

Wiped every other thought away.
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There was no furniture in the dining room. No table. No chairs. No lamps or decorative plants. Only a weathered chandelier hanging from the ceiling, a dozen pillar candles scattered throughout the room, and a thick, bloodred carpet. And in the center of that carpet …

Elias Everhart, barefoot and bare chested, stood with his back to the doorway, his head tilted down. His shoulders were wider than she realized, sculpted with knotted muscle. She couldn’t see his face, but he seemed to be muttering, as if speaking to the floor. It sounded like a chant, or perhaps a prayer. Deep and steady. Reverent.

Her eyes traveled past his body, landing on the wall in front of him. The one she had thought was covered with a tapestry. She had been terribly, horrifyingly wrong. There was no painting, no blanket or canvas. There was only a blank wall covered in a sea of manic brushstrokes. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of Nordic symbols, all painted one atop the other, bleeding into each other, like the scrawling of a madman.

Charlie had made a grave mistake walking into that house.

This was no den of drugs and delinquency. This was something far, far worse.

She turned, preparing herself to run screaming through the forest until she attracted the attention of the police a mile away, when something caught her eye.

At first, she thought it was only a shadow. A strange flicker of darkness around Elias’s body caused by the many candles situated around the room. But the shadow seemed to grow, to expand and rise. And soon Charlie realized that she wasn’t seeing just a random flash of darkness; it came from every inch of his body, like an outline. It took on the exact shape of Elias’s body and began to rise. It was as if his soul were leaving his body. Or like he was creating a second copy of himself. A copy made only of shadow.

Charlie took a step backward on the carpet. The room spun. What the hell is happening?

Then, as abruptly as it started to rise, the shadow copy burst free from Elias’s body.

It peeled away, leaping out of Elias as if he were nothing more than a limp set of clothes. Elias’s body crumpled to the floor. He hit the carpet and bunched up into a little ball. He stayed there, unmoving, as the shadow stood above him, stretching out its intangible limbs, getting comfortable. Settling into itself.

Breath heaved in and out of Charlie’s lungs. She had one hand on the doorway, the other hanging uselessly at her side. She was frozen, unable to run, unable to look away, unable to even accept what was happening before her. A ghost just leapt out of Elias Everhart’s body. No. That’s not possible. Ghosts didn’t exist. Nothing supernatural existed. Not phantoms, not demons, not vampires or zombies. That was the world she lived in. That was reality.

But how could she deny what she saw with her own eyes?

You can’t, whispered a voice in her head. You know you can’t.

The room was spinning so fast now. She was lightheaded, had gone weak. But she needed to escape, to put as much distance as possible between herself and the creature standing in that dining room.

She turned on the carpet and ran.

She didn’t care if she was being too loud. The door was so close. If she could just get there, could just make it back to the fresh air, back to reality—

Something wrapped around her ankles, pulling tight. She tripped, her arms flailing forward as she fell to the floor. The carpet broke her fall, but her shoulder and temple still bounced painfully off the ground. She groaned, trying to shake her legs free. Whatever was around her ankles had bound her with impressive tightness.

“And just what,” said a low, whispery voice above her, “am I going to do with you?”
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Run.

The word flashed through Charlie’s head like a billboard flying past on the highway.

Get up and run.

It’s going to kill you.

But she couldn’t. When she looked down at her legs, they were bound by black cords that appeared to be made of the same substance as the creature itself. The cords shivered and flaked, as if only half corporeal. Yet they felt entirely real, so tight they dug into her skin.

Slowly, hesitantly, she lifted her head and looked up at the thing flickering above her.

The shadow creature stood the same way a human would. It had the complete shape of Elias’s body, from his bare feet up to his broad shoulders, but it was made entirely of darkness, with no distinction between skin and clothing. As her eyes climbed its form, she realized how large it was, much taller than Elias, long and lithe, radiating a primal scent, dark and ancient, as if it somehow wore the very deepest part of earth.

When she reached its face, her breath caught in her throat.

It had his face. His high cheekbones, his strong jawline, the distinct shape of his hair. But more than anything else, it had his eyes. Bright green. Cold. Mocking.

When she first saw the creature, she assumed it had been living inside Elias’s body, inhabiting it the way a demon might. But seeing those eyes …

“Elias?” she whispered.

His shadowed lips spread into a dark grin. “You learn quickly.”

“Wh—What are you?”

“I,” he said, holding out two shadowed arms, “am what they call a mare.”

Charlie tried to slide backward on the carpet, but the cords around her legs held her in place. “You’re a what?”

“A mare.” He traced a finger in circles through the air, which caused the cords to lengthen and tighten, slithering up her legs and around her body. “A creature of the night. In Norse mythology, we’re the creepy old ladies that sit on your chest in your sleep and give you nightmares.”

Charlie’s heart pounded in her chest. She needed to get out of here. What Shadow Elias was saying made no sense—what did she know about Norse mythology? That Thor held a big hammer and was played by Chris Hemsworth? But it didn’t erase the obvious: this creature was dangerous, and she was trapped in its clutches.

Her only option was to distract him until she could find a way out.

“You don’t look like an old lady,” she said.

“Of course not,” he scoffed. “Humans know only a fraction of the truth about my kind.” He wandered over to the side table and picked up a fake apple from inside a dusty bowl. He tossed it into the air and caught it again. “They only know a fraction of the truth about everything—the gods, the ghosts, the divine spirits of nature. Humans were cut off from magic long before they developed written language. Only fragments of the truth remain, passed down from storyteller to storyteller, warped over time.”

As Elias spoke, Charlie scanned the hallway, looking for a tool she could use to cut through the cord around her legs. Not that she knew if it could even be cut at all. How does one sever something made of darkness?

Not just something made of darkness—a boy made of darkness.

As absurd as that thought sounded, as impossible as it might be, it was the best explanation that she had for what she was witnessing. It was the only explanation, other than that she was dreaming, or that she’d somehow taken LSD without knowing it—though she was fairly certain that if she had, the house would look more kaleidoscope-y and less murder-horror-exorcism-y.

So. Boy made of shadow it was.

“Tell me, Charlie Hudson,” said Shadow Elias, setting the fake apple back into the bowl and leaning on the side table. “What do you know of Norse mythology?”

“Not much.” Charlie took stock of the items in the hallway as inconspicuously as possible: candlesticks, dead flowers, fake fruit, a dusty wooden box set on a dusty wooden table. Maybe she could use the candlestick as a sort of club? “It’s not exactly a priority in American curriculum.”

“Alas.” He hummed, but it came out low and whispery, like a gust of wind preceding a storm. “They really should, given that it’s all real.”

“Right,” she said. “Sure it is.”

“You don’t believe me,” he said. “That’s understandable. Most people don’t at first.”

She glanced at the bottom of the table. She could break off one of its legs. Yes. Then she could use that as a spear …

“Don’t bother running,” Elias said mildly. “I can step right through the walls of this house.”

“You can—” Charlie blinked in surprise. “What?”

Elias turned his glowing eyes on her. “Don’t believe me? Watch.”

He took two quick steps, crossing the hallway. Then he stepped into the wall.

Charlie gasped. It happened that quickly: he—or whatever this version of him was—was standing in the hallway one moment, and the next, passing through the wall as if it were nothing. As if it were air.

“Where did you—” she started, but then he was back. Stepping out of the wall as easily as if it were a doorway. “How did you—”

“I told you, Charlie.” His eyes held hers. “I’m a mare. The only dark spirit that can be created from a human.”

“Wait.” She raised a hand. “So, you are human?”

He looked away, his gaze momentarily going distant. “I used to be.” When his eyes returned to her, his shadowed lips had pulled up into another cruel smile. “Now I only look human. And only when I want to.”

“Why are you telling me this?” She needed to get out of this house. Now. What was Elias’s game here? “Did you tell Robbie Carpenter, too? Before you killed him?”

“I had nothing to do with Robbie Carpenter’s disappearance. Nor that of the twins. In fact.” Elias raised one hand and snapped. When he did, the cords around her legs vanished. “I’m trying to find them.”

Charlie didn’t waste a moment. She jumped to her feet and ran for the door.

Before she had taken even two steps, another shadowed cord appeared, this time wrapping around her entire torso and pulling tight until her arms were locked to her sides.

Crap.

She made it to the front door and slammed into it hard, trying to break it open by sheer force. The hinges rattled, but the door stayed in place.

A hand wrapped around her arm and yanked her away from the door. At the touch, visions flashed in front of Charlie’s eyes: a dark tunnel, a lifeless body, spiders crawling out of empty eye sockets …

The images dissipated. Charlie grunted as Shadow Elias spun her around and pinned her to the door. He was strong. Disturbingly so. She struggled against him, but it was no use. He kept her pinned as easily as if she were a stray sheet of paper. In some distant part of her brain, she noticed that his touch no longer burned, the way it had in the cafeteria. That it felt cool, soft, like a light breeze.

Elias tutted. “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie.” He leaned in, drawing so close that the darkness flaking and flickering like black flames where his skin should be brushed up against Charlie’s face. She whimpered; each brush of black flame sent shivers down her spine, a sense of doom pooling at its base. “You think you can escape? You think that opening that door would bring you any safety? I’m a night mare, darling. I know you don’t yet fully grasp what that means, but surely you must have some idea.”

The longer he held on to Charlie’s arm, the more doom built within her, a vat filling with churning water, a sense that sharks swam within.

“We create fear,” he said. “Feed on it. Let it fuel our strength. We sense fear the way humans smell food cooking in the kitchen. Even now, that pounding in your chest, the rush of blood, the shallow breaths in your lungs—I feel it all. And let me tell you—” He leaned forward, inhaling deeply. “It’s delicious.”

“You’re sick,” she whispered.

“On the contrary.” Elias straightened, loosening his grip on her arm but not fully letting go. “I’m perfectly healthy right now. Disappearing children? Runes carved into trees? This town is in a complete tizzy, which is perfect for a mare like me. The more afraid you are, the better. The stronger I become.”

As his grip loosened, the fear building within her faded; it didn’t disappear entirely, but it became quieter, lower, like a volume knob on terror had been turned down.

“What were those visions?” she asked. “The tunnel. The spiders … How did you do that?”

He lifted a hand, the tips of his fingers flickering like black candles, and placed it gently to her cheek. She was overcome yet again by visions: This time, she saw Sophie. Her body on a hospital bed, her mother weeping, a black-hooded figure descending upon the bed …

Shadow Elias pulled his hand away, and the images vanished.

“One of my mare tricks. Giving visions to our victims to ratchet up their fear, to make ourselves even stronger.” He wiggled his fingers. “I have complete control over the visions. What they see, when they see it, and for how long. The more I do it to one person, the more I learn about what truly terrifies them. I can repeat it again—” He grabbed her forearm, and she saw Mason crashing their car into a tree. “And again—” She saw her mother floating face down in Lake Michigan. “And again.”

She gasped, tearing her arm away. The visions stopped as abruptly as a TV switching off. “What is this?” she asked, doing her best to summon bravery into her voice, even though she felt none. “Is this your big villain speech? The one you give before you slit my throat?”

“Perhaps.” Elias stuck out a shadowed hand. A long sword made of the same darkness materialized, as if it were just an extension of his body. “It wouldn’t be difficult. And the fear that humans experience in the final moments before death…” He drew the sword up, holding it so that its wispy tip hovered only an inch from her throat. “That alone can fuel a mare for months.”

Eyes on the flickering sword, Charlie felt her pulse rise, the blood pound in her ears.

“I can already taste it,” he whispered. “Can feel its presence on my tongue.”

I’m going to die, she realized. I’m going to die, and it’s all because I was stupid enough to follow a suspicious person into a creepy old house.

“The only question is…” He leaned even closer, and Charlie’s stomach rose in her throat. She was going to throw up. She was going to throw up, and then she was going to die, and her mom would never even know why.

And then—

Like a fisherman reluctantly tossing his catch back into the water, Elias released her. He stepped away, lowering the shadowy sword to his side. His chest seemed to rise and fall with heavy breath, even though a creature like him couldn’t possibly have lungs.

“The only question is,” he said, “might you still be of use to me?”

Charlie exhaled. The air rushed from her lungs, pent-up terror she didn’t even know she’d been holding in.

Elias reached out and grabbed hold of her arm again. She felt another flash of sheer horror, as if his touch were filled with every darkest nightmare she had ever dreamed.

She supposed it was.

“You discovered my secret.” Elias dragged her down the hallway toward the dining room. “Nosey little thing that you are. And even though I’d have preferred that my secret remain a secret, there is one benefit to having someone else in on it.”

“What’s that?”

Elias reached the doorway to the dining room. He shoved Charlie forward with his freakish strength. She toppled to the floor, nearly landing atop Elias’s limp human body.

“I am in this town to carry out a mission.” His shadow form leaned against the doorway, blocking any hope she had of escape. “And two sets of eyes are better than one.”

Charlie blinked. This was the last thing she had expected. “You want my help?”

“I do.” It was so strange to watch his mouth move and see only darkness within. “Like I said before, I didn’t kill those boys, and I didn’t make the markings on those trees. I’m here to find out who did.”

“You want to … rescue them?”

“Good gods, no.” He snorted. “I don’t give a damn about those boys. I’m here for one reason and one reason alone, and that is to find the creature making those markings on the trees. And if I happen to find the boys along the way, fine. All the better, really, because I’m sure they’ll be almost dead with fright. But no, I’m not looking for them. I don’t concern myself with fragile human life. Not anymore.”

Her eyes looked past his shadowy figure, at the empty hallway beyond. “And if I say no?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s very simple,” he said. “If you say no, you die.”

She looked up at his face, which was stretched into a dark-tinted smile. He appeared quite serious, and quite happy about it, too.

“How do you know,” she asked, “that, if you let me go, I won’t just run to the police and tell them exactly what you are?”

Elias laughed, a sound like thunder rumbling in the distance. “Who would believe you?” he asked. “But, very well—if you need extra incentive, I have it for you: keep my secret, or I’ll drain the life out of every person you love.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” he said cheerfully. “If you say a word about what you saw here tonight, I will come for everyone you love in this town. I will come for them one by one, and I will murder them in their sleep. Understood?”

The deal was easy to understand—she would give him that. And she didn’t really think that she had any choice in the matter. So.

“If I agree to the deal,” she said, “will you let me go unharmed?”

“Of course.” He swept out an arm, as if welcoming her to walk by.

She stayed on the floor for several more heartbeats. She looked at Elias’s body, wondered what he could possibly want from her, what a weak mortal girl could do to assist an otherworldly being. A thousand questions burbled within her, questions she couldn’t even believe she was entertaining, and yet what choice did she have? How could she deny what had taken place right before her very eyes?

One thing was clear: Elias Everhart was not to be trusted. He might have said he’d let her go without hurting her, but how could she know he wasn’t lying?

She would have to play this very carefully.

“I’ll agree to your terms,” she said, “under one condition.”

“And what is that?”

“I want proof.”

“Proof?”

“Yes. That what you’re saying is true. That all the Nordic myth stuff is real. I want proof.”

He tilted his head. “Seeing me walk through a wall isn’t proof enough?”

“No,” she said. “It’s proof that you’re not … human. Not fully human, anyway. But it doesn’t mean that anything else you’ve said is true.”

Elias stared at her for a long time. It was hard to read his expression, given that he was made of shadow, but he seemed to be searching her face, as if debating whether or not she deserved to know.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But are you sure you want to do this? Because once you see, you cannot unsee.”

“Once I see what?”

“I can’t really explain.” Elias pushed himself off the doorway. “But I can show you.”

Charlie tracked Elias as his shadow form stepped over his real body, crossing the dining room toward the fireplace. Once he stood before the hearth, the fire disappeared and he stooped over, brushing aside the pile of ashes within to reveal a small black box. He lifted it from the stone floor and turned around.

“Inside this box,” he said, walking slowly toward Charlie, “is a fruit called eyaerberry. It doesn’t grow here. It must be harvested on Jotunheim, one of the other seven realms, which makes it exceedingly rare. I don’t give this to you lightly.”

Jotunheim? Realms? What kind of gibberish was he spewing? How was she supposed to take any of this seriously?

“If this berry thing is so rare,” Charlie asked, eyeing the box, “why give it to me? Why not save it?”

“I don’t need it,” said Elias. “I’m a creature of Asgard. I can already see.”

A creature of Asgard? This was getting ridiculous. What he was saying made it sound like they were living in a storybook. She should push the box away. Should tell him there was no way in hell she was taking whatever kind of drugs were inside that box.

And yet …

And yet she couldn’t deny what she had seen him become. She couldn’t deny that his presence, standing before her as a man made of shadow, defied every known law of nature. He was bending reality for her, making her desperate for answers, for the truth.

She pushed herself up to a seated position. “See what?”

He bent over, bringing the box down to eye level where Charlie sat on the floor. Slowly, he lifted its lid, revealing five shiny purple cherry-shaped fruits. They glinted in the flickering candles. “You’ll know soon enough.”

She stared at the purple eyaerberries. They seemed to hum within the box. To call to her. She lifted a hand to reach for one, but Elias shook his head.

“Not here,” he said. “Wait until we go outside.”

“Why?”

“You’ll understand when you take it.” He straightened, closing the box’s lid and tucking it under one arm. “If you take it. You see, Charlotte, what you must understand is that after you eat this berry, your entire life will change. Everything you thought you knew about reality—it will go out the window.” He watched her seriously. “Are you ready for that?”

Charlie hesitated. Was what he was saying true? Or was he just trying to scare her off? And if what he was saying was true, did she really want that? Up until this moment, she had lived a small, safe life, never straying too far from Silver Shores, never seeking anything beyond the very immediate. Did she really want to shake loose all the screws that had kept her tightly bound life in place? A large part of her said no.

But an even larger part …

Had she not once dreamed of a world beyond her own? Had she, Sophie, and Lou not spent hours imagining a universe that contained witches and mermaids, fairies and goblins? What if some percentage of that—even a fraction—was true? Could she stomach the rest of her life knowing she had let it all slip past?

Slowly, Charlie stood, raising herself from the floor like a skeleton emerging from the grave. When at last she stood tall, she looked at Elias and said, “I’m ready.”

She was pretty sure she wasn’t.
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Outside, the sun had begun to set behind the trees, drizzling darkness into the forest. Charlie opened the front door to leave the house. Elias walked right through it, reaching into his stomach and pulling out the box once he was out in the open air.

“How’d you do that?” she asked, pointing at the box.

“My body is one big pocket,” he said, grinning his shadow-filled smile. “Anything I put inside it becomes intangible. I can store it there as long as I need, and when I pull it back out, it goes back to solid.”

“That’s … creepy.”

“But useful.”

They crossed the porch and descended the front steps. When they reached the grass, Elias stopped and reopened the box’s lid, holding it out to Charlie.

“What do I do with it?” she asked.

“You eat it,” he said, pushing the box closer to her. “Obviously.”

Tentatively, she reached out a hand and picked up one of the eyaerberries. It was cool to the touch, as if it had been stored in a refrigerator, not an old fireplace. Its flesh was tender, perfectly ripe. She held it up and studied it closely. It didn’t look dangerous; it looked delicious.

“Enjoy,” said Elias. When Charlie looked back up at him, his eyes flickered with cruel amusement. “It’s as much curse as it is gift.”

She hesitated for only a moment before putting the eyaerberry into her mouth and biting down.

It burst open on her tongue. Her mouth flooded with sweet-tart juice. It flooded her taste buds, trickling down the back of her throat. It seemed to seep into her entire body, sending a cold, fizzy rush through her veins, making her fingers tremble, her toes prickle, zipping to the very top of her head, like a shock of electricity. She squeezed her eyes shut. Balled her hands into fists. Tilted her head back as the zinging tartness reached its crux, and she thought, This is what it feels like to become lightning.

Gradually, the electricity ebbed. Fizzled away until it was a cool, lingering tingle that ghosted along the surface of her skin. And when she opened her eyes again—

When she opened her eyes, she saw.

The forest was alive. The grass shimmered. The flowers glowed. The leaves of the trees quivered and hummed. White and blue orbs of light hung from the tree branches. Purple fireflies buzzed through the air. Down by her feet, neon-red mushrooms sprouted from the dirt and white dandelions shone like electric snowflakes. There were colors—colors she had never seen before. Pinky-purply blues and magenta-white greens and colors for which she had no name, no earthly description. It was as if eating the eyaerberry had stripped away nature’s dull outer layer, revealing the long-buried, richly colored, star-bright flesh beneath.

Charlie had the sudden urge to put on sunglasses. It was almost too much.

Almost.

She stepped toward the forest, her mouth hanging open. “What—” She choked on her own voice. “What is all of this?”

“This,” said Shadow Elias behind her, “is Asgard.”

Charlie took another step. At the forest’s edge, a pink snake slithered through the weeds. In the sky above, a sparkling two-headed bird leapt from a treetop and swooped up into the night. Bright-green vines wound around the tree trunks, seeming to almost pulsate, as if they were breathing. Every color was brighter. Every scent like a strong gust of perfume—the grass, the dirt, the berries, the wood of the trees … Charlie smelled things she couldn’t even begin to recognize. It was like waking up on a different planet, inside a different body.

“I don’t—” She shook her head, entirely overwhelmed, lost for where to look next. At the luminous orange sap seeping out of the tree trunks? At the sun sinking fast above, almost blinding in its brightness? At the purple fireflies that swooped overhead, their buzzing so pronounced it sounded almost like laughter?

At last, she collected herself enough to ask, “What do you mean this is Asgard?”

When Elias didn’t immediately respond, she turned around.

He was gone.
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Charlie burst through her bedroom door. She tore across the room, straight toward the white wooden desk that sat beneath the bay windows. Scattered on its surface were her laptop, her schoolbooks, a set of pens in different colors, a pile of hair ties, and a few framed photos. She pulled shut the white drapes hanging from the windows, sat in the cushioned swivel chair before the desk, and opened her laptop.

It had been a chaotic journey home. After Elias disappeared, she had taken off into the woods, sprinting blindly in what she hoped was the direction of her car. She ran with her head down, trying not to get distracted by the things she could now see and hear in the forest: the whisper of inhuman voices, the pitter-patter of tiny feet, huge birds swooping overhead, strange laughter echoing in the distance. She never once slowed her pace, never stopped to catch her breath or think about what was happening to her. She just needed to be home.

It took a half hour of searching to find her car. When she got inside and put the key in the ignition, lighting up the dashboard, she let out a bloodcurdling scream. There was a tiny creature sitting on her steering wheel. It was only a few inches high. Most of its body was covered with a long beard; all Charlie could see of the creature was a round nose and a tall, pointed hat. Before she could think to do anything else, she swatted it out onto the pavement, slammed the door shut, and backed out of her parking spot.

She drove home like a criminal fleeing the scene of a robbery. It was a miracle she wasn’t pulled over—though she was fairly certain that the police were too wrapped up in the boys’ disappearances to care about her breaking the speed limit. She pointedly ignored the scenes flashing past the windows: vines wrapped around stoplights, huge orange fruits dangling from trees she’d never noticed before, something with six legs and horns galloping past in her rearview mirror. At one intersection, she could have sworn she spotted two men in full armor having a sword fight on a street corner. She drove right past and didn’t look back.

After parking the Bronco in the driveway and slamming the front door behind her, Charlie ignored the calls of her mom from the kitchen—no doubt wondering where she had been—and sprinted up the stairs to her bedroom. She hadn’t even known what she intended to do until she was there, sitting at her desk, mind reeling.

She clicked on the internet browser and typed:

Asgard

Hundreds of thousands of results loaded onto the screen. Links to the Marvel Cinematic Universe Wiki page, board games, video games, and Norse mythology websites. Charlie clicked a link to Britannica.com and read the definition it listed.

Asgard - in Norse mythology, the dwelling place of the gods, comparable to the Greek Mount Olympus.

Charlie hit the back button and toggled over to images of Asgard. They were mostly paintings and digital illustrations featuring variations on the same thing: a city in the sky, with mountains, shining golden towers, a horizon of starlight, and a long rainbow bridge. They were beautiful landscapes. Magical. Completely incapable of existing on Earth.

Or were they?

Charlie glanced up at the windows. White drapes blocked her view of the street beyond. She had closed them on purpose; she was hiding from what she might see outside. Inside her house, things were relatively normal—colors didn’t shine too brightly, scents weren’t too overwhelming, and from what she could tell, no strange creatures lurked in the corners of her bedroom.

But if she were to look outside …

She grabbed the drapes and tore them open.

At first, she didn’t see anything amiss. Her street corner was still her street corner. Yes, the moonlight was extra bright, as if it had passed through an amplifier. Yes, the tree outside her window now held fruits of every color, orange and red and blue and purple, when she was fairly certain it had been a plain old oak tree when she woke up that morning. Yes, exotic flowers now sprouted from the boxes under her windowsill. But at least there was no sword fight happening on the street corner. At least—

Something flickered at the edge of her vision.

She pulled the drapes back even farther, only to find a wolf the size of a minivan prowling down the street. Pitch-black, glowing red eyes, fangs the size of forearms and dripping with saliva.

Just … walking down her block.

Gasping, she yanked the drapes shut and sat back down. What the hell was that thing? Was that a normal occurrence for Elias? To see a car-size beast strolling around the street?

Her head fell into her hands. She clutched at her hair. Is this really happening? Is Elias telling the truth? That Norse mythology is real? That he’s a human turned demon? That Earth is Asgard, whatever the hell that means? It all felt like too much, too fanciful to be true, and yet what other explanation did she have for what was happening around her?

None. She had no other.

“This is real,” she whispered. “I haven’t lost my mind. This is really happening.”

She had to believe that. She had to believe what she was seeing, because the only other option was to check herself into the hospital for testing. And Lou would not stand for her missing homecoming.

She exhaled and lifted her head. Right. So. If she was going to accept that Elias Everhart truly was a mare, and that he had some devious plan involving her, then it would probably be prudent to do as much research on Norse mythology as possible. Figure out exactly what she was up against. Right?

She opened a new Google search and typed:

Mare, Nordic mythology

She clicked the top result, which led to a blog on different cultures’ mythology:

The mare (or mara) is a creature appearing in old European mythologies (Dutch, German, Scandinavian, and Polish, to name a few) that is believed to be the bringer of nightmares and sleep terrors. The mare takes various forms depending on the culture of origin, but it is almost universally depicted as a terrifying creature that sits on a sleeping person’s chest and gives them bad dreams.

The article featured pictures with artists’ renditions of the mare: a green, goblin-like creature; a pale, beautiful woman; an old woman with sunken eyes and white hair. No depiction looked anything like the shadow creature that Elias had become, but what did these artists know?

Charlie glanced at her phone, which she had set beside her laptop. Its screen was blank, free from any texts or missed calls, but she wouldn’t be surprised if it lit up any minute with a message from her group chat with Lou and Abigail. They were always talking—arguing, really—and the chat had been especially active in the last few days with the disappearances and discussion of their other, more pressing mission: finding dates to homecoming.

Charlie couldn’t help but roll her eyes when she thought about stressing over who to ask to homecoming. How ridiculous. How trivial, in the light of everything she could now see.

She longed to pick up the phone and call Lou. To tell her about what she had witnessed and ask for advice on what to do, what to believe. But she knew the deal she’d made with Elias. And more than anything else—more than homecoming, more than demons, more than myths and gods and devious plans—that deal was what mattered. Keeping her loved ones safe was what mattered.

She couldn’t lose anyone else.
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Charlie woke before the sun. She went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face, hoping to shock away the exhaustion that would surely settle there. She was running on about two hours of sleep, having spent the night alternating between reading up on Norse mythology and peeking outside her window to see if that beast had decided to turn back around and make her his midnight snack.

She had learned a lot, though. After scouring a dozen different websites, she could now name the seven principal Nordic gods by heart:

Odin: the god of all gods. Like Zeus, only Nordic.

Frigg: Odin’s wife and the queen of Asgard.

Thor: Charlie had thought this was just a character in the Marvel franchise. Tall, hot, held a big hammer? Apparently, the inspiration for the superhero had actually come from Norse folklore. Thor was Odin’s son, the protector of humanity, and the god of thunder.

Loki: another Marvel character pulled from Norse legend. This Loki had nothing to do with Tom Hiddleston and everything to do with wreaking havoc on the rest of the gods. A mischievous god who could shape-shift and turn into animals. Responsible for the death of Balder.

Balder: Odin’s lesser-known son. The paragon of beauty, kindness, and fairness. Somehow murdered with mistletoe.

Heimdall: keeper of the Bifrost bridge that connected the nine realms.

And last but not least, Hel: goddess of the underworld.

There was still so much to learn. And she had a plan for how to learn the rest—a plan that involved Elias Everhart.

As she packed her bag for the day, she glanced at the curtained window over her desk. She hadn’t opened it since waking up, fearful of what she would see, but she would have to look now. She needed to scout the driveway to make sure it was safe to head to school.

She reached out a hand. It quivered as it neared the drapes. She stayed that way, hand dangling in front of the drapes, for several long seconds.

Screw it.

Charlie took hold of the curtains and yanked them open.

The first thing she was hit by was sunlight. It streamed in the window, lit up the lawn, sparkled on the pavement. It was blindingly bright and so stunningly beautiful it made the whole world look as if it were made of diamonds.

She was going to need a pair of sunglasses.

After a few moments of digging in her dresser, she found a pair of fake Ray-Bans and stuffed them onto her nose. Then she went back to the window and peered outside.

At first, she saw nothing but the flower boxes filled with exotic blossoms. Before she ate the eyaerberry, those flowers were simple white daisies, the same thing her mother planted every spring. Now she couldn’t even name the varieties growing there: long stems, a rainbow of colors, blossoms so thick and heavy they bent back toward the earth. Something that could easily be a Venus flytrap. They looked like the photos she had seen of flowers in rainforests and jungles.

Then, a tiny creature poked its head out of the flowers and stared right up at her.

She nearly let out a scream but clapped a hand over her mouth just in time. It would do no good to send her family running into her room. They couldn’t see the things she could.

It was the same creature she found sitting on her steering wheel the night before. Tiny, with a pointed hat, a button nose, and a long white beard. Its red hat was pulled down over its eyes, or perhaps it had no eyes at all. It wore a gray tunic so long that she couldn’t see if it had feet, and its hands were stuffed into itsy-bitsy red mittens. It was so small she could fit it in her jacket pocket.

It was … well, if she was being honest, it was adorable.

She had no idea what she’d been so afraid of when she first saw this little guy. Maybe it had just been too much all at once—the overwhelming newness of the world around her, of its many colors and smells and creatures that shouldn’t exist. Regardless, unless this guy had a mouth concealed inside that long beard containing razor-sharp teeth, she didn’t see much to be afraid of. To be honest, she wanted to pick him up and nuzzle him against her face. But she figured that would be rude, so instead, she merely opened the window and gestured for him to come inside.

The creature obliged, waddling in and hopping down onto her desk.

“Hello, there,” Charlie said, immediately feeling stupid. How did one talk to a mystical Asgardian being? “You’re the same little guy who was in my car, right?”

The creature bobbed his pointed hat once.

Charlie took that as a yes.“Have you been following me?”

Another bob.

“Can you tell me why?”

In response, the creature waddled a few steps over and pointed enthusiastically at her backpack, which sat unzipped on her desk chair. Charlie had no idea how the little guy was able to see with his hat pulled down over his eyes, but he seemed to be making do.

“You want something inside my backpack?” she asked.

He shook his head. Then he leapt from the desk with surprising strength, landing on top of the open backpack. He slid down her history textbook, snuggling at the bottom of the bag.

“You want to … come to school?”

He nodded vigorously.

“But why?”

To that, the creature had no response. He merely made himself more comfortable at the bottom of her bag.

Charlie chewed her lower lip. On the one hand, she could pick up the little guy, put him back outside the window, and tell him to get lost. That was the safer option. No chance that he would turn out to be a feral creature intent on eating her toes in her sleep. On the other hand, he seemed, for reasons she could not fathom, oddly attached to her. She got the sense that if she were to kick him out of her backpack now, he would simply find another way to get inside.

She sighed. Apparently, she had just made her first supernatural friend.
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“We only have two days left.”

Lou spoke these words as she slammed down her physics textbook in between Charlie and Abigail. Charlie flinched violently at the sound.

“Geez.” Lou eyed Charlie suspiciously. “What’s up your butt?”

“Nothing,” Charlie said quickly.

Her lack of sleep the night before was starting to get to her. Not to mention there was this gnome thing sitting in her backpack, and a pair of golden stags had followed her car all the way to school.

“And why the hell are you wearing sunglasses indoors? Are you trying to start a new fashion trend?” Lou asked.

Charlie hesitated. She had kept the sunglasses on all morning, afraid of what she would see if she took them off, but Lou was right: she did look ridiculous wearing them in physics class. A glance at the far wall revealed sunlight streaming in from between half-shuttered blinds. Perhaps that would be enough.

To be honest, Charlie was a few steps from losing it. When she stepped out of her house that morning, nothing felt the same. Even with sunglasses on, the green of the grass was brighter, the warmth of the sun more powerful, the trees seeming to whisper as the wind blew through them. Overhead, a pair of the two-headed birds she saw the night before swooped circles around each other. When she glanced over her shoulder, she could’ve sworn she saw a three-foot-tall, pointy-eared man holding a violin disappear around the corner of her house.

The world was entirely new.

Inside the school, the changes weren’t as obvious; there were no stray vines crawling up lockers or pink snakes slithering along the tiled floor. It was as if Asgard’s powers withered beneath paneled ceilings and fluorescent lighting. Charlie was grateful; she couldn’t afford to panic in front of her classmates over something they couldn’t see.

Slowly, she slid the glasses off her face and blinked.

She had been right; though the sunlight streaming in the windows was still a few degrees brighter than it should have been, it was slight enough for her to ignore.

“God, Lou,” said Abigail. “Maybe nothing is wrong with Charlie. Maybe you’re the problem, banging your books around so early in the morning.”

“Aw, did someone forget to drink plain coffee with her plain toast this morning?” Lou pouted at Abigail, before looking between the two of them excitedly. “I’m serious. We only have two days left to find dates.”

“Or what?” Charlie asked, her lack of sleep making her surlier than usual.

“Or I broadcast to the entire school that video of you singing Ariana Grande’s Christmas album when you were ten,” Lou said.

Down in her backpack, the little creature squeaked and leapt out, landing on the lab table. Charlie forced herself not to look down at him. “You wouldn’t,” she said.

“I think we both know I would.” Lou clapped once. “Now. Let’s brainstorm. Abigail, who are you thinking of asking?”

Abigail reached down into her backpack and pulled out a dark-blue binder. She tossed it onto the desk and opened it to the first page. “Well,” she said, flipping past what looked like a screenshot of someone’s Instagram page, “I’ve compiled a list of every eligible junior and senior at our school—”

“You’ve what?” Lou grabbed the binder from Abigail, ignoring her friend’s protests as she leafed quickly through the pages. “Jesus, Abigail. What are you, an FBI detective?”

“No.” Abigail snatched the binder back. “I’m just thorough. If I’m going to put precious time into asking someone to a dance, they need to fit a certain set of criteria.”

Lou arched an eyebrow. “Such as?”

Abigail held up a finger as she ticked off each necessary trait. “Involvement in at least two after-school activities, minimum GPA of three point five—”

“Minimum GPA?” Lou’s mouth hung open. “What is this, a college application?”

“It might as well be,” said Abigail. “If I’m going to take up with someone, they cannot reflect poorly on my image.”

“Abigail.” Lou rested her fingertips on her freckled temple. “Harvard isn’t going to review your list of high school relationships.”

Abigail recoiled in horror. “Who said anything about a relationship? I don’t have the time for that. Relationships require a level of maintenance that—”

“All right!” said their teacher, Ms. Feldman, clapping her hands to draw the attention of the class. “So sorry to interrupt the scintillating conversation filling this classroom”—she cast a look at Charlie’s corner of the room—“but I have an announcement. We have a late enrollment in Introductory Physics. He’s also new to our school, so everyone please give him a warm welcome.” She gestured to the doorway—

Elias.

Charlie inhaled sharply. He was back in his human form, tall and pale and tousle-haired, as if the night before had never happened.

But it had. It had, and Charlie felt it in the shadow he cast in the doorway, the way his brilliant green eyes landed right on hers, the mocking smile that pulled at his lips. He knew exactly what he was doing. He’d probably joined this class just to torture her.

“Oh my God,” Lou whispered. “He’s here. He’s joining our class.” She turned her gaze to Charlie, eyes wide with wonder. “And he’s staring right at you, Charles.”

“No he’s not,” Charlie said as Elias continued to stare right at her.

“Come on in, Elias,” Ms. Feldman said, gesturing to an open lab table at the front of the room. “Or do you prefer Eli?”

“I don’t,” Elias said, finally tearing his gaze away from Charlie. “Elias is fine. Thanks for the intro, Teach.”

“Ms. Feldman is also fine,” she said, eyeing Elias like she already knew he was going to be a problem.

“Right.” Elias slid into the chair next to Charlie’s and winked at Ms. Feldman. “Whatever you say, Teach.”

Charlie dug her fingernails into her palms.

Odin save her; this was going to be a long hour.
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When the bell rang, Charlie invented an excuse about using the washroom and beelined out of the classroom ahead of her friends. She wove through the crowd, following a tall, dark head of hair in the distance.

When she caught up to Elias, she grabbed his arm. “You and I need to have a little chat.”

“Good morning to you, too, Charlotte.” Elias didn’t even look at her. “What did you think of the lecture? I found it a tad dry, if I’m being honest.”

“Don’t try to dodge this.” She tightened her grip on his arm, which burned through his shirt with heat. “You need to tell me what the hell is happening to me.”

“I haven’t the foggiest idea what you mean.”

“You haven’t the foggiest idea?” She yanked until he finally came to a stop. He sighed, turning like a put-upon parent forced to listen to their child’s story for the third time. “Is that some kind of joke? You haven’t the foggiest idea why I drove past a three-headed alligator on the way to school?”

He eyed her with concern. “Sounds like you need to get your vision checked.”

“I researched last night,” she said. “I learned all about Asgard and mares and—”

Elias put a hand on her shoulder and pushed her back until she bumped into the wall of lockers. He leaned in until he was only a breath away. “What,” he hissed, “was my one requirement for our deal?”

She exhaled, glancing up at him before looking back down. His touch was hot on her shoulder. She whispered, “That I keep your secret.”

“That you keep my secret,” he said, nodding. “And does shouting about what I am in the middle of the hallway sound like keeping my secret?”

“No.”

He released her and turned to walk away.

“But—” Charlie jogged after him. “You have to help me out here. Seriously. All you gave me was one cryptic sentence—This is Asgard—and then you vanished, and now I’m seeing things that shouldn’t exist. You owe me more information.”

“Listen, Charlotte.” Elias didn’t slow down, kept his gaze firmly forward. “I don’t owe you anything. I gave you what you asked for. I gave you proof that what I was telling you was true. That doesn’t make us friends.”

“I never said I wanted to be your friend.” She made a gagging sound. “Jesus. No. What I want is for you to explain how any of this is possible. What I want is to know how I can see colors I’ve never seen before. What I want is to know why there’s currently a gnome sleeping at the bottom of my backpack. What I want to know is—”

But she was cut off as Elias grabbed her arm, his burning-hot skin closing over hers, and dragged her sideways, toward the front door of the school. He followed in the wake of several other kids that were streaming outside, probably to spend their free period lying on the grass under the late-summer sun. The light hit Charlie hard, forcing her to squint and throw up a hand against its rays. She fumbled around in her back pocket, grabbing her sunglasses and preparing to jam them onto her face. It was so bright, Jesus, and if she could just get these things on …

“Don’t,” came Elias’s voice as he grabbed the hand holding her sunglasses. Her eyes were squeezed shut, so she couldn’t see his face. “I know it seems bright now, but give yourself a chance to adjust.”

Hesitantly, she let her eyes flutter open. The light was overwhelming, and colors and sounds clamored for her attention. But she forced her eyes not to shut, and slowly, steadily, they adjusted, bringing the scene into view …

Which is how she found herself standing face-to-face with one of the huge golden stags. It blinked innocently at her from beneath a tangle of gold-dipped antlers.

“This.” She whirled around, pointing at the enormous creature. “This is what I’m talking about.”

“What is what you’re talking about?” Elias peered around, as if he couldn’t see it.

“The huge goddamned reindeer standing behind me,” she hissed loudly, causing a few passersby to stop walking and shoot her confused looks. They looked where she was pointing and no doubt saw nothing but air.

Elias shrugged apologetically and whispered to them, “She’s off her meds this week.”

Charlie advanced on him. “You listen to me, Elias Everhart.” She waved a finger in his face, chasing him backward across the lawn. “I’m not an angry person. I don’t get mad easily. But I have had it up to here with your games. You and I don’t have to be friends, but if you want my help finding the creature carving up those trees, you can’t just hang me out to dry like this.” She advanced even further, putting her face right into his and lowered her voice to a threatening hiss. “If you don’t start explaining all this shit I’m seeing now, I am going to lose my goddammned mind.”

By the time she finished her lecture, she had stalked Elias right up to the Ledge. His back pressed to the hard bricks, eyes wide as he stared down at her as she blocked him in like a professional hockey goalie. She drew too close, her chest brushing up against his torso, feeling the intense heat radiating from his body, but she refused to back away. She kept her eyes locked on his, face screwed as tight and menacing as possible—no easy feat, when he towered at least a foot over her.

For several seconds, they stared at each other. His eyes searched her face as if shocked, as if genuinely uncertain as to what she might do next.

Then, as if making a decision, he said, “Hel is real, you know.”

This took Charlie aback. Her finger lowered from his face. “What?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t move, didn’t try to slide out from her measly attempt at caging him in. “Helheim, we call it. The realm of the undead. Overseen by Hel, daughter of Loki.”

There. Confirmation of what she’d read online the night before. Now they were getting somewhere. “Does this mean that you’ll—”

“Yes,” said Elias. “I’ll teach you what I know.”

“Is this a trick?”

“No trick. I’ll take you into the forest. Nature is where Asgard’s magic is strongest, which means it’s also where you can learn the most. And”—it looked as if it pained him to say it—“you’re right. I do owe you more information, especially if you’re going to be of any use to me in this investigation. But not here. Not in public.”

“When?”

“After school. Come back to the house where we were last night, and I’ll show you around from there.”

A little squeak sounded behind her, and the gnome emerged from her backpack, having apparently just woken up from a morning nap.

Elias’s eyes lit up. He tilted his head, looking down at the creature on her shoulder. “Well, hello there, little guy.” He reached up, brushing two fingers down the gnome’s beard. “It appears a vätte has found you.”

She lowered her arm all the way. “A what?”

“A vätte. Clever little things,” he said. “They’re drawn to power and bravery.”

She snorted. “It must have stumbled into the wrong bedroom, then.”

He tilted his head, dark hair spilling over one eye. He studied Charlie for a long moment, looking at her as if he were able to see into her mind. Charlie squirmed beneath his gaze.

“You underestimate your own abilities,” he said at last.

“Right,” she said. “Because a human can measure up to a night mare.”

“Have you never heard of the Valkyries?”

Charlie considered the question. The term did sound familiar. It made her think of Wonder Woman–like figures, with statuesque beauty and superhuman strength. “I think I have,” she said at last.

“No doubt a watered-down version of the truth.” Elias glanced over her shoulder, probably checking to ensure no one was within hearing distance. “Valkyries are human women born to human parents, blessed with supernatural gifts by Odin in exchange for their service to him.”

“So, they’re like you?”

Elias laughed harshly. “No. They’re not like me.”

Charlie studied him for a few moments. “Will you teach me how to protect myself, too? Because I am not cool with the giant wolf I saw prowling down my block last night.”

Elias’s gaze sharpened. “What giant wolf?”

“The giant wolf. Huge, creepy? Glowing red eyes? Fangs the size of butchers’ knives?”

This time, it was Elias who advanced on her, causing Charlie to stumble backward. He took both of her shoulders, stooping over until his eyes were level with hers. “Listen to me very closely,” he said, speaking low but fast. “If you see that creature again, I need you to tell me immediately. Do you understand?” He pointed at her backpack. “Give me your phone.”

“What?”

“Your phone.” He gestured impatiently. “Now. Hurry up.”

“God. Okay.” She dug into her back pocket and pulled out her phone, handing it to him. “What do you want with it?”

“I’m putting my number in here.” His fingers moved swiftly across the screen. “If you see that wolf again, you text me. Okay?”

“Why?” she asked. “Don’t tell me—you’re worried about my safety?”

“Not even remotely.” He smirked as he handed back her phone. “I told you, Charlotte: we aren’t friends. I don’t care about your safety. But I do care about finding that wolf. And for now, that’s all you need to know.”

“If you don’t care about my safety, what are you doing following me around school, joining a junior-year science class when you’re a senior?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” His mouth crooked into a smile. “I’m making a statement. Showing you just how easy it is to infiltrate your life. To be near the people you care about.” His smile widened. “I have history next period with your brother. We’re good buddies now—did you know? He really trusts me.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“I’m a mare, darling. This is what mares do.”

“Right. You create fear. You kill people.”

He patted her shoulder once. “And don’t you forget it. You see, the thing is—” Elias arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re afraid of me, but I don’t know if you’re afraid enough.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“What I’m asking is, Do you understand?” He advanced on Charlie again, walking her backward across the lush school lawn. “Do you really understand how easily I could hurt the people you love?” He nodded over her shoulder. Charlie turned and found Lou and Abigail poking their heads out the front door. Their eyes bulged when they spotted Charlie talking to Elias. “Take your little friends over there. If I were to grab hold of them, I could make them see things. Awful things. I could make them feel excruciating pain. Could force them to watch their loved ones be tortured. Could create monsters so horrifying they’d die of sheer fright.” He lifted his hands, inspecting them from all sides. “But if that isn’t enough, I can go ahead and drain the life from their bodies. It only feeds me. Makes me stronger. Plus”—he smirked at her through his fingers—“it’s so much fun.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Charlie whispered.

Elias pasted a winning smile onto his face as if he hadn’t threatened to murder her closest friends. “Nothing is wrong with me, sweetheart.” He winked. “I’m a completely normal human, just like you.”

“But you—”

“Anyway,” he said loudly. “See you around!” He skirted around Charlie and strolled back to the front door, nodding at her friends as he passed them.

He had been gone all of three seconds before Lou and Abigail rushed over to Charlie’s side. Lou grabbed Charlie’s wrist and shook it excitedly. “You were talking to the hot new guy again,” she said. “Spill. What did he want?”

Charlie was still staring at the door through which Elias had disappeared. She opened her mouth. Closed it again. He was letting me know exactly how easy it would be to end your lives. She swallowed thickly. She had understood Elias’s threat the night before. Had even taken it seriously. But a part of her had thought he was exaggerating. That he wouldn’t really go that far.

She saw now how wrong she’d been.

She turned to her friends, putting on a smile. “He wanted to know what he missed the first day in physics class.” She threw an arm over Abigail’s shoulders and started leading her friends back toward the door. “Now, let’s go. We’re already late.”

Her friends kept chatting as they walked into the building, but Charlie’s attention wandered away. She kept thinking about what Elias had said. What he’d threatened. And the more she thought about it, the angrier she became. How dare he play with the lives of the people she cared about like a cat with its prey. How dare he try to hold her free will hostage. What was she going to do—sit back and let it happen?

She had spent almost two years in a fog. Barely existing, following Lou and Abigail into whatever activity they wanted to do but never living it, not really.

Not anymore.

There was a monster on the loose in her town. Two monsters, actually. One stealing children, and another sitting in her physics class. Charlie wouldn’t stand for it. She wouldn’t let Elias carry out whatever evil plan he was concocting. She would figure out exactly what he was up to, and she would stop disaster before it began.

Heart racing, she laughed along with her friends, but in her mind, she was forming a plan.
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After dropping Lou and Abigail at home, Charlie drove to Elias’s house in the woods. Her Bronco bumped and jostled its way through the trees until it could go forward no more. Then she put it in park and went on foot.

As she trekked through the forest, she looked for signs of the creatures she’d encountered on her last visit to the woods. Though she heard a few shakes and rustles in the bushes, nothing presented itself to her. Scared into hiding by her car’s engine, perhaps.

Still, the forest was undeniably beautiful. The leaves glowed a subtle green. Pulsing vines decorated with delicate white flowers wound their way up the trunks. She saw the same sap as before, sparkling amber nestled into the cracks in the wood. Charlie ducked beneath branches and stepped over bushes. Her eyes darted over the landscape. Should she look at the ground, in case something slithered over her feet? Or up in the sky, in case something swooped out of the air?

Just behind her ear, she heard the sound of her backpack unzipping and felt the tiny movements of the vätte clambering up onto her shoulder. It squeaked once, but Charlie put a finger to her lips, telling it to stay quiet.

They moved through the forest until they came upon two white pines clustered tightly together. Turning sideways, Charlie wiggled through the branches. The vätte ducked low, trying to hold its tiny arms over its hat—but they were far too short. After a tight squeeze, Charlie stepped out into a clearing.

A clearing filled with light.

At its very center, flying in a chaotic cluster, were the same purple fireflies she saw on the night she ate the eyaerberry. Only this time, there were hundreds of them. Maybe even thousands. They buzzed around each other like bees in a hive, emitting a low droning sound. Charlie walked toward them, mesmerized. Their formation reached upward like a tornado, tighter at the bottom, looser at the top. They couldn’t possibly be fireflies, could they? Their flying pattern was too precise, their buzzing unfamiliar. It almost sounded like voices. Like the low chatter of a thousand—

“Älvor,” said a voice behind her. Charlie startled, turning around to find Elias leaning against a tree behind her.

“What?” she asked.

“Älvor. Fairies, as the humans call them.” He pushed off the tree trunk and started toward her. “Fickle little things. Seem perfectly harmless one moment, then decide to lay a curse on you the next. Easily offended.”

She edged back from the beautiful purple creatures. “What are they doing?”

“Preparing for their dance,” he said. “Every dawn and every dusk, the älvor gather to sing and dance. I imagine it’s beautiful to witness, but I can’t know for sure, because I’ve never stuck around long enough to watch.”

“Why is that?”

“Fairy dances can be fatal to those who pass. They risk getting sucked into it and losing all sense of time. They might finally relax only to find that a century has gone by, or longer. And if that doesn’t do them in, the fairy song will.” He waved his hands around the air beside his ears. “Älvor music gets stuck in your ears. Drives most people out of their minds.”

“God.” Charlie drew away from the fairies, back toward the safety of the trees. “You weren’t kidding when you said there are dangerous creatures out here.”

“These guys?” Elias waved a hand and set off in the opposite direction, across the clearing. “They’re nothing. Wait until you see the draugar.”

Charlie jogged to catch up. “The what?”

“Ghastly things,” he said cheerfully as he ducked under a tree branch. “Like ghosts, only much worse, because they only form when a truly wicked person dies. Someone full of hate and misery. They turn into these tall, monstrous, cloaked skeletons, all claws and jagged teeth. Absolutely terrifying.”

“Why do you sound so happy about it?”

“Anything that inspires fear is something to be happy about. Now.” He led Charlie over moss-covered rocks and through bramble bushes that clawed at her legs. “It’s time we get rolling on this investigation. And I know exactly where to start.”

“At the tree where they found Robbie’s shoes?”

“Well deduced. You’re a regular little Velma.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’m surprised you know what Scooby-Doo is.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because you’re all”—she waved a hand toward him—“mysterious and hermit-y. You’re a shadow being who lives alone in a creepy house. How am I supposed to know what the rest of your life was like?”

“You aren’t,” he said, with the implied follow-up of Nor do I want you to. “But I didn’t grow up under a rock. I had a mostly normal childhood—including watching Scooby-Doo.”

“And another question,” Charlie said, hopping over a patch of moss. “What are you even doing at Silver Shores High? It’s not like you’re there for the education.”

“No, I’m not,” he agreed. “But I needed to be here, in this town, and I needed a pretense for why. I’m eighteen. I certainly wasn’t going to get a job, and there are no nearby colleges. So. High school kid with a foster family it is.”

She hesitated, not wanting to push him too far but desperate to know more about his background. “How long have you been a mare?”

He studied the ground as they walked. He seemed to be weighing his answer, deciding whether he wanted to give her the truth. Deciding whether he wanted to give her anything at all.

Finally, he said, “Seven years.”

“Jesus. You mean you became one when you were eleven?”

“I did.”

That was all he gave her, and she could tell it was all she would get.

She changed the subject. “Do you know what the markings on the tree mean?”

“I know,” he said, holding aside a prickly pine branch for her to duck beneath, “that they were not made by a human.”

“Wait.” She held up a hand. “You think they were made by one of these … Nordic spirits?”

“I do.”

“But that’s not possible. Humans can see the markings. If they were made by a spirit, shouldn’t they be invisible?”

“They should.” Elias climbed up onto a large boulder and leapt off the other side. “Which is exactly why we’re so worried.”

“We?”

“Of course,” he said quickly. “Me, myself, and I.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please tell me you didn’t just refer to yourself with the royal we.”

“Do you want a history lesson or not?”

“Yes, please.” She paused atop the boulder and added, “Start by explaining what you meant by This is Asgard.”

“Right.” He offered his hand for Charlie to take as she stepped down from the boulder. She ignored it. “Well. For many, many millennia—for most of its existence—Earth was known as Asgard.”

“That is not what I read online,” she said. “All the myths say there are nine realms and that Asgard and Midgard—that’s what they call Earth—are separate.”

“Sure.” Elias reached up and plucked a leaf from a maple tree. “And I read online that Secret Service agents are really giant lizards masquerading as humans.”

Charlie shot him a look.

“I know, I know. Not the same. But I’ll explain why humans believe there are nine realms, not the correct number, which is eight. Just give me a minute to get there.”

“Go on.”

“So. Earth, whose real name is Asgard, was once a realm of great power, rich in history and sorcery. Magic flowed freely. Warriors fought great beasts. Gods walked alongside men.” He gestured out with a hand, as if Charlie was supposed to imagine the forest around them filled with monsters and gods. “It was only ten thousand years ago that the gods laid the spell that cut humans off from all forms of magic.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because they abhor fun,” Elias said.

Charlie raised her eyebrows.

“Sorry. Reflex.” He shrugged. “No. In reality, they said they were doing it for the protection of mankind. By laying the Seal, they cut humans off from the wonders of magic, but also the dangers. The beasts. The curses. Everything that put their lives at constant risk.” Elias looked up, as if searching the sky for the gods. “Generational memory is short. It took only a hundred years for everyone who remembered Asgard to die off. Evidence remained in history books, but with every century that passed, those books began to sound more and more preposterous, like the ramblings of heathens. The past grew distant. Truth and history became myth and folklore. And in time, the humans came up with their own theory: that Asgard was a land far, far away, and the realm they inhabited was known as Midgard—a place of science, not magic, ruled over by humans, not gods.” He looked back down at Charlie. “Thus, an additional realm. Nine instead of eight.”

“Is the Seal like … a planetwide spell?”

“Well, 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.”

“Odin.” She nodded. “I read about him. They call him the Allfather, the most powerful of the gods.”

“That’s right. Odin gave Gungnir to a trusted völva—which is like a Nordic shaman—who took the spear to a secret location and drove it into the earth. In doing so, Odin laid a spell that spread all throughout Asgard. The Seal exists all over the planet, but it is held together by that spear.”

“Does Odin know where it is?”

Elias shook his head. “None of the gods do. The völva insisted upon it. The Seal is, in essence, protection for humans against the gods. All of the gods, Odin included. And the spell stipulated that only a human being could pull out the spear, since it’s humanity’s safety that’s at stake.”

“Damn. And they did this all just to protect humans?”

“That was the party line, anyway,” said Elias. “Doled out by the Allfather himself.”

“You don’t believe he was telling the truth?”

“Listen.” He kicked a pine cone across the ground. “I don’t know the guy. Obviously. I mean, the gods generally keep to themselves. All I know are the stories I hear.”

“Such as…”

“Such as his blood brotherhood with Loki.”

“Loki and Odin?” She knitted her eyebrows. “But I thought Loki and Thor were brothers.”

He waved a hand. “That’s a bunch of nonsense made up by Disney. No. Long ago, Odin and Loki were the closest any two gods could be. They sliced their palms and mixed their blood together in an unbreakable oath. Blood brothers, for all time.”

“Damn. I thought Loki was the trickster god.”

“He is,” Elias said. “He’s cunning. Devious. That was why Odin wanted him by his side. That was why he promised Loki that they would rule side by side, as equals, forever.”

Just through the trees, Charlie spied a dim green light floating just off the ground. She leaned forward, trying to make it out. “Do you see that?”

Elias peered around a tree. “Oh, yeah. Will-o’-the-wisp.”

“Will-what?”

“Sneaky bastards. Under absolutely no circumstances should you follow a light cast by a will-o’-the-wisp.”

“Why not?”

Elias slipped through the trees, drawing closer to the green light, then ducked low. Turning, he beckoned for Charlie to follow. She darted over and squatted beside him, pushing aside a patch of leaves to get a better look.

Fifteen feet away, a tiny, hook-nosed man with wings floated across a clearing. He had eyes the size of pool balls, nearly all white and manic looking. On his head was a feather-topped hat, and a wispy white beard swept all the way down to his buckled shoes. A bright-green lantern dangled from his right fist. The will-o’-the-wisp wasn’t looking at Charlie and Elias; his attention was squarely on the ground, and he seemed to be muttering to himself.

“Will-o’-the-wisps are troubled souls,” Elias whispered. “It is said that in life, they cheated someone out of their property. As a result, they cannot find peace in the afterlife. They’re doomed to wander Asgard forever, trying in vain to figure out where their real home is.”

Charlie perked up her ears, trying to hear what the creature was saying.

“This is right; this is wrong,” the will-o’-the-wisp muttered. He swooped down and picked up a stick from the ground, moving it two feet over before setting it back down. “This is right; this is wrong.” Then he picked the stick up and moved it back, repeating the process all over again.

“He’s trying to figure out the property boundary,” Elias said. “But nothing will ever feel right to him, no matter where he moves the stick.”

“That’s tragic,” Charlie whispered.

“It is,” he agreed. “But don’t let the act fool you. Will-o’-the-wisps were tricky in life, and they’re tricky in death. Before the Seal was laid, many humans were led astray by them. Innocent farmers would follow the green light of the spirit’s lamp, thinking it would take them somewhere wonderful, only to find themselves stranded in a swamp. Or worse.”

Charlie shuddered. “Got it. No following the green light.”

“Exactly.” Elias pivoted on his knees, reaching into his back pocket. “Now would probably be a good time for some basic protection techniques as well.”

“Go on.”

When he pulled his hand out of his pocket, a necklace dangled from his fingers. It was a simple silver chain, no other gems or trinkets dangling from the end.

“Are you giving me…” She raised her eyebrows. “Jewelry?”

He snorted. “Hardly. This chain is made of steel, which is the material that spirits of nature fear above all else. If you keep this on, it should protect you from most of the spirits out here. They won’t want to get too close.”

“Excellent.” She snatched it from his hand. “I need one for every limb.”

Elias laughed. “That’s not really how it works.”

She unclasped the hook on the back of the necklace, then held it out to Elias. His eyes widened with surprise, but he quickly recovered, accepting the chain and indicating that she turn around. Because they were still squatting behind the bush, she merely turned over and plopped onto the dirt, crossing her legs in front of her.

“So,” she said, trying to distract herself from how Elias’s fingers would be brushing her collarbone at any second. “Odin and Loki. Blood brothers ruling side by side.”

“Yes.” Elias lifted the necklace up and over Charlie’s head, settling its cold metal on her chest. “At least, that was what Odin said would happen. It didn’t take long for him to change his mind.”

“Couldn’t handle having to share power with someone else?”

“You guessed it.”

When Elias rested his wrists on Charlie’s shoulders, fingers grazing her neck as he worked the chain’s lock, the first thing that she noticed was that he didn’t feel white-hot to the touch anymore. While still warmer than a human’s body, his skin had cooled down enough for his touch to feel like no more than an electric heating pad.

“Your skin,” she said. “It’s cooler.”

His fingers paused. “Yes. When you passed me that Advil in the cafeteria, I forgot to regulate.”

“Regulate?”

“Mares can control our body temperature in human form. Make ourselves scalding hot or searing cold. It’s one of the many ways we protect ourselves.” After a brief hesitation, he added, “I didn’t … mean to burn you that first time. I’m sorry.”

Instead of responding to his apology, she said, “So, Odin didn’t want to share.”

“Right.” Elias resumed working the clasp at her neck. “A couple centuries in, Odin came to Loki and said that the deal was off. Loki was to return to his place alongside the lesser gods. Odin would call upon him only when he needed Loki’s assistance.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. Naturally, Loki didn’t take the news so well. Remember: he and Odin had mixed their blood. Made an unbreakable oath to each other. Loki invoked that oath, asking the other gods to help him hold Odin accountable.” Elias sighed, and Charlie wondered what was taking him so long with the necklace. “No one would do it. They were too afraid of the Allfather, of the wrath he would surely rain down upon them. And although the blood bond prevented Odin from killing Loki—because if either of them murdered the other, they would both die—Odin thought up a different punishment for his once-close friend.”

At last, the clasp dropped to the back of Charlie’s neck. Elias’s warm hands lingered a moment longer before dropping away. Turning onto her knees and facing Elias, Charlie asked, “What kind of punishment?”

“Loki was banished to Helheim,” said Elias. “It’s what humans would call our underworld and was overseen by Hel, one of Loki’s many children. He was to live out eternity in the underworld, allowed to access Asgard only via one of the connection points with Helheim scattered about the realm, and only for five minutes at a time.”

“Sheesh.” Pushing herself up with one hand, Charlie rose to her feet and dusted off her pants. “The gods sure are petty.”

Elias pursed his lips, clearly holding back a smile. “That they are.”

After a quick check to ensure that the will-o’-the-wisp was still occupied with his stick, they turned around and walked off in the opposite direction.

“So,” said Charlie, pushing aside a pine tree branch and edging her way through. “If Loki was allowed to visit Asgard for five minutes at a time, how often did he—”

A hand landed on Charlie’s mouth and another on her chest, cutting her off and yanking her backward into something hard, like a wall of rock. She squirmed, trying to escape, and clawed at the rocks—which she quickly realized were actually Elias’s torso.

“Shhh.” His lips pressed to her hairline as he whispered. She shuddered at the mixture of hot and cold—the heat from his skin, the chill of his breath. Goose bumps rose on the back of her neck. “Don’t say a word.”

She fought his grip on her face and chest, but his arms were like iron, immovable. She had a better chance of breaking down a steel door.

“Look to your right. Through the branches. Two o’clock.”

With reluctance, she followed his directions. Her gaze traveled to the right, where it landed on a shimmering figure framed between tree branches.

It was a woman. She had pale-turquoise skin and dark-blue braided hair, out of which grew two long antlers. Everything about her appeared sleek and feminine, from her high, regal cheekbones to the red-and-white tunic she wore, which covered everything but her impossibly long neck and two slender hooves for feet peeking out the bottom. Her ears rose to sharp points. A falcon rested on one shoulder. She sat atop a huge golden reindeer, her legs tucked in to one side.

She was the most beautiful creature Charlie had ever seen.

“That’s a skogsrå,” Elias whispered. “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. Anyway. It’s very rare to see a wood wife. They usually disguise themselves by turning into trees or animals.”

At last, he loosened his grip on Charlie’s mouth, which allowed her to whisper, “Is she dangerous?”

“Extremely,” he said. “Like all spirits of nature, she can either help you do great things or curse you to a life of misery, depending on her mood.”

“Depending on her mood?”

“Yes. If you piss off a wood wife, she’ll distort your vision so that you’re forced to wander in circles around the forest, never finding your way out.”

“Jesus,” Charlie whispered.

“But if you win her favor…” Abruptly, Elias released Charlie and grabbed the hem of his T-shirt, yanking it up and over his head and revealing a tightly muscled abdomen underneath.

Charlie hissed, “What the hell are you—”

“Quick,” he whispered. “Turn your shirt inside out.”

“Do what?”

“I’m serious.” He gestured impatiently with one hand. “Hurry.”

“But why—”

“Just do it.”

“Fine. Then turn around.”

Elias rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, Charlotte. Just take—”

She shoved his shoulder, warm to the touch, until he finally gave in and turned around.

Sensing that this was a task of great importance, Charlie obliged. She lifted her shirt over her head and turned it inside out. As she worked, her eyes couldn’t help but stray to Elias’s bare shoulders. She was keenly aware that they were standing less than a foot apart—him shirtless, her in nothing but a bra. She worked as quickly as possible to pull the now-inverted shirt back onto her body.

“Done,” she whispered. “You can turn now.”

As he turned, he finished putting on his own T-shirt. The hem drifted back down to cover the V of muscle just above his belt.

“Now,” he said. “We’re going to speak to her.”

“We’re going to … what?”

But her protests went unheeded, because Elias had already pushed his way through the branches and out into the clearing where the wood wife sat astride her reindeer.

“Shit,” Charlie muttered as she hurried after him.

“Mistress of the wood,” Elias said when he arrived before the spirit. He dropped to one knee, bowing his head. “My name is Elias Everhart.”

Charlie hovered awkwardly a few feet behind him, unsure if she should bow as well. She stepped from side to side, alternating between looking at the wood wife and the forest floor.

When the wood wife spoke, her voice sounded like the creaking of old branches, the whisper of wind through falling leaves. “I know who you are, child.” She didn’t smile or frown. Her expression was entirely neutral. “You are the mare of night who lives within my forest.”

“That’s right,” he said. Still, he didn’t look up or rise from his knee.

“I know everyone who comes and goes from these woods,” she said. “I am the forest, and the forest is me. Walking her dirt is akin to treading on my own chest.”

“I am aware of the depths of your power, mistress.” At last, Elias looked up at the wood wife, who towered over him from her place on the reindeer. “And I seek your assistance in a matter concerning this forest.”

The falcon on her shoulder ruffled its feathers. “You are in search of information.”

“That’s right.”

“If you know who I am, then you know I do not give out the secrets of the wood lightly.”

“I do.” Elias stood slowly, as if worried the spirit might suddenly pounce. “But I also know that you would do anything to protect these trees from harm.”

The wood wife studied him for several beats. She hadn’t blinked once since they set foot in the clearing.

“Go on,” she said at last.

“Three boys have gone missing,” Elias said. “Human children. All the authorities found in the wake of their disappearances were three sets of shoes hanging from two separate trees.” He paused. “Trees that bear the language of your people.”

“I am aware of the police’s presence here. They have been like ants, flooding in and swarming my trees.” The reindeer scuffled its feet in the dirt. “Are you asking if I made those markings?”

“I am asking,” he said, “if any unfamiliar creatures have entered these woods.”

The wood wife’s eyes narrowed. The falcon on her shoulder squawked, and the reindeer stepped nervously about on the forest floor. She tugged on the reindeer’s fur, guiding it to a slow walk forward.

“Elias Everhart,” she said. “Mare of night.”

Elias watched her, arms tense at his sides. Charlie thought for a moment that she saw him edge closer to her, as if in protection, but quickly wrote it off as a trick of the setting sun.

“The spirits speak of you.” The reindeer traced a steady circle around the clearing, but the wood wife kept her eyes on Elias. “They know of your past. Of the trail of bodies that lies behind you. The fear you have wreaked on so many innocents. The blood that stains your hands.”

“What of it?” he asked.

“Why should I entrust the secrets of my wood to someone so untrustworthy?”

“Because something is harming your precious forest,” he said, “and I can help you stop them. All I ask for in return is information.” As he spoke, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a shining gold coin. He held it up, where it glinted once in the waning sunlight. Then he bent over and set the coin on a short stump.

The wood wife stared at the coin. Her eyes drew slowly up to Elias, where they lingered for a few moments.

Then her gaze flicked, for the first time, to Charlie.

Charlie had to stop herself from stepping backward. The wood wife’s gaze was knife sharp, her pupils nothing but pinpricks. It felt as if she could see through her chest, straight to the heart within.

“And you,” the wood wife said, edging the reindeer toward Charlie. “Who are you?”

“I’m—” Charlie swallowed, stumbling a step backward. “Um. I’m Charlie.”

“You are human.” The spirit tilted her head. “How can you see me?”

“I, uh—” She glanced sideways at Elias, who nodded. “I ate one of those … berry things.”

“An eyaerberry.” The wood wife’s pinprick pupils expanded and contracted. “Curious. That would explain your sight, but what it doesn’t explain…” The reindeer took two steps closer, stopping only a foot from Charlie. The wood wife towered high above, her regal neck bending slightly to allow a closer look. “Is the energy that I feel around you.”

“Sorry?” Charlie asked. “What energy?”

“It is not quite human. Neither is it of nature. It is something else.” Her eyes swept over Charlie’s figure. “Something I have never seen in these woods.”

Charlie’s heart picked up speed. “Are you saying I’m … not human?”

“I am not saying that. I am merely stating that a strange energy moves around you. Whether it is a part of you or merely an aura remains to be seen.”

“Seen by whom?” Charlie asked, but the wood wife had already returned her gaze to Elias.

“I accept your offering,” she said. She held out one long, graceful hand. Like a leaf caught by the wind, the gold coin on the stump drifted up into the air and landed in her outstretched palm. The reindeer shuffled its hooves. “And in return, I offer you this information: draugar have entered these woods of late.”

Fear shot across Elias’s face, the first time Charlie had ever seen him express the emotion. It passed quickly, smoothed over by indifference, but his arms remained tense at his sides. “You’re certain?”

“Quite,” said the wood wife. “What’s more—they were not part of the spirit realm.”

“Wait, what?” Charlie asked. “You mean they were seen by humans?”

“They were not,” she said. “But they could have been.”

“That’s impossible,” said Elias. “The Seal should hold any undead spirits at bay.”

“It should,” the wood wife agreed.

“So, the draugar made the markings on the trees?” he asked.

“I did not say that.”

“You didn’t—” Elias shook his head. “Well, if not them, then what?”

The wood wife stared at him, unblinking, for several long moments. At last, she said, “Something much, much worse.”

Then she turned her reindeer around and walked it forward until they disappeared into the trunk of a tree, stepping inside it as if it were nothing more than a waterfall.
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Charlie and Elias stood in the clearing for several seconds after the wood wife disappeared, staring at the spot where she had been.

Finally, Elias broke the silence.

“Damn nature spirits,” he mumbled. “Should’ve given her two coins instead of one.”

“What just happened?” Charlie asked. “What did she mean there’s an energy around me?”

“Beats me.” Elias ran a hand through his hair. “Much worse than a draugar? What could she possibly mean?”

“How would a draugar get through the Seal, anyway? I thought it was impenetrable.”

He sighed. “No magic is absolute. There are always loopholes.”

“Loopholes?” She rounded on Elias. “This isn’t some real estate contract we’re talking about, here. This is the safety of the human race.”

“I’m well aware of that,” he said. “But I need not remind you how little I care about the human race.”

“Right. Of course. Elias Everhart, mare of night. Beast who cares only for himself. And whatever pot of gold you hope to find at the end of this rainbow.”

“I’m not looking for a pot of gold,” he snapped. “My mission is far more—”

But he was cut off by a high-pitched squeal in the night.

Many high-pitched squeals, from the sound of it.

The vätte squeaked and dove back into Charlie’s backpack.

“Crap,” said Elias, looking into the trees. “Vittra. We were arguing too loudly.”

“What’s a—”

Before she could ask, he grabbed her arm and yanked her into the woods in the opposite direction of the squeals. They barreled through the trees, shoving aside branches and leaping over fallen logs.

“Elias,” said Charlie, glancing anxiously over her shoulder as the squeals grew louder and louder, closer and closer. “What the hell are we running from?”

“Vittra,” he said. “Sort of like goblins. Feral little beasts. Not fond of humans, especially when we trespass on their lands. If they catch you, they’ll probably eat you alive.”

“They’ll what?”

“Just run.”

They tore through the woods as the moon began to rise overhead. Behind them, they heard branches rustling and twigs snapping, the crunch and patter of hundreds of feet. No matter how fast Charlie ran, their pursuers seemed to move faster. They were moving west, in the direction of the beach. She wanted to ask Elias why, but her lungs were on fire, her focus entirely on running. A few minutes in and she felt, in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time, the absence of circus training in her life. How weak her body had become.

She pushed onward.

“To your right!” Elias hollered, and Charlie turned her head just in time to see a vittra burst out of a bush, claws pointed right at her face.

It didn’t look the way she expected. In her mind, goblins were squat green things with big noses and bigger bellies. These creatures were far more terrifying. They had mushroom-gray skin, bulging black eyes, and claws like tiny carving knives. Tufts of dark hair protruded from their oblong heads. Their teeth were bared and dripping with a gray-green, poisonous-looking liquid. She had only a moment to take it in before she let out a scream and tried to veer out of reach. Searing pain tore down her right calf where one of its claws ripped open her skin.

She staggered. To her right, the vittra attempted another swipe. This time, she was ready; she kicked it squarely in the stomach, sending it tumbling back into the wood. She let out a victorious whoop and spun around, tearing off after Elias.

The beach was in sight. Through the trees, she saw the lake’s black-blue waves brushing against the shoreline. Underfoot, dirt and rocks gave way to sand and seagrass. Charlie pushed herself as hard as she could. Her lungs were on fire, her breath like razors in her chest. Elias was much faster; he cleared the trees a good thirty feet before she did. She expected him to turn right or left. Instead, he whirled around and beckoned frantically.

“Come on!” he yelled. “We need to make it to the lake!”

The cut on her calf throbbed. She did her best to mask the pain, pushing herself even faster. Still, a slight limp must have snuck into her gait, because the moment she burst out of the trees, Elias grabbed her hand and said, “Just a little farther.”

Slobbers and snarls ripped through the air as Charlie and Elias took off toward the lake. The vittra erupted from the forest, swarming out of the branches and onto the sand. Charlie did her best not to look over her shoulder, arms and legs flying. Twenty feet to go. Fifteen. The squeals and snarls behind them grew frenzied, desperate. She swore she could hear their knifelike claws whizzing through the air. She gripped Elias’s hand as if it were a lifeline, not caring that it was burning hot or that she was holding hands with an admitted murderer. She felt only blind desperation—and something else, something heady and thrilling, like the feeling of sucking helium from a birthday balloon.

Ten feet to go.

Five.

A claw raked down her elbow. Grubby fingers slipped along her arm, trying for purchase.

Charlie let out a roar and drove her elbow backward, slamming it into the goblin’s face. Then, at last, her feet splashed into the lake. Hands still linked, Charlie and Elias dove headfirst into the water.

The minute their heads submerged, the goblins’ squawking and snarling shut off, silenced by the water. Charlie kicked forward, keeping her eyes shut against the water. As her legs fluttered, she let the fingers of the hand not holding Elias’s graze the sandy bottom, keeping track of how deep they were going. Once the water felt sufficiently deep, she pulled him to the surface.

They emerged from the water together, gasping in a breath of air, then spun around.

On the shore, halted before the water line, were the goblins. They squealed and shook their fists. There were more of them than Charlie had realized—at least thirty, maybe more. If they had gotten their hands on her, they could have easily overtaken her, swarming her like a pack of rabid dogs. She didn’t imagine she would have made it out alive.

Her reaction should have been terror. She should have fallen to her knees in the water and wept, should have cursed Elias’s name for ever dragging her into this nightmare parallel world.

Instead, as the vittra howled in frustration, she and Elias looked at each other and, still clasping hands tightly, started to laugh.
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They spent almost a half hour in the lake waiting for the goblins to give up. They were persistent creatures, Elias explained—always hungry, never enough human flesh to go around.

“Can they see humans?” she asked as they sat in the water, soft waves splashing against her shoulders. “Even though humans can’t see them, I mean.”

Shortly after they had entered the lake, Charlie heard her backpack unzipping. The vätte dove into the water and swam in small circles around them, clearly enjoying himself.

“They can,” Elias said, watching as two of the goblins got into a fistfight on the shoreline. “It’s torture for the more carnivorous spirits. They can see their dinner, but they can’t reach it. When they try to touch humans, their claws turn to mist. It would be like a cloud trying to grab hold of an airplane.”

“Can’t say I feel bad for them.” The fighting goblins rolled around on the sand, trying to claw out each other’s eyes. “Why didn’t you shift into your shadow form earlier? They couldn’t have touched you, right?”

“No, they couldn’t have. But my human body would’ve been left lying around in that clearing; they could have fed on that.”

“Because you’ve eaten an eyaerberry,” she filled in, “and Asgardian creatures can only interact with humans who have done that.”

“Correct. The Seal cuts off Asgardian creatures and their magic from touching humans who cannot see them. Once you consume the eyaerberry, you gain the ability to see them, but they also gain the ability to touch—and subsequently hurt—you.”

“I see. And where did you find an eyaerberry to eat?”

Elias said nothing.

She changed subjects. “What happens if your human form dies when you’re in shadow?”

Again, he didn’t respond. He kept his eyes on the goblins, whose fight had spread from two creatures to twenty, all scrabbling about in the sand and screeching at each other.

“Right.” She nodded as the vätte paddled toward her, climbing up the damp cloth of her T-shirt to nestle on her shoulder. “I see. More information that is need to know only.”

He only glanced at her and smirked.

They were sitting very close in the water. Close enough for their shoulders to brush every couple of minutes. When they did, she couldn’t help but notice that his skin still wasn’t overly hot. That it was only comfortably warm, the way it had been when he put on her necklace. She wondered if the lake had dampened his temperature, or if he was merely keeping it low as a courtesy to her.

She touched the necklace on her chest. “Shouldn’t this have protected me from the goblins?”

“From one or two vittra, sure,” said Elias. “But from a group that size? Or against something far more powerful, like a draugar?” He shook his head, saying nothing else.

Charlie shivered.

A half hour later, the sun had set and the goblins had finally trickled back into the forest. After a further twenty minutes of waiting, Elias deemed it safe enough for them to leave the lake.They moved quickly through the trees, winding their way back to the old house. Once inside, Elias lit a candle in the front hallway. “The towels are this way,” he said, picking up the candle and holding it aloft.

The house was as dank and dusty as the last time Charlie was there, but for whatever reason, it didn’t feel as creepy. Maybe it was because Elias had explained to her on the way over all the ways he protected its interior from the spirits: steel rods hammered into the frame of every door and window, gold coins littered about the front yard as offerings of appeasement. The house was about as safe as any space could be.

Elias led them past the Nordic letter–covered dining room she saw on her first visit. It must have been past eight by then, since the sun had already set. Charlie’s mother would be frantic. Not to mention that her cell phone had been in her backpack when she dove into the lake. She could only hope that it wouldn’t be too waterlogged to send a text message.

Just before the end of the hallway, Elias paused at a door. He twisted the handle and pushed it open, holding up his candle to illuminate the closet within. It was surprisingly tidy, a dust-free set of shelves stacked with folded linens and fluffy towels. He selected a set of icy-blue towels and handed one to Charlie. Then he bent over and reached deep into the bottom shelf, emerging with a red and white first aid kit.

He shook it like a maraca. “For your leg.”

Charlie’s heart expanded and contracted in her chest. After the madness of the chase and almost an hour sitting in the lake, she hadn’t even remembered that her leg was injured. Once she tuned into the spot that the vittra had scratched—a long, burning line on the back of her calf—it was impossible to ignore, but until that moment, she’d truly forgotten that she might need medical attention.

But Elias hadn’t.

“Wait,” she said as he started to shut the closet. He paused, and she nodded at the vätte shivering on her shoulder. “Do you have any hand towels?”

Once she and the vätte were both wrapped in soft cotton, Elias led them to the sitting room at the end of the hallway. She sat on the sofa, setting the vätte on one of the pillows. He made a nest of his hand towel and snuggled down into it until just the tip of his red hat pointed out of the fabric. As Charlie dug her cell phone out of her waterlogged backpack, Elias set the first aid kit on the floor and knelt on the dusty carpet in front of the fireplace, busying himself building a fire.

The water had definitely damaged her phone. The screen was painfully slow, as if it were barely holding on. Still, she managed to type out a text to her mom, letting her know that she was fine and would be home soon.

Text sent, she looked around the living room. At first glance, it was as shabby and unwelcoming as the rest of the house. But as Elias lit the fire, warm brushstrokes of orange spilling out into the space, she noticed some touches that clearly spoke of home: clean pillows, half-drunk mugs of coffee, a honey-colored knit blanket draped over the back of an armchair, a stack of paperbacks on a side table. As the fire burned brighter, warming her bones and filling the room with light, she began to suspect that, with a bit of dusting and tidying, the space could feel very homey indeed.

“Do you really live here?” Charlie asked.

Fire built, Elias turned around on his knees. He looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time—or perhaps seeing it through the eyes of an outsider for the first time.

“I do,” he said. “For now, at least.”

“How have the cops not run you out? This must have been the first place they looked when they started investigating the disappearances.”

Elias picked up the first aid kit and moved to the foot of the couch, pulling over a low stool to sit on. He set the first aid kit on the floor to his right and opened its lid to reveal an assortment of the usual materials: bandages, alcohol wipes, tweezers, gauze, hand sanitizer, ibuprofen. Elias reached for Charlie’s injured leg, pausing a half inch from her ankle. He looked up at her through his eyelashes, waiting for permission to touch her.

Charlie’s heart did that funny contraction thing again. Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded.

Elias slipped his fingers around her ankle, gently lifting it from the floor. His fingers were warm again, not hot, though Charlie could swear the warmth they gave off somehow ended up in her stomach. He set her ankle on his knee, turning it slightly so he could inspect her calf.

He cleared his throat. “I made a deal with the ash wives when I moved in,” he said, and Charlie had to rake her mind to remember what it was they’d been talking about before he touched her.

Oh, yes—the old house and the police. Why they haven’t kicked him out yet.

“Ash wives aren’t as powerful as wood wives, at least when it comes to anything other than ash magic,” Elias went on, and even though Charlie had no idea what ash magic was, she kept her mouth shut, because he had unwrapped an alcohol wipe and was now cleaning around her wound with a tenderness that made the warmth in her stomach grow uncomfortably hot. “But if you get enough on your side, they can cast a spell over a stretch of land. Play tricks with human eyes.” He opened another wipe and started to dab at the gash itself. Charlie bit back a hiss. “If the police drew near, they would have seen something else. A house burned down long ago, or leveled to dust for some later project.”

“But I saw it,” she said. “And that was before I ate the eyaerberry.”

“You saw my home,” he said, reaching the bottom of the cut and dropping the dirty wipe to the floor, “because I wanted you to see it.”

“Wait.” The towel slipped from one of her shoulders. “You knew I was following you?”

Elias snorted as he bent down to pick up a roll of bandage. “Of course I knew. You’re about as sneaky as a hippopotamus, Charlotte.”

She reached over, snatched one of the pillows, and whacked him lightly on the side of his head. He laughed, batting it away.

“And you have the temper of one, too.” He shook his head. He was grinning, but it wasn’t one of the sarcastic smiles that he normally wore. It was genuine, filled with mirth, and it made him look younger. Much younger, like he was actually an eighteen-year-old boy instead of a dark spirit on an even darker mission. The heat in Charlie’s stomach became a dull ache, the twisting of her insides around each other.

She averted her eyes before the feeling could grow.

Clearing her throat, she said, “I don’t, actually.” Elias had started to wrap her calf in the bandage, and she kept her eyes on it as it spun around and around. “I’m the mildest one in my family. My brother likes to say that I could get mugged on the street and still find a way to apologize to the person who mugged me.”

“Mason clearly doesn’t know you,” Elias said as he reached the bottom of the cut. With nimble fingers, he snipped the end of the bandage and secured it in place.

She looked at him sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Instead of answering, he set her foot gently back onto the floor before rising from the stool. He gestured for Charlie to scoot over on the sofa. She did, gingerly picking up the vätte’s nest and setting it down beside the arm of the sofa. He didn’t stir; the tiny snores coming from inside his towel indicated that he was already fast asleep. Elias sat down on her other side, leaving a good foot of space between them. He leaned against the sofa, letting one arm rest over the back. His warm skin grazed the back of her neck, and she tried not to shiver.

“You aren’t mild,” he said at last. “Quite the opposite. You have a very obvious thirst for adventure.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Charlie, looking away. The intensity of his gaze was too much; it felt as if his eyes were burrowing under her skin, peeling away the layers she so carefully laid around herself.

“Don’t forget, Charlotte,” he said. “I can sense fear. I know when you’re experiencing it and when you’re not. And right now, you’re sitting next to a night mare. One of the worst dark spirits ever created.” His voice lowered. “But you’re not afraid.”

Her heart picked up speed. Wasn’t she afraid? Wasn’t that why her blood was pounding, the ends of her nerves screaming as if they were on fire? Being around Elias always made her feel like that, and she assumed it was because of her terror in knowing what he could do.

“I used to be brave,” she said, hoping to divert the conversation away from these dangerous waters. “But not anymore. Not since…” She trailed off.

“Not since your sister,” Elias filled in for her.

She looked back up at him. His gaze was no longer piercing. It had softened, though it still maintained the sense of searching that was always there when he looked at her.

“Your brother told me,” he said, guessing at the question in her head. “I’m sorry.”

Tightening the towel around her shoulders, she turned to stare at the fire. Embers popped and crackled from the logs as tall flames leapt toward the chimney. Soon, the wood would begin to crumble. Another log would need to be added.

“Her name was Sophie,” she said, surprising herself. She almost never said her dead twin’s name aloud. Not even to Mason or her mom. “We were identical, but our personalities couldn’t have been more different. I was loud and rowdy, always getting into trouble with Lou and dragging Sophie along for the ride. She was … shy. Soft-spoken. But not timid. Most people thought of her as a wallflower, but the truth is, between the two of us, I think she was the braver one.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She never cared what other people thought of her. I know it sounds cheesy, but…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. She was so sure of herself. She knew exactly who she was and what she wanted.”

Elias was watching her closely. She could feel the heat of his gaze. “And you don’t?”

Flames licked the bricks of the chimney. She could still feel the pain of the cut on her leg, but it was dulled now, no longer a sharp sting.

“I don’t know,” she whispered finally. “Maybe I used to. But now…”

Elias said nothing more. He didn’t need to. They sat together in comfortable silence, watching the fire eat away at the wood.

Was his sympathy genuine? Charlie really couldn’t tell. Ever since she discovered his secret, he’d been nothing but cruel and careless toward her—threatening the people she loved, casually debating her own murder. She thought he contained no impulses but anger and violence. But today …

Today had been different. They’d laughed together, fought off dangerous creatures together. He’d shown a side of himself that she didn’t know existed.

She still didn’t trust him. She knew that, at the end of the day, he had forced her into this alliance, and he wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice her life if it served him. This whole “kindness” act was probably just that: a charming play meant to lure her into complacency.

None of this explained the lightness that fluttered in her stomach.

“I … know what it’s like,” Elias said at last.

Charlie looked up at him. “What what’s like?”

Pain crossed Elias’s eyes—subtle but undeniably there. He looked quickly away. Several seconds passed, during which time he seemed to wrestle with several competing thoughts. Finally, he said, “Losing a sister.”

Pain and empathy twisted together in her chest. “Before I found you in this house,” she said, “Mason told me that you lived with a foster family.”

Elias’s lips twisted up in a humorless smile. “That’s my usual cover story.”

“Does that…” She swallowed, not wanting to say it out loud. “Are your parents also…”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, echoing his words from before. There was little else to say. “Can I ask how they died?”

The flames danced across his face—orange light on pale skin, highlighting the deep cuts of his cheekbones. He looked beautiful. Ethereal. Charlie found herself transfixed with his face, realizing—for the first time—how devastatingly handsome he truly was.

After several long, silent moments, he spoke to the fire. His words were soft, almost inaudible. “They were murdered,” he whispered. “Them and my sister, too. I was the only one who was spared.”

Charlie stared at him in horror, her body going cold. His entire family? Losing a sister to illness had nearly broken her; she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose so many loved ones at once, and in such a brutal way. It was enough to destroy a person. Enough to burn them to the very ashes of themselves.

Enough to create a monster.

Elias blinked, as if emerging from a trance. He looked at Charlie, face twisting into a pained version of a smile. “Enough about that,” he said. “I hear from your brother that you can do magic.”

Charlie was stunned by the sudden change in conversation. “What?”

“Not my kind of magic,” he said. “The kind you watch on stage.”

“Oh. Right.” After a day spent seeing what real magic was like, she had forgotten about sleight of hand entirely. “Yes, I can.”

“Do a trick for me.”

She didn’t like this. She didn’t like the falseness of his smile, how he seemed to teeter between emotions the way performers walked tightropes in her circus classes. He was already a volatile individual; she had no idea what it would take to push him to violence.

And yet she also understood. She understood his pain and grief. She understood the deep-seated need for distraction, anything to take your mind off the well of sadness buried within you.

So, instead of protesting, she asked, “Do you have a deck of cards? I always carry a pack with me, but they’re definitely soaked after our dip in the lake.”

“I do.” He popped up off the couch, apparently delighted that she was willing to play his game. He dug around in the drawers of an old wooden writing desk for a bit before holding up a battered deck of cards lashed together by a rubber band. “Here we go.”

When he sat back on the couch, he set the deck in her open palm. His fingers brushed her skin. It wasn’t the first time they had touched, but it felt different this time. New. As if a strange current ran through Elias’s body, and he had passed it on to her. She drew her hand quickly away, eyes down on the cards as she unwound the rubber band and shuffled twice.

“Now,” she said. “Tell me what card tricks you know.”

“I don’t see why that matters.”

She glanced up at him. “You’re an otherworldly being, Elias. I’m not going to show you something you’ve already seen. My magic will be boring enough as is.”

Dark lashes fluttered as he held her gaze with unnerving intensity. “I highly doubt that.”

When it came to close-up magic, Charlie had two main rules: move quickly, and ensure the audience’s attention is on the wrong place. Misdirection was the key to all magic. If you could draw their focus to something irrelevant—the snap of your fingers, the waving of a handkerchief, the nonsense you were babbling—you had a thin window of time in which you could do the actual work: switching two cards, moving a ball between cups, the like. Every one of her tricks operated on this principle.

Elias was going to be a difficult viewer to fool. He was naturally critical and had witnessed feats of magic far beyond her reckoning. He wasn’t going to fall for something as obvious as snapping fingers or waving handkerchiefs. Her best bet was to distract him with her words.

She splayed open the deck. “Pick a card.”

“Any card?” he asked with a grin.

She rolled her eyes.

He selected one from the middle and held it so that she couldn’t see which card it was.

“Do you have a pen?” she asked.

“I think so.” He dug around in his back pocket, emerging with a damp black pen that he spun between his fingers.

“Nice trick,” said Charlie, teasing. “Now, sign your name on the front of the card.”

Elias raised his eyebrows but did as she said.

While he was signing, she shifted the cards into what was called the “mechanic’s grip” and slipped her pinky under the top card. By the time Elias looked back up, she was already in position for the Marlo Tilt—the angle that would deceive him into thinking the cards were merely resting in her hand.

“Now,” she said, holding out a hand. “Pass me the signed card, but don’t show it to me.”

He did, and as he watched closely, she slid the card into the gap between the top card and the rest of the deck—but from Elias’s perspective, it looked as if she were sticking the card right into the center.

“I love this trick,” she said, starting to shuffle the deck but always keeping the top two cards together. “It’s a classic, invented by Ed Marlo in the mid-twentieth century. I’ve spent ages studying Marlo’s work. Books, YouTube videos, old cassette tapes…”

As she spoke, she watched Elias’s face. His eyes were glued to her hands, but she didn’t even need to look down. She had done this trick thousands of times; performing it was as easy as asking a seasoned piano player not to look at the keys.

After the first two shuffles, however, Elias glanced up at Charlie’s face. He seemed genuinely startled to find her watching him back. She didn’t drop her gaze. She spoke directly to him. Elias looked back down at the cards, no doubt not wanting to miss a moment of the trick, to try and figure out exactly how she would pull it off. But every couple of seconds, his eyes glanced back up at her. Perhaps he was impressed that she was working without looking at her hands. Perhaps he was listening closely to her words, searching for some clue, some deception. Regardless, after a few feeble attempts to watch the cards, he gave up entirely, keeping his eyes fixed on hers. He watched her with an unreadable expression. She kept going, chattering ceaselessly about what she was doing with the cards. His eyes slid down her face, coming to rest on her fast-moving lips. He seemed completely transfixed by them, as if she truly were a witch and these were her words of enchantment.

At the end of the trick, she used a two-card lift to raise both the top and second-to-top cards, making sure it appeared as if she were only lifting one. She knew he would find himself staring at his own signature.

“Is this your card?” she asked.

Elias stared at her for several long, quiet seconds. Behind her, the vätte stirred in his bundled hand towel. Across the room, the fire crackled softly. Then, without even looking down at the card she flipped over, he muttered, “Incredible.”

Charlie felt a flush creeping up her neck.

Elias leaned forward. He ducked his head slightly, bringing his gaze level to hers. Breath hitched high in her throat. What the hell was he doing? He was close. Too close. Was he about to kiss her? If he was, she should move away … right? But she found she couldn’t. She was trapped by the glittering emerald of his eyes. Something smoldered deep in her belly, like the crackle of the dying logs in the fire. His lips were barely an inch away. She knew she should look away. Should shut down whatever was happening between them.

“I—” she said, mouth dry. “I don’t—”

“How interesting,” he whispered.

“W—” She swallowed. “What’s that?”

“You’re afraid now,” he said. His eyes slowly perused her face. They lingered on her lips before moving up to her eyes. He tilted his head. “The only question is—of what?”

“I’m not—”

Elias straightened, suddenly serious as he gazed down at her. His mouth opened and closed. He gave her a strange, searching look, as if he were trying to slip inside her head.

“It’s time for you to go,” he said at last.

Then he stood from the couch and walked away.
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Charlie arrived home damp and shaking. Her clothes were still cold and wet; they’d left a watery imprint on the seat of her car. She told herself that the damp was the reason she shook the whole drive home. That it had nothing to do with the adrenaline coursing through her body, the chaotic swoop in her stomach that was like a band of älvor beating their wings.

The kiss that had not quite happened.

Down at her side, the vätte waddled up to the front door, shivering a little. She had kept him wrapped in the little towel as long as possible, but she had to remove it before they got out of the car. She wasn’t entirely sure how eyaerberries worked, but she didn’t want her mom to see a tiny towel floating along the floor when she walked inside.

After letting the vätte scramble into the house, she stepped inside and shut the door quietly behind herself—only to look up and find her mother standing in the hallway, arms crossed in front of her chest.

“Hi,” Charlie said, praying in vain that there would be no interrogation.

Her mother looked Charlie over, from the toes of her damp shoes to the bandage around her calf to the frizzy ends of her wet hair. The frown lines in her face deepened with every passing second. With a glance at the floor, Charlie noticed the mud still caked on her shoes, a stray leaf clinging to her sock.

Crap.

“Charlotte,” her mom said at last, and that was when she knew she was in trouble. “Did we not have a conversation about not going into the woods?”

“I didn’t go into the woods,” she blurted, her stomach clenching.

Her mom raised her eyebrows. Charlie was not the type to lie; she followed the rules, even told her mother when she was at parties where there was drinking. There was an unspoken trust between them. A pact of honesty.

A pact she had just broken.

“No?” Her mom glanced down at her shoes. “Then where were you?”

“At Lou’s,” she said, digging the hole deeper. “Me, her, and Abigail were hanging out in her backyard doing homework, when her dad came out with the hose and sprayed us down. He thought it was hilarious.” She rolled her eyes for effect. “You know how Mr. Fisher is.”

Charlie was surprised at how easily the lies came to her. How quickly she was able to piece together a fake story. Though a large part of her felt guilt at lying to her mother, another part—one she didn’t want to acknowledge—felt a perverse sense of pride at her storytelling.

She liked lying.

Was Elias right about her? Was she not as mild as she thought?

Was she, at her core, someone who enjoyed the thrill of deception?

This thought was so disturbing to Charlie that she had to make a quick exit from the conversation. After swearing to her mother that she had not gone into the forest—and promising for a second time that she would not do so in the future, a lie she knew she would break within the day—she darted up the stairs and into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.



One searing-hot shower and a fresh pair of pajamas later, Charlie emerged into her bedroom, rubbing a towel through her hair. She started to throw the towel onto the foot of her bed, then realized that someone was already lying there.

“You.” She pointed at the vätte, whose little body was nestled into a fold in the blanket. “Floor. Now. I’ll give you a pillow and towel to sleep under.”

In response, the vätte turned around so that his face and hat burrowed into the blanket.

Sighing, Charlie sat on the edge of her bed and yanked on the blanket until the vätte popped out of the fold. Caught momentarily upside-down, his tiny arms waved in circles until he was able to flop over onto his back. This position provided Charlie with her first view of his feet. Or, at least, the place where his feet should have been. Instead, the gray tunic that he always wore had no hole at the bottom, as if it were more of a sack. She saw no indents where feet should have been, no evidence of legs at all. Which raised the question—how on earth did the vätte walk?

Before she could ask, the little guy was up again and waddling across the blanket toward the pillows. When he reached the place where the duvet was folded over, where Charlie normally slipped into bed, he dove under the blanket and burrowed around until his hat and round, milky-white button nose popped back out.

He had assumed the position; he was ready for bed.

Charlie tapped her hand on her hip twice. “Fine,” she said at last. “You can stay for one episode of whatever I watch. But then it’s onto the floor.”

The vätte just twitched his nose.

After fetching her laptop from her desk, she slid under the covers and opened the computer between them. Intrigued, the vätte scooted farther up onto the pillows, giving himself a better view of the screen. With what eyes, Charlie didn’t know, because his hat was permanently pulled down to the top of his nose. She didn’t ask.

“What should we watch?” she asked, flipping through the row of her most-watched TV shows on Netflix. “Lucifer? New Girl? Wednesday? The Originals?” She clicked to the right once more, and the vätte let out an excited squeak.

Charlie squinted at the show they’d landed on. “Seriously?” She glanced at the vätte. “The Witcher? That’s, like, one of the most violent shows on this platform.”

The vätte only clapped.

After a short pause, Charlie shrugged. “You asked for it.”

Though the first episode of the show is objectively terrifying—it begins with the main character battling a giant spider creature—the vätte didn’t act afraid. Frankly, he was enthralled, never looking away from the screen and clapping gleefully when the monster died. As the episode progressed, he appeared particularly obsessed with the main character, played by a ridiculously buff Henry Cavill. Every time his character stabbed someone, the vätte let out a squeal that sounded almost like a cheer.

“You’re a sick little bastard, huh?” Charlie asked, grinning in amusement. “Who’d have guessed?”

By the end of the episode, the vätte was sound asleep, as if the gruesome episode had been little more than a soft lullaby. Instead of kicking him off the bed, as Charlie had originally planned, she drew the duvet up until it covered his tummy. Then she shut her eyes and drifted off to sleep, silently laughing at how much a magical creature loved Henry Cavill.

That night, Charlie dreamt of Sophie. They were in their childhood bedroom, playing a game they had played many times before: hide the rabbit. They had a purple rabbit, a stuffed animal they had fought over many times before. In the real version of this game, the twins took turns hiding the purple rabbit around their bedroom. The hider would then count down from thirty, and if the seeker couldn’t find it in that time, they had to do one of the hider’s chores for the day.

In this version of the game—the one happening in Charlie’s dream—the stakes were much higher. Sophie had hidden the purple rabbit, and if Charlie didn’t find it before her sister finished counting down from thirty, Sophie would die.

Sophie’s voice echoed in Charlie’s head as she panic-searched their bedroom. It was high and sweet, a sound she would recognize anywhere:

“Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven…”

Charlie tore through their dressers, frantically leafing through shirts and underwear like a robber in search of jewels.

“Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen…”

She sprinted over to their closet, diving to the bottom of the floor, where they kept their many toys and stuffed animals stored in clear plastic boxes.

“Ten, nine—hurry…”

“I’m trying,” Charlie said, throwing stuffed animals over her shoulders. “I’m going as fast as I can!”

“Six, five, four…”

She made it to the last stuffed animal. The bottom of the box was empty. No purple rabbit.

“Three, two…”

Charlie whirled around, thinking she would grab her sister before anything bad could happen to her. But she nearly leapt backward, because Sophie was already there, her face right in Charlie’s. Her expression was twisted, desperate. She whispered, voice like a snake:

“Do not trust Elias Everhart.”

Then she disappeared, vanishing into the air like ash blown from a dead fire.
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“Marcus Whittaker is off the table,” Lou said as she, Charlie, and Abigail walked down the hallway toward the cafeteria. “Apparently, he and Sheila Perkins made their relationship official last night.”

Last night. Charlie massaged her forehead, hoping it would rub away some of her sleeplessness. The dream with Sophie had felt like far more than a dream. It had felt like a warning, a message brought from the afterlife. She knew that was a ridiculous idea, but you know what else was a ridiculous idea? Goblins. Fairies. Wood wives. She was living in a brave new world, and she had no idea how far its rules could stretch.

“Dammit,” said Abigail. She flipped the pages of her binder until she found Marcus’s profile, then ripped it out. “Another one bites the dust.”

Charlie blinked down at her friend’s handiwork. A flurry of paper scraps indicated that Abigail had been periodically ripping out Instagram profiles as their owners became unavailable.

“Take this one out, too.” Lou reached down and tore out the page for Carrie Ramirez. “Molly asked her already.”

“God dammit,” Abigail muttered, flipping to the end of the binder and making notes on a lined piece of paper that was already half filled with text. “That’s, like, half of the openly gay women at this school. Yet another perk of moving to Wonder Bread America.”

The gnome chose that moment to stick his head out the top of Charlie’s backpack and into her line of sight. Charlie nearly yelped with fright. She probably would have, but the little creature had been doing this all day. In math class. At her locker between classes. Even during gym, when she specifically instructed him to stay inside, she spotted him out on the track, his little hat waddling back and forth between the orange cones. No matter where she left him, he found her. He wouldn’t leave her alone.

“Can we talk about something other than this ridiculous date game?” Charlie asked loudly as the vätte climbed up onto her shoulder. To be honest, she couldn’t believe that her friends couldn’t see him; it was taking all of her effort to pretend he wasn’t there.

“Sure.” Lou crumpled up Carrie Ramirez’s page and tossed it into a trash can across the hall. “Let’s talk about how sketchy you’ve been acting lately.”

Charlie stiffened. “Hmm?”

“Oh, don’t try to play this off,” said Lou. “You look like you ran a marathon instead of sleeping last night.”

“Thanks,” Charlie muttered.

“I’m serious. And you’ve been even more spacey than usual the last few days, which I didn’t think was possible.” Lou was really getting warmed up now. She had clearly been holding back, but here it was, all spilling to the surface. “If something is going on with you, I’d really rather you just tell us. I mean, we’re your best friends, and—”

They turned through the entryway into the cafeteria and stopped dead in their tracks.

The cafeteria was no longer the cafeteria. There was the normal assortment of wooden tables and cushioned chairs, yes, but the far wall—two stories high, blank-white plaster, normally reserved for event posters and opportunities to sign up for clubs—was no longer visible. It had been covered, floor to ceiling, in roses.

There must have been hundreds of them, maybe even thousands. Roses upon roses, painted either emerald green or shimmering gold. They formed an enormous wall of flowers, with only the very center left uncovered. Inside that opening was a huge banner that read:

CHARLOTTE HUDSON …

HOMECOMING?

The cafeteria erupted into applause at the sight of Charlie and her friends. Startled by the noise, the vätte dove into her backpack.

Charlie spine went rigid. Lou and Abigail gasped in unison. Together, they looked down, eyes traveling to the bottom right-hand corner of the wall of roses. To the boy standing there. The boy who had set it all up.

Elias Everhart stood on the floor of the cafeteria with a bouquet of green and gold roses in his arms, grinning like a gambler who knew he had the winning hand.
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“What the hell are you doing?” Charlie hissed as she stormed up to Elias. She kept her voice low, but she didn’t even need to. The ferocious clapping and cheering in the cafeteria drowned her out.

“Asking you to homecoming,” Elias said, gesturing wide with the giant bouquet of green and gold roses. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Is this some kind of joke?” She stabbed a finger at the roses. “What are these supposed to be? A self-serving homage to your own eyes? With some gold to represent the fact that you’re a royal pain in my ass?”

His grin widened. “I knew you liked my eyes.”

“Oh my—” She rubbed her forehead. “That is not what I meant.”

He waved the green-and-gold rose bouquet in her face. “So, what’ll it be, Charlotte?” he asked loudly. “Yes or no?”

“You’re going to make me answer?” Charlie threw a look over her shoulder, where the whistling was dying down and the students were leaning in, eager to hear her response. “This is a serious ask?”

Elias put on a faux-grim face. “I wouldn’t do this in front of the entire school if I wasn’t deadly serious.”

“But I thought you hated dances.”

He brushed his chin with his free hand, the one that wasn’t holding the bouquet. “Look. I’m doing you a favor. You need a date by the end of today, and we both know you weren’t actually going to ask anyone.”

The bottom of Charlie’s feet tingled with nerves. “Is this because of…” She glanced over her shoulder, lowering her voice even further. “Last night?”

Something bright flashed through Elias’s eyes. “I have no idea what you mean,” he said, leaning down to whisper. “This ask is the perfect excuse to keep an eye on you during the dance. Make sure that the liquor doesn’t cause you to reveal any secrets, if you know what I mean.”

She deflated slightly and immediately chastised herself for doing so. Of course this wasn’t about last night. Nothing even happened last night. Why was she even thinking about it? Why had it kept her up for half the night, had taunted her with the memory of warm flames dancing across his lips …

No, she told herself. Stop. Not only was this ask not about the lack of anything that existed between them; it was a threat. Another example of how easily he could infiltrate her life.

And yet—

Wasn’t that exactly what she planned to do? Infiltrate his life? Learn his secrets?

“Answer!” yelled someone in the crowd. Several more people whistled. When Charlie looked over her shoulder, everyone was staring—and she understood why. To everyone else, this looked like a big, romantic ask from the sexy, mysterious new guy. Surely dozens of girls nursed crushes on him. Surely they were furious that he was asking her, the girl who had never expressed interest in dating anyone.

Back in the entryway stood Lou and Abigail, waving and flashing thumbs-up.

Charlie sighed. If only her classmates knew the truth: that there was nothing romantic about this situation, that Elias was using this as a way to bully her into being his date, which allowed him to keep a close eye on her.

Charlie turned to Elias, who was standing with his hands wide. “Well?” he asked.

“Hurry up and answer!” someone else yelled. The call was followed by a round of applause and general agreement.

It pained her to do this. But Elias didn’t know the truth: he had just provided her with exactly the opportunity she needed.

Charlie pasted a huge, fake smile onto her mouth.

“Why not?”



“I need answers,” said Lou as soon as they sat down at their usual lunch table. “And money for a bagel, but that can come after.”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing to tell. I’m just as surprised as you are.”

“Liar, liar, secret make-outs on fire. You’ve been acting like a freak all week. And last night, Mason texted me saying you came home soaking wet and covered in mud last night. He says you made up some story about my dad.”

Charlie looked up, meeting Lou’s gaze across the table. “You were texting my brother?”

Lou waved a hand. “That’s beside the point. He’s worried about you.” She leaned in, eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Something is going on with you. We’re just waiting for you to tell us what.”

Charlie glanced over at Abigail, who nodded meaningfully. It was probably the first time Charlie had ever seen her and Lou on the same side of an argument. Shoot. Her best friends were notoriously persistent; they weren’t going to move on until they had an answer.

Drumming her fingers on her wrinkled lunch bag, Charlie thought quickly. She needed another lie. One that would appease her friends for good. She couldn’t have them nosing around right now—not when their lives were at stake.

Like a clap of thunder, the answer came to her: tell the truth.

Or tell half of it, anyway.

“Fine,” Charlie said, purposely drawing out a lengthy sigh. “You caught me.”

Lou raised her eyebrows.

Am I really going to do this?

Yes, she was.

As if admitting to a grave crime, Charlie said, “I’ve been seeing Elias.”

Lou let out a scream loud enough to shock the other tables into looking over at them. “I knew it!” she hollered, shaking Abigail’s shoulder. “Did I not call it, Abigail? Did I not?”

“You called it,” said Abigail, sounding genuinely impressed.

Pointing dramatically at Charlie, Lou said, “That’s why you’ve been acting sketchy. You’ve been seeing him on the down-low. Ever since you met in the woods. Am I right?”

Charlie shrugged sheepishly.

“Wait.” Lou’s eyes widened. “Does that mean … is Elias Everhart your boyfriend?”

“No, it’s not…” Charlie trailed off. Her first instinct was to say no, that they were keeping things casual. But would a casual hookup really cover an entire wall with roses to ask someone to homecoming? Would casual hookups spend almost every night together, sneaking into the woods for hours at a time?

She already knew the answer. And she knew what she needed to say.

“Yes,” she said, voice surprisingly strong and confident. Another lie. Another burst of energy. Another piece of evidence that Charlie was not who she originally thought she was. “He is.”

Lou and Abigail squealed so loudly that Charlie buried her head in her arms.

“What’s all the ruckus over here?” said a familiar voice, and Charlie’s stomach sank.

“Well, if it isn’t the man himself,” Lou said as Charlie peered out through her fingers. “Elias Everhart, the first man to ever make our Charles an honest woman.”

Elias looked over at Charlie in surprise. Mason, who stood beside him, appeared to be in shock. Odin save her—this was humiliating. She hadn’t consulted with Elias before blurting out that he was her boyfriend. He had no say in the matter and would probably be furious with her.

“Yep,” Charlie said brightly, straightening up and folding her hands in front of her. “I was just telling them about last night. When we made things official.”

Elias’s eyebrows flew higher up his forehead than she thought possible.

God, she could barely look at him. She had blurted out the cover story about their relationship without considering that she would have to tell him about it. That she would have to ask him to keep the ruse going. She widened her eyes, sending him panicked internal pleas that she prayed he could somehow hear.

Please, she begged. Please go along with it.

After a long pause—far too long—the surprise dropped from Elias’s expression. His mouth spread wide in a huge grin. “That’s right,” he said, lips pursing; he seemed to be holding back laughter. “I asked her to be my girlfriend.”

She exhaled.

“Is this for real?” Mason asked, looking between them. “You’re in an actual relationship?”

“We are,” said Elias.

“But…” Mason shook his head. “But Charlie is Charlie.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie demanded.

“You don’t, you know…” He scratched the back of his head. “Date. Put yourself out there.”

When she rolled her eyes, her annoyance was genuine. “You know,” she said, “you’re not the first person to say that to me this week.”

“You know what?” Lou said. “Mason, we’ll come sit with you. Let’s give the lovebirds some space.”

“Oh,” Charlie started, panic rising, “you don’t have to—”

“We insist.” Lou winked, standing. Just before she turned away, she leaned back down and whispered, “Though I’ll take that money for a bagel, if it’s still on the table.”

Despite her panic, Charlie snorted. “It was never on the table.”

Lou pouted. “Pity. Looks like Mason will have to buy me lunch instead.

“Wait.” Mason crinkled his forehead. “What?”

“Just go along with it,” Lou sang, grabbing Abigail’s hand and pulling her away.

Mason stood there a few seconds longer, his eyes darting between Charlie and Elias. Finally, he shook his head, a small smile creeping into place. Before he left, he leaned down to whisper into Charlie’s ear. “I’m proud of you, sis,” he said. “Elias is a really good guy. A catch.”

Charlie’s stomach dipped.

He had no idea how wrong he was.



For the rest of lunch, Charlie felt like the entire school was staring at her. They stared when Elias took her hand—his palm a comfortable temperature. They stared when they bussed their trays together. They stared when Elias slung an arm over her shoulder, steering her toward the cafeteria exit.

Charlie stumbled along beside him, somewhat unsure of what to do with herself. What was happening? Was he … leaning into this? She had never had a serious boyfriend before. Never even gone on a date with anyone. She had kissed a boy or two, sure, always when tipsy at a party. But this? Walking through the cafeteria with a boy’s arm slung around her?

It was brand-new territory.

“Charlotte,” he whispered in her ear as they wove through the tables. “Did you just make me your fake boyfriend?”

She glanced nervously to the side. Then, despite herself, a small grin cracked open her lips. “I guess I did.”

“Well, then.” He smirked, pulling her closer. “Far be it from me to blow up the ruse.”
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By the end of the day, everyone had homecoming dates. It was as if Elias’s ask had set off a wildfire that burned through the school until everyone was paired up. Everyone, that is, but Lou.

“This is outrageous,” she said as they pulled into a parking lot in downtown Silver Shores. “I was the one who decided we should turn this whole thing into a game, and I’m the only one without a date.”

She was right. Even Abigail had asked someone—the girl she sat next to in her history class, Bex Winters. Lou and Charlie had known Bex their whole lives; she was shy, never raising her hand to answer questions in class or volunteering to read out loud.

“Bex is queer?” Lou had asked. “I never knew.”

“I wasn’t sure,” Abigail admitted. “But last weekend, I saw her post from the Chappell Roan concert in Detroit, so…” She shrugged. “Figured I’d shoot my shot.”

Now, Charlie put the Bronco into park and said to Lou, “That’s what you get for dragging us into this.”

“I dragged nothing.” Lou wagged a finger at Charlie as she unbuckled her seat belt. “You willingly agreed to this arrangement. And you have no right to complain; your date is the hottest guy in school.”

Charlie made a noncommittal noise at the back of her throat.

They were going dress shopping—an activity that Charlie had only begrudgingly agreed to, and only because she had nothing suitable in her closet. The last time she’d gotten dressed up was probably for homecoming the year before. Lou was the one who originally suggested it, but as they unloaded from the car and onto Main Street, her best friend looked like she would rather be anywhere else.

Charlie still wasn’t used to her new sight. She wasn’t used to the vines that wound around the streetlamps, the whispers and scuttles she heard in nearby bushes, the splash in the town fountain as a bright-blue face with midnight hair emerged from the water. Dripping wet, blue fingers curled over the rim of the fountain, beady eyes trained directly on the girls.

Before slamming the driver’s door shut, Charlie leaned down to where the vätte sat beside the brake pedal. “Listen,” she whispered. “You’re staying here.”

The vätte wiggled his beard in a way that made her think he was pouting.

“I’m serious. I can’t worry about the girls seeing me talking to you while we’re shopping. You have to entertain yourself here.”

He twitched his nose.

“Fine.” Sighing, Charlie dug into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. She clicked into the Netflix app and pulled up episode two of The Witcher. “Knock yourself out,” she said, setting it up against the footrest so the vätte had a good view of the screen.

He squeaked gratefully and settled in to watch.

“Charlie?” Abigail called from across the street. “You coming?”

Charlie popped up, slamming the door and plastering a smile on her face. “Be right there.”

Abigail was the only one who seemed genuinely excited to shop. Out of the three of them, she had by far the best style, and this boutique was one of the only shops in the area that had a selection she genuinely approved of. When they reached the front door, she pushed it open with a flourish. Just as Charlie was about to follow her inside, something bright and silvery flashed in her periphery. When she turned, she spotted two enormous, shirtless men rounding the corner. They both had long hair and braided beards, topped off with silver helmets. They wore padded armor that covered only part of their bare chests, including huge shoulder pads inlaid with fur—a bizarre choice for the September heat. Giant steel belts clung to their waists, laden with swords and axes of all varieties. They looked, in the middle of small-town Michigan, completely absurd.

Charlie glanced around. No one else paid them any notice, which only confirmed her theory: no one else could see them.

“I’ll be right back,” she said to no one in particular, taking off down the block.

A short jog brought her to stand before the two Viking-esque warriors, though neither paid her any attention. They were speaking to each other in low voices, one brandishing an axe at his side as if it were no more dangerous than a handbag.

Charlie cleared her throat. “Uh…” She shifted from foot to foot. “Sirs?”

The Vikings turned slowly to face her. They exchanged glances, as if confused.

“Are you…” said the one on the right, who had ratty blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. His voice was lightly accented, as if English were not his first language but he had been speaking it for a long time. “Are you talking to us?”

“I sure am,” said Charlie, sounding more confident than she felt.

The one on the left, who had black hair and a far thicker beard, said, “You can … see us?”

“I can.” Charlie looked over at an older couple crossing the street. “I’m assuming most people can’t?”

“No one can,” said the blond Viking, puffing out his chest. “We are warriors of Asgard, fallen in battle and taken by the Valkyries to live forever in the great halls of Valhalla.”

Charlie squinted. “Then, what are you doing here?”

“Er.” The blond Viking glanced at the dark-haired one, who rolled his eyes. “We were sort of … kicked out.”

“Kicked out?”

“It was an honest mistake,” said the blond one, holding up two huge, calloused hands in defense. “We both had a bit too much ale that night, and—”

“You had too much ale that night.” The dark-haired one crossed his arms. “I don’t imbibe in excess the way you do.”

“Regardless,” said the blond, “Vidar and I got into a little tiff—”

“A little tiff?” asked the dark-haired one, whose name was presumably Vidar. “You flipped a table onto my head, Bjorn!”

“It’s no worse than any of the usual bar fights in Valhalla,” insisted Bjorn. “Besides. The fight wasn’t what got us kicked out. What got us kicked out was what happened afterward, with the chalice.”

“You know we didn’t touch Odin’s chalice. We were set up. There were at least ten other men that night who—”

“Sorry,” Charlie said louder than she normally would have. “Not to cut in here, but I actually had a question for you.”

“Oh?” Bjorn turned to face her. “Ask away, young maiden.”

This earned another eye roll from Vidar.

“What do you know about night mares?” she asked.

Both men widened their eyes. “The mare,” whispered Bjorn. “Humans turned to beasts. Agents of fear and chaos, not to be trifled with.”

“Why do you ask?” Vidar watched her closely. “Are you aware of a mare of night living in this town?”

“Do you need our services in slaying it?” added Bjorn, pulling out his sword and holding it up to the sky, as if posing for a photo.

“Put the sword away, Bjorn,” said Vidar.

“I don’t know of any mares in town,” Charlie said quickly. Sure, she was suspicious of Elias, but she didn’t want to set two blood-hungry Vikings on him. At least, not yet. “But I’ve heard … stories. I know they give bad dreams to humans and thrive on fear. What I don’t know is … how dangerous are they? I mean, they live partly in human form, right? So, they must experience normal human emotions. Empathy, kindness. Stuff like that.”

Bjorn and Vidar both shook their heads violently. “Whenever a new mare of night appears on Asgard, they leave a trail of bodies in their wake,” said Vidar. “In Valhalla, there were whispers of a mare wreaking havoc on your country’s middle-west region. Stealing and murdering, leaving gruesome scenes in his wake. The rumors said he was out for revenge, but for what, no one knows.”

Charlie shivered. Was he talking about Elias? She couldn’t help but hope that he wasn’t.

“I took out a few mares in my day,” said Bjorn. “That’s what got me into Valhalla in the first place. I died while facing a particularly nasty one.”

“Oh, really?” Vidar turned back to Bjorn. “Is that so? Because last week, you said you fell at sea, fighting the Kraken.”

“I never said that,” said Bjorn, appalled. “I said I almost died doing that. Our voyage was set on a course to intercept the beast, but I managed to sneak off at the last minute. The other men…”

But Charlie didn’t stick around to hear the rest. As the Vikings were busy arguing, she inched slowly backward, then turned and ran back to the dress shop.

Inside, she spotted Abigail and Lou browsing the racks closest to the windows. They waved her over.

“Did you have a good conversation with the stop sign?” Lou asked.

Charlie blinked. “The what?”

“The stop sign.” Lou leaned over and pointed out the window, down the street toward where Bjorn and Vidar still stood arguing on the corner—right under a stop sign. “It looked like you were talking to it.” She looked back at Charlie, raising her eyebrows. “Has finally getting a boyfriend caused you to hallucinate?”

Charlie nearly let out a crazed laugh. You have no idea, Lou.

“Oh, no,” she said, finding a lie as easily as she had with her mom the night before. “I was on the phone with Elias. On speaker.”

“I didn’t see you holding your phone,” said Abigail.

Charlie just shrugged. When it came to lying, less was always more.

Lou and Abigail exchanged doubtful looks but let it go.

“Whatever.” Lou went back to browsing through the dresses. “I didn’t bring any money. Can one of you spot me?”



Thirty minutes later, they piled into one of the dressing rooms, two dozen gowns bundled in their arms. They tried them on one by one, discarding the ones they didn’t like. Abigail strayed toward simple dresses in pale pink or lavender. Lou preferred bolder options, like bright emerald or sparkling blue. Charlie pawed limply at the other options, her mind, as always, on other things. As they tried on dress after dress, they chatted. More than once, Lou lamented her lack of a date, saying—in all seriousness—things like, “No, you guys—I can personally guarantee that I will die alone.” This sent Charlie and Abigail into a loud fit of hysterics.

A rough knock sounded on their dressing room door.

“Girls?” came a low, worried voice. “What’s going on in there?”

The three of them exchanged wide-eyed glances. Lou walked over to the door and unlocked it, peeking her head outside. “Sorry about—” She cut off suddenly. “Mason?”

Lou pulled the door open, revealing Charlie’s brother standing outside with one hand partially covering his eyes. “Everyone decent?” he asked, peeking through his fingers. “Good. I’ve come to make plans.”

“Plans?” Lou placed her hands on her hips. “Plans so important they couldn’t wait until we were done dress shopping?”

“Well, I was hoping to get a sneak peek at your dresses.” He eyed the purple number Lou was wearing. “Wow. That looks absolutely revolting on you, Louise.”

Lou slammed the door in his face. “Ogre.”

“Only joking!” Mason called over the door. “But seriously. I want to make plans for homecoming. Now that Charlie is going with Elias, we’ll probably want to link up groups for the after-party, and—”

“Hold on,” Lou said. “Do you even have a date?”

“Not yet,” said Mason. “But I’m sure it won’t be difficult to find one.”

“Won’t be difficult?” Lou repeated with disgust. “Of course. Mason Hudson, most popular boy at school. I’m sure the girls will just be lining up to go with you.”

“Is that a note of jealousy I detect in your voice, Louise?”

“Certainly not.”

“And who are you taking to the dance?”

Lou hesitated. “I haven’t, um … figured that out yet.”

“Perfect,” said Mason. “We can go together, then.”

Lou choked back a laugh. “Right,” she said. “You and I can go together. Totally.”

“Great. Glad that’s decided. I’ll start working with Elias on planning the after-party.”

“Wait.” Stricken with panic, Lou fumbled with the lock on the door. “That’s not what I—”

But by the time she got the door open, Mason was already on his way out of the store. He veered right and walked past the wide storefront window, waving cheerily to Lou through the glass. Lou stood, stunned, in the open door of the dressing room. For a good thirty seconds, she didn’t even move.

Charlie and Abigail glanced at each other, both holding back laughter.

Then, slow as a plant growing on a windowsill, Lou turned around. Her shoulders were slumped, defeated. The purple dress hung dejectedly from her frame.

“Well,” said Charlie, barely controlling the mirth in her voice, “looks like you’re going to homecoming with my brother.”



The rest of the shopping trip passed without incident. Both Lou and Abigail found dresses they were excited about. Charlie came up empty, too distracted to really pay attention to anything she put on, but she waved off her friends’ concerns, saying she would dig up something from the back of her closet.

The message pinged onto her phone right as she pulled the Bronco into her driveway. She’d just dropped Lou and Abigail off at their respective homes, promising to send them photos of her dress options later that night. When her phone buzzed, she unclipped her seat belt and pulled it out of her pocket. She clicked on the screen, looking at the text bubble. Its sender was labeled God of Fornication.

Charlie stared at it, dumbfounded … before remembering that Elias had taken her phone and put his number in two days before.

She rolled her eyes and clicked on the message.

We need to talk.

Frowning, she typed a response. I wasn’t aware that there was a god of sex in Norse mythology.

Elias replied almost immediately. There is now.

You’re ridiculous. What do we need to talk about?

There’s been another disappearance. A girl, this time. And another carved-up ash tree. It hasn’t hit the news yet, but the woods are swarming with police.

Who?

Someone named Maisie.

Maisie. There was only one Maisie at Silver Shores High, a girl in the grade below Charlie’s. She’d met her at one of the fundraisers Abigail had dragged her to over the last year and a half.

Her phone pinged with another text.

There’s something else.

What? she asked.

There were some symbols on the trees that have been carved up this week that I thought I recognized. I’ve been killing myself trying to remember where I saw them, and this afternoon I finally figured it out. It was in—a book I read a while back about Helheim, the underworld.

You think the disappearances are connected to the underworld?

That’s the thing: I did at first, but the closer I looked, the more I realized the symbols weren’t a perfect match. Similar—very similar, actually—but slightly different. Enough to make them unrecognizable.

Charlie shook her head in frustration. So, they’re NOT connected to the underworld?

I think they might be related to another realm. One even deeper than Helheim.

How can something be deeper than the underworld?

I don’t know. That’s what we need to find out.

Charlie stared at the message for several seconds. She looked up through the car’s windshield and spotted the shadow of her mother moving about the kitchen. Probably rearranging flowers or sneaking a piece of chocolate from the trick drawer she thought her kids didn’t know about.

Such normal activities. So totally disconnected to the danger swirling around her.

Tomorrow, Charlie texted back. During the homecoming game, when everyone is distracted. Show me what you found.

Half a second later, her phone dinged. She looked at the screen.

Tomorrow.
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The homecoming game descended upon Silver Shores High with all of its usual fanfare. When they arrived at school, various clubs had gathered out front, handing out flyers or advertising performances happening later that fall. The cheerleading squad turned cartwheels and back handsprings on the lawn. Much to Charlie’s surprise, a group of creatures that appeared to be made of sticks were running along beside the cheerleaders, mimicking their tricks; no one appeared to see them. Above the school’s front entrance was a huge banner that read, GO SNOW FOXES!

“What a ridiculous mascot,” said Abigail as they headed for the front doors. “Back in New York—”

“Yes, yes,” said Lou. “Back in New York, your school was the panthers or the eagles or something equally superior.”

Abigail scowled.

After lunch, there was a pep rally in the gymnasium and the dance team and marching band performed. Charlie tried to pay attention, but the vätte kept slipping out of her backpack and teetering down the bleachers, wanting to join the merriment. Several times, Charlie had to pretend to drop her phone on the ground so she could grab him.

“Christ,” said Lou after her fourth drop. “Don’t let this girl onto the baseball team.”



After school, they drove to Charlie’s house and got ready for the game together, wrapping themselves in various outfits featuring their school’s colors. Once they were changed, a knock sounded on the door. Mason didn’t wait for an answer before barging inside.

“Ladies,” he announced, pulling the red scarf from Lou’s neck and wrapping it around his own. “What time are we leaving?”

“We?” Charlie asked.

“Of course,” her brother said. “You, my dear sister, are driving so that the rest of us…” He reached into the bag dangling from his arm and pulled out a handle of vodka. “Can do this.”

“Just you and us?” Lou asked, skeptical.

“Oh, and one more.” Mason turned over his shoulder. “Elias, come on in.”

Charlie quickly turned away from the door. She shouldn’t have been surprised that he was there; after all, they planned to sneak off from the game together. She just hadn’t expected to see him yet.

“Greetings.”

When she turned back around, she saw that Elias was leaning casually against the bedroom doorway. He was dressed in dark jeans and a leather jacket, no school spirit in sight. His greeting was for the whole room, but he was staring straight at her. Her cheeks flushed, and she looked away.

Lou walked over to Mason and grabbed the vodka out of his hand. “Where’d you get this?”

“The local alcohol store.” He pulled out his wallet and flipped it open, waving an unfamiliar ID in her face. “Today, I’m Matthew Gibbons, not Mason Hudson.”

“You used a fake ID?” Abigail asked. “You could get arrested for that, you know.”

“And you could get arrested for drinking it,” Lou said, pushing the bottle into her hands. “Which is why you’re going to go first.”

“Me next,” said Elias, pushing himself off the doorframe and walking closer to the group, stopping right next to Charlie.

“Are you kidding?” Charlie hissed to him as the rest of them crowded around the alcohol. “We have a mission to carry out tonight.”

Elias winked. “Nothing a light buzz can’t improve.”

Charlie gaped at him. “Are you out of your mind?”

Elias flapped a carefree hand. “It’s homecoming weekend. That stuff can wait until Monday.”

“What happened to I’ll show you tomorrow? There are kids’ lives at stake here.”

“And my Friday night is at stake if you don’t get on board.” He tweaked her nose with two fingers. “Besides, if anything seriously bad goes down, I can shift into shadow form. No blood alcohol content that way. Instant sobriety.”

“How convenient,” Charlie muttered.

Elias winked again, then turned to Mason, raising his voice. “Pass me that handle.”



The stands of Silver Shores High School’s football field were packed. It felt as if the whole town had turned out for the homecoming game—which wouldn’t be a surprise, given that half of the people who grew up in Silver Shores moved back there after college. Local pride ran deep.

After Charlie parked the Bronco, their group piled out into the parking lot. The vodka had clearly kicked in; Abigail and Lou had sung loudly and off-key to Ed Sheeran the whole ride over. Now, they linked arms with Mason and marched up the pavement, hollering school cheers into the night.

It was just them. Charlie had forced the vätte to stay home. “It’s not safe,” she’d whispered to him in the bathroom before they left. “Elias and I might need to go into the woods, and I don’t want you to risk getting hurt.”

Somehow, even though she could see neither his eyes nor his mouth, she knew he was pouting.

Now, Charlie hung back, grabbing Elias’s elbow.

“Listen,” she said as he turned around, raising his eyebrows. “We’ve gotta keep up this dating ruse, okay? At least for a little bit longer.”

He saluted her. “Understood, Captain.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed his wrist, looping his arm over her shoulders the way he had done in the cafeteria. He leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Just can’t get enough of me, eh?”

“Grow up,” she whispered back, but he only pulled her closer.

Before long, they came to the stands. They stopped at the bottom, scanning the bleachers for their friends. Charlie located them quickly—three-quarters of the way up the furthest aisle on the right, Abigail leading the way—but not quickly enough. Standing alone at the bottom of the bleachers was like being onstage in the school auditorium; her classmates had spotted them and were already whispering to each other, clearly still in disbelief that, of all the girls in school, Elias had chosen Charlie.

“Let’s go,” Charlie muttered, nudging Elias toward the far-right aisle.

As they climbed the rickety metal stairs, the crowd’s eyes followed them. Charlie ducked her head, praying no one would see the bright flush on her cheeks.

After a small eternity, they arrived at the row their friends had chosen. When Charlie looked up, she found Abigail and Lou grinning from ear to ear, while Mason stared in obvious surprise. Elias let go of Charlie’s shoulder and took her hand, pulling her down the row to the open spaces beside her brother. She sat beside Mason, while Elias sat on the end.

“You’ve caused quite the stir, sis,” said Mason, nodding to the rest of the crowd, which was still whispering, occasionally even glancing over their shoulders at where Charlie and Elias now sat. He grinned. “How does it feel being the hottest piece of gossip in Silver Shores?”

“Like being a monkey on display at the zoo,” she grumbled, shifting on the bleachers.

“Oh, come on, now.” Elias threw his arm over her shoulders, pulling her into his side and matching Mason’s grin. “Don’t tell me you aren’t having at least some fun stealing your brother’s spotlight for once.”

“Hmm…” Charlie tapped her chin. “When you put it that way…”

“Watch it, Everhart,” said Mason, pointing menacingly. “You and my sister might be an item now, but never forget who was your friend first.”

Elias held his free hand to his heart. “I could never.”

“Good.” Mason nodded sternly, then turned back to watch the football game.

Her brother might be acting annoyed, but Charlie wasn’t fooled. She didn’t miss the glitter in his eyes, the smile that pulled at his lips. As if he was secretly glad to have his little sister around to rib at him. As if he was just glad to have her around at all.
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As the game went on, the boys kept drinking. Back at the house, Mason had poured the rest of the vodka into a flask, which they now passed back and forth out of sight.

“Be careful how much you drink,” Charlie hissed to Elias. “You’ll be the one at risk of revealing your own secret, not me.”

“Relax, girlfriend,” he whispered. “I’m a mare. Our tolerance is much higher than humans’.”

“That sounds like a myth made up by your own species.”

“Maybe.” He grinned. “Speaking of which, do you have to go to the bathroom?”

“I don’t see how that is a logical segue—”

Elias stood suddenly. “My girlfriend has to go to the bathroom,” he announced to their friends. “I, as her noble boyfriend, will accompany her.”

“Right.” Lou cut a sideways glance at Abigail and Mason, smirking wryly. “They’re going to go ‘to the bathroom.’” She used her fingers to mime air quotes.

Cheeks burning, Charlie grabbed Elias’s hand and pulled him out of their row before the innuendo could escalate any further.

Once they made it out of the bleachers, she turned toward the school, as if they were actually going to use the restroom. Before she could make it very far, Elias yanked on her hand, pulling her into the slim crack between the scaffolding holding up the bleachers and the two-story equipment shed that stood beside them. Before she knew it, they were out of sight, underneath the stands.

Charlie had never been under the bleachers before. It was dark, cut off from the lights of the field and parking lot by the bodies above them and the shed behind them. She scanned the area, half expecting to find students passing around a hand-rolled joint. To her surprise, they were alone—though she did spy a few tiny stone creatures with hunched backs and green caps scurrying around. One of them held what appeared to be a three-headed mouse in its rocky fist, as if they were going to roast it over a spit.

She didn’t even want to know.

Shaking her head, she turned to Elias. “What the hell are we doing?”

“Neither of us needs to use the bathroom,” he responded.

“Obviously.” Charlie looked around the dark, hidden space. “So, what on earth did you bring me down here for?”

“I was just keeping up the ruse,” he said, words slurring slightly. “They think we’re off making out.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Are you?” He reached up a pale hand and touched it to the top of her head, at the place where her dark hair met her skin. “And how does that make you feel?”

Her breath rose in her chest, becoming shallow. There were those pesky älvor again, fluttering around her stomach as if in a frenzy.

“Elias,” she whispered. “What are we really doing down here?”

“Nothing.” He ran his fingers down her hairline, letting them linger at the base of her chin. “I just wanted to be alone with you.”

Charlie’s body froze. What was going on? How drunk must he have been to say something as outrageous as that? They were only pretending to date, and only for the sake of a mission that he forced her to help with. He had bullied her into this. Threatened her life. Threatened the people she loved. His behavior since they’d arrived at the game had been bizarre, erratic, as if someone else had taken over his body.

“What for?” she asked slowly.

His fingers brushed down her chin, along the side of her neck, finally coming to rest at the hollow at the base of her throat. They left a trail of heat in their wake. He stared at the place where they rested for several seconds, a strange look in his eyes. A gleam, a focus. A hunger.

Then, as if suddenly remembering where he was, he pulled his hand away and took a step backward. His face melted into its usual sarcastic smile. “To discuss homecoming attire, of course,” he said. “Tell me about your dress for tomorrow. So I can coordinate.”

Charlie hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until she finally expelled it, gradually, silently, not wanting Elias to realize the effect his closeness had upon her.

“Um.” She scrambled for words. For one coherent thought. “I … don’t have one. I didn’t find anything I liked at the store.”

Elias knit his brow. “You don’t have one? Then what are you going to do about tomorrow?”

She shrugged. “Borrow something from Lou, probably. That’s what I did last year.”

He seemed unnaturally disturbed by this information. “But you’re so beautiful,” he said. “You should have something special. Something that feels like you.”

Her heart went completely still. You’re so beautiful.

He took a step closer, and she felt it again, that sense that the world was falling away, that everything was collapsing into this one moment, his hand rising to her cheek, his eyes dark and molten, his face bending forward, drawing near, only a breath away …

A loud squeak sounded at Charlie’s feet.

She and Elias startled apart. They looked down, only to find the vätte plopped on the ground beside their shoes.

“Did you…” Charlie blinked in shock. “Did you walk here?”

The vätte nodded eagerly.

She let her head fall into her hands, peeking at the creature through her fingers.

“Well, well.” Elias bent down and scratched under the vätte’s hat. He leaned into Elias’s palm, making a low noise of enjoyment. “You seem to have found yourself a loyal follower.” He looked up at Charlie. “Have you named him yet?”

“Named him?” Charlie lifted her head from her hands. “Why would I do that?”

“It’s your prerogative, as a human to whom a vätte has attached himself. Vätte are wanderers. They spend their immortal lives drifting from place to place, in search of a truly brave soul to follow. Once they’ve found one, it’s up to the human to give them a name.” He tickled under the creature’s chin. “That name is like a stamp of authentication. It seals the bond between the vätte and the human.”

“But that’s ridiculous,” Charlie said, straightening all the way back up. “I don’t want to bind this creature to me. I don’t even know what that means.”

The vätte, hearing this, turned away from Elias’s hand, drooping slightly.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Elias whispered. “She doesn’t mean it.”

“Of course I mean it. I’m in way over my head, here, and I can’t afford to—”

A rib-rattling roar ripped through the air.

It wasn’t the roar of the crowd, or of an angry coach yelling at a referee. It was guttural, inhuman, like something out of the monster movies that her mom loved watching so much. It sent Charlie to her knees, hunching down as if she could duck beneath the horrifying noise.

A protective arm landed on her shoulders as Elias crouched beside her.

“Shit,” he whispered. “Draugar.”

“Here?” She looked left and right, seeing nothing. “At the football game?”

Another roar tore through the air.

“Come with me,” said Elias.

He took her hand and Charlie scooped up the vätte, setting him on her shoulder. Together, they moved through the tangle of metal scaffolding. They stepped as quietly as possible, nearly tripping over one of the red creatures with green caps. The entire pack of them was stampeding away, clearly terrified by the presence of the draugar.

At the crack between the bleachers and the equipment shed, Charlie and Elias paused, peering out into the night.

At first, they saw nothing. The parking lot was empty of people. Night had fallen as they watched the first half of the game, leaving much of the lot in darkness. Every dozen paces, a streetlight shone down, illuminating a small circle of cement. Shadows spilled from cars and tires, creating strange shapes on the pavement.

There were no little Asgardian creatures running around. None of the fairies or spirits to which Charlie had become accustomed to seeing. It was as if everything had run away.

Then, from behind a Ford pickup truck rose an impossibly tall shadow.

Charlie sucked in a breath. The draugar stood at least twice the size of a normal human. It towered over the truck, a thin, stooped, swaying skyscraper of bones and ripped cloth. A shabby black cloak—hood raised, hem torn and fraying—covered most of its body. Only inside the hood could she see its true features: a bare skull with sunken holes for eyes and tusks at its nose. As she watched, it slowly raised one arm, letting the sleeves of its cloak fall back to reveal a long, skeletal hand, which it settled on the hood of the truck.

“Holy shit,” Charlie whispered.

“No kidding,” whispered Elias. “Listen.” He turned to Charlie, eyes shining with intensity. “I need to shift.”

It took Charlie a moment to realize what he meant. “Oh,” she said, looking around beneath the bleachers as if in search of a dressing room. “Right here?”

“Yes, right here.” He beckoned her into the shadows, away from the crack of space that looked out on the draugar. “It will only take a moment. Just keep an eye over your shoulder, and make sure the draugar doesn’t see you. If it does, we’re in serious trouble. Got it?”

The vätte twittered softly on her shoulder. Balling her hands at her sides, Charlie swallowed once and nodded.

Elias rolled his shoulders back. He closed his eyes and tipped his head up, lips moving as he began to mutter the strange words that Charlie had heard him speak that night in the old house. She shifted nervously from foot to foot. The back of her neck prickled, as if someone were sneaking up behind her. She glanced over her shoulder but saw nothing.

“Come on,” she whispered, bouncing on her toes. “Come on, come on.”

Ignoring her—or perhaps in too much of a trance to even hear—Elias kept speaking under his breath. His eyes were squeezed shut. His body was beginning to sag, as if he no longer had full control of his limbs.

Another ear-splitting roar rattled the bleachers. On her shoulder, the vätte squeaked and buried his face into her neck.

“Shit,” Charlie muttered. Was the draugar on the move? Was it coming toward them? She needed to check.

With her back pressed to the equipment shed, she shuffled sideways. All she needed was a quick look. One glance at the awful creature standing in the parking lot to ensure it was still where they last saw it. Then Elias would complete his transition, making him stronger, and they could be off.

When she reached the edge of the equipment shed, she paused, inhaling a quick breath of air, and peered around the corner.

Several things happened at once.

Right as Charlie peeked, Elias spoke the final words of whatever ritual turned him into his shadow form. A muffled thunk sounded on the pavement as his body slumped to the ground. As if drawn by the noise, the draugar’s head whipped around, its cold, empty eyes landing right on Charlie’s face.

The vätte let out a terrified squeak.

“Run,” came the distant, whispery voice of Elias’s mare form. Cool, airy fingers wrapped around Charlie’s arm, dragging her out from beneath the bleachers. She jerked sideways, causing the vätte to tumble off her shoulder. She caught him before he could hit the ground, tucked him into her side, and ran.

The draugar’s scream behind them was like an angry bull set on fire.

Charlie and Shadow Elias sprinted across the parking lot, their high school looming large and dark in the distance. Tall, manicured hedges separated the football field and parking lot from the school’s lawn; they were headed right for the bushes. Charlie’s feet slapped the pavement, while Elias’s steps were quick and silent, as if he wasn’t touching the ground at all. Charlie wound around the cars while Elias ran straight through them. The draugar thundered along behind, its footsteps like stones tumbling downhill, growing closer with every second.

Only two rows of cars to go before they reached the hedges. Charlie wondered, distantly, why Elias hadn’t just left her behind; he’d said he was inhumanly fast in his mare form. He must be slowing his pace significantly to allow her to keep up. Not to mention that he could have barreled across the parking lot in a straight line, stepping through the cars as easily as through thin air. He was weakening himself to fit her human deficiencies.

A car windshield shattered barely twenty feet behind them, and her muscles screamed as she pushed her pace, eyes squarely on the hedge in front of them. She wasn’t sure what Elias planned for them to do once they passed it, but she hoped the draugar had an aversion to grass, the way goblins did to water.

A car windshield shattered.

Wait. That shouldn’t have been possible, right? Asgardian creatures could walk among human society, but they could not interact with it. They could not harm humans, nor should they have been able to break their cars’ windshields.

Unless …

A high-pitched shriek split open the night. Without pausing or stumbling, Charlie whipped her head around to face the source of the noise—which turned out to be a young human girl standing beside a silver car, her hair in two pigtails and a paper cotton candy tube held in one hand. She looked like she’d gotten lost on the way back from the concession stand, and her mouth was open in a terrified scream as she stared up at the draugar.

Charlie barely had time to register this scene before she went crashing through the hedge, leaves stuffing themselves into her eyes, sticks tearing at her skin. She did her best to ignore the pain, pushing through until her feet landed on grass and her face burst out into the fresh air.

She yelled to Elias, who had gone through the hedge without incident, “Did that girl just—”

“Yes,” he yelled back, cutting her off.

“So she could see—”

“Yes.”

“But that’s impossible.”

With a guttural roar, the draugar burst through the hedges, leaving behind a gaping hole where its clawlike fingers tore through the leaves. It was getting closer with every step. Charlie pushed herself to go faster, but the school was still half a football field away. Her puny human speed would never carry her there fast enough; the draugar’s legs were as tall as she was, each step more than twice her own.

The grass started a slow slope upward. Pain seared through her legs as she pushed harder, harder, her arm pressing the vätte so tight to her side that she feared she would squish him. Eyes squeezing shut, she prayed for a miracle. Just a few strides farther. Just a few more …

Skeletal fingers sunk deep into her back.

Charlie screamed, her eyes flying open as she sprawled forward. Pain. Pain like nothing she had ever experienced. Five knives dipped in poison, tearing through her skin as if it were butter …

Her body hit the ground hard. The vätte spilled from her arm and rolled through the grass. She tried to lift her head, raising it just enough to see Elias spinning around before a second set of razor-sharp fingers plunged into her skin.

This time, the monster went for her side. Its fingers dug deep beneath her flesh and wrenched her upward, spinning her to face its deathly eyes. Charlie’s pain receptors were on overdrive; blood gushed from ten different slashes in her body. The air flew from her lungs as the draugar slammed her to the grass. Up close, it was even more horrifying: its bones were gray and brittle, stray flecks of skin still hung from its cheeks. It roared in her face, spittle flying from beneath its tusks. Its teeth were like scythes, and as they arced toward her, Charlie saw the end approach, saw her mom waving from the porch, her brother laughing in the back seat of her car, her friends teasing each other over lunch, her twin sister counting down from thirty as Charlie searched desperately for a purple rabbit …

Suddenly a shadow engulfed her, its arms somehow cool and comforting, and the draugar let out an agonizing scream as a low voice whispered, “Shhh, I’ve got you,” before the pain overtook her senses and consciousness fled.
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At first, all Charlie knew was darkness. Darkness and a dull, throbbing pain across her back, as if a fire had burned in zigzags along her skin, leaving the flesh scarred, purple.

As consciousness crept slowly over her, memories seeping back into her head, the first thing she realized was that she was lying on her stomach in a soft, warm environment. And although she was in pain, it wasn’t nearly enough for what the situation warranted. She had been attacked by a twelve-foot-tall skeleton monster with pickaxes for fingers; she shouldn’t even be alive.

Her eyelids fluttered open. She turned her head on the pillow where it rested and saw a face made of shadow bent over her body, eyes shut, lips muttering. She nearly cried out before her brain understood that it was only Elias, still in his mare form.

Traveling down from Elias’s face, her eyes found that she was in a surprisingly comfortable bed in a warmly lit room with a high ceiling and wooden floor. Elias was seated beside the bed on a footstool. She was lying with her head pointed toward the right side of the pillow. The quilt draped over her body was clearly handmade, the type stitched together by a loving mother or grandma. Its weight was snug and reassuring.

On top of the quilt, Elias’s midnight hands rested. They were spread wide, palms centered right over her back. Cool air pulsed from his hands, seeping through the quilt and oozing all across her back, as if she were standing before a lightly blowing fan. She didn’t know what he was doing, but it felt wonderful.

Her lips cracked open, her voice raw as she whispered, “Elias.”

Elias jerked backward, dark eyes opening. He blinked several times, the cool breeze disappearing as his hands lifted from the blanket. Finally seeming to remember where he was, he looked down at Charlie.

“You’re awake,” he said.

“I am,” she rasped. “What happened?”

“The draugar caught you.” His fingertips skimmed along the quilt. “Right here. Tore up your back and side pretty badly. I fought it off and ran you home. To my home, I mean.”

“You fought it off?” She started to push herself off the bed, but Elias laid a gentle hand on her shoulders, easing her back to the mattress. “How? That thing was twice your size.”

He gave her a half smile. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“Is it dead?”

His smile dropped. “No. I only managed to injure it. Took off both its hands, but they’ll regrow. They always do.”

Charlie groaned at the thought of those sharp fingers, her hand coming up beneath the quilt to touch her back. She expected to find fresh wounds, clotted blood, torn-up skin dampening the sheets and blanket … but touched only the cool, raised surface of what felt like scars. The T-shirt she wore to the game was completely shredded, the back hanging so loosely and limply that—

“Wait.” Heat crept onto Charlie’s cheeks. “Was my shirt like this while you were carrying me?”

Elias’s face lit up with amusement. “Oh, please.” He rolled his eyes. “You’re really worried about me seeing the Victorian-era undergarments you have on?”

Horrified, she turned onto her uninjured side, drawing the blanket tighter around herself. “My bra is not Victorian,” she said. “It’s sensible and supportive.”

“Whatever you say, Charlotte.” He reached out and patted the foot of the bed. Holding in a groan, Charlie lifted her head to look at what he was indicating. His palm rested on a folded sweatshirt. “Don’t worry—I fished something nonshredded for you out of my drawers. Might be a bit big, but at least you won’t arrive home looking like you had a run-in with Michael Myers.”

She groaned slightly, letting her head fall back onto the pillow. “Of course horror is your favorite movie genre.”

“Who said anything about favorite? I enjoy a wide variety of films, though admittedly there’s nothing better than sitting in a theater full of people nearly crapping their pants with fear. Really gets my juices flowing.”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Naturally.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and Elias became uncharacteristically awkward, patting his knees and looking around the room. “Well,” he said, clearing his throat. “Looks like there’s nothing more for me to do here, so I’ll just be…”

“Wait,” she said, panic twisting her stomach at the thought of being left alone. Elias paused in the middle of rising from the footstool, eyebrows lifted. Charlie searched for something, anything, to keep him from exiting the room. “Where’s the vätte? Is he all right?”

“Oh, he’s fine.” Elias stood all the way up, waving a hand. “You’d be surprised at how powerful those little guys are. I’ve set him up down in the kitchen. He seems to have a liking for chocolate chip cookies.”

Charlie laughed, though the motion hurt. “That he does.”

Elias smiled, then started to turn around.

“Wait,” she said again. God, she sounded desperate. “What … Um, what were you doing to my back?”

“Ah.” He turned back to her and lowered himself onto the stool. “You mean with my hands?”

“Yes.” Charlie exhaled in relief. “I don’t understand. My skin should be bloody and ragged, but all I feel are scars.”

Elias placed a shadowy hand on the hem of the blanket, a silent ask if he could lift it from her body. Charlie felt a twinge of shyness but nodded anyway, rolling onto her stomach. Elias lifted the covers, then she bunched the torn-up T-shirt along her sides to expose her back. She twisted, trying to get a view of her back, but the movement hurt too much. She hissed and settled onto her cheek.

“It will be tender for some time,” Elias said, hovering one of his hands over her bare back. “But I was able to heal it enough that you won’t bleed out or get sick from infection.”

“You healed it?” she asked. “How?”

“One of the lesser-known perks of being a mare.” His eyes took on a distant quality. “We can dole out pain and fear, but we can take it away, too.”

“Really?”

He nodded, slowly lowering his hand. Charlie watched it drop, her muscles tightening with every millimeter it traveled toward her naked skin. At last, he made contact, the cool softness of his shadow resting atop her spine. A shiver ran the length of her body. A part of her wanted to tell him to take it back, not to touch her after all, but his palm felt so wonderful on her aching body. The same soft air as before began to twirl along her skin, seeping into her muscles, relaxing everything. Yet with every second that his hand remained, there was also a tightening—a clench low and deep in her belly. A hyperawareness that she was almost bare before him, his eyes running slowly down her skin.

Elias inhaled, pulling his hand away as if emerging from a daze.

“Well.” He cleared his throat. “If that’s all—”

“Wait.”

It was the fourth time she had used the word since waking but the first time it had escaped her lips in such a soft and breathy fashion. Hearing her tone, Elias’s eyes snapped up to meet hers.

Charlie didn’t know what was happening. What Asgardian demon inhabited her body, causing her to speak the words that came out next.

“Can you lie with me?”

Elias froze. He was half-stooped, stuck in the position he’d assumed in preparation for standing up. Charlie had never seen someone so still before. It was as if even the shadowy flames that danced along his skin drew to a sudden halt, suspending them in this moment, Elias’s eyes locked on hers, her back rising and falling with every breath.

“I—”

“It feels nice,” she said, then quickly amended, “On my injuries, I mean. Your … mare powers.”

“Oh.” Some of the smoke in Elias’s eyes seemed to clear. “Yes. Of course.”

She scooted over in bed. He slid onto the mattress, pulling the quilt up and over their bodies. She turned onto her side, back facing toward him. Sensing what she wanted, he shuffled forward until his chest and torso were flush to her body, touching every part of exposed skin, spooning her. His arm draped over her chest, resting atop her belly. Every touch was like a fresh gust of wind, a healing salve sinking deep into her muscles. Every touch made her stomach clench even tighter.

“Better?” he whispered in her ear. His breath sent shivers down her neck.

“Yes,” she managed to say. “Much.”

“Good.”

They fell silent. The house creaked around them. Drapes fluttered over a half-open window. The light inside the room was warm but dim. Altogether, it was enough to lull a person to sleep.

Charlie, however, had never felt less drowsy in her life.

“Is this your room?” she whispered.

Elias exhaled. “It is.”

“It’s nice.” She took in the woven rug, the worn dresser, a small chest in the corner that reminded her of the one where she and Sophie used to keep their dolls. “Surprisingly nice.”

“It’s a tad cleaner than the rest of the house,” he admitted ruefully.

“No kidding.”

They laughed softly.

“Elias?”

“Yes?”

“Tell me about your family.”

Elias had clearly not expected this question. He had no ready response, no pithy comeback to divert her attention from the subject at hand. He could only shift on the sheet behind her, probably weighing whether or not he wanted to tell the truth.

“My sister was Olive,” he said at last. His words were hesitant, the cadence of something long kept buried within. “She was two years younger than me. We lived in a rural town in Illinois, in a farmhouse with sheep and hens and rosemary growing in the garden. Close enough to school to bike in the fall and spring but far enough not to hear the bustle of the small downtown area.” As he spoke, Charlie had the sense that they were falling through time together, back to Illinois and a small red home and a quiet dirt road. “We had a dog, too. A husky named Banana. He was supposed to sleep in his crate downstairs, but every night I begged my parents to let him stay with me.”

She had expected not to be able to envision this version of Elias. To see him as small and sweet, a child who wanted nothing more than to cuddle with his puppy. But the image came to her with surprising ease. She saw a tiny version of the man lying behind her. Rumpled black hair. Chubby hands where there were now lithe wrists and fingers. Dimples where there were now icicle-sharp cheekbones. The image was so precious she wanted to cradle it to her breast and keep it forever.

“Winters were my favorite,” he said. “In the winter, my parents didn’t leave so often, since their work required so much time outdoors. Sometimes, they stayed home for weeks at a time. Me and Olive would bust in the front door after an afternoon spent tromping about in the snow, making lopsided angels and throwing slushy-soft snowballs at each other from behind trees, only to find mac ’n’ cheese and hot cocoa waiting by the fireplace. Our parents would wrap us in thick wool blankets and play Christmas music through the living room speakers.”

He was in a flow now. The story spilled from his lips like paint on a blank canvas, coloring the silent bedroom, making it come alive.

“Of course, spring showed up sooner or later. Warmer winds meant our parents were headed back to work, which meant Olive and I spent weeks with only Aunt Sheila for company. Sheila was nice enough, if a little ignorant. She was concerned with only her immediate surroundings: the state of the weather, of American politics, of her scandalous group of middle-aged friends. Mostly, she sat on our sofa, drank tea, and gossiped with one woman or another on her cell phone.” Elias’s chest shook with quiet laughter. “We could have set the house on fire and she wouldn’t have noticed.”

“Where did your parents go?” she asked, her first question since he began talking. “Were they seasonal farmers?”

He was silent for a beat. “Something like that.”

That answer was a clear evasion. She supposed he was done sharing now, that maybe he never intended to say so much to begin with.

She let the silence stretch itself long and lingering between them.

Then, so quiet he might not have heard were he not a mare, she whispered, “You saved me.”

Elias went very still behind her. She didn’t feel his chest rising and falling anymore, realized then that perhaps he had no lungs in mare form, that he didn’t need to breathe at all, that he did so only out of habit.

At last, he said, “I did.”

“Why?” She turned around to face him. They were disconcertingly close on the mattress, heads on the same pillow, noses inches apart. She knew that she shouldn’t do this, that every movement brought her closer to the thing she could never admit she wanted. “You could have left me. Saved yourself, let me be draugar food. It certainly would’ve solved your problem about me knowing your secret.”

“It would have,” Elias admitted. His gold-flecked eyes searched hers. Lying together in this bed, close enough to see the detail in each other’s irises, to count the eyelashes that enclosed them … it felt disturbingly vulnerable, like Elias could see every unwanted thought in her head. “But I couldn’t.”

“Why?”

The covers rustled as he drew up one of his hands, bringing the fingers to touch her hairline, just as he had beneath the bleachers. “I feel…” He shook his head. “Different around you.”

A dull thumping sounded against her rib cage, her heart steadily pounding in her chest. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that…” His shadowy teeth bit his shadowy bottom lip, chewing it as if it were real skin. “To become a mare, you have to … give up a part of yourself. A part of your humanity. It’s a necessary step. Our kind are not meant to feel remorse over what we do to humans. We’re supposed to enjoy it. For years, I accepted that. Let myself revel in the suffering of others. Let it push me closer and closer to my end goal. I did it for so long that I thought the human part of me was gone forever.”

His words should have scared her, should have made her want to scoot far away from him. Instead, she remained where she was, hardly breathing lest he stop talking altogether.

“But then you came stumbling into my life,” he said. “And everything changed.”

She inhaled. She saw where this story was going, but she couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe that she had kindled feelings inside a creature that was made to feel nothing, to soak up fear and misery, to grow strong from it. Was he just spinning a pretty tale for her? Or was he admitting to something real, something that had run, unspoken, between them since the day they first ran into each other in the woods?

“Tell me why you saved me, Elias,” she whispered.

His finger ran down her hairline and across her cheek, coming to rest atop her lips.

“For that,” he murmured. “For the way you say my name. Like it’s the first time it’s ever been spoken by anyone.”

“I don’t—”

He closed the inches between them, his lips pressing to hers.

Kissing a mare was nothing like kissing a human boy. At least, nothing like any kiss Charlie had ever shared before. There was nothing drunken or sloppy about it, no lingering taste of warm beer or hands groping her backside. Elias’s lips were soft, gentle. Surprisingly firm, given that he was made of shadow, though she could swear the flickering darkness tickled her skin like the brush of many fingertips. He kept his mouth closed, but still she tasted him, like winter air rushing through her nose and settling atop her tongue.

There was something about his touch. Maybe it was because he had the power to heal, or maybe Charlie had just never felt this way about another person before, had never needed so desperately to be felt, to press her body to his. His lips were a relaxant. She was limp against him, the fire in her stomach melting her muscles to mere puddles.

She let out a shuddering gasp, her hands drawing upward, wrapping around the back of his head and tangling in the shadows of his hair. Its texture didn’t feel quite like normal human hair. It felt softer, wispier, like running her fingers through a cloud. With a soft groan, he slipped his tongue between her lips. Her fingers wound around the impossible strands and balled into a fist, a grip that enabled her to pull her body even closer to his, to throw one leg over his waist, to drag them both under the terrifying waves of whatever this moment was, the water deep and heady, the current a tug of overwhelming desire …

Elias broke away.

Gasping, Charlie’s eyes flew open. She scrambled back on the sheet, as if putting distance between them could erase what just happened, what they had admitted to each other without using words.

For a long, breathless moment, they only stared at each other.

Suddenly, Elias rolled over and pushed himself out of the bed. Before she knew what was happening, he was across the bedroom floor, his footsteps silent, his gait hurried, as if he were trying to outrun something dangerous.

He paused, looking over his shoulder. “Feel free to stay as long as you need,” he said, then stepped through the wall and vanished.
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For the third time that week, Charlie drove home shaking.

After leaving Elias’s house, she had winced and stumbled to the Bronco, which apparently Elias had driven there from the game, taking the keys from her pocket and returning them after. She scrolled through the unread messages from her friends and brother. When they discovered she and Elias had ditched the game, they had each reacted differently, Mason saying Get it, sis, Abigail complaining about not having a ride home, and Lou sending a series of eggplant emojis. They’d hopped in someone else’s car and ended up at a party in Jamie Kissler’s basement.

No one suspected what had truly happened. No one suspected anything. Her loved ones were blissfully ignorant, unaware of the danger that lurked around them at all times, locked away by a magical seal.

Or was it?

As she navigated the familiar streets of Silver Shores, she thought about the larger implications of what had happened with the draugar. It had broken a windshield. A child had seen it. And unless that child happened to have taken an eyaerberry with her morning vitamins, that could only mean one thing:

The Seal was malfunctioning.

Maybe it had only happened for a second. Maybe only one draugar had slipped through. Maybe a god or spirit had let it through, though she didn’t know how that would be possible. According to Elias, the Seal was a physical object. One that could only be pulled from the earth by a human. And if it had held for so many millennia, she didn’t think it was stored in a place that could be randomly stumbled upon by a hapless traveler.

But what did she know?

Still. If the Seal had been broken entirely, Charlie would have known. In all likelihood, the world would be in an uproar. There would be rioting in the streets, pastors out preaching about the end of all time. Silver Shores wouldn’t look as peaceful as it did any other evening.

After pulling into her driveway, she rubbed her face, dizzy with the questions swirling around in her head. She needed a good night’s sleep. She needed to not think about Elias or draugar or Nordic gods for at least twenty-four hours. Maybe her mom would let her drive the Bronco to a wellness retreat in the Upper Peninsula.

Yeah, right. Of course her mom wouldn’t let her do that.

And even if she did, Elias would somehow find her.

Elias. Even though she was wrapped in the warm sweatshirt he’d given her, shivers racked her body when she thought about him. About his lips on hers, pure intangible shadow and yet somehow the most real thing she had ever felt in her entire life.

As she got out of the car and trudged up the driveway, she couldn’t help but wonder what the kiss meant. If it meant anything at all. Maybe he would have kissed anyone who was pressed that closely to him. Maybe what she felt between them was pure attraction and nothing else.

Still, as she opened the front door of her home, one hand pressed to her lips, the memory of his shadows still tingling on her tongue …

She couldn’t help but feel that it was something else entirely.



As always, the vätte needed to be fed. Over the past few days, through trial and error, Charlie had discovered the following about the creature’s diet:


	Likes: oatmeal, bananas, chicken, peanut butter, brown rice, and chocolate chip cookies.

	Dislikes: vegetables and anything resembling seafood.



After saying hello to her mom and explaining that Mason was at an after-party she didn’t feel like attending, she took a cookie from the jar on the counter and brought it up to her bedroom.

“This is your second cookie of the night. Tomorrow, we have real food,” she said as she handed it to the vätte, who immediately started clapping and bouncing up and down. “Got it?”

He nodded, snatching the cookie with his tiny hands and shoving it into his tiny beard.

As the vätte ate, Charlie sat down at her laptop to browse the local news, in search of any updates on the disappearances. They’d been running headlines on Maisie’s disappearance all day, but she didn’t see anything she didn’t already know: another tree, another pair of shoes. No new information on the carvings, which was what Elias had promised her—right up until they got completely off track. Instead of studying whatever he’d uncovered, they’d gotten chased by a draugar and made out in his bed.

Oops.

Her eyes drifted up to look out the window. The night was dark and still, not a terrifying creature in sight. Where had the wounded draugar gone? Or that wolf, the one Elias was so keen on finding? And why did Elias want to find the wolf? As far as she knew, the wolf had nothing to do with their investigation, but she bet there were many things that Elias was still keeping from her.

Well. Maybe Elias was checking out of the investigation until Monday, but she certainly wasn’t.

The site for one local news station had several high-resolution photos of the carved trees on their home page. Charlie clicked on the photos, zooming in as close as she could while still keeping the symbols in focus.

What had Elias said?

I think they might be related to another realm. One even deeper than Helheim.

A realm deeper than the underworld. How was that possible?

Now that she thought about it, she didn’t really know much about the eight realms—or nine, as humans thought of them. How were they connected? Were they just different planets, floating about in space, or was there some other structure to them?

She opened Google and typed the nine realms.

Millions of results loaded. Most were related to the Marvel movies or were fan wikis devoted to different Norse-themed video games. Buried among the fantasy content, however, were a few pages that listed ancient Norse texts as sources. She clicked one of those and began to read.

There are nine realms in Nordic mythology: Niflheim, Muspelheim, Asgard, Midgard, Jotunheim, Vanaheim, Alfheim, Svartalfheim, and Helheim. Legend states that each realm is held in the branches or roots of Yggdrasil, the great world tree.

A tree? Charlie thought. How ridiculous. How did they explain stars and galaxies and gravity?

Shaking her head, she clicked back to the search bar and typed norse symbol for helheim, toggling over to the image results.

The first thing she saw was Odin’s knot, the symbol for death that had appeared on the first tree and every one since. The next image held an odd shape that looked almost like a two-sided candelabra. Then she dragged her finger to the third result, which was—

Something huge and glowing landed on the roof just below her windowsill.

Charlie stifled a scream, staggering backward and falling out of her desk chair. She hit the carpet with a muffled thud.

Above her, out the window, the glowing creature rose to its full height, elongating, showing arms and legs and a torso and long, flowing dark hair—a statuesque woman. As the halo of light around her began to fade, Charlie could make out more details: pale skin; brown leather and shining silver armor; leather gloves; a sword hanging from one hand; a spear and potentially other weapons latched across the back; a silver winged circlet crown; and … goodness … were those wings?

Yet none of those details were even the most shocking thing about the woman standing on her roof. Because as the light around her dimmed to nothing, looking at her was like staring into a mirror. A reflection of herself, but more pale, more muscular, more terrifying. And Charlie knew, as impossible as it was, who it was that stood before her. She knew the way one half of your heart instinctively knew the other.

Charlie whispered, her throat as dry as sandpaper:

“S … Sophie?”
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Sophie stood with her wings at their full expanse. As Charlie watched, the wings folded in on themselves, tucking into Sophie’s back until they were no larger than a child in a swaddle.

It was impossible.

It couldn’t be.

Sophie was dead. She’d died two years ago, in the hospital just outside town. Charlie was there. Mason was there. Her mom was there. They had watched her die, and they had mourned her. Half the town had shown up to her funeral. Her mom had given a speech that no one could understand, because she was crying so hard. She’d gripped Mason’s hand until there was no blood left in his fingertips. No one had been the same since.

Sophie was dead.

And yet there she stood.

In the corner, the vätte peered out from behind his half-eaten cookie, trying to get a look at whatever had frightened Charlie. Crumbs clung to his white beard. Setting the cookie down on the floor, he scampered over to the bed and clambered up the duvet. His little arms were surprisingly nimble; he made it up in no time, perching himself on the corner for a better view of what was about to happen.

Trembling, Charlie pushed herself off the carpet and rose to her feet. She kept her eyes on Sophie, who didn’t smile or frown or even display any sign of recognition; she only stared down at Charlie, eyes tight and watchful. Charlie stepped tentatively toward the window, leaning over her desk to unlock the latch. Her fingers slid around the handle and pulled up. As soon as there was an opening large enough for Sophie to duck under, Charlie let go of the window and stumbled back, as if afraid her twin sister might strike her.

“Are you—” Charlie wet her lips, willing the rasp to flee her throat. “Are you an … angel?”

The first words her dead sister spoke to Charlie were these:

“Not quite.”

Sheathing the sword in the belt around her waist, Sophie ducked under the opening in the window and stepped onto Charlie’s desk. The desk in the bedroom that had once been theirs. Sophie leapt carefully off the desk, landing on the carpet as softly as a cat.

Straightening, Sophie said, “I don’t have much time.” Her voice was deeper than Charlie remembered. Could her voice have deepened between fourteen and sixteen? “Mom will be up soon to check on you before she goes to bed.”

At hearing her twin sister casually call their mother Mom, as if she hadn’t been gone for the last two years, as if she’d never left at all, Charlie’s stomach twisted painfully. There were a thousand meanings and a thousand memories loaded into that one word. They had dropped it so many times, often in unison, running through the halls of their house in search of a snack or a movie or a toy they’d lost for the fifteenth time. And two years ago, it suddenly vanished. No more running through the halls. No more unison. Charlie thought she would never hear that word come from her sister’s lips again.

“H-how is this even possible?”

“I’ll explain that another time,” Sophie said, striding across the room in her leather boots and locking the door. She didn’t glance around the room in wonder. Didn’t even express surprise at how it had changed since the last time she’d been there. Which made Charlie wonder … Had she visited before?

“Wait.” Charlie’s brain caught up with itself enough to realize the implication of Sophie’s earlier statement about their mom. “Would Mom be able to see you?”

“Of course, she could. I’m not a ghost, or part of the spirits of nature in any other manner. I’m very much alive.”

Very much alive. Charlie felt like she was going to cry with relief and throw up at the same time.

“Like I said, I’ll explain more later, but for now all you need to know is this—” Sophie spun around, her dark locks catching in the light of the lamp on the bedside table. Her hair was impossibly long, as if she hadn’t cut it since the day she disappeared. “I never died.”

Charlie’s mouth opened and closed. “You—”

“I was chosen by Odin and taken from that hospital. Brought before the Throne of Ash from which Odin rules, where I was tested and deemed worthy.”

“Deemed worthy of … of what?”

“Of joining the Valkyries.”

Blood roared in Charlie’s ears. She felt dizzy. She felt like she was living in a dream, like the entire night that had passed since she’d woken up from her draugar injury was an impossible work of fiction. Was her sister really standing in front of her? Was she really a … a …

“A Valkyrie,” Charlie whispered, seeing through the fog of her mind long enough to take in the armor on her sister’s body, the weapons hanging from every part of her, the folded wings curled up on her back.

What had Elias told her about the Valkyries?

Human women born to human parents, blessed with supernatural gifts by Odin in exchange for their service to him.

As if looking for confirmation that she hadn’t gone mad, Charlie looked down at the vätte, who was still perched on the corner of her bed, watching them curiously. Noticing Charlie’s attention, he only shrugged.

Sophie followed Charlie’s gaze. For the first time, her twin seemed to realize that they were not alone in the bedroom. She paced over to the bed, reaching out a hand to scratch the vätte behind his beard.

“How curious,” Sophie muttered, more to herself than Charlie.

“Wait,” Charlie said. She was scrambling to put together a semicohesive version of her past—one that no longer included the death of her sister. “That night in the hospital … what really happened?”

Sophie looked up, pulling her hand away from the vätte. “The flatline you saw was a trick by one of the elder Valkyries. The one who came to collect me. She used magic to fake my death, then whisked me off to Hlidskjalf.”

“But … but your body? The funeral?”

Sophie quirked an eyebrow. “Was it an open-casket funeral?”

“No, but—”

“Magic can do wonders, Charlie. Including making humans believe that a body is there when it’s actually far, far away.”

“But I thought magic was cut off from humans. How could—”

“All will be explained in time, sister,” she said, and Charlie’s stomach twisted again. “Right now, I need you to listen: Asgard is in danger.”

“Asgard meaning … Earth?”

“Correct.”

“Danger from whom?”

“How much do you know,” Sophie asked, fixing her twin with a hard stare, “about the trickster god Loki?”

Charlie’s memory hopped backward to the first day she spent in the woods with Elias. The day they’d spoken with the wood wife and were chased by goblins. Had that really only been on Wednesday? Reflecting on that afternoon was a welcome distraction—a line of thought she could follow that had nothing to do with her dead-not-dead twin sister, one that didn’t scramble her brain so utterly. Concentrating hard, she pulled up the story Elias had told her. The story of Loki and Odin, blood brothers for all time. Of Odin’s betrayal of Loki. Of Loki’s punishment, forced to live out his eternity in the prison of the underworld. She shivered.

“A bit,” Charlie said at last. “I know that he and Odin once shared a blood bond but that it wore down over time.”

“That’s a polite way to put it.” Sophie shook her head, the circlet staying firmly in place atop her hair. “Loki is cunning. He made Odin believe that they were partners, destined to rule side by side forever. But that was not the truth.”

Now this was a different version than the one she had heard from Elias. “What happened?”

“Loki envied Odin’s place as the Allfather. It wasn’t enough for them to be partners; he wanted the throne for himself.” Sophie rested a hand atop the hilt of her sword, as if preparing for someone to burst through the window. “Long before the gods laid the Seal, Loki set out to usurp Odin’s position. He fathered a great many beasts, each deadlier than the one before. He didn’t care for the danger the beasts presented to the humans. He relished it; he knew how deeply Odin cared for human life, and he exploited that tenderness to his own gain. He said, in essence, Give me the throne or watch your precious humans burn.”

By now, Charlie’s eyebrows were halfway up her forehead. “But I heard Odin betrayed Loki.”

Sophie blew air through her lips. “Right. And who did you hear that from? It wasn’t a certain mare of night, was it?”

Horrible premonition trickled down Charlie’s spine. A certain mare of night.

“No,” Sophie went on. “Odin did not betray Loki. It was the other way around. Loki is the beginning and the end of why the gods decided to create the Seal—because of how dangerous his army of beasts had become. And although Loki never succeeded in usurping Odin’s throne, he did manage to do something else: kill Odin’s most beloved child, Balder.”

“Oh.” At those words, Charlie was transported two years back. To the week after Sophie’s supposed death. To the overwhelming, air-sucking grief that hung over her home. To a mother who didn’t get out of bed for a week. Who, when she finally did, cooked meals like a zombie, drove them to school like a zombie, and whose flame of life seemed to have been extinguished entirely. She knew what the death of a child did to parents. She could only imagine the bloodred rage that Odin would have felt toward Loki. He would have been blinded by it.

“As punishment for his crime,” Sophie said, “Loki was banished to Helheim, the underworld, where he lives with his daughter. Odin and the remaining gods joined together to lay the Seal, thus protecting humanity from Loki’s many beasts.” She paused. “Loki has not stopped trying to destroy the Seal since.”

This bit lined up with what Charlie already knew. Carefully, without revealing anything, she asked, “What does Elias have to do with this?”

“Did he tell you how he became a night mare?” Sophie asked, taking a step closer to her sister. Her leather boots were eerily silent atop the carpet, as if she weren’t there at all. “Did he tell you what he had to bargain to go from human to creature of the night? Or how you were able to see him without the assistance of the eyaerberry?”

Charlie’s eyes widened. She hadn’t considered that. How had she overlooked it? Before she ate the eyaerberry, the world was entirely normal. No magic, no monsters … except for Elias. She saw him shift into his mare form with only her raw human eyes.

“I suppose…” Charlie sifted through her swirling thoughts. “I suppose I chalked it up to how he had once been human. That the human part of him allowed me to see him?”

“That much is accurate,” Sophie said. “Mares and Valkyries are the only two creatures that can be made from humans, which puts us in a unique position: neither fully human, nor fully Asgardian. Able to interact with both.”

“How did he become a mare, then? Did he have to ask for Odin’s blessing, too?”

Sophie’s lips curled back. “Odin would never create such a disgusting creature. No—to become a mare, a human must travel to the underworld and speak to Loki personally. Most often, they trade their service—and a portion of their soul—for something they want desperately.”

The cold premonition dripping down Charlie’s spine increased in power, turning from a trickle to an outright flood. “And what did Elias want?”

“We don’t know,” said Sophie. “But we do know what Loki asked him to do in return.”

“What’s that?”

“The mare told you of the Seal, yes?”

“He did.” Charlie thought back to earlier that evening, to the draugar that chased them through the parking lot. The scars on her back and side burned dully.

“Well. The gods did their best to make the Seal strong, a formidable wall between Asgardian creatures and humans … but no magic is absolute. A spell spread out over such a wide stretch of space—over an entire planet—is bound to have a few cracks.”

“Cracks,” Charlie repeated, blinking at her twin.

“Loopholes. Openings. Weak spots that Loki can exploit from Helheim in the hopes that, one day, he can destroy the Seal altogether. Unleash his beasts onto your people. Kill however many it takes to bully Odin off his throne.”

Cracks. Charlie thought of the little girl with the cotton candy. The one who had so clearly been able to see the draugar. Was that what had happened? Had the monster slipped through a crack in the Seal? Was it still out in the woods, wandering around, perfectly able to touch or steal or kill whatever human it pleased? The thought made her sick.

“In the past, we Valkyries have had little problem getting to these cracks in a timely manner. A few beasts might make their way out, which often leaves a permanent scar on the community—no doubt you’ve heard of Area 51 or the various Bigfoot sightings up north—but generally speaking, life carries on as usual. The problem is—” Her hand balled into a fist, the leather of her fingerless gloves squeezing tight over her knuckles. “The cracks are multiplying.”

Charlie’s heart picked up speed. She thought of the great wolf prowling down the street, a beast that looked as if it could rip the hearts out of an entire crowd of people without breaking a sweat. “What do you mean, multiplying?”

Sophie gazed out the window. “I mean just that: cracks are opening all across this world. Too many at once for us to handle alone. Not to mention the half dozen other wicked schemes that Loki has up his sleeve at any given time. This realm—” She looked back at Charlie. “It’s in grave danger.”

“So, Loki is the one opening the cracks in the Seal?”

“Of course he is,” said Sophie, the distaste in her tone obvious. “He hates the Seal with every fiber of his immortal being. The night mares were his own invention, a loophole he exploited to act out his will outside the Seal.”

“So Elias is…” Charlie felt her heart starting to cleave in two, to split open and drip out all the foolish hope that had begun to gather there. “He’s working for Loki.”

He’s working for Loki.

All this time, Elias pretended to care about the safety of the humans. Pretended to be on her side. But it was all a lie.

But … did he really pretend to care about humans? Did he ever once say that he was carrying out this investigation on behalf of the boys who were taken? No. He didn’t. He explicitly said he wasn’t doing this because he cared about humans; he was doing it on behalf of his own interests. Charlie had just started to convince herself otherwise. She had started to believe, like a fool, that she was breaking through his hardened exterior. That he was starting to care.

How pathetic.

As if she sensed the deflation in her twin, Sophie’s eyes softened for the first time since she’d appeared on her rooftop. She lifted one gloved hand and set it on Charlie’s shoulder. It was the first contact they had made in over two years, and although it was through the fabric of the gloves that her sister wore, the touch still sent warmth through Charlie, seeping into her chest like a comforting sip of tea.

“Where are the missing kids?” Charlie whispered, knowing that she wouldn’t want to hear the answer. “Were they taken by the draugar?”

“They were not taken by the draugar,” said Sophie softly, dropping her hand. “We have a theory as to what took the high schoolers. But Charlie, you must know … the draugar are servants of Loki. Just as Elias is. He’s been lying to you this whole time.”

Her heart, which had begun to crack open, froze over with a thick layer of ice. A low roar began in her ears as rage bloomed in her stomach, flaring hot and cold at the same time, an unfamiliar feeling that terrified her, confused her, left her completely uncertain of what to do with her body. Elias was a liar. A filthy liar, a cheat, a deceiver who would go so far as to kiss her passionately, desperately, as if he actually wanted her.

And Charlie, pathetic sap that she was, had fallen right into his trap.

She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t even show her rage. She merely rolled her shoulders back, looked her sister in the eyes, and asked, “What can I do?”

At the steel in Charlie’s voice, Sophie’s lips curled into a half smile, and Charlie saw a hint of her old sister—the girl who loved to play games, soft-spoken but imaginative, who could pretend a chair and some sheets into an entire castle. And that hint was enough. Enough to make this feel real. To make her realize that Sophie was back. She was alive. Miraculously, wonderfully, genuinely alive. She wasn’t alone anymore. She’d never really been alone.

It made her want to weep. To close the distance between them and wrap her sister in a bone-crushing hug.

Yet she held herself in place. Despite her little smile, this Sophie was not the Sophie she had once been. That much was overwhelmingly obvious. She was hardened, sharp as the blade strapped to her hip. Her arms and shoulders were rippled with muscle. She had wings, for God’s sake.

A light sparkled in Sophie’s eyes, as if she knew what her twin was thinking. Still, she didn’t step forward, either. Instead, she said, “Odin has a strong hypothesis about what made the markings on those trees.” She turned and paced over to the open window, peering outside. “It’s an ancient beast. One that hasn’t been seen in many millennia.”

“Something dangerous?”

“More dangerous than you could know,” Sophie said. “They call it the Fenrir. A wolflike creature, one of Loki’s many ghastly creations, born from a union between the trickster god and a giantess.”

Nerves pinched in Charlie’s belly. A wolflike creature. Exactly like the one she saw prowling down that very street outside.

“I’ve seen it,” she blurted before she could decide not to.

“You’ve…” Sophie turned away from the window, walking back to stand in front of Charlie. “You what?”

“Out there.” Charlie pointed over her shoulder at the street below. “Earlier this week. I saw it walking down the road.”

“Charlie.” Sophie closed the distance between them, grabbing her sister’s shoulders. “You must listen to me very closely. The Fenrir is bloodthirsty and impossibly strong. Above all else, he desires the destruction of the gods. When the gods got wind of what Loki had created, they acted quickly, binding the wolf to a rock with magical chains and gagging it with a sword. It was fated that the Fenrir would remain bound to that rock until the arrival of Ragnarök—the long-foreseen destruction of Asgard.”

“But how—”

“Exactly. If he was chained to a rock, how was he out on the street? How did he make the markings on those trees? How did he steal those children?” Sophie spoke low and fast, the urgency in her voice making Charlie’s heart pound. “If the Fenrir has escaped, it means that Ragnarök has already begun. The end of Asgard draws near.”

“What?” Charlie shook her head, trying so hard to keep up with her sister’s words. “The end of Asgard? Meaning … the end of the entire world? How is a wolf going to destroy the planet?”

“He isn’t.” Sophie dropped her hands, using one to scrub at her forehead. “He is only a pawn in a much larger plan, with a much worse monster—one capable of destroying entire planets. But, if we work fast, there’s a chance we can stop this.”

“How?” Charlie tried to puff herself up, to make herself look as formidable as her sister did. “Tell me what to do.”

“It is rumored,” Sophie said, “that the Fenrir knows the location of the Seal. That he coaxed it out of an injured raven who flew into the cave where he was chained up, offering the healing power of his blood in return for information.”

Goose bumps rose on Charlie’s skin. “And he’s Loki’s son,” she said. “If he gives that information to his father…”

“Exactly.” Sophie nodded gravely. “As far as we know, the Fenrir has not yet passed that information on to Loki. He seems to be playing his own game—to what end, we don’t know.” She fixed Charlie with a hard stare. “But if Elias is searching for the Fenrir, then he’s searching for the location of the Seal. What I need you to do”—she touched the hilt of her sword—“is to find the Fenrir before Elias does.”

“And do what? Wouldn’t seeking out such a bloodthirsty beast be a death wish?”

“Yes,” Sophie said, “but only if you came without something the Fenrir desperately wanted.” Reaching over her shoulder, she unlatched a small leather pouch tied shut with string. She held it out for Charlie to take. “When you find the wolf, you’re not to approach or engage him. Just figure out where he’s made his lair and then get the Hel out of there. And if things take a turn for the worse, you use what’s inside this bag, and then you get the Hel out of there.”

“What is it?” Charlie asked, taking the pouch from Sophie and turning it over in her fingers.

“Feathers from the cloak of the goddess Freyja, imbued with extraordinary magic of protection against supernatural beings. After a lifetime spent chained to a rock, that is what the Fenrir will desire above all else: protection from the power of the gods. The feathers are one of the only things that can provide that.”

Curious, Charlie pulled on the ties of the bag, trying to open it. Sophie reached out and grabbed her fingers, stilling them.

“Don’t,” Sophie warned. “Those feathers are not to be used lightly. Each contains immense power and can only be used once. Don’t open that bag. Not unless you absolutely need to. Trust me.”

Charlie hesitated, studying her sister’s eyes. Then she nodded, setting the pouch on her desk. “I’ll keep it safe.”

“Good. Because, Charlie—” Sophie reached down and took her twin’s hands. Her leather gloves felt soft and worn on Charlie’s skin, as if they’d held many swords in their lifetime. Charlie gripped her hands tightly within her own, a miniature version of the hug she so desperately wanted to give. “The cracks in the Seal are widening. Beasts are slipping through all around the world, out into the human realm. If we don’t act quickly, things will get very bad, very fast.”

“What are you going to do?” Charlie whispered.

“Leave that to us,” Sophie said. “To the Valkyries. You need to focus on finding the Fenrir, saving those kids, and stopping Elias from getting any information on the location of the Seal.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice slightly. “I know it’s a lot to ask of you. But I also know that there’s no one better for the job.”

Charlie shook her head. She hadn’t realized how afraid she was until her sister spoke those words. It was her and a bag of feathers against a mare, a monster, and a trickster god. Could she really do this? Her, a powerless human being?

“I don’t know, Sophie,” she whispered at last. “What if you’re wrong about me?”

Sophie’s eyes softened. She squeezed Charlie’s hands, her grip strong and fierce. “I’m not,” she whispered back. “Do the things that scare you, Charlie. Go into that forest. Find the Fenrir before Elias does. Allow yourself to see, to truly see, all the magic that you now know lives around you. Be brave.” She squeezed her hands again, looking deep into Charlie’s eyes. “Be the girl I always knew you could be.”

Her words plunged deep into Charlie’s chest. They stirred up old feelings, old desires, like stones thrown into a long-empty sea. You were always meant for more, her twin had once whispered, in a dream or in a memory, Charlie still wasn’t sure.

She sensed that their time together was coming to an end. She wanted desperately to grab her sister, to beg her not to go. A foolish part of her imagined that Sophie could fold into their family again. Could heal the grief that had hung over them for the past two years. She could move back into this bedroom, could come to school and sit with her, Lou, and Abigail at lunch; she could be Charlie’s twin sister again. Life would be so easy. So wonderful.

Yet that wasn’t her life anymore. Her life was goblins in the forest, lying mares as homecoming dates, Valkyrie sisters with wings. There was no going back to what used to be. Charlie knew that without having to ask.

With one last smile, Sophie stepped backward, releasing her hands. Charlie’s heart ached at the absence. “Promise me, Charlie,” she said. “Promise me you will carry out this mission.”

Charlie swallowed, barely able to scrape together enough saliva to coat her throat. “I promise,” she said at last.

“Good. There’s just one more thing.” Sophie reached around her waist, extracting a knife from the tangle of weapons on her back. She flipped it around, catching it by the blade and holding out the hilt. “This knife can cut through anything. Concrete, bone, iron—you name it. It’ll go through. But it will never cut its owner. Not even if you stab yourself with it.”

Charlie widened her eyes, closing her hand tentatively around the blade’s hilt. “Are you … giving that to me?”

Sophie nodded, releasing the knife. “It’s yours now. Keep it safe.”

Without another word, her sister turned and leapt up onto the desk, her legs as strong as an Olympian’s. She ducked low, stepping through the open window and out into the night. Sophie turned for one last look at her sister.

“I’m counting on you, Charlie,” said Sophie. As she spoke, her wings unfolded, preparing for flight, and the light Charlie had seen around her earlier began to glow again, getting steadily brighter and brighter. “As is the rest of the world, even if they do not know it.”

The light around her body built to a blinding peak, like a star exploding, and Charlie squeezed her eyes shut and heard the sound of wings flapping against the wind. When she opened her eyes, the night was dark and her sister was gone.
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The show had to go on. Elias might have been a liar, and a manipulator, and hell-bent on destroying the very Seal keeping the human race from falling victim to Loki’s army of horrific beasts meant to bully Odin off his throne, but he was still Charlie’s homecoming date. She had to pretend that nothing had changed. That her sister had never visited. That Sophie hadn’t tasked Charlie with thwarting Elias’s mission at all costs.

Charlie had to be a spy, and she had to do it well.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Last night, the minute her sister had vanished, Charlie’s legs had given out, like bone turning to butter, and she’d slid to the floor, grabbing at the foot of the bed for support. The vätte had hopped down from the duvet and waddled over, plopping himself down on her knee. Shakily, she’d reached out a hand to touch his back. He’d nuzzled his hat into her hand.

Don’t break, she thought over and over. Do not break.

She’d felt the tears coming. Whether happy or sad, she didn’t know, but she knew that she couldn’t let them out. Because when she did, she knew they wouldn’t stop. Two years of repressed emotion would bubble forth, drowning her, filling her lungs with water until she could no longer move. And not moving simply wasn’t an option.

She had a job to do.

As she sat curled up in the library that Saturday morning, laptop shut on blanket-covered legs—not reading a book, not watching videos on close-up magic, not even thinking about what she would do about not having a dress to wear to a dance that was happening that very night—all she could do was plan. Plan how she would act around Elias. What she would say. How she would weasel any information out of him that he had on the Fenrir’s whereabouts. Maybe she could play off what he said he’d figured out about the symbols. Use that as a jumping off point to more targeted questions.

As she planned, another wave of fury began to wash over her. Fury and nausea. Fury that Elias had lied to her, had promised that her friends would come to no harm when his end goal had always been for Loki to break the Seal. Nausea that she had almost fallen for someone who wanted nothing but harm for the people she loved, had even gone so far as to kiss him. The sensations had kept her up all night twisting in her sheets, plotting ways to murder Elias before remembering that she had nowhere near the gut required for killing another human being. Plus, she needed him alive if she wanted to have any chance of locating the missing kids.

Opening her laptop, she went to Google and typed in Ragnarök.

She had done this the night before, too. After Sophie had left. She still had so many questions, so much that she figured her sister could have answered. But without a way to communicate with her, she was stuck reading over the limited—and probably inaccurate—information gathered by humans.

Same as the night before, she clicked on the first website. A wiki page on Nordic mythology that looked just sketchy enough to come from the kind of fanatics that dedicated their lives to these subjects. Once the page loaded, she read:


Ragnarök is the word given to the Asgardian apocalypse—the inevitable future in which Surtur, the oldest of all creatures, would rise and destroy the Norse gods, burning Asgard down with them.

To understand the myth of Ragnarök, one must begin at the beginning: the dawn of time, as described in Norse legend. Unlike Christian lore, which says that the Earth and all things were created by one all-powerful God, Norse mythology surmised that before humans, before gods, before everything … there was only ice and fire. Niflheim, the frozen realm, and Muspelheim, the burning realm. At the very edge of Muspelheim, where frozen mists met powerful light, stood Surtur—the only being to exist before the gods.

He stood there at the beginning of time, and he stands there now. He will stand in that exact spot until he is called forth to fulfill his destiny: Ragnarök, the end of Asgard and all the beings that inhabit it.



She turned to look out the window. The morning was brisk, the September air finally starting to cool down for fall. The words from the article played on a loop in her head: Ragnarök, the end of Asgard and all the beings that inhabit it.

If the Fenrir was responsible for the beginning of Ragnarök, as Sophie had said, but there was “a much worse monster” to come … she must have been referring to Surtur. The fire creature, fated to destroy Asgard and the gods along with it. And if the internet was at all accurate, then Loki planned to fight alongside Surtur. To kill Odin and the other gods, taking Asgard down with him.

What he planned to do after that, she could only guess at—take up residence in one of the other seven realms? Build his own kingdom, his own species to rule over? Charlie didn’t know, but one thing was clear: Loki didn’t just plan to break the Seal on Earth; once humans were no longer protected from Asgardian magic, he would invite Surtur into the realm, guaranteeing its destruction.

No wonder the Valkyries were so desperate to keep the Seal in place.

As she stared out the window, three of the rocks leading to her front steps stood up and walked away. Charlie blinked twice before realizing that the rocks themselves were not walking; they merely sat on the backs of three small creatures, like shells on tortoises. The creatures were small and stooped beneath the weight of the rocks. Their bodies were the color of mud and grass. Stray leaves stuck to their arms and legs.

Charlie watched the little creatures run in circles and wished she knew what they were called. Elias would know. She could text him, pull up the contact still labeled God of Fornication, but every time she reached for her phone, which rested on the table under the window, she hesitated. She was going to see him later that day, wasn’t she? And that would already be so difficult. She would be putting on a show, pretending they were still friends when really, they sat on opposite sides of a war. Was it better to put off talking to him until the last minute, or would it be more believable if she texted him now?

As Charlie sat, hand hovering awkwardly over her phone, the door to the library creaked open. In scuttled the vätte, his arms sticking out at his sides.

“What is it?” Charlie asked, sitting up in her chair.

The vätte pointed at the open door.

“You want me to come with you?”

He nodded.

“Well, what is it?” she asked, grabbing her phone finally, standing up, and crossing the room. She opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. “Did something happen? I thought you were—”

“Who are you talking to?”

Charlie froze, hand on the doorknob as she shut the library door behind her. Slowly, she turned to find her mom standing at the top of the stairs, a cardboard box under one arm, head tilted in confusion.

“Um.” She looked down at the vätte, who only skittered behind her legs, even though her mother couldn’t see him. Her eyes flitted back up to her mom. “Just … myself. Going through a list of things I need to do to get ready for tonight.”

“Uh-huh.” Her mom narrowed her eyes but said nothing else on the matter. “Anything I can help you with?”

“Nope,” Charlie said too cheerfully. “Lou and Abigail will be here in a couple of hours. We’re all getting ready together.”

“I see.” Her mother watched her for a few more moments before adjusting her arms, holding out the box. “This came for you.”

“For me?” Charlie stepped tentatively forward, eyeing the box for a shipping label. She didn’t see one, but up close, the box was not as simple as she’d originally thought. What she saw as cardboard was actually a soft, slightly sparkling velvet material in dark gray. “Who’s it from?”

“No idea.” Her mom shrugged. “Someone rang the doorbell, and when I answered, I found this sitting on the front step with this”—she reached into her back pocket and pulled out a small black envelope; across its front, CHARLOTTE HUDSON was scrawled in silver Sharpie—“sitting on top.”

Charlie took the envelope, studying the handwriting. She didn’t recognize it, but she had a strong feeling about who it came from. Someone with a penchant for theatrics and mystery.

When she looked up, her mother’s eyebrows were raised.

“Don’t ask,” said Charlie, holding out a hand for the box.

Her mom handed it over with a knowing smile. “Wasn’t going to.”

Back in the safety of her bedroom, the vätte ran little circles around her legs as she set the box down on her bed. Tentatively, she lifted its lid, half-certain that a pair of goblins would leap out—Elias’s idea of a hilarious prank. But when she got the lid all the way off, what she found was not a living creature.

It was a dress.

At first, she thought she had seen it before, perhaps in the local boutique or online. Its design was intensely familiar: airy black chiffon embroidered with silver beads. She slid her fingers under the fabric, soft and flowing like the waves of Lake Michigan, and lifted it from the box. It fluttered open. The hem fell to about her thigh, with some fringe at the bottom. The straps were an inch or two wide, with the neckline dipping low and deep. To the untrained eye, it probably looked indistinguishable from the flapper dresses of the 1920s. But as Charlie ran her hands down its sides, she felt the one thing that set it apart: pockets. Pockets at the waist. Pockets beneath the armpits. Pockets just above the backside. Hidden pockets, the seams too subtle to spot with the naked eye.

This was no simple flapper dress; it was the dress of a magician.

Charlie knew then why she thought she had seen it before. It reminded her of the old videos she’d watched of Dorothy Dietrich, resplendent in her sparkling gowns, holding captive the attention of the audience. The first woman to perform the bullet catch. The first person to re-create Houdini’s legendary burning-rope straitjacket escape.

Charlie brushed her fingers over the beading.

She loved it.

“Damn you, Elias,” she muttered, draping the dress over her shoulder and walking to the closet to pick out a pair of shoes to match.



“Thank God Colin came through with an after-party,” Lou said, blinking slowly onto her mascara brush. “Apparently, his dad is just going to look the other way when the vodka comes out.”

“Sounds like great parenting,” Abigail grumbled, fishing around for something in her pink makeup bag.

They were spread out on Charlie’s bedroom floor—makeup bags, brushes, palettes, mascara, lipstick, and the tiny round mirrors that Charlie kept in her closet for exactly this purpose. It was just the three of them, as usual, wearing tank tops and shorts, yet to put on their dresses. They were scheduled to meet their dates out on the front lawn in fifteen minutes for pictures before they left for the dance.

“It is good parenting,” Lou said. “Better for your kids to drink under the safety of your roof than in some parking lot somewhere.”

“A parking lot?” Abigail asked, aghast. “Was that seriously in the running?”

Before Lou could answer, the door to Charlie’s bedroom swung open. In walked Mason, shirt unbuttoned, no tie, blue Gatorade bottle dangling from one hand.

“Evening, ladies,” he said, swishing his hips as he swaggered into the room. “What are we talking about?”

“A small town in Kentucky called Nunya,” Lou said.

Mason flopped down onto Charlie’s bed, his socked feet dangling off the edge. His brow crinkled. “Nunya?”

“Yeah,” said Abigail without missing a beat. “Nunya business, asshole.”

“Oof.” Mason pressed a hand to his chest. “You wound me. Especially when I so considerately brought you ladies electrolytes to help you stock up for the drinkathon tonight.” He held up the Gatorade bottle, shaking it suggestively.

“Abigail!” called Charlie and Mason’s mom from downstairs. “Your date is here!”

“Ope.” Abigail jammed a lip gloss tube back into her makeup bag. “Better get my dress on. See you in a minute.” She picked up her lavender gown and disappeared into the bathroom.

“So.” Mason rolled over onto his side, propping his head up on his hand. “What did my gorgeous date choose to wear tonight?”

“Like you care,” said Lou without even looking up from the mirror on the floor.

“Of course I care,” said Mason, feigning offense. “I need to know which of my three ties to wear.”

Lou pursed her lips to apply color. “You can wear whatever you want as long as that hideous flamingo tie doesn’t make an appearance.”

“Aw.” Mason laid a hand over his heart. “You have my wardrobe memorized?”

Quick as a blink, Lou spun around and lobbed her makeup bag at Mason’s head. He ducked, barely avoiding the slew of brushes and powders that exploded outward, falling all over the bed and floor.

As Mason and Lou continued to argue about nothing, Charlie wandered over to look out her bedroom window. She leaned against the wall, setting her head on the window frame, and stared at the empty spot on the roof where, just last night, her sister had landed.

It still didn’t feel real. Too many things had happened too quickly in the last week, barely leaving Charlie enough time to process them. She had spent two years mourning a sister that never died. What was she supposed to do with all of that grief? Tuck it away? Destroy it? Pretend it never happened? That would be impossible. What’s more, she didn’t really have her sister back. She merely had the knowledge that her sister was alive and working on behalf of a god. It was a comfort, to be certain, but it left her with just as much confusion as relief.

As if sensing Charlie’s sadness, the vätte, who had been sunning himself in a patch of warmth on the carpet, waddled over to where Charlie stood. He nuzzled his hat against her ankle. She smiled absently at the comfort.

Eventually, Lou’s voice wiggled into her conscious. “Charlie?” she asked. “Did you hear me?”

Blinking, Charlie turned away from the window. When she looked over, Lou and Abigail were both already in their dresses and heels, Mason no longer in the room. Geez. Had she really zoned out for that long?

“Hear what?” she asked.

“I was just saying”—Lou’s tone was uncharacteristically soft and wistful—“that I wished Sophie were here. That she should be taking pictures with us downstairs.” A small smile. “She would have lost her mind if she knew I was going with Mason.”

Charlie forced a laugh, but it was stilted, uncomfortable. In her chest, her heart squeezed painfully. How was she supposed to do this? To sit on the knowledge that her sister was not only alive but had become something inhuman, something strong and fierce and magical? It was cruel. It was wrong. They deserved to know the truth.

But she couldn’t give it to them. Not if she wanted to keep them safe.

“Anyway.” Lou patted her hands to her legs. “Elias will be here any minute. You should put your dress on.”

“Right.” Charlie nodded, trying to bring herself back to the present moment. “Right. The dress.” She scooped it up from where it was laid out on the bed and carried it over to the bathroom. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

Lou and Abigail exchanged an unreadable look, then nodded and walked out the bedroom door.

Inside the bathroom, Charlie slipped on the shimmering black dress. It fell down her body, hanging almost to her knees but not quite touching. The intricate beadwork shimmered under the bathroom lights. Her wavy dark hair, usually loose and unkempt, had been tamed into an updo by Abigail, with two strands of hair dangling on either side of her face. Her eyes were rimmed with black, her lashes long and lush. Lou had done something with her eye shadow that gave the lids a smokey look. Paired with chunky black boots and the flapper-like dress, Charlie felt beautiful. Not in a traditional, pink-and-pearls type of way, but with mystery, with danger, in a darker undertone that she never imagined would suit her so well.

She had only a few additions to make. Pulling open the drawer beneath her bathroom sink, she rattled around until she found her lucky deck of cards, which she slipped into the pocket under her arm. Then she shut the drawer and opened the cabinets below it. At the very back of the sink, jammed up beneath the pipes, was the knife and pouch of feathers that Sophie had given her, wrapped up in five different hand towels. Charlie unraveled them until the leather pouch fell to the floor and the knife’s shining silver blade flashed under the bathroom lights.

She handled the blade gingerly, even knowing what Sophie had said about it never slicing its owner. With a shaking hand, she held the knife out, tip pointed down. She uncurled her left fist. Then she pressed the knife into her skin. It went against every instinct in her body, every sense of self-preservation, but she did it anyway. And she pressed hard, actively trying to draw blood.

Nothing. Not even a drop. Even though the knife looked deadly sharp, it felt, on her skin, like the blade was rubber.

Slightly comforted, she pulled open the longest trick pocket—one at her waist—and slid the knife inside. Then she picked up the pouch from the floor and tucked it into the pocket just above her backside.

Once everything was in place, she walked out of the bathroom and into the hallway.

As she approached the landing, voices drifted up the stairs from the front hall. She heard Abigail talking rapidly, Lou and Mason arguing over a corsage, parents mingling and admiring each other’s iPhone cameras.

“… and even the selfie camera has autofocus,” she heard her mother explaining to whatever hapless victim was listening. “I especially like the forty-eight MP sensors. I swear I can see every wrinkle on my middle-aged face.”

To Charlie’s surprise, it wasn’t a fellow parent who answered. It was Elias.

“What wrinkles?” he asked. “You don’t look a day over thirty, Mrs. Hudson.”

Charlie heard her mother’s familiar laughter. “Oh, you’re just trying to get me to approve of you taking out my daughter.”

Shuffling across the carpeted hallway, Charlie peered over the banister to see the people gathered below. Lou and Mason stood by the grandfather clock, Lou’s mother trying to prevent Lou from stabbing Charlie’s brother with the boutonniere pin. Abigail and Bex were clustered with their parents, sliding corsages onto each other’s wrists and shooting each other shy smiles. And right at the foot of the staircase—Elias, talking to her mom.

“Am I that transparent?” Elias asked her mom with a grin.

Charlie took a step back from the bannister, then another, until she was pressed up against the wall, well out of sight of the people gathered below. She let out a long exhale. This was it. The beginning of her charade. She knew her mission: extract any possible information from Elias on the whereabouts of the Fenrir monster without making him suspicious. It shouldn’t be too hard, right? He already believed they were on the same side, working toward the same goal. She just needed to make sure he continued to believe so.

As she stood with her back to the wall, taking small breaths in and out of her nose, she felt another wave of fury wash over her. It was the same rage she had felt in the library, only more focused, more acute. How dare he stand down there, chatting amicably with her mother as if he weren’t plotting her doom. How dare he spread his charm around to every human he met, each one unaware of the horror he would bring down upon them.

Pretending not to hate him was going to be more difficult than she expected.

While she gathered the courage to go downstairs, she heard a squeak by her bedroom door. She looked over to find the vätte waddling out, clearly offended at having been left behind. He made a beeline across the carpet, then came to a stop beside her legs. He planted himself firmly on the floor. If his arms were long enough to cross stubbornly, she was fairly certain he would have done so.

“Do not make me regret letting you come,” she whispered to him. Then, with one final breath out, she peeled herself off the wall and began descending the stairs. The vätte squeaked and bounced along behind her.

Her friends continued to mingle and joke, completely oblivious to the nerves radiating off Charlie. But Elias, midconversation with her mother, now talking about his childhood spent moving from place to place, seemed to sense her immediately. His eyes darted from her mother to her. It was clearly meant to be only a glance, but he did a double take, stopping midsentence to properly take her in.

As Charlie stepped carefully down the staircase, Elias’s face, which had been smiling not a moment before, shifted. His eyes widened, his lips dropping to a subtle part. He looked as if he wanted to say something, that the words were right on the tip of his tongue, but the nonexistent wind snatched them away at the very last second. It was disconcerting, how tightly he focused on her. His eyes followed her all the way down the staircase, sweeping her body, coming to rest alternately on her face, her hair, her bust, the exposed skin of her shins. It was too much. It made Charlie’s skin sear—even knowing what Elias wanted to do, even with all of that hate burning deep in her heart … she couldn’t deny the fire that lit within her whenever he looked at her. Couldn’t deny the attraction between them—no matter how badly she wanted to.

When she reached the bottom of the staircase, Elias seemed to snap out of a trance. He blinked twice, shaking himself lightly before pasting his usual relaxed smile onto his lips. He lifted an arm, offering it to Charlie. Down at her feet, the vätte ran into her ankles and squawked.

Charlie pretended not to notice Elias’s arm, instead turning to face her mom.

“Mom,” she said.

“Oh, honey.” Her mom clutched the boutonniere that Charlie had purchased from the local grocery store to her breast. “You look stunning.”

“Let’s not downplay things, Mrs. Hudson,” said Elias. “Charlotte looks magnificent.”

“No need for the formalities, dear,” said her mom. “You can call me Trish.”

Elias beamed. “Trish it is.”

“Glad to see you two are bonding,” said Charlie, since she had no idea what else to say. She grabbed the boutonniere from her mom and shook its plastic case in front of Elias. “Ready for me to pin you, date?”

“I would love to be pinned by you, Charlotte,” Elias said in a way that nearly crossed the line between innocent and entirely indecent.

She did her best to avoid his gaze as she pressed the boutonniere’s stem to his jacket. The warmth of Elias’s skin, buried beneath a shirt and jacket, still seeped into her fingers as she slipped the pin through the black fabric, securing its place above his pocket.

A pair of hands clapped Charlie’s shoulders, startling her and making her fingers fumble. Luckily, the pin was already in place, and the flowers held fast.

“Well.” Mason squeezed Charlie’s shoulders. “Now that all the dull chitchat is out of the way, shall we get this show on the road?”

“Not yet!” Their mom waved her iPhone in the air. “We need a few pictures before you all head out.”

They all groaned but obediently filed out the front door, onto the porch. The parents trekked down the stairs to take their positions on the grass below, phones held aloft. All the kids lined up on the porch, standing diagonally with their backs to their dates—girls in front, boys in back. Except Abigail, who maneuvered to the back so that Bex could stand in front.

Charlie stood with a good inch between her back and Elias’s front.

“What’s the matter?” Elias whispered in her ear, low enough that no one else could hear. “You feeling shy?”

“I don’t need to be pressed right up to you for the picture to be good.”

“You had no problem with touching me last night.”

Charlie shivered, trying to squash the memory before it could do away with her good sense. “One lapse in judgment doesn’t mean I’ve done away with my sanity entirely.”

“Are you saying that I mess with your sanity?” His breath blew cool through the hair hanging beside her neck. “I’ll take that as a compliment, Charlotte.”

She sighed. Then, just to prove a point, she inched backward until her backside rested against his pelvis, pointedly ignoring the shocks that whizzed up into her stomach as she did so. “There,” she whispered. “Happy?”

Elias brought his arms around her sides, resting his palms on her hips. He squeezed once, and she had to hold back a startled gasp.

“Thrilled,” he whispered back.

“Look down here!” yelled Charlie’s mom, waving her hand as if there were some way they could possibly miss her.

Charlie leaned into Elias, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes—he must have been regulating again, because he wasn’t so hot that she needed to jump away—and gritted her teeth, pasting a smile onto her face, even as a deep sense of dread began to simmer just below her belly.
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The gym was all done up in stars and twinkling lights. Black paper covered the walls, as if to hide that they were inside the room where they usually played dodgeball. Speakers had been set up on a makeshift stage, playing loud pop music spun by a DJ that Charlie thought she recognized as a cashier at the local supermarket. Tables covered in sparkling cloths were scattered throughout the edges of the space. The center of the room was wide open and already filled with a crowd of dancing couples.

“Let’s go, date,” said Lou, grabbing Mason’s hand and leading him toward the dance floor. “I’m ready to let my hair down.”

Despite being dragged, Mason appeared perfectly happy to be holding Lou’s hand.

“Should we get some punch?” Abigail asked Bex. “I’m parched.”

Bex nodded shyly, then followed Abigail over to the refreshment table. The vätte, who had ridden on the floor of the Bronco as they drove to the event, skittered out from under Charlie’s legs and made a beeline for the bleachers, where he could waddle up and get a good view of the whole dance.

Which only left Charlie and Elias.

“Just as I thought,” Elias said, folding his hands behind his back as he surveyed the space. “Absolutely awful. Not a single severed head in sight.”

Charlie shot him a bewildered look.

“Everyone in this room is too…” He made a face of disgust. “Happy. Absolutely no one is afraid. I’m nearly as weak as you are right now.”

She rolled her eyes. “God forbid.”

“Should we dance?” He gestured to the bodies bouncing up and down in the center of the room. “Or would you rather drink some watered-down fruit juice that someone has probably already spiked with vodka?”

Charlie surveyed the gym, weighing the possibilities. She needed to speak privately with Elias, and none of the options presented by the gym were particularly promising: jumping around to loud music, clustering together with the crowd around the punch bowl, getting in line for the photo booth, or sitting at one of the sparkling tables, most of which had two or three people already sitting at them. She could lead Elias over to the bleachers, but he would no doubt be suspicious of why she wanted to sit outside of the action, as far away from her friends as possible.

She couldn’t suggest anything without being too obvious. Charlie would have to bide her time, waiting for an opportunity to present itself.

Turning to Elias, she held out a hand. “Dance?”

A smile slid onto his face and he took her hand, gesturing toward the crowd. “After you.”

She pulled Elias out onto the dance floor, stopping a good ten or fifteen feet away from Lou and Mason. When Lou spotted Charlie, she tried to wave her over, but Charlie shook her head. Lou gave a pleading face, jerking her head at Mason, who was flailing his body around like a wet rag. Charlie just smiled and shook her head again. Lou might pretend that she was here as Mason’s date against her will, but Charlie had a feeling her best friend secretly thrilled at her brother’s attention. Tonight was the perfect night to give Lou a chance to realize that.

“So,” Elias said, stepping back and forth as he bobbed his head to the poppy-techno song that was playing. “Lou and Mason, huh?”

“They’ve been at each other’s throats for as long as I can remember,” Charlie said with a small smile.

“Ahhh.” He nodded, holding out a hand. “Perfect fodder for a romance novel.”

“I wouldn’t know.” She took his hand, allowing herself to be spun in a circle. His skin was a nice, warm temperature, like paper fresh out of a printer. It made her want to press his palm to her cheek. “My mom is always trying to get me to read them, but they’re not really my thing.”

“Of course not.” He spun her to face him, catching her other hand in the crook of his palm. “So. What do you think of the dress?”

She let him lead her around, their steps lively on the wooden gym floor. “I wish I could say that I hated it, but to be honest, it’s beautiful. It reminds me of the outfits that Dorothy Dietrich used to wear.”

“Who’s that?” Elias asked.

“One of the most famous female magicians ever. I’m a little bit obsessed with her. With figuring out how she pulled off her tricks.”

“Obsessed, eh?” He raised an eyebrow, which made the word feel oddly suggestive. “Do you have a favorite?”

“Have you heard of the bullet catch?”

He raised one arm, signaling for Charlie to spin underneath. “Can’t say I have.”

She obliged, spinning in a tight circle. He caught her at the other end, dipping her slightly. “It’s an incredibly dangerous trick. One that has only been attempted by a few magicians, including my personal favorite, Dorothy Dietrich.” Elias raised her back to standing. “Someone fires a gun directly at the magician, and they catch the bullet between their teeth.”

“But that’s impossible,” he said. “The gun must be empty. And then they have the bullet already in their mouth.”

Charlie shook her head. “That’s the thing. Some magicians even set up glass in between the gun and themselves, so you know the bullet went through.”

“How do they do it, then?”

She eyed him slyly. “A magician never reveals their secrets.”

He looked delighted. “Then you do know how they do it.”

“I have my theories.”

Elias hummed with satisfaction. “Of course you do.”

They fell quiet then, spinning and dipping to the pounding music. Charlie tried to keep her attention on her feet, but the whole time she felt Elias watching her. Studying her. Looking for what, she wasn’t sure.

At last, he broke the silence between them. “You really don’t like romance novels?” he asked. “Not even the ones where the bad boy falls head over heels for the golden girl?”

She looked up at him, narrowing her eyes. “This wouldn’t be a targeted question, would it?”

“Not at all,” he said. “It has nothing to do with the kissing. Or how you seemed to like it. A lot, if we’re being honest he—”

Charlie stepped purposely on his foot.

“Ouch,” said Elias, pouting. “That would hurt a lot if I weren’t a supernatural night-dwelling fear-eater.”

She raised her eyebrows, glancing around the room. “That’s awfully brazen of you to say right in the middle of a crowded room.”

“Oh, please.” He rolled his eyes. “This music is so loud I can barely hear myself think.”

As if in response to Elias’s complaint, the song ended, transitioning to a slower tune. Softer, acoustic. Elias slid his hand lower on her back and pulled her in until her cheek rested on his chest.

Charlie felt her pulse beating in her throat.

“We have an audience,” he whispered against her hair.

She tilted her head back and shot him a questioning look. He nodded over to the bleachers, where the vätte sat in the very last row. When he saw Charlie looking, he waved one little arm frantically back and forth. Charlie smiled and gave a small wave back.

“He’s quite attached to you,” Elias said. “You really haven’t given him a name?”

“It’s not my place,” Charlie said, settling her cheek onto Elias’s chest. She would never admit to how good it felt resting there. “For all I know, that little guy had a mother and father who gave him a name a long time ago.”

“That’s not the way of the vätte.” He turned their bodies in a slow circle, their feet rocking back and forth in time. “The vätte are abandoned by their parents shortly after birth. It is not in their nature to raise their young; they’re born with the sole purpose of finding a human companion.”

Charlie’s eyes flickered over to the little vätte, who was now waddling across the bleachers, likely in search of stray food. Thinking of him being abandoned by his parents did something funny to her chest. “But why?”

“It’s just the way of things,” Elias said. “Before there was a Seal, humans and vätte were very close. The vätte would seek out someone brave and pure of heart to protect them. In turn, they offered to assist the human however they could, using their supernatural abilities.”

“You mean the vätte have actual powers?” Charlie asked, surprised. “Besides just being unbearably cute?”

Elias laughed softly in her ear. “They do. Vätte are remarkably fast for their size. And strong and nimble. But they’re such solitary creatures that almost no one knows the full extent of their power. We do know, however, that they have a special tether to their human companion, which enables them to know whenever the human is in danger. And vice versa.”

“A tether? But I’ve never felt any sort of connection to him.”

“That’s because you haven’t named him. The bond isn’t official.”

“Hmm,” Charlie said, going quiet as Elias pulled her closer. They moved slowly to the music, any space between them seeming to disappear. Longing stirred, low and tight in her belly. She squeezed her eyes shut. She needed to stop this. The longer they were pressed together, the more she was losing her senses. Losing sight of why she was really here. What she needed to do.

They had at least half a song left. That was enough time to plant the seed.

She opened her eyes and cleared her throat. “Speaking of supernatural creatures,” she said, a half-baked attempt at a logical segue, “where are we at with the investigation?”

Elias sighed. “You are such a workhorse, Charlotte. Can’t we take the weekend off?”

“Obviously not, Elias,” she said. “Every day that we delay, those kids are stuck God only knows where. Probably even dead.”

“Exactly,” he said cheerily. “If they’re dead, it won’t matter when we find them, will it?”

“Elias,” she said, chastising.

“Mmm.” His fingers ran up and down her back, leaving behind little trails of sparks and shivers in their wake. “I love when you say my name like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you could take a bite of it and swallow it whole.”

“I’m serious, Elias.” She bent her head back, looking up into his green eyes.

His pupils moved over her face. “As am I.”

“You said you had information that could help our search,” she said, trying to ignore the heat radiating from his gaze. “Why not just tell me? The more minds we put to it, the better.”

Slowly, like doors inching shut, his eyes narrowed. “Why are you so desperate to know?”

Shit. “I’m not,” she said quickly. “I just don’t like being kept in the dark. And you promised you would tell me.”

His eyes narrowed further. “I’m not keeping you in the dark. I’m holding on to the information until I can share it with you in a more private setting. I mean, here?” He glanced around the crowded gymnasium. “Now? What can you possibly do while we’re at a school dance?”

Sweat began to bead on Charlie’s neck. “Right. No. Of course. It was a stupid question. I just…” Stop pushing, a voice in her head whispered. Pull back. Yet all she could see was the dire necessity in her sister’s eyes, the weight in her tone as she asked Charlie to do this for her. “Why didn’t you tell me back at your house?” she asked. “When I was—”

“When you were in my bed?” he filled in. “That’s what you were going to say, right? When you were nearly dying from your draugar wounds, and then I kissed you, and you kissed me back like you were desperate for it? Like you would die if I let you go?”

“I didn’t—”

“No, Charlie,” he said. “I didn’t tell you then. I had a few other things on my mind.”

His words did something funny to her stomach, like ripples of tension flowing steadily outward. I had a few other things on my mind.

No, Charlie chastised herself. Now was not the time to get sucked into this strange attraction between them. Now was the time to focus. To get the information she needed without setting off any alarm bells in his head.

And just like that, she had an idea.

Exhaling, preparing herself for the show she needed to put on, Charlie lifted her arms and wrapped them around Elias’s neck. Elias went stiff, his eyes widening. She smiled wryly up at him. The fingers of her right hand toyed with his hair.

“Let’s talk about something else,” she said.

“What—” He cleared his throat. “What did you have in mind?”

“Well, your dancing skills, for one,” she teased. “I must admit I expected more.”

A devilish smile lit up Elias’s face, and before Charlie knew what was happening, he had swept her off the floor, tossing her into the air and spinning her in a full circle before she came back down, landing with his arms wrapped around her. She laughed breathlessly, clinging to his shoulders.

“Where on earth did you learn to do that?” she asked.

“There’s plenty about me that you don’t know,” Elias said as he spun her into his arm, dipping her low. “Plenty that would surprise you.” Then, just as the acoustic song ended, Elias unrolled Charlie. He grabbed her beneath her shoulders, raised her into the air, and swung her to either side of him, her legs dipping past his body like a pendulum. She couldn’t help it; she squealed with childish delight. The sound echoed through the quiet murmurs of the gym.

When he finally set her onto her feet, she was beaming up at him. A real smile, not the pretend flirtation she had smeared onto her face moments before. The next song started, another upbeat pop song. The couples split away from each other, melding back into chaotic groups again.

“Now that was a dance,” Charlie said, and she meant every word.

Elias smiled down at her, still holding her in his grip. Her hands rested on his chest, her head tilted backward to look straight up at him. They were the only ones not dancing. They stood, pressed together like two lovers hiding beneath an umbrella in a heavy rain. His eyes scanned her face, searching for something—she couldn’t say what. They traced her eyelashes, her cheekbones, the ridge of her nose and down to her lips, where they lingered, as if transfixed.

This was her moment. Her chance to exploit the desire burning in his gaze.

She pushed up onto her toes and kissed him.

Elias’s lips were gentle. As they pressed to hers, she realized that she had never kissed him before. Not in his human form. The kiss they’d shared the night before had been between shadow and skin. This was different. It was raw, skin on skin. She could feel the weight of his body below her palms, could taste the ChapStick he’d applied on the ride over. She wasn’t sure if it was because they were in public this time—in the middle of a dance floor filled with other students—or if Elias didn’t feel as confident when he wasn’t in mare form, but whatever the reason, his kiss felt softer this time. Quiet, more reserved. As if he wasn’t even sure why Charlie was kissing him in the first place.

Panicked, fearful that he wasn’t buying her act, Charlie pushed up even higher on her toes and raised her hands to cup his head, pressing her lips more urgently to his. Elias froze beneath her touch. For a moment, she thought he might even take a step backward.

Then he grabbed her around the waist and dove into the kiss like a shark tasting blood-infested waters.

Charlie gasped as he lifted her from the floor, pulling her body in until she was flush against his chest and torso. Her toes dangled several inches off the floor. She had an unhinged desire to wrap her legs around his waist, even though they were completely surrounded by students and chaperones, teachers serving punch from a giant glass bowl. For one flash of insanity, she didn’t care. She didn’t care about her mission, her dignity—anything. All she wanted was him.

It couldn’t last. Like lightning splicing open a tree trunk, Charlie’s senses crashed back down upon her. She was not here to kiss Elias, no matter how good it felt. She was here to get information out of him. She was here to betray him, because he had betrayed her first.

With a breathless inhale, Charlie broke away. She tried on a sheepish smile, hoping it would hide any of the nerves now bubbling in her stomach. Elias blinked blindly at her, as if he couldn’t even remember where he was. His hooded eyes followed her lips as she untangled herself from his grasp, sliding back down to the floor.

She had to play this exactly right.

When her toes touched the ground, she glanced over her shoulder at the gym door. “Should we…” She looked back at Elias. “Maybe go find somewhere more private?”

Elias’s eyes flickered with doubt. For one breathless moment, Charlie thought he was going to say no. To reject her, or else call her out on what she was doing—taking advantage of the unspoken connection between them.

But then the doubt cleared from his eyes, and they filled with a smoldering intensity so certain that it scared Charlie a little bit.

“Yes,” he said, releasing his hold on her hips. “Yes, let’s do that.” He glanced around at where Lou and Mason were dancing, a few dozen feet away. “Let me just tell them that we’re stepping away for a minute.”

Before Charlie could reply, he turned and wound through the crowd. She watched as he ducked between friends and couples, making his way to Lou and Mason. When he reached them, he whispered something in Mason’s ear. Her brother nodded, then turned around and wove toward the punch bowl. Once he was gone, Elias placed a hand on Lou’s shoulder, leaning in to speak directly to her. She couldn’t see Lou’s face, but she thought her best friend was nodding. With a final squeeze of Lou’s shoulder, Elias turned and worked his way back toward Charlie.

“What did you—” she started to ask, but Elias took her hand and yanked her through the crowd. He didn’t even glance at her. Just tugged her along, eyes intent on the gym door.

“Elias,” she said, stumbling along behind him. “Elias. Where are we—”

The minute they exited the gym, Elias spun her around and pressed her back to a row of lockers. She inhaled, caught between fear and thrill. The lockers clattered behind her. Elias hovered above her, one hand cupping the skin between her neck and collarbone.

“Ask me now,” he whispered.

“What?” she asked, head spinning. What was going on? She couldn’t tell if Elias was angry, suspicious, or just intent with desire.

“Ask me.” He leaned closer. “What you wanted to ask in the gym. Ask me now.”

“I…” Her voice faltered. What I wanted to ask him back in the gym. The investigation. Yes. Sophie’s task for her. She couldn’t lose sight of why she was really here, no matter how distracting Elias’s behavior was. She swallowed, steadying her gaze on his. Whispering, she asked, “What was that wolf creature you told me to look out for?”

She knew it was a mistake as soon as the words left her lips. Elias withdrew immediately, straightening to his full height and dropping his hand from her neck.

“I knew it,” he said, shaking his head.

“Knew wh-what?” Charlie asked, head still spinning.

Instead of responding, he grabbed her hand again and dragged her down the hallway. His grip was stronger than before, his movements jerkier. There was no tenderness left in his touch. She tried to yank her arm away, but his hold stayed firm. She always forgot how impossibly strong he was. His fingers were like metal clamps.

“Elias,” she said, beginning to panic, “I—”

Then, as abruptly as he started to walk, he stopped, spinning her body around and pulling her into a darkened classroom. He slammed the door behind them and thrust Charlie forward so hard that she tripped and fell to the ground. She grunted when she hit the floor, its cold tiles unforgiving beneath her. When she looked up, it was just in time to see Elias lock the door, flick on the lights, and lower the blinds.

“What are you—” she started, but then she glanced over her shoulder and realized that someone was there. Someone was standing in the corner of the classroom, just to the left of the door. Someone Charlie hadn’t noticed when she first walked in.

Lou.
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Charlie started to stand.

“Don’t,” Elias said, holding up a threatening hand.

She froze on the floor. Her eyes darted between Elias and Lou. She waited for her friend to do something, to lash out at Elias, try to save them. But she just remained in the corner of the classroom, back ramrod straight, staring dully forward, as if she didn’t see anything at all.

“Lou?” Charlie whispered.

“She can’t hear you,” Elias said.

Charlie’s gaze shot back to him. “What?”

“That is to say, she can,” he said, folding his hands behind his back, “but she won’t listen. She only listens to me now.”

Lou reacted to none of this. She only stood at attention, like a soldier awaiting commands.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie asked. She looked around the room, checking to see if anyone else was there. Wherever Lou was, Abigail usually was too—and vice versa. But the rest of the classroom was empty. “Where’s Abigail?”

“Oh, your dear Abigail has been glued to her date, Bex, all night. I wanted to take both her and Lou, but…” Elias shrugged. “A boy has to make do with what he can get. As to your first question…” He strolled toward Lou, doing a small circle around her standing body. “We mares have a couple of fun tricks up our sleeves. Turning to shadow, manipulating our shadows as weapons, giving people nightmares … but there’s possession, too.”

“There’s what?”

“It’s quite simple, really.” Elias paused behind Lou, laying a pale hand on her shoulder. “All I have to do is make contact with a human body and speak the words of possession. The shadows within me do the rest. It’s just another form of dream-giving, really. Think of your friend as … as sleepwalking.” He shrugged. “Only, I’m in charge of what she does while she sleeps.”

Charlie shifted her gaze to Lou’s slackened face, fresh horror washing through her. “You’re … mind-controlling her?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“That’s disgusting.” She tried to stand, but Elias shot her a warning look. She sank back to the floor, desperately wishing she could go to her friend. “Did you—” Her eyes widened with realization. “Have you ever done that to me?”

“You’re thinking of when you kissed me last night?” A vindictive gleam shone in his gaze. “No, Charlotte. That was all you.” He pivoted, returning to stand in front of the door. “Though, I must say, I’m impressed with your strategy tonight. Another kiss to distract me from how you were so obviously prying for information? A classic. One I’ve used myself more than a handful of times.” When he faced her, his expression was stony. “Though, I must say—I never expected it from you.”

“Why?” she spat. “Because I’m too weak for something like that? Too spineless?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I have never called you spineless, Charlotte. And I never will.”

“Then what did you mean?”

Instead of answering, Elias sighed. “I really hoped it wouldn’t come to this, you know. I thought we could have a mutually beneficial partnership, and—”

“Right,” Charlie said. “A mutually beneficial partnership in which you lie to me about your motives, threaten me into cooperation, and then use me to help you find the one creature that can ensure the destruction of every single human being I care about.”

“That right there—” Elias paced forward, one hand still behind his back, the other wagging a finger at her. “That’s exactly what I don’t understand. You’re not supposed to know about my true motives for trying to find the Fenrir. You’re not even supposed to know what the Fenrir is. Which means that you’re either craftier than I expected, or—” He tilted his head, studying Charlie. Then, like two candles suddenly bursting into flame, his eyes lit up. “Your sister paid you a visit, didn’t she?”

Charlie didn’t think she could feel any more betrayed by the boy standing in front of her.

She was wrong.

“You—” Her lips quivered traitorously. “You knew? All this time—you knew she was alive?”

“Of course I knew,” he spat. “She’s a Valkyrie, those stuck-up, high-and-mighty bird women. Odin’s favorites. Everyone knows the Valkyries.”

For some reason, this deception more than anything else … this deception hurt worst of all. That this boy, whom she had kissed, whom she’d confided in, had known all along that her sister was alive but had never told her. Had just watched her suffer and done nothing.

“You bastard.” She pushed herself off the floor, ignoring the warning look Elias gave her. With no strategy—no thoughts at all, really, just pure, unfiltered anger—she charged. Barreled toward him, her head held low. Almost as an afterthought, she tried to reach into the sealed pocket that held her knife. “How dare you—”

Before she could even touch the knife, Elias grabbed her wrists, spinning her body around and pinning her to him. He locked her inside his arms, holding her wrists in either hand.

“Don’t,” he hissed in her ear, “make the mistake of thinking you can beat me, Charlie. You can’t.”

“I hate you,” she said. “I will always hate you.”

His body tensed for a moment, then relaxed. His grip stayed firm. “Good.”

“What was the point of all this?” She struggled against his arms, even though she knew he was far stronger and could probably keep her pinned like this all night. “Of asking for my help? The minute you learned the location of the Fenrir, you would need to—”

“Kill you?” he guessed, cutting her off. “That was certainly an option.”

Chills swept through her body, even when encased in the heat of his arms.

His lips nestled close to her ear. “Why do you think I’ve been stalling all weekend?” he whispered. “Why do you think I suddenly became so uninterested in the disappearances? I figured it out, Charlie. I broke the code. I know what the Fenrir is doing.”

“You—” She swallowed. “But those kids who disappeared—”

“Dead,” he said with finality. “All of them. Human sacrifices sent to the realm of Muspelheim. To the fire creature, Surtur.”

“No,” she whispered.

“There was nothing you could have done to help them,” said Elias, and she thought she heard a note of sadness in his voice—though she might have been painting her own emotions over his. “They’re gone, and he’ll need more sacrifices. Hundreds more. And I—” He shoved Charlie away. She crashed into a desk, grunting as pain shot up her pelvis. When she spun back around, Elias stood in the corner with one hand on Lou’s shoulder. “Am going to bring him another.”

“No,” she whispered again. She tried to lunge for them but stopped when Elias pulled a knife from his suit pocket and held it to Lou’s throat. “You can’t—”

“I can.” His eyes were mere slits now. Compressed with a sort of frenetic intensity that she had never seen before. “I will bring your friend to the Fenrir, and I will offer her to the wolf to be sent to Surtur. And if one offering isn’t enough for the Fenrir, I’ll bring him however many more he needs to give me the location of the Seal. I know where he’s hiding. And if you try to do anything to stop me from getting there, I will slit Lou’s throat.”

Charlie was trembling now. With fear or rage, she wasn’t certain, but as a low, soft hammering began on the door—the vätte’s little fist, no doubt—she felt completely at a loss. She couldn’t make a move without risking Lou’s life. She had to let Elias go.

Yes. She had to let him go.

And then she would follow him.

It was a weak plan. She had no idea how to follow Elias without being seen, and she had no backup to help her steal Lou away when she did. But she would figure it out.

She had to.

Watching her carefully, Elias lowered the blade from Lou’s throat. When Charlie didn’t make a move, he nodded. “Good. Stay right there.” He reached behind himself with his free hand and unlocked the classroom door. “Now. Lou.”

Her friend only blinked in response.

“Go.”

Like a robot, she pivoted on the spot and pushed open the door, exiting the classroom.

On the hallway floor, the vätte squawked in surprise and stumbled backward. Lou tromped past Charlie, zombie-like, and headed down the hallway, toward the front door of the school. The vätte pushed himself upright, glancing back and forth between Elias and Charlie in confusion.

“Excellent,” said Elias. He reached into his shirt and pulled out the chain he always wore around his neck. The one Charlie could now see held a thin silver whistle.

“What’s—” she started to ask, but then Elias flipped the whistle up to his lips and blew on it, hard. She clapped her hands over her ears, expecting a loud blast, but nothing happened. She heard no sound at all.

She lowered her hands from her ears. “What was that?”

“A draugar call,” he said merrily, tucking the whistle into his shirt. “A little something to keep you occupied while I go find the Fenrir. Make sure you don’t follow me.”

Charlie’s heart sank. A draugar. A draugar was coming. “That’s a death sentence.”

“Maybe.” Elias shrugged. “You can fight it using the kitchen knife I felt hidden in your dress when we were making out.” He raised his hand to his forehead in a two-finger salute. “Bye now.”

Then he turned and followed Lou down the hallway, leaving Charlie with nothing but a pounding heart and the tinny pulse of music far, far away.
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Charlie tore out the front doors of the school. She turned right, running down the steps and onto the lawn. Then she dove into the nearest bush.

A draugar was coming. Maybe even more than one. And in the thirty seconds she’d had to formulate a plan, the only thing she could come up with was keep it away from the dance. After all, the last draugar she faced had been able to interact with the human world; what was to stop this one from ravaging the entire crowd of students and chaperones in the gym?

Before leaving the school, she’d shut the vätte in a broom closet. He had squeaked with obvious disapproval, but she whispered through the door that she didn’t want him getting hurt. That he was to wait there until she returned.

If she returned at all.

But she couldn’t think about that right now. She needed to plan. Her best bet for keeping the dance safe, as far as she could tell, was to hide on the front lawn and distract the creature before it even made it in the front door. She hunkered down in the dirt, not caring that her dress would be filthy.

Several minutes passed. She had no idea how long it would take the draugar to arrive. How far away the nearest one would be. Perhaps it was skulking around in the forest near Elias’s house, but there had been one hanging out in the parking lot the day before, hadn’t there?

She peered out of the bushes in the direction of the football field. The hole in the hedges was still there, though it looked like someone had done a poor job of trimming it, as if to smooth over the damage. It looked like a mangled topiary.

Something flickered at the edge of her vision. She shrunk back into the bushes, leaving just enough room in the branches and leaves to track whatever was moving in the distance. It was a dark, looming shape that slunk through the trees bordering the parking lot. Charlie squinted, trying to make it out in more detail. Then, it darted out of the trees and into the rows of cars, passing beneath a streetlight. She saw graying bone and long, pointed tusks.

The draugar had arrived.

She had a decision to make: how to best distract the beast. How to ensure it didn’t make it through the front doors of the school. She tracked its progress through the parking lot, following the hood of its ratty cloak, which stuck out just above the cars’ roofs, even though it was bent over. When it reached the last line of cars, it hesitated, then stepped out onto the grass.

Charlie reached into the hidden pocket that held Sophie’s knife and pulled it out. Then before she could second-guess herself, she leapt out from the bushes, twigs scratching her bare legs, and yelled, “Hey, ugly!”

The draugar’s head shot around, sunken eyes landing on Charlie. It opened its jaws, giving a blood-curdling roar, and took off toward her.

Charlie didn’t stick around to watch its impossibly long legs—each the length of her entire body—quickly close the distance between them. She sprinted down the hill, toward the football field—the same as her last draugar chase, but in reverse.

Bony footsteps pounded the grass behind her. Even without glancing over her shoulder, she could picture the creature’s long, gnarled hands, its deadly sharp fingers, the racing, hypnotic movement of its skeletal limbs. It wasn’t fair. Undead creatures were supposed to be slow, like zombies. Not swift as racehorses.

She had no chance of escaping on foot. She knew that; she just wanted to draw the creature as far away from the school as possible before the fight began.

She made it to the bottom of the hill and across the dusty path that separated the lawn from the football field. A chest-high chain-link fence ran the perimeter of the field. She made a beeline for it. The draugar was closing in; its footsteps were loud, crushing the pebbles on the dirt path. Charlie slammed her hands onto the fence, trying desperately to hold on to the knife at the same time and ignoring the scrapes the metal left on her palms. She pushed off the ground, swinging her legs up and over the fence as she silently thanked her years of circus training.

Her feet landed on the other side of the fence, and she took off across the football field.

She didn’t make it more than four strides before a bony hand closed on her wrist.

Thankfully, it was her left wrist. Charlie didn’t miss a beat; she whirled around, slashing the knife at the draugar’s arm and praying that Sophie was right and it really could cut through anything. She was rewarded with an anguished scream from the beast as the blade sliced cleanly through, severing its hand from its arm.

For a moment, she just stared in amazement. The draugar raised its bony stub of a wrist up to its face, as if it couldn’t believe it, either.

Charlie shook herself out of her stunned surprise. Attack now. While it’s still distracted.

She bent low and slashed toward its left thigh.

Unfortunately, the draugar saw what she was doing and it spun, moving its leg away and backhanding Charlie with its one remaining skeletal palm. The slap burned and sent her to the grass. She fell squarely onto her stomach, Sophie’s knife slipping from her fingers.

“No.” Charlie scrambled to grab the knife, but the draugar stepped on her wrist, crushing it beneath its skeletal feet. She cried out, tugging futilely on her arm and praying that its foot wouldn’t leave anything worse than a bruise. It raised its foot slightly, and Charlie seized the opportunity to snatch the knife. But before she could do anything, a gnarled hand reached under her stomach and flipped her roughly around.

Charlie landed on her back, the breath rushing from her lungs. The draugar was crouched over her, gazing down with its eerie, sunken eyes. Up this close, she could see that they were not entirely blank; dim light glowed at the back of the eye sockets, as if candles were set into its bones. It trapped her left arm with its one remaining hand, pinning her right with its bony nub, pressing her wrist so hard she feared it would crack. The beast leaned forward, cold, foul breath sweeping over her face. It spread its jaws wide, tusks flashing in the moonlight, and reared its head back, ready to bite her face clean off—

Something rocketed into the draugar from the side.

The beast howled and rolled over. Charlie couldn’t see what it was that had knocked the creature over, but it must have been incredibly strong. She scrambled backward, keeping the knife clutched in her right hand as she put as much distance between herself and the draugar as possible.

As she watched, a gray-and-red blur rushed through the air. It descended upon the draugar’s face, presumably clawing at its eyes, but Charlie couldn’t actually discern any of the blur’s features. It was fast, too fast. It moved in a chaotic whir that reminded her of the cartoons she used to watch of the Tasmanian Devil. The draugar roared with pain, trying to swat at the creature, but it was moving too quickly. It dodged the draugar’s attacks, bringing its tornado of wrath down on the various parts of the monster’s body. Charlie heard a sickening crack and saw one of the draugar’s legs snap clean off. A glance at the beast’s face revealed chunks of missing bone and broken teeth. Whatever this Tasmanian Devil–like creature was doing inside that tornado, it was tearing the draugar apart.

Charlie pushed herself off the ground, wincing at the pain in her wrist. Knife clutched in one hand, she staggered forward, ready to help the mysterious blur. But when she got within a foot of the monster, arm raised to strike, the blur stopped moving—just long enough to whip its head around and hiss at Charlie, baring needle-sharp teeth and glowing white eyes.

But that wasn’t the most surprising part. The part that made Charlie stumble backward, that made her gasp and raise her left hand to her throat, was this:

The creature destroying the draugar was the vätte.

It was the vätte, and yet it wasn’t. The tiny, bearded, plump-nosed, innocent little creature that she knew was gone. In its place was a vicious gremlin. Wild-eyed. Green skin instead of white. Double the size of the vätte she knew, like a balloon pumped full of extra air. Long arms with claws for fingers. Legs had sprouted from the bottom of its body, attached to goblin-like feet. A previously unseen mouth normally blocked by his beard was filled with shining shark’s teeth. The only features that she recognized—that let her know that it truly was her vätte, and not some brand-new creature—were the red hat on his head, the button nose, and the signature gray tunic.

She stared in awe as the vätte spun back around and continued its job of dismantling the draugar.

It happened quickly. Impossibly so. One moment, the beast had been seconds from ripping Charlie’s face off. The next, it was on the ground, screaming with agony as the vätte tore bone after bone from its body. Within seconds, the draugar was nothing more than a pile of splintered limbs and cracked joints.

The vätte saved the top for last. With one final, shuddering moan, the draugar’s head was ripped from its body. It rolled twice on the ground and came to rest in the field’s end zone, jaw hanging open.

Beast defeated, the vätte stood still on the grass for a few moments, chest heaving up and down as it stared at the remains of its victim.

Then, before Charlie could say anything, before she could thank him or chastise him or demand to know how he could have hidden this side of himself from her, he turned and ambled toward her. With each step, the vätte began to shrink. Its arms shortened. Its legs withdrew into its body. Its claws disappeared, along with the mouth full of horrifying teeth. Its skin turned from green to the milky white she was used to seeing—revealing a shallow gash on his button nose where the draugar must have swiped him. His fluffy beard settled back into place. By the time he reached Charlie’s feet, he was just as adorable as he had ever been.

“What—” Charlie began.

But before she could get the rest of the question out, the vätte waddled over to her ankle and nuzzled its nose into her skin. Its little arms struggled to wrap around her leg, like a T-Rex trying to give a hug.

Charlie’s heart swelled with fondness.

“You know what?” she said, crouching down. “I’m not even going to ask.” She scratched under the vätte’s hat. Then, before standing up to head back to the school, she whispered, “Thank you, my friend.”
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Charlie didn’t care that she drew stares as she pushed her way through the gym. Didn’t care that her dress was torn, her makeup smeared, that she probably looked like she had been hit by a truck. Let them stare, she thought as she shoved through the crowd, searching every face until she found her brother’s.

The vätte sat on her shoulder. Thankfully, he seemed to be healing quickly—the gash on his nose had already closed, leaving behind no scar or even a sign that it had been there before.

She spotted Mason at the edge of the crowd, skin illuminated by the glow of his phone’s screen. He was typing quickly as he chewed on his bottom lip. She glanced over her shoulder, scanning to see if Abigail was anywhere nearby, but saw no sign of her. Good. Better that she remain unaware of what was happening. She barely felt okay about endangering one person she loved by dragging them into this mess. Better that she not make it two.

“Mason,” she said as she pushed out of the throng.

His head shot up. “Hey. Have you seen—” But his voice shut off as he took in the torn hem of his sister’s dress, the dirt smeared on her kneecaps. “What the hell?” He hurried forward, tucking his phone into his back pocket and placing his hand on her arm. “Jesus, Char. What happened? Are you all right?”

“It’s Elias,” she said, and the words were like the snap of a rubber band, drawing Mason’s eyes up to her own.

All at once, Mason’s face darkened. His nostrils flared. His eyes turned murderous. And Charlie realized her mistake, realized what he must be thinking.

“Not like that,” she said quickly. “He didn’t … he didn’t hurt me. Not directly, anyway.”

“What do you mean, not directly?” His voice was flat, dead.

“I had to fight. But not him—something else. I’ll explain everything, I will, but Mason…”

Charlie squeezed her eyes shut. She hadn’t even considered how she was going to break this news to her brother. Hadn’t considered that he probably wouldn’t believe her. She needed backup to save her best friend, and she needed it now.

Her eyes reopened. Mason’s expression had shifted, looking more concerned than angry.

“He’s not who you think he is,” Charlie said. “He’s dangerous. And if we don’t stop him—”

“Stop him from what?”

“Mason.” She grabbed her brother’s shoulders. “What I’m about to tell you will sound absurd. You’ll think I’ve lost my mind. But you have to listen. I need your help.”

Her brother was watching her with concern. “Charlie…”

“It’s Lou,” she said. “He took her.”

Just like that, Mason’s face shifted. Concern fled, replaced with razor-sharp focus. Everything in his gaze zeroed in on this moment, on the fact that Lou was in danger.

In a voice she’d only ever heard him use when on the brink of violence, seconds away from laying into another guy on the baseball team, her brother said, “Tell me.”



“Let me get this straight,” Mason said as Charlie turned the Bronco off the main road, bumping into the forest. “For the past week, you’ve been seeing magical creatures everywhere you go?”

“I’m not seeing anything,” she said. “They’re there. They’re real. And I know I sound insane, but just give me five minutes. I’ll prove everything to you.”

“How?”

“The berry thing that I told you Elias gave to me? There are more inside his house. I’ll find one and give it to you.”

“We’re going to break into his house?” Mason stared at Charlie, mouth agape. “Who are you?”

“It’s not breaking and entering,” she said. “He’s basically squatting there. I wouldn’t—”

“I don’t need to hear any excuses.” Her brother folded his hands behind his head. “I’m honestly impressed. Charlotte Hudson, breaking the law. Never thought I’d see the day.”

Sighing heavily, Charlie swerved the Bronco around a cluster of trees. “You have no idea what—”

The sound of a plastic bag crinkling rose from the back seat, followed by a muttered, “Shit.”

Charlie slammed on the brakes. Then, in unison, she and Mason swiveled around to inspect the back seat.

“Abigail?” Charlie asked, spying her friend hunched on the floor of the car. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Abigail, whose head was tucked under her hands, looked up sheepishly from between her fingers. “Hi.”

“How did you—”

“I left the dance to change out of my heels,” she said. “They were killing me. I brought an extra pair of flats and left them in the car, so…” She scratched her chin. “Anyway. Then you guys came storming in, and it sounded like whatever you were talking about was private, so I just kind of … hid.”

Charlie’s face fell into her hands. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I don’t know what all this ridiculous Nordic mumbo jumbo is about,” said Abigail, untangling her limbs and plopping herself onto the back seat, “but if Lou is actually in trouble, I’m coming with you guys.”

“Absolutely not,” said Charlie. “It’s too dangerous. You don’t understand the sort of creatures we’re up against, and I’m already risking the life of one person I care about—”

“Charlie.” Abigail crossed one leg over the other, leveling her friend with the kind of stare that had made many past debate partners shrivel into nothing. “You and your brother are going up against, in your own words, a fear-eating demon made of shadow, and you don’t think you need backup?”

“Hey,” said Mason, holding up the baseball bat he took out of his locker before they left, “I brought my Slugger.”

Abigail held out a hand. “Case in point.”

“I thought you didn’t believe what I said,” said Charlie.

“I don’t,” said Abigail. “But if there’s any truth to this whatsoever, I’m not letting you guys walk in there alone.”

Mason stared at Abigail, eyebrows raised. “Damn, Abby. I’m impressed. Here I was, thinking the only thing you cared about was SAT vocab.”

Abigail raised her chin. “You don’t know the first thing about me, Mason Hudson.”

“Gah.” Charlie, who had been tugging on her hair in frustration, dropped her hands onto the steering wheel. “Fine. You can come.”

“What?” Mason said, turning to his sister.

“But only because every second we spend arguing is a second that Lou’s life is in danger.” Charlie shifted the car back into drive. Mason shot her a look, probably wondering why she’d picked empty air up off the floor. Charlie ignored the question in his eyes. “It’s just a little further. From there, we go by foot.”
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The house, as Charlie had suspected, appeared empty. No lights were on. No fire burned in the living room. Elias was no doubt far away from here, closing in on the Fenrir with every minute.

They needed to move quickly.

“I don’t understand,” said Mason behind her. “Why have we come to a graveyard?”

Charlie looked over at him in confusion. “What?”

And as she looked at the blank expressions on Mason’s and Abigail’s faces, she remembered what Elias had told her earlier that week—how he’d struck a deal with the ash wives that allowed him to disguise the house from human eyes.

“Oh,” said Charlie. “You can’t see it.”

“See what?” Abigail asked.

Charlie looked quickly around the forest. It was just as she remembered—brilliant-green vines and bright-orange sap on the trees, a cluster of purple älvor humming around a distant bush, everything a touch shinier and more beautiful than it had been before her first night at that house—and she didn’t spy any goblins or other threats lurking in the trunks. Even if she did, she realized—those creatures couldn’t hurt Mason and Abigail.

Not until they ate the eyaerberries.

She looked down at the vätte, who sat in the dirt beside her friends. “Stay here with them,” she said.

“Who are you talking to?” Mason asked, looking at the ground.

“Just wait here,” Charlie said, turning and jogging toward the front porch. As she ran, she pulled Sophie’s knife from her dress—in case Elias left any traps waiting inside.

This was a terrible idea. She knew it was a terrible idea. Was she really going to bring Mason and Abigail into this world? To put their lives at risk by opening them up to the dangers of Asgard? It was a selfish move on her part. She longed for someone to share this world with, someone who would understand what she’d been going through the past week. And she needed help if she was going to take on Elias and the Fenrir … but still. She could get them killed.

But if they did nothing, Lou would most certainly end up dead.

I hate him, she thought as she ran up the front porch steps. I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.

The words propelled her through the unlocked front door, down the hallway, into the creepy dining room, and over to the fireplace. She got on her hands and knees in the soot and started to dig. Soon enough, she found the small black box. She lifted it from the soot and opened its lid.

As expected, there were four eyaerberries left. Elias must not have fed one to Lou. Why would he? Her best friend was currently under some sort of mare spell. If she made it out of this alive, she probably wouldn’t even remember what happened.

Good, she thought. It was better that she not remember.

At least one of them would be spared.

She closed the lid, tucked the box under one arm, and jogged back outside.

When she reached Mason and Abigail, they were staring at her with perplexed expressions.

“What,” Mason said, “did we just see?”

“I have no idea,” said Charlie. “The ash wives bewitched this clearing so that you couldn’t see the house.”

“The what?” Abigail asked.

“You ran toward the graveyard,” said Mason, “and then you just … vanished.”

“Huh.” Charlie lifted the black box and opened its lid. “Well. You’ll know the truth soon enough.”

Mason and Abigail eyed the purple fruits suspiciously.

“What are these?” Abigail poked at their shiny flesh. “Some sort of drug?”

“Nice.” Mason dug eagerly into the velvet, pulling out one of the eyaerberries. “Sounds fun.”

“It is not a drug.” Charlie glared at her older brother. “And it’s not to be trifled with, either. Your entire worldview is going to change after you eat one of these.”

Mason grinned. “You mean Abigail might realize there are things more important than getting into college and moving back to New York?”

Abigail narrowed her dark eyes at Mason as she picked up one of the fruits. “Not likely.”

“I’m serious,” said Charlie. “I need you to think very clearly about what you’re about to do.” She looked between them both. “The creatures of Asgard are beautiful, but they’re also deadly. If you eat these eyaerberries, your life will always be at risk. It doesn’t matter what college you get into. It doesn’t matter what city you move to. There are things you can do to protect yourselves, but at the end of the day, you will have opened yourself up to all the danger that magic entails.”

Abigail and Mason shared a look. For the first time, Charlie thought she saw some doubt ripple through their eyes.

For Mason, it was gone as quickly as it appeared. “I’m always up for some fun,” he said. With a wink, he tossed the berry into his mouth and bit down.

Charlie’s muscles tensed. She remembered what came next: the full-body shock, like electricity running straight through your veins. Mason’s eyes widened. He looked down at his limbs, as if expecting to see lightning under his skin. As the sensation grew, his hands flew up to his head, gripping it as he let out a groan.

“What the—” Abigail stepped away, watching in horror as he doubled over, yelling and clutching at his skull. It was awful to see. Charlie wondered if she’d looked the same way.

With one final yell, Mason fell silent and his body went slack.

This is it, thought Charlie.

After a breathless pause, her brother straightened up and opened his eyes.

For a moment, he stood stock-still, taking in the forest. Then, at a voice barely above a whisper, he said, “Whoa.”

“I told you,” said Charlie.

“This is…” Mason’s voice trailed off.

She knew what came now: the fear, the confusion, the complete disorientation …

“This is…” Her brother’s face spread into an ear-to-ear grin. “Awesome.”

“What?” Charlie and Abigail said at the same time.

“Seriously,” he said, gazing around the clearing. “Abigail, I’m telling you: you gotta try this. It’s better than any drug I’ve done.”

Abigail stared down at the purple fruit in her hand as if this news were the worst she’d received that night.

“You don’t have to do it,” Charlie told her, half hoping she would put it back into the box and swear off the entire mission … but knowing above all else that Abigail never backed down from a challenge. Especially not if Lou’s life was at stake. Abigail might act like all she cared about was getting into Columbia, but Charlie knew that she’d once stormed into the men’s locker room and verbally eviscerate three male swimmers twice her size, all because they’d made Lou feel uncomfortable at one of their swim meets. She was as loyal as they came—and she took no shit when it came to her best friends.

Abigail shut her eyes, inhaled once, and said, “For Lou.” Then she popped the berry into her mouth and chewed.

As Abigail twitched and trembled, Mason turned to Charlie, grin still pasted to his face.

Charlie raised her eyebrows. “You don’t seem fazed at all by this.”

He shook his head. “It feels almost … familiar,” he said. “All my life, I’ve had these strange memories that I could never piece together. Flashes of things—vines with white flowers, sparkling green grass, purple fireflies … I always assumed they were dreams. But the colors I can see now … the trees…” He swallowed dryly. “It’s a perfect match.”

Charlie stared at Mason, dumbstruck. “Are you telling me,” she said, the words feeling outrageous even as she spoke them aloud, “that you’ve seen Asgard before?”

“I think…” Mason blinked up at the iridescent owl peering out at them from between two tree branches. “I think I have.”

“But that’s impossible,” she said. “Humans can’t see Asgard unless they consume an eyaerberry. And once they do, they see forever.”

“I know. You told me.” He walked toward the closest oak tree and ran his fingers down the bark. Charlie knew how beautiful it must look to him now. The colors brighter. The textures richer. The hoot from the iridescent owl was like a beautiful high note on some ethereal instrument. “But I’m telling you: I’ve seen this before. Or something just like it.”

Charlie opened her mouth to respond but was quickly cut off by Abigail.

“What,” said her friend, who had clearly just recovered from the eyaerberry experience, “the hell”—she turned in a slow circle, eyes narrow as she took in the forest—“is going on?”

“I know.” Charlie took a step forward, placing a gentle hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but—”

“I refuse.” Abigail crossed her arms, shaking her head vehemently. “I refuse to believe that what I’m seeing is real. This goes against every law of physics and biology that I’ve learned. The human eye sees color in one specific way: light filters through our rods and cones, then sends a signal to your brain via the optic nerve. That’s it. That’s how it works. There are no special work-arounds, no upgrades that enable you to see colors that shouldn’t even exist. I mean…” She stormed over to a nearby bush, furious now, and pointed at it. “What the hell is this? What color is that?”

Mason and Charlie tilted their heads, taking in the offending bush in question. Charlie understood why Abigail was confused; the leaves of the bush had this shiny, silvery blue-green hue that she had never seen before. Her limited vocabulary could not accurately describe what color it was.

“Hmm?” Abigail pointed harder at the bush, awaiting an answer.

“Abs.” Charlie walked over to her friend and placed both hands on her shoulders. “I know that this goes against everything we were taught in school. I know that it seems outrageous—”

“Impossible is more like it,” Abigail said.

“—but now is not the time for me to explain. Now is the time for us to figure out where the hell Elias has taken Lou. Now is the time to get her back.”

“Right.” Abigail nodded, keeping her eyes on her feet, as if not looking around would somehow make the world go back to normal. “Yes. Okay. You’re right. Let’s—”

Then she let out an ear-splitting screech.

“What is that?” Abigail gasped, pointing down at the vätte.

“Oh. Right.” Charlie bent over and scooped up the creature, setting him on her shoulder. “Don’t worry—he’s a friend.”

“A friend?” Abigail looked as if her head might explode.

“He is cute as hell,” said Mason, scratching under the vätte’s beard. “Hey, little man.”

The vätte squeaked in response.

“We’re wasting time,” said Charlie. “We need to go inside the house.”

“What hou—” Mason asked, but when he turned around, his eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. “Oh. Wow.”

“Yes. That house.” Charlie started across the clearing. “Now, let’s get inside before a pack of goblins finds us.”
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“All right,” said Abigail the minute they stepped inside the old house. She ran a finger along the hallway table, then raised it to inspect the thick layer of dust now coating her skin. “This place seriously needs to be condemned.”

“Don’t think that’s possible,” said Charlie, setting the vätte down on the carpet. He led the way down the hall. Apparently, he was now completely healed from his brush with the draugar; he waddled without any sign of pain or a limp. Charlie ushered Mason and Abigail after him. “Not when most humans aren’t even able to tell it exists.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Mason stopped at the entrance to the dining room and stared at the wall of Norse symbols. “What in the Exorcism of Emily Rose is that?”

Charlie grabbed his and Abigail’s wrists and dragged them farther down the hallway. “I know. It’s creepy as hell. But it’s not what we’re here for.” She stomped down the dusty carpet, stopping only when they reached the foot of the staircase.

“What are we here for, exactly?” Abigail eyed the top of the staircase, which wound into darkness. The vätte, unperturbed, hopped up onto the first step and began his remarkably quick ascent. “You haven’t told us your grand plan.”

“I’m here on a hunch.” Charlie started up, staying just behind the vätte. Mason took the stairs two at a time, bounding ahead of her, while Abigail stayed close to Charlie’s back. “If my hunch is correct, we’ll soon have everything we need.”

At the top, Charlie used memory to guide her to Elias’s bedroom. The door was shut but not locked. She turned the handle, stepped inside, and flipped on the nearest light switch.

Which illuminated Elias’s crumpled body on the carpet.

Abigail screeched and leapt backward. “Is he … is he dead?”

“Nope.” Charlie crossed the floor and stepped over Elias’s body. “This is what happens when he turns into his mare form.”

As she walked over him, she considered—only for the briefest moment—taking the knife in her hand and driving it through his chest. What would happen if she killed his human form? Would he be stuck as a shadow creature forever? Or would his shadow form die, too?

But when she thought about committing cold-blooded murder in front of her brother and friend, her stomach lurched.

And—though she would never admit it to herself—when she thought about murdering Elias …

Her stomach lurched even harder.

She crossed over to his desk. With the hand not gripping the knife, she pulled open the top drawer and riffled around.

Mason was close on his sister’s heels. He paused above Elias’s body, peering curiously down. “This is what happens when he turns into that shadow thing?”

“Yes.” Charlie tried the next drawer, and the one below it. She found a notebook, which she picked up and rapidly flipped through. “When he becomes a mare, he can perform all these feats that are impossible when he’s in human form: walk through walls, run impossibly fast, create weapons out of thin air. That sort of thing.”

“And his body just…” Abigail crept forward, nudging Elias’s foot with her toe. “Stays here?”

“Yep,” said Charlie, shoving the notebook back into the drawer and feeling along the back of the wood for a secret compartment. She was starting to get nervous; maybe Elias hadn’t written the location down. When she pictured him deciphering the symbols on the trees, she imagined him with a paper in front of him, noting the meaning of each carving. But maybe he’d done it all on his phone. Or maybe he had done that on paper but then burned it afterward. If that was the case, they were at a dead—

The vätte let out an excited squeak.

Charlie spun around to find that Mason and Abigail were already looking down at the vätte. He squatted beside Elias’s unconscious form, waving a crumpled piece of paper with one tiny arm.

“Nice work,” said Charlie, crouching to the vätte and taking the paper from him. She patted his hat twice, and he nuzzled happily into her palm. “Where was it?”

The creature pointed at Elias’s front jacket pocket.

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Of course. He trusts no one but himself.”

Heart hammering, she unfolded the paper. This was their best shot. Their only lead to where Elias might be taking Lou. She flattened the paper on her knee, smoothing the edges with her palms. Together, she, Mason, and Abigail bent close to read it.

42.67, -86.21

Mason scratched his head. “A math problem?”

“No, you jockstrap.” Abigail snatched the paper from Charlie’s knee and reread the numbers several times. “They’re latitude and longitude coordinates.” She pulled her phone out of her purse and flicked open the screen, starting to type. “I’ll put these into Maps, and … yes. Here we go.” She flipped the screen around.

“The Oxford Power Plant?” Mason read. “You mean, the abandoned junkyard over by the beach?”

Abigail nodded. “Or what we think is an abandoned junkyard.”

“Exactly,” Charlie said, pointing at her friend. “Our whole lives, that area has been off-limits. Dangerous and unstable. Fenced in with a hundred warning signs. But we’ve only ever looked at it with human eyes, right?”

Mason eyed the screen skeptically. “You think the power plant is protected by magic? The way this house is?”

Charlie looked at the pin dropped on the map on Abigail’s phone. She stared at it for a few moments, thinking about all the times that she, Lou, and Sophie had played near the fence as little kids. All the times they had peered through its wire, hoping for a glimpse of whatever danger lay within.

It was back. That rush in her chest. The flutter in her belly. The tingle on her skin, like every pore had come alive at once. The same feeling that had ignited within her on the night of the first disappearance. The one she had condemned within herself as being wrong, twisted, a sign of just how broken she was.

But now?

When she looked back up at Mason, the skepticism on his face was gone. In its place:

Pure mischief.

As Charlie’s face stretched into a smile that matched her brother’s, a dozen memories flooded over her at once. Shared adventures with her twin sister and older brother. Pranks pulled on their mom. Snails hidden in the cupboards. A mural of multicolored markers drawn on the second-floor landing. She remembered then that it hadn’t always been Mason pulling the wool over his sisters’ eyes. It had often been the three of them—partners in crime and mischief.

Charlie held Mason’s gaze, excitement rippling between them. She raised an eyebrow and said, “There’s only one way to find out.”
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As they set out from the old house, the forest felt suspiciously unmagical. Owls hooted. Crickets chirped. Leaves and sticks crunched beneath their feet. Charlie heard the distant whispers of what she assumed were fairies chattering, but that was it. Not even a snake or two-headed bird in sight.

All in all, the perceived calm made her uneasy.

Mason held out his metal bat as he walked. Charlie kept Sophie’s knife in her right hand and a rusty pair of kitchen scissors in the left. In the back of Elias’s closet, they’d found a spear-like weapon that Charlie prayed was made of steel, since she knew spirits of nature detested the metal. She’d given the spear to Abigail to hold. She’d also forced her to put on the protective steel necklace that Charlie always wore. If they made it out of tonight alive, she would have to buy them for everyone she cared about.

In addition, they each had a pocketful of gold coins, which Charlie found in Elias’s nightstand drawer. She figured they’d be safest if they each had something to give if they ran into a wood wife.

Last, they’d all turned their clothes inside out. Mason and Abigail had looked at her like she had lost her mind when she asked them to do this part. She still had no idea if Elias had just made her turn her shirt inside out as a joke, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She rearranged the items hidden in her pockets, slipping the knife, leather pouch, and her lucky deck of cards into places that would be more easily accessible now that her dress was reversed.

They were as fortified as they could hope to be, but it still felt nowhere near enough.

To her left, a bush rustled, and Charlie spun around, brandishing both her knife and scissors. When her eyes fell on the bush, however, only a white-tailed rabbit emerged from its leaves and hopped into the distance.

Charlie exhaled. “This is ridiculous. I feel like I’m losing my—”

Just ahead of them, an ash tree split in two.

Or, at least, that’s what Charlie thought the tree did. But when she looked closer, she realized that the tree was still completely intact; what she’d taken for half the trunk splitting away was really a tall woman with bark for skin and a crown of branches atop her head detaching herself from the trunk and stepping out into the humans’ path.

Abigail made a noise that sounded like a mouse getting squished by a snow boot.

“Traveler,” said the bark-woman in a voice that creaked and rustled. “I am the askafroa, ash wife of this ancient tree.”

“Oh!” Remembering her manners, Charlie dug into one of her inside-out pockets for a gold coin. Mason and Abigail quickly followed suit. One by one, they each tossed a coin to her clawed feet. Then, uncertain how to proceed, Charlie stooped into a bow and began, “Oh, regal ash wife. We seek to—”

“Stand up,” crackled the askafroa, and Charlie quickly straightened. “I am the soul of this ash tree. As bound to its existence as it is to mine. I care not for silly human rituals of subservience.”

“Right.” Charlie glanced sideways at her companions, who shrugged. “What do you care for, then?”

“You are friend to the mare of night,” she said instead of answering.

“No,” Charlie said, her stomach clenching painfully. “Maybe once, but … no. Elias is no friend of mine.”

“I see.” The askafroa tilted her branch-covered head, black eyes scanning Charlie’s body. “Then, you are not on the side of the trickster god, Loki?”

“Of course not,” Charlie practically spat. “Why would you ask me that? Loki wishes to destroy all of Asgard.”

“Perhaps.” With a soft crack and rustle, the askafroa walked toward Charlie. Abigail and Mason shuffled away. Charlie stayed where she was, some instinct telling her not to back away or look afraid. “Do you know the story of the ash tree, child?”

“Um.” Charlie’s eyes darted to the trunk of the tree from which the askafroa had emerged. “Sort of. I was told that it’s the most important tree in the forest.”

The askafroa’s dark eyes glittered at this. She seemed pleased. “That’s right. But do you know why it’s considered the most important?”

“I don’t.”

“There are several reasons,” the askafroa said. “The first is that its elements hold magical abilities accessible even to humans; the ash tree’s bark can stop bleeding, while its leaves may heal a snake bite.”

“That’s … useful,” said Charlie.

“Ma’am?” came Mason’s voice, and Charlie cringed as the askafroa turned her creaky head to face her brother. “Miss … uh, Ash Tree? Sorry. It’s just … our friend is in trouble. Bad trouble. And we’re trying to reach her sort of quickly. Before, you know, she…” At the withering look on the askafroa’s face, Mason shrank backward and whispered the last word: “Dies.”

“You will hear my story,” the ash wife said, joints creaking and crackling as she advanced on Mason. Charlie’s brother stumbled backward, nearly running into a tree. “Else you will find yourself suddenly ill with ash fever.”

“What’s that?” Mason asked.

“A special illness that we askafroa are able to cast upon those who displease us.” She reached up with one clawed, bark-covered finger, running it down the side of Mason’s face. “Warts. Fever. Rash.” She leaned forward, bringing her cheek, from which sprouted little twigs with leaves at the end, beside Mason’s. “Parasites that crawl through one’s blood, inching their way toward the heart, eventually biting into the aorta, burrowing inside, sucking your body clean…”

“Right.” Mason cleared his throat. “Got it. Story time, then.”

The askafroa straightened and stepped backward, keeping her beady black eyes on Mason. Then, with a nod, she began.

“The universe consists of eight realms,” she said, waving a hand through the air. Light-green phosphorescent crystals lifted from her fingers, swirling together to form what looked like orbs hanging in the sky. “The humans believe that there are nine. That Asgard and Midgard are separate worlds, but they are wrong. One world merely exists atop the other.” As she spoke, one of the orbs lit up from the inside, as if a white lightbulb were at its center. “The realms are connected by the roots and branches of Yggdrasil, the great tree of life.” The askafroa waved a hand, and the orbs rearranged themselves into a lopsided circle. Around and between them, more crystals appeared, coalescing and extending into the rough shape of a trunk, roots, and dangling branches. “Asgard and Midgard sit within the trunk of the tree. Alfheim, Vanaheim, Muspelheim, and Niflheim hang from its branches. Jotunheim, Svartalfheim, and Helheim are connected via the roots.” As she named each of the realms, the orbs lit up in turn, indicating the location of each.

“Now.” The askafroa turned to her human audience. “What you may not know is that Yggdrasil is an ash tree. A green ash, to be exact—the same as my tree in this forest.”

She paused, probably waiting for Charlie and the others to fill in the ending from there. When none of them did, she sighed and gestured to the floating image of the world-tree. “Do you not see? Ash is sacred. It is the Great Connector, the tissue that holds together all eight realms. And I, as an askafroa, am one of Yggdrasil’s many guardians.”

“Wait.” Charlie stepped forward, looking between the ash wife and the image of Yggdrasil. “You’re telling me that the ash tree you just stepped out of … is somehow connected to all of the other realms?”

The askafroa nodded without blinking.

“Then it’s you who sent those kids to Muspelheim. To become sacrifices for Surtur.”

Drawing away, the ash wife hissed. “Neither I nor any of my sisters would allow such a thing. We fear Ragnarök as greatly as the gods do. And all creatures are expressly prohibited from using Yggdrasil as a means of transportation. It is far too precious. The only way to move between realms is via the Bifrost. The great rainbow bridge that humans believe connects Earth and Asgard but in reality connects all eight realms.”

“Then how did—”

“The beast Fenrir has committed a heinous crime against the eight realms. By using the sacred Yggdrasil to transport those bodies, he dabbled in the worst form of dark magic: askmagi, or ash magic. The most powerful form of magic there is—but one that, when used, chafes away at the very fibers holding the realms together.”

Charlie, Mason, and Abigail exchanged worried looks.

“That doesn’t sound good,” said Mason as they turned back to the askafroa.

“An astute observation, human,” said the ash wife dryly. “The Fenrir’s callous use of askmagi to feed Surtur has set a dangerous precedent. There are those across the eight realms who detest the gods and would gladly see Ragnarök released upon Asgard. As word reaches them of the Fenrir’s success, they won’t hesitate to follow suit—to nurture Surtur back to his full strength and, in doing so, eat away at the barrier that separates and protects the eight realms.” Her leaves shuddered. “It would be chaos. Realm bleeding into realm, magic run amok, Surtur on the loose. For us spirits and creatures of Asgard, and you humans as well, we couldn’t imagine a worse fate.”

“Then who—” Charlie started.

“There are other realms,” said the askafroa, guessing at Charlie’s question, “as I told you earlier. Alfheim, home of the elves. Svartalfheim, home of the dwarves. Jotunheim, home of the giants. And so on.”

“Other realms,” Charlie filled in, “that would gladly see power taken from the Asgardian gods.”

The ash wife inclined her head. “But we cannot allow that to happen.” She gestured to the coins on the ground. “You have come bearing gifts for me. These are much appreciated and will not be forgotten.”

Charlie’s shoulders sagged, releasing tension she hadn’t even realized she was holding.

“Now.” The askafroa’s leaves and branches rustled as she drew herself up to her full height. “I will allow you to leave without casting ash fever upon anyone in your party. And for your kindness, I will impart this: I did see the mare of night running through these woods. A girl was with him, but something seemed … not quite right with her. They were headed in the direction of the beach—a place you should not go to lightly. Dark forces have long lingered around that area. Go with caution.”

“Thank you,” Charlie said. “That’s very—”

The askafroa held up a sharp, twiggy finger, silencing her. “However”—she fixed all three of them with her beady-eyed stare—“I must task you with a mission.”

Not another one, thought Charlie. Aloud, she asked, “What kind of mission?”

“When you find the great Fenrir beast, you must bring me one of his teeth.”

Bring her a tooth? Charlie could hardly hold in her shock. She was already supposed to slip under this beast’s nose and steal back her best friend. Now she needed to perform dental work on him, too?

“And if we turn this mission down?” Charlie asked.

The askafroa inspected her fingers. “How sad it would be if you all came down with a strange illness at once. One for which no doctor has a cure.”

She really needs a new threat, Charlie thought before giving a sharp nod. “We’ll get it.”

The ash wife nodded, pleased, before slinking back and fusing into the tree, wood creaking and leaves rustling as the two became one again. Charlie exhaled, glancing first at Mason, who looked just as shaken as she felt. Then she turned to Abigail, expecting to find the same thing.

Instead, her friend had a huge grin on her face.

“You know,” she said, turning to Charlie and Mason. “Maybe this town isn’t so boring after all.”
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After another twenty minutes of walking—first through the forest, then on sand—they made it to the rusted fence. On the other side, the long, flat beach stretched on, flanked by trees to the east and a tall sand dune blocking their view to the north. Charlie opened the map on her phone, confirming the Oxford Power Plant was directly ahead behind that dune.

Mason reached out and grabbed the chain-link, shaking it back and forth. “You really think there’s something magical hidden inside the power plant?”

“You heard what the askafroa said.” Charlie looked down the fence to where it met the water and connected to a tall pier made of rocks and thick wooden logs. The vätte was scampering along the bottom, sniffing suspiciously at the sand. “She saw Elias running in this direction. And she said that ‘dark forces’ linger around the area.”

“That could mean anything,” Mason said. “How do we know her ex–ash husband doesn’t live here, and she was talking about him?”

“You there!”

All of them froze at the deep voice booming out over the beach. They spun around to find two hulking figures running toward them over the sand. Charlie was about to tell her friends to grab the fence and climb as fast as possible when she realized who the figures were.

“Vidar?” She squinted through the moonlight. “Bjorn?”

“It is you,” said Vidar, panting slightly as they came to a halt before her. His dark hair was matted to his neck, and he clutched a huge axe in one hand. “We’ve been looking all over town.”

Abigail was staring at the men with eyes so wide Charlie thought they might pop right out and roll across the sand. She kept glancing down to the numerous enormous weapons strapped to their bodies.

“Why?” Charlie asked. “Do you need something?”

“Are you guys actual Vikings?” interrupted Mason, sounding like a child meeting a mall Santa Claus for the first time.

“Yes, we are,” said Bjorn, laying a hand on the hilt of his sword and holding his chin up so that his blond hair, now braided in three places, slid down his back. “We are warriors of Asgard, fallen in battle and taken by—”

“We do need your help, child,” Vidar said, interrupting Bjorn. “To get back into Valhalla.”

Charlie stared at him in disbelief. “You think I can help you with that?”

“We know you can,” said Vidar. “We were visited by a Valkyrie last night. One who looked just like you. She bade us to assist you on your quest to stop the mare of night.”

“If we’re successful,” added Bjorn eagerly, “we’ll be taken back to Valhalla.”

Vidar rolled his eyes. “She made no such promise, Bjorn, as you well know. Though she did imply that helping the girl complete her quest would greatly raise our standing in the eyes of the Allfather.”

“Yes,” Charlie said quickly. “Yes, you may come. We could use all the help we can get.”

Thank you, Sophie, she thought, hoping her sister could somehow hear.

“Excellent.” Bjorn patted his rotund belly. “What first?”

Charlie turned around and pointed at the fence. “First we need to climb this, then—”

Before she could finish her sentence, the Viking warriors had gently shoved her aside and began hacking at the fence with their various weapons. Soon, the fence was bent, sliced, and shoved until a gnarled opening stood before them.

“Or … you could just do that.” Charlie nodded. “Let’s go.”

The six of them—vätte included—tramped through the opening. Abigail was the last to go through, mumbling as she did, “We are so getting arrested for this.”

“Where are we headed?” asked Bjorn, brandishing his sword as if it were a compass needle leading their way forward.

“According to my phone,” Charlie said, squinting at the pin toward which her little blue dot was moving, “the power plant is just around that dune over there.” She pointed to the hump of sand that stretched two stories into the air, covered in tufted beach grass that waved in the night breeze.

As the six of them trekked across the sand, green lights appeared at the tree line. The lights danced through the air, flashing and twinkling out over the sand.

“Whoa,” Mason said, eyes wide as he took in the lights, taking a step toward them. “What are—”

“Don’t.” Charlie caught her brother’s arm. “Those are will-o’-the-wisps. Lost undead spirits that will lead you so deep into the forest you won’t be able to find your way out.”

Mason shook off Charlie’s arm but stayed where he was, staring wistfully after the green lights as they danced back into the trees. He looked as if he desperately wished to follow. Vidar was the one to knock Mason over the back of his head with one meaty palm.

“Don’t be an idiot, son,” the Viking said. “Listen to the girl.”

Mason blinked twice, then stumbled after the group.

The bottom of the dune sat just back from the waterline, leaving a small ledge of flat, wet sand over which they could pass. They followed it around the dune, their shoes leaving shallow footprints that would wash away as soon as a wave rolled onto shore. After a few dozen yards, the dune gave way, and the area where the power plant should have been came into view.

Only, it was empty.

One long stretch of sand, scattered with rocks and beach grass and absolutely nothing else.

Empty.

Charlie’s heart sank. No. Could Elias have been wrong? Could he have left a false clue for her to find, knowing she would search his bedroom and find his body? Or perhaps there was some sort of enchantment around the area, one that made it invisible even to those who have eaten an eyaerberry.

“Dammit!” Charlie yelled, throwing Sophie’s knife into the sand. It wedged in, tip down, and the handle wobbled above it. “Dammit, dammit, dammit.” She stormed forward, searching the ground for any disturbances or signs of magic.

“What is it?” asked Vidar. “Are we supposed to see something here?”

“Charlie—” Abigail started, but Charlie ignored her, kicking up bursts of sand. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t have been. Not when Lou’s life was on the line. Not when every second that ticked past led Lou closer to death.

“The Fenrir’s hiding place has to be here,” Charlie said, wading into a patch of beach grass. “It was supposed to be here. It—”

Her foot landed on something hard that gave a hollow thunk.

Charlie froze. She looked slowly down as the others rushed to her side. Together, they bent over, Charlie dropping to her knees and pushing aside the tall grass. Abigail and Mason brushed away the thin layer of sand on the ground, only to find—

A hatch.

It was not like the hatch Charlie and Mason had at home—the one carved into the ceiling on the second floor that led to the attic, made of wood and plaster with a metal ring into which a hook attached to a long pole could be slipped, enabling them to open it. No. This hatch was made of stone. It had no discernible latch or handle, no obvious way to pull it open. Its edges were so perfectly fitted to the sand and earth surrounding it that there was no way they could slip their fingers under a crack in its side. It looked impenetrable.

Carved into its surface was a shallow depiction of two snakes wound around each other, making the loose approximation of the letter S. Charlie recognized the symbol from her research; it belonged to the god Loki.

“It’s magic,” Mason said at once, sounding excited. “That must be it. You need magic to open the hatch.”

“Idiot.” Abigail pointed at the hatch. “How are we supposed to open something that requires magic when none of us have any?”

They were right. You probably did need magic to open the door. Elias, in his mare form, would have had no problem getting through and then opening it from the other side for Lou. As humans, Charlie and her friends had no such ability, but the Vikings …

“Don’t look at us,” said Bjorn. “We have no magic but our abilities with the sword.”

“Speaking of which—” Vidar raised his sword high and brought it down on the hatch. The metal bounced uselessly off the stone, not even leaving a scratch.

“Wait,” said Charlie, stilling Vidar’s arm before he could strike again. Her companions turned to look at her. “I know what to do.”

“You do?” Vidar asked.

Charlie looked over at Sophie’s knife, which was still stuck tip down in the sand. The knife that could cut through anything. She sent up a silent thank-you to Sophie, wherever she was, then ran over and grabbed the knife. She hurried back over to the hatch and, grasping with two hands, raised the blade high above her head. In one smooth movement, she drove it down into the hatch.

She needn’t have used so much force; the knife slid through the stone as easily as a soft pat of butter. It sunk straight down to its hilt.

“Damn,” said Mason, staring with wide eyes. “What kind of Jedi-lightsaber knife is that?”

Guilt twisted her stomach. She wanted to tell Mason the truth—that the knife was a weapon of the Valkyries, that it belonged to Sophie, that Sophie was alive, miraculously alive, blessed by the gods, thriving in ways they could never have imagined. But she couldn’t. Not now. Not when they needed to stay focused on getting into this hatch and rescuing Lou.

But she would tell him. Eventually, she would.

“The kind that’s going to help us get your homecoming date back,” said Charlie with a quick grin to her brother. She straightened up and sawed the knife up and down. It sliced cleanly through the rock. She moved it in a slow, wide circle, making sure there would be more than enough room for them to squeeze through. Eventually, the stone rumbled and shook, and as the circle was completed, with one final groan, the stone gave way and dropped.

Half a second later, a great, beach-shaking crunch resounded from below the hatch.

The six of them leaned forward, peering down into the hole. Inside, they could see only darkness—and a small patch of stone floor illuminated by the moonlight. Within that patch, they also spied the hatch: now shattered into three large chunks.

“Well,” said Mason cheerfully, looking up at the others, “if they didn’t know we were coming before, they certainly do now.”



The hatch led to a long tunnel, built entirely of smooth stone blocks. It glowed orange from the torches lining its walls and steadily sloped downward. From the way Charlie’s ears started to pop—she could only assume it was leading them beneath the lake.

“How does no one know that this place exists?” whispered Abigail as they walked, trying to keep their footsteps soft. It was a losing battle, given that the huge Vikings’ feet were about as quiet as those of a rhinoceros. “It looks ancient. Surely someone would have stumbled upon it at some point.”

“Most humans don’t even make it past that fence,” Charlie whispered. The vätte scampered along beside her feet, barely able to keep up with their quick pace. “If this place is as important as it looks, I would bet there are additional spells beyond the ones that protect Elias’s house.”

“Like what?”

“I mean, think about it.” Charlie looked over her shoulder to check on the Vikings. Their huge bodies took up nearly the entire tunnel; she thought Bjorn might even be stooping slightly. She turned back to Abigail and asked, “In the past, whenever we toyed with the idea of crossing the fence, what happened?”

“My good sense got the better of everyone,” Abigail said.

Charlie huffed out a laugh. “Maybe. Though I doubt your wisdom was enough to keep someone like my brother from going anyway.”

“Damn right,” whispered Mason.

“So, why didn’t you ever go?” asked Charlie.

Mason was quiet for a few footsteps, considering. Then, right as the tunnel began to level out, curving slightly to the right, he said, “Whenever we were about to go, I just got this … bad feeling. Like something awful would happen if we went over that fence. And the others always agreed with me.”

Charlie pointed at her brother. “That right there. I bet it wasn’t a coincidence.”

Abigail was aghast. “You’re telling me that magic can influence our emotions?”

“Of course it can,” rumbled Vidar from behind. “That’s the least of what it can do.”

The group drew to a halt. They had reached the end of the tunnel—a rather abrupt end, with only a blank wall before them, no door or window in sight. A foot in front of the wall, there stood an empty pedestal, chest high and made of the same stone as the floor of the tunnel. Carved into the center was the same symbol that they found on the hatch: Loki’s symbol.

“Did we walk in the wrong direction?” Bjorn asked, scratching his head.

“There was only one direction to walk,” said Abigail, bending over to inspect the wall. “It’s a dead end.”

“Maybe,” said Charlie.

“Use your knife,” said Mason, pointing at the Valkyrie blade still in Charlie’s hand. “We can cut our way through.”

Charlie eyed the blade doubtfully. There was no way it could be so easy. That the blade could be a cheat code enabling them to get wherever they wanted. Still, it was worth a try.

She raised the knife over her head and drove it into the wall.

Or, she would have—if the tip of the knife hadn’t frozen less than a millimeter from the wall.

Charlie grunted, trying to force the knife forward, but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s stuck,” she said through gritted teeth. “There’s some sort of force keeping it from touching the wall.” With a sigh, she relaxed her arm, bringing the knife back down to her side.

Vidar and Bjorn each took turns trying to slam their own weapons into the wall, always to no effect.

“So, what do we do?” asked Mason.

“I could chop up the pedestal here,” said Bjorn, pointing at it with his sword. “See if there’s anything inside.”

“Violence isn’t always the answer, Bjorn,” said Charlie, turning to scan the pedestal. There was nothing atop it, save the shallow etching of Loki’s symbol. She ran her fingers along it, looking for some sort of groove or indentation. “Sometimes it’s more complicated than that.”

“I’ve never disagreed with a statement more,” said Bjorn, but he stuck the sword back into its sheath.

“Maybe there’s a latch or button,” said Mason, dropping to his knees on the stone floor and starting to feel around its base. “Some way to open it up.”

“It’s a good theory.” Charlie bent over to help her brother. She started at the top, feeling around the rim for any hidden clues. “This is Loki’s domain, and he’s known as the god of mischief and trickery. This is probably some sort of test. Some way to prove your worthiness.”

“A test?” asked Abigail, suddenly intrigued. When Charlie glanced at her friend, she saw the competitive gleam light in her eyes. “Well, then. We should cover all angles.” Abigail walked over to the cave wall and felt around its stones. When the Vikings made to join her, she nearly jumped in fright, scooting over a few feet to give them some space before returning to her task.

They worked for a few minutes in silence. Charlie made her way around the pedestal from the top, Mason up from the bottom, until their hands ran into each other in the center.

“Nothing?” Mason asked.

“Nothing,” Charlie said. “We should check the floor—”

“Guys,” said Abigail.

Charlie and Mason looked over. Abigail, eyes wide, pressed her fingers to an indentation in the wall. A low thud and click sounded, and the pedestal began to vibrate.

Abigail’s lips spread into a victorious smile.

“Figuring out how to get into an ancient god’s temple doesn’t earn you extra points on the SATs,” Mason reminded her, but Abigail only stuck out her tongue.

Together, the six of them gathered around the pedestal and watched as it shook. Charlie lifted the vätte from the floor and placed him on her shoulder so he could have a better view. Atop the pedestal, the snakes carved into its surface began to move. To slither and slide, as if the carvings in the rock were living things. As their bodies moved, they seemed to pull open the top of the stone platform. Charlie, Mason, Abigail, and the Vikings stared in wonder as a low rumble sounded from the platform.

Two panels slid open on its surface. The one to the right was tiny, maybe an inch across, and had been covering a small keyhole set into the stone. The one on the left was much larger. It slid open to reveal a deep hole from which an object began to rise, like a spaceship in a sci-fi movie.

The object was small and box shaped, made of glossy wood that stood out against the dark stone of the tunnel. As it rose to the surface, Charlie saw that its lid was covered in complex geometric patterns: diamonds, triangles, flowers, crosses. The shapes were arranged in long stripes that formed no obvious pattern. The sides, too, were all distinct, covered in different shapes and designs.

Charlie recognized the object immediately.

At the same time, she and Abigail whispered, “It’s a Japanese puzzle box.”

They looked at each other in surprise.

“How do you know that?” Charlie asked.

“Me?” said Abigail, sounding slightly offended. “I was obsessed with puzzles growing up. I solved the Rubik’s cube for the first time when I was like, five, and my dad and I would always do the morning crossword at the kitchen table in our New York apartment. As I got older, he started bringing home more and more elaborate shit for me to solve. We made a game out of it. Like, what’s the most obscure puzzle he could find online, and how long would it take me to figure it out. We did everything. But the himitsu-bako—the Japanese puzzle box—that was always my favorite.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How do you know what it is?”

“The himitsu-bako is classic sleight of hand,” said Charlie. “The sliding panels, the magnets, the hidden compartments…” She shrugged. “It’s like a tiny version of a magician’s stage.”

“I didn’t understand ninety percent of what came out of your mouths just now,” said Mason, “but it sounds like, between the two of you nerds, we should have no problem solving this box thing? And getting the key that is presumably inside?”

Charlie and Abigail looked at each other again. Together, their mouths spread slowly into identical grins of mischief.

“Oh, yeah,” said Abigail, reaching for the puzzle box. “We’ve got this.”

She picked it up, turning it over once in her hands. “Right. So. To start, you look for any gaps or seams in the wood that indicate sliding panels.”

“There.” Charlie pointed at the side of the box to a spot that, to the untrained eye, would look like a smooth, unbroken square inlaid with repeating stars. Half an inch down from the box’s lid, however, there was a subtle line in the wood. “Try that.”

Abigail pressed her thumb to the wood and pushed it to the right. Like magic, a section of the wood slid open.

She glanced up at Charlie. Their grins grew.

And they were off.

Abigail found a latch on the other side of the box. Charlie found a section of wood that could be pushed in like a button. They worked in sync, bouncing ideas off each other, marking panels to come back to if they couldn’t be opened yet. Charlie knew she shouldn’t be having fun, that it was wrong to enjoy herself when their best friend was in grave danger, probably just beyond that wall, but she couldn’t help it. It felt good, working together like this with Abigail. Combining Charlie’s skill at sleight of hand with Abigail’s brilliant mind.

They had the box open in under five minutes—exceptionally fast for a himitsu-bako with over twenty steps. When Abigail triggered the final lever, a drawer slid out of the box, revealing a small golden key with a green tassel.

“Ta-da!” said Abigail, picking up the key and waving it by its tassel. “Easy peasy.” She winked, then stuck the key into the keyhole and turned it to the right.

Charlie felt a little better knowing that Abigail had clearly been enjoying herself as well.

The tunnel began to rumble. Charlie, Mason, and Abigail exchanged looks that were two parts terror, one part excitement. The Vikings stared straight forward, weapons held at the ready. The vätte tensed on Charlie’s shoulder. If she could read his mind, she guessed that she would find him preparing himself to turn back into that crazy gremlin Tasmanian Devil, in case things went sideways. The dead-end wall groaned until, at last, a crack appeared at its center. Like a sideways mouth drawing slowly open, the two halves of stone wall rumbled apart, moving inch by inch until the crack became a slit, and the slit became a skinny opening, and the skinny opening became—

Elias.

He stood on the other side of the doorway. A body made of shadow, golden storm clouds for eyes, eerie smile pointed directly at them. Charlie’s heart seized in her chest. After everything he had done—lying, using her, hiding that Sophie was still alive, setting draugar on her—she would have thought that all she would feel looking at him was hatred. Pure, unbridled loathing, perhaps even a drive to violence.

And those feelings were there. The anger, the hatred, the desire to punch him straight through his intangible face—it was all there.

But there was something else, too. A sort of tug. A yearning. A thickness in the air between them, as if the tunnel were filled with invisible smoke. It clogged her throat, her chest, the base of her stomach. It should have made her sick.

But if she were being honest, it made her feel exactly the opposite.

“Hello, Charlotte,” he said. “Welcome to the beginning of the end.”
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All the sensations that oozed out of her, unbidden, were like molten lava leaking from the rim of a long-dormant volcano. Charlie spun around to tell the others to run, but it was too late—shadowy cords slithered into view, wrapping around her arms and legs. She fell to the ground with a grunt. Moments later, she heard four more bodies hit the floor, along with a squeak and a much softer thunk. When she craned her neck, she saw Mason, Abigail, Vidar, Bjorn, and the vätte struggling against their bonds.

“What in the—” Mason started.

“You can’t do this,” Vidar growled. “I’ll bust open these bonds, and—”

“You’ll get used to it.” Elias appeared over their bodies, grinning down at them with his empty smile. “And now to reel in my catch.” He held out a hand, and six more shadowy cords appeared, this time wrapping themselves around the captives’ ankles. The cords stayed connected to Elias’s hand. He wrapped his fingers around them, turned around, and dragged all of them into the chamber beyond.

As her body bumped and scraped along the ground, Charlie swiveled her neck to take in the new space. They were entering a cavern with high ceilings and round walls. Like the tunnel, everything was built from stone blocks; the construction was smooth, well-worn. In between the stone blocks, where normal buildings would have mortar or putty, green light shone outward, creating a zigzagging web that illuminated the chamber in an eerie glow. At the center of the room was a raised platform, just large enough for two or three people to stand upon, with a small circle cut out of the middle. To the left of the platform stood Lou, her dress smudged with dirt and her eyes empty as she stared forward, hands tucked behind her back. And far to the right, deep in the shadows—

The Fenrir.

Charlie had to hold back a gasp. The beast was curled up in the corner of the chamber, like a dragon at rest. He was twice as large as she remembered, his head the size of her car, his body as long as a school bus. His pitch-black fur looked soft, but the claws on his feet could behead a man with one swipe. Beady red eyes stared directly at Charlie and the other captives, but his mouth remained shut. She could only imagine the horror of the fangs hiding within.

“Great news for you, Fenny,” said Elias, coming to a stop and yanking at the cords that he’d used to pull their bodies inside. They withdrew, spooling back into his hand like fishing wire. “I brought you five more sacrifices.” He tilted his head, inspecting the vätte. “Five and a half, if Surtur has a taste for garden gnome blood.”

The vätte growled threateningly.

Elias placed a hand on his heart. “I’m terrified.”

“Let us out now,” Vidar demanded. “We are warriors of Asgard, and Odin will come down upon you with his full wrath if—”

With the wave of a hand, Elias conjured more cords to gag both Vikings. “Odin’s blood, Charlie—where did you find these two?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned to the Fenrir. “Well? Do we have a deal?”

The Fenrir blinked his glowing red eyes. His gaze swept over the scene: the six captives on the floor, Lou standing like a zombie, Elias so relaxed it didn’t seem possible he was facing down a beast the size of a small house. The beast’s expression was unreadable. Was he pleased with what he saw? Angry with them for intruding? Hungry?

Sweat beaded on Charlie’s neck. She didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want to face down this creature. She’d charged into this situation without thinking, focused only on saving her best friend. She hadn’t considered what it would be like to face down the Fenrir. And now she was here and—even with two huge warriors by her side—she was so severely unprepared it was almost laughable.

She wished, not for the first time since this all began, that she could go back to the way things were before Elias showed up. Maybe she had been sad and lost. Maybe her life had lacked adventure. But at least she—and the people she loved—had been safe.

The vätte had been wrong about her bravery. So very, very wrong.

Slowly, the Fenrir untangled his legs and rose to his full height—a good fifteen or twenty feet. The tops of his ears grazed the cavern ceiling. He prowled slowly forward, machete-length claws clicking on the stone floor with every step. Coming to a halt just before the platform, he stared down at Elias.

“You’re a brave boy,” the Fenrir said at last. His voice was like the rumble of thunder, the crash of stones down a jagged mountainside. “Seeking me out here, when you know I could end you before you even got a word out.”

“Not really.” Elias shrugged one shoulder. “I’m sort of invincible. You know”—he held out a hand, letting flames of black lick at the air—“body of shadow and all.”

“No one is invincible,” the Fenrir said. “Not even the gods.”

As they spoke, Charlie squirmed inside her bindings. The Valkyrie blade was still in her hand, and as far as she knew, Elias still believed it to be nothing more than a kitchen knife. Perhaps he was right, and his shadows were impenetrable. But she couldn’t shake Sophie’s words from the night before:

This knife can cut through anything.

It was a long shot. Charlie knew it was a long shot. But it was the only chance they had.

“Your inability to kill me aside,” Elias said, and as he spoke, Charlie struggled to flip the blade around without making loud scratching noises on the floor, “you know why I’m here.”

“Yes,” said the Fenrir, eyes trained on Elias. “Word has reached my father of what I learned during my time chained to that godsforsaken mountain. And you’re here on his behalf.”

“That more or less sums it up.” Elias strolled over to the wall of the chamber and leaned casually against it. “But it’s not me you want to give that information to, is it?”

The Fenrir blinked but didn’t disagree.

“I think,” said Elias, “it’s no coincidence that you made your hideaway this cavern: the only place in the Midwest connected to Helheim.”

Charlie paused in trying to turn the knife. Her eyes flew to Elias, then the platform.

“Oh yes,” said Elias, noticing her alarm. “That’s what this chamber is. One of only a few places where one can travel from Asgard to the underworld, and vice versa.”

No, thought Charlie. This was worse than she could have imagined. Not only had she brought her friends and brother to face a mare and an enormous wolf beast, they were also standing right on Loki’s doorstep.

“You’re correct,” the Fenrir said at last. “I do have information on the location of the Seal. And I did make my home this cave with the intention of contacting Loki. Only, after a week of trying, I’m still no closer to figuring out how to reach him.” He turned his giant head to look over at the cavern’s entrance. “The creatures of the forest were of no help to me. They hid inside their rocks and trees, too terrified to even speak with me.” He spat on the floor, the saliva thick and dripping. “Pathetic things.”

“Well, they know what you’re after,” Elias said. “The destruction of their realm.”

“I am after the destruction of the gods,” the Fenrir snarled. “The same gods who tortured me, chained me to that rock, left me to suffer for all of eternity. The destruction of their puny realm is merely collateral damage.”

At last, Charlie managed to touch the knife’s blade to the cords wrapped around her wrists. Just as she was about to press it farther, making an actual incision in the shadows, she hesitated. Was this a good idea? She didn’t know exactly how Elias’s shadows worked. Would he feel the pain of one of them being sliced through? Even one that was fully detached from his body?

She could only hope the answer was no.

Breath held, she pressed the knife’s edge to the bonds, and—

Felt the cords pop loose.

She wanted to sag with relief. It worked. The Fenrir was right; Elias wasn’t invincible. Valkyrie steel could cut through his shadows. This was a huge revelation, and she wanted to celebrate it as such. But she couldn’t. Not yet. She waited, frozen, for Elias to whip around, having felt the knife’s incision.

One, one thousand.

Two, one thousand.

Three, one thousand …

“And just where do you plan to go once Asgard is destroyed?” Elias asked. “The dwarves’ realm? The elves’? These creatures fear you as greatly as the gods do. You really think they’ll protect you?”

He was still engaged in conversation with the Fenrir. He hadn’t felt a thing.

Thank every god in all eight realms.

“I am doing what is right for me,” the Fenrir said. “Revenge is what I seek, and Ragnarök is how I will obtain that revenge.”

“And what are you hoping to get in return?” Elias asked. “From your father, in exchange for the Seal’s location.”

“Protection,” the Fenrir said at once. “His assurance that the gods will never be able to entrap me again.”

Sophie was right. Charlie remembered the pouch of feathers still tucked into one of her pockets. If she could just take out Elias, she could offer the feathers to the Fenrir in exchange for everyone’s freedom.

It would work. It had to work.

As quietly as she could, Charlie inched her legs toward the hand holding the Valkyrie knife. If she could just free her legs and catch Elias by surprise …

“And if Loki gives you protection,” Elias asked, “you will cease your contact with Surtur? Cease trying to bring about the end of Asgard?”

The Fenrir bared his long, shining teeth. “Wolf’s honor.”

Liar, thought Charlie. She would never trust this beast. Not with anything. But the longer he kept Elias engaged, the more time she had to make her escape. Her knees were nearly close enough now, the shadowy cords only an inch away from the knife’s tip.

As Charlie slid the blade toward her knees, Elias studied the Fenrir, considering his promise. She wondered what he was thinking. Whether he truly couldn’t see the lie in the beast’s eyes, or if he was just pretending not to for the sake of some larger game.

The Valkyrie blade sliced into the first cord right as Elias nodded and said, “Very well.”

The Fenrir’s smile grew.

Elias pushed himself off the wall, skirted around Lou’s body, and stepped up onto the platform. At that height, he was nearly level with the chin of the Fenrir, his head well within chomping distance. He kept his eyes on the beast, watching for any sign of trickery.

With one last shift of her wrist, Charlie cut through the final cord around her legs.

She was free.

A scratch sounded to her right. She glanced over at Abigail, who was looking at her legs with huge eyes. Charlie shook her head once, an indication that Abigail should stay silent. Turning to look at Elias, she kept her legs carefully positioned to appear bound but shifted her weight, preparing to leap up at the first chance.

“The reason you haven’t been able to contact Loki,” Elias said, sticking his hand straight inside his stomach—a bizarre act to watch, even though she knew he was technically intangible—and pulling out a large, bright emerald crystal that winked under the green lights, “is that you don’t have one of these.”

“What is that?” the Fenrir asked.

“This”—Elias tossed the stone up into the air and caught it, revealing the mark of Loki carved into one side—“is the dödssten. The death stone.” He turned it around, its surface refracted the light. “It can be mined only in Helheim and is the key to traveling between the underworld and the seven other realms.”

The Fenrir lowered his snout, cavernous nostrils sniffing at the gemstone. “How does it work?”

Bending over, Elias set the stone in the indentation in the platform, where it flashed brighter once. “You place it here,” he said, “and then—”

Charlie was up.

She took off at a run, sprinting across the chamber. Elias whipped his head around, yanking the stone out of the platform. Charlie pushed herself faster, heading straight for them.
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Elias thrust out a hand. Black cords shot from his palm, but Charlie swiped up with her knife, cutting them in midair. The cords evaporated like mist.

Baffled, Elias let out an enraged bellow and shot out another cord, this time aiming for the hand holding the knife. Charlie dove out of the way, slicing through the cord as she went. It evaporated just as she crashed into Lou’s body, causing her friend to stumble to one side. Charlie fell to the stone floor, rolling sideways before pushing back up onto her feet below the platform. Elias reached out, as if to grab her with his bare hands, but it was too late; staying low, Charlie slashed out with the Valkyrie knife.

Right through Elias’s kneecaps.

She heard muffled victorious cries that she thought came from Bjorn and Vidar.

Elias let out a roar, arms wheeling as he struggled to stay standing. She saw the dödssten flash inside his fist. Though clearly taken by surprise, he didn’t appear to be in any pain, as if the knife had done nothing but pass straight through his legs. As Charlie fell to the floor and scrambled backward, she was afraid she had failed. That the knife had done nothing.

“Impossible,” Elias whispered.

Then, like a statue sawed apart, the top of his body slid slowly off his kneecaps and toppled sideways.

As his body hit the ground, his shins, ankles, and feet evaporated, like the cords had. For a long, silent moment, she and Elias both stared at the place where his lower legs used to be.

She did it.

She actually did it.

She should have been overwhelmed with joy. Should have wanted to whoop, to dance around the cavern. At last, a small victory in an impossible situation.

Why, then, as she stared at his sliced-up body, was a pit slowly yawning open within her?

“Well done, Charlotte,” said Elias, voice oozing with black sarcasm. He lounged in a relaxed position, propped up on his elbows, half legs sprawled before him. He stuck his right hand back into his stomach, storing the dödssten within him. “A Valkyrie knife. I recognize the design. Seems I have a weakness after all.” He tilted his head, studying the blade. “And it looks like your sister is smarter than I realized.”

Charlie’s stomach dropped twenty floors.

“What?” said Mason. It was the first word out of his mouth since they’d entered the chamber, and it came out strangled.

Shit, Charlie thought. Shit, shit, shit. This isn’t how he was supposed to find out. I was supposed to have time, to be able to sit him down, and—

Mason was still speaking. “What is he talking about, Charlie? What’s—” but his sentence was cut off with a yelp.

Charlie spun around. No. For the last thirty seconds, she’d been so focused on attacking Elias that she’d neglected the presence of the Fenrir. Now, the beast had scooped her brother up with one paw, sliding his claws through the shadowy ropes around his ankles and was holding them up by the ceiling, Mason dangling in the air upside down. Her brother whimpered. Charlie could only pray that the wolf’s claws hadn’t gone through Mason’s skin, too.

“Silence,” snarled the Fenrir. “You are here to be sacrificed. Nothing more.”

Mason shut his mouth, shooting his sister a pleading look.

This is it. Her opportunity. With Elias out of commission, Charlie could save the others if she played the situation correctly. She glanced at Lou, who stood a few feet away, staring at the wall, and then at Abigail, who was quivering on the floor, and the Vikings, who were struggling in vain against their bindings. Then she focused on the Fenrir.

This is it.

“I understand why you want to sacrifice us,” said Charlie, rising slowly to her feet and taking a tentative step toward the wolf. He was so enormous. His fur and fangs and flashing red eyes seemed to fill the entire other side of the chamber. “You want protection from the gods. And Surtur can offer you that.”

The Fenrir narrowed his eyes.

She took another small step. “But what if I told you that I could offer you that, too?”

Opening his mouth to reveal his deadly fangs, the wolf let out a barking laugh. “You?” he asked, a huge speck of drool flying from his mouth. “What could a defenseless little human possibly offer me?”

Carefully, Charlie tucked her Valkyrie knife back into one of the pockets on the side of her dress. Then, she reached down the dress, into the trick pocket that held the leather pouch. The Fenrir growled, lowering his head and baring his fangs at her. She held up her other hand, hoping it would convey to the beast that she meant no harm. His eyes stayed narrow, but as she wrapped her fingers around the pouch and started to pull it out, he didn’t pounce.

Once the pouch was all the way out, she held it up for the Fenrir to see. It dangled from her fingers, brown leather swinging in the air.

The wolf tilted its head. “What is that?”

“Feathers from the cloak of the goddess Freyja.”

“Impossible,” said the Fenrir. “The goddess would not give out her feathers to a mere human.”

“I’ll prove it,” she said. “Watch this.” She slipped two fingers into the pouch and pulled until it opened. Reaching gingerly inside, Charlie felt something light and fuzzy brush her fingertips. Gently she grasped the tip of a feather and pulled it out. It was snow-white with stripes of silver, glimmering in the green light of the cave.

The Fenrir watched her movements warily. His eyes flashed when the feather emerged from the pouch, but he kept all other emotion off his face, unconvinced.

Charlie had no idea how the feathers worked; Sophie handed them over without any further explanation. Was she supposed to wear it? Eat it? Wave it around in circles?

On a whim—and perhaps wanting to make a show out of the whole thing to impress the Fenrir—Charlie puffed out her torso, held up the feather, and then slammed it right into the center of her chest.

It worked. The feather clung to her chest, as if stuck there, and began to glow with silver light. After a few seconds, it dissolved to nothing. As it did, the silver glow rushed out from her chest, spreading across her arms, her legs, her head and neck. It spanned the length of her body, leaving her with a bright silver outline.

“Whoa,” said her brother, who was still hanging upside down from the Fenrir’s paw.

“So, it’s true,” said the Fenrir, stepping closer to Charlie. Hunger burned in his red eyes. “How many more do you have?”

Charlie looked down at the pouch. She stuck a hand in again, rooting around and pretending to count. As she worked, she casually pulled out one feather, then another, as if to clear space and allow her to see them all. She spent another few seconds pretending to finish up her count, then looked up at the Fenrir.

“Ten,” she lied, still holding two of Freyja’s feathers in one hand. “And the Valkyrie has promised that if you agree to help us, she can provide you with an entire bushel of these feathers.”

The hunger burned brighter in the Fenrir’s eyes. “Bring them to me.”

“First, put down my brother.”

The wolf spat on the floor. “Bring them to me, or I’ll slice his throat.”

“Okay, okay.” Charlie stepped cautiously toward him. His eyes were glued to the pouch in her hand. When she drew close enough to the beast, so close that she could smell his putrid breath wafting over her, she lifted the pouch, as if to offer it to him. When she did, the wolf’s arm slackened, dropping Mason closer to the floor.

Charlie pounced.

Before the Fenrir realized what was happening, she leapt up into the air, sticking one of the two feathers in between her teeth and slapping the other onto her brother’s chest. She didn’t hit him squarely at the center, the way she had with herself, but she had to hope it would be enough.

The Fenrir roared, dropping Mason to the floor. It was as if the feather’s protective magic had burned the wolf’s paw. He growled with anguish, holding out his paw, and Charlie dove across the floor, over to where Abigail still lay, bound by Elias’s shadow cords. Charlie slapped the second feather onto her friend’s chest.

As the third feather dissolved, sending silver light across Abigail’s body, so did the shadow cords. They evaporated under the feather’s protective magic. Abigail gasped, rolling over and leaping to her feet.

Charlie didn’t have time to give feathers to either of the Vikings. She spun around to see the Fenrir leap toward her with a gut-rattling roar. His jaws were stretched wide, teeth flashing in the green light of the cavern, saliva flying in every direction. Charlie plunged her hand into the pocket holding her knife and pulled it out, brandishing it in what would surely be a useless attempt to block him.

But the beast’s attack never came.

When Charlie peeked through her arms, she saw that the Fenrir was stuck. He kept throwing his jaw forward, trying to swallow her whole, but he couldn’t get within a foot of her. He let out a roar of frustration, going in for one last swipe, but this time, Charlie was ready. When his jaws came snapping toward her, she sliced the Valkyrie knife in a horizontal arc—straight through the wolf’s top layer of teeth, right up by the gums.

She was going to get the ash wife what she had promised.

The Fenrir let out an agonized roar. His teeth clattered to the floor, followed quickly by his entire mountainous body. It hit the ground with a rumble that shook the whole cave. Charlie fell backward. Her rear end hit the floor, her head whipping back. For a brief flash, she prepared for her skull to slam into the stone, even knock her out. But instead of hitting a hard surface, it bounced off something soft.

“Oof,” said Abigail, whose stomach Charlie’s head had just landed on.

Charlie groaned, rolling over onto her side. “Sorry,” she said.

“It’s fine.” With a grunt, Abigail pushed herself up onto her elbows. “I don’t know what kind of magical potion was inside that feather, but I barely felt a thing.”

“That would be the point.” Charlie held out a hand to her. Together, they pulled each other to their feet, and Charlie stuffed the pouch back into her dress.

“This is better than drugs,” said a completely unfazed Mason, who was sprawled on the ground, looking down at his glowing body. “How many more of those crack feathers you got, sis?”

Charlie started to laugh, but she was cut off by the sound of slow clapping coming from behind. She turned to find Elias, still stuck on the floor with half of his legs missing, clapping his shadowy hands and shaking his head. To his right, Lou stood, stoic as ever. Her hands were clasped behind her back now, like a soldier standing at attention.

“Well done, Charlotte.” Elias’s mouth quirked into a cruel smile. “Well done. You beat the odds, didn’t you? What a lovely little cheat that was—a feather that protects from all supernatural creatures. Brilliant.”

Charlie clenched her hands at her sides. “It’s over, Elias,” she said. “You’ve lost. Release the Vikings and give Lou back her free will, or I’ll cut off even more of you.”

“See, that’s the thing.” Elias waved a finger at her. “That’s the beautiful thing about having a human in your back pocket. Those feathers might protect you from supernatural forces…” He lifted a hand, pointing his palm at Lou’s rigid body. “But you can still die a death caused by a human.”

“What do you—” Her eyes flew to Lou, but it was too late. Her friend was already lifting her right arm, which had been hidden behind her back. It took Charlie a half second to register the cold metal in Lou’s hand, the sound of a safety clicking off, the barrel pointed right at her. Just as her mind made sense of the picture, as her consciousness formed the word gun, the trigger was pulled, a loud explosion shook the walls of the cavern, and Lou unknowingly shot her best friend.

“No,” Mason screamed from the floor. Abigail was frozen, in shock, watching everything unfold and incapable of doing anything.

And Lou …

Lou’s aim was perfect. Supernatural. The bullet went straight into Charlie’s head.

For a moment, all was still. A flash of grief passed across Elias’s face, as if he hadn’t really wanted to kill Charlie. As if he had acted without thinking. From the ground, Mason held his breath, stunned, no doubt waiting for Charlie to keel over. To slump to the cavern floor and begin to leak blood.

Then, Charlie opened her mouth and smiled—

A bullet between her teeth.
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Charlie spit the bullet onto the ground.

Everyone—every single creature in the room—stared at her in stunned silence.

“How did you—” Elias blinked. “What just—”

One side of Charlie’s mouth raised. “A magician never reveals her secrets.”

Finally recovered from his shock, Mason let out a howl of laughter. “No way.” He clapped twice. “She figured it out. She actually figured it out.”

Gradually, Elias’s expression morphed from shock to fury. She knew exactly what he was thinking: three times, she had bested him. Three times, she took his carefully laid plan and spat in its face. Now he had nothing left. Nothing to present to his precious master, Loki. Nothing to do but—

He flung out a hand, shooting a shadowy cord across the chamber. It wrapped around one of the Fenrir’s broken teeth, which lay scattered on the floor, then reeled back in. Elias caught the tooth, which was the size of a kitchen knife and still wet with saliva. Charlie tensed, but she knew Elias was fighting a losing battle. All the humans were protected from supernatural attacks by Freyja’s feathers—except Lou, though Charlie planned to remedy that as soon as she could—and she highly doubted the tooth would do much damage to either of the enormous Vikings.

But when he threw the tooth, he didn’t aim it at Charlie, Abigail, or Mason. He aimed it in the opposite direction, down low.

Straight into the chest of the vätte.

It drove through his long beard, drilling into his body so deeply that the tip of the tooth stuck out of the creature’s back. He squealed with anguish, tipping backward and falling over.

“No!” Charlie screamed, running across the cave and falling to her knees beside the vätte. “No, no, no.” She touched his chest gently, but he flinched in pain. Did she take the tooth out? Leave it in? God dammit, how could she have forgotten to give him a feather, too? He was so small, so innocent. She never thought … she never …

A sob racked her chest.

She had to take the tooth out. Wasn’t that what they said to do in doctor movies? Or was it the opposite? She didn’t know. She couldn’t think. All she could do was remove the thing that was causing him so much pain.

She wrapped her hand around the tooth and yanked it free.

Right away, she knew she had made the wrong decision. The vätte choked, blood burbling out from beneath his beard. His tiny body twitched in agony.

“No,” Charlie sobbed, scooping him up into her hands. He shook and shuddered on her palms. “Please. You can’t die. I need you here. I need…”

As the vätte’s twitching began to cease, to slow down, Charlie felt herself starting to shut down, too. This was it. This was how she said goodbye to her friend. This was how …

It came to her like a long-forgotten song. Like a set of lyrics she never realized she knew, blossoming to life in her mind and playing on repeat. Later, she would tell herself that she didn’t make it up. That it had always been there, hiding within her, from the moment he first clapped at the idea of watching The Witcher, waiting for its moment to emerge.

“Henry,” she whispered. “Henry, I’m here. I’m right here.”

His name. The name she had always intended to give him, even if she didn’t know it, not until it was already out of her mouth, floating in the air between them, solidifying their bond.

“Henry.”

Henry let out a gasp, his body shuddering. His little head crooked up from her palm, beard fluttering as he drew in several unsteady breaths. Gingerly, Charlie shifted his body so that he balanced on one of her hands. With the other, she brushed aside his beard, checking his injury.

His gray tunic—the same one he always wore that never seemed to dirty or take on a bad smell—had a hole at its center, but his skin … his pearl-white, delicate little skin …

It was whole.

Charlie choked out a sob of relief. Her shoulders sagged forward, head slumping down, hair falling in a protective nest around Henry. He was alive.

He was alive.

“It was the name,” came an awed whisper from across the chamber. Charlie’s head snapped up to find Elias staring at her and Henry, green eyes enormous. “The protective bond between you two—it healed him.”

Charlie sniffled, looking down at Henry. With a little squeak, he sat up, inspecting his chest curiously. Once he determined that there was nothing wrong there, he looked up at Charlie. Though she still couldn’t see his eyes—his red hat was pulled down over them as always, exposing only his button nose—she saw gratitude written on his face.

She picked up the tooth from the ground, turning it over in her hand. She had what the ash wife needed, at least. She tucked it into one of the pockets of her dress.

As she did, she noticed the glow around her body beginning to fade.

The feather. Its power was waning, which meant she needed to get them out of that chamber as quickly as possible.

“That’s a shame,” said Elias, who seemed to have recovered from his shock. “No matter. I have one last trick up my sleeve.”

Charlie looked up to find Elias raising his hand yet again, pointing it toward Lou for the second time. At first, Charlie thought he was going to try to have Lou shoot her again, or maybe Mason or Abigail. But like a machine swiveling its lever, Lou slowly turned the gun around to point at her own head.

“No!” Charlie and Mason yelled in tandem.

The feathers. Why hadn’t she made sure Lou was protected by one of the feathers?

With a sharp smile, Elias removed the dödssten from his stomach and threw it onto the platform, where it rolled until it fell into the groove at its center. Charlie had no time to worry about what that meant; she and Mason leapt to their feet and sprinted across the cave, hoping to knock the gun from Lou’s hand. But before they could reach her, before the chamber echoed with another gunshot—

Everything turned sideways.

This was no low rumble. No shake of the Fenrir’s body hitting the floor or the doors sliding open. Something rattled the entire space, as if the cave were a mere toy box picked up by a child and shaken violently about. Everyone grunted as their bodies were thrown to the side. They sprawled on the stone floor. And Lou’s arm had flown out to the side, sending the bullet up into the wall instead. Her head hit the stone floor hard, knocking her out entirely.

Charlie witnessed everything, even as her own body fell to the ground. Even as she struggled to maintain her bearings, to tell which way was up. All she could do was keep her eyes locked on her best friend. To make sure she didn’t die.

She was so focused on Lou’s limp body on the stone floor that she didn’t realize there was someone else in the room with them until she heard his voice.

“And just who had the audacity to interrupt me in the middle of happy hour?”

Charlie groaned and craned her neck, trying to get a look at whoever had just appeared. But before she could, blackness covered her vision and tightened around her chest. Elias. He’d seen the feather’s power waning and had wrapped her in yet another length of shadow rope, this time starting at the very top of her head and extending all the way to her ankles. She was caught. She was mummified. She was a fish that could do nothing but flop about on the stone floor. And if the grunting behind her was any indication, Mason and Abigail were, too.

The feathers must have worn off from all three of us, she thought.

She tried to open her mouth, but all she could do was choke on the cords around her mouth.

“Loki,” came Elias’s voice, suddenly subdued, deferential—and with that single word, every cell in Charlie’s body froze at once.

Loki.

Loki was here. Standing above them.

How was that possible?

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Elias went on, “but it was of the utmost importance that you come.”

“Well,” said the god, voice dangerously light, as if he stood in the middle of a party, not a room full of bound and gagged bodies. “Be quick about it. You know I only have a few minutes when I do this.”

“I’m aware,” said Elias quickly. “The thing is—”

The Fenrir gave a low growl.

Loki, who sounded as if he hadn’t noticed the creature until that moment, said, “Ah. I see you’ve found my son.”

The Fenrir made a spitting noise. “You’ve hardly earned the right to call me by that title, seeing as you let the other gods leave me to rot on that rock. Some father you are.” His voice was garbled, gummy—no doubt due to the holes where his teeth used to be.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” At this, Charlie could almost picture the god holding up his hands, trying to play off his betrayal as nothing personal. “Come, now. I’ve been dealing with my own drama, locked down in Helheim. You know that.”

Loki’s voice was so strangely familiar. Though Charlie knew it was impossible, she couldn’t help feeling that she had heard it before. Perhaps in a dream. For all she knew, Elias had been sneaking in her window and giving her Loki-tinted nightmares.

“Right,” growled the Fenrir. “You were busy. Is that why you sent your little errand boy to find me?”

“Hey,” said Elias, as if this title deeply offended him.

“You know well why I sent my mare to find you,” said Loki. “The gods know of the raven that you spoke with. The one who brought you news of the Seal’s location.” He paused, and Charlie could almost imagine him pasting an oily smile onto his slimy face, though she still didn’t know what he looked like. “Don’t you wish to share the news with your dear father? Isn’t that why you’ve been looking for me?”

“I’ve been looking for you,” the Fenrir snapped, “because I wanted you to be the first of the gods to die.”

“Hmm,” Loki said. “Troubling. Pity those teeth of yours seem to have taken a beating.” His footsteps shuffled across the cave floor. “Who was responsible for that, by the way? I’d like to thank them personally.”

“It was one of our captives,” said Elias. “I don’t recommend releasing her. She seems to have come into possession of a Valkyrie knife.”

“Nonsense.” Loki clapped twice. “Let me see the captives. It’ll be fun.”

“But you have only two minutes left—”

“Elias.” His voice cut sharply. “Release them.”

Elias hesitated. Then, like a dozen snakes slithering slowly off her body, the shadow cords released their hold on Charlie. They withdrew, spooling back toward Elias, leaving only her mouth gagged and her legs bound and tethered to the floor.

“This isn’t about these pathetic humans,” growled the Fenrir. “This is about you and me, Father, and I expect you to give me the respect and attention that I deserve.”

Loki sighed, as if the wolf was little more than a nuisance intruding upon his fun. Charlie lifted her head and craned her neck around in time to see the god stroll over to the Fenrir, stopping just in front of him.

“My boy,” said Loki, spreading his arms wide, as if to offer the wolf a hug. “I was responsible for bringing you into this world, monster that you are, which means you will give me the information I seek.” He smiled wide, though it didn’t touch his eyes.

Loki didn’t look the way Charlie had expected. She’d envisioned an oily man, skinny, with an oversize, white-toothed smile—a court jester made into a god. Drawings of Loki on the internet showed a man with long red hair and devious eyes, sometimes wearing a mask. A clownish figure, occasionally bearing a goatee or horns. She knew he was a shape-shifter, so perhaps those drawings only depicted one version of him.

Whatever the case, she had never imagined the truth.

The being that stood above the Fenrir was not oily or skinny. He did not have long red hair. He wore neither goatee nor horns. Instead, he was a tall, broad-shouldered man with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. He looked to be in his early forties, with tan skin and little crinkles at the sides of his eyes. The crinkles grew more pronounced as he crouched down beside the injured Fenrir and widened his smile, as if to charm the information out of the wolf.

“Get away from me,” the Fenrir growled, baring his broken teeth.

“Or what?” Loki tilted his head, pouting. “You’ll gum me to death?”

“I’m not telling you about the Seal,” the wolf said. “I’d sooner die.”

Charlie craned her neck even farther, hoping for a glimpse of her brother. Mason, gagged and strapped at the legs like her, was staring at Loki with eyes so enormous they looked as if they might burst free of his skull. Shock at seeing a god for the first time, perhaps? Charlie was somewhat more prepared than her brother, having seen her undead sister, now a supernatural warrior, the night before.

“That can be arranged,” Loki said to the Fenrir. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a curved, golden blade. “This scythe is made of the same material used in Valkyrie knives. You know what that means, do you not?”

The Fenrir only blinked at him.

“That’s right: it can slice through your neck as easily as a bird’s wing cuts through the air. Now.” He smiled, raising the scythe to hover over the wolf’s neck. “Tell me where the Seal is, or I’ll cut off your head.”

“Loki,” Elias warned. “Sixty seconds.”

“You don’t have the time,” the wolf said. “You’ll be gone in less than a minute.”

“At which time, my associate Elias would gladly take over.” Loki tapped his chin. “How does … say, a thousand years trapped in this temple sound?”

“You wouldn’t—”

Without warning, Loki raised the scythe and drove it toward the Fenrir’s neck.

“Wait,” the beast barked, and Loki stilled the blade before it could cut deeper than the first layer of fur and skin. Blood dripped from the scythe when it rose back into the air. “I’ll tell you.” The Fenrir’s beady eyes stayed locked on the blade. “But you won’t like it.”

“Won’t like what?” Loki asked.

“It was a riddle,” the wolf said. “What the raven told me. It wasn’t a location, only this.” He closed his eyes and recited, “Evil lava, deepest blue, dance in the moonlight, impossible but true.”

Evil lava? Charlie thought. What kind of a riddle is that?

Loki chewed his lower lip, considering. “Hmm,” he said. “Odd.”

“Twenty seconds,” said Elias as the room started to tremble again.

“Right.” Loki patted his legs twice, then rose to standing. “Elias, Fen, you’re coming with me back to Helheim.”

“But—” the wolf started.

“Shush.” Loki pulled a black marble from his pocket, tossing it across the room to Elias, who caught it with wide eyes. “I need you locked up safe and sound in the underworld, son. There’s business for us to attend to, and I can’t risk you slipping away. Now,” he said, turning at last to face Charlie, Mason, and Abigail, a big smile on his face, “all that remains is for me to thank our captives, and we can—”

Loki froze when his gaze landed on Charlie. His eyes widened. The smile slipped from his face as his pupils darted back and forth between Charlie and Mason, Mason and Charlie. The cave’s shaking grew in volume and intensity. Loki’s and Elias’s bodies flickered twice, like lightbulbs about to switch off. The god rematerialized, but Elias didn’t; he was gone, perhaps already in Helheim.

Still, Charlie couldn’t think on Elias’s disappearance. Couldn’t pause to consider the confusing jumble of emotions it brought up within her—the gratitude, the relief, the clench of her stomach, the hole that seemed to open within her—because Loki had stopped glancing between her and Mason and was now staring at her brother like a man seeing the sun for the first time.

“M … Mason?” Loki stammered, taking an uncertain step toward him. He paused and swiveled to face her. “Charlotte?”

Everything in Charlie’s body went cold at once.

The god took a step closer to her. Another. His hand lifted, then lowered to his side. Charlie wanted to run, but she was locked in place. Loki’s eyes—they were so familiar. His nose. The slope of his lips. She knew them. She saw them every day, when she looked in the mirror. And she was utterly frozen, forced to watch in horror, in disbelief, as he opened his mouth and whispered:

“My children.”

Then the cave gave a violent lurch, and the god disappeared.






Epilogue


Charlie and Mason stumbled through the front door of their house at five a.m. exhausted, covered in dirt, and with shredded clothes clinging to their bodies like thieves gripping a windowsill with nothing but their fingertips. Henry scampered ahead of them, zooming around the entryway in little circles. One would never have guessed that, less than an hour before, the little guy had nearly died.

My children.

Almost two hours had passed since Loki, Elias, and the Fenrir had vanished, and much had happened in that time. Charlie, Mason, Abigail, and the Vikings had been able to collect themselves, to check each other for injuries. Once they were certain no one was dying, Bjorn had scooped an unconscious Lou up from the cave floor and cradled her limp body in his arms. Vidar led the group out of the cave and back through the underground tunnel, with Bjorn bringing up the rear.

When they emerged from the hatch in the beach, it was just past four. The night sky twinkled innocently above them. Lake Michigan lapped gently against the sand. Birds twittered in anticipation of the coming sunrise. Everything felt so normal, so peaceful. As if they hadn’t almost lost their lives minutes before.

They bid farewell to the Vikings at the tree line, with Bjorn passing Lou’s unconscious body to Mason. Her head lolled over onto his shoulder, auburn hair spilling down his chest. Mason’s face was ghostly pale, and Charlie had a feeling it would remain that way until Lou woke up.

As they went their separate ways, the humans heading into the forest while the Vikings set off down the beach, Charlie heard Bjorn whisper (or what the Viking probably assumed was a whisper but could likely be heard three towns over), “Surely that was enough to get us back into Valhalla, wasn’t it?”

And as they trudged back to the Bronco, the shock and adrenaline of the night finally started to wear off, and heavy silence settled over them like a stifling wool blanket. Even Abigail, for the first time in her life, had nothing to say.

My children.

My children.

My children.

The words echoed through Charlie’s head on a constant loop, an eerie soundtrack to their journey home.

As they passed the askafroa’s tree, Charlie remembered what she had promised. She pulled out the Fenrir’s tooth from her pocket and tossed it at the foot of the tree, not bothering to stop and make small talk. Not even bothering to double-check that it was the right tree. She didn’t have the energy.

Lou awoke just after they’d loaded back into the Bronco, stirring in Mason’s arms, her head cradled in his lap. She muttered an unintelligible string of words that Charlie recognized from countless sleepovers as her “still mostly asleep” monologue. At the sound of Lou’s voice, Mason visibly relaxed.

“Shhh,” he’d whispered. “It’s okay. Keep sleeping.”

No one talked during the fifteen-minute drive to Abigail’s house. They played no music, discussed nothing of what had happened. Only once Charlie pulled into her driveway and put the car into park did she finally turn in her seat and look Abigail in the eye.

“When she wakes up,” Charlie said, digging into one of the many pockets of her torn-up dress and pulling out the final eyaerberry, “give her this.”

Abigail had widened her eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Charlie exhaled. “If we could protect her from all of this, I would obviously prefer that. But Lou is better at snooping around than most detectives; if we don’t tell her what’s going on ourselves, she’ll figure it out on her own. And she’ll probably get kidnapped again in the process.”

Abigail glanced at Mason, who was adjusting Lou’s body in his arms, getting ready to carry her to Abigail’s doorstep. When Mason noticed her questioning gaze, he only nodded.

“She’s right,” he said unhappily.

Finally, Abigail gave a small grimace and took the eyaerberry. “Okay.” They got out, and she led Mason up to her front door, opening it and stepping aside to let him pass. He disappeared inside, reemerging a moment later, Lou no longer in his arms.

They drove home in total silence.

And they probably would have entered their home in total silence, too—tired and muddy and battered up—if their mother hadn’t been waiting for them, seated at the foot of the stairs.

The moment they stepped through the door, she leapt to her feet. Her face was red and puffy. Eyes bloodshot. Hands balled into fists. She ran toward her children, and for a second, Charlie truly believed that she was going to hit them. Their mother. Their mother, who liked soapy Korean dramas and smut novels and Saturday brunches with her friends. Their mother, who had never exhibited even a hint of violence in her life.

Their mother, whom they didn’t know at all.

She didn’t hit them, of course. Instead, she gathered her children into her arms and buried her face in their dirty chests.

“Mason,” she whispered. “Charlie. Oh my God. I thought you were gone. I thought you’d been taken like the other kids, and I … I…” She hiccupped, her voice trailing off as sobs racked her chest. “I thought I’d lost another child. I thought I’d lost … I’d lost you all…”

Neither Charlie nor Mason hugged her back. They stood side by side, arms hanging uselessly. They stayed this way for so long that Charlie was surprised their mom didn’t pull away.

“Mom,” Mason said at last, and Charlie knew. She knew he was going to ask.

Hesitantly, their mom pulled away, her splotchy face warped with confusion. She studied her children, no doubt noticing their shredded clothes, the mud and sand on their shoes.

“Mason?” she said. “What—”

“Who is our father?” he asked flatly.

The confusion on their mom’s face deepened. She looked between her kids. “What?”

“Who,” Mason repeated, “is. Our. Father?”

“You already know the answer to that question,” their mom said. “His name is Walter Moray. He’s a good-for-nothing piece of trash who—”

“—left us for a life of Bud Lights and neon signs, never once looking back,” Mason said, filling in the end of her sentence. “Yeah. We know. You’ve only told us a thousand times.”

“I know I have.” She shook her head. “So why are you asking me again?”

“Mom,” said Charlie, and her mother looked over in surprise. She was just going to say it. Just going to ask the question, because she desperately needed the truth. “Is Loki our father?”

“Is…” She stared at her daughter blankly. “What?”

“Loki,” Charlie repeated. “Is Loki our father?”

“Loki, like … like the Marvel character?”

“No,” said Charlie. “Not like the Marvel character. Loki like the actual god Loki. Because the gods are real, and apparently, you’ve known this whole time.”

Their mom took two steps backward, looking between her kids with alarm. “Are you … are you two on drugs?”

“Of course not,” Charlie said impatiently. “We never had the chance to take any drugs, because we never made it to a homecoming after-party, because your ex-husband, a literal god, stole all of that away from us and—”

“Jesus Christ.” Her mom’s face fell into her hands. “You’re completely out of it. I knew it. I knew I shouldn’t have let Colin Wilkins’s father host the after-party. I’ve always said she was bad news, the most negligent father at school, and…” She exhaled, steadying herself. Then she looked up at them. “Right. A lecture clearly won’t stick for either of you right now, so. Bed. Both of you. We’ll discuss this tomorrow.”

Charlie started to argue. “But—”

“Nope.” Their mom grabbed their shoulders and marched them over to the staircase. “Upstairs. Unless you’re so messed up that you need me to drag you.”

“We’re not,” Mason said quickly. “Thanks, Mom.” He turned and started up the stairs.

Charlie shook her head, bewildered. He was just going to give in? Not demand any answers? With one last look at her mom, who was massaging her forehead, Charlie turned around and followed Mason upstairs. She tailed him all the way to his room, stopping just outside so they could discuss what happened.

“Right,” she whispered. “What are we going to do? Mom is clearly lying, so—”

“She’s not lying.” Mason’s voice was flat, dead.

“What?” Charlie asked. “Of course she is. You saw Loki’s face. He looked just like us. He had our eyes! Mom must be trying to protect us. She—”

“Charlie,” Mason cut her off, voice still flat as a windowpane. “You know Mom can’t lie. She’s never been able to.”

Doubt crept into Charlie’s mind, because her brother was right. Their mother couldn’t lie. Just last week, she tried to get out of a dinner with her friends that she didn’t want to attend. She texted their group chat that she wasn’t feeling well; she was running a fever and had spent the whole afternoon over the toilet. But when her friend Martha had called to check in on how she was doing, she’d broken down and told the truth—even though Martha hadn’t asked.

She, Charlie, and Mason had laughed about it when she’d gotten off the phone. They’d all agreed that their mom was as good at lying as she was at remembering to mow their lawn—which, most of the time, looked like a miniature jungle.

Maybe their mother was putting on the best performance of her life … but it seemed far more likely that she truly believed Loki wasn’t their father.

“You’re right,” Charlie said. “She meant what she said to us. I don’t even think she knows that Asgard exists.”

“My point exactly,” said Mason.

“But that doesn’t mean that Loki isn’t our father, Mason. You know how Asgard is. Maybe Mom’s memory was wiped. Maybe a creature of the forest inhabited her body for three years and left when Sophie and I were born. I don’t know. Anything is possible now that real magic is on the table.”

“You sound insane. And even if you’re right, I don’t care. It doesn’t matter if our father is a Norse god or Tom Cruise or some drunken asshole from three towns over. He left. He abandoned us, and I have no interest in knowing him.”

“That’s it, then?” Charlie asked. “You’re not even going to help me try to figure it out?”

“No, Charlie,” he said, turning around, grabbing ahold of the knob, and pushing the door open. “I’m not going to help you. You’re on your own for this one.” Just before he stepped into his room, he looked back over his shoulder. “That’s clearly how you like to operate, anyway. No need for support. No need to tell your brother that his baby sister is still alive.”

“Is that what this is really about?” Charlie asked. “The reason you haven’t looked me in the eye once since we left that cave? Because I didn’t tell you about Sophie?”

He said nothing, just pursing his lips.

“Mason, I only learned that she was still alive last night. I’ve barely had time to process the information, let alone think about sharing it.”

“Think about sharing it?” His lips pulled back in disgust. “She’s my sister, too, Charlie. I think you forget that sometimes. That you don’t have some monopoly on grief. That the rest of us lost her, too.”

It felt as if he’d slapped her. “I don’t—”

“A day is more than enough time to tell your older brother that his younger sister is still fucking alive,” he said. “But clearly you don’t see it that way.” He shook his head. “Jesus. You’re so goddamn selfish.”

And with that, he stepped into his room and slammed the door in her face.

That was it, then. The real reason Mason hadn’t looked her in the eye a single time since they left that cave. Because she hadn’t told him about Sophie.

All at once, it hit her. Everything. The panic. The fear. The regret. All the emotions that she had squashed deep, deep within herself for the sake of getting through the night, of saving the people she loved and making it out alive. They descended upon her like a twenty-foot wave, swallowing her up and sucking her to the bottom of the ocean.

She stumbled blindly down the hall, feeling her way to her bedroom. She just needed to make it inside. Just needed to close the door behind herself, and then … and then …

Her hand found the doorknob.

She pushed the door open, hobbled though, slammed it shut, and collapsed against it, sinking to the floor in her tattered dress.

Her first thought: We did it. We made it out alive.

Her second: We will never be safe again.
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