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This book is dedicated to my cat, Squeak—for without her insistence on sleeping on my keyboard while I worked I would’ve written this book twice as fast, but it would’ve been half as much fun.





 

 

Kurnugia: noun / [image: ] / from Sumerian, literally “earth of no return,” referring to the underworld where immortals exist after death.





THE VALKYRIE PROCLAMATION

Baldur, the Prince of Men, My Shining Son—

The unrest in Vanaheimr 1 has grown tenfold since last we spoke. Much has been made of the recent bloodshed between humans, led into battle 2 against each other by the Great Bull 3 against the Assaku. Thousands of lives have been lost—innocent babes ripped from their mothers’ breasts and slaughtered in the name of immortals who care so little for those that follow them.

It has been many long days since I created the Valkyries, and aided by your Mother’s 4 gift of Sight, 5 the earth seemed as if it had been eased into an order; a wary but stable peace among men and the immortals that live beside them.

But now it seems that all my effort has been in vain, since the humans have proved all too willing to follow any god 6 that asks them to. Many of my fellow Vanir gods have become fearful that our laws favor the mortals too much.

Are they correct? Am I too blind and stubborn to see? Tell me, my dear son, what do you make of the rules?

The laws that govern the land are simple but clear: 7

— All immortals of enough reverence and age to be given the title of Vanir gods are allowed access into Vanaheimr.

— All other immortals are allowed to walk the earth until their time has come.

— Their time is to be decided by the Vanir gods and the Eralim, and the Eralim will pass the orders down to the Valkyries.

— The Valkyries are endowed with specific gifts granted by the gods, but they must only use them as directed by the Eralim. They are to end the immortals’ life on earth since time itself cannot.

— The Valkyries are mortals, so they live and die as humans do.

— Once an immortal’s time has been decided, they are sent to Kurnugia, where they will stay until they cease to exist.

— Once mortals die, they are put in the earth, from which they will never rise again.

— The dead must remain dead, and the Vanir gods must remain in Vanaheimr.

 

I know my beloved Frigg can see far into the future, long past the time when even she and I are both gone, but she cannot tell me what to do or what is to become of the earth if this continues. Many of the Vanir gods believe it is time to let the humans go. They may be but frail and mortal, but they more than make up for these deficits in numbers and determination; why, a man spawned over a dozen children in a single year’s time, while your mother has only borne one in the past three centuries.

Their rapid procreation and zealous allegiance have become a matter of grave concern here in Vanaheimr. Hades,8 in particular, seems to fear the humans banding together, but he is not the only one to propose that we do away with Valkyries and let mankind fall into extinction, the way the kirin and the dinosaurs9 have. The rallying cry against mortals has begun, and I fear that soon it will be deafening.

I have come up with a plan, one that I am certain you won’t approve of. All the years you’ve walked the earth have given you a profound love for the humans and all living creatures. Your kindness and love are what I am most proud to see that your mother has passed on to you. Of the many gifts she has, those are her most wonderful.

But this latest attack, with Gugalanna leading so many humans to their deaths, has led me to one conclusion: we must create an indisputable way to stop any man or god in their tracks. With the help of the other gods, I have nearly completed a most perfect weapon (if a weapon can be referred to as perfection). With one prick, it snuffs the light from any living thing, and there is no life beyond it—no respite in Vanaheimr or Kurnugia.

My dear, sweet son, I know you will not approve. But it is my hope that the mere existence of such a weapon will be enough to hold them in place. These young gods have no fear of us, the elders watching it all from above. Without fear, we cannot control them, and to allow humans and immortals to collude together, running all over this earth, can only lead to more death and destruction.

Worse still, I worry that Vanaheimr would not be far behind, if both the earth and Kurnugia were to fall.

I am doing what I feel that I must to do. The only thing I can do to protect you, your mother, all the gods, and even the humans from themselves. I hope that you understand, and if you do not, I hope that you can forgive me.

 

Your father,

Odin

—ODIN, THE VANIR GOD, IN A LETTER TO HIS SON, WHICH WOULD BECOME KNOWN AS THE VALKYRIE PROCLAMATION, WRITTEN CIRCA 3750 BCE





NOTE ON LETTER

This letter has been modified for clarity and translated from the Olde Language of the gods into English. The letterpress edition of The Proclamations of the Gods, edited by Professor Cashel Wu, is available through the Evig Riksdag and Ravenswood Academy. Copyright © 2133 by Riksdag/Ravenswood Press. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.





 

 

Because I could not stop for Death—

He kindly stopped for me—

The Carriage held but just Ourselves—

And Immortality.

 

—EMILY DICKINSON





ONE

The air that fogged around me was thick enough that I could taste it—earthy and wet, with a trace of salt. It stuck to my skin, which was already slick with sweat, and that only seemed to attract more insects. They buzzed around me, leaving burning little bites in my flesh. I wanted to swat them off, but I couldn’t. I had to stay perfectly still, or the Kalanoro would spot me too soon.

The oversaturation of green in the jungles of Panama had been a strange adjustment from the smog and bright lights of the city. Out here, it was an endless emerald sea: the plants and trees, the rivers, were all varying shades of green—even the sky was blotted out by a thick canopy of leaves.

This wasn’t where I wanted to be, crouched motionless in the mud with a giant millipede crawling over my foot. Not when Asher was still gone, held captive in Kurnugia by the underworld goddess Ereshkigal and her mad centaur boyfriend, Gugalanna. Not when the fate of the world felt heavy on my shoulders, with Ereshkigal attempting an uprising that would unleash the underworld on earth.

It had only been three days since I’d gone to the Gates of Kurnugia, along with Oona, Quinn, Asher, and Atlas to aid me. I’d wanted to avenge my mother—and I had killed the draugr that had killed her—but all of that may have set off a chain of events that would bring about the end of days.

And I had lost the guy I … well, not loved. Not yet. But I cared about him. All I wanted to do was rescue him. But I couldn’t. There was too much at stake. I couldn’t let my heart get the best of me. I had to hold it together, and follow my orders.

After Gugalanna had pulled Asher down into the underworld where I could not follow, the rest of us had gone to Caana City in Belize. It was the safest city near the Gates of Kurnugia, and Oona needed medical intervention to survive. She was on the mend now, and that’s why I had left her behind, with Quinn and Atlas.

I didn’t want to risk losing them the way I had Asher, and I was on a special assignment, coming directly from the Valkyries’ highest authority—Odin.

Odin had found me outside of the hospital where Oona was being treated. I had never met him before, and, like most of the Vanir gods, he changed his appearance to suit his needs, so I hadn’t recognized him.

He towered over me in his tailored suit, with his left eyelid withered shut. He had a deep rumble of a voice, with a softly lilting accent, and a grim expression. His large raven, Muninn, had been watching over me, but when I tried to press him for a reason why, he had told me that there wasn’t time to explain.

“I need you to go deep into the heart of the jungle, where no man dares to live,” Odin explained, as we had stood in the eerily silent parking lot in Caana City. “You must retrieve something for me.”

“Why can’t you retrieve it yourself?” I asked bluntly. I wasn’t being rude, but the reality was that Odin was a powerful god, and I was just a young mortal Valkyrie-in-training. He had far more knowledge and power than I could ever hope to have.

“I’m not allowed to meddle in the affairs of humans or any of the other earthly beings,” Odin clarified.

“But…” I trailed off, gathering the courage to ask, “What is this you’re doing now, then? Isn’t directing me to get something for you the same as meddling?”

A sly smile played on his lips, and he replied, “There are a few loopholes, and I think it’s best if I take advantage of one now. If you want to save your friend, and everyone else that matters to you, you need to act quickly.”

“What is it that you need me to get?” I asked, since I didn’t seem to have a choice.

“The Valhallan cloak,” he explained. “It was stolen centuries ago by a trickster god—I honestly can’t remember which one anymore—and he hid it with the Kalanoro of Panama.”

“The Kalanoro?” I groaned reflexively. Having dealt with them before, I already knew how horrible they were.

If piranhas lived on land, they would behave a lot like the Kalanoro. They were small primate-like creatures, standing no more than two feet tall, and they vaguely resembled the aye-aye lemur. The biggest differences were that the Kalanoro were tailless, since they lived mostly on the ground, and they had razor-sharp claws on their elongated fingers and a mouth of jagged teeth they used to tear apart the flesh of their prey.

“What is the Valhallan cloak, and how will I find it?” I asked Odin.

“You’ll know when you see it. It’s an oversized cloak, but the fabric looks like the heavens. The rumors are that the Kalanoro were attracted to the magic of the cloak, though they didn’t understand it, so they took it back to their cave,” Odin elaborated. “They apparently have been guarding it like a treasure.”

“So I have to go into the treacherous jungle, find the man-eating Kalanoro, and steal their favorite possession?” I asked dryly. “No problem.”

Which was how I ended up in the jungle, alone, in the heart of Kalanoro country—at least, that’s what the nearest locals had purported. In front of me, on the other side of a very shallow but rapidly moving stream, was the mouth of a cave. The cave I hoped was the home of the Kalanoro, but I was waiting to see one for official confirmation.

Sweat slid down my temples, and a large dragonfly flew overhead. The trees around me were a cacophony of sounds—monkeys and frogs and birds and insects of all kinds, talking to one another, warning of danger, and shouting out mating calls.

Back in the city, beings and creatures of all kinds lived among each other, but there were rules. The jungle was not bound by any laws. I was not welcome, and I was not safe here.

I heard the crunch of a branch—too loud and too close to be another insect. I turned my head slowly toward the sound, and I saw movement in the bushes right beside me. Tall dark quills, poking out above the leaves, and I tried to remember if the Kalanoro had any quill-like fur.

I didn’t have to wonder for very long because a head poked out of the bushes, appearing to grin at me through a mouthful of jagged fangs and a face like an alien hyena. The leathery green skin, mottled with darker speckles, blended in perfectly with the surroundings, with a mohawk-like row of sharp quills running down its back.

It wasn’t a Kalanoro—it was something much worse. I found myself face-to-face with a Chupacabra.





TWO

The Chupacabra—much like dolphins, dogs, and quokkas—had the uncanny ability to appear to be smiling. Unlike those contemporaries, there was nothing adorable or friendly about this Chupacabra’s smile. It was all serrated teeth, with bits of rotten meat stuck between them, and a black tongue lolling around his mouth.

“You don’t want do this,” I told the beast softly, even though he probably didn’t understand English.

I kept my gaze locked on the Chupacabra, but my hand was at my hip, slowly unsheathing my sword Sigrún. The name came from my ancestors, as had the blade itself. It had been passed down from Valkyrie to daughter for centuries.

Sigrún was a thick blade made of dark purple crystal, so dark it appeared black, but it would glow bright brilliant purple when I was working. It was short and angled, like it had been broken off in battle. Maybe it had—the full history of my blade was unknown to me.

But the handle was a black utilitarian replacement. It had been my mother’s gift to me on my eighteenth birthday. Her final gift to me, well over a year ago.

The Chupacabra stared at me with oversized teardrop-shaped eyes and took a step closer to me, letting out a soft rumble of a growl.

Valkyries weren’t supposed to kill anyone or anything they were not specifically ordered to kill. The one exception was self-defense. Since I was on an unsanctioned mission into territory I had no business being in, this would all get very messy if I had to kill a Chupacabra.

But the hard truth was that I was beyond worrying about my career as a Valkyrie. I would do whatever I needed to do.

When the Chupacabra lunged at me, I drew my sword without hesitation. Since this wasn’t an official “job,” my blade didn’t glow purple, but it sliced through the leathery hide as easily as I knew it would.

I didn’t want to kill the creature if I didn’t have to—after all, he was merely going about his life in the jungle. So my first blow was only a warning that left him with a painful but shallow cut across his shoulder.

He let out an enraged howl, causing birds to take flight and all sorts of smaller animals to go rushing deeper into the underbrush. From the corner of my eye, I spotted several Kalanoro darting across the stream back toward their cave. They had been watching me.

The Chupacabra had stepped back from me, but by the determined grin on his face I didn’t think he was ready to give up yet. He circled around me, and I turned with him, stepping carefully to keep from slipping in the mud.

“This is stupid,” I said, reasoning with the animal. “We should both go our separate ways, and you can go back to eating … well, I think you mostly eat the Kalanoro and birds.”

Apparently growing tired of my attempts at talking, the Chupacabra snarled and jumped at me again. I dodged out of the way, but he kicked off of the tree behind and instantly dove at me. I didn’t move quick enough this time, and he knocked me to the ground.

Fortunately, I fell on my back, with one of his feet pinning me and his claws digging into my shoulder. I put one hand around his long, slender throat, barely managing to hold him back as he gnashed his teeth.

With one of my arms pinned, he was too strong for me, and I wouldn’t be able to throw him off. As his thick saliva dripped down onto me, I knew there was only one thing I could do if I wanted to survive.

I drove my sword up through his breastbone, using all my might. He howled in pain, but only for a second, before falling silent and slumping forward onto me. I crawled out from underneath him, now covered in mud and his thick green blood, along with my own fresh red blood springing from the wounds on my bare arms and shoulder.

In the mouth of the cave across from me, two dozen or so beady little green eyes glowed. The Kalanoro were crouched down, watching me. So much for the element of surprise.

My hair had come free from the braid I’d been wearing, and it stuck to my forehead. I reached up to brush it back, and the Kalanoro let out a squawk of surprise, and one darted off into the woods.

That’s when I realized the Kalanoro were afraid of me. I glanced over at the Chupacabra—the Kalanoro’s number-one predator, and I had left it dead and bleeding into the stream. They were right to fear me.

I tested my new hypothesis and stepped closer to the mouth of the cave, and the Kalanoro screeched and scattered. Most of them ran into the woods, but a few went deeper into the cave. My fight with the Chupacabra had left them far more skittish than I had anticipated, and I doubted that I would need my sword for them, so I sheathed Sigrún.

I unhooked my asp baton from my hip and pulled my flashlight out from my gear bag. I took a deep breath and walked toward the cave, hoping that this wasn’t a trap where they would all pounce and devour me the second I stepped inside.

As I walked into the cave, I heard them chittering and scurrying, but it reminded me more of a rat infestation than man-eating primates. Once my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I shone the flashlight around the narrow cavern. The beam of light flashed on a few pairs of eyes, but they quickly disappeared into the darkness.

The entrance of the cave stood well over eight feet, but as I walked, the ceiling height dropped considerably. Very soon I had to crouch down to venture farther.

The ground was slick with Kalanoro droppings and bat guano, and it smelled like a musty cellar that doubled as a litter box. Tiny bones of partially digested meals crunched underneath the heavy soles of my boots.

My flashlight glinted on something, and I crouched down to inspect it. It was an old pocket watch, the face broken and the gears rusted, but it had once definitely belonged to a human. Near the watch was another trinket—an old walkie-talkie.

That’s when I realized it was a trail of treasures, piling up more as I went deeper into the cave. Old car parts, a titanium hip replacement, and even what appeared to be a wedding band. The Kalanoro apparently loved hoarding shiny things.

On the ground a few feet ahead of me, I spotted something particularly sparkly. It looked like stars, shimmering and glowing from a puddle on the floor. By now I had to crawl on my knees, since the ceiling was so low.

As I reached for those stars, a Kalanoro leapt out from the darkness. Its rows of teeth dug painfully into my right arm, and I beat it back with my asp baton. It took three hits before it finally let go and ran off screaming.

I grabbed at the stars, picking up a satiny fabric. The way it glimmered, it looked exactly like the night sky, and I now understood what Odin meant by looking “like the heavens.” This had to be the Valhallan cloak. I hurriedly shoved it into my gear bag. The Kalanoro couldn’t be happy about me stealing their treasure, so I had to get out fast.

I raced out of the cave and gulped down the fresh air. Around me, the trees had changed their tune, from the normal song of the jungle to something far more shrill and angry. I could hear the Kalanoro growling and screeching at each other, sounding like high-pitched howler monkeys. They were enraged, and they were chasing after me.

It was a ten-kilometer hike downhill, through thick forests, to the nearest village. There I would be able to clean up and catch the hyperbus back to Caana City. Back to meet Odin. The Kalanoro were now alerting the entire jungle to my presence, and even as I hurried ahead, deftly moving through the trees, I could hear them following me.

I ran down the hill, skittering through the mud and branches, swatting back giant bugs and the occasional surprised snake. My legs ached and my lungs burned but I pressed on, running as fast as I could. I had to make it to the town before dark, because I doubted the Kalanoro would let me out alive.





THREE

The sign above the driver on the hyperbus read AFORO MÁXIMO 100 PERSONAS, but there had to be at least twice as many people cramped on the old bus as it lumbered through Central America. A hyperbus was like a regular bus except slightly larger, and it hovered, so it could go much faster than a regular bus, especially through the uneven, wild terrain here.

Since this one serviced primarily rural areas, its passengers included humans, immortals, more than a few chickens, and even a very pregnant goat. For the first three hours of my journey I was forced to stand, holding on to the grip bar and squished between a woman and large Cambion.

There were fewer immortals here than there were back in the city, which was a great big melting pot, with people and beings from all over the world living side by side. Nearer to the Gates of Kurnugia the population was ostensibly diverse and overwhelmingly supernatural. But out here there weren’t many immortals that weren’t indigenous to the area.

The Kalanoro themselves had been an exception. They’d actually become somewhat of an invasive species after being brought over on a boat from Madagascar, and if it weren’t for the native Chupacabra and jaguars, they could have devastated the Panamanian rain forests.

Because of this, and other stories about humans and immortals like this, locals around here tended to distrust outsiders. For once, that worked in my favor, since they gave me a bit of a wider berth than they did for everyone else, which meant I had an extra inch or so to breathe.

Eventually I managed to get a window seat all to myself. I rested my head on the window and clung to my gear bag on my lap. It contained my one chance at stopping the underworld uprising and getting Asher back.

If there even was an Asher to still get back.

I’d been trying not to think about it, but the bus ride was too long, with nothing to keep my mind busy except the blur of the rain forest as we sped by it. I closed my eyes, willing the exhaustion of the last few days to overtake me, and finally, thankfully, I fell asleep.

My dreams were filled with images of a cloak made of the stars. I wrapped it tightly around me, but it couldn’t keep the cold out. There was something chasing after me, but I could never quite see it, and I knew that I could never get away from it.

I awoke with a start, gasping, and immediately put my hand to my chest, over my heart. My seatmate—who had apparently joined me while I was sleeping—glanced over at me.

She appeared to be an older woman, possibly in her late sixties, and she managed to distract me from whatever strange dread had awoken me. Based on the symbol of triple goddesses hanging around her neck, along with several black tattoos on her temples trailing down her hairline, I guessed that she was a bruja.

Her salt-and-pepper hair hung down in a long braid, and she eyed me with an irritated scowl, since I’d momentarily interrupted her knitting. She was furiously knitting away, with a strange vibrant black yarn and two long needles—their mottled ivory and the sound of their clack when they struck each other made me think they were bone.

“Sorry,” I mumbled as she glared at me from under her thick eyebrows. “Lo siento.” Since I didn’t know much Spanish and she continued to stare at me, I added vaguely, “It was a bad dream. A nightmare.”

“No, pesadilla,” she told me ominously with a thick accent. Even as she spoke, her dark mahogany eyes locked on me, her wrinkled hands working feverishly, the knitting needles continuously clacking away. “No dream. Es un mensaje.”

I stared at her in disbelief, gulping back the rising dread. “¿Qué? What do you mean?”

“He is loud, even I oír.” She finally stopped knitting and motioned to her ear with one hand. Then, using the long bony needle, she poked gently at my chest, right above my heart. “¡Escucha! He is speaking.”

I was about to ask her again what she meant, but then I heard it … or maybe felt it. Whatever had woken me up. It was still here, sitting in my chest, burning inside me. It wasn’t like hearing words, not like someone speaking in my ear, but it was something different than my own voice or thoughts. But it was strangely crystal-clear.

The bruja nodded and smiled, then went back to her manic knitting. But I barely even registered that. I was lost in a memory.

In bed, only a week ago, with Asher’s arms around me. My bedroom was lit by the blue lights of the billboards across the river, and Asher was brushing back the hair from my face, letting his rough fingers trail down my temple as he looked into my eyes.

“My grandmother said that sometimes our ancestors—those that died before us and love us—leave us truths when we most need them,” he had told me with a soft smile. “It’s a thought that comes in, but it’s truer and brighter, and it becomes branded across my heart.”

And now in the hyperbus, alone, I realized it was just as Asher had said.

His words searing my heart were as clear as if he were speaking in my ear, telling me, “You must not worry about me. Forget me. Save the world.” Somehow, from wherever he was now, he’d gotten his message to me.

He was still alive, but he didn’t want me to go after him.





FOUR

It was early when I made it to Caana City, barely after five in the morning. The sky above the city had begun to change, shifting slowly from indigo to a soft amethyst. Here it wasn’t as big or as bustling as it was back home in Chicago, not quite, but the streets were slowly waking up as the residents began their daily routine.

When I finally got to the Caana City Extended Stay Inn & Suites where I had left my friends, the sun had almost fully risen. Before I’d gone off to Panama, we’d decided to check into one of the cheaper motels we could find, since we didn’t know how long we’d be staying here. That’s why we were staying in the more-distant Canaa City anyway—the capital city of Belmopan was just too expensive on our shoestring budget.

Hopefully, we wouldn’t be here for much longer. Although it was gorgeous in Belize and the clean air and bright stars were a nice change of pace from the smog of the city, I was eager to get back home. Mostly because I was hoping that being home meant that the underworld uprising would end before it really started. That Asher would be safe, and life could return to normal.

I’d only just climbed the outdoor stairs up to the hallway balcony when Quinn Devane rushed out of our room and ran toward me. I must’ve been more exhausted from my travels than I’d thought, because I totally misread her expression for excitement, when in reality it turned out to be fierce anger.

“Hey,” I began tiredly as she reached me, but before I could say anything more, Quinn slapped me across the face. Hard. “What the hell?”

“Don’t you ‘what the hell’ me,” Quinn growled at me, as I glared at her and rubbed my already throbbing jaw. Her nostrils flared in anger, and her usual lopsided smile was instead a sharp scowl. “Where were you? How could you leave without telling anybody?”

“I left a note,” I insisted.

She scoffed. “You snuck out in the middle of the night and left a scrap of paper taped to the mirror that said, ‘I’ll be back in a few days. Stay safe.—Malin.’”

“I wanted to make sure you saw it,” I argued feebly.

“That doesn’t explain why you didn’t reply to any of our texts or calls, or why you felt the need to sneak out in the first place,” she shot back and folded her arms firmly over her chest. Above the low scoop of her tank top, a dark red scar ran between her collarbones, and soon the healing cut above her eye from our recent fights in the Gates of Kurnugia would match.

“At first I was ignoring you,” I admitted. “I didn’t want to argue about it until I was long gone, but then I didn’t get any signal at all in Panama.”

“You were in Panama?”

“I went to get the thing that the guy told us about,” I said, deliberately being vague because we were outside, and I didn’t know who could overhear us.

After Odin had talked with me, I had told everyone about it. I had just left out the part about the location, and then once Oona had made up her potions, I’d gone after it on my own.

“Why couldn’t you have told me?” Quinn demanded. “What if something had happened to you? I should’ve gone with you.”

“Oona was hurt, and I knew she wasn’t up for the journey.” I pointed at the door behind Quinn, where Oona was presumably hiding out with Atlas Malosi.

Quinn shrugged. “What does that have to do with me?”

“Because. If I told you, you’d want to come with, and then Atlas would have to come with because Samael tasked him to protect me, and then who would be here helping Oona while she healed?” I asked. “Not that she would be willing to stay behind if everybody else was going, anyway.”

Quinn continued glaring at me, and then finally she exhaled and her shoulders relaxed slightly. “You still should’ve told us.”

Now that she was softening, the rage in her eyes was replaced with concern and worry. The line of her jaw tensed, and her lips twisted ever so slightly, so she pressed them into a grim line. The early morning sunlight shimmered off her silver hair, giving her an almost angelic glow, and the air was filled with all the things that neither of us could say.

A few days ago Quinn had made it perfectly clear that she was done pursuing me romantically, which was what I’d been asking her to do since we’d broken up six months ago. But she wouldn’t leave me to fight alone, and I knew all too well that emotions weren’t something that you could flip off like a switch.

The brutal truth of the pain in my chest and the lump in my throat was that I cared for her still, that I always would. I wished desperately that I’d been able to love her the way she needed to be. The way she claimed she loved me.

But I couldn’t. Not when we had been together. And definitely not now, when the world was falling apart, and I had feelings growing for someone else. Someone who may or may not be dead and trapped in the underworld.

I swallowed that thought back and tried to keep my cool.

“I was just getting something from the Kalanoro,” I said as casually as I could manage. “It’s the kind of thing I was trained to do, and I knew I could handle it on my own. And I did.”

That finally registered with her, and an eyebrow arched above her brilliant green eyes. “You got it, then?”

I nodded. “Let’s go back into the room and we’ll talk about it.”

She stepped to the side, allowing me to pass her, but she didn’t move over enough, so I brushed up against her muscular bicep. Neither of us commented on this, and I kept walking toward the room, with Quinn following a step behind.

No sooner had I opened the motel room door than Oona leapt off the couch. With her hands on her hips, she shouted at me like an angry matriarch, “Malin Rose Krigare!”

Even though Oona was actually a month and a half younger than me, not to mention significantly shorter and more petite, she had skewed toward a maternal role with me for most of our friendship. Which worked for me, because most of the time I felt like she was the only one who really cared about me.

“I already yelled at her,” Quinn said, preempting a lecture from Oona.

I rubbed my jaw, where it still ached from her slap. “Yeah, she really laid into me.”

Oona deflated, and I imagined that she’d been practicing what she wanted to say to me since I’d been gone. But the good news was that she already looked a lot better than she had when I’d seen her last. Even jumping up from the couch was an improvement on her weakened state from before.

Her skin had been sallow and almost gray, but it was once again creamy brown and flawless, and her dark eyes were bright. Before, her short black hair had been listless, but the usual luster had almost completely returned.

“You shouldn’t have gone like that,” Atlas said, chiming in from where he stood leaning against the wall. “Samael called, and he was very upset when he found out what you’d done.”

I cringed but quickly shook it off.

Samael was technically my boss—assuming that I was still a Valkyrie and I still had a job, which seemed less and less likely every day—but his investment in me currently had more to do with his relationship with my mother. He’d been in love with her, I think, and protecting me was a way of honoring her, now that she was dead.

“It was worth it,” I assured them all and slipped my gear bag off my shoulder.

I set it down on the coffee table and pulled out the mounds of fabric that had left my knapsack bulging at the seams. There’d been hardly any room for my provisions, and I’d actually had to ditch some along the way to keep the cloak from spilling out.

Oona gasped when she saw it, which was a perfectly reasonable response. The bulk of the fabric was a strange matte black. It had this velvety black-hole appearance to it, but it was cool and satiny to the touch.

Interspersed throughout the fabric were twinkling stars and pale purple swirls of galaxies, all of which actually moved and glowed. It was as if someone had cut a chunk of the night sky out and turned it into a long, flowing cloak.

“Holy crap,” Oona said and crouched down in front of it to get a better look. Her metal-stud angel bites—piercings on either side of her philtrum, just above her lips—glinted from the starry light as she wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?”

“Yeah, it still stinks of the Kalanoro cave where it’s been for hundreds of years, but I don’t have a lot of experience washing mystical fabric,” I explained.

“So this is it?” Oona looked up at me in wonderment. “This is the Valhallan cloak?”

I nodded. “It was just like Odin said it would be.”

“Now we need to figure out what we’re supposed to do with it,” Quinn said.

“I couldn’t find very much written about it, but I did research while you were gone, and it allegedly has concealing and protective properties.” Oona reached out, tentatively touching it. “Wow. It’s colder and smoother than I thought it would be.”

“I don’t think we need to do anything with it,” I said. “We need to get it to Odin, and then—”

A loud knock at the door interrupted me, and I glanced around.

“Are you expecting someone?” Quinn asked me, her voice just above a whisper, and I shook my head. Her gaze hardened as she looked toward the door. “No one’s supposed to know where we are.”

Another knock, this time louder and more urgent, followed by a woman forcefully saying, “Open up. I know you’re in there, so let’s stop wasting each other’s time.”
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My hand hovered above my sword holstered on my hip, and I bent down so I could peer through the peephole on the door. Through the tiny lens I saw a swarthy young woman standing outside, with large black feathered wings growing out from her back.

Her dark brown hair landed above her shoulders, falling in frizzy waves. Several black feathers ran along her hairline, blending between her olive skin and wild hair. There were a few more feathers on her bare shoulders, under the straps of her tank top, but other than the subtle plumage and wings, she appeared human.

She stared into the peephole, biting her lip in irritation, while her eyes settled on the door. Her eyes were wide and subtly protruding, so that they looked too large above her high cheekbones and rosebud lips. Shrouded by heavy lids and dark lashes, this gave her an oddly glamorous look that clashed with her unkempt hair and industrial black apparel.

“Who are you?” I asked without opening the door.

She let out a relieved sigh and replied, “Samael sent me.”

I looked back over my shoulder at Atlas, who shrugged his broad shoulders. “I don’t recognize her, but Samael is probably the only one that has any idea where we are.”

Since she clearly knew who we were, and she seemed to be alone, there wasn’t any point leaving her out on the balcony to shout through the door. I opened it and stepped back to allow her to come in.

She pulled in her sizable wings, folding them tightly against her back so she could fit through the doorframe, and set a duffel bag on the floor as I shut the door. Behind me, Quinn and Atlas were doing their best to look fierce and imposing, while Oona offered our new visitor a friendly smile.

“I am Valeska Voronin,” she said, in a voice that was somehow both sultry and husky at once, with a subtle Slavic accent adding a heft to her words. Then she turned her gaze to me. “I assume you are Malin Krigare.”

“That’s me,” I said dryly.

Her eyes traveled around the room, which had a general “bland motel” vibe going on. We were standing in the small living room with a “kitchenette” on the far wall that consisted of a sink, a mini-fridge, and an ancient microwave resting on a stainless steel counter. Avocado-green walls, worn stone flooring, and a convertible sofa with several mysterious stains were the highlights of the main room, along with a window view of a parking lot, and two full-sized beds were in the adjoining bedroom.

The one thing I could say for this room was that at least it lacked disturbing paintings of Ereshkigal or any other underworld beings on the wall. Here there were only nondescript paintings of abstract neon colors, vibrant lines of blue and green over a black background.

Our stuff was strewn throughout the rooms, although there had been attempts to keep it clean. It was difficult with four people staying in such a small space.

“I was not told there would be so many of you.” Valeska looked over at the others, but her gaze seemed to linger a bit on Quinn.

“This is Quinn Devane, a Valkyrie,” Oona said, apparently deciding to do the introductions. “That’s Atlas Malosi, he’s Samael’s guard. And I’m Oona Warren, a sorceress-in-training.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, before Oona started asking everyone to go around the room and share interesting facts about ourselves.

“Samael thought I could be of help to you,” Valeska explained, settling her wide eyes back on me. “My mother was an Alkonost, and my father is the son of a Valkyrie.”

I’d heard of Alkonosts, though I’d never met one personally before. They were immortal cousins of the sirens, with more attributes of a bird, and while they had beautiful singing voices, they didn’t have the same ability to cast spells the way sirens did.

“We all have powerful bloodlines.” I gestured around the room. Quinn, Atlas, and I were all actually taller and broader than Valeska, and I assumed that we were stronger, too. The only obvious thing she had on us were her wings. “So, no offense, why do we need you? Why would Samael send you?”

“I don’t know what it is exactly you’re doing here,” Valeska said, seemingly ignoring my question. “Samael was short on details. The one thing he made clear is that you were on a quest that had taken you to the Gates of Kurnugia, and he feared that you would need to venture below to Kurnugia. Into the underworld.”

I lowered my gaze and shifted my weight from one foot to the other, so I wouldn’t have to think about Asher’s words burned on my heart. His request for me to forget him, to leave him in Kurnugia.

“I don’t know where the quest is taking us,” I said and cleared my throat. “But I doubt we will end up in Kurnugia, since it doesn’t exactly have an open-door policy. I don’t think any mortal has ever gone to the underworld.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Valeska’s mouth turned with the faintest hint of a smile. “I am mortal, and I have been to Kurnugia and back.”
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“Well, that’s a good reason for Samael to send you,” Quinn said, breaking the silence, then she looked over at Oona. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could go for a drink.”

“Oh! I’ll open the soursop wine I bought last night,” Oona announced, and she was already walking over to the mini-fridge.

While Oona went to fetch the alcohol, Quinn sat back on the couch and rested her severe gaze on Valeska. “What were you doing in Kurnugia?”

“It’s a simple story, really,” Valeska said, causing Quinn to smirk and laugh derisively.

Oona returned with five plastic cups and a bottle of pale wine. She set the cups on the onyx coffee table and proceeded to fill them all to the brim.

“Help yourself,” she said, gesturing toward the cups, and then sat down beside Quinn.

There weren’t that many places to sit, with Quinn and Oona taking the couch and Atlas sitting in the only chair in the room. Valeska took a cup of wine off the table, then sat down on the table itself, but I preferred to stand. At least for the time being.

“So, what is this simple story?” I pressed, since Valeska still hadn’t elaborated on her trip to Kurnugia.

She took a long drink of her wine, then wiped her mouth with her hand. “As I told you, my mother was an Alkonost. She died when I was twelve, and I wanted to see her again. I needed to talk to her.”

I understood that urge completely. I would kill for a chance to see my mother and talk to her again. There were so, so many questions I had for Marlow about what she knew and what she’d done—and what she hadn’t done.

But beyond that, I just wanted to see her again. To hear her voice, to tell her I loved her. Even if she didn’t say it back. Even if she didn’t feel it. She was my mom, and I still loved her and missed her.

Unlike Valeska, I knew that I would never have a chance to see my mother again. Alkonosts were immortal, so they went to Kurnugia when their time on this earth was done. Valkyries were mortal, like humans and canaries and a whole host of animals. When they died, they were dead. There was nothing left for them except to rot and decay.

I cleared my throat to suppress the painful lump that was forming and said, “A lot of people miss their mothers. They don’t break into the underworld to see them.”

“I believed my mother was wrongfully taken from this earth,” Valeska told us, matching my gaze evenly. “My grandmother—a Valkyrie—had never approved of the relationship between my mother and father, and one day, she snapped. Using her Valkyrie sword, she killed my mother.”

Atlas snapped his fingers and said, “Oh, yeah, yeah. I remember that. It was all over the news that spring.”

“Your grandmother was Freya Andvaranaut?” Quinn asked in a strange awed tone.

Valeska nodded once. “She was.”

Vague memories of the story clicked in my head, and I realized that Valeska must be a few years older than me. I was only around ten when the story broke, too young to care much about the news, but the sensational nature of the case made it impossible to avoid entirely as the trial went on.

Freya Andvaranaut had been convicted of defying her duty as a Valkyrie by killing an immortal without orders or just cause, and she was sentenced to death. Before they executed her, Freya had been allowed to give a statement. I didn’t remember her exact words, but I knew that she said she would do it all again, exactly the same, if given the chance.

“It wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t right,” Valeska insisted. “It wasn’t my mother’s time to die. Not yet.” She lowered her eyes and exhaled deeply. “I didn’t have enough time with her.”

“And that’s why you wanted to go to Kurnugia,” Oona said gently, since Valeska seemed lost in a memory.

“Yes.” Valeska blinked several times, then looked up at us. “I thought I could break her free. But first I had to get in there. I began researching, and I learned that nowhere does it state that mortals aren’t allowed in the underworld—only that they do not pass there naturally.”

We already knew there was entrance to Kurnugia. That was what the Gates were, how Gugalanna had been able to pull Asher into the water, through a vortex into the netherworld.

But neither Gugalanna nor his mistress Ereshkigal had been able to keep that door open for very long. There was strong magic that kept it sealed shut so that even the most powerful inhabitant would not be able to simply open it and walk out.

“But if powerful beings like Ereshkigal, Hades, and Anubis can’t get out, how did a young mortal like you get in?” I asked, and I did nothing to mask the skepticism in my voice.

“Think of it this way.” Valeska turned, folding her knees underneath her to face me more fully. “Kurnugia was designed to be a giant room to lock away the immortals so they weren’t wreaking havoc on earth or annoying the gods. They locked the doors, but they left a key.”

A leather strap hung around her neck, slipping underneath her tank top, so whatever pendant it held was hidden under the fabric. She reached for it now, pulling out a crudely formed crescent-shaped stone. It had rough, mottled edges, as if it had been made by hammering stone against stone.

The front of it appeared to be a pale sandstone, but the back side was a more jagged crystal quartz. When the light hit just right, it cast splatters of rainbow throughout the room.

Oona leaned forward, resting her arms on her knees, and narrowed her eyes. “What is that?”

“It’s the Sibudu Key,” Valeska replied with a proud smile, and Oona gasped. “It allows passage into Kurnugia.”

“But that isn’t…” Oona’s dark eyes widened in disbelief. “I thought those were only things of legend. People scoured the earth for those, but they’d never been recovered.”

“There used to be seven of them, but almost all of them were destroyed centuries ago,” Valeska said as she dropped the key back down her shirt.

“How could you have gotten your hands on one?” Oona asked.

“Samael was my grandmother’s Eralim, and he felt guilty about what happened with my mother,” Valeska explained. “He took pity on me and arranged a meeting between me the Arch Seraph.”

I had never seen the Arch Seraph, but I knew he worked on the highest level of the Evig Riksdag—the eternal parliament where Valkyries got all their orders. The Arch Seraph operated as a direct intermediary between those who lived on earth and those who resided in the gods’ home of Vanaheimr. He was rarely seen and almost never interacted with mortals. So Samael had to have pulled some serious strings to get a meeting between the Arch Seraph and Valeska.

“What did he look like?” Quinn asked. “The Arch Seraph. I’ve never even seen pictures of him.”

“It’s hard to describe.” Valeska paused and her brow furrowed as she thought. “It’s impossible to look directly at him, because he’s made of light. He’s both tangible and entirely ethereal. I don’t think you can fully appreciate it unless you meet him yourself.”

“And the Arch Seraph just gave it to you?” Quinn tilted her head, as if she couldn’t quite decide if she wanted to believe Valeska or not.

“No, of course not,” Valeska admitted. “I stole it.”

Both Quinn and Oona leaned back in their seats, and I took a step back, as if we all expected an angel to burst into the room with a fiery sword and slay us for consorting with Valeska.

When none of us were immediately smote, I thought it was safe to ask, “You stole it?”

“Yes,” Valeska replied, looking at us all impassively. “I knew he would never give it to me, and Samael had gotten me into his office, which was by far the difficult part. There’s hardly any security inside, because they expect that anyone who makes it through the door must have pure intentions, and I think they suspected me even less because I was only a child.”

“How could … how is that even possible?” I asked.

“Samael called him out into the hall to speak to him privately,” Valeska said. “The Arch Seraph had a glass case that ran floor-to-ceiling along an entire wall. That’s where he stored his relics—I knew that from the research I’d done, and I thought if a key still existed, this is where it would be. I was terrified I would be caught, but it was the only chance I had. I had to climb a ladder, and I finally spotted the key in the middle of the tenth shelf. I snatched it and shoved it in my pocket.”

“Are you saying that Samael helped you steal that?” I asked.

“Samael asked what he could do for me, promising that he would do anything that he could, and all I asked for was a moment alone in the Arch Seraph’s office,” Valeska said. “He never asked what for, but I think he didn’t want to know. Not really. But he helped me anyway.”

“So you got the key, then what?” I asked. “You just strode through the Gates of Kurnugia, past Kalma and her devil dog? All as a twelve-year-old girl without any training? Because we did that journey, and it was hard as hell for us.”

“You misunderstand me,” Valeska said. “My mother died when I was twelve, and I spent over two years studying and searching. Others had gotten close to getting into Kurnugia before, but they’d always gotten stuck because they had been unable to find the Sibudu Key. But I could still learn from them and study their plans.”

“And that’s how you got in?” I asked skeptically, since she hadn’t really explained anything.

She smiled up at me. “I went through the back door.”
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Valeska stood and hunched over slightly as she carefully peeled up the back of her shirt, revealing badly scarred flesh. Her feathers grew out from her wings down her back, but it was patchy and balding where the skin appeared red and rippled. The scarring covered her entire torso, trailing down below the waistband of her jeans and twisting around her sides, but her back had clearly gotten the worst of it.

“Holy shit,” Quinn said, echoing my sentiments exactly. “What happened?”

“My protection spell wasn’t strong enough,” she said as she pulled her shirt back down.

Valeska explained the “back door” to us. It was the Eshik Mitu—a hot spring that spewed sulfurous water and occasional magma out of the ground. That sounded less like a door than an opportunity to get boiled alive.

The only benefit the geyser had was that it was located right behind the Merchants of Death market, so we wouldn’t have to fight our way through the bone-covered ossuary and underworld guardian Kalma again—who most likely respawned after we’d “killed” her last week because it was her eternal duty to guard the entrance to Kurnugia.

“This is what going through the Eshik Mitu did to me,” Valeska elaborated. “It was worse at the time. My back and wings were scalded, so most of my feathers fell out. For weeks after, I was in excruciating pain.”

I grimaced. “To get into Kurnugia, we’ll risk that burn?”

“No, it’ll be worse,” Valeska replied matter-of-factly. “The magic was barely enough for me, and this time around I won’t be going alone.”

“Why do you even need to go?” I countered. “Can’t you lend me the key?”

“Never,” she said fiercely and put her hand over her shirt, covering the crescent of the pendant underneath the thin fabric. “The key stays with me. Always.”

“Couldn’t you make a stronger protection spell?” Quinn asked, turning her attention on Oona.

“I can try,” Oona said, sounding far less confident than I would’ve liked. “If Valeska already knows it and we worked together, we could come up with something more powerful, but I still don’t know how good it’ll be.” She rested her chin on her hand and thought for a moment. “Really, I should start gathering ingredients now.”

“What happened with your mother?” I asked Valeska, as Oona worked through potions and magic in her mind. “Did you find her?”

She lowered her eyes and nodded once. “Yes. She said that she couldn’t come with me, and that I should never come back to Kurnugia again.”

“You’re willing to disobey your mother over this?” Quinn asked.

“Samael told me that he believes the fate of the world hangs in the balance,” Valeska said. “I will do whatever needs to be done.”

I laughed dryly. “Except give me the key.”

Valeska met my sarcastic smile. “Except for that.”

“Samael doesn’t know everything that’s going on, but I don’t know that we’ll even need your help.” I rubbed the back of my neck, easing my growing anxiety. “I don’t think we’ll be going to Kurnugia.”

“What?” Quinn asked, sounding alarmed. “Why not?”

“What about Asher?” Oona chimed in, and it honestly wouldn’t have hurt more if she had stabbed me right in the heart.

I swallowed back the bitter pain and replied as evenly as I could, “Odin promised he’d help me. He said…” I choked on the words for a moment, so I pushed through them. “He said he’d help get Asher back.”

“You’re working with Odin?” Valeska asked, sounding more awed than I expected from someone who had stolen a key from the Arch Seraph and then broken into the underworld.

“Working with isn’t exactly the right term,” I clarified, since I didn’t fully understand what Odin wanted or needed with me yet. “I am supposed to meet with him later tonight, though.”

Odin had told me to meet him at the top of the Caana Temple when the moon was the highest in the sky on the night I returned. When I asked him how he’d know what night I would return, he only smiled and changed the subject.

“Can Odin get into Kurnugia?” Oona asked. “I thought they kept it blocked from everything.”

I shrugged. “Odin’s one of the highest gods. He can go anywhere.” Then I looked around the room, hoping for confirmation, but I was only meant with uncertain stares. “Right?”

“I should go with you to meet Odin,” Valeska said firmly.

“Why?” I asked, incredulous.

“Because, if I am to help you get into Kurnugia, and he’s helping you, too, we should all be on the same page,” she said.

I replied carefully, “Like I said, we don’t need to go to Kurnugia, so we don’t need your help.”

“Malin, why don’t we talk for a moment?” Quinn asked, standing up and motioning to herself, Oona, and me, leaving Atlas to entertain our guest. “Can you excuse us, Valeska?”

“Yes, of course.” She smiled thinly. “I need to use the restroom anyway.”

Even though Valeska had slipped into the small washroom off the main room, Quinn ushered Oona and me into the adjacent bedroom and closed the door behind us. The bed was unmade, and based on the ripped jeans and swords strewn across it, I guessed that it was Quinn’s.

“Why are you so opposed to her?” Quinn asked me bluntly. Her arms were folded over her chest as she stared at me.

I shook my head. “I’m not. I don’t want us all getting killed.”

“If Odin can handle this by himself here on out, great. Then we’re done.” Oona wiped her hands together, symbolizing that we could wash our hands of this whole mess. “But if not, we have to take her up on her offer. Don’t we? I mean, she’s the only chance we have to get into Kurnugia.”

“Why do we have to go to Kurnugia?” I argued.

“To stop the underworld goddess from escaping and to rescue Asher?” Quinn asked, speaking to me as if I were a moron.

Reflexively, my hand went to my heart, hovering just above where his words were still branded on me. Don’t worry about me.

Using all my willpower, I managed to keep my voice even as I said, “I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

Oona’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened, and Quinn’s breath caught in her throat and she took a step back from me, as if she suddenly realized I was infected with a contagious disease.

“You’re saying you don’t even want to try?” Oona asked once she’d recovered from her shock.

“You’re even more heartless than I thought,” Quinn said, and her voice had taken on a forlorn, defeated quality that cut deep through me. “You really don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

“Quinn!” Oona snapped, rushing to my defense.

“No, it’s not like that,” I insisted, and though I tried to hide it, the pain and confusion found its way into my words, making them shrill. “You don’t think it doesn’t kill me that I can’t run down and save him right now? Of course it does. But…” I paused, and when I spoke again, my voice cracked. “I don’t think he wants me to save him.”

“How do you know?” Oona asked.

I rubbed my neck and let out a shaky breath. “It’s hard to explain. It’s just something … I know.”

“Okay.” Oona glanced over at Quinn, then asked me, “What do you want to do, then? What’s our game plan?”

“Let’s meet with Odin and see what he says, and maybe this will be over soon,” I said, sounding more discouraged than hopeful.

“Well, then I think Valeska should go with us to meet Odin,” Quinn said firmly. “She knows more about Kurnugia than the rest of us, and if that’s where Odin sends us next, then it would be best if she was there to find out exactly what he needs from us.”

“I was planning to meet him alone, but yeah, sure,” I relented, since there was no point in fighting. “Whatever you guys think is best.”
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When Quinn and I reached the top of the Caana temple, winded and tired from the long trek up the stairs, Valeska was already there. She had flown up using her large, elegant wings, and now leaned back against a mossy stone wall as she waited.

“Maybe next time you meet with Odin you could pick a place a little lower to the ground,” Quinn suggested as she slumped against the wall beside Valeska, sitting on the soft grass that covered the mezzanine. There were more levels above us, but they were only small platforms, so this seemed close enough to the top.

“I didn’t choose the place,” I reminded her. “When a Vanir god tells you to meet him somewhere, you go where he tells you.”

The Caana temple was an ancient pyramidesque stone building made by the Maya thousands of years ago, which they eventually abandoned. Over the centuries it fell into ruin, before being rediscovered and becoming a tourist attraction.

This particular one was known as the Sky Palace, because it was the tallest one in Belize, and it towered above everything around it. Even the nearby trees, with their broad leaves reaching toward the sky, were dwarfed by the temple. The only thing above was the full moon, illuminating the darkness.

Technically, we weren’t even supposed to be here. The ruins were part of a national park, and they were closed, but it hadn’t been all that hard to sneak in through the forest. Immediately surrounding the ruins was a dense jungle, filled with chattering and flitting animal life that we could hear but could not see.

Caana City had sprawled out enough that it had begun swallowing up the rain forest, and from the top of the temple it was easy to see the buildings and high-rises of the city, twinkling in the near distance.

“You know, I could’ve carried you up here,” Valeska told Quinn.

“No, it’s okay,” Quinn insisted, smiling crookedly at her. “I could manage, and I didn’t want to hassle you.”

Valeska laughed lightly. “I’m stronger than I look.” She then flexed her sinewy arm, forming only the smallest of bumps on her bicep, and Quinn joined in laughing with her.

While those two bantered and joked, I walked along the edge of the mossy half-wall that ran along the front. The grassy mezzanine was surrounded on the other three sides by stairs that led up to higher, more narrow landings, but the steps appeared more like seats in an outdoor amphitheater.

Despite the ache in my legs, I couldn’t sit and rest the way Quinn and Valeska were doing. An electric unease ran through me, similar to how I felt before hunting down an immortal to return. Only this time I wouldn’t have a release.

In my black bag holstered to my thigh, the Valhallan cloak was stored, filling the bag to the maximum capacity. I’d bound the cloak up as small as I could to make it fit, because I wanted to keep it close to me. The strap strained on my aching thigh, but the pain was a welcomed distraction.

As I paced, I glanced up at the night sky, and I couldn’t help but notice how eerily the vibrant Valhallan cloak matched the sky above us. The stars here were brighter than they were back home, even with Caana City as large as it was becoming. From my apartment window back on the canal, I could barely even make out the brightest stars over the blinding lights of the billboards and traffic and lampposts.

“When is Odin supposed to get here anyway?” Quinn asked.

“He said to meet him at the top of the Caana temple when the moon is the highest in the sky,” I explained and glanced down at the clock on my phone.

I hadn’t known what that meant exactly, but Oona’s thaumaturgy studies had left her with an expertise on the phases and cycles of the moon. She’d informed me that the moon would be at its absolute peak over the meridian at 11:46 P.M. And the time had just ticked to 11:55.

Quinn looked up at the moon, fat and almost sunnily bright. “It looks pretty high to me.”

“I know,” I said with a sigh. “I think he’s late.”

“Aren’t we the impatient ones?” a voice asked jovially. It was deep, almost thunderous, with a thick British accent adding a playful lilt to it.

I turned around to see Odin striding down the stairs from the higher altar, with his long gray duster billowing out around him. Despite the humid heat of the tropical night, he wore a jacket over his tailored suit. Behind him, his enormous raven, Muninn, had landed on one of the stone walls and began preening its inky black feathers.

Odin looked much the same as he had the last time I’d seen him. He was tall and broad, not quite a giant, but with the imposing presence that was far more fitting of a god than a man. With a strong jaw, full lips, and rich dark skin, he was ruggedly handsome, although not overly so in the ethereal way that angels and Eralim could be. Which was better, really, because they could be practically painful to look at.

The only thing that muddled his otherwise impeccable appearance was that his left eyelid was withered shut, but his right eye was bright and wide as he approached us.

“No, of course not,” I answered, hoping to match his spirited tone but instead only managing a strained formality. “I was only afraid that we’d missed you.”

“And who exactly is this we?” Odin asked, and he narrowed his good eye as he appraised Quinn and Valeska.

They had been lingering back, but I glanced over my shoulder when Odin addressed them, just in time to see them walking closer to us.

Quinn’s mouth hung slightly open, and her eyes had taken on a wide, awed quality that I wasn’t used to seeing on her. Valeska, for her part, appeared as stoic as she had when she arrived at our motel room door, but I wouldn’t expect any less from a girl who tricked angels.

“They’re here to help,” I explained. Valeska politely greeted him, but Quinn did a curtsy before announcing a little too loudly that she was pleased to meet him.

“I suppose you’ll need all the help you can get,” Odin mused reasonably. “I presume you were able to retrieve the Valhallan cloak?”

“Yes, I have it here for you—” I began as I reached for the bag holstered on my leg.

“Oh, no, the cloak isn’t for me,” Odin corrected me. “It’s for you.”

I’d been unzipping my bag, but I stopped to gape up at him. “What? What are you talking about?”

“Valhalla is often incorrectly referred to as a place, but in reality it’s more of a state of protection. A spell or an aura cast around the gods to protect us,” Odin elaborated. “And that cloak you have is imbued with that same protection spell. If you have it wrapped around you, you cannot be harmed by or stopped by any other spells.”

“And why do I need that?” I asked, but already my heart was hammering in my chest.

“Because I have another errand for you,” he said with a sly grin. “I need you to retrieve my spear, Gungnir.”

“I thought that was destroyed,” I said, referencing the slim knowledge I had learned about the legendary weaponry in school.

“That’s not exactly true,” Odin replied carefully.

“What’s Gungnir?” Valeska asked. “What’s so special about this spear?”

“Back when the world was still young, the Vanir gods became nervous about an uprising among the lesser gods that walked the earth, and they feared that Kurnugia wouldn’t be enough to hold them,” he explained, with a prescient understanding.

“I offered to forge a weapon, something that would destroy immortals completely. No underworld, no next life, no trips to Vanaheimr,” Odin said. “They would just be gone.

“The other Vanir gods were very excited about this, so they helped me craft the perfect spear,” he elaborated. “Auchimalgen killed the rare camahueto to bring me his unbreakable horn for the shaft, and Poseidon ventured down to Atlantis to give me the powerful orichalcum for the tip.

“Finally, Brahma gave me Halāhala, the most vicious poison ever created, and I dipped the tip into it,” Odin said. “Thus, a weapon capable of obliterating even the mightiest immortal was created.

“Gungnir was so powerful, it was locked away, only to be used as an absolute fail-safe,” he went on. “But my son Baldur, always the most thoughtful and compassionate of my children, did not think any such weapon should exist. He tried to destroy it, but he could only snap it in half, leaving the deadly tip intact.

“With no way to break it further, he thought the best course of action was to hide it from the Vanir gods so we could never be tempted to use it,” Odin said. “He voluntarily went into Kurnugia, taking the spear with him.”

“Why did he go to Kurnugia?” Valeska asked, but I feared I already knew the answer.

“He knew it was the one place I could not travel,” Odin replied, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe.

“That’s what kicked off Frigg’s long slumber,” Quinn said, slightly misremembering what we had been taught in school about the absence of Odin’s wife. “She tried to get into Kurnugia to visit Baldur.”

His mood darkened for a moment, but his voice was even when he said, “It was all a bit more complicated than that.”

My heart hammered in my chest, making Asher’s words throb and burn. Going to the underworld meant I had to either deny those words and save him, or heed his wishes and let him die. And I didn’t know how I could do either.

“I need you to go to Kurnugia and retrieve the spear from my son Baldur,” Odin said. “Last I heard, he was in Zianna. That cloak will shield you so you will be able to get into Kurnugia and leave with the spear.”

I ran a hand through my hair as a wave of nausea rolled over me, and I felt the familiar restless electricity I experienced before a kill. But it was only intensifying, and I had no way of quieting the urges.

“But … why me?” I asked, hating how plaintive my voice sounded. “Why can’t someone else? Another god, maybe?”

“It’s precisely because you aren’t a god,” he explained, his voice warming to reassure me. “You are a Valkyrie—created with strength and power beyond your humanity, but without the curse and limitations that immortality brings. You can go where I cannot.

“And you must go,” he said. “That spear is our only chance of stopping Ereshkigal. If she finds a way to open the door from Kurnugia, all the evil and power that has been locked up for centuries will be unleashed on the earth.”





NINE

I sat on the stainless-steel countertop of our kitchenette, the metal feeling cold through the thin fabric of my jeans, and I watched as my friends tried to wrap themselves in the night sky. Or at least that’s what it looked like they were doing.

The Valhallan cloak looked massive when spread out across the floor. It was a full circle that took up almost the entirety of the living room/kitchenette. Unfortunately, it was an entirely different thing when squeezing a six-foot-tall Valkyrie, a demi-Alkonost with a fifteen-foot wingspan, and a petite sorceress-in-training under it.

Originally, Atlas had tried jamming himself under it, too, but it very quickly became apparent that his bulky frame would not fit comfortably under there with them. Now he leaned against the counter beside me, sipping Oona’s soursop wine while watching Quinn, Valeska, and Oona scramble around.

So far they had tried a dozen different positions, their arms and legs and wings poking out of the satiny fabric as they moved.

Since Quinn was the tallest, she had the long hood draped over her head, and she peered down at the cloak with silver locks of hair sticking to her forehead. Valeska’s wings bulged out the fabric where she stood pressed against her side, and Oona was a bump near her knees as she crouched down on the other side.

“Okay, I think we got it,” she announced.

“We’re all covered?” Oona asked, her voice slightly muffled through the fabric.

“Yeah, we are,” Quinn said, then she looked over at me. “Okay, Malin, come on. You try to fit under.”

I didn’t move. “It’s not going to work.”

“What?” Oona poked her head out of the front seam of the cloak. One of Valeska’s black feathers had gotten stuck in Oona’s short hair, and she exhaled hard to blow it free. “There’s still extra fabric.”

She was technically right, in that there were a few inches pooling at their feet. But last time I checked, I was bigger than four inches around, so there was no way that I was going to wedge myself in there enough to be covered from head to toe.

“Four of us aren’t going to be able to fit under there,” I insisted. “One of us has to stay behind.”

Quinn lowered her gaze, and I could see her jaw tensing under her flushed skin. Her lopsided mouth twitched as she struggled to come up with something, an impassioned protest that would ensure that she would travel with us.

But there wasn’t any.

Oona insisted she was well enough to go—and as far as I could tell, she was—and she was the only one who knew protection charms and health potions, which would definitely come in handy in a realm of unstoppable monsters. Valeska was going because she was the only one who had any experience inside Kurnugia. And I was going because Odin had tasked me with the mission.

Slowly, Quinn untied the cloak from around her neck and let it slip off her shoulders. The stars and galaxies rippled as they fell and landed in a puddle around the three of them. Valeska and Oona straightened up, both of them appearing red and sweaty from hiding out under the cloak.

“Maybe we don’t have to be fully covered,” Oona suggested, but Quinn strode over to the counter.

“I do not think that is a risk we should take,” Valeska said, brushing her damp hair off her forehead, and she didn’t need to remind us of the burns that covered her back.

“No,” Quinn replied firmly and poured herself a plastic cup of wine, emptying the bottle. “I’ll stay behind.”

“Hey, at least you’ll be safer here,” I said, trying to assuage her disappointment, but I realized belatedly that I was probably making it worse. There were many things that Quinn valued in this life, but safety wasn’t one of them.

We were going somewhere that we’d only been told about, where no other Valkyrie had gone. Even as dangerous as it most certainly would be, I was sure that, for Quinn, the risk would be worth it, to see things that no mortals were allowed to see.

She looked over at me, her eyes hard, and then knocked back the glass, swallowing the wine in one big gulp.

“I’m assuming we should pack light, so I need to be judicious about what I bring,” Oona said, breaking the tension with the practicality of our trip.

The last time we had gone to the Gates of Kurnugia, Atlas had carried her massive thaumaturgy kit, but since he wouldn’t be going this time, Oona would have to pare it down to something more manageable. She went over and knelt beside her case to start sifting through it.

“Is there anything we definitely should or shouldn’t bring?” I asked.

“Electronics will break down there, so leave all that behind,” Valeska said. “And leave your Valkyrie sword. It won’t work down there and would only draw unwanted attention.” She cleared her throat. “I brought my grandmother’s sword when I went down before, and it did not go well.”

“So we have no weapons to protect ourselves?” I asked.

“No, other swords are fine. It’s only the Valkyrie ones that are no good in Kurnugia,” Valeska replied.

Oona groaned as she held up two identical-looking cylinders of bright blue liquid. “How much time do I have?” She looked back over at us. “When are we leaving for Kurnugia?”

“The sooner the better, I suppose,” I said. “Does it matter what time we go there? Like, is night more dangerous?”

“There isn’t really a true night or day in Kurnugia,” Valeska replied flatly. “So it doesn’t matter in that regard, and time moves differently.”

I sat up straighter. “Time moves differently? How?”

“It’s much faster,” she said. “In the time that we’ve lived one lifetime, they’ve lived five. It makes eternity stretch on for even longer.”

“Well, that’s nice and freaky,” I muttered.

“If time doesn’t matter, does that mean we’re leaving soon?” Oona asked dismally.

Valeska shrugged and looked to me for the answer. I glanced at the clock, and it was slowly ticking toward one-thirty in the morning.

“We haven’t slept yet, and it doesn’t do us any good to take on the underworld exhausted,” I said. “But we still have to go through the Gates to get there, and I know that’s no place for us after dark. So let’s plan on being ready by noon.”

Valeska nodded once. “At noon, we go to hell.”





TEN

Quinn had been kind enough to let Oona and me take the bedroom, since she didn’t need rest as much as we did. Not that either Oona or I had gotten much sleep. I managed to get maybe an hour of fitful shut-eye, and when I woke, Oona was already up, sitting on her bed with a large book splayed open in front of her and a dim reading light in her hand.

I recognized it instantly, in part because of the dusty sage fragrance it emitted every time Oona opened its yellowing pages, but it was also undeniably distinct in appearance. It was about a foot long and nearly as wide, and several inches thick, which meant it had to weigh ten pounds or more.

The book was bound with in impenetrable black leather with a lustrous sheen. Inlaid in the dead center was a long spearpoint-shaped bornite crystal that shimmered in iridescent shades of purple and dark blue. There was no title or any wording on the cover or spine, but I knew it as the Sorcellerie Grimoire—a book of magic that had been a gift to Oona from her sorceress cousin Minerva.

“I’ve been narrowing down what potions and charms to bring,” Oona said, with her eyes still glued to the pages of the book, as I sat up and stretched. “It’s so hard because Kurnugia is a whole other plane. I have no way of knowing how casting a spell really works down there.”

“Valeska’s protection spell worked,” I said, then corrected myself as I recalled the painful-looking red burns that covered her back. “At least partially. And I imagine that it didn’t work as well as it could’ve because she didn’t fully know what she was doing.”

“That’s true.” Oona agreed with me, but she didn’t sound completely convinced.

I got out of bed and opened the heavy drapes, letting in the bright morning sunlight. The parking lot behind the motel was filled to the brim, mostly with tiny little hatchbacks and rusted hovercars. The black asphalt shimmered with an inferior mirage from baking under the sun.

Facing Oona, I folded my arms over my chest and leaned back against the wall air conditioner, which rumbled and rattled as it attempted to keep the heat at bay with blasts of tepid, stale air. Oona had begun chewing her lip, making her silver studs above her lip twist and turn.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“Just…” She squinted at me. “Can we die in Kurnugia?”

“I’m hoping we make it out of there alive,” I replied carefully. “But if you’re asking if it’s possible for us to be killed, then yes, I think so. Everything I’ve ever learned in school only points to one thing—when mortals die, they’re dead. There’s no afterlife or other plane for us.”

“That’s what I thought,” she grumbled, sounding disappointed. “But I was hoping you might have known of some sort of cosmic loophole.”

“If I knew how to cheat death, that would make my life so much easier,” I said with a dry laugh. Oona smiled, but it quickly faded.

“Well, I suppose I ought to get gathering my stuff, then.” She flipped the book closed with a heavy thud and stood up. “I’ll do my best to pack everything we need to keep us alive.”

Oona went back out to the main room to get the magic aspect covered, while I decided to focus on the practical things—namely, weapons. I pulled out the long black duffel bag from where I’d stashed it underneath the bed, then set it on the mattress. I unzipped the bag to reveal our small cache of armaments and make my picks about what to bring down with us.

The majority of the weapons had come from Samael, who had gone into his private collection to give me the most powerful, supernaturally endowed defenses he had in his arsenal. Of the two that I had procured without Samael, I had to immediately disregard my Valkyrie sword Sigrún, because it wouldn’t work down in Kurnugia.

The special constraints of sneaking down under the cloak meant that despite their obvious power, I wouldn’t be able to take all the weapons. The long swords—Tyrfing and Dyrnwyn—would be particularly cumbersome, so I set them aside.

That left me with the jagged black tourmaline dagger that once belonged to Kalfu, the iron-spiked flail chain mace Sharur, and the sword made from a solitary piece of obsidian-like stone, Kusanagi. Three weapons. I hoped that Valeska brought her own, because there really wasn’t much to share.

I grabbed the rest of my gear—my hip sheath, my hooded vest with dagger sheath, and my heavy-duty knapsack—and spread it out on the bed so I could account for everything as I packed up. My knapsack was already preloaded with essentials, like bandages, bottled water, and jackfruit seeds to eat, and I added Sharur, the Valhallan cloak, and my sólarsteinn to it. The sunstone had come in handy before, and it might be the best tool for finding Odin’s spear.

I pulled off my loose T-shirt, preparing to change and get dressed for the mission, when the door to the bedroom opened. Quinn came into the room, smiling sheepishly when she saw me topless. I thought about covering up, since I was only wearing a black bra and mismatched pair of striped panties, but it wasn’t like she hadn’t seen me naked plenty of times already.

“I wanted to talk to you before you left,” she said. Her voice was low as she stepped closer to the bed, but she appeared completely undeterred by my semi-nudity.

“Well, let’s talk, then.” I grabbed my ribbed leggings out of my suitcase and pulled them on. They were tattered in a few places, but they were still the most durable pair of pants I had.

Quinn pushed her silver hair behind her ears. “I don’t want you to go,” she said, then quickly added, “I know that you have to. But it kills me that I can’t go with you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I insisted without looking at her.

“I know that you probably will be,” she agreed.

I pulled a tank top on over my head, all too aware of how her eyes felt on me. My skin felt flushed, but I hoped she didn’t notice as I went back to loading up my gear bag.

“Is that what you came to tell me?” I asked. “That you want to go with, and you hope I don’t die? I mean, I appreciate that, but it was already implied, I think.”

“Malin.” She groaned as I picked up my black hooded vest. I’d just pulled it on and started doing up the sheath buckle when she grabbed my arm. “Can you stop for one second and talk to me?”

Her hand was soft and strong, and I finally lifted my eyes to meet hers. She stared at me with a pleading desperation in her eyes, but I’d already heard that in her voice. Even though I was looking at her now, she let her hand linger on my arm, and I didn’t push it away.

“I don’t want to leave things like we did,” she said. “The things I said back in Sugarland—”

I looked away. “No, you were right. You should’ve said that stuff a long time ago, honestly.”

“I don’t know what the future holds. Not for us, not for the world,” Quinn admitted softly. “But I know that you’re going somewhere that you might not come back from, and I can’t go with you.” She paused, taking a fortifying breath. “I don’t want the last thing I said to you to be hurtful. I still care about you. I always will.”

“I…” I swallowed hard, struggling to find the words that always wanted to escape me when I was around Quinn. “I still care about you, too.”

She’d moved closer to me, somehow, without me noticing. As if she’d been able to materialize in the space right next to me. Her hand moved down from my arm, holding on to my hip, and her other hand went to my chin, gently pushing it up so I’d look at her.

“You have to come back, Malin,” she said in a voice that was low and husky.

“I plan to,” I whispered, and she closed her eyes as she leaned down to me.

Her lips had barely touched mine when the bedroom door opened.

“Why doesn’t anyone knock?” I groaned, but I was already stepping back from Quinn, putting the necessary distance between us.

“Sorry,” Valeska said, leaning on the open doorframe. “I was checking to see if you were ready. It’s about time to go.”

“Yeah, almost,” I told her. “Give me like five minutes.”

“Okay. Just be quick.” Valeska went back to the living room, but she left the door open behind her.

I finished buckling my vest harness, and Quinn moved back toward me, like she meant to pick up where we’d left off. But for me the moment was broken, and I knew that we didn’t have time to waste.

“Is there anything else you needed to say?” I asked her as I slid the dagger into its sheath.

“No,” she said, but her words were filled with heavy regret. “I think I said it all.”

“Mal?” Oona called from the other room, and a second later she was in the room. Quinn finally started backing away from me to let me finish what I needed to do.

“Yeah?” I asked without looking up at her.

“Did Odin say anything else?” Oona asked. “Is there anything else we should know?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, what happened?” she persisted. “I mean, exactly. Be specific.”

“I already told you like fifty times.”

“And if telling me fifty more times could help us, then I’ll keep asking you.” She had the sharp tone that let me know there was no point in arguing with her.

“We waited at the temple, and Odin arrived a few minutes late—”

“How did he arrive?” Oona asked.

I shrugged. “I didn’t see him arrive. He was just there, walking down the steps. His raven was there, too, so maybe that’s how he travels.”

“A raven?” she brightened. “You didn’t mention that before.”

“I didn’t think it was that important,” I said. “Odin has a pet raven, Muninn, that he hangs around with a lot.”

“Only one?” Oona asked.

I snapped the clips shut on my knapsack and looked at her. “What?”

“Doesn’t Odin have two ravens?”

It hadn’t occurred to me before, but in at least half the pictures I had seen of Odin he was accompanied by his two black giant ravens, Muninn and Huginn. I’d been too preoccupied by meeting with a Vanir god to really think about it.

“Yeah.” I nodded slowly, remembering what I’d learned in school when we’d covered Odin. “Yeah. A teacher told me that they each represent something. Muninn was … heart, and Huginn was mind.”

“So, Odin is bringing Muninn around with him?” Oona asked. “But where’s the other one?”

I slipped my knapsack on my back. “I don’t know. Maybe when we get back from Kurnugia you can ask Odin yourself.”





ELEVEN

We took a bus from our motel, traveling through the lush greenery of Belize. When we’d first arrived here, it was like being transported into a fairy tale. It was such a disorienting contrast from the dark claustrophobia of the city back home. Here all the colors were bolder, and even the sun shone brighter.

It only took the hyperbus fifteen minutes to speed north through thirty miles of jungle before dropping us in the middle of El Noveno Anillo, with the driver telling us we’d have to make the rest of the way on our own.

Last time I had come to the run-down suburb that ran around the Gates of Kurnugia—only five days ago, though it felt like a lifetime—we had come to the north side of the city, traveling down from the affluent metropolitan area of Belmopan. We had seen the luxury condos and historic architecture blot out the trees before giving way to the slums of El Noveno.

But this time we’d come up from Caana City, ending up on the south side of El Noveno, and it was even worse than what I’d first been introduced to. The “homes”—if they could really be called that—were almost entirely made of rusted corrugated metal patched together with cardboard and mud.

The dirt roads were narrow and uneven, with plenty of holes, dips, and large rocks marring the path. But the area was crowded, with humans and immortals alike, all of them looking ragged and malnourished. The instant Oona, Valeska, and I got out of the van, looking all healthy and clean, the locals approached us with outstretched hands, begging for spare change or fresh water or something to eat.

We began walking slowly toward the Gates of Kurnugia, slow not so much by choice but because of everyone crowding around us. Valeska firmly and repeatedly told everyone no and pushed her way ahead, carefully stepping over garbage and moving to the side to avoid a motorbike that bounced carelessly past us.

The stench was undeniable, like a rotting corpse covered in two-month-old trash and left to bake and ferment under the hot sun. Which was exactly what I suspected was happening. Somehow, it was hotter here than in the rest of the country. There was no humidity, but a dry heat, like flames lapping up from a bonfire and threatening to engulf all of us.

Sweat slid down the shaved side of my head, running down to the nape of my neck. I already had my long hair up in a ponytail, but it would do little to combat the sheer intensity of the heat.

Finally, the humans and immortals had begun dispersing, after realizing that we weren’t easy marks for begging. It was still crowded, because there were far too many individuals living in too small an area, but they had begun ignoring us and going about their business.

“How much farther?” Valeska asked.

“There is still a ways to go,” I admitted, then motioned to the terra-cotta wall that loomed in the distance. “That’s how we get in.”

A little boy came up to me, with a mop of brown curls. He stared up at me with eyes too big for his face and sallow cheeks. His lips were chapped, with a fresh scab on the corner of his mouth, and he held his dirty hand out to me.

“Bonjou, fraulein,” he said in a clear voice, clearer than I expected for a child of his age. Then I realized he was probably around six or seven, maybe even older, but severe malnourishment had impeded his growth, making him appear much younger. “Ayuadame. Souple, Wasser. I’m sehr sediento. Please, fraulein.”

He spoke in a hodgepodge of several different languages. From what I could tell, it sounded like a blend of German, Spanish, French, and English. I didn’t know all the words he said, but I was fairly certain that Wasser meant “water.”

I knew I would probably regret it later, but I didn’t know how I could deny a wide-eyed, dehydrated little boy. I slid off my knapsack, carefully keeping it close so the others surrounding us didn’t get any ideas, and I grabbed my bottle of water.

As I handed it to him, his eyes lit up like fireworks.

“Mesi!” he exclaimed. “Mesi anpil!”

He ran off, laughing in delight in between guzzling down the water.

Valeska looked at me, her gaze suspicious under her heavy lids. “How do you know that wasn’t a trick? That he isn’t a shape-shifter trying to trick you or mug you?”

“I don’t,” I admitted with a shrug as I slid my bag back onto my shoulders.

My Valkyrie blood usually gave me a sense of immortals, and all my training in school and at the academy meant I was pretty good at recognizing them, but I wasn’t 100 percent accurate. Especially given how overpacked the area was and the supernatural vibes that the Gates of Kurnugia gave off.

“I would’ve done the same thing if he’d asked me,” Oona assured me with a smile, but she hadn’t needed to. Of course Oona would’ve helped him. By the pained expression in her eyes every time she denied a beggar I guessed it was taking all her willpower not to give them everything she had.

I couldn’t read Valeska’s expression well enough to tell if she was disapproving or approving, but what was done was done, so we moved on. As we walked closer to the city, the crowds began to finally give way. Even the dilapidated homes were more spread out, and I noticed a few eyes peering out at us.

We followed along the wall, heading around to the entrance to the Gates, and our trek had become eerily silent. Every now and again I spotted a rat or other small vermin skittering across our path, and once an olitau flew off over us. Its leathery red wings spread wide above us, momentarily granting us a reprieve from the sun, and the bat-like beast let out an angry screech before disappearing over the walls into the Gates of Kurnugia.

But beyond that, we were alone. Knowing how populated the area was around us, I felt strangely isolated as we made the long trek under the bright sun.

Valeska stretched her wings, flapping them lightly, which caused a wonderful, brief breeze. It also wafted the hot stench around me, but it was worth it for even the slightest of reprieves from the heat.

“This is taking a lot longer than last time,” Oona commented.

Since her legs were so much shorter than mine and she was less athletic, she had a tendency to fall a few steps behind, but she would never complain or ask me to slow down. Instead, she’d push herself harder, and I didn’t want her to end up exhausted, so I slowed to match her pace.

“Last time we took a taxi, but this is the closest a bus would drop us off to the Gates,” I said. “I didn’t realize it would be quite this long a walk or I would’ve sprung for a taxi again.”

I said that as if we had unlimited funds, but realistically I had no idea how Oona and I would be paying our rent next month, not to mention getting groceries or any other expenses. We’d both run through our very limited savings, and I hoped that Atlas could get money from Samael so we’d be able to buy Overland tickets back home when we were done here.

“We’re almost there,” Valeska said and pointed toward the glimpse of the arch rising above the wall. “I think the entrance is right around this bend.”

“Finally,” Oona muttered.

Then Valeska stopped short, causing Oona to bump right into her wings. Her sharp gaze was fixed on a piece of rusted metal leaning against a pile of trash, buzzing with flies. Oona started to ask what was going on, but I held up my hand to silence her.

Over the swarming insects, I heard it, too. A guttural rumbling and tearing, like a rabid dog attacking roadkill. I saw the snout first, poking out from under the garbage, and then it pushed forward, knocking the sheet of metal to the ground with a clatter.

It was a hulking beast, with trash sticking to its mottled orange and black fur. The head was like a wolf’s—albeit much larger—but the body was much broader, with a sloping back that went down to a stubby tail and short hind legs. With its head low, baring its long yellowed teeth, the beast had a hunchbacked appearance.

When it growled, it wasn’t like a normal wolf. It was higher-pitched, with a cackling edge to it, but with a throaty depth, so it sounded like a cross between a bear and a hyena. And that’s when I knew exactly what was it was—a shunka warakin.

Then I heard another growl behind us, and I glanced over my shoulder to see that two other shunka warakins had appeared. We were surrounded.





TWELVE

“Aren’t these things supposed to be on the other side of the wall?” Oona asked quietly as the snarling beast stared us down, with thick drool dripping from its gaping maw onto the dusty road.

“It doesn’t really matter,” Valeska said, her hand slowly going for the dagger she had sheathed on her hip. “They’re here now, and we have to deal with them.”

Sharur the mace was in my knapsack, too far back for me to reach, but legend claimed it had the power to fly to its owner if they truly needed it. I had yet to try it out, so I had no idea if this was true or even if I was technically the mace’s owner, but there was no time for much else.

Just as the shunka warakin crouched down, preparing to pounce, I raised my hand in the air, high above my head, and shouted, “Sharur, I need you!”

Within seconds it all happened. My bag suddenly felt warm on my back, like it was on fire, and I heard the clips explode off of it. The shunka warakin looked at me with startled yellow eyes, and Valeska lunged at it with her dagger drawn.

The bronze handle slammed into the palm of my hand, and I gripped it tightly. I pushed Oona to the ground as I whirled around, facing the two shunkas behind us, and I began swinging the mace. The heavy iron spiked ball was attached to the staff by a thick chain, and it collided with the nearest shunka warakin with a thick squelching sound.

The beast yelped in surprise and jumped back. I yanked the mace back, taking a chunk of the shunka warakin’s fur and skin with it. Behind me, I heard the shunka warakin that Valeska was fighting let out a similar pained cackling yelp.

The two in front of me looked at each other, with the non-injured one nipping at the other, and they both apparently decided we weren’t worth the fight. There was probably more than enough garbage for them to scavenge anyway, so they turned tail and ran off.

When I turned back around, I saw the first shunka warakin hobbling off, leaving a trail of blood from its wounded leg. There were a few tufts of fur and feathers on the ground from the scuffle. Valeska let out a relieved sigh and pushed her wild hair back from her face, and that’s when I noticed the scratch on her arm.

“Are you okay?” Oona asked, already digging into her pack for first aid.

“What?” Valeska glanced down at her arm as if she hadn’t even noticed it. “Oh, I’m fine. I just need something to mask the scent of blood. That won’t do us any favors inside the Gates.”

“I have just the thing!” Oona sounded excited as she pulled out a small vial. She wiped the wound with gauze, then spread a thick amber salve over it.

While she patched up Valeska, I cleaned my mace and put it back in my bag. The bag’s clips had broken, so I rigged them shut with a bit of Kevlar cord I’d brought with me. As I did, I thought back to what Oona had said about how the shunka warakins weren’t supposed to be here.

“I thought the area around the Gates is usually deserted,” Valeska said, echoing my thoughts. “The spell on the walls usually keeps everything at bay.”

“Everything ignored us when we were here a few days ago,” Oona agreed.

I glanced up at the sky, remembering the olitau. It had passed right over the wall, and I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time. Birds were commonly passing over us. But the olitau wasn’t a bird—it was a demonic bat. Shouldn’t it belong on the other side? Or at least be unable to pass easily through the brujeria that held beings inside the Gates and kept them shut?

“Do you think something is up?” Oona asked me, and her dark eyes were filled with worry. “Like the walls are weakening?”

“I think … we should be happy that the shunka warakins gave up so easily,” I said finally, and I straightened up and put my bag back on. “And we should hurry and get inside the Gates.”

We didn’t have time to discuss the implications of a weakening wall or worrying that we might already be too late.





THIRTEEN

We entered the Gates with little fanfare, going under the arch with ease. I felt the same pins and needles I’d had last time—the odd tingling from the mystical protection created by the Vanir gods, reinforcing the walls for centuries—but this time I didn’t comment on it. I just kept moving.

I followed the path from memory, walking along the winding corridor. The high walls were covered in dark red clay, and already they seemed to be blocking out the sun. It had been bright afternoon a few moments ago, but now the sky looked as if the sun was beginning to set.

Finally, the pathway widened as it opened into the Merchants of Death. It was a large open-court bazaar, full of small shops manned by mostly frightening-appearing demons, and I could smell it long before we reached it. Putrid and sulfuric odors mixed with the smell of fresh meat and the metallic scent of blood, thanks to the horrific and taboo goods they sold here.

Bright red entrails, freshly cut Cambion horns, and jars of pickled eyeballs were the types of wares on display. From what I could tell, many of the customers appeared to be humans, coming from places far and wide to buy black market items to help them with every problem known to man.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked Valeska, since she was the one who had promised a backdoor entrance to Kurnugia.

“This way.” She headed toward the right, staying as close to the edge of the courtyard as she could.

As we walked, she had to duck out of the way of a serpent-like demon trying to sell her the talons of a griffin, promising they would help her become more fertile.

“I’m not really in the market for a baby,” she replied dismissively.

“If you need a baby right now and don’t care about the condition, Lamia can set you up,” the demon assured her, and motioned to a small stand across the way.

A rather ordinary human-looking woman was standing in front of it, holding up necklaces covered in dozens of tiny little toes. I didn’t want to think about where she might have gotten them, so I quickened my pace and hurried after Valeska.

Valeska led us back behind the stalls, underneath a covered alleyway that ran along the adobe walls. The narrow walkway was covered in blood, leaving it a slick, muddy mess that squished underneath my boots.

This was where the butchering took place, with several hulking demons hacking away at the mutilated corpses. I tried not to think about this or even really look at it, but it was hard to ignore. Right beside us, a large slug-like demon was hacking off the wings of a small Pegasus corpse.

He looked at us, with snot dripping from the two holes that protruded beneath his beady eyes, and wiped at his face with the back of his hand—smearing fresh Pegasus blood into the snot.

“You’re not supposed to be back here,” he barked at us in a thick voice.

“We’re taking a shortcut,” I told him, and I grabbed Oona’s hand to pull her along. I didn’t want to risk getting into it with a bunch of demons armed with hatchets.

Fortunately, he was too lazy to chase after us, instead muttering about how much he hated mortals. Valeska continued on ahead, with her head high, her shoulders back, and her wings spread slightly to accentuate her supernatural status, and she strutted around like she belonged here, so no one hassled her.

We hurried on, following the slow stream of blood and water that trickled down the path, and doing our best to avoid getting hit with any splatter from the butchers.

Valeska rounded a sharp corner, but that’s where the path ended. It was only an alcove, framed by dark crimson clay where the rusty bloodstains blended into the walls. The stream of blood and guts flowed right into the center, to the rancid geyser that gurgled with mud and red water.

“What are we doing here?” Oona asked, wrinkling her nose in disgust at the rotten stench wafting around us.

“That’s Eshik Mitu.” Valeska pointed to the steaming, bubbling mess. “That’s how we get in.”

“What?” I stepped back. I’d never considered myself the squeamish type, but the thought of crawling into that mush and mess made my stomach roll.

“No, no.” Oona shook her head. “You only told us that it was hot and could scald us. You didn’t say anything about it being a disgusting pit of blood and death.”

“Well, it is that, too, but honestly, I thought potentially getting boiled alive was the worst part,” Valeska replied.

“You thought wrong,” Oona muttered as she stared at it. “And it doesn’t even look like much of a geyser. It’s just a festering puddle.”

“It erupts every fifteen minutes, so if we wait long enough—” Valeska stopped, glancing over at Eshik Mitu as it began to rumble.

Sulphuric smoke and steam began to thicken and rise up as the puddle bubbled. Within seconds, a putrid stream of water shot out from the earth. At least, presumably it was water, but it was a dark brown color and was surprisingly chunky, with globs of mud and boiled organs splatting on the ground. All three of us stepped back, huddling under the protection of the covered alleyway as we watched the gruesome spectacle.

“We only have about fifteen minutes until the next one, maybe less,” Valeska said as the eruption subsided and the surface returned to a bubbling puddle. “This is the only way I know how to get us in there. So you can put on your big girl pants and the Valhallan cloak and we can get on with it, or we can turn around and head home with our tails between our legs. Which is it?”

“We’re going,” I replied without hesitation.

It had never really been a question as to whether we would or not. No matter how disgusting or perilous the path was that lay ahead of us, I would do whatever I needed to do to get down to Kurnugia and save Ash. (You must not worry about me. Forget me. Save the world.) I would do what I needed to do.

I ignored the burning in my chest, and I asked Oona, “What do we need to be safe enough to pass through that geyser?”

“But Odin said the cloak would protect us,” Valeska said.

“It’s not really meant for three people, and we’re taking it where it was never meant to go,” I said. “Oona’s got a protection spell to help cover any places the cloak can’t.”

Oona took off her backpack and carefully set it on the driest spot she could find, then she crouched beside it. She rummaged quickly through her bag, pulling out a couple stones and a vial, and turned back to face Valeska and me.

“Hold out your hand,” she commanded us, and we did as we were told. In the palm of each of our hands, she placed a cool, jagged spear of a stone with a mirrored black sheen to it. “You need to hang on to the hematite crystal as we travel through the geyser. No matter what happens, you can’t let go of it.”

“What happens if we do let go?” Valeska asked.

Oona shot her a look. “Just don’t do it, okay?”

“Okay, jeez,” she muttered and closed her hand around the crystal.

“For the next part, I need to put this on your heart.” Oona held up a vial of clear liquid. It had an odd opaque quality to it, and small flecks of green leaves and glittering black and white crystals floated inside it. “So, if you could pull down your shirt a bit.”

Valeska did as she was told, pulling her tank top down far enough to reveal her cleavage. When Oona uncorked the vial, I could faintly smell it over the fetid stench around us, so it must’ve been rather potent. It had an herbal scent, almost like fresh-cut parsley or cilantro, mixed with fresh rain, and something else. Something tangy.

“What is that?” Valeska asked.

“It’s an armarria potion, so it has mugwort, obsidian flakes, water from the Bidasoa River—” Oona began, then she stopped and looked up at Valeska. “Do you know what any of that stuff is?”

“Not really,” Valeska admitted with a shrug.

Oona sighed. “It doesn’t really matter what’s in it. It’s a protection potion, and when I put it on you, I need to say an incantation, and you can’t interrupt me.”

Valeska nodded once. “Got it.”

Oona stared up at her for a second, as if to ascertain that Valeska did in fact get it. Apparently satisfied, she dipped her finger in the potion, and then drew an X over Valeska’s heart while reciting, “Ez geala, ba geala, kalte seguru, geala.”

When she was done, she moved on to me and did the same thing. The potion felt icy and tingly on my chest, reminding me a bit of a mentholated ointment I’d used when I had a bad cold as a child. Not bad, exactly, but strange and a little intense.

While Oona made an X on her own chest, I pulled the Valhallan cloak out of my bag. At first I tried to be careful and keep the satiny fabric out of the filth on the ground, but then I realized it was going to have to travel through that geyser, so cleanliness was a moot point.

Odin had assured us that the cloak had strong enough properties to protect and shield us from the magic that was designed to destroy any immortal that tried to escape.

“I’m done with my part,” Oona said once she’d put the vial back and put her backpack on again. She looked over at Valeska. “What’s next?”

“We get under the cloak,” Valeska said. “That should help us pass through the supernatural barrier between our world and Kurnugia, and hopefully protect us from the scalding water and the disgusting filth of the geyser.”

“What about the key?” I asked. “When does that come into play?”

Valeska pulled the crescent-shaped Sibudu Key from around her neck. “Once we’re ready, we stand over the geyser, and I set it on top. Then it opens up, and we slide through.”

“And the key doesn’t get lost that way?” I asked.

“No, it goes with us,” she said unequivocally.

“Let’s do this, then,” I said.

Valeska and Oona stood on either side of me, squeezing in close, and I draped the cloak around us. I pulled it tight, so that every inch of us was covered. I had the hood draped over my head, because I was the tallest, and I wrapped an arm around Valeska and Oona.

“I’m walking over to the entrance,” I told them, since they couldn’t see, and the three of us carefully shuffled over to it.

The hot water sloshed up through the cloak, over our feet. It was hot, though not as blistering as I had imagined it would be. Still, it stung my bare skin exposed between my pants and boots.

“I’m dropping the key,” Valeska said, and a second later I heard the splash as it hit the water.

Then we waited. Maybe five seconds, maybe ten, but it felt like an eternity during which I worried that we’d done it all wrong or we’d forgotten an important step.

Finally, the ground started to give way, as we slowly sank down into the muck. I tightened my grip around both Valeska and Oona, and for her part, Oona clung to my waist.

I pulled the hood down, covering my face, and that blotted out any light, so we were submerged completely in darkness. For a moment the only sound was that of our ragged breath and rapid beating of my heart.

The earth began to constrict around us, expanding and contracting like it was swallowing us, and I dimly wondered if this was what it felt like being eaten alive by a large snake. Accompanying the movement was the sloshing sound as the water encircled us.

As we went down, the constriction was making it hard to breathe. We were all pressed together, with Valeska’s and Oona’s knees and elbows digging painfully into me, and Valeska’s feathers cut into my back, poking through the fabric of my shirt.

Softly, in a voice that she could barely eke out, Oona had begun repeating the earlier incantation over and over again, and I squeezed the crystal more securely in my fist.

Then suddenly it was like the floor had given out, and we dropped rapidly. There was this strange wooshing sensation, as we were sucked down into the nether realm.





FOURTEEN

I woke up in my bedroom back in New Edgewater. Blue light from the billboard across the canal spilled in through the blinds, giving the room a beautiful ethereal glow.

A strange panic made my heart pound. I didn’t know where I had thought I would be, but I knew this wasn’t the right place. I breathed in deeply and noticed an unfamiliar musty scent permeating my room.

The sheets felt damp beneath me, but when I looked down at them, they appeared perfectly dry. I sat up, sorting out the foggy confusion that filled my mind.

“Is everything all right?” Asher asked, and I looked over at him with a start.

At the sight of him lying shirtless in bed beside me, relief rushed over me like a tidal wave, and a surprised sob escaped my lips. It was over, and he was here with me, and he would pull me into his arms, and I would feel safe and loved in a way that no one else had ever made me feel.

His blue eyes—normally so dark, like the ocean during a storm—almost seemed to glow in the light from the billboard.

I had the most intense urge to memorize every detail, as if part of me was terrified that this might be the last time that I saw him. So I took it all in, savoring the wonderful contradiction of him. The rugged roughness of his face mixed with the soft features of his full lips and high cheekbones, his black hair disheveled and his thick eyebrows pinched with worry.

I reached out, unable to stop myself, and put my hand on his cheek. I had to feel him, to know he was real, that he was here with me. His stubble scraped deliciously against the palm of my hand, and I let my thumb linger on the small scar at the top of his lip, like a soft comma.

“I had the worst dream,” I told him, barely able to speak around the lump in my throat. “I dreamt that you were gone.”

His expression turned sad and apologetic, and he put his hand over mine, the one lingering on his face. His skin felt rough and cold, and … somehow not quite right. Not how I remembered his hand feeling when he touched me.

“Oh, Malin,” he said thickly. “It wasn’t a dream.”

“What?” I asked, my voice trembling, and then I felt it in my chest. My heart breaking all over again, and his words burning into it. “No, but you’re here. You’re here with me now.”

“I’m not really here,” Asher replied forlornly. “And you can’t find me.”

He started slipping away from me. The bed began to lengthen, pulling him away, and putting distance between us. I reached out, grabbing his hand, meaning to cling to him forever if I had to.

“Why can’t I find you?” I asked. “Why won’t you let me?”

“There are far more important things in this world than me,” he said as his hand slid out of mine. “But I need you to know that no matter what happens, you will be all right, and I cherished every moment we spent together.”

“No, Asher, wait!” I started crawling across the bed, scrambling through the sheets, but no matter how quickly I moved, he only got farther away from me.

And then I was falling, plummeting into the darkness and through trees with pine-needle branches stinging against my skin, until finally I hit the bottom. My head smacked painfully against a rock, and a bright white light blinded me for a moment.

Cold raindrops splashed on my face, and I could only smell the exhilarating delicious scent of pine and earth and rain. I opened my eyes, staring up at the trees towering over me.

Then someone stepped into my view, blocking the dim light, and the rain falling on my face blurred my vision, so I couldn’t see who it was—only a shadow standing over me.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said, his voice deep and warm, and he held out his hand to me. “You need to wake up.” A raindrop splashed into my eyes, so I closed them tightly. “Wake up, Mal.”

Then I realized it wasn’t his voice, but Oona’s. And it wasn’t far away, it was right above me, speaking in a panicked whisper.

“Mal, you have to wake up,” Oona insisted, and I opened my eyes.

For some reason, I expected it to be dark, but I clearly saw Oona—her short black hair disheveled and damp, apprehension hardening the soft edges of her features and creasing her smooth skin. When she realized I was alive and awake, her taut expression changed to a relieved smile, although her dark eyes were still tinged with worry.

Beneath me, the ground was damp and uneven, and the air had a thick musty smell, like a root cellar or deep cavern. Despite the moisture, the air was oddly acrid, burning my lungs and throat and causing me to cough.

“Valeska says you’ll adjust to the air,” Oona assured me once the coughing fit had passed.

I tried to shake off the dream and the gnawing ache inside my chest. I could still feel Asher, slipping through my fingers as I cried out for him, and it left me with a longing so intense that it felt like my heart had literally been split in two.

I blinked back tears, gulping down the bitter air, and tried to take in my surroundings. I was in a whole new realm, seeing things that no Valkyrie had ever seen before, and I tried to focus on that and push down the pain.

The ceiling of the cavern we were in was hundreds of feet above us, and the trees surrounding us reached higher than the tallest skyscraper. There was no sun, at least not that I could see, but there seemed to be an ambient light, so it was as bright as the earth on a cloudy day. I lay in a tangle of thick roots gnarled up from the dirt around me, and cool water from the nearby river formed tributaries between them.

“We’re here, then?” I asked as I slowly sat up. “We made it?”

“So far,” Oona said with a grim smile.

A stone was digging into the palm of my hand, and I realized that I still had my fist clenched around the hematite crystal.

“Do you want this back?” I asked.

“No. Put it in your pocket. We need all the help we can get here.”

I did as she suggested. We appeared to be in the middle of a forest, with thick towering tree trunks with no branches or leaves. At least none until it got to the ceiling, where the branches appeared to be mixing with the dirt and holding it above us.

Valeska crouched a few feet away, on the banks of the river, and she was rinsing all the muck off the Valhallan cloak. The mouth of the river came from under the trees, and it widened as it flowed away from us.

“How long was I out?” I asked as I got to my feet.

“Not much longer than us,” Oona said. “We were all knocked unconscious when we came through, but we’re all okay.”

I stepped carefully over the roots to meet Valeska at the banks of the river. Up close, I could see the river had a dark cobalt color to it, like the night sky. She stood up and shook the cloak, drying it off some.

“Do you know where to go from here?” I asked.

“This is the Huber River,” she said as she began rolling up the fabric. “It runs straight through Kurnugia, and Zianna is the heart of it. So if we follow this river it should eventually take us to Zianna.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked.

She gave a rather dramatic eye roll as she handed me the damp, smelly cloak. “No. I’m not sure about anything, but that is my educated guess.”

I looked back over my shoulder at Oona, who gave a helpless shrug. We were alone in the forest, at least as far as I could tell, but there was no telling how long we would be or what might be lurking around the trees.

“Are we all ready to go?” I asked as I shoved the cloak into my bag, and I glanced up at Oona and Valeska.

They were all geared up, with their packs on, and I could just make out the crescent outline of the Sibudu Key under Valeska’s tank top. Their clothes were wet and muddy, with dark smudges of earth smeared on their skin, and Valeska’s already untamed hair appeared even wilder than normal. I suspected that I looked about as filthy as they did, but there was no sense in wasting time washing up, especially since the underworld wasn’t exactly renowned for its cleanliness.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” I said.

“So what’s the plan?” Valeska asked as we made our way along the river, carefully stepping over thick roots. “I mean, we follow the river to Zianna, then what?”

“Odin said that Baldur took the spear into Zianna, so that’s the first goal.” I paused to help Oona step over a particularly tall bramble. Then I continued, “Once we get there, I’ll use the sólarsteinn to lead us to the exact location.”

Even though Valeska wasn’t much taller than Oona, she didn’t need my help. When she stumbled or lost her footing, she merely flapped her wings and elegantly righted herself.

“But how are we going to get into Zianna?” Valeska asked. “It’s not like they just let anyone waltz in and out. That’s the whole point of the city.”

“I doubt there’s a lot of spells to keep mortals at bay, since we aren’t even supposed to be here,” I pointed out, crossing my fingers. “But that’s also why we brought Oona along.”

“When we get close enough I can get a sense of what kind of magic is protecting Zianna, and I can tailor a spell or potion to get us through,” Oona elaborated.

In front of us was a steep embankment several meters high, but fortunately the twisting roots worked as a makeshift ladder. Valeska bypassed it all and flew up to the top, while Oona and I followed more slowly.

As we made the climb, Valeska looked down at us and asked pointedly, “You really think you’re powerful enough to do that? No offense, but didn’t you say you’re just a sorceress-in-training?”

“I’m not just anything,” Oona snapped, giving her an icy glare. “I’ve been training for a long time, and I know a lot, and I’m actually at the top of my class. Besides that, I got us through that geyser safe and sound. You didn’t get any burns this time, did you?”

“Fair enough,” Valeska said.

She bent down and extended a hand toward Oona, who seemed to debate a second before accepting it and letting Valeska help pull her up onto the top of the embankment.

The trees had thinned considerably, and the roots were no longer protruding through the dirt to trip us up, leaving a relatively smooth path alongside the river for us to follow.

“I’d expected there to be more creatures and whatnot down here,” Oona commented. “There has to be thousands of years of beings. I didn’t think we’d ever really be alone.”

“We’re out at the fringes of Kurnugia,” Valeska explained. “But we’ll run into immortals soon enough.”

No sooner had the words escaped her lips than we heard a man let out a bloodcurdling scream, following by growling and the gnashing of teeth.





FIFTEEN

Instinctively, I crouched down, grabbing Oona’s arm to pull her down with me, and whirled around to see a rather disturbing scene unfolding about fifty feet away from us.

A body went hurling through the air before crashing into a thick tree trunk. When it landed, I realized it looked human, with delicate, androgynous features. Two small antlers poked through the long bright crimson hair on its head, the antlers being the only visible supernatural part.

But I only had a few seconds to look at the fallen body, because a large reptilian monster—a sirrush—was tearing through the trees toward it. While shiny emerald scales covered the majority of the creature’s body, running all down its long neck and torso, its legs were covered in a thick dark fur, appearing more like they belonged to a large jungle cat than a dragon. The talons were long and razor-sharp, and a solitary horn protruded from the center of the beast’s head.

I had seen pictures of a sirrush in books, but I’d never encountered one before in real life, and as it lunged toward its prey, I found myself immensely grateful that I’d never been tasked with returning one of these things.

While the red-haired victim wailed—screaming in agony, really—the sirrush reached out and sliced it open with a sharp talon, disemboweling it.

Without thinking, I stood up and shouted, “Hey!”

“Malin,” Valeska hissed, but it was too late. The sirrush turned back to look at me, flicking its forked tongue at me while blood and intestines oozed out of its victim.

It was stupid, and I knew that instantly, but I couldn’t stand by and let this dragon eviscerate somebody. Not when they were screaming and begging for mercy.

“Get out of here!” I shouted, hoping to intimidate a monster that very clearly would not be intimidated, and I unsheathed my dagger.

The sirrush stepped toward me with its solitary horn pointed right at me, and I dismally recalled the conversation I’d recently had with Oona in which I’d reminded her that because we were mortal, we could die in Kurnugia. And there would be no coming back for us.

“Lux splendida!” Oona shouted, and a bright white light flashed, more intense than a lightning bolt, and momentarily blinded me.

The sirrush cried out in surprise and pain, clawing at its eyes. Apparently deciding that whatever made that light wasn’t worth the trouble, it ran off into the woods, back to where it had come from.

“You’re so lucky that worked,” Valeska said.

“I should work on a cloaking potion,” Oona said. “I doubt very many of the monsters we encounter will be so easily frightened off by parlor tricks, so it’d be best if they didn’t notice us.”

“Good idea. And thank you for saving my life,” I told her, and though I meant it, my attention was fixed on the victim, who was still groaning and bleeding.

I walked over, meaning to help if I could, and as I got closer, I saw a looped square branded on the victim’s shoulder, where the shirt had been torn. It was the Hannunvaakuna—a Finnish symbol of good luck—and I realized that the red-haired victim was most likely Lempo, a trickster god.

“Are you okay?” I asked, extending my hand toward him.

He didn’t say anything and barely even glanced at me as he pushed himself to his feet. His intestines were literally tumbling out of him, leaking all kinds of grotesque fluids everywhere. He cradled them in his arms as he began to walk off into the woods, but a long loop dragged behind, collecting dirt.

“A thank-you would’ve been nice,” I muttered as he walked away, but he never turned back or said anything.

“Why would he thank you?” Valeska asked, and I turned to face her. “It’s going to happen again in a few days, maybe even tomorrow. Over and over, he’s going to be eaten alive by that sirrush or some other monster.”

“Holy shit.” I stared down at the trail of blood he’d left on the ground as my stomach twisted in knots.

I’d learned about this in school. Kurnugia was where immortals went when their time on earth was done. There was nowhere else for them to go, and they couldn’t die, they were immortal. They would just heal up and do it all over again.

One of the first stories we’d been taught in high school about Kurnugia was the tale of Prometheus. He’d angered Zeus, so he’d been chained to a rock, where his liver was eaten daily by an eagle, and every night it grew back, only to be eaten again the next day.

The teacher told us that when he was finally marked for death and the Valkyrie came for him, Prometheus had been grateful and thanked her for setting him free. Eternity in Kurnugia was a reprieve from his torturous life on earth.

That lesson was supposed to teach us that Valkyries were necessary, and not even a necessary evil, but something good. Something that spared immortals from the pain of living forever on earth.

Even then, I had known that wasn’t true. They still had eternity to live somewhere—it was only the humans that had been spared sharing it with them. And now, seeing the bright red blood of a repeat victim, I realized that the Valkyrie had not saved Prometheus.

There was no reprieve for him. He’d merely been shuttled somewhere else. It was the same eternal punishment, only with a different wrapping.





SIXTEEN

On the ground in front of us sat a squat black candle in a votive holder. All sorts of symbols were etched into the rhodium metal, creating a lattice effect that the light could shine through. Or at least the light normally would shine, except this flame was dark blue and cast little light.

Despite the small size of the candle, it produced a considerable amount of indigo smoke, but I guessed that was the point, based on the way Oona was fanning it toward us. It wouldn’t have been so bad, except the smoke had a pungent odor. Like fermenting blue cheese that had begun to rot in the sun.

“Ugh.” Valeska groaned in disgust and held her nose. “Is this really necessary?”

Honestly, I would’ve complained as well, but the combination of the putrid scent mixing with the acrid air caused me to have a bit of a coughing fit.

“It is if you want us to go unseen.” Oona remained undaunted as the smoke billowed over us, and she began chanting, “Omnium visibilium et invisibilium omnium manemus.”

When she had finished, she picked up the candle and blew it out.

“I know the valerian root candle reeks something fierce,” Oona said. “But it’ll help with our concealment.”

“So now we’ll be invisible?” Valeska asked.

“Not exactly,” Oona said and carefully placed the still-warm candle in the side pocket of her backpack. “But we will be less visible. Others can still see us, but they have to be looking for us.”

“Let’s move on so I don’t have to smell that awful candle anymore,” Valeska muttered, and started walking ahead without waiting for either of us.

As we walked along the river, none of us said anything. I tried to take in the sights, but there wasn’t much to see. It was mostly various shades of brown. The dirt ground leading into clay walls, with the occasional tree holding up the ceiling.

For a while we were alone. At least as far as we could tell. But eventually we started coming across some immortals. Several large griffins were drinking from the river, and we gave them a wide berth, but they never even glanced in our direction.

As we went on, the river became busier, with more immortals walking alongside it. Some were drinking from it, while others appeared to be swimming or socializing. It wasn’t all that different than going to a lake on a summer day, and there was something oddly disquieting about that. How normal and ordinary the immortals seemed to be existing here in the underworld.

“Your enchantment seems to be working,” Valeska told Oona, since none of the beings around seemed to notice us. We’d moved away from the flowing water to give them more space, and no one reacted to us at all.

“We still have to be careful,” Oona said. “I imagine it’ll be easier for the more powerful immortals to see through the spell.”

Valeska nodded, as if that had already occurred to her. “We should try to avoid the cities, then, if we can. The demons of destruction tend to run them, and they would love to get their hands on the Sibudu Key. They’re always looking for any way to break out of here.”

“The demons of destruction?” Oona asked, looking at Valeska as we walked along.

“Yeah, like Abaddon, Vanth, and Nirriti,” Valeska explained, and she pointed up ahead, to where the river was hidden behind a thicket of trees. “The city up ahead around the bend is Tartarus, and when I was here last, it was under the rule of Perses.”

“There’s just like regular cities here?” Oona asked, sounding shocked. “Immortals going about their business?”

Twenty feet away from us, a very human-looking woman was singing to herself in a lovely voice. She crouched on the banks of the water and used a bristled brush to scrub her clothes against a rock. Beside her was a wicker basket filled with her dirty laundry.

None of this was how I had imagined it. Before we’d gotten here, I would’ve been shocked by the idea of cities in the underworld. But now, seeing the woman washing her dirty clothes, it made perfect sense.

They were just living their lives. Or deaths, as it were.

The only real sign that this all wasn’t a normal place on earth—other than the total lack of sky, with the dark umber of dirt entwined with the branches soaring above us—was what lined the path we walked. Near the river, it had been mostly smooth, presumably worn that way by centuries of travelers venturing to the water.

But now we had ventured out farther, giving the immortal residents space. There wasn’t grass, exactly, but there were plants. A few were taller, about knee-high, with burnt-orange leaves and sharp thistles, along with some flowering plants with blood-red blossoms that smelled of death when I grazed them.

Mostly, though, the dirt was blanketed with a ground ivy with deep olive-green leaves and long tendrils that moved out of the way as we walked by. Occasionally I felt them tickling against the backs of my ankles as they reached out after me, attempting to grab me.

Through the plants, sharp white bones jutted out here and there. When I looked closely, I could see that the ground was littered with fragmented bones, fractured skulls, and the odd fang or broken talon. Oona stumbled over some of them, and I caught her arm before she fell.

“Of course,” Valeska replied matter-of-factly to Oona’s question about cities. “They have eternity to build their own civilizations.”

“How do you know so much? Most of what you’ve told us isn’t common knowledge up on earth,” I said.

I’d spent most of my life training and studying to return immortals to Kurnugia, and I hadn’t heard of half the things that Valeska was explaining to me. It was beyond the scope of any course I’d taken at Ravenswood Academy.

“How could it be?” Valeska retorted. “No one comes back up to tell the tale of what they’ve seen. The only things we really know about Kurnugia are what the Vanir gods have told us.”

“So you learned it all from your mom?” Oona asked.

Valeska lowered her gaze, and she was slow to reply. But eventually she said, “She told me some, but not very much. I mostly learned it through trial and error.”

“What do you mean?” Oona asked.

“When I was here before, I was here for a month before I finally found my mom,” Valeska answered, causing Oona to gasp. “Kurnugia is a massive place. I don’t know how vast it is, even. Maybe as big as a continent, maybe as big as the galaxy.”

“How did you survive that long?” Oona asked, echoing my thoughts.

Valeska lifted her head, staring straight before her as we walked, and there was a hardness to her expression. Her jaw was set, and her large eyes had darkened. “I snuck around and hid a lot. Having wings definitely helped me avoid a lot of bad situations.”

“Did you make friends?” Oona asked, sounding hopeful.

“I kept to myself as much as I could,” Valeska answered flatly. “You never know who you can trust down here.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw someone looking at us. I tried to just keep walking, but she was staring at us intensely.

She stood ahead of us, standing between where we walked and the river. I couldn’t tell what she might be, but she appeared to be a beautiful woman in her forties, with long black hair and tawny skin. Her face was slightly long but was not unattractive, and her arms and legs were sinewy. The sari she wore was dirty and faded, but the way it draped across her shoulders had an elegance about it. Around her neck she wore a gold chain with a large locket. It actually reminded me more of a golden bell jar, with an exquisite engraving on it.

“What about her?” I asked Valeska, motioning toward the woman. “Is she a friend of yours?”

Valeska paused and furrowed her brow. “No, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before in my life.”

“Well, she definitely sees us,” I said, since she’d started walking over to us.

“Is the enchantment wearing off?” Valeska asked.

“No, it shouldn’t be. Not yet.” Oona glanced around. “And no one else seems to be looking at us.”

We’d stopped walking, since this woman was coming straight for us and it might cause more of a scene if we tried to run away. It wasn’t until she got closer that I realized she wasn’t looking at us, or even at Valeska, the way I’d assumed she was.

No, her dark chestnut eyes were locked on me.

“Do I know you?” she asked, sounding as confused as I felt, and my hand hovered above the dagger sheathed at my side.

“I … I really doubt it,” I stammered, unsure of how to respond.

She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “There’s something familiar about you. We must’ve met.”

I knew for certain that I hadn’t returned her. I remembered the faces of everyone that I had killed. But I couldn’t say the same about who my mother had killed. No one had ever told me that I looked a lot like Marlow, but there had to be some family resemblance.

And if Marlow had killed this woman, and hers was the last face she’d seen on earth, I imagine that it would be etched in her mind forever. That she could see the similarities I shared with my mother.

“I really don’t think so,” I insisted and started walking, afraid of what this confrontation might uncover.

“Tell me your name, at least,” she persisted, following after me. “Let me put my mind to rest.”

I tried to brush her off, but she was right at my side, and others had begun to look at us. I had to do something. “Malin. My name is Malin.”

“Malin?” she repeated, and then suddenly she was in front of me, blocking my path, and her eyes had taken on a frantic intensity. “Do you know my daughter?”

“Your daughter?” I asked.

“I’m Lyra,” she said, speaking rapidly. “My daughter is Sloane.”

“Sloane?” I asked, barely able to hear my own voice over the sound of my pounding heart.

Sloane Kothari, my classmate who had given me the sólarsteinn. The same sólarsteinn that had once belonged to her mother, an Apsara who had been killed years ago during an attempted uprising against the Valkyries.

For a moment I was frozen, unable to respond. My fingers lingered on my dagger, and I cleared my throat.

“How do you…” I began, then started over. “When you died, I didn’t even know Sloane. How could you possibly know of me?”

“I hear from her in her prayers.” Lyra smiled sadly at me. “She’s mentioned you a lot recently.” Then her smile fell abruptly, and her eyebrows arched in suspicion. “But you … I know what you are, and you shouldn’t be here.”





SEVENTEEN

My mouth had gone dry, and I wanted to take a deep breath to help clear my head of the electric panic that coursed through me, but the air only burned, feeling as if flames were lapping down my throat and into my lungs.

The handle of the dagger felt cool and comforting against my skin, but that did little to combat my tension. I glanced around, looking for an out. All around me were immortal creatures—ranging from small peaceful goblins to violent lumbering giants—and the one thing that united them all was that they had been put here by a Valkyrie.

If Lyra decided to out us, there would be nothing I could do. I couldn’t possibly defeat all of them. The only thing I could do was tell Valeska to grab Oona and fly off, leaving the two of them to complete the mission.

I swallowed hard and looked at Lyra, preparing to say just that, but before I could, she put her hand on my arm. The gentleness of her touch startled me. It was almost … comforting.

“We shouldn’t talk here,” Lyra said, lowering her voice as she glanced around. “There are too many prying ears.”

“Do we need to talk at all?” Valeska asked, with an edge to her words that let me know she’d been playing out the same scenario that I had, with dozens of immortals descending upon me and tearing me apart.

“Yes,” Lyra replied firmly. “I have somewhere we can go.”

She let go of my arm and readjusted her sari, then motioned for us to walk on. I looked to Valeska, but she only shook her head grimly. What choice did we have but to do as Lyra asked?

We continued on the way we had been going, following Lyra around the bend past a thicket of trees. Beyond the trees the ground sloped down in a hill before coming to a vast canyon. A bridge extended over it, carved from the same sienna-colored stone that made up the chasm itself.

Across the bridge was a large city carved into the rocky mountain that extended miles above the canyon and bridge. Despite the sheerness of it—it rose at nearly a ninety-degree angle—hundreds of square buildings had been carved into it, with narrow winding paths running between them.

Based on the dozens of immortals going back and forth across the bridge, it appeared to be a bustling city. With all the music and chatter, barking animals, and even clotheslines draped between the homes, it reminded me so much of my neighborhood back in New Edgewater.

“That’s Tartarus,” Lyra said, motioning to the city. “My home is at the bottom, across the Acheron Gorge.”

“We’re going to your house?” I asked.

“It is the best place for us to talk,” she replied simply and kept walking.

Oona leaned in close to me and whispered, “Do you really think this is safe?”

“No,” I said honestly. “But I can’t see what choice we have.”

Lyra led the way across the bridge, while I followed behind a bit more slowly. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but this definitely made me nervous. It was only about ten feet wide, and it had no railing. There was nothing preventing us from tumbling over the side, or any of the beings passing us from pushing us over the side.

I made the mistake of looking over the edge, at the darkness that fell far below us. Through the shadows I saw hints of gray hands and arms reaching out, clawing futilely at the air. Under the murmur of the urban life and the chatter of the population, I could hear the faint sound of wailing echoing off the walls of the canyon.

Once we crossed the bridge, I expected us to head into the city, but Lyra turned sharply. At first I thought she was about to walk off the edge of the cliff and fall down to the grasping clutches of the damned souls below.

But then I realized there was a very narrow path, maybe a foot or two wide, that ran down the sheer wall of the canyon. The walkway was so narrow that Valeska had trouble navigating with her wings, and eventually settled for flying along beside us. From the path, the wailing seemed louder, and the acrid air smelled of death and decay.

Finally Lyra stopped in front of a small door crudely carved into the cliff face, and motioned toward it. “This is my home.”

I went in eagerly, happy to be away from the edge, and entered the quaint little cave home of the Apsara. It was one small room, with a lumpy daybed next to a makeshift wood-burning stove, its small chimney disappearing into the wall. A table sat in the center of the room, with two chairs, but several overstuffed cushions were on the floor, resting on a threadbare rug. On one wall was an antique armoire, with intricate mandala-like designs carved into it.

Once we were all inside, Lyra closed the thick wooden door and bolted it shut. She walked around, lighting a few candles and a stick of incense before closing the shades over the only two windows.

She turned to us, wringing her hands as her eyes darted among the three of us. The dim light from the candles made her skin glow, adding to her ethereal beauty, and I understood exactly how she had been a muse for humans in her life on earth.

“I presume none of you are dead,” Lyra said finally. “So what is it exactly that you are doing here?”

“We’re on a mission,” I answered evasively, but she only raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to explain. “From Odin.”

She let out a joyless laugh. “Of course. Only a Vanir god would be arrogant enough to tamper with the underworld.”

“We’re not trying to tamper with anything,” I insisted. “We only want to make things right.”

“I’m certain you do.” She smiled at me. “But nothing is ever that simple, now, is it?” Her smile filled with pity. “Maybe you’re too young to understand.”

“We understand plenty,” Valeska interjected haughtily.

“Are you all friends of Sloane?” Lyra asked.

“No. Only I am,” I said, then corrected myself. “I mean, we’re sorta friends. I guess. We’re classmates.”

“Is she well?” Lyra asked with a hopefulness that was almost painful to hear. “Is she happy?”

“I think she is,” I said as honestly as I could. “But she’s troubled by the same things that I am.”

“She helped Malin on our quest,” Oona piped in, referring to the sólarsteinn. “She believes that what we’re doing is the right thing.”

“I know. She hopes so, anyway.” Lyra looked at me pensively for a moment, before nodding, as if deciding something. “I suppose that’s settled, then, isn’t it? I will help you. That’s what Sloane would want, and I can do so little for her from here. But I can do this. I can help her friends.”





EIGHTEEN

Oona and I sat across from each other at the table on the wobbly old chairs, while Valeska had taken a cushion on the floor. Lyra was at the armoire, pouring a syrupy pale peach-pink liquid from a crystal decanter. We’d tried to refuse, but Lyra insisted that we drink while we talk.

When she set the brass cups of what appeared to be lassi in front of us, a sweet scent wafted to us—like honey and fresh-cut flowers.

“What is it?” Oona asked, as she admired the liquid swirling in her cup.

“Amritā,” she explained. “Some call it the ‘nectar of the gods.’ It will give you strength and courage for what lies ahead.”

I drank first, while Valeska stared down at her cup as if she expected a monster to leap out and bite off her face. It was almost overly sweet, but not quite. Despite the viscosity, there was a lightness to it, almost reminiscent of cucumber lemonade, but with an earthy undertone, like it had been left to age for a very long time.

“Did Sloane tell you how I died?” Lyra asked as I sipped my beverage.

Already I could feel the liquid coursing through me. It was soft but heady, like the exhilaration right after a first kiss, without all the heart-pounding and butterflies. Just a good, strange intoxication. But unlike alcohol, which muddied my thoughts, this made me feel more clear-headed and alert.

When I breathed in, the air no longer burned my lungs.

“She told me some,” I answered carefully. “An uprising against the Evig Riksdag.”

“Against Valkyries,” Lyra amended. She stood, leaning back against the armoire, with her gaze resting heavily on me. “But I want you to know I never held any hatred toward you or your ilk personally. You were merely the weapons. You were as exploited as the rest of us.”

“I wouldn’t really say I’m exploited,” I argued, but without as much conviction as I would’ve had a few weeks ago. “I was born a Valkyrie, but I didn’t have to be one. Not if I didn’t want to.”

“I used to think like you,” she said with a bemused smile. “Then everything changed. I went my whole life believing I had a choice, that I had free will. Then one day I realized I was wrong.”

Oona had gulped down her Amritā, and she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before asking, “What changed?”

Lyra sighed and then began. “I lived for a hundred years before getting married, and then Sloane’s father and I waited another fifty years to have her. As immortals, we were always very conscious about having a mortal child.”

Lyra and her husband were immortals, but they were different species. She was an Apsara, he was a Devi, and while there were many similarities between the two, they were not the same. The child of any mixed parentage—even of two immortals—will be mortal. Since both of Sloane’s parents were divine immortals of different species, she was a mortal Nephilim.

“I didn’t think I’d ever have children after I fell in love with a Devi, knowing that meant that we’d most likely outlive any child we had,” she went on. “But we both had so much love, and we wanted to share it with our own baby.

“So.” Lyra paused, thinking for a moment before continuing. “We had Sloane, and I loved her with all my heart. I still love her with every part of my being.

“When she was still very small, she fell off a changing table. I ran and barely caught her. If I had arrived a moment later, she would’ve fallen to the floor. She could’ve been hurt or even killed. Mortal babies are so fragile, and that’s why I had never wanted to have a child.”

Lyra held her arms out, miming as if she were cradling a baby, and she stared down into them, lost in her memory. “Then, as I held my beautiful baby girl, worrying about all the ways she might be maimed or killed, I realized that I had never wanted her.”

She looked up sharply then, her voice strong. “Don’t mistake that for me saying that I didn’t love her—I do. I did. Always. But I never made a conscious decision to have her.

“I remembered the conversations I’d had with her father, where we talked at length,” she went on. “I could hear my own words coming out of my mouth, saying, ‘Let’s have a baby.’ But in my heart, deep within me, that’s not what I wanted.” Her smile turned bitter as she spoke. “But I had been compelled to say it.”

A chill ran over me, and I wondered painfully if Marlow had felt the same way about me. If she had never wanted me, but had been compelled. Unlike Lyra, she’d never mustered the ability to love me the way Lyra loved Sloane.

“Many women experience things like that,” Oona countered gently. “Having children is life-changing. It’s easy to have regrets and fears.”

“No, this was different,” Lyra insisted, with a finality in her words. “And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that so many things in my life I did, I hadn’t wanted to do. Part of that was my nature. Because I’m an Apsara, I had a duty to be good and kind and to motivate others to do the same. It’s instinctual, the same way a robin knows how to make a nest. I knew how to inspire.”

“Because you’re immortal, you have stronger instincts,” I said. “But I have them, too.”

“Of course,” Lyra agreed. “It’s only the humans who were favored by the gods that were truly given free will.” She rolled her eyes at that. “But I had come to realize that it was stronger than that for me.

“Like having Sloane,” she went on. “It was as if something else was controlling me. I investigated more, and it occurred to me that would be the only way that Valkyries make sense: If there is someone else writing our destiny, controlling our fate. Making us do things that we don’t want to do.”

“So you think you don’t have free will. What about me?” I asked, then motioned to Oona. “Or Oona?” Then I pointed to Valeska, who responded with a groan of annoyance that I was bringing her into the argument. “Or children of mixed parentage, like Valeska here or Sloane?”

“How can any of us truly have free will if the entire immortal population is controlled by someone—something—else?” Lyra persisted. “They’re behaving as they are made, behaving around you without choice, so all your interactions have become choreographed. None of us can be free. That’s why I wanted an uprising. I wanted to liberate Sloane.

“But then I realized the truth far too late, not until after I had been down here for some time,” she said with a weary sigh. “I can’t break free. I can’t do anything I wasn’t destined to do. To go against destiny would be to tear at the very fabric of our existence, causing the magic that traps all of us into our respective worlds to fail, and it would only be a matter of time before all the immortals here found a way back to earth. There are so many here who want only to reclaim what they believe was stolen from them—their time up in the sun—and they will do anything to get it back, even if it means destroying everything.”

Her eyes were downcast as the weight of her words settled in around us.

“So I stay here,” she said finally. “I will toil away for as long as my daughter is alive. She has such a short time on the earth, and I want her to enjoy it as much as she can. I want her to be happy and alive.”

Valeska broke the ensuing silence with, “That’s very admirable of you.”

“What choice do I have?” Lyra asked with a bitter smile. Then she straightened and clasped her hands together. “I’m certain you didn’t come down here to listen to the ramblings of an old woman. What is it that I can help you with?”

“We are—” I began, but Valeska cut me off, clearing her throat loudly.

“No offense, but after everything you’ve told us, I don’t know how we can trust you,” Valeska said, and I cast her a look, but she just stared impassively at Lyra.

“Sloane helped you because she believes your mission is good, and I want only to keep my daughter safe,” Lyra replied evenly. “But if you don’t want my help, I can’t force you.”

“I think we need as much help as we can get,” I clarified, still glaring at Valeska, but then I turned to Lyra. “For your safety and ours, it’s for the best that you don’t know the details of our mission. But I don’t think it would hurt, and it would help us a great deal, if you could assist us in getting to Zianna.”

Lyra arched a dark eyebrow. “You’re going to Zianna? You won’t be able to get in without the help of a divine immortal like myself. They won’t let just anybody wander in.”

“But you think you could get us in?” I asked.

“Yes. But you’ll need to get cleaned up first.” She motioned to our dirty skin and tangled hair. “I’m not sure what we’ll do about your clothes. I have things you can wear, but they might be too ragged for strangers like you to be let through the door.”

“I think I can help with that,” Oona said with a hopeful grin. “But we’ll be happy to take whatever you can spare.”





NINETEEN

Valeska gave another irritated grumble, and I looked at her from the corner of my eye, since Lyra held my head still as she carefully plaited my long black hair.

“Is this really necessary?” Valeska asked, her husky voice almost pleading, as she motioned to her changed look.

Her wild hair had been tamed into loose curls thanks to a combination of Lyra and Oona’s expertise, and a bejeweled ribbon headband ran across the back of her head to keep it all in place.

Her new outfit consisted of off-white trousers paired with a snug, embellished vest that had to be modified to accommodate Valeska’s wings. Both the top and the pants had seen better days, with fraying and loose strings everywhere.

My outfit was only a little better, made of a gold fabric that had long since lost its sheen. The top was cropped, revealing my midriff, and the long skirt hung low on my hips.

“I feel like we’re wasting time,” Valeska lamented. “And these don’t even look that good.” Then she gave Lyra an apologetic smile as she quickly amended, “No offense. We appreciate the effort, but is all of this even going to matter?”

“I can polish us up once we’re just outside Zianna,” Oona reminded her. “We have to wait until we’re closer, because the effects won’t last that long.”

Oona was bent over the table, peering into a warped mirror as she applied a swab of gold dust across her eyelids. While the dress she wore was rather ill-fitting, with mounds of fabric draping over her petite frame, the burgundy color looked wonderful against her skin.

“I know this isn’t the best, but I hope it’s enough to get you through the door.” Lyra tied off my hair and stepped back, pursing her lips as she looked over the three of us. “It may not work, but it certainly has a better chance than the filthy rags you came in.”

Those rags had all been tucked away safely into our bags, which sat packed by the door, ready to go.

“But you’re right,” Lyra said, resting her eyes on Valeska, who stood by the door with her arms folded over her chest. “We shouldn’t waste time. Let’s be on our way.”

“How long will it take to get to Zianna?” I asked as we gathered up our things.

“Too long,” Valeska snorted.

“It is long, but I have ways to make it quicker,” Lyra assured us, and held the door open for us. “I know a shortcut, and we won’t be going on foot.”

“How will we get there, then?” Oona asked, exchanging a look with me, as Lyra closed the door to her home.

Instead of answering us, Lyra turned and walked ahead on the narrow path. Once again, Valeska decided to forgo the whole walking thing and flew up ahead, waiting for us at the end. I clung to the side of the wall, moving slowly, with Oona constantly glancing back at me.

“Do you want me to come and get you?” Valeska called to me when I’d almost reached the end.

“No, I got it,” I insisted, and it took all my willpower not to look down at the black abyss of the canyon and the wailing death it contained.

Finally I made it off the path, but instead of crossing the bridge back the way we had come, Lyra headed into the city of Tartarus. I scampered to catch up to her, but it wasn’t exactly easy.

Oona’s cloaking spell was still in full effect, which meant the other immortals around kept bumping into me, since they didn’t notice me. Even in the overpopulated city back home I wasn’t used to seeing this many immortals cramped together like this.

Many of them were quite large and powerful, while some were almost tiny, like the hobgoblin who ran into my shins as he tried to dash ahead. While a few were humanoid in appearance, the majority of them appeared more monstrous, like demons with red scaly flesh or the werewolf-like Lobishomen.

But no matter how they appeared, all of them had the same expression—blank, almost lifeless, with eyes that stared right through me. I wondered how many times they had made their commute across the bridge, leaving Tartarus to do whatever it was that filled their existence here in Kurnugia.

A wendigo was walking straight toward me, its dead black eyes staring out from beneath its large antlers. The ashy gray skin hung off its bones, exposing throbbing red organs underneath. I tried to move out of the way as much as I could, but the wendigo slammed into my shoulder anyway, knocking me back.

“Easy, there,” Valeska said, catching me before I fell to the ground. For a second I leaned back in her arms, my head resting against her chest, and she grinned down at me before pushing me back up onto my feet again.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, preparing to hurry to catch up to Oona and Lyra, only to see that they had somehow disappeared into the crowd. I’d only looked away for a second, but now, as I scanned around me with a growing sense of panic, I couldn’t see them.

A few yards away, lined up in front of awnings attached to the wall that ran around the city, was a row of massive Kting Voar bulls. They were built like yaks, with large humps behind their big heads, and smooth brown fur mottled with white spots. A pair of two-foot-long horns protruded on either side of their heads, the thick bones twirling and twisting asymmetrically like a serpent, which was ironic given the creatures’ reputation for eating snakes.

To assist with their reptilian appetites, they had rows of sharp teeth that looked like they belonged more in a wolf than a bovine animal. They also had two large saber-like fangs extending down a good six inches.

The one in front let out a braying grunt, then shook his massive head. Because of his horns, the immortals around him moved out of the way, giving a brief opening in the crowd, and in that moment I caught a glimpse of Oona and her burgundy dress.

“This way!” I shouted and grabbed Valeska’s hand to pull her along after me.

As I rushed through, narrowly dodging all sorts of creatures and ducking underneath a bull’s horns, I saw that Oona didn’t appear to even notice we weren’t with her. She was smiling as she petted a bull, while he ate large pellets out of her hand, carefully as to be mindful of his massive incisors.

The yoke around the bull’s neck was attached to a large covered buggy, and Lyra stood beside it, haggling with an ogre in Sumerian.

“Thanks for waiting for us,” I said to Oona breathlessly as I reached her.

“I knew you’d catch up. You always do,” she said with a knowing smile, then motioned to the bull. “Meet Kalbi. He’s going to take us on the rest of our journey.”

“We’re riding with this?” I asked, staring up at the monstrosity that nuzzled my best friend.

My experience with Kting Voars on earth had been rather limited, as their large size and fiery temperament made them dangerous, despite their big doe eyes. Besides that, I didn’t know how much I wanted to put my life in the hands of a giant beast confined to the underworld.

“Greedy ogre,” Lyra muttered as she walked back to us. “I booked the Voar Cabriolet.”

“Is this the best way?” I asked skeptically, but then, when I glanced down the line of bulls, I realized exactly what this was—it was a line for taxis.

Electricity didn’t work here, so for all intents and purposes Kurnugia had become a medieval society populated only by immortals. It was the supernatural Dark Ages.

“Of course,” Lyra replied. “Kting Voars are the quickest and safest way to travel around here. They’re big and fast, and trained to protect the carriage at all costs.”

“He’ll take good care of us,” Oona said, patting him one last time.

Lyra climbed into the buggy, then turned back to face me. “Come on. Let’s go.”
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Lyra was right. Kalbi had lumbered through the crowded city and over the bridge, but once he got out into the open land, he took off like a bullet. When we began running at full-spring, I clung to the seat of the bouncing carriage, more than a little afraid that the whole thing might fall apart in a dramatic explosion of wood and wheels.

Lyra sat up front in the footman’s seat holding the reins, since she’d paid extra to drive the cabriolet herself. It would be best if no outsiders went along with us.

Valeska, Oona, and I sat in the back, under the black fabric hood that covered the four-wheeled carriage. The exterior of the carriage had been stained black, but inside, the floorboards were bare and warped. There were two benches, one in the front and one in the back, each covered with a burlap-like material and the thinnest of padding.

Above each bench was a window. The back one was covered in a murky glass, but the front was just a dark curtain that could be pulled back to talk to the driver. On either side of the carriage were half doors, with the top left open, letting the wind and air rush in from the outside.

Once I felt comfortable that the cart was stable enough to handle our speed, I settled back in beside Oona. She sat with her legs crossed underneath her, a stack of notes on her lap. Her spell book was far too large and important to sneak down here, so she’d copied important spells down and bound the pages together with weighted string so they couldn’t easily blow away.

Valeska had spread out on the other bench. Her legs stretched the length of the bench, and her wings propped her up slightly, so her head rested against the side of the carriage.

I leaned back, futilely attempting to relax myself, when I noticed how strangely the cover over the carriage had been sewn together. The pieces of the cover were haphazard and patchwork, with thick thread binding them. It reminded me of the cover of a Necronomicon I had seen back at the Ravenswood Academy, where the cover had been made with human flesh.

“Is this real leather?” I asked, running my fingers along the thick jagged seams of the cover.

Valeska looked up at it, then shrugged. “Probably.”

“But where would they get it from?”

“Same place they get it on earth,” she replied disinterestedly. “Kting Voars are basically cattle, so I’m sure they can get some leather from them.”

“But they can’t die…” I trailed off as a horrific realization hit me. They were skinned, they were eaten, they were tortured while they were alive, and eventually their skin and their meat would grow back, so it could happen all over again.

“That only means the Voars are an endless supply of leather.” Valeska closed her eyes again and settled back on the bench.

“What are you guys talking about?” Oona asked, looking up from her notes.

“Nothing,” I answered quickly, since finding out about Kalbi’s life would devastate her.

I stared out above the half door on my side, with the musty wind blowing in my face. I tried not to think about the horrors of the realm we were in, or what fresh new hell might await us all up ahead.

It was hard to say how long we had been traveling, bouncing around in the back of the cabriolet, because time didn’t feel the same here. There was no sun, no sky, not even a clock. No time, really. Just moving forward, for what felt like hours.

But it had to have been quite a while before the jostling lessened and Kalbi began to slow. From where I sat I couldn’t see much outside the opening above the door, but it definitely seemed darker outside. Generally, Kurnugia seemed to be lit like earth on a cloudy day—I couldn’t see the sun, but it was still light enough to see.

But now it had darkened, like a heavy storm was moving in.

Valeska sat up and pulled back the curtain so she could ask Lyra, “Why are we stopping?”

“We’re not stopping,” Lyra assured her. “We’re slowing down. It’s safer that way. We’ll draw less attention.”

“Less attention from what?” I asked, but Valeska had already leaned out the window for a better look.

“She’ol,” she said with a heavy sigh, then settled back into the seat.

Both Oona and I scrambled to look out at the bleak landscape around us. The grassy plains had shifted to waves of hardened black magma and jagged rock formations that protruded from the ground.

In the center of this, surrounded by a moat of flowing red magma, was a giant castle that appeared to have been carved out of a volcano. A few of the crude windows had smoldering red lava pouring out of them, making the castle look like it was bleeding.

Many smaller buildings dotted the immediate landscape around it. But from this distance it was difficult to get a good look.

The place reminded me of the Aizsaule District back on earth—the area of the city that was under demon control. Somehow it was always darker than the rest of the city, as if that small part sucked the light out of everything.

“She’ol?” Oona asked, sitting back in the seat. Even though we were moving slower, it wasn’t exactly stable back here.

“It’s a city ruled by Abaddon, the self-proclaimed Lord of Destruction,” Valeska explained as she stared down at the floor with a bitter twist of a smile. “The good news is that we’re getting close to Zianna.”

I sat up and asked, “What’s the bad news?”

“That we’re this close to Abaddon and She’ol,” Valeska replied. “Abaddon is powerful, cruel, and somehow deceptively charming. And like most demons he’s power-hungry, and he’s always looking for ways to take over Zianna, break out of Kurnugia, and ultimately destroy the world.

“He’s not that original, I know,” Valeska said, sounding exhausted by the whole conversation. “But like I said, he’s charming, so he has tons of minions lurking around, always ready to take on anyone that will further their master’s cause.”

“Good thing we’re not going there,” Oona commented. Then, more tensely: “We’re not going there, are we?”

“I don’t know why we’d need to,” I said, swallowing back my own fear, and I pulled my gaze away from the darkness out the window and back to Valeska. “How do you know so much about Abaddon and She’ol?”

“Because,” she answered with downcast eyes, “that’s where my mother is.”

Oona gasped. “What? Why? Isn’t your mother an Alkonost? I thought they were divine, or at least neutral. Why would she have to live there?”

“She doesn’t have to stay in She’ol,” Valeska said. “But Zianna is full, with all kinds of divine beings on a waiting list to move in, but there are rarely any openings, since the divine don’t slip up enough to get kicked out.

“Most of the cities in Kurnugia are demon-owned and -operated, and while She’ol may be one of the worst, most of them aren’t that great.” She looked outside with a pensive expression. “Abaddon has a way of getting his tendrils into everyone, including my mom.”

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Oona said gently.

“Don’t be.” Valeska settled back on the bench and closed her eyes. “Everybody makes their own choices. My mom made hers, and I’ll make mine.”

A heavy silence fell over us, and none of us seemed eager to disturb it. I took a cue from Valeska, leaning back and closing my eyes, since I didn’t know when I’d be able to rest again.

My thoughts went back to Asher—the way they seemed to every time I closed my eyes since he’d been taken from me. But, being here in Kurnugia, the pain felt even more raw. The remnants of the dream I’d had still lingered, and I could feel him slipping away from my hand.

I squeezed my eyes more tightly shut, as if that would somehow stop the pain and the wave of sadness that rolled over me.

Eventually the sound of Kalbi’s hooves pounding against the ground picked up as we moved away from She’ol.

“We’re almost there,” Lyra announced sometime later.

The instant I opened my eyes, the bright white light hit me, and I realized the air even smelled fresher. Less musty, more clean and floral. I got up and looked, careful to hold on to the sides of the carriage so I didn’t tumble out.

And there it was, in the valley below us. It was surrounded by seven tall, glittering walls, and from our vantage I could see over them. A bright grassy field, with flowers and animals flourishing, and sparkling streams rolling through.

In the very center was a tall castle, but from our distance it looked more like a diamond shard—all sparkly and clear, with rough raw edges. It was from that palace that the light shone, bathing everything around it in its bright warmth.

“There it is,” Lyra said, sounding as awed as I felt. “Zianna.”
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We waited in the long line of hopefuls who wanted to visit Zianna. It was one of the nicest cities in the underworld—with nice shops, delicious food, and a strict policy of no violence. Everyone wanted to get in. But there was also a definite limit on how many beings Zianna could comfortably hold, so the city had adopted a rigid entrance process.

The ones enforcing it were two hulking cherubim. They each stood with a fiery staff and four sets of wings sprouting from their backs. Their bronze skin glowed subtly, and despite their youthful, handsome features, their expressions were hard.

Before coming to Kurnugia, cherubim served the gods, and their number-one skill was spotting sin. Their vision was vastly different than that of humans. They could see auras so clearly that any stains left by evil actions or darkness in your heart would be visible to them.

All they had to do was look at us, and they would know whether or not our auras were pure enough for us to enter Zianna. Even for a visit.

“Why do you still look like that?” Lyra asked, joining us in line after returning Kalbi to a cabriolet waiting area along the wall.

“Like what?” I asked.

“I thought you had a way to brighten yourself up more.” Lyra motioned toward us, but she was already eyeing up the beings that stood ahead of us in line—angels, a fertility goddess, even a cuddly rainbow-colored bear of some sort. “It’s busy here today, and we’re going against some steep competition.”

“I have it,” Oona assured her. “I wanted to wait until the last possible second, because I’m not sure how long the effects will last.”

“We’re at that moment now,” Lyra told her.

Oona dug in the front pocket of her bag and pulled out three small tablets. They were heart-shaped and barely thicker than a piece of paper. Carefully, she handed one to me and one to Valeska.

“So, you put them on your tongue, and then we take each other’s hands and close our eyes while we wait for them to dissolve,” Oona instructed.

Valeska raised up her tablet in a faux-cheer and muttered, “Bottoms up,” before dropping it on her tongue.

I did the same, closing my eyes as Oona had instructed, and then I felt their hands taking mine. Already the tab fizzed on my tongue, tingling as a sugary sour taste spread through my mouth. A warm breeze swirled around me, lightly ruffling my hair.

Quickly, it was gone, and the only thing that remained was a slight bitter taste.

“That’s it?” I opened my eyes, preparing to ask if it hadn’t worked, but I instantly saw the answer. “Wow.”

Valeska and Oona looked like themselves, and even their clothes were basically the same, but there was this dramatic refinement and luxuriousness added, like they had been styled and dressed for a couture runway. Their clothes—which had been somewhat ill-fitting—now were impeccably tailored to their physiques.

The deep merlot of Oona’s dress had a sheen to it, and the embellishments glittered with diamonds. Her hair had an extra luster, and the stain on her lips matched perfectly with her ensemble.

Even our bags had changed. They were roughly the same size and shape, but they no longer appeared as practical black gear and instead had become stylish but more handmade, like they could’ve actually been made here in Kurnugia.

I glanced down at my clothes, the gold now glimmering against my skin, but I didn’t have much time to admire myself because Lyra was pushing us along, closer to the entrance.

“Yes, yes, you all look amazing,” Lyra said as she herded us forward. “When we get to the entrance, don’t say anything. I’ll do all the talking.”

We fell in behind her, and I did my best to look good and meek. When we finally reached a cherub, my stomach was twisted in knots.

“Purpose of visit?” he barked, unmoved by Lyra’s smile. I could barely even stand to look at him—he glowed too bright, shining off the diamond wall behind him, so it was painful.

“My friends haven’t been here long, and I wanted to show them Zianna,” Lyra replied as honestly as she could. Lying to the cherubim would only get her dismissed.

The cherub looked over at us, his eyes blazing under arched eyebrows, and I held my breath as I forced a smile up at him.

“They must be really new,” he said finally. “Their aura is so faint. Go on in. Enjoy the city.”

“Thank you,” Lyra said, but we were already hurrying ahead, afraid he might change his mind.

The dirt path changed to smooth, opalescent cobblestones that led under the archways going through the seven walls, and went downward toward the valley of Zianna.

As we walked under the first arch, I felt a sensation similar to the one I’d felt when we’d first gone into the Gates of Kurnugia. A pins-and-needles sensation that went through my entire body. Based on the startled expression on Oona’s face, I guessed she felt it, too. In the Gates, only Quinn and I had been able to feel the mystical wall that shrouded it with protection—just us Valkyries.

“What was that?” Valeska asked, her voice low but her eyes wide.

“It’s the protection from the walls that keeps the undesirables out,” Lyra replied simply as we headed toward the next archway—this one gleaming gold—several yards ahead of us.

“Undesirables?” Oona asked. “What qualities are considered undesirable?”

“You mustn’t have any darkness or evil in you,” Lyra said without slowing her steps.

Valeska faltered, and both of us stopped short. Technically, Valkyries were supposed to be neutral—neither impious nor divine, the same as humans. But I didn’t know how it was weighted, if my own personal character and actions could deem me as “undesirable.”

Based on what Lyra had told me, the cherubs scanning our auras had been our main obstacle to overcome. The arches and walls worked as both a magical and literal reinforcement to keep anyone from being able to break through.

I’d thought the seven walls were merely a fail-safe, not a further test. But with the tingling I felt—the cold sensation of an enchantment running through me, checking my blood and my heart for anything to deny my entrance into the city of the pure—combined with Lyra’s vague assertion about darkness, I got the sense that it might be harder for me to get in than I’d thought.

Lyra paused and looked back at us. “Why are you stopping?”

“How do we know if we have any darkness?” Valeska asked. “What happens if we do?”

“You wouldn’t make it through.” She arched an eyebrow as she eyed Valeska. “Shall we continue?”

Valeska nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

I looked back, beyond the line outside the archway and the cherubim standing guard. At the shadow of She’ol way off in the distance, over the ridge behind us. My thoughts turned to Asher, and my hand instinctively went to my chest, over my heart, where the last words he’d said to me lingered.

I hoped that he wasn’t in She’ol. I hoped that he was safe. That he was still alive. That he could wait for me a little bit longer.

Once I was done with this current mission, once we had Gungnir, I would send it back to the earth above, and I would find Asher. If I had to fight every monster in the entire underworld to save him, I would. There was nothing in this world or any other that could stop me from bringing him back to me.
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We went under the golden arch, and the next three, with relative ease. The tingly sensation grew stronger, growing more painful with each arch. It was like being zapped with an electrical current, one that shot through me and left a burning ache in my bones.

Passing through the wall made of glittering blue garnet, I had to grit my teeth, but I made it. I took a deep breath and pressed on, heading toward the ruby archway in front of us.

“Are you okay?” Oona asked softly and touched my arm.

“I’m fine,” I lied and looked at her.

She stared at me, her black walnut eyes filled with concern, but with no hint of pain. No sign of the residual shock that had begun to make my eyes water.

“You don’t feel anything,” I realized and glanced over at Valeska, who appeared similarly unruffled.

“I feel a tingle, but nothing bad,” Oona admitted.

Suddenly, a few feet in front of us, under the shimmering red glow of the ruby arch, a man fell to the cobblestones, writhing in pain. I didn’t know what kind of immortal he was, since he had a basic human appearance, but we had been following behind him all through the gates.

It wasn’t until this one that it had become too much. He convulsed and let out guttural cries of agony, his face contorting with pain as his muscles contracted.

Finally, a cherub flew down and picked him up, pulling him away from the arch and its magic that was causing him so much pain. Then the cherub carried him away, back out of Zianna, back to where we’d come in.

“What happened to him?” Valeska asked.

“The magic grows stronger through the walls,” Lyra explained. “It must detect even the smallest impurities in your heart and blood to keep those who do not belong in Zianna out.”

Oona loosened her grip on my arm and let her hand slip down so she was holding my hand, and she whispered, “I will pull you through. No matter what. I’ll make sure you get through. We got this.”

I squeezed her hand gratefully, and we walked forward. The pain was much worse this time—an excruciating jolt that momentarily blinded me—but I made it through.

The final wall was made of black opal, and it was by far the most dazzling. The rich black stone was mottled with brilliant specks of gold, blue, copper, and red. The spatters of color against the darkness made it look like the stars in a clear night sky.

Lyra tried to pause, probably wanting to give me a moment to catch my breath, but dragging it out would only make it worse, so I trudged on ahead.

I walked under the arch side by side with Oona, but as soon as I was under the arch, I froze. The pain hit me so intensely and so suddenly my knees buckled and my stomach lurched. I could feel my teeth grinding as my muscles contracted, and I couldn’t breathe.

Then, dimly—almost as if it were happening somewhere else, like I was dreaming—I felt tugging on my arm, and my legs managed to take a couple lumbering steps.

But that was all I needed. As soon as I stepped out from under the arch, the pain stopped, and air filled my lungs. There was still lingering soreness, but it was nothing compared to the agony of before.

“You did it,” Oona said, squeezing my hand again, and I realized that she must’ve pulled me through before I collapsed.

“How was that possible?” I asked, looking over at Lyra.

“You have more goodness in you than bad,” she explained with a sympathetic smile. “There’s just more darkness in you than the rulers of Zianna would prefer, but they’re snobs. You made it through, so you’re worthy of being here.”

I rubbed my arms, which were stiff from the last arch, and muttered, “I don’t feel all that worthy right now.”

“You made it, and that’s what counts.” Lyra’s smile deepened, and she stepped to the side and spread her arms expansively. “Welcome to Zianna.”

And there it was, spread out before us. The rolling green hills of grass, so green and soft, with streams of crystal-clear water. Flowers of every color dotted the landscape, and I swear colors existed here that I’d never seen before. Shades of blue and pink and purple and white that seemed to change and shift and exist out of any spectrum I’d ever seen.

The impossible beauty of it all had a strange dizzying effect, because I couldn’t fully comprehend it. The lushness and loveliness went beyond my senses.

While I tried to take it all in, a herd of kirin ran toward us. They looked like white horses, but they were more a mixture of unicorn and dragon. Two dark gray antlers grew out before their ears, and one smaller horn grew in the center, lower on their forehead.

Dotted along their cheeks, foreheads, and all along their backs were iridescent scales that shimmered in the bright light. While their fur was white, their manes and tails had the slightest bit of color, tinged with pastel pink or blue. The tails were long and prehensile, like that of a spider monkey, but with long fur at the end, similar to a normal horse. As they ran, their tails curled up.

“They’re stunning,” Valeska intoned in awe.

The three of us had never seen a live kirin before. Because of their exquisite beauty, their horns and scales had been prized, and they had been hunted to extinction on earth thousands of years ago.

When they had been wiped out, that was when Odin called for Valkyries, saying that immortals were too powerful to be left unfettered and that they would ravage the earth for all living things. If even other immortals like kirin could be obliterated, what chance would mortals and other less aggressive immortals do with dragons, demons, and vampires controlling the world?

It’s because the kirin were gone, enduring only in the underworld, that I even existed.

The herd of kirin turned just before they reached us and ran across the cobblestone in front of us. Up close they were even more beautiful, and Oona let out an awestruck laugh.

Once they’d gone, she turned back with a broad smile. “This is all too much,” she said with another laugh that teetered on an overwhelmed mania.

“You really can get lost in the majesty of it all,” Lyra admitted, but her tone had an admonishing quality. “But you don’t really have time for that, do you?”

“No, of course not.” I shook my head, attempting to clear it of the overstimulation and regain my wits. “We don’t have much time at all.”

“So, where do we go from here?” Lyra asked.

“We need to find Baldur,” I said. “He has what we’re looking for.”

“Baldur?” Lyra thought for a moment. “I believe he lives in the palace, but that’s really a city unto itself. I can get you as far as the palace, but beyond that you’ll be on your own tracking him.”

“That will be good enough,” I said.

“You mean it’ll have to be good enough,” Valeska corrected me dryly.
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It wasn’t until we got closer to the palace that I could fully appreciate its size. The central area of the building seemed to be a vast rotunda with a glittering dome in the center. Seven glass towers of varying heights rose up from it, and any of them would dwarf even the tallest building I’d seen on earth.

The palace sprawled out far beyond that, with white marble buildings extending out for miles. That didn’t even count the hundreds of acres of greenery that surrounded it. Vaulted terraces of all types of flowers, trees, and fruits created a pyramidesque garden encircling the palace.

We climbed stone stairs that passed over waterfalls and aqueducts, with wisteria dripping around us and vines climbing up the support walls of the terraces beside us. The air smelled even sweeter as we went higher, like peonies and roses and fresh-cut grass and rain.

When we finally reached the top of the steps, we all should’ve been winded. We’d ascended hundreds of stairs, but I could breathe easier than I ever had before. My legs didn’t hurt, and even the ache from passing under the arches had passed. Just being here, so near to the citadel, had a restorative effect.

The mezzanine was the highest level of the gardens. It was a lush plateau that extended the length of several city blocks. Pearlescent slabs lined the pathway, and marble benches and fountains dotted the periphery. Many beings—most of them beautiful or pleasing to the eye, all of them impeccably dressed—milled around the lawn, talking, laughing, reading, eating fruit. It all seemed so peaceful and happy.

“That’s the entrance.” Lyra pointed to the far side of the mezzanine, to the last few steps that led into the round central hub of the palace.

“Is this where you leave us, then?” Oona asked, her small voice sounding uneasy.

“Yes, this is as far as I go.” Lyra nodded solemnly. “There are several orisha that work helping everyone navigate the citadel. They can help you the rest of your way.”

“Thank you again for all your help,” I told her, wishing that I had a more meaningful way to show her how grateful I truly was.

“It was no trouble.” She moved closer to me and took my hand in both of hers, holding it warmly but firmly. Her rich brown eyes locked on mine, and though she was smiling, there were tears swimming in her eyes. “Tell Sloane that I think of her every day, and that I love her so much.” She swallowed back her emotion. “Tell her that I’m sorry for what I did. Please.”

“I will,” I promised her.

She let go of my hand and wiped her eyes. “Thank you. I wish you only good fortune on the rest of your travels.” Lyra turned and started walking away, but Valeska called after her.

“What are you going to do now?” Valeska asked.

Lyra smiled demurely. “We all have business to attend to.”

I watched her retreating figure for a few moments—her silken black hair swaying behind her as she headed back down the steps. But we had much to do, so I followed the pearlescent paths that wound around the benches.

“Are you going to ask those orisha for help or whatever?” Valeska asked as she fell in step beside me.

“No.”

The orisha were helpful spirits, but I didn’t know how eager they would be to help us disturb the order of their world. In reality, we were only hoping to maintain it, but seeking out Odin’s son to get the spear he’d hidden would most probably seem like an intrusive disturbance to them.

“What’s the plan, then?” Oona asked. “How are we going to find him?”

I stopped beside rosebushes near the steps up to the palace for a bit of privacy. Valeska must’ve known what I was about, because she spread out her large black wings, shrouding us even further from any prying eyes.

I quickly rummaged through my bag and pulled out the sólarsteinn.

“There’s no sun here,” Oona pointed out, her voice tight with anxiety. “Is that a problem?”

As I stared down at the translucent stone in the palm of my hand, I answered, “I think it only needs light, and there’s plenty of light around here.”

Valeska stared at it with her arms folded over her chest, scrutinizing it before asking, “What does it do?”

“You have to focus on what you want to find most, and this stone will show you where it is,” I explained.

“And what is it that we want to find?” Valeska asked. “Are we going after Baldur, or straight for the spear?”

“I’m afraid that the spear will be locked up or inaccessible to us, since Baldur took it to hide it from his father,” I said. “If we find Baldur, we can reason with him and tell him what Odin said and what’s happening up on earth.”

Valeska scoffed. “You think he’ll hand it over?”

“Odin said that Baldur was the most compassionate of his children,” I reasoned. “He’ll have to be sympathetic to our cause.”

“And what if he’s not?” Valeska asked.

“We’ll use the stone to find it,” I said firmly. “And then we’ll do whatever we have to do to get it. I’m not leaving Zianna without it.”

Valeska smiled then. “What are you waiting for? Let’s get to it.”

The sólarsteinn had worked for me before, so I tried to remember what I had done earlier. I closed my eyes and focused on Baldur, on every detail I knew about him. Then I started chanting in my head, Show me where Odin’s son Baldur is. Bring me to him.

Then I opened my eyes and held up my palm, so the stone could catch the light. And we waited.

I held my hand up even higher, as if I were offering the sólarsteinn to the gods. I could see the light hitting it—a bright beam shining through. Just when I thought all hope was lost, a prism of color shifted inside the stone.

A rainbow of light shone out from it, pointing right toward the palace.
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It was busy inside the palace, and that worked both for and against us. We were easily lost in the crowd, but that left us with no privacy to use the stone.

Inside the lavish rotunda, underneath the glittering glass dome, was a grand open room. At the edge, where the extremely high ceiling ended, was a stoa encircling the space. Thick columns surrounded the walkway, creating a semi-open hallway, which had dozens of ornate archways leading out of the main room.

Despite the rather monochromatic color scheme—a great deal of white marble and granite, with only the occasional splash of copper or gold, and even most of the guests inside seemed to be wearing white or gold—it all had an air of sophistication and elegance.

This also made the place stunningly bright, so I quickly palmed the sólarsteinn. With this much light, the stone would be liable to cast a giant rainbow over everyone, and I did not want to draw any attention.

As Lyra had predicted, orisha were waiting around the entrance, happily asking if anyone needed help finding their way around the citadel. I declined as politely as I could and scanned the room for even the smallest hint of seclusion.

The space was filled with breathtaking architectural flourishes, and it was impossible to take them all in. Oona had become mesmerized by an elaborate rose gold mandala inlaid in the white marble floor, and I had to take her hand to get her moving again.

“I wish I could take pictures,” she moaned, gazing around the grand room as I led her to the far side, to hide in the shadows behind a pillar.

A trio of immortals were walking toward us, chatting, but once they passed, it looked like I have might have a few seconds when I could take a peek at the sólarsteinn. I leaned back against a column and waited.

“This isn’t a vacation,” Valeska chastised Oona, but I saw the way she looked around the room—she was as enamored with it as Oona and I.

That was the point, after all. Zianna had been created, by some of the most powerful divine beings that ever lived, to be a magnificent sanctuary. It was the culmination of millennia of talent and magic, so obviously the result would be the most beautiful thing that us mere mortals had ever laid eyes on.

“I know,” Oona said as she looked around wistfully. “I’ll never see this again. Do you think we’ll remember it all? When we go back?”

Valeska’s expression hardened, and her thick lashes laid heavily on her cheeks as she nodded once. “I remember everything from my time here before.”

I didn’t have time to ask her more. I opened my hand, just enough to let the light hit the stone, and instantly a rainbow prism appeared, shining right toward a door before the wall curved out of site behind the pillars.

“That way,” I commanded as I closed my hand around the sólarsteinn again.

Fighting the urge to run, I walked as briskly yet casually as I could and smiled politely at anyone we passed. When I turned under the archway, ahead was a long corridor with all sorts of marble busts lining the walls. They sat on pedestals of rose gold, four feet off the ground, and the heads themselves towered another two to six feet, depending on who they depicted.

Some I recognized, like Anubis, Venus, Ishtar, and Moai, but there were far too many for me to know them all just by glancing at them as we hurried by. Once the coast was relatively clear, I hid beside the bust of Anubis, leaning back against the wall behind his large jackal head, and pulled out the sólarsteinn again.

The light directed us farther down the hall, until we turned off onto another smaller and darker one. We turned twice more, following wherever the stone indicated, until we took a long winding staircase, going down deep below the palace.

I heard the running water before we reached the bottom of the stairs, but I was still surprised to see that we had come to a stream that ran underneath—or, rather, through—the palace. A small stone walkway ran on either side, and the tiled walls curved up and around us. If it wasn’t for the opening at either end of the stream, letting bright light in, or the fact that the water itself was crystal-clear and large koi-like fish were swimming in it, I would’ve guessed this was a sewer.

The stone pointed far to the left of us and across the brook, to a door on the other side. Fortunately, there were a few stones protruding up above the water, so we were able to cross them like stepping-stones.

“Have you noticed that there aren’t any guards around?” Oona asked as we carefully stepped across the stones. We hadn’t spoken much so far, but now it appeared we were alone. “No one to stop us or tell us not to go in.”

“Why would there be?” Valeska countered when we reached the other side. “The arches we passed through are intended to keep out any evil. Zianna is home to the divine, who are incapable of doing anything wrong. Even if they were to sneak into any area that they weren’t technically supposed to be in, the fact that they did it means that it wasn’t wrong. Whatever they do is the good and just thing to do, so why would anyone here want to stop them?”

“But…” The crease in Oona’s brow deepened as she considered Valeska’s answer. “Does that mean that we’re the most wicked beings in all of Zianna? Or that the only things we can do here are good and right?”

“I think it means that we have free will, unlike everyone else that lives here,” Valeska said. “We can make choices that they can’t.”

The conversation reminded me of one I’d had with Sloane before, when I had first learned that my mother might not have done her duty as a Valkyrie and instead had let a targeted immortal live. Sloane had posited that there were only two choices: either everybody has free will, or nobody has free will.

“But hopefully we’re exactly where we’re supposed to be anyway, so it’s all a moot point,” Valeska amended.

When we reached the archway the sólarsteinn had pointed to, we encountered our first real door. It was wooden, with an iron support bar running across it secured with a padlock, and it wouldn’t budge.

“Dammit,” I muttered, and I crouched down in front of the door to pull my lockpick set out of my bag.

“What’s wrong?” Oona asked.

“It’s locked.” I took the heavy padlock in one hand and slid a pick in with the other. Valkyries were well trained in the art of picking locks, because sometimes immortals liked to hole up and lock themselves in when they realized their time was up.

“Oona jinxed us by pointing out the lax security in Zianna,” Valeska said.

Oona cast her a glare. “That’s not how jinxing works.”

Finally the lock clicked and I slipped the padlock off.

I opened the door slowly and realized this had to be the end of our journey. It was one room, with no exits or doors other than the one I was standing in. The walls and ceiling were made of solid slabs of gray marble, and a bronze sink and toilet sat on one side of the wall.

Directly across from the door was a small brass bed. A man was lying on it, with his back to us, unmoving. I timidly took a few steps into the room, gathering all my courage.

“Baldur?” I asked hopefully.

Then he sat up and turned around, and the air caught in my throat.

It wasn’t Baldur at all.

It was Asher.





TWENTY-FIVE

He stood in front of me, looking just as I had seen him last. His clothes were different—traded in for white linen—but everything else was the same: a broad-shouldered walking contradiction of beauty and softness, strength and vulnerability. His full lips parted slightly as he looked at me in disbelief, and his entire posture was rigid.

Then, I couldn’t help myself, I ran to him. I had to touch him, to feel him, to know he was here. As soon as I reached him, he pulled me into his arms, hugging me to him. The weight and warmth of his body pressed against me, his heart pounding in his chest.

“Is it really you?” he asked breathlessly as he brushed a lock of hair back from my forehead.

“It’s me,” I promised as I gazed up into the indigo of his eyes. “Is it really you?”

He smiled crookedly then, making the scar on his upper lip more pronounced. “It’s me.” Then the smile faltered. “What are you doing here? I told you not to come and find me.”

“I didn’t, actually,” I admitted.

I wanted to linger in his arms forever, but that wasn’t the best way to have a conversation, so I moved back. But I still kept my hand on him, touching his arm, afraid that he would slip away if I let go even for a second.

“Odin sent us here to look for a spear, and I was using my sólarsteinn,” I explained as I realized the error. The sunstone always takes you to what you most want to find in the world, and I couldn’t make myself want anything more than Asher. “I was looking for Baldur, but it led me to you.”

He expression softened. “I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m glad you’re here.”

“I was so worried that…” I trailed off and narrowed my eyes. “What are you doing here? Did Gugalanna bring you here?”

He shook his head emphatically. “No. He brought me to She’ol.”

I winced, and now that I had stepped back and was really looking at him, I could see fresh wounds, still red and puffy, visible along the hems of his shirt. Just above the V-neck of his shirt, the blotched edges of a purplish bruise were visible.

“They wanted my blood, so most of my time there I spent fading in and out of consciousness as they drained me of it as much as they could without killing me.” His jaw tightened under his rough stubble. “They only kept me alive so that I could make more blood, and they used all sorts of strange incantations to help with the process. They wouldn’t tell me what they planned to do with it all, but they were definitely draining me as much as they could.”

“How did you end up here?” I asked, mostly because I wanted to know, but also because I didn’t want to think about Asher being tortured in She’ol.

“A scout from Zianna found me, and a team of exousia rescued me and brought me here,” he explained.

Exousia had once been angelic warriors that protected the gods that roamed the earth. But after the Valkyrie Proclamation, they had all gone down to Kurnugia, to protect the divine from being overrun by evil.

“They didn’t know what to do with me, so they locked me up to keep me safe, and to keep themselves safe,” Asher said.

“Well, we’re breaking you out.” I squeezed his hand and smiled wanly. “Any chance that you know where Baldur or a spear are hidden?”

He shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry. The only ones I know by name that I’ve met are Gugalanna, Abaddon, and Sedna.”

“You were in contact with Abaddon?” Valeska grimaced.

He looked over at her, noticing the newest addition to our group for the first time. “Who are you?”

“Valeska Voronin,” she replied, hooking her thumb at us. “I’m with them.”

“Samael sent her to help us,” I elaborated. “She’s good.”

“As touching as this reunion is, we should get moving,” Valeska said dryly. “We still have a lot to do before we can get out of here.”

“Do you think you can get the sólarsteinn to work now?” Oona asked. “That it will focus on Baldur?”

I was about to answer, but the sound of footsteps stopped me. They were pounding on the path outside, echoing through the tunnel. Before we had a chance to make a move or plan, they were here.

A trio of exousia—clad in golden armor with white-feathered wings extending out from their muscular torsos—stood in front of the doorway, blocking our escape.





TWENTY-SIX

I knelt on the floor, the stone feeling cold and hard through the fabric of my skirt. The exousia had walked us down the length of a long room and directed us to kneel before the throne at the end.

Directly before me was a semicircle pattern inlaid in the floor using various shades of gold and copper to create the sun. Just beyond that were half a dozen marble stairs that led up to an elegant veranda, where a tall, empty throne sat in the middle.

Above the throne, the ceiling curved down to ornately carved arches and low half walls. Other than the arches, the throne was entirely open to the outside. A crimson phoenix flew by, letting out a solitary despondent squawk.

As Asher, Oona, Valeska, and I waited—for who or what, the exousia would not tell us—I studied the carvings. They appeared to depict all sorts of great battles among the Vanir gods and other immortals.

Finally a door off the side of the veranda opened and an exousia walked in, followed by a serene woman in an elegant gown of white suede and fur. She was tall and poised, with tawny bronze skin, and her long black hair fell like a satin curtain around her. Her dark brown eyes were narrow but large and captivating under sharp eyebrows. On her forehead two black inverted triangles were tattooed, and five dots were tattooed across the fullness of the apple of her cheek.

As she walked to the throne, her movements were so smooth and graceful, as if she were floating. Instead of sitting, she stood at the top step, looking down at us.

“I am Sedna,” she said in a strong, cool voice. “I am the hundred and third ruler of Zianna, and I have been chosen by all the beings that dwell here to handle the matters that concern our citadel. As such, I need to know exactly who you are and why there are so many mortals where they are not meant to be.”

I glanced to the side, half expecting/half hoping that Oona or Valeska would take the lead on this, but they both stared up Sedna, with lips tightly sealed. I sat up as straight as I could.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your … Majesty?” I said uncertainly. “I’m not sure what I should call you.”

“Sedna will suffice,” she replied coolly. “And I can do without the pleasantries. I simply want you to tell me why you’re here so I can decide whether or not to have you executed.”

“We’re here to see Baldur,” I answered quickly, since Sedna was clearly not screwing around. “We were sent on a mission from Odin.”

Sedna arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t come to rescue your companion?”

“No,” I admitted. “I had hoped we could find him while we were here, but we were sent here by Odin to speak with his son Baldur.”

Sedna’s composure slipped for a split second as shock slackened her expression, but she hurried to smooth it over by narrowing her eyes as she stared down her nose at me. “Why did Odin send you on an errand of such importance? You are mortal, are you not?”

“We are,” I said.

“That’s why he sent us,” Valeska elaborated. “It’s easier for us to pass through the entrance of Kurnugia than it is for immortals.”

“But the risk is so great,” Sedna persisted, sounding dubious. “Ereshkigal and Abaddon were using the blood of the child of a Valkyrie to open the door so all of Kurnugia can be unleashed on the earth above.”

She motioned toward Asher, who was kneeling beside me. “They bled your friend quite a bit, but fortunately we found him before they had enough. With you three here in the underworld, there’s a much greater risk of Ereshkigal or her Bull finding you and completing the ritual.”

Unrelenting guilt throbbed in my chest, like a splinter lodged in my heart. I had listened to Asher and left him. I did what I thought was needed, but it destroyed me that any of this had happened, that I hadn’t been able to save him from this.

“We don’t want to stay here long,” Oona told Sedna. “We need to talk with Baldur, and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

“Why do you wish to speak with Baldur so badly?” Sedna asked.

“Odin tasked me with finding Baldur and retrieving Odin’s spear,” I said.

A puzzled crease deepened in the smooth skin of Sedna’s forehead as she asked, “Odin wishes to have Gungnir returned to his possession?”

“Yes,” I said. “He thinks it’s the only way to stop the uprising that Ereshkigal is planning.”

“Vanir gods have no bearing on our world down here.” Sedna spread her hands wide, gesturing to the underworld around us. “They have total control over Vanaheimr, and more influence than they should on earth.

“But we have Kurnugia,” she continued emphatically. “This is our domain to rule as we see fit. Just by sending you here, Odin has broken the agreement and weakened the magic that seals off the underworld from the realms above. He’s made it even easier for Ereshkigal and her followers to escape.”

“He might not have known that—” I began, but Sedna interrupted.

“Of course he knew it,” she said with a humorless smile. “Who do you think authored the agreement in the first place?”

I cleared my throat and tried again, saying, “Well, I can only assume that he thought our mission was more important and worth the risk.”

“Or he’s very reckless,” Sedna countered.

“Can’t it be both?” Valeska suggested wryly, causing the ruler to cast an annoyed glare at her.

“We have heard rumblings of what Ereshkigal and Gugalanna are attempting, but we have been handling it all ourselves, before they are even able to break through to the surface,” Sedna said and turned her gaze to Asher. “You were with them for some time. How far along are they?”

“I can’t say with any certainty, since they weren’t very big on telling me anything,” Asher said. “But from what I overheard, Ereshkigal and Abaddon think they’re very close, but they’re definitely overeager, especially Gugalanna. There’s a chance that he might pull the trigger before they’re ready. But I would say even if they are premature, our side needs to be ready. Ereshkigal still seems to have a lot of power behind her.”

Sedna clasped her hands in front of her. “You have given me much to consider. I will consult with my advisers, and Baldur, of course. Until then, you must stay with us—both for our protection and yours.” She looked to the exousia standing behind us. “You may take them away now.”

“Shall we return them to the dungeon?” an exousia asked—the one pointing his bronze spear at my neck.

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Sedna said. “The tower will be adequate, but be sure to keep the doors bolted.”

“Yes, of course,” the exousia said. Then to me, as he grabbed my arm, he ordered, “On your feet.”

“I’m working on it,” I muttered, since by yanking me up he’d only succeeded in throwing me off balance and slowing down the whole process.

Once we were standing again, the exousia began directing us down the length of the throne room. We hadn’t made it that far when Sedna called after us, and I turned back to her.

“Before you go—what other gods is Odin working with?” she asked.

“He didn’t mention any,” I said.

“He’s acting on his own?” Sedna asked.

“He didn’t say,” I said blankly.

“That is something more I must consider.” She motioned for the exousia to take us away, then she turned in such a hurry that her long white train billowed out behind her.





TWENTY-SEVEN

The four of us were taken up to a round room high in the tower. Or at least the height was what I gathered based on the amount of steps we went up, but there were no windows for me to gauge for certain.

The room itself had been set up as a studio apartment: a chaise lounge with a few wing chairs and end tables created a parlor, a quartz table with matching chairs under a candlelit chandelier formed a dining area, a queen-sized bed next to an armoire was a bedroom, and a door off the side led to a rather grand bathroom, replete with a claw-foot tub and rose-gold sinks.

It was all styled much the same as the rest of the palace—plenty of white marble and rose-gold flourishes. The furnishings were covered in plush pewter velvet, while the bedding was topped with a luxurious Siberian gray fur. Despite the lack of windows, all the lighting made the room feel surprisingly airy and light, and that was further helped along by the strategic placement of large bouquets of white and blush-pink flowers.

The first thing Valeska did when we got in the room—after futilely searching all over for a way to escape—was change out of her clothes. Oona’s spell had worn off, and we no longer had that glamourous sheen we had when we’d first entered Zianna. That was just as well, since the sheen only helped us to blend in so we could get through the city unnoticed, but we’d been caught, so that didn’t matter anymore.

One by one, we took turns going into the bathroom to freshen up and change back into our regular clothes, while debating how long we would be here and if Sedna would decide to help us. (Valeska was firmly in the they’re-going-to-execute-us camp, while Oona was far more optimistic.)

Asher was the last one into the bathroom, and he’d been in there for a little while when an exousia came in pushing a dinner cart made of gold and glass. It had been piled high with all sorts of exotic fruits and delicious-smelling pastries, as well as several decanters of brightly colored juices and wines.

“Sedna has sent you this feast for you to enjoy,” the exousia told us, speaking in clipped tones.

He motioned stiffly to the food, keeping his eyes downcast the entire time, while Valeska sat perched on a chair with her hand hovering above the dagger she had in her ankle sheath.

“Enjoy” was the final word from the exousia before he turned and marched out the door.

“Thanks for bringing it in,” Oona called after him as she walked over to the cart. “And tell Sedna thank you for sending it up.”

The exousia gave no indication that he’d heard her or would pass along the message. He just went outside and locked the door loudly behind him.

Once he had gone, Valeska immediately rushed over to inspect the wares. She eyed the food the exact same way she had the exousia that had brought it in—warily and tensely, as if she were ready to fight for her life. Oona, on the other hand, had already begun loading up her plate.

Valeska held up a crescent-shaped slice of pale pink fruit and sniffed. “Is this some kind of mango?”

“I don’t know what that is.” Oona picked up a similar slice and took a bite, then groaned happily. “But it is delicious!”

“What’s this?” Valeska asked as she held up a flat, peachy-golden fruit covered in a soft fuzz. “Is this like a mango donut?”

“It’s a pan-tao,” Oona replied as she walked over to the chaise with a plateful of various fruits and pastries. “Why do you keep asking if everything is a mango? Have you ever even had one?”

Valeska shrugged. “Everything looks like mangoes to me.”

“Oh, my gosh!” Oona moaned after she took a bite of a pan-tao and wiped the juice off her chin. “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten. You should try it.”

“Sure, if I wanna die in agony of poisoning,” Valeska muttered, and she left the food cart behind to go back to pacing the length of the room.

“If they were going to kill us, they would come out and do it,” I said. “They don’t need to sneak it in and wait around for poison to kick in.”

“Mal, you should get some of this,” Oona told me through a mouthful of food. “Seriously. It’s sooo good.”

“I’m gonna check on Asher first and see if he wants to come out and eat,” I said, ignoring the rumbling of my stomach.

I didn’t know how long we’d been here or the last time I’d eaten. It felt like somewhere between ten hours and eternity. But Asher had definitely been in the bathroom long enough that I’d begun to worry.

I knocked softly on the bathroom door and said, “Asher? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he replied, his words slightly muffled through the door. “It’s open, if you wanna come in.”

I opened the door cautiously at first, peeking in, but when I saw Asher standing in front of the sink, I came in and shut the door behind me. He was shirtless, wearing only his white linen pants, and his hair was still wet from his bath. Based on the dabs of white cream on his now-smooth face, I guessed he’d just finished shaving.

“A good bath and a good shave do wonders to make you feel like a normal person,” he mused, wiping at his face with a towel, and then he turned to me.

In another time, seeing Asher’s chiseled abs and broad chest would only send flutters of happiness and lust through me. But this was my first real chance getting a look at him since we’d found him.

There were half a dozen slits going down either side of his torso, below his pecs and down his ribs. Each cut was about six inches long, and though the wounds had already begun to heal, they were red, with raised, jagged edges, like he had been cut in the same place over and over to keep the wounds open.

On both his forearms he had another six matching cuts, making it look like he had badly but desperately attempted suicide multiple times. I knew that wasn’t what had happened, that it was a way for them to drain his blood, but it was still a shocking and disturbing thing to see.

But the marks I found most horrifying were the ones carved on his chest, just to the left of his heart. They were less jagged than the others, but the skin around them was much darker, like a blood-red shifting to black where the incisions had been made. They were two symbols, ones I didn’t recognize.

Asher stood before me, looking better than he had before—his body was more relaxed, his eyes brighter, even a smile played on the edge of his lips. But, looking at his skin all torn up like that, I could barely fight the urge to throw up or sob. He turned to inspect his shave in the mirror again, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice cracking on the word.

He looked over at me, startled by the emotion in my voice, and asked, “Why?”

“I should’ve come for you. I should’ve been here sooner. I shouldn’t have let him take you.” I swallowed back tears as he stepped closer to me.

“No, no.” He put a hand on each of my shoulders and bent down slightly so he was eye level with me. “Listen to me, Malin. You did exactly the right thing. You did what I wanted you to do, what I asked you to do, and, more importantly, what you needed to do. You have nothing to apologize for.”

“But look at what they did to you.” I motioned to the jagged red marks on his arms and the bruises all over his torso.

“Yeah, okay, Abaddon was a real bastard,” Asher allowed. “But honestly, I don’t remember much of it. I was unconscious most of the time. So, yeah, I have some new battle scars, and I’m honestly a bit sore, but it wasn’t that bad. At least not nearly as bad as it could’ve been, being held captive by the evil lords of the underworld.”

“Yeah?” I asked hopefully. “So you promise you don’t hate me?”

He laughed, warmly but softly. “I’ll never hate you, Malin.”

“Never say never,” I replied, which only made him laugh harder, so he moved away from me and leaned back against the bathroom counter.

When he’d finished laughing, his expression shifted—his eyes were still light, the smile still curled his lips ever so slightly, but there was a new seriousness hardening the edges of his happiness. His words had a certain gravity when he asked, “You wanna know the truth?”

“Always.”

He reached out, taking my hands and pulling me closer to him. His voice was low and husky as he stared into my eyes and said, “When they brought me here, they showed me the unimaginable enchantment of the world outside these walls. I have seen beauty beyond anything I could’ve dreamed, the full breadth and majesty of everything their heavens have to offer.”

He smiled softly and cradled my face in his hand. “And still, I’ve never seen anything as wonderful and beautiful as you walking through that door in the dungeon.”

Then I couldn’t wait any longer. I leaned close and kissed him—intensely, passionately. With all that I had, with all that I wanted from him. My hand was on the back of his neck, my fingers in his hair, and his hand was pressed on the small of my back, holding me to him.





TWENTY-EIGHT

Asher lay beside me in the bed, sleeping soundly. We didn’t know how long we’d be here or what would come after this, so we decided to rest and eat while we had our chance. Even Valeska had finally caved in and eaten some of the food, since the rest of us hadn’t shown any signs of poisoning.

Now everyone else was asleep—Oona on the chaise under a fur blanket, and Valeska perched barefoot on the back of a chair with her wings folded over, reminding me of an overgrown chicken.

But I couldn’t sleep. I’d been dozing off when a terrible thought had occurred to me: the Valhallan cloak wouldn’t be big enough for the four of us.

Even if the mission was a success and Baldur gave us Odin’s spear, I didn’t know how all of us could get out of the underworld and back to earth.

I lay on my back with an arm under my head, staring at the dark ceiling, running a hundred different scenarios through my head. I couldn’t leave any of them behind here, and I didn’t want to stay here myself. I would, if I had to. Without hesitation, I would sacrifice myself for them if need be.

But there had to be a better way.

Or at least I hoped desperately that there was a better way.

Asher moaned softly, and I glanced over at him. When we’d decided to sleep, Oona had gone around blowing out most of the candles, but she left a few burning so we would find our way around in the dark. The lamp on the nightstand burned low, but I could still easily see the outline of Asher beneath the sheets beside me and the darkness spreading out over his chest.

I sat up and scrambled to turn up the kerosene lamp, and as the warm light brightened, I saw the dark blotches were bright red. Asher moaned again, louder this time, as he stained the sheets like a bloody Rorschach test.

“Asher,” I whispered and touched his shoulder. His skin felt cool as I shook him. “Ash, wake up.”

He twitched—a violent quick jerk—but it only lasted for a second, then he lay motionless. I was about to shake him again, but then he turned his head toward me, and, slowly, his eyes fluttered open.

When he saw me, a groggy smile lit up his face. “Good. You’re still here. I didn’t dream you.”

“Asher, you’re bleeding.”

“What?” He sat up and the sheet slid down, revealing the deep cuts on his chest, the ones that didn’t look like all the rest.

“They stop for a while, but eventually they always start up again,” he complained as he dabbed at them with the sheet, and the bright red blood appeared to be darkening as it slowly scabbed. “When they brought me here, they gave me a salve for my wounds, and most of them healed up over the last few days. But these ones … at least they seem to be done bleeding now.”

“A few days?” I echoed. “You’ve only been in Kurnugia for five or six days.” But even as I was saying it, I couldn’t be certain. How long had I been here? A day maybe, it felt like, but how much time had passed on earth? Hours?

“What? No…” He looked up at me, shaking his head. “I’ve been here for … weeks.”

I gently told him, “Time moves differently here.”

He leaned back, resting his head against the headboard as he stared forward. “I’d heard that, but I didn’t realize it would be so drastic.”

“You were with Abaddon and Gugalanna for weeks?” I asked, still keeping my voice hushed so we wouldn’t wake Oona or Valeska.

“It felt like that. I think. I don’t know.” He shook his head again. “My time in She’ol was such a strange, painful blur.”

“Do you know what those marks mean?” I pointed to the drying wounds on his chest.

He looked down at them. “No. Abaddon made them when we were alone together. He gave me something to drink first, said it was to help me get my strength. And then he used a dagger to carve into my chest, and he laughed as he finished and said, ‘Now no one else can have you.’”

“He was branding you as his property?” I asked thickly.

“Probably.” Asher looked over at me again and took my hand, gently squeezing it. “But I’m not his property anymore. I’m here, with you, and that’s what matters.”

A knock at the door interrupted us before I could reply. Valeska leapt off the chair, sending it clattering to the floor, and she flew up toward the ceiling, while Oona sat up with a start. A moment later, an exousia entered the room.

“Ready yourself,” the exousia commanded. “Sedna and her court are ready to see you.”





TWENTY-NINE

On the marble platform, in front of the open balcony, a dozen chairs had been set out. All of them were the same elegant gold design as the throne, only smaller versions with lower backs. Six of them were on either side of the throne to create a semicircle facing us.

Seated in each one of the chairs were what appeared to be a dozen divine immortals of great stature. A few of them I recognized—like Bastet, a humanoid goddess with the head of a cat, and Tsukiyomi, a stoic god with silvery lavender hair—but many of them I could only guess based on their imposing presence and particular features, like a goddess with navy-blue skin or a god with brightly colored feathers and the feet of an emu.

Standing at the side, wearing a fitted white tunic with loose trousers, was a tall but slender man, and his cranium was totally smooth. He was plain but not unattractive, with a broad nose and full lips, but his dark eyes were anxious as he looked down at us.

We knelt before them, as we had before, as the exousia directed. They stood behind us, armed with golden spears, should we decide to charge the gods. Not that we would.

“Thank you for your patience as I consulted with my court,” Sedna announced in her cool, clear voice. “I trust you have been comfortable.”

“Yes, thank you,” I replied, keeping my voice as cool and strong as hers. “We truly appreciate all your hospitality.”

“Yes, yes, we’re all giant bowls of gratitude,” Bastet said with an exaggerated roll of her bright green eyes. “Let’s move on with it, shall we?”

Sedna cast her a look, then continued. “Our main concern is what you plan to do with the spear once you have it.”

“I plan to give it to Odin,” I answered honestly, which was met with a few scoffs, eye rolls, and irritated muttering.

“That’s exactly what he wants!” one of the other gods shouted in protest.

“We’re playing into his hands,” another agreed with a scowl. Her expression now matched the rest of the court’s—save for Sedna, who continued to look impassive.

Tsukiyomi folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. “The spear shouldn’t even exist. It goes against everything this world was built upon.”

“Yes, but so does immortals kidnapping the child of a Valkyrie,” Sedna countered. “The impious have drawn the first blood, and we cannot let them rise up to the earth.”

“We all want to stop an uprising before it’s too late, but I don’t trust that spear in the hands of a Vanir god,” Tsukiyomi said. “Especially not Odin.”

“Agreed,” Bastet added. “Baldur took the spear from him for a reason.” She looked over at the man in the tunic standing off to the side. “Didn’t you?”

“Of course,” he replied, sounding uneasy. Baldur stood tall, with his hands clasped behind his back. “The ability to snuff any living thing entirely out of existence, with no consequence or resistance, is unparalleled. It’s too much power for any one god to wield.”

Sedna finally said, “I’m not sure how we can resolve this.”

“You haven’t let them speak,” Bastet argued, motioning toward us. “There has to be an agreement that can be reached. Baldur, tell her directly what you want, and let the girl tell you what she needs.”

Baldur cleared his throat and looked down at me. “I cannot let the spear go back into the hands of my father. I took it to protect all the beings on earth, and below, so I can’t let that all be destroyed.”

He paused and licked his lips before continuing. “Many centuries ago, my own mother Frigg came to the Gates of Kurnugia. We could not and would not open the doors for her then, and had she asked, I would never have given the spear to her. That is how strongly I feel.”

“The problem seems to be that you don’t want the spear left in the hands of a Vanir god,” Oona interjected.

Baldur nodded. “Precisely.”

“Then we won’t do that,” I said, with far more confidence than I actually felt. “I will return the spear to you when this is all over.”

I had no clue how I could possibly get the spear back from Odin if I brought it to him as he asked, but if Odin believed it was important, I would do whatever it took to get the spear back on earth. Returning the spear afterwards would be a problem for another day.

“You’ll return to Kurnugia?” Sedna asked, raising her eyebrow.

“There isn’t an open door here,” Tsukiyomi contended. “You can’t just come and go as you please.”

“I got in here once,” I persisted. “I can do it again.”

“It’s actually much easier for a mortal than you immortals might imagine,” Valeska added.

“Frankly, that does little to address Baldur’s concerns, and mine, for that matter,” Sedna said. “Yes, the Vanir gods are particularly dangerous with a weapon like that, but you are a mere mortal. What’s to stop Odin from simply keeping it once you give it to him? Or another immortal might take it, or even another human.”

Suddenly there was a loud sound—like an avalanche and a lion roar—and the whole palace began to tremble. The floor rumbled beneath us, like an earthquake.

“Stay calm!” Sedna commanded, even as the room swayed and the immortals let out gasps and yelps of surprise.

The shaking began to lessen, but the deafening sound of a hundred salpinx erupted. It was a brassy, sad note that reverberated through me.

Sedna stood up and looked behind her at the world outside, beyond the balcony. “They’ve broken through the first wall.”

“How is that possible?” a goddess wailed.

“We should’ve killed them all,” another god said, almost to himself. He was the only one still sitting, and his eyes were downcast and his shoulders slumped. “That was our only chance. We should’ve killed all the mortals that came into a realm where they don’t belong.”

“It was already too late,” Sedna insisted. “As soon as they had a Valkyrie bloodline, they had what they needed to unseal—”

The word died on her lips as another wall came crashing down, echoing through the palace as it shook.

“Go!” Sedna ordered. “All of you! Arm yourselves if you can fight, and get to safety if you can’t. Gugalanna is leading an army on Zianna, and they will be here soon.”

As everyone began to scramble, doing as their ruler had ordered, I got to my feet and raced up the stairs toward Baldur. I grabbed his arm, stopping him before he escaped the room.

“Please,” I begged him.

All around me, I could hear things crashing as statues fell over and paintings clattered to the floor. The cries of the immortals throughout the citadel came in through the balcony, interrupted by the bleat of the salpinx horns.

Baldur put his hand on the marble rail that ran around the veranda, bracing himself as the floor shook beneath us. He met my gaze with an intense uncertainty—his dark eyes flitting around the chaos that had enveloped the room, before landing back on me—and then he reached under his tunic and pulled out a spear.

It was only about a foot long, with the shaft ending in a jagged break. The head appeared to be made of a near-translucent red glass with a razor-sharp tip, while the rod was twisty metallic dark blue.

“Here.” He held out the spear toward me. “Take this.”

I took it quickly, afraid he might change his mind if given more time, and I was surprised by the weight of it. Not only was it heavy, but there was a strangeness in the density, with an underlying heat. It reminded me of a thermos filled with hot liquid sloshing around inside and warming through the outside.

“Tell my father that I warned him about this,” Baldur said as the palace quaked around us. “He cannot keep everything trapped down here forever. Eventually it will all come to the surface.”





THIRTY

I hid the spear way down deep in my bag, beneath the Valhallan cloak. The throne room had been deserted—Baldur was the last one to go, while Valeska, Oona, and Asher waited behind with me as I got the spear safely tucked away.

In the time it took me to put it away, another wall had come down. Oona and Valeska stood on the veranda, watching it fall.

“There’s only four walls left,” Oona announced morosely as she surveyed Zianna. “They’re almost halfway through.”

“Let’s try to make it out before they make it all the way,” I said as I secured my bag on my shoulders.

Asher glanced around the massive, empty throne room. “Do you know how to leave? Because I haven’t a clue.”

“Not off the top of my head,” I admitted. “But the sólarsteinn got us here, so hopefully it can get us out.”

“Or—” Valeska said loudly, and I looked back to see her smiling slyly as she stood on the railing that ran around the veranda. “If we wanted to go faster, I could give you a ride.”

Without looking, she jumped backward off the railing, only to come flying back up a second later. She hovered above us, her large black wings flapping languidly behind her.

“Can you carry all of us?” I asked cautiously as I walked over to her.

“I don’t think I could carry all three of you at once,” she admitted. “And I couldn’t take two of you higher, but if I had you and Oona, I’d be able to glide you down to the ground.”

The loud wooshing noise of another wall falling rumbled through the palace, and I looked out at the chaos below for the first time. Many of the divine immortals inside Zianna had run toward the next remaining wall, attempting to support it with their strength and boulders, while others were armed, waiting for a battle if the impious broke through.

Gugalanna was leading the charge—kicking at the wall with his massive bull legs. But he wasn’t the only one, nor was he the largest. He had an army of giants and monsters beside him, attacking the wall with everything they had.

The exousia and other flying immortals were diving at the impious, but they appeared to have little effect on them. Gugalanna punched an exousia out of the sky, then threw his head back and laughed.

Beyond the fighting and destruction, back far enough so as not to risk any injury, a woman in black sat on a throne of bones. The throne was part of a sedan chair, with a dozen ghoulish carriers holding the poles on their shoulders. Even when they weren’t moving, her servants still held her up, so she could see her work unfolding from a slightly higher vantage.

The distance was so great that I couldn’t really make out her features—I couldn’t see her toying with the gold rings on her fingers, or the impish smile on her lips, or the glimmer in her black eyes—but I knew it just the same. What seemed possible or impossible was irrelevant to her.

Ereshkigal looked up at me—her eyes piercing through me—and her smile deepened.

“All right, let’s do this,” I said and turned back to Valeska.

Valeska instructed me to give Asher my bag, since she didn’t want the extra weight. She’d paired me and Oona together because we were the two lightest ones, and we didn’t have time to waste for her to make three trips.

I hated leaving Asher again, even for a second, and I kissed him brusquely before whispering, “Hurry down to me.”

Then I ran over to where Valeska waited, standing on the railing of the veranda. Oona was already at Valeska’s left side, with her arms wrapped tightly around Valeska’s waist as she clung to her.

“What happens if we get too heavy?” Oona asked as I climbed onto the rail to take my place.

“You won’t,” Valeska assured her.

I looked down at the ground below, and I felt a dizzying nausea roll over me. I gripped tightly on to both Oona and Valeska—I had no intention of letting either of them go.

“But what if we do?” Oona persisted.

“Then we fall,” Valeska replied matter-of-factly. “Hang on.”

“Wait—” Oona began, but it was too late. Valeska had already jumped off.

I squeezed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t see how quickly the ground was rising up to meet us, and the wind blew through my hair. Her wings beat above my head, and I tried to focus on the sound of that and not the feeling of my stomach rising into my throat.

It wasn’t until she finally set us down, with the ground firmly beneath my feet, that I realized I’d been holding my breath.

“Told you I could do it.” Valeska grinned as she stretched her wings, then she stared up at the towering palace. “Be right back. I’m gonna go rescue your boyfriend.”

I thought about correcting her, that Asher wasn’t my boyfriend—I mean, at least not officially, yet—but she was already flying off again. And honestly, did it really matter? I cared about Asher, he cared about me, and with the world literally falling down around us, labels no longer really seemed to matter.

As I looked out at the walls trembling beyond the valley, the sound of crashing rocks mixed with battle cries. A lot of things I’d worried about up on earth didn’t seem to matter anymore. Time really did move differently—an entire lifetime had gone by in a matter of hours. So much was changing, so quickly.

Oona stared at the incoming carnage with wide, fearful eyes and her mouth agape. It was still far away, at the very edges of Zianna, but it was only a matter of time before Gugalanna and his crew broke through.

“How are they doing this?” she asked. “Haven’t these walls been up for centuries?”

“I think so, but they used Asher’s blood to unseal the protective spells,” I said, explaining as best as I understood it. “They’d never been able to get their hands on the child of a Valkyrie before.”

When she looked back at me, her eyebrows were drawn together, and her skin had paled. “Did we do this? Is this our fault?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted around the growing lump in my throat. “But we’re going to do everything we can to make it right.”

Valeska returned a moment later with Asher, along with my bag of gear and Oona’s. Oona blinked back her sadness and took a deep breath, easing her anxiety by focusing on the task at hand.

The familiar anxious electricity churned through me, warming my muscles, and I felt the buzzing growing around my heart. The urge to fight, to kill, was growing inside me, but this wasn’t my usual Valkyrie mode: the angry ache in my stomach was because I wanted to protect Asher, to avenge him and my mother.

“Let’s go while we still have a chance,” I said. “We’ll deal with everything else later.”





THIRTY-ONE

The only entrance—and exit—of Zianna was right by the melee, so that would be no good for escape. Gugalanna and his army couldn’t walk under the arches—they had to tear down the walls to fully break the spell that kept them out. But they were blocking the pathway of anyone else who might want to get out.

The final wall—the starry black opal one—was still standing, but it had begun to weaken. So our only way out that we could see was to find a crack in that wall. We started as far as we could get from the fighting, but the wall held too strong. We had to get closer to the battle.

I ran alongside the wall, my legs humming with delighted electricity at finally getting a chance to move. I was racing toward the fighting, and my vision shifted subtly to hyperfocus.

My wounded leg should’ve been throbbing. It still wasn’t completely healed from when I tangled with a spider woman I had been sent to kill. But running like this helped my instincts kick in enough, as my body prepared for its job. The edge of my vision darkened, tunnel vision that allowed me to focus on a single immortal at a time, so I forced myself to slow my breathing.

The others trailed behind me, since they couldn’t run as fast. Walking now, I ran my hand along the smooth cool stone, until I finally spotted a break. It was much closer to the fighting than I would’ve liked—only a few yards separated the crack from where Gugalanna kicked at the wall—but it was the first gap I had seen that was large enough for us to fit through.

I motioned for them to hurry, my eyes darting between them and the trouble at the wall. Valeska went first, deftly sliding through the growing crack in the trembling wall, and Oona and Asher hastily followed.

Valeska was still leading the way, climbing over the red crystal rubble of the sixth wall, by the time I squeezed through the crack after them. Oona stumbled on a stone, and Asher grabbed her arm, helping her across, and I hurried after them.

We all moved as swiftly and as quietly as we could to avoid detection, and fortunately everyone else seemed to have their hands full, so they didn’t notice us climbing over the remains of the wall.

I made it to the fifth wall when I realized that Valeska wasn’t leading the way anymore. I stopped and looked past Oona and Asher, who stayed a step or two behind me, and I saw Valeska standing on a tall chunk of blue garnet, staring intently at where the impious pounded at the final wall.

“Valeska?” I called her in a hushed voice, but she didn’t move.

I followed her gaze and instantly realized what she was looking at—a swarthy woman standing at the edge of the fighting. Her large black wings were outstretched behind her, and with her dusky skin and wild hair, her similarities to Valeska were striking. She even had the same wide, prominent eyes.

“Valeska,” I repeated, slightly louder this time.

She continued staring for another second, then jumped down off the garnet.

“Was that your mother?” Oona asked softly, falling into step beside her, as the four of us headed back on our way.

“It was,” she replied curtly.

“Why didn’t you say anything to her?” I asked.

“She’s helping to take down Zianna,” Valeska said. “She’s working with everything I’m fighting against. What’s there to say?”

I felt a rush of air behind me as the final wall began to fall, and the loud cheers of celebration from the impious nearly drowned out the roar of its collapse. Valeska never looked back. She just kept walking.

Unlike most of the walls, which were gems or stone, the one directly in front of us was made of platinum, so it didn’t fall the same way the others did. It was torn in some places and bent down in others, making it resemble shredded paper. That’s how strong Gugalanna and his monsters were. They made metal crumple like nothing.

Because parts of the platinum wall were still standing, we had to walk farther down to find a gap to slip through. I kept glancing back over my shoulder as we walked, at the flood of impious streaming into Zianna.

“Hello again, little Valkyrie,” a familiar voice purred, and I looked ahead to see a beautiful woman stepping out from the shadows behind the metal wall. I blame the stress of everything for not recognizing her, not immediately. It took a second, but when she smiled at me—her smooth skin peeling back to reveal a mouthful of growing fangs—I knew exactly who she was.

It was Amaryllis Mori, the Jorogumo. The spider woman who tore a hole in my calf before I killed her.





THIRTY-TWO

“Remember me?” Amaryllis asked as her voice distorted from something lyrical into a deep monstrous growl.

Her transformation was already well under way. The delicate features of her face tore open as multiple red eyes sprouted across her forehead and cheeks. Her legs ripped, shedding blood and skin, to make room for her long spider legs.

Seeing the venomous setae on her, sticking out of her legs like a thousand deadly needles, gave me flashbacks of the agonizing pain she had left me in.

“Who is this cýka?” Valeska asked, sounding disgusted over the audible sound of Amaryllis’s stomach distending until it tore open, to allow for her bulbous arachnid abdomen.

“Oh, just an old friend,” I said as I reached for the dagger on my hip.

Amaryllis took a step toward me, her long spindly legs moving lightly over the crumpled wall. “You should’ve let me go when we were on earth. You could be making your escape right now.”

“There’s still time,” I replied, taking a step back from her.

I definitely did not want her setae getting anywhere near me, but my fear had actually begun to abate. That was the thing that happened when instinct took over—I lost any real sense of my body or normal mortal fears and emotions. And I became a weapon. As the buzzing intensified around my heart and a pressure built at the base of my stomach, it calmed me some to know that all of my dread and panic would be gone in a few seconds.

“Valeska, get them out of here,” I said, wanting them to get clear before things got really bad.

“Um…” Oona sounded uncertain, so I looked at her from the corner of my eye. “Valeska already flew off.”

“What?” I asked, and Amaryllis threw back her head and began to cackle.

I suddenly became all too aware of the fact that I couldn’t see either Asher or Valeska from where I stood, with the monstrous spider woman encompassing most of my vision. Oona was the only one lagging beside me, and it didn’t really matter where the others were, as long as they were out of the long reach of Amaryllis’s venomous legs.

“Get out of here,” I told Oona without looking away from the Jorogumo. Then, more emphatically, because I knew Oona wouldn’t want to listen: “Go!”

“Your friends are already deserting you?” the spider woman asked. “You’re going to die alone.”

“Well, I did kill you once before by myself,” I reasoned. “I think I can defeat you again.”

Her smile fell away, as her skin twisted around her fangs into a ragged scowl. “You had an unfair advantage. But down here, this is my turf, little Valkyrie. We’re all growing more powerful than you can imagine.”

“You should be thanking me!” I argued, taking a step back every time she stepped forward. “Because I returned you, you got a spot fighting right next to Ereshkigal. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

I kept talking because I didn’t have a plan, not yet. Without Sigrún I felt naked, and I wasn’t sure how effective my Valkyrie abilities would be at tempering Amaryllis’s otherwise superior strength and venom.

My only goal was to keep everyone safe until I saw an opening, and then I would take her down. Waiting for the right time, unfortunately, was at odds with everything else I was feeling. My entire body was longing to fight. I felt like a coiled spring, the pressure becoming almost unbearable.

But I couldn’t kill her—she couldn’t die here—so I had to wait until I had the best chance of landing the most damaging blow possible. I had to get her down long enough that I could make a run for it.

“I was fighting for Ereshkigal up there!” she bellowed, and as she leaned toward me, saliva dripped off her fangs. “I wanted to stay free, instead of being trapped in a dank, dark cellar!”

Then she straightened up so she towered above me. Her beady red eyes blinked in unison, pulling her pale flesh into eyelids and stretching her already taut skin even more. When she smiled, blood dripped down from her lips onto her fangs.

I crouched, making myself into a tripod with one hand, a knee, and a foot. In my right hand I gripped the dagger at my side, and if she took a step closer, and I kept myself low enough to the ground, I could run underneath her and slice her open from end to end.

“But I won’t be here for much longer,” Amaryllis said, almost bragging as she took one small step forward. “It’s already begun. The dead won’t stay dead for much longer.”

I needed a little more from her—one full step—and I would be close enough that I could dive between her legs before she had a chance to stab me with them.

“I’m going to leave soon, go back to the surface and the sun,” I taunted her. “You’ll still be down here, and I’m going to see to it that you never escape.”

Amaryllis snarled and lunged at me. I dove forward—tucking and rolling under her legs—and then I was directly underneath her. The red hourglass marking on her black exoskeleton was like a bull’s-eye, inviting me to take a jab.

So I did. I drove the blade into her abdomen, breaking through the skin like it was a thick eggshell. Her black gooey insides started to spill out like a demonic yolk, and she howled and bucked backward.

Unfortunately, my dagger went with her—stuck in her as she staggered back, crying out in anger and pain. It was all I could do to scramble out from under her without getting trampled.

“How dare you!” Amaryllis yelled. She was weakened, swaying from side to side as she hobbled toward me, but she was relentless.

She had backed me into a corner—literally. I was trapped between a pile of rubble and the platinum wall. There was nowhere for me to go.

“Incoming!” Valeska shouted, and I looked up in time to see her flying high above us as a giant chunk of black opal fell in our direction.

Amaryllis was looking up, too, her many eyes locking onto the massive gemstone before it smashed into her. I held up my arm, shielding myself from the splatter as her abdomen exploded into a mess of disgusting goo and guts.

She cried out in pain, because she was still alive. There was no release of death here for her, which meant that her plans for vengeance hadn’t stopped yet, either. Slowly, she began crawling toward me, tearing her humanoid torso off her spider body and using those arms to pull herself forward. The sound coming from her mouth was completely inhuman. A guttural mutation of a scream.

I stood up, preparing to stomp her into submission if I had to, when Asher appeared on top of the rubble holding a sword made of bones. The blade itself appeared to be made from a gigantic femur—maybe a centaur’s—with one edge sharpened to a razor-thin blade.

When Asher walked over to her, she hissed and tried to spit her venom at him, but she only succeeded in causing herself to cough up black blood. He raised the sword, and with one fell swoop, he sliced off her head.

“That oughta keep her immobile for a while, right?” he asked, looking over at me.

“I hope so, but I don’t know how long it takes for her body to regather itself.”

Asher wiped her blood off his brow with the back of his arm and said, “Let’s go, then.”

“Where’d you get the sword?” I asked him as we walked away from Amaryllis’s squished body, toward where Valeska and Oona were waiting outside the walls of Zianna.

“One of the skeleton soldiers lost it when an exousia ripped off his arm.” He gestured toward where the impious and divine were colliding. “I figured I ought to have a weapon.”

“Sorry it took me so long,” Valeska said as we reached them. “I was looking for a rock big enough to squish her that I could lift while flying.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to ease the growing tension inside me, and I told her, “Thank you.” My words came out flatter than I meant them to, so I forced a smile at her.

As grateful as I was for her help, my body still craved the release of a kill. And my fight with Amaryllis had done nothing to alleviate that.

“We should hurry, before anyone else recognizes you,” Valeska said.

“How many immortals have you returned?” Asher asked, cocking an eyebrow at me as he wiped the Jorogumo’s blood off his new sword. “Do we have many more of your fan club that we’ll need to face off?”

“I don’t think any of the rest of them should give us any trouble…” I trailed off as my attention was diverted by the sound of pounding hooves.

The herd of unicorn-like kirin was running toward us, bounding over the fallen walls to escape the escalating conflict. An ogre reached out, grabbing for one, but the kirin narrowly dove out of his grasp.

“I think I know how we can get away quickly,” I said, watching them come toward us. “But we’re going to have to move very fast.”





THIRTY-THREE

The kirin, like everything else that was allowed to live in Zianna, were instinctively good and kind, and after centuries of living among the immortals here, they had become semi-domesticated. Or at least that’s what I hoped as I stepped in front of the stampeding herd.

At first they only slowed, then parted so they could run around me. But one of them stopped right in front of me. He was a large stallion, with hints of blue in his long mane that parted around his smoky gray antlers. His long tail twitched behind him, like a cat about to pounce, and he leaned down and chuffed at me.

“We only want to get away, just like you,” I told him calmly, and I slowly reached out to pet his nose. His fur felt soft, and the iridescent scales mixed in with it were warm and smooth, like a snake that had been lying out in the sun.

While most of the herd continued running, a few other kirin had stopped with the stallion, inspecting us. Oona was the first to move closer to them, gently petting them and cooing words of encouragement.

“I know it’s been a rough day for all of us,” I said as I went around to the side of him, running my hand along him as I walked. “But we need to go.”

The stallion hadn’t moved yet, so I took that as a good sign. With the sounds of fighting raging on, I cautiously reached up and took hold of his mane to steady myself, and I put my other hand on his back. Then I jumped up.

It wasn’t elegant, as I lay on my stomach, splayed across the kirin, but I was up, and he wasn’t freaking out. He brayed, but didn’t move as I sat up and swung my leg over. I had successfully mounted a kirin, and he didn’t seem to mind.

Asher climbed onto a kirin beside me, using the same inelegant technique that I had, while Valeska was able to fly up and land gracefully on a kirin’s back. She could fly all the way, but hitching a ride on a kirin would save her energy for what lay ahead.

Since Oona was so short, she didn’t even try to get up on her own. She came over to me and I grabbed her hand and pulled her up. She got situated behind me and held on to my bag for stability.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked, looking at Valeska.

“Follow the herd.” She pointed to where the herd of kirin were racing on ahead so the worst of the fighting and the army from She’ol lay behind them.

“But that’s the opposite of where we came in through the Eshik Mitu geyser,” I said. “Shouldn’t we go back?”

Valeska shook her head. “No, that was only an entrance. We can’t get out that way. We have to exit through the Gates.”

“I don’t understand,” Oona said. “How do we get out?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Valeska said with a sigh. “We’ll end up in a lake outside of the ossuary.”

“That’s where Gugalanna pulled me through,” Asher said wearily. “I only remember the water as we went through, but the first thing I remember of Kurnugia is being bound and carried by skeletons, then we followed Gugalanna through a dark, hungry forest. The kirin are going in the general direction of that forest, so we can follow them for now.”

“That can’t be right,” Oona argued. “We’ve gone so far from the entrance. The geyser and the ossuary have to be what … half a mile from each other? Without all the twisting maze, they may be even closer. But we’ve traveled for hours, covering miles and miles away from the geyser already, and you’re saying that we still have a lot to go until we’re underneath the ossuary?”

“Kurnugia isn’t like a vast cave that exists just below the surface of the earth,” Valeska reminded her. “This is another realm. Distance and time move on a separate plane here.”

The stallion I was on brayed again and stomped his foot, growing restless.

“So you’re saying we should follow the other kirin?” I asked.

“For now,” Valeska said. “But I don’t know where they’re going.”

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t think you had a psychic connection with the kirin. I was just saying that we should leave.”

“Let’s go, then.” Valeska barely had the words out before she was spurring her mare on, and she bolted ahead, racing after the rest of the herd.

Without waiting for me to signal him, my stallion took off. I gripped his mane tightly to keep from flying off. Even though I had watched them run—I had felt the wind as they rushed past me—I still was not prepared for how fast the kirin could go. I leaned into the stallion, to keep from blowing off, and my bag strained at my shoulders from Oona hanging on to it.

Soon we had caught up with the herd, and soon after we actually passed them. My kirin was leading the way now, bounding over fallen logs and gulleys like they were nothing. He never seemed to tire, and he didn’t even slow, not until we got to a clearing alongside the Huber River.

We seemed far enough away from Zianna, and the kirin clearly needed a break, so we dismounted. There were a few trees on our side of the river, but mostly around here it was drab green grass that the kirin began to graze on. A few taller, angrier plants were dispersed among the clearing with bright red flowers that snapped at anything that moved by, like a Venus flytrap on steroids.

The ankle-grabbing ground ivy was here, too, with its olive-green leaves and long tendrils that tried to wrap around my feet, but fortunately the kirin seemed to scare it away. I watched as long vines started winding around their hooves, only to be mercilessly stomped into the dirt, and the ivy began to retreat back into the ground.

I went over to the river to wash off the black blood from my run-in with Amaryllis Mori, and also because the riverbank was free of any plants that wanted to eat me. I figured there were probably plenty of monstrous creatures that lived in the water that would happily take a bite out of me, so I went to the shallow narrow bend in the river.

On the other side of the river was a dark forest, filled with thick, tall tree trunks with black vines wound tightly around them. Dark green moss and hornworts appeared to blanket every surface, but it was hard to see under the heavy fog that hung over the forest.

As I crouched down, rinsing my hands in the dark blue water, Asher sat down next to me, resting his bone sword in the dirt beside him. His arms hung loosely around his knees as he watched the water coursing by, but his expression was unreadable.

“Ash?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

He blinked, then looked over at me. “What?” Then he shook his head and his brow furrowed. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

Behind me, Oona was stretching her legs and pacing the shore, and she asked, “Should I make a cloaking spell?”

“Probably,” Valeska said. She stood a bit farther down on the riverbank, her arms folded over her chest as she stared into the dark forest. “I mean, we’re going to have to go through that.”

“What?” I looked sharply at her. “We have to go through there?”

Valeska nodded. “Yeah, that’s the Cryptomerian Forest. It surrounds the portal out, but it extends for miles, and it’s full of all kinds of horrible crap to dissuade anyone from going through.”

I should’ve known when Asher said he’d traveled through “a dark, hungry forest” to get to She’ol, but I had been hoping for an easier path anyway. Not that any of this had been easy. I sat back on the bank and let out an irritated sigh. “Great.”

“We made it this far.” Oona set her bag down beside me, then knelt next to it so she could begin pulling out what she needed for the cloaking spell. “We can make it a little bit farther. Once we get to the exit, we’re practically home free.”

“Practically,” I said under my breath and steeled myself to tell them my realization about the cloak: that I didn’t know how all of us would escape. “There’s something that we need to—”

“Do you hear that?” Asher interrupted, tilting his head.

“What?” I asked, but then I heard it, too.

A high-pitched chirping sound, like a cross between a tiny alarm clock and baby bird. And it was growing louder.

“What is that?” I stood up and turned around, scanning for any sign of it.

Oona looked up at me with wide eyes. “Mal, I think it’s coming from your bag.”

She was right. I still had my gear bag on and I hurried to slip it off and threw it on the ground.

Behind me, I was vaguely aware that the kirin sounded agitated—stomping their feet, moving around, and chuffing a lot. But for the moment, I was more focused on finding what was chirping inside my bag.

I opened the main pocket first, digging around, but when I leaned in closer, I realized the chirping was coming from an outer pocket.

“Hey, Malin,” Valeska said.

“Hold on,” I told her absently. I unzipped a few pockets—which turned up empty—before I finally spotted something. An oblong lump that didn’t belong.

“But Malin—” Valeska repeated.

“I think I got it!” I shouted excitedly.

I reached in and pulled out a big scarab beetle, chirping loudly in my hand. It was beautiful—for a giant bug, anyway—with an iridescent shell of bright purples and blues.

Asher peered down at it, sitting calmly on the palm of my hand, and he asked, “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Do you think it’s dangerous? Like, should we kill it?”

“I would rather you didn’t,” a woman said from behind me. “Since she’s mine and I would like her back, safe and sound.”

I turned to see a simurgh standing a few feet behind me. The simurgh was a massive feathered beast with the body of a white lion, the crimson head of a dog, two gigantic brightly colored wings of emerald and violet, and a tail made of long, vibrant peacock-esque plumages.

The sight of such a colorful, large creature so near to me, with the herd of kirin parting around it, took all my attention, so I didn’t immediately notice a woman standing beside it. Not until she stepped away from it, pushing back the hood of her dark cloak so I could see her better.

It was Lyra Kothari.

She had followed us.
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“She’s a homing beetle,” Lyra said as she plucked the little creature from my hand.

She held it up and made a soothing chittering sound, which quieted the beetle. With her other hand she opened the large locket around her neck—the one shaped like a golden bell jar. Inside, in one half of the locket, was another beetle, this one bluer but just as beautiful and bright.

“She’s angry about being separated from her mate,” Lyra explained as she put the beetle back in the locket, and the two of them nestled next to each other before Lyra shut it again. “But she stays wherever I put her, sending out a psychic signal to her love, and he chirps whenever I move closer to her, directing me where to go.”

“You tracked us?” Valeska was incredulous.

She’d moved closer to us, scowling and casting angry glares at Lyra. Her black wings had extended slightly in her anger, the feathers spreading and puffing up to make her appear larger and more menacing.

“It was the only way I knew I’d be able to find you again.” Lyra offered Valeska an apologetic smile, but Valeska remained unmoved.

“Why did you need to find us again?” I asked. “Did you come to stop us?”

“No, of course not!” Lyra insisted, her eyes wide as she shook her head emphatically. “I only wanted to help.”

Valeska snorted. “Help us or help yourself?”

Oona shot Valeska a look, and then gently but firmly told Lyra, “You can’t come with us. You know that, right?”

“I do,” Lyra replied with a sad smile. “I know that better than you, I’m sure. I don’t plan to leave here, but I did want to ask a favor of you.”

“I knew it!” Valeska shouted triumphantly, startling the kirin, who were already on edge with the simurgh loitering about.

For his part, the simurgh seemed content to lie down in the clearing, but the kirin weren’t taking any chances and started galloping off, heading farther down the river.

“It was why I had to leave you before. I had to get something for my daughter.” Lyra’s dark eyes were imploring as she looked at me. “Can you give it to her?”

“No,” Valeska replied instantly, before I had a chance to answer.

I hesitated before cautiously saying, “It depends on what it is.”

“It’s only this—” Lyra reached into a deep pocket and pulled out a heart-shaped stone of crystallized pink tourmaline. “An itayakkal.”

“What is that?” I asked as she handed it to me.

“It’s an enchanted stone,” Oona answered, leaning over to look at the gemstone in my hand. “Whoever it’s given to will be able to feel how much the enchanter cares for them.”

Lyra’s eyes were moist as she smiled nervously. “I want Sloane to know how much I still love her.”

I looked to Oona, who seemed to know plenty about this stone, but she just shrugged.

“Sure,” I decided, since I owed both Lyra and Sloane for helping me so much. “I can do that.”

“Thank you,” Lyra said, looking relieved and elated. “In repayment, I can help you navigate the forest quickly and safely.”

“Are we going to ride on that through the forest?” Oona asked hopefully, motioning to the simurgh, who was busy preening its feathers.

“The trees are too close together, and it’s much too dangerous,” Lyra said. “She won’t go in there.”

“But we’re going in there?” Asher asked.

Throughout the conversation, he’d been standing to my side, with his arms folded, taking in the situation. He’d said nothing and hardly reacted to any of her claims, but now he looked at her with pinched eyebrows and dark eyes.

“We’re much smaller, and I know the way through,” Lyra said.

“How and why would you possibly know that?” Valeska asked, apparently taking turns with Asher on being suspicious of everything Lyra said and did.

“I told you that when I first came down here I still wanted to be free,” she explained. “I wanted to liberate Sloane and everyone else on earth and below. So I planned an escape. I learned everything I could, including how to get through the Cryptomerian Forest, and I practiced it until I had it down.”

“But then you decided not to escape?” Asher asked.

“I will admit that initially it wasn’t so much a decision as it was an impossibility,” Lyra said. “I couldn’t get through. But eventually I came to the bitter conclusion that escape came at a very high price. If I got through, I risked creating a tear between our two worlds that would allow every vile monster in here to escape onto earth.

“My mortal daughter would almost certainly be killed, perhaps even the whole world would be destroyed. I would not and I could not do that to Sloane,” Lyra finished, with enough conviction that Asher relaxed his stance.

We’d already taken a long enough break, and with Lyra here to lead the way, it seemed like as good a time as any to get going. We packed our things—with me safely tucking the itayakkal in my bag—and Lyra began to describe what we could expect in the forest.

“Stay close to me, and never stray off course,” Lyra warned. “Don’t touch anything, not unless you absolutely have to. And don’t respond to anything, either. Say and do as little as possible.”

“What about breathing?” Valeska asked dryly. “Can we do that?”

Lyra only gave her a hard look before continuing her explanation, telling us we wouldn’t always be able to trust our eyes or ears in the forest. Finally, after warning us once again to stay close, she started leading the way, lifting her long skirt to walk across the shallowest part of the river toward the forest.

“Who is she?” Asher asked in a hushed voice as he fell in step beside me.

“She’s a friend of a friend, I guess,” I said, since that was the easiest way to explain her.

“And you trust her?”

“Maybe. A little,” I admitted. “But we have to leave as soon as we can, so I don’t see what choice we have.”

He licked his lips and stared ahead at the dark, twisting forest. “I guess we follow her into that, then.”
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“We’re getting close,” Lyra said, after we had wound our way through the dark and twisted forest.

But she hadn’t really needed to say anything. I could already hear it—a whooshing roar, like a plane taking off mixed with the rush of a waterfall.

We were close enough that I could smell it. I remembered it clearly from when we had been in the ossuary. Unlike everywhere else in the underworld outside of Zianna, which smelled vaguely of mustiness and death, this was clean water and sunlight and dirt. Not the stale scent of decay around us, but like the freshly tilled soil of a garden during a summer rain shower.

It smelled like life.

I wanted to tear through the forest and race on ahead. I couldn’t wait to get out of here and feel the sunlight and breathe air that hadn’t been bottled up for centuries. But I kept my pace slow, following Lyra’s steps exactly.

Even though we were close enough to hear and smell what was ahead, the fog and the branches were still too thick for us to see it. A light mist fell over me, dampening my hair, and I looked up, searching for a source, but it was only trees soaring into the darkness above us.

“Is it raining?” Oona asked, sounding as confused as I felt.

“No, it’s the portal,” Valeska replied.

It was so loud now, I could almost feel it rumbling through me. Wind rustled through the trees.

An overgrown thicket of brambles blocked our path, and Lyra crouched down, carefully lifting up the branches to make a narrow opening for us to squeeze under. Pools of water sat underneath, rippling from a gust of wind that blew in through the gap.

I crawled on my hands and knees, with fresh mud soaking through my pants, but I barely even noticed.

And then there it was, right in front of me—a cyclone of water that stretched all the way up toward the ceiling, as far as I could see. Closer to the top, it looked like it stretched a mile across, but it slowly narrowed until it came to a point where it hovered a mere six feet above the ground.

We had found it. We were going home.

Or at least some of us were.
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“The cloak isn’t big enough for four,” Valeska said in a hushed voice, barely audible over the sounds of the rushing wind and water.

My gear bag was open, sitting by my feet, with the cloak still tucked inside. It was all ready to go. I just couldn’t bring myself to pull it out yet.

I’d been standing and watching the cyclone while Oona got ready. Asher stood directly under the cyclone, with his eyes closed and his head back, letting the mist and wind blow over him.

Oona was a few feet away from us, mixing up a fresh batch of her protection armarria potion before we went through. Lyra crouched beside her, helping some, but mostly watching her and talking.

“I know,” I told Valeska finally, as I watched the sublime relief on Asher’s face as he breathed in deeply. He’d been here for so much longer than me—especially in Kurnugia time—and I imagined he had to be relishing the feel of the clean air and water.

I swallowed hard then turned to look at Valeska. “But you made it through without one. Your biggest injuries were from the geyser, going into Kurnugia. This shouldn’t burn me.” I paused, pushing back my fear. “Right?”

“No, this one won’t burn you. If anything, it’s cold.” As she spoke, she tilted her head back, letting her eyes follow the full length of the water cyclone up to the ceiling. “But it takes a long-ass time.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. I can handle being cold for a while.”

“Yeah, but how long can you hold your breath?” Valeska asked.

“A couple minutes?” I chewed the side of my cheek. “How long does it take?”

She shrugged. “Ten minutes? Maybe twenty? I just know that my protection spell ran out halfway through, taking all my oxygen with it. I almost blacked out by the time I surfaced, and I was coughing up water.”

I glanced over to where Oona was hard at work. “Her potion is more powerful.”

“Is it?” Valeska asked. “Or was it the cloak that protected us earlier?”

“Are you trying to freak me out?” I asked her directly.

“No.” She scoffed. “I just don’t want you to kill yourself. If you die on the way up, I’m the one stuck getting that spear to Odin.”

“What else would you have me do?” I asked, lowering my voice in case Asher or Oona might be able to hear. “I’m not leaving any of you behind, and I won’t stay here by myself. So what else can I do but hope that everything is enough?”

Valeska didn’t say anything for a moment, and then she looked at me. Her wide eyes were solemn under her heavy lashes, and her small mouth was pressed into a thin line.

Oona had finally finished her potion, so we all gathered together to get ready. We said our goodbyes to Lyra before Oona got started with her incantations, but she lingered at the edge of the forest to watch.

“Leaving requires a few more steps than it did to get in,” Oona explained. “But I’m going to start with the protection spell first, and then move on to the next part.”

Like she had before we entered Kurnugia, Oona began the protection process. First, she handed us each a mirror-black hematite crystal and warned us to hang on to it. Then she opened the vial of her armarria potion and marked each of us with it in an X over our hearts as she recited an incantation.

Asher was wounded above his heart, but Oona insisted the placement was necessary. He pulled down the collar of his shirt, giving her easier access, and he winced as she gently slid her finger across his lacerations.

“Oh, damn, that burns.” He grimaced, looking down at his chest. Steam actually came out of the cuts, but only for a second.

“Sorry about that,” Oona said. “But I don’t want you getting hurt any worse, so I had to do that.”

“No, it’s okay.” He let go of his shirt so that his marks were covered up, and he rubbed his hand over the spot.

“The next part is weird, but at least the Kurtari incantation is quick.” She pulled out a vial of thick purple liquid. “So, first I’m going to pour a bit of Eralim blood on your head”—she shook the vial—“then I need you to spin counterclockwise while reciting the incantation.”

Valeska wrinkled her nose and said, “I used only the Eralim blood when I did it before.”

“Yeah, well, you were alone,” Oona countered. “There’s four of us going back, so the portal needs to be bigger and open for longer.”

Oona ushered us under the cyclone, the wind whipping through our hair and clothes. She smeared purple blood across each of our foreheads, including her own, then shouted to be heard over the noise. “Repeat after me: At-eh-bah-map ah-dilz ah oh-doh!”

We all turned counterclockwise, going the opposite of the direction the cyclone was churning in.

“Okay!” Oona yelled when we’d finished. “All we need is the cloak and the key, then we should be home free!”

“But how do we know if it’s worked?” Asher asked. “Nothing’s changed!”

“If it sucks us up, it works!” Valeska shouted over the roar.

I had the cloak out, but I’d been holding it balled up in my hands. Now I let it unfurl, hanging on to it tightly to keep it from blowing away. Asher was in the center, because he was the tallest, so I put the hood over his head. Oona and Valeska took the spots on either side of him, with me standing in front, so my back was to the open gap in the cloak.

Valeska took the Sibudu Key off from around her neck and raised her hand up high until the key touched the bottom of the waterspout.

“Are you—” I started to ask, but then it sucked us up.

One second I was standing on the ground, and the next I was submerged in icy cold water. I buried my face in Asher’s chest, breathing for as long as I could, and I felt Valeska’s hand over mine—small but strong as she gripped tightly.

My back felt frozen, and there was an intense pressure, like I was being slowly squished. It was getting harder to breathe—my lungs didn’t have enough space. I tried to push back from Asher to get more room, but there wasn’t any to be had.

My throat burned and my entire chest ached, and pain and panic set in as I realized I was suffocating. I gasped for air, and the muscles in my abdomen began to spasm painfully. My eyes were closed, but I could see spots dancing across my vision as my mind felt black and foggy. I squeezed Valeska’s hand as tightly as I could, but within seconds I was gone.
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It was like falling asleep in reverse.

Before I even opened my eyes, I could feel the sun warming my skin and the sandy beach under my back. I looked up through a blur of water and tears, and I could see the blue of the sky.

“She’s alive!” Oona shouted excitedly, and she leaned forward, blocking out the sun. “Oh, gosh, I’m so glad you’re alive. You are alive, right?”

“I think so,” I replied thickly.

“Oona, give her some space, will you?” Valeska said. “I told you she would be fine.”

Oona groaned but moved away from me. “Just because you say things doesn’t make them true.”

I sat up, looking around at the pond in the center of the cave. Above it was the wide opening, letting in the daylight and a beautiful view of the sky. Across the pond was a mossy staircase carved into the wall, which would be our emergency exit out of here. We were back on earth, in the cave beyond the tunnels that stretched below the ossuary in the Gates of Kurnugia.

This was where I’d lost Asher, and now it was where I found him again. Lying beside me, with the sun bathing his face. But his eyes were on me.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he said, taking my hand in his. “I don’t know what I’d have done if I lost you.”

“Well, you’d have to go back to the underworld and get me,” I teased.

“I suppose it is only fair that we take turns rescuing each other. So next time, I got you.”

“It’s a deal.”

“You know, we still have the journey back to Caana City,” Valeska reminded us. “And I wanna get out of this stinking, festering cesspool and get a shower and eat real food. Not to mention, you’ve got a meeting with Odin that you can’t be late for.”

The last time I’d spoken with Odin, he’d left me the same instructions as before: meet him at the top of the Caana Temple on the night of my return, when the moon is highest in the sky. How exactly he knew when I’d return was beyond me, but he’d met me last time on that same directive.

And he was a Vanir god. I was sure he had his ways of finding things out.

I stood up. “Let’s go, then.”

Last time I’d left here, it had killed me to leave without Asher. But now he was here, by my side, and I couldn’t wait to get away from all this.

We swam across the pond and slowly climbed up the slippery steps. Well, Asher, Oona, and I did. Valeska flew up to the top and waited for us to join her. When we finally reached her, we were treated to a stunning view of the Gates of Kurnugia—the winding maze and the tall pyramids—with the sun setting on the horizon.

We slid down the sheer side of the cavern to the ground. Combining Valeska’s ability to fly with our own memory of the path we’d taken before, we made quick work of getting out of the Gates of Kurnugia. In fact, we made such good time that we made it to the middle of El Noveno Anillo in time to catch the 5:45 hyperbus back to Caana City.

I sat next to Asher on the bus, giving him the window seat. He looked out the window the entire time at the world racing by. I closed my eyes and rested my head on his shoulder, loving the feel of him next to me.

“It’s all so strange,” Asher said softly. “Escaping was such a victory, and I want to relish it. But I know there’s still so much left to do. The war hasn’t even started yet.”

“Maybe there won’t be one,” I suggested. “Maybe when I meet Odin later he’ll tell me that’s it, and this will all be over.”

“No.” He said it with such certainty that I looked up at him. “Gugalanna won’t stop without a fight. They took down Zianna, and it’s only a matter of time before they break through up here. They want a war, and they’re going to have one.”

I reached up to him, touching his face gently to get him to look at me. “We only have ten minutes left on this bus, then we’ll go back to the motel where the real work will start.

“But for now, there’s nothing else that we can do, nowhere else we need to be,” I went on. “Let’s pretend that we’re two normal people, just happy to be together.”

He smiled then, faintly, so the corners of his mouth barely moved, but there was light playing in his eyes. The weary creases on his forehead smoothed as he relaxed, letting his happiness soften the harder edges of his face.

“Okay.” Asher leaned back in his worn bus seat. “I’ll play. What would two ordinary people without a care in the world be doing on a hyperbus in Belize?”

“We’re on vacation,” I replied amiably.

He arched an eyebrow, and his smile deepened. “Our honeymoon?”

“Now you’re getting ahead of yourself,” I said, causing him to laugh warmly.

It was such a wonderful sound, and I wondered dimly when the last time I’d heard him laugh had been. When was the last time even I had laughed?

“Okay, so just a vacation,” Asher agreed. “I assume we’ve been seeing the sites?”

“Of course! We took a tour of the rain forest and saw the temples.”

He managed to look suitably impressed as he said, “Ooh, those were really fantastic, weren’t they?”

“They were, but what we really enjoyed was getting some sun.”

“Oh, yeah, we don’t have sun like this back in the city.” Then he looked out the window, at the setting sun splashing on the jungle around us, and there was a wistfulness in his eyes that wasn’t just pretend.

For him, it had been weeks that he’d been in Kurnugia, without sun, without fresh air, without anything.

“What do you think we’ll do tonight?” I asked, making my words sound extra cheery. I wanted to bring him back here, with me in the moment, and not thinking about whatever he’d endured in Kurnugia.

He waited a beat before turning to look back at me, an easy smile returning. “We could check out that cute little restaurant the concierge recommended.”

“What kind of food do they serve?”

“It’s a taco/sushi fusion, but what they’re really known for is their ice cream,” Asher said, totally deadpan, and it was enough to make me burst out laughing.

“That is a very unusual menu,” I said as I stifled more laughter.

“We wouldn’t want this vacation to be ordinary, would we?”

“No, of course not,” I agreed. “I can’t wait to try the black bean California roll. And maybe tomorrow we’ll do some shopping.”

“We should really have a relaxing day,” he suggested. “Sleep in late, have breakfast in bed, and hit the souvenir shops in the afternoon.”

“Oh, yeah, that would be nice! I could get a shirt for Oona, and maybe a shot glass for Mar—” I’d started to say Marlow. I’d gotten so caught up in the fantasy of being carefree, on vacation with my boyfriend, that I allowed myself to forget—just for a second—that my mother was dead.

But now the illusion had been shattered, and real life crashed down on me. The sun didn’t seem as bright anymore, and the scenery flying by was nothing but a dark blur.

Asher sensed the shift in my mood, so he put his arm around me and pulled me closer to him. “Right now, with you and me on this old bus, it’s honestly the best vacation I’ve had in a long time.”
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Quinn hugged me first. I don’t know exactly how I had expected her to react, but it definitely caught me off guard when she grabbed me and pulled me into her arms.

There was an intensity that reminded me of when we had still been together. It was a little too tight, almost bone-crushingly tight, but it only hurt because of how fiercely she cared. Sometimes she couldn’t help herself.

We were inside of the doorway to the motel suite at the Caana Extended Stay Inn & Suites—I’d barely had a chance to get inside before she pounced on me. Atlas stood behind her in the main room, where the bland motel living room and tiny kitchenette looked immaculate. Quinn must’ve been stress-cleaning while we were gone.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” she said, her breathy voice in my ear.

Then she let me go, just as abruptly and intensely as when she’d first embraced me, so I almost stumbled backward into Asher.

“We weren’t even gone that long,” I argued lamely, which was true from her perspective. For me, it felt like I’d been gone for almost a full day, but in earth time it had only been four hours we were in the underworld.

Quinn’s attention had already moved on to everyone else anyway.

“Asher!” Quinn gasped. She raised her arms like she meant to hug him, but then changed her mind at the last second and let them fall back to her sides. “You’re alive!”

“Yeah, it would seem that way.” He rubbed an eye with the palm of this hand. “It’s been a long … week, I guess. And I’d really like to shower and change back into my own clothes and get something to eat.”

I showed him where the bathroom was, then got his bag of clothes that we’d carried with us since Gugalanna had taken him. Meanwhile, Quinn made a big show of greeting Oona and Valeska. She hugged Oona, too, and she was about to go in for one with Valeska, but Valeska told her firmly, “I don’t hug.”

Quinn and Atlas had a thousand questions for us, and fortunately Oona was more than happy to answer them. She sat on the couch, filling in every detail with lots of excited hand movements, while Valeska sat on the stainless steel kitchenette counter eating a day-old plantain sandwich and chasing it with an energy drink called Ādityas Elixir.

Asher came out of the bathroom wearing a threadbare motel robe when Oona had just gotten to the middle of her story. He went into the bedroom to change, so I followed him and quietly closed the door behind me.

“Are you feeling any better?” I asked and sat down on one of the beds.

“Some.” He slipped off his robe, leaving him wearing only a pair of boxer briefs.

While most of his wounds seemed to be healing nicely, the marks on his chest continued to look angry and inflamed. The edges were puckered and bright red, and the wound itself was a dark brown gap that only seemed to be widening.

I grimaced and motioned to his chest. “It looks worse.”

“What?” He looked down at it. “Yeah, I was scrubbing at in the shower. I was hoping that would help somehow, but I think I only made things worse.”

“You should have Oona take a look at it. She has all kinds of potions and salves that would help.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged noncommittally and pulled a black T-shirt on over his head, hiding the marks. “I don’t want to bother her.”

“It’s not a bother. She likes to help people.”

“Maybe,” he repeated as he put on a pair of jeans, then changed the subject with, “What’s the plan? Now that I’m back and you have the spear. Are you supposed to be meeting Odin?”

“Yeah, but not until late. Like a quarter to midnight,” I said, and Asher raised an eyebrow, presumably at the oddly specific time. “He asks to meet when the moon is the highest in the sky. Vanir gods run on different time.”

Asher glanced over at an alarm clock with its bright green numbers. “That gives me a few hours to eat and rest up.”

“Well, I was thinking that you should stay back,” I told him gently. He looked at me sharply, but before he could protest, I went on. “You’ve already been through so much. You don’t need to go out tonight.”

“They know you have the spear,” he insisted. “And we don’t know who Gugalanna and Ereshkigal are communicating with up here or how they’re doing it, but they obviously are, since they were working with Tamerlane Fayette and somehow got him to trick your mom into sparing him.”

I looked past Asher, out the window behind him, so I wouldn’t have to see the conviction in his eyes. Night had fallen, and thick clouds were rolling in, blocking out the moonlight and the stars. In the distance, the clouds lit up with a burst of lightning.

“I know,” I said finally. “I won’t go alone. Quinn and Atlas can come with me. You and Oona and Valeska should stay here and rest.”

“Malin,” he said.

“Have you talked to your grandmother?” I asked, and that was enough of an emotional startle to get him to stop arguing about whether or not he should go with me.

“Not yet. Did you talk to her while I was gone?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t know how to contact her, and I wouldn’t have known what to say even if I had.”

“I should call her now.”

He dug through his bag looking for his cell phone, and I snuck out while he was distracted, hoping we had put that argument to bed.
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The argument was not put to bed, but eventually Atlas and Quinn were able to convince Asher that they would be more than enough protection for me.

Samael had wired Atlas money, so we rented a sturdy little side-by-side ATV. It was basically like if a golf cart and a Humvee had a weird little baby.

The sky was rumbling, and long tendrils of lightning were spidering through the clouds. We didn’t want to risk getting caught in the rain, and also, Asher was right: Ereshkigal would be sending someone after the spear as soon as she was able. So I wanted to get it to Odin as quickly as possible.

Quinn and I sat in the two seats of the ATV, with her driving, and Atlas sat on the rear rack, hanging on to the backs of our seats so he didn’t bounce off. The forest surrounding the Caana temple was dense, but it wasn’t impenetrable. Quinn had to take it slow in several spots, but when we got on a well-worn game trail, it was smooth sailing.

As much as I would’ve loved to take the vehicle up the many stairs of the temple—and as much as Quinn assured me that the ATV could handle it—I didn’t want to risk desecrating an ancient pyramid to make my life a little easier. So we parked at the bottom and made the arduous trek up the stone steps to the grassy mezzanine, and then waited for Odin.

And we waited, and waited some more.

Because of the cloud cover, I couldn’t see where the moon was at or how high it might be, but Oona had been certain that it wouldn’t be until after midnight this time—12:44 A.M., to be precise. He’d been a little late last time, but he still arrived before midnight, and now it was going on 1:30 in the morning.

“At least we have a show,” Atlas commented.

He was sitting on the steps, watching the dazzling array of lights above us. Every few seconds the sky would light up as another burst of lightning shot between the clouds. So far the flashes had yet to hit the ground, instead preferring to leap between clouds. Most of it was bright white, the way it always was, but the occasional burst appeared to be shades of purple and blue.

The strangest part wasn’t even the unusually colored lightning—it was the eerie silence that accompanied it. There hadn’t been a single clap of thunder or even a faint rumble. It was silent flashes, without a hint of rain or any sign of an incoming storm.

“It is sort of amazing,” Quinn agreed tiredly. She sat up a little higher on the steps than Atlas, leaning back on her elbows, with her legs crossed at the ankles. Her gaze was on the sky, but her expression was far more indifferent than amazed. “Any sign of Odin yet?”

“He’ll be here soon,” I insisted for the tenth time, but with less and less conviction each time I said it.

“Do you have any way to contact him?”

I paced. “No. He just told me to meet him here. So far, he seems to know how to find me when he wants to.”

“What do you think the holdup could be?” Quinn asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, but my mind was racing through a thousand scenarios, all equally horrible.

“I mean…” Quinn stopped and ran a hand through her hair. “He couldn’t be hurt or anything, could he?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated.

“Can Vanir gods even be hurt or held captive?” Quinn asked, but it sounded more like she was thinking aloud. “I know they’re powerful, but they’re not all-powerful. They have weaknesses, right?”

“Everyone has weaknesses,” Atlas said.

As if to punctuate his statement, a gust of wind suddenly came up, breaking through the stillness. It had been warm since we’d been in Belize, even in the dead of night, but the wind brought a chill with it, dropping the temperature by several digits within a matter of minutes.

“How long are we going to wait here?” Quinn asked.

“As long as it takes,” I replied firmly.

“You want to stay here until the sun comes up?” Quinn asked.

“Of course I don’t want to, but I will.” I stopped pacing to look over at her. “What else am I supposed to do? I don’t know how to reach him, and I don’t know what to do with the spear.”

“I understand the situation,” Quinn said, keeping her tone calm and reasonable. “But I’m being realistic here. There’s a storm coming, Malin.”

“Quinn’s right,” Atlas agreed, giving me an apologetic smile. “We don’t have to go yet, but it won’t be safe staying out here all night in a storm. We’ll have to go back.”

I looked away from them, instead scouring the sky for any signs of Odin or his ravens. “He’ll be here,” I said, then, more quietly, “He has to be.”

We lapsed into a silence after that, and I was fine with it. The wind had picked up, blowing leaves and dust as it roared over the temple. I began pacing again, both to keep the chill at bay and because of the anxious energy coursing through me.

Then I realized that it wasn’t exactly anxiety, and I couldn’t feel the chill from the breeze anymore. I could still feel the wind rustling through my hair, but it was more like being aware of it and less actually feeling it.

My mouth tasted metallic, and a dull buzzing was growing around my heart. My muscles tensed, wanting to charge after everything.

This wasn’t anxiety or impatience.

This was my Valkyrie instincts kicking in.

I stopped pacing, forcing myself to stand perfectly still. “Something’s wrong.”

“What?” Quinn asked, sitting up more.

“Do you feel it?” I looked over at her, and I saw the confusion in her green eyes.

“What do you feel?” Atlas asked, and he was already on his feet walking over to me.

Before I could answer, thunder rumbled. An angry deep roar that echoed throughout the ruins, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

“Maybe you sensed the storm?” Quinn suggested as she came down the stairs to join me and Atlas in the center of the mezzanine.

“No, I…” I trailed off as the thunder rumbled again, and the pressure grew in the base of my stomach.

I tilted my head, listening closely to the thunder. It was coming from the sky, but there was something beneath it—something closer. A murky growl mixing with it.

“That’s not thunder,” I said, and my hand went to the sword sheathed on my hip. I’d left Sigrún at the motel, deciding instead to take the dragon sword Kusanagi, and it felt cool and heavy against the palm of my hand.

By then we all heard it—the guttural growl of an enraged big cat. Then there it was, climbing up over the walls that surrounded the mezzanine. A massive beast of a cat, at least the size of a donkey, with paws as big as a bear’s, and a brindled coat of dark gray fur.

It was a Mngwa, a violent predator imported from Tanzania centuries ago. It opened its mouth—revealing a mouthful of giant sharp teeth—to let out another short burst of a roar, and this time another Mngwa replied as it came up the stairs toward us.
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The three of us—two Valkyries and the son of a Valkyrie—should be enough to ward off two hungry giant jungle cats. Or at least that’s what I told myself as they circled toward us.

We stood with our backs together, each of us brandishing our own weapon. I had Kusanagi, while Quinn had brought her Valkyrie sword Eir, but it still didn’t glow its usual bright blue, despite the fact that we were surrounded. It wouldn’t be as powerful, since we weren’t assigned to kill these immortals, but it should be effective enough.

“Are we allowed to kill them?” Atlas asked as the Mngwas circled around us, talking to each other in their quick guttural bursts as their stubby tails swished behind them.

“Let’s make sure they don’t kill us, and we’ll take it from there,” Quinn said.

One of the Mngwas swatted at her, but Quinn swung her sword right back, and it stepped away. But a second later the other Mngwa swatted at me, and then the first cat moved closer. They were feeling us out, checking for weaknesses.

“Maybe you should use the spear,” Quinn said through gritted teeth.

“No, it’s not for that,” Atlas insisted before I could respond, but it was a moot point. The spear was safely inside my bag, and I wouldn’t be able to get to it—not before one of the Mngwas pounced on me.

Thunder rolled overhead, and the cats had apparently tired of testing us. They had made their decision.

The larger of the two leapt at Atlas, going right for his throat. He tried to stab it, but the creature knocked the sword from his hand and had him laid on the ground within seconds.

I dove at the Mngwa, driving my sword between its shoulder blades. It let out an angry yowl and swatted at me. I ducked, but one of its massive claws managed to connect with my forearm, slicing through my skin and muscle.

Quinn was busy taking on the other Mngwa, trying to chase it off the temple, but I barely had a chance to look at her. Atlas was bleeding and making an awful wet bubbling sound when he breathed, and the big cat wasn’t keen on letting him go.

I was hoping that after I stabbed it, it would come after me, but both of its back legs were firmly planted on Atlas’s torso as it swung at me and hissed. I stayed back just out of its reach and crouched down, waiting.

As soon as the beast turned its attention back on Atlas, I charged at it and dove onto its back. I stabbed it again, this time in the side, and when the cat tried to buck me off, I twisted the knife in deeper, lodging it between the ribs so I could use it as a handle.

The Mngwa ran in a circle, finally getting off of Atlas, and bit at me. To avoid getting a chunk taken out of me, I untwisted the knife, and fell free off the cat.

But now it was pissed and bleeding, and I was lying on the ground. When it stalked toward me, I kicked it in the face as hard as I could—twice in a row—before it let out an angry yowl and stepped back. It pawed its face, and I saw that I had managed to break one of its fangs, and the broken bit had gotten embedded in its lip.

Just then, lightning shot down—striking the top of the temple. A deafening crack of thunder reverberated through the air. Both of the Mngwas shrank back in fear, and then, bloodied and battered, they took off down the temple.

Quinn was still standing, and other than a quartet of claw marks that tore through her pants and into her thigh, she appeared okay. Atlas, on the other hand, was not doing well at all. His torso had been torn up by the Mngwa’s back claws, and his shoulder had a bite taken out of it. But his throat—pouring blood onto the ground around him, as he sputtered and tried futilely to hold it in—that was the scariest part.

“We’ve got to get him out of here,” Quinn said.

“Go get the ATV,” I told her as I crouched beside Atlas. “Bring it up here. We don’t have much time.”

But she was already running, racing down the steps. I ripped off part of Atlas’s shirt and held it against his neck, pressing it to the wound. With my other hand, I took his hand and held it. His hand was so much bigger, stronger, but his grip was weak, and his eyes were wide and terrified as he stared up at me.

“It’s gonna be okay, Atlas,” I promised him. “We’re gonna get help.”

By the time Quinn made it up with the ATV, his hand was barely even holding mine anymore. He’d closed his eyes, but he was struggling. Quinn and I managed to lift his hulking frame and get him in the passenger seat. There were only two seats, so I knelt behind him on the rear rack, leaning forward with one arm around him holding him in the chair and the other hanging on to the metal ATV frame.

“Hang on!” Quinn shouted before throwing the vehicle into gear and bouncing down the stairs.

It was a rough ride, but time was of the essence. Once we were down and out onto the game trail—which was relatively smooth sailing compared to the rest of the jungle—she asked, “What the hell happened up there?”

“I have no idea,” I said, narrowly dodging a branch as we drove through the dark forest.

“Do you think Odin sent them?” Quinn asked. “Or Ereshkigal?”

“I can’t think right now,” I said, which wasn’t a total lie. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to worry. I wanted to be out of the woods and at the hospital, where a doctor would tell me that Atlas was going to be okay, that everything would be okay.
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Everything was not okay.

Quinn and I returned to the motel an hour later, our clothes covered in drying blood. The doctors had stitched us up—her thigh had been worse than I’d thought and took over forty stitches, while my arm only needed a few.

But there hadn’t been anything they could do for Atlas. He was gone before we even made it to the hospital.

I was too numb to cry, but Oona wept as we told them what had happened. Asher’s face hardened, and I could see his jaw clenching. He stood off to the side of the room, inhaling tensely through his nose and staring out the window at the lightning storm that had yet to produce any rain.

I sat with Oona, rubbing her back gently as she softly cried, since that seemed like the only thing I could do to make anything even a little bit better. Valeska sat on the arm of the couch beside her with downcast eyes.

Quinn, meanwhile, was pacing the room like a caged animal. Her silver hair had been pulled up in a messy bun to keep it out of the blood. Atlas had been bleeding so profusely that our moving him around had left us covered in it. Her left thigh was bandaged in layers of gauze, but that didn’t slow her down.

“Where in the hell was Odin?” Quinn asked, demanding an answer she knew I didn’t have.

“I don’t know,” I replied wearily.

“He should’ve been there,” she persisted. “This never should’ve happened!”

I licked my lips before saying, “No, it shouldn’t have.”

“Where was he? How could he have left us out there like that?” Quinn ranted, and as she went on, her tone kept getting shriller and more unstable. “Why didn’t he help us?”

“I don’t know!” I snapped in frustration. “I don’t know where he is or what he’s doing! I know as much as you do, okay?”

Quinn stopped pacing to look at me. “Well, I know that it really seems like we’re all totally fucked right about now.” Her eyes were daring me to disagree with her, but I couldn’t.

“Maybe we should all take a step back and catch our breath.” Oona sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “We’ve all been through a lot.”

“That’s true,” Valeska agreed wearily. “And we’ve still got a lot more left to go, I imagine.” She lifted her eyes and let her gaze bounce slowly between Quinn and me. “What are we going to do from here?”

I ran my hand through my long tangles of hair and exhaled. “I’ll have to contact Samael and let him know about Atlas, so he can make arrangements for getting him back home.”

“Well, that’s a start,” Valeska said.

“Could they have been after the spear?” Asher asked quietly, speaking for the first time in quite a while. He’d been standing with his back to me, staring out the window, but now he turned around, facing me.

“I don’t think so. I mean, they’re immortal, but they’re animals,” I reasoned. “I don’t think they really follow orders, and they never went anywhere near my bag.”

“But this isn’t normal behavior,” Quinn insisted, as if anyone had been pretending that any of this was normal. “Not for Mngwas or any jungle cat to attack in the middle of a lightning storm on top of a temple.”

“The animals have been acting really strangely lately.” Oona leaned forward, resting her arms on her legs. “Remember the shunka warakins that went after us outside of the Gates of Kurnugia? And that olitau that flew over the walls?”

Everything about tonight had been bizarre. The storm, Odin’s absence, the fact that I sensed the Mngwas before they arrived even though I wasn’t assigned to kill them.

“What if they’re targeting us? Because we’re Valkyries?” Quinn asked, her voice still tilting toward shrill.

She wasn’t pacing, but she kept shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She couldn’t stand still. Her lips were pursed, her eyes wide, and I realized that for the first time I was seeing what she looked like when she was afraid.

“But the only reason we’re still alive is because we’re Valkyries,” I argued. “Atlas is a huge strong dude, and they knocked him down like he was nothing. We could only fight them so well because our blood weakens them.”

“Was,” Oona corrected me quietly. “Atlas was a strong dude.”

“It’s not logical or rational. You said it yourself—they’re animals,” Quinn countered, practically talking over Oona. “But a shark doesn’t make a conscious decision to chase a wounded animal. It’s something instinctual.”

“We’re not wounded animals,” I said. “I mean, we weren’t. Not before they attacked us.”

“But they can sense weakness,” Valeska said as she considered Quinn’s theory. “That’s probably why they went after Atlas first, and they must think you’re getting weaker, too, or they wouldn’t have braved attacking him while you were around.”

“Oh, hell,” Asher muttered and turned to look back out the window.

“That would make sense. The Jorogumo affected you so much worse than it should’ve,” Quinn said, referring to my first run-in with Amaryllis Mori when I sent her to the underworld.

Oona leaned back on the couch, taking it all in. “Whatever is happening in Kurnugia is affecting your Valkyrie powers.”

“We can’t stay here,” Asher said emphatically. “We’re too close to the entrance to Kurnugia. The underworld has a stronger hold here.”

“I’ll call Samael, and we can get things figured out.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But you’re right. We should head out in the morning.”

There really wasn’t anything more for us to do in Caana City. I couldn’t keep going to the temple hoping that Odin would show up, especially not after what had happened tonight.

Besides that, he was a Vanir god. He could find me.

“I need some air and something to drink,” Quinn announced and started walking toward the door.

“You’re covered in blood!” Oona pointed out, sounding alarmed.

But Quinn was totally nonplussed and didn’t slow her steps. “That should scare off any riffraff on my way to the liquor store.”

“You shouldn’t go out alone,” Valeska said as she stood up. “I’ll go with you.”

They were out the door within seconds, leaving Asher, Oona, and me in a tense silence as we all thought about where we’d been and where we were going. After a few minutes of that, I excused myself to go get cleaned up.

It wasn’t until I went into the bathroom and I saw my reflection—the blood drying on my ashen cheeks, the leaves from the forest that the frantic ATV ride left tangled in my hair—that I really felt it hit me. I rushed over to the toilet and threw up what little I had eaten that day. Afterward, while washing off my face and hands, I heard a soft knock at the bathroom door.

“Are you okay?” Asher asked, opening the door a crack when I didn’t answer.

I turned around and faced him, leaning against the cold metal sink. “Sure. Why not?”

He came into the room and pulled me roughly into his arms. I pressed my face against his chest and leaned fully on him, letting him be my strength when I had none.
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Quinn was hungover when we boarded the NorAm Overland Express in the afternoon, but Valeska seemed no worse for wear, which was impressive given the fact that I heard them drinking and talking all night long. Somehow, Asher and Oona had managed to sleep through it in the bedroom with me, but I hadn’t been so lucky.

We sat on the second story of the double-decker carriage, the same way we had on the way here. But this time we did it for different reasons. The upper story had a big storage area in the back, which was reserved for large pieces of luggage or other oversized personal belongings.

In our case, that included the body of our friend and guard, Atlas Malosi.

Samael had arranged for him to come back with us, which did seem like the most fitting way for him to come home. The conversation I’d had with Samael had been brief, with him sounding rather shell-shocked as he repeatedly asked me if I was all right.

I lied and told him I was. I insisted that everything else was fine, and Samael told me to hop on the first Overland back to the city. I pretended that I could handle this, that I wasn’t drowning in my own inability to protect Atlas and Asher and everyone I cared about.

I tried not to think about it as I slouched down in my seat. I put on a pair of oversized sunglasses I’d bought at the terminal. The warm sun that shone through the skylights—the sun that seemed so refreshing and beautiful a day ago—was now just an irritating reminder.

Fortunately, my lack of sleep the last few days finally caught up with me, and I was able to sleep through the majority of the long ride on the express. We had a stop in Texas, but I spent the whole time in the terminal, flipping through a paperback that someone had left on a bench.

Some twenty-eight hours after we first boarded the NorAm in Belize, we finally arrived back in Chicago. The sun was beginning to set as the express pulled into the city, and soon the towering skyscrapers blocked out what little light was left.

We waited on the platform, which was glowing from the bright billboards and flat-screen televisions that played NorAm info on an endless loop. At the end of the concrete platform, a large black hearse was parked in the emergency zone, which was marked by neon orange lights zigzagging through the pavement.

Four members of the Evig Riksdag—all in matching dark gray jumpsuits with copper patches on their shoulders in the shape of the three horns of Odin—unloaded the white rectangular box that the hospital had sent Atlas home in. They wheeled it past us, without looking at us or saying a word, and then loaded it into the hearse.

“Where are they taking him?” Oona asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Probably wherever his family requested he go.”

We all stood together on the platform, our bags on shoulders or at our feet, and we watched as the hearse drove off.

“I should be getting home,” Asher said. He moved so he was standing in front of me. “You could come with me.”

“No, I can’t. I have stuff I need to do.”

“I understand.” He chewed his lip for a moment, debating something, before saying, “We’ll talk soon, okay?”

“Of course.” I smiled weakly at him. He kept looking at me, like he wanted to say something more, but he never did. He just nodded, picked up his bags, and walked down to the cab line.

“I should get down to the Riks to see Samael,” I said.

“I’m going with you, you know,” Quinn said matter-of-factly.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

She scoffed. “Yeah, I do.”

“Can I hitch a ride with you guys?” Valeska asked. “I need to see Samael, too.”

“Gosh, now I feel left out because I’m the only one going home,” Oona said with a weak laugh.

“I’ll be home soon,” I said, then quickly amended it with, “I hope.”

“Do you want me to give you a ride?” Quinn offered Oona. She’d made the same offer to Asher earlier, but he insisted on taking a cab, since his place was the opposite direction of where we needed to be downtown.

“Nah, I can catch a cab.” She slung her backpack over shoulder, then turned to face me. To my surprise, she threw her arms around me, hugging me quickly but tightly.

“I love you, Mal,” she said, before she released me.

“What … why did you say that?” I asked, stumbling over my words in my surprise.

She shrugged. “You looked like you needed to hear it, and I do, so why not say it?”
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Being back in the city felt so strange. It had only been just over a week since I’d left, and the city hadn’t changed at all. But that week had been so intense and surreal, some part of me had believed that things couldn’t be “normal” here. Because I was different, the world would be, too.

But the city was exactly as I had left it. A thin layer of smog blanketed everything, and all the lights—from cars, streetlamps, shop windows, and glowing adverts—seemed to be in a competition about which could blind me the most.

Traffic was a nightmare, both on the streets and the sidewalks, with pedestrians squeezing through bumper-to-bumper hovercars without paying us any mind. Last I heard, the population for the metro area had ballooned to over thirty-one million (and climbing), and based on how slowly we were crawling through the city, it seemed like half of them were downtown.

The overcrowding only added to the claustrophobic feel of the buildings soaring hundreds of feet in the air around us, many of them covered with billboards and posters. They lined every narrow street, with a thick layer of pedestrians and pop-up shops and food carts sandwiched between the buildings and the streets.

It was a nice night, at least for Illinois in late October, with an invigorating crispness to the air, so I rolled down the window of Quinn’s car. Of course, that meant I was also letting in all the noise that was the song of the city—endless honking, snippets of music, people talking, laughing, cursing, and vendors selling their wares.

(In the eternal question, “Would I like an overpriced statue of the Willis Tower or a tonic made of vampire blood?” the answer was always “No.”)

With the open window also came the smell. The scent of a million different beings and a thousand different cuisines mixed with exhaust and garbage created a ghastly but familiar aroma that was oddly comforting.

This—despite all its faults—was home, and I was glad to have made it back.

Eventually, after being caught in traffic long enough that Quinn had started threatening every driver within a twenty-foot radius of her car, we finally made it to the very heart of downtown, where the Evig Riksdag sat.

It was much smaller than all the buildings around it, and much more oddly shaped. While the architecture in downtown generally favored practicality, so that most buildings were slight variations of skyscraping rectangles, the Riks had taken a much different approach and built a concrete mushroom.

The design actually allowed it to be more secure, with the lower twenty floors narrow and nearly windowless. The top ten floors—where all the important celestial work took place—were much wider than the base and held up by metal supports.

Once we parked in the underground garage—passing through three separate security checkpoints on the way—Quinn, Valeska, and I took the elevator up to the twenty-ninth floor. When we got off, a long hallway of black marble floors and copper walls stretched out before us. At the very end was my Eralim Samael’s office, but standing between us was a massive bronze door and a solitary guard.

The last time I had been here, there were two. There’d always been two, actually. But now Atlas was gone, leaving only Godfrey Wright to guard Samael.

Godfrey was a hulking cyclops, standing well over seven feet, with a giant bulbous eye that seemed to stare at everything and nothing all at once. His scalp was always shaved smooth, and he had a wide flat nose in the center of his rather square head. He was a man of few words, and I had no way of knowing how he really felt about anything, including myself, Atlas, and the whole world.

“We’re here to see Samael,” Quinn said when we reached Godfrey, and I was glad that she was the one doing the talking.

He didn’t say anything, but he looked down at us with his single eye—unblinking, unmoving. I don’t know that I’d ever felt as small as I did when he was appraising me then, so I avoided his gaze and looked at the dual black armbands wrapped around his thick bicep.

They were bands of remembrance for fallen comrades. One was for Marlow, my mother, and the other was for Atlas.

Godfrey reached for the door to open it for us, but he stopped, letting his hand linger on the bronze handle. “Samael has been very worried about you,” he said in his rumbling baritone, and that was all. I thought he might say more, but he just opened the door and we went into Samael’s office.

I’d never seen any of the other Eralim’s offices, so I didn’t know how Samael’s stacked up against theirs, but it always seemed to me that it had to be one of the nicer ones. Everything was meticulously arranged, like it was set to be photographed for an art deco magazine.

He had little in the way of furniture—a large desk in front of the glass wall, a few chairs and a sofa, and his display shelves that housed art he’d collected over the centuries, as well as a secret cache of ancient weapons.

Samael had been standing at the window looking out at the city below, but when we came in he turned to face us and threw his arms up in his excitement.

Despite the fact that he’d been born over three centuries ago, he still had the appearance and exuberance of someone in his twenties, although his usual glee had been tempered since Marlow’s death. He’d even seemed to age some—not a lot, but there were lines in his smooth umber skin that didn’t used to be there.

Still, he was handsome, the way all Eralim tended to be. His aquamarine eyes were bright under a strong brow, and natural highlights coursed through his dark curls. Today he wore his thick hair up in a bun, and the sleeves of his white dress shirt were pushed up to the elbows.

“You’re here! You’re finally here!”

Theoretically, Samael was speaking to all of us, but his eyes were on me, and I was the first—and only—one that he pulled into a hug. He always smelled of autumn leaves, even though I hardly ever saw him leave this building.

He released me, but kept his hands on my shoulders for a moment, inspecting me to make sure that I was all right. Ever since my mom had died, whenever we met he looked at me with this earnest intensity, like I was a damaged puppy that had been abandoned at the shelter and he was the in-over-his-head prospective adopting parent hoping that a few kind words and meaningful hugs could erase all the pain that had come before.

Finally he moved on to Quinn, putting a hand on her shoulder as he said, “Quinn, are you holding up okay? Malin told me you were injured.”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” she said with a shrug, and the scar from an ennedi between her collarbones was proof enough of that.

Valeska had taken a step back from us and folded her arms firmly across her chest, presumably to ward off any hugs or touching Samael might attempt. Usually I didn’t find him to be much of a touchy-feely kinda guy, but extreme situations had a way of bringing all kinds of reactions out of people.

“Valeska, it’s always good to see you,” he said, as she eyed him warily from under her thick lashes. “Thank you for coming in to to help with this. I know you put yourself at great risk, and I don’t know how much could’ve been accomplished without you.”

“We didn’t accomplish much with me,” Valeska replied dryly, then looked over at me and Quinn. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I said. “I wouldn’t exactly call our mission a rousing success.”

“I know you filled me in briefly on the phone, but would you want to sit down and talk about it? All of us together?” Samael asked. “What exactly happened?”

We sat down in his sitting area—me in his three-legged chair that had clearly been designed for style and not comfort, and Quinn on the black velvet couch next to Samael. He leaned forward, resting his arm on his knees like he was hanging on every word—and I began telling him everything, from the moment we first arrived in the Gates of Kurnugia.

How we found Tamerlane Fayette and I killed him, but he was only bait for a trap that Ereshkigal had set. How Gugalanna kidnapped Asher, and how Odin found me outside of the hospital in Caana City and sent me to retrieve the Valhallan cloak.

As I spoke, summarizing all the fantastic and horrifying details of entering Kurnugia, running into Lyra, and eventually making our way to Zianna, Valeska never sat down. She stood off to the side, occasionally interjecting when she thought I’d forgotten or misspoke about something.

When I got to the part about Zianna, Samael noticeably blanched. The only time I’d ever seen him look even remotely stricken like that was when he saw my mom right after she’d been murdered.

“They got into Zianna?” he asked in a quiet gasp.

I nodded. “Yeah. We escaped when it was beginning. Gugalanna and Ereshkigal looked intent on taking it over.”

“Holy shit.” He tented his fingers and stared off into space. “It’s really happening.”

“Brace yourself, Samael,” Valeska said. “Malin hasn’t even gotten to the worst part.”





FORTY-FOUR

Valeska walked over to Samael’s desk, where he kept a crystal bowl stocked with whatever unusual delicacy he was in the mood to snack on. Usually it was something unsettling, but she braved it, scooping up a handful without hesitation.

“And what’s the worst part?” Samael asked, looking back over his shoulder at her, and honestly, I was curious about what Valeska might consider the worst.

“Odin’s missing.” She held up what looked like a jelly bean but with a dark center, inspecting it briefly before popping it in her mouth. She chewed it for a moment, before shrugging and carrying the bowl back with her.

“I mean, losing your friend was the worst part for all of you, and it really does suck about Atlas,” Valeska amended her statement as she sat down in the chair next to mine. “He seemed like a nice guy. But I would say that Odin’s disappearance is a bigger problem for mankind as a whole.”

“We don’t know that he’s missing,” I argued. “He just didn’t show up.”

“It was a really strange night,” Quinn agreed. “We don’t know what kept him.”

“First off, he’s a Vanir god. He can be anywhere at any time,” Valeska contended as she munched on the strange jelly beans. “Being omnipresent is one of their coolest abilities. And second, you had his spear. His mega-important enchanted spear that has been hidden for like a million years or whatever. And now he’s about to get it back, and he misses his chance to get it?”

She shook her head. “Doesn’t add up.”

“Are you suggesting that he was kidnapped or held hostage or something?” I asked, then looked over at Samael. “Is that even possible?”

He shook his head. “I don’t really know much about what the world of Vanaheimr is like.”

“Where do you go when you die?” Valeska asked abruptly.

“Me?” Samael asked, looking taken aback. “When my time is up, I will go to Vanaheimr.”

“Is your mom there now?” Valeska asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “My mom was a Valkyrie, so she died about two hundred and fifty years ago.”

“Your mom was a Valkyrie?” Valeska sat up straighter and her eyes widened. “Wait. How does that work?”

“Every Eralim has two parents, with the mother being a Valkyrie and the father being a Seraph,” Samael explained. “The idea is that we are to exist as a bridge between the earthly world and the mystical one. Eralim are immortal, but we are unable to have children.”

“Oh, like a mule or a liger,” Valeska said.

He smirked. “Something like that.”

“But if your dad’s a Seraph, isn’t he gone by now? Can’t you ask him what’s up?” Valeska asked. “Seraphim go to Vanaheimr, right?”

“Yes, he has passed onto Vanaheimr, but the Seraphim there can’t have any contact with anyone on earth,” Samael said. “Very few immortals are allowed into the Vanaheimr—only those that work for the Evig Riksdag, actually—but they have very strict rules in place. If he were to speak to me now, my ears would bleed, my eyes would explode, and I would die a painful death.”

“Have you ever met Odin?” I asked Samael, getting the conversation back on track.

“A few times, but not many,” Samael replied. “There aren’t many occasions for Eralim to interact with him, and they like to keep it that way.”

“What about any of the other Vanir gods?” I asked, remembering when Sedna had asked me if Odin was working alone.

He thought for a moment, then said, “Zeus, once, a very long time ago. But that’s it. They tend not to grace the earth with their presence.”

“Can you ask your boss about Odin?” I suggested. “Maybe see if they’ve heard anything about what he might be up to?”

“I could…” Samael allowed. “But then that would mean I’d have to explain how my Valkyrie-in-training not only had unauthorized contact with a Vanir god, but broke into their underworld prison. And she did it all with my permission.”

“But Zianna has fallen.” I leaned forward. “Does anybody upstairs have any idea what’s going on? What’s coming for the world?”

“They’re supposed to.” He rubbed his chin. “And they might. But I’m not part of the big discussions. I get handed assignments, and then I hand them down to the Valkyries. The bulk of my job is training Valkyries and handling any problems that arise with them. All the decisions and plotting and info, that’s all above me.”

“So what you’re saying is that we’re on our own?” Valeska asked.

Samael licked his lips. “For the time being, yes. I would say that we are.”

We lapsed into silence for a moment, all of us thinking about what this meant for us and what we were going to do.

Samael broke the silence first, saying, “But that’s okay.” He nodded, as if to convince himself. “For now, you all should go about living your lives as normally as possible while I try to figure out what our next move should be.”

“What about Odin?” I asked. “And the spear?”

“I’ll find out as much as I can without raising suspicions.” He looked over at me. “And what you do with the spear right now is up to you.”

I rubbed my temple and weighed the options. I could keep it, which could draw unwanted attention, and if someone had done something to Odin to get it, they could easily do something to me. I didn’t stand a chance against something capable of incapacitating a Vanir god.

Or—

“Could you keep it here?” I asked Samael. “I can’t imagine a safer place for it than locked up with your weapons, inside the Evig Riksdag, surrounded by Vörðr and guards.”

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll always help in any way I can.”

I took the spear out of my bag and handed it to Samael, who took a moment to admire it. It was beautiful, as far as weapons went. The camahueto horn used for the shaft had an otherworldly sheen twisting through it, and the red glass looked like a glimmering ruby.

“So this is the legendary Gungnir,” he mused.

Samael got up and strode over to the shelves that lined his wall. Antiquities and priceless objets d’art were carefully displayed. On a lower shelf he moved aside a totem to reveal a touch screen. After tapping in a few numbers and having his hand scanned, the screen beeped, and a concealed drawer popped open. He cushioned the spear in the black velvet lining, then closed the drawer and locked it.

We all talked for a bit longer, mostly rehashing our plans and him reiterating that we needed to lie low for now. Meanwhile, Valeska had nearly polished off the bowl of jelly-bean-like confections.

Just before we were about to leave, Samael stopped us. “Oh, there is one more thing. It’s a bit uncomfortable, given the situation, but I have to ask you a question, Valeska.”

“Me?” She glanced back at me and Quinn. “What?”

“With the turmoil in the underworld, and the tragedy that befell Atlas, I’ve found myself short a guard in a time when I need it most.” He was almost sheepish as he spoke, with one hand in his pocket. “You’ve proven yourself to be intelligent, tough, and resourceful. I would be happy to have you working for me, if you’re interested.”

Valeska only considered this for a second before shrugging and saying, “Sure, why not? The world’s gonna end, I might as well get a front seat to the show.”
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After the long conversation with Samael, Quinn suggested heading out to Carpe Noctem for drinks and liliplum. But I was eager to pick up my wolpertinger and get back to my own apartment, so I declined.

Not that Quinn or Valeska seemed to notice or mind. I got off the elevator on the lobby level so I could hail a cab, but they were heading below to the garage. They had been talking nonstop the whole ride down, and when I got off the elevator I turned back to wave to them, and they didn’t even see me.

They stood so close to each other they were nearly touching, and Valeska leaned over, making a joke about the jelly beans, and Quinn threw her head back, laughing. That’s what I saw as the door slid shut.

Good for them, was what I told myself as I tried to ignore the pinch of jealousy. Quinn and I weren’t a good fit for each other, and I’d told her as much. She had every right to flirt and find happiness with someone else.

And all that was true, but it still hurt in a strange way. Her happiness made me happy, but part of me was still a little sad that that happiness couldn’t be with me. Even if it was my fault and my choice.

Fortunately, I was too exhausted to worry too much. I sank low in the back of the cab and looked out the window at all the mortals and immortals going about their daily life. I wondered if any of them knew what was brewing below the surface. I wondered which side they would be on.

Galel’s Garage was closed when I got there, so I went around back, up the stairs to Jude Locklear’s apartment. I knocked on the door, hoping he was home, since I hadn’t contacted him to let him know I would be there.

But, much to my relief, he was home. He answered the door shirtless, but that was just like him. Not that I was complaining anyway.

His broad chest and abs looked like they had been chiseled from marble, all rippling muscles and smooth dark olive skin. His wavy black hair parted around his two thick ram’s horns before landing at his shoulders, and his dark eyebrows arched sharply, giving him a permanent look of suggestive playfulness.

I suspected that he’d gotten his ridiculous good looks from his incubus father, but fortunately Jude’s demonic heritage had never put a damper on our friendship. Because he was a Cambion, he was mortal, and that helped, but Jude was always the kinda guy who let stuff slide off his back. Which was why our arrangement as friends-with-benefits had worked out so well with me for so long.

He grinned broadly. “Hey, you made it back alive!”

“I did. And I come bearing gifts.” I held up the lime-green T-shirt I’d gotten him, one that would most likely barely fit over his broad shoulders and thick biceps.

“You better Belize it”? He laughed as he read it. “What is this?”

“I picked it up at the Overland terminal.”

“Well, thank you.” He stepped back, inviting me in. “Wanna have a drink?”

I smiled ruefully. A small part of me would’ve loved to hang out with Jude and have a drink, just like old times, before all the insanity. But a larger part knew it wouldn’t be right, not with Asher in the picture, and, more importantly, while Jude was fun, the times I’d had with him didn’t compare to my times with Asher.

“Thanks, but I can’t stay long,” I said. “I wanted to get Bowie out of your hair and head back home.”

At the sound of his name, my chubby little wolpertinger came racing around the corner. He was a peach-colored bunny with two tiny antlers between his big ears and a pair of feathered wings that he was too fat to use.

“Hey, Bunny Bo!” I said, using my nickname for him, and I crouched down so he could dive into my arms. He cooed as he nuzzled up against me, giving me tiny little kisses as his antlers scraped my chin. “How are you doing?”

“He was really good,” Jude said. “I actually liked the little fella. I might have to get one myself.”

“Yeah, they do make great pets.”

Jude leaned against the doorframe beside me. “How are you doing, Malin? Did everything work out okay for you?”

I laughed, focusing on the soft feel of Bowie’s fur as he cuddled up to me so I wouldn’t cry. “I made it out alive.”

“That bad?” he asked, and I looked up to see him grimacing. “You know, if you need a hand, I’m always happy to help.”

“I know. I don’t want you to get messed up in…” I floundered, searching for an innocent way to describe the situation before lamely finishing with, “Whatever it is that I’m messed up in.”

“Well, if you ever reconsider or it gets to be too much, you know how to reach me.”

Jude began gathering up Bowie’s things, putting his food and dishes in a bag. He brought over the carrier, and I put my wolpertinger inside. He was so excited for cuddles, I had to push the door shut and lock it in a hurry.

“Oh, I got the little guy something!” Jude snapped his fingers, then walked across to his small living room to pick up a black canvas contraption sitting on an end table.

“What?” I straightened up. “You didn’t have to get him anything.”

“No, it was no problem.” He smiled. “I could hear him hopping around if I went down to the garage to work, and he sounded so anxious when I left. I thought I could take him down to work with me, but I didn’t want him to get run over or anything. So I went out and I picked him up this Babybjörn.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” I held up my hands, stopping him as I barely contained my giggling. “You got a baby carrier for my wolpertinger? And you wore him around? Like on your back?”

“Yeah.” Jude laughed. “I did! And he liked it. It worked out well.”

“Oh, I wish I could’ve seen that.” I put a hand over my mouth in an attempt to keep the laughter back. “How much do I owe you?”

“Don’t worry about it.” He shook his head. “We can settle up the next time you bring your luft in, and let’s face it, we both know you’re going to bring your luft in again.”

“Thank you again.” I smiled at him. “With everything going on, it was a really big help that I didn’t have to worry about Bowie, because I knew he was in good hands with you.”

“Well, you do know how good my hands are,” Jude teased.

I gathered up Bowie and his things, thanking Jude again as he walked me to the door. When I left, he leaned against the doorframe and watched me go down the stairs.

“If you need anything, call me,” Jude called after me. “And don’t be a stranger.”

It wasn’t until after I’d left and began the long walk back to my apartment building that I realized I shouldn’t have let my cab go when I arrived. Jude’s place was right at the end of New Edgewater, where the roads changed from pavement to canals, and it was only a few blocks down to my place out on the lake. But they were big city blocks, and Bowie and his food weighed a lot.

I had to make my way along the crowded sidewalks, dodging between everyone with my arms full, while also struggling to avoid both getting splashed with the murky water as hovercars sped by and falling in myself. Both of those scenarios would be disastrous because the water smelled of gasoline and dead fish and the scent would linger for hours, even after a shower.

Finally I reached the Tannhauser Towers in all their faded glory and rode the elevator up to the sixty-seventh floor. As I walked down the long hallway to our apartment, I heard our neighbors—TVs blaring too loud, couples fighting, a baby crying, and some strange dubstep polka that I hoped didn’t catch on.

Our little apartment had been billed as a “luxurious two bedroom, one bath” despite the fact that it was essentially a living room/kitchen combo with two closet-sized bedrooms and an even smaller bathroom, and I would definitely not describe the concrete floor or metal walls as luxurious.

The only nice thing was the window that took up the entire exterior wall. It gave us a view of the canal below, but the other buildings and their noxious billboards blocked us from seeing much beyond that.

When I came in, Oona was on the couch with her feet propped up on the coffee table. The little TV affixed to the wall outside our bathroom was on, playing a trashy old slasher flick. On the table in front of her was one of the bottles of soursop wine she’d bought before we left Belize and two large plastic tumblers, and a super-sized bag of delicious fried kibbeh was on her lap. We usually bought them from a vendor down the street from us, because they were the best in the city.

“Hey,” Oona said through a mouthful of food, and the second I let Bowie out of his cage he hopped up on the couch to see her. “Bowie!”

I finished unloading all of my and Bowie’s stuff while he and Oona greeted each other with lots of cooing and kisses.

“Mal, come join us,” Oona suggested. “Putting your stuff away can wait until tomorrow.”

She wasn’t wrong, and I was exhausted, so I sat down beside her. She nudged the empty tumbler toward me with her foot, and I poured myself a drink before settling back onto the couch.

“What are we watching?” I asked as I pilfered a couple kibbeh croquettes from her bag.

“I don’t know, but that girl there is about to get stabbed a bunch,” she said.

And that’s how we spent the next couple hours. Drinking wine and eating lukewarm kibbeh with Bowie sprawled out between us, snoring softly. I was more than content to spend the rest of the night that way, but a knock came at the door after midnight and interrupted our plans.





FORTY-SIX

“Maybe you shouldn’t answer that,” Oona warned me as she sat up and put her glass on the table. “It could be a murderer.”

I was already halfway to the door, so I scoffed. “You’ve been watching too many scary movies.”

“Or maybe you haven’t been watching enough,” she countered.

I rolled my eyes and opened the door to find Asher. He had a shadow of stubble growing on his face, and there were dark circles under his eyes. But otherwise, he looked better. Much better, actually, than when I had seen him last. His color had returned, and he stood a bit taller, as if a weight had been lifted on his return to the city.

“Hey,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“My grandma is smothering me, and I couldn’t sleep.” His eyes landed hopefully on mine. “I thought I’d see if you were still up.”

“Yeah, I’m up, come on in.” I stepped back, allowing him in, then locked the door securely behind him.

“Hi, Ash,” Oona said as she stood up and clicked off the TV. “Don’t mind me. I’m heading to bed.”

“Oona, you don’t have to do that,” I said, but she waved me off.

“No, no, I’ve already drunk too much wine anyway,” she insisted as she walked into her room. “I’ll see you guys in the morning.” She winked at me before closing her bedroom door.

Through the thin cold metal walls I could hear the neighbors arguing about who had done all their drugs (spoiler alert: it was both of them), so I turned on the stereo to drown them out. Since Oona was in bed, I didn’t turn it up too loud, just enough to let the mellow instrumental music blanket the room.

I picked up the wine bottle, swirling the pale yellow liquid around before asking Asher, “Do you want anything to drink? We still have a little bit of wine left.”

“That’d be nice. Thanks.”

“So, your grandma is being a bit much?” I asked as I grabbed a beer mug from the kitchen.

He lingered in the living room, walking slowly around the small space and admiring our décor. We didn’t have a great deal, both because we were broke and because we didn’t have the space for it.

Our shoes were piled up by the door, under an overflowing coatrack. The end tables were homemade from cinder blocks and metal Jude had given us. On top of them were books piled up, a few candles, and a nice incense burner that had been a gift form Oona’s cousin Minerva.

Beyond that, there wasn’t much to the place. We had a couple posters—one of lagomorphs with pictures and boxes explaining the differences between jackalopes, wolpertingers, rabbits, pikas, and colugos and a fantasy-inspired one for Oona’s favorite band, a dream-pop duo called Eden’s Eternity—and a brightly colored tapestry that Oona had hung above our old couch. A couple throw pillows that Oona’s mother had made and a threadbare rug on the floor completed the picture.

“That’s an understatement,” Asher said with a sigh. “I didn’t even tell her everything that happened. I toned it down as much as I could, but she was still this awful combination of livid, panic-stricken, and affectionate. She kept yelling at me while she was hugging me.”

“I’m sorry.” I poured wine into the glass and handed it to him. “That sounds uncomfortable, but she’s freaked out because she loves you.”

An unfortunate apology flashed in his eyes—the one that said he’d just remembered how cold and terrible my mother was, so he shouldn’t complain about being loved too much.

“I know,” he said, softening his complaints. “And I love her, too. I just needed some space.”

“Yeah, I get that, too.”

We stood in the middle of the living room, both of us slowly sipping our wine. The lights from the billboards across the way shone through the large window, so shades of red and blue played across the room, giving us a soft, ever-changing mood lighting.

I wondered if I should suggest we sit down, but the truth was I didn’t feel like sitting. There was enough alcohol in me to numb the ache in my arms and legs, and while I had been content relaxing with Oona, I’d begun to feel restless when Asher came in through the door.

“I’m not intruding, am I?” he asked, then took a half step back, toward the door. “I can go. I wanted to get out and move and clear my head.”

“No, you’re not intruding.” I put a hand on his arm to stop him. “I’m glad you came over.”

He moved closer to me. “Yeah?”

“Believe it or not, I like having you around.” I smirked.

“Yeah, I figured that when you braved the underworld to rescue me.”

“I didn’t go there for you,” I corrected him, but I felt heat flushing my cheeks.

The sunstone had inadvertently shown everyone exactly how I felt about Asher, and I hated having my feelings out in the open like that. It left me exposed and vulnerable. Even now, standing with him, I wanted to downplay it, pretend I didn’t care as much as I did, but I held my tongue and forced myself not to run away.

“Right.” He set his glass down on the table and moved even closer to me. “The sólarsteinn brought you to me.”

The light that splashed across his face shifted again, changing to pale blue. It did this wonderful thing to his eyes, making them almost glow in the dark room as he looked down at me.

“To be fair, my heart brought me,” I admitted.

His voice was low, almost a whisper, when he said, “Finding me was your heart’s greatest desire.”

“I wanted you safe and I wanted you back,” I said as the truth came tumbling out.

I hadn’t meant for it to, but something about Asher made it so I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t want to hide from him, the way I did most everyone else. I stood before him, defenseless and honest and totally unafraid, because the way he looked at me—with such unabashed yearning and warmth—I knew I had nothing to be afraid of. Not from him.

“Do you know what my greatest desire is right now?” he asked.

“What?”

He didn’t answer, not right away, and instead he moved even closer, so his lips were mere inches from mine. His eyes were wide open, looking in my eyes—looking through me, it felt like.

And then his mouth was on mine, hungry but gentle in a way that only he could be. His hand was on the small of my back, strong and firm as he held me to him, and I wrapped my arms around his neck.

This time, he was restrained, and I was ravenous. I wanted him, almost desperately. It was an ache deep within me—a pounding demand from my heart, and an insistent heat in the base of my stomach.

I was pulling him with me, backward to the bedroom, both of us refusing to stop kissing as we stumbled across the room. I nearly fell over my bag, but he caught me and lifted me up, carrying me to my room.

“I don’t think anyone’s ever carried me before, not since I was a kid.”

“I’m glad I could be your first,” he said with a laugh.

Then he was setting me down on the bed, and our clothes were off—not fast enough, it was never fast enough. I wanted to feel him—needed it, really—his bare skin against mine, as close as two people could get. I needed to know that he was real, he was really here with me, and as he kissed me I wanted to beg him not to leave me. I wanted to tell him that he could never leave me again, not like he did before, not even if it wasn’t his fault, because I couldn’t handle losing him again.

Because I loved him.

I’d fallen in love with him, and I wasn’t ever letting him go again.

But I didn’t say any of that. I couldn’t. I was too busy kissing him and touching him and letting his hands roam all over my body, and that was just as good. Maybe even better.
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I had been dreaming about a dark forest during a rainstorm, and I awoke in my own bed, with my sheets smelling of Asher—woodsy and dark and crisp. In the early morning light that streamed in through the slats of my blinds—still more of the pale blue before the golden hour—I could clearly see him sleeping beside me, and a rush of adoration and relief swept over me.

I wanted to snuggle up with him, but I was afraid of disturbing him, so I lay on my side, watching for a moment.

Then, abruptly, he twitched. His whole body trembled, then a quick spasm went through him, like he’d gotten a chill or a bad scare. He lay motionless for a second, then he moved again, almost thrashing, and he let out a moan.

I sat up and started shaking him. “Asher.”

He calmed a little, but he kept shivering, and his head twitched subtly.

“Asher!” I was nearly shouting by then, and he finally opened his eyes.

“Malin,” he said, his voice still thick with sleep, and his eyes closed again. “You shouldn’t have rescued me.”

“What? Are you okay?”

“You should’ve left me there,” he murmured.

“Asher!” I shook him again, because by now he had totally freaked me out. “I need you to wake up.”

“What?” He rubbed his eyes with the palm of his hand and looked up at me. “Malin? Are you okay?” He must’ve seen the panic on my face, because he sat up, quickly growing more alert. “What’s wrong?”

“You tell me.” I motioned toward him. “You were shaking and—and moaning.”

“I must’ve been having a bad dream.”

“You don’t remember it?”

He shook his head. “No. I know I’ve been having nightmares a lot since She’ol, but I don’t usually remember them.”

I hesitated before telling him the part that really scared me, but I decided that he should know. So I said, “You told me that I shouldn’t have rescued you.”

“I don’t know why I said that.” He reached over and rubbed my arm, comforting me, when he was the one having the nightmares. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

“Don’t apologize. You went through hell—literally.” I put my hand over his. “That’s not something you can just get over. I only want to make sure you’re okay.”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he assured me.

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He pulled me into his arms and back onto the bed. I lay with my head on his chest, listening to the steady thud of his heartbeat, and tracing my fingers along the edges of his gauze bandage that covered the marks on his chest. Before we’d finally fallen asleep last night, he’d assured me that the wounds weren’t bothering him and were healing well.

But I couldn’t tell if he was keeping anything from me. He wanted so badly to protect me from everything, I was afraid he would try to shield me from whatever he was going through.

“You can tell me anything,” I said now, looking at him. “You know that, right?”

He reached over, brushing the hair out of my face. “Yeah, of course.”

“Okay,” I said reluctantly, and cuddled up closer to him.

We lay in bed a little while longer, but sleep never returned for either of us, so we decided to get up. Despite the early hour, Oona was already awake. She was sitting on the couch, watching TV and eating thin pancakes out of a Styrofoam container.

“Morning,” she said. “We didn’t have any food—well, we had food, but most of it had expired while we were gone. So I ordered takeout for breakfast. There’s some in the kitchen if you want any.”

On the kitchen counters were several containers with Jaipur in the Morning written on the side in big, bold pink letters. When I peered inside them, I quickly deduced that those weren’t pancakes Oona was eating but pudla—a crepe-like food made from chickpeas. There were also several little containers of different types of chutney, including one that smelled heavily of cilantro, a syrupy one that I guessed was rhubarb, and a spicy bright orange marmalade.

The television had been on a commercial when we came out of the bedroom, but now it dinged excitedly as the show returned. I glanced at the TV to see a big graphic flying on the screen announcing BREAKING NEWS.

Behind the desk sat a pretty news reporter in her thirties, with perfectly highlighted hair and a pair of stylish glasses that walked the line between sophisticated intellectual and sexy librarian. I recognized her as Ellery Park, one of the top reporters for the twenty-four-hour news network NorNewsNow—the “#1 Station in North America,” if their claims were to be believed.

“We’ve been following today’s top stories,” Ellery said, speaking in the clean, clipped tones of a seasoned journalist. “The extreme and unusual weather conditions that have been devastating countries worldwide, leaving millions homeless and thousands injured or dead.”

“Malin, do you want anything?” Asher asked from behind me, as he made himself a plate, but I barely heard him. My eyes were glued to the television.

“Nah, you go ahead,” I said vaguely and sat down on the arm of the couch next to Oona to watch the story unfold.

“First, there was the deadly category five hurricane that has decimated Newfoundland, Canada, an unprecedented storm for the likes of the northern province,” Ellery said. “Then there are the raging brush fires that have been sweeping across Australia, which have completely destroyed entire cities and are moving toward heavily populated Sydney. Just this morning a massive earthquake hit Egypt, where the prime minister was reportedly trapped inside the rubble, along with fifty other members of parliament. There are also reports that a tsunami is heading for the coast of Brazil.

“Now, as if all that wasn’t enough, we’re getting word about sinkholes opening up all across the globe,” Ellery went on. “Some of them stretching as far as five miles wide, while most appear to be smaller than that. Scientists are racing to make sense of what could be causing these extreme natural disasters and discover if there is any connection between them.”

I slid off the arm of the couch and sank next to Oona. Bowie pushed at my hand with his head, so I absently petted him. My heart had dropped to my stomach, and I suddenly felt light-headed.

“What the hell is going?” I asked breathlessly.

“It’s all so crazy. And if you look at the crawl at the bottom of the screen, the weather isn’t even the only thing that’s going insane.”

Sure enough, running across the ticker next to the bright blue NNN logo was even more alarming text:

 … HAVE BEEN REPORTING SPIKES OF VIOLENT CRIME EVERYWHERE. WITH ATTACKS STRIKING PARIS, HAVANA, MOSCOW, AND JOHANNESBURG. RIOTING AND LOOTING HAVE ALSO BROKEN OUT IN CITIES ACROSS AMERICA, INCLUDING MEMPHIS, ATLANTA, SEATTLE, AND MINNEAPOLIS. SO FAR, NO FATALITIES HAVE BEEN REPORTED IN THE DOMESTIC ATTACKS, BUT MANY INJURIES AND MILLIONS OF DOLLARS OF PROPERTY DAMAGE ARE EXPECTED.…

“The sheer magnitude and scale of these weather events combined with their rapid-fire frequency has created a worldwide disaster of epic proportions,” Ellery Park was saying. “It is unlike anything we have ever seen before, but now is not the time for despair.

“Now we must pull together and help those in need,” she continued emphatically. “If you are displaced, injured, or unable to contact any of your loved ones in the affected areas, please go to our website to find help. And if you are looking to help others, we also have links on how to donate or where to volunteer.”

“Do you think this is it?” Oona asked softly. “Is this how the world ends?”





FORTY-EIGHT

The three of us—Asher, Oona, and myself—watched the news for longer than we should have.

We watched them talk to reporters on location surrounded by unimaginable destruction and devastation. We watched dozens of scientists, meteorologists, and even a few Eralim discussing what it all meant—if anything at all. We watched official statements from world leaders and dignitaries, from important immortals to former presidents, all expressing their condolences and encouragement that we use this time to come together and help one another.

But mostly we watched them all tiptoe around the words apocalypse or cataclysmic or end of days. The one scientist who did mention anything close to this—a brief mention of dinosaurs and meteors—was quickly cut off, and another, more soft-spoken talking head went back to the narrative that we should help each other.

And I think that was the part I found most unsettling. Twenty-four-hour news networks and the quick-paced news cycle relied on fear, on hype, and on excitable hyperbole to keep people tuning in. But this, if anything, seemed downplayed to me.

Three years ago, the day after New Year’s, we got five inches of snow in the evening, and every news station in town was calling it a “Snow-pocalypse.” Now the world was literally on fire with holes opening up with no explanation, and it was only “extreme” and “unusual” but “we should all focus on helping our neighbors.”

While that was a very nice sentiment, it did nothing to explain to me why they weren’t calling this what it was. Were they hiding the truth? Were they being directed to keep it as quiet as possible? Or were they attempting to help us through it all, as peacefully as they could, like the band playing on as the Titanic sank?

“That’s enough,” Oona decided, our pudla gone cold and untouched in front of us. She flipped through the channels, finding a soothing old cartoon about a talking dragon.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“Samael told you to wait for him to contact you, right?” Oona asked. “So, I think that’s what you should do.”

“But—”

“What, Mal? Are you gonna stop a hurricane?” Oona asked. “You already donated blood last month, and we don’t have any money to send anybody.”

I hated that she was right when I felt restless and had nothing I could do with it. I sank lower on the couch and folded my arms over my chest.

Asher leaned forward, rubbing his temple. “My head just started pounding. Would you guys happen to have an aspirin or something?”

“You came to the right girl!” Oona said, excited to be of help. She stood. “How bad is it on a scale of one to ten? That will help me decide what to give you.”

He winced. “Maybe an eight?”

“Got it.” She started walking toward her room, then paused and turned back to him. “Do you have any allergies?”

“Not that I know of,” he said, and she continued back to her room.

Once she was gone, I slid closer to him and rubbed his back. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I mean, my head hurts, but I think it’s because I haven’t been sleeping well lately,” he said, then yawned as if to accentuate his point. “Would you mind if I lie down for a bit? I could go back home—”

“No, you can take a nap here,” I assured him. “You can stay here as long as you want.”

“Thanks.” He smiled weakly at me, and I leaned over and kissed his temple.

Oona came back a few minutes later with two capsules filled with lime-green liquid that she assured Asher would take away any pains he had. He thanked her, then excused himself to go to my room and lie down for a while.

With Asher otherwise indisposed and Oona insisting that I do something other than stress about the chaos breaking out all over, I had to find something to do with my anxious energy. That meant cleaning.

I did the dishes, scrubbed the grout in the bathroom, put away all my stuff (except for the stuff that went in my room, because I didn’t want to disturb Asher), and reorganized our shoes. I had cleaned the apartment top to bottom, and it had only taken an hour.

“You can clean my room, if you want,” Oona suggested once I’d finished. She was lying back on the couch, flipping through her grimoire (studying up—just in case, she said).

“Nah, I’m good.” I sat down on the floor and wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. “I need a minute to cool down anyway.”

My phone started to buzz from where I’d left it, and when I picked it up and saw the name on the screen, my heart skipped a beat. Samael had texted me.

Malin, I wanted to let you know that Atlas Malosi’s family has decided to hold a small ceremony for him today. It will be outside the mausoleum in Rosehill Cemetery today at 3:00 p.m. Sorry about the short notice. They wanted to get it done as quickly as possible.

“Do you think you’re up for going to a funeral in a little bit?” I asked Oona.

“What?” She sat up with a start. “Who died?”

“Atlas. They’re having his ceremony today.”

“Wow. That was fast.” She paused, thinking. “He only died like two days ago.”

“They’re probably moving quickly because the whole world is losing its shit.”

“Yeah, that is a good reason. I’d want to get my son buried before everything went to hell,” Oona agreed.





FORTY-NINE

Less than two weeks ago I had been at the Rosehill Cemetery for my mother’s funeral, and I felt a painful sense of déjà vu as I climbed up the large hill in the center. The rosebushes that surrounded the mausoleum appeared even more dead than they had before. With only a few crippled leaves clinging to the brittle branches, their sharp thorns were exposed.

Above us, the sky was overcast, and the app on Oona’s phone had warned that today the smog levels were unseasonably high. The air tasted of soot and diesel, and it blanketed the city in gloom. What little sun did get through only managed to make the clouds glow an angry burnt orange.

I was glad that we’d left Asher at our place to continue resting. Breathing in the caustic air definitely wouldn’t help him feel any better.

By the time Oona and I arrived, a large crowd had already formed around the entrance of the crypt. The minimalist design of the mausoleum made it look like a large white marble cube looming behind the mourners. The only decoration was the coat of arms—a shield emblazoned with the three horns and nine swords fanned out behind it, the horns for Odin and the swords for the original nine Valkyries.

But other than the fact that Atlas’s funeral was held at the Mausoleum av Veteraner Från Kriget Mot Odödlighet—the Mausoleum of the Veterans of the War on Immortality—there was little else that this had in common with Marlow’s service.

Hers had been sparsely attended, in part because of Samael’s attempts to keep her death under wraps, but mostly because there weren’t that many people to mourn her. She’d made few friends in her life.

Atlas, on the other hand, had always had a smile for anyone he met, and based on the amount of crying going on, he had been loved by many. That was part of the reason his ceremony had to be held outside of the crypt. There wouldn’t be enough room inside for all who wanted to attend.

The other reason was that since he wasn’t a Valkyrie, he could not be buried inside the mausoleum. A few rows away were tall white headstones with as many as five names listed on them. That was where the Vörðr and other guards were buried, stacked on top of each other because there simply wasn’t enough room.

Everyone had gathered in a semicircle, with a podium and the coffin sitting front and center. Next to the coffin a large picture of Atlas sat on an easel. In the photo he smiled brightly, the way he had every time I had gone to Samael’s office. Scores of flowers had been placed on white pillars and on the ground, so Atlas was completely surrounded by large bouquets of white, red, and black.

Samael went up to the podium once it appeared everyone had arrived, and he cleared his throat before beginning. “I want to thank you all for coming today. We’re all gathered here to remember and celebrate Atlas Malosi and his robust love of life and everyone in it. Any who knew him can tell you that the only thing bigger than Atlas himself was his heart.”

There were murmurs of agreement as well as plenty of crying. I lingered toward the back of the crowd, feeling a sharp twinge of guilt that I hadn’t gotten to know him better.

“I had the honor of working with Atlas for two years, and he was without a doubt the kindest and most enthusiastic guard I had ever employed,” Samael went on. “Atlas lived his life with the utmost integrity and generosity, and after meeting his parents today, I can say that Atlas was a true reflection of them.”

Samael motioned to a couple in the front of the crowd—a tall blond woman and broad, dark-skinned man, with his arm around her as they both sniffled.

“To both of you, Clymene and Aleki, I can only extend my deepest condolences,” Samael said. “Atlas brought a light everywhere he went, and the world will be darker without him.”

That’s when I realized that I knew Atlas’s mother. Well, knew was too strong a word, but I had met her before. She was Clymene Herja, a retired Valkyrie. When I had still been in high school, she had come to talk to our class about what being a Valkyrie entailed. She had only just retired then, saying that the work had finally caught up to her, and she wanted to help ensure that up-and-coming Valkyries were more prepared for the strain of the job than she had been.

Clymene had actually been the first Valkyrie I ever met, outside of my mother. Since Marlow had few friends and never bothered to acquaint herself with her coworkers, and Valkyries tended to keep their occupation as secretive as possible to protect themselves, there wasn’t much of a way for me to meet any before Ravenswood Academy.

Samael spoke for a few minutes more, then there was a musical interlude during which old Norse folk songs were played on kraviklyras and flutes. Then he stepped aside to allow Atlas’s older brother to eulogize him. I didn’t even know he had a brother, and I suddenly felt like throwing up.

Eventually the service concluded with the pallbearers taking his coffin to a freshly dug grave nearby. I wanted to leave then, but Oona hissed at me, telling me that would be rude. So we watched as they slowly lowered him into the ground.

Finally I could make my escape. The sorrow here was too much. It felt like I had a cinder block on my chest pressing down on me, making it hard to breathe, and there was a claustrophobic panic edging into my grief.

Oona didn’t know how nauseous and uneasy I felt, so she was treating this like any other funeral, and headed toward where Samael was talking with Atlas’s parents to offer her condolences.

I grabbed her hand, stopping her, and whispered, “We should go.”

When she turned back to me, I could see she was about to argue, but then she saw my expression and just nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.”

But it was too late. Clymene had looked over at us with her red-rimmed blue eyes, and, clutching tissues in her hand, she stepped away from her husband and Samael, coming toward me.

“Malin?” she said, taking long strides toward me. She was tall and muscular, even for a Valkyrie, which explained where Atlas got his physique from. “You’re Malin Krigare, right?”

“Um … yeah,” I said.

I’d briefly considered lying. Not just because I didn’t want to have an intense conversation with a grieving mother, but also because I didn’t know if she held me responsible for her son’s death. I wouldn’t fault her if she did. I blamed me.

Even though I knew I deserved every repercussion for my actions that she wanted to dole out, I did not want to get my ass kicked by a woman who appeared significantly stronger than me. I’d been assaulted enough the past few weeks, and I couldn’t handle another slap across the face. Even if it was warranted.

But her husband and Samael were following a few steps behind her, so I couldn’t lie. Oona was beside me, holding my hand, and she squeezed it, passing me some of her courage. And it worked a little. Not a lot, but enough that I didn’t run and hide.

“I’m Clymene Herja,” she said as she reached me. “I am—I was Atlas’s mother.” Atlas’s father joined her, once again putting his arm around her in a gesture of comfort. “This is my partner, Aleki Malosi. Atlas’s father.”

“Hello,” I said in a small voice that was thick with fear.

“This is Malin Krigare,” Clymene said to her husband. “She’s the one that was with Atlas when he died.”

Oh, shit, I thought, and I could hear my blood pounding in my ears.

“Samael told me that you stayed by his side until he passed and held his hand the entire time.” Clymene sniffled as she spoke, but her words were calm and even, without a hint of anger.

“I—I did.” I stumbled over my words, because that wasn’t entirely true. I did stay with him, and I did hold his hand as much as I could, but most of the time I was clinging to him to stop him from falling out of the ATV as we raced to the hospital.

She smiled then, even as tears spilled down her cheeks. “Samael already told us that he can’t say much about the mission you were on, because of the nature of it, and I know how that goes. How stealth and secrecy can be so important.… So I won’t ask you any questions about that.

“I only…” She took a deep breath. “Atlas loved his job. He loved protecting everyone and keeping them safe. Before he left, he called and let me know how proud he was to be going on the mission. He believed it was important and that what he was doing was essential.”

“It was,” I said.

“He saved my life,” Oona added. “Without him, I don’t know if either of us would be here.”

Still smiling, Clymene began to cry harder, and then suddenly she hugged me. Tightly.

“Thank you for staying with my son,” she said as she embraced me.

I managed to mumble, “You’re welcome,” and then she released me.

After that, I felt rather dazed, and I couldn’t remember what I said, if anything. I think Oona and Samael did most of the talking, and finally we were walking away from the funeral, down the hill to where I’d parked my luft.

I managed to keep everything together until we reached the hoverbike, but then I bent over and threw up. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand as Oona stared at me with worry in her eyes.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Everything Marlow ever told me was bullshit,” I said. “That woman loved her son. She loved her boyfriend, who I’m guessing she’s been with for nearly thirty years, given Atlas’s age. She wasn’t angry or filled with hate. She didn’t even hate me, and I…” My voice cracked, so I stopped.

“What was wrong with my mother, Oona?”

“I don’t know. I wish I did.” Oona put her hand on my back, rubbing it gently. “Let’s go home, Mal.”





FIFTY

Asher was still at our place, sleeping off his headache, when we got back from the funeral. I changed out of my formal attire and into a baggy T-shirt, then climbed in bed next to him. He wrapped his arms around me, making me feel safe and complete in a way that only he seemed to be able to, and I fell asleep that way.

Later in the evening, once we were all awake again, he decided to head back home. He needed to see his grandma and do all of the normal human things, like shower and shave. The funeral had taken a lot out of me, so I did as close to nothing as I possibly could for the rest of the day, and Oona kept the TV steered away from the news.

After all that rest, I woke up the next morning determined to get things done. One positive thing about talking to Atlas’s mom was that it had reminded me of an important job I had yet to complete.

When I came out of my bedroom bright and early and already fully clothed in a pair of leggings and a loose T-shirt with the name of my favorite Thai restaurant, [image: ] written on it, under a fitted but fraying dark purple knit hooded sweater with my Velvet Vampire lipstick and thick eyeliner—Oona gaped at me over her bowl of oatmeal.

“What’s going on? Did something happen?” she asked, once she’d gulped down her mouthful of food.

“No.” I smirked a little at the panic induced by me simply getting ready in the morning. “I’m heading over to Ravenswood.”

Her eyes widened, almost cartoonishly so, and she leaned forward to set her bowl down on the table. “You’re going to class?”

“I hadn’t planned on it,” I admitted. “There doesn’t really seem to be a point in going to school right now, at least not for me.”

“Yeah, I get that. I considered going this morning, but since I’m not even sure the world will still be around come graduation day…” She trailed off with a solemn expression on her face. “What are you going to the academy for?”

“To see Sloane.” I reached into the pocket of my sweater and pulled out the heart-shaped stone of pink tourmaline that Lyra had given me in the underworld. “I promised her mother that I would give her this itayakkal.”

“Do you want me to go with you?” Oona asked, and she was already halfway to her feet when I held up my hand to stop her.

“Nah, I think I can handle Sloane on my own. Thanks, though.”

I promised Oona that I wouldn’t be long, then headed down and hopped on my luft. Despite the warnings of strange weather that the TV kept going on about, the city didn’t seem all that different than normal. The air was chilled and the sky was overcast, with the city lights making the dark clouds glow above us. And the streets were as busy as ever, as I dodged around stalled-out cars and meandering pedestrians to get to the academy about twenty minutes away from my apartment.

Ravenswood Academy was located right in the center of the slums. All around it were tall apartment complexes crammed to the max with tenants, and then there was this short—in comparison—mansion that looked like it sprang to life from a Jane Austen novel.

The exterior maintained the original Tudor-style architecture, but inside it had been updated, doing its best to always be state-of-the-art. I parked my luft in the underground garage beneath the school. To get into the building, I had to pass through three separate security checks, ending with a retina scan that finally opened the door.

The corridor from the garage was mostly empty, and like the rest of the academy it was always strangely quiet. As I walked down the hallway I kept my eyes on the floor, as if I were studying the mosaic of black-and-white marble tiles.

But the truth is that I was avoiding looking at the artwork, most of which hung on the stark white walls. Many of the various paintings and sculptures had been done by alumni or current students, showing off what they’d learned or showcasing who they planned to serve.

Some of it was beautiful and most of it was innocuous, so it wasn’t the art that I was avoiding so much as the absence of one particular piece. It had been the final painting at the end of the long hall, right before I turned off to head to Intro to Divinity and Immortality, and it had been painted by my mother.

It had hung in the hallway for as long as I’d gone to school here, and I assume it had been there for much longer, since Marlow had painted it in her senior year twenty-some years ago. But now it would be gone, with only a bright white square left on the plasterboard as a reminder that something had been there.

That Marlow had been here.

I kept my head down, and I made it to the classroom just before it let out. Through the small window in the door I watched as Professor Wu finished up his lecture. The name “Osiris” was written on the whiteboard behind him in big letters, along with a dozen or so hieroglyphics, so I guessed they had moved on to the underworld unit.

As the students hurriedly jotted down notes, I thought about how strange it was that a few weeks ago, I was just like them. I’d assumed that I would be here, scrambling to prep for the midterms, but instead I was hiding out in the hallway.

When Professor Wu excused the class, I moved away from the door and hid around the corner. I wouldn’t really categorize any of my classmates as friends, especially not after the gossip and leering that happened after Marlow had been killed, and I didn’t really want to talk to any of them.

Sloane Kothari was the last one out of the classroom, but that was typical for her. Probably staying behind to ask for extra credit, even though her GPA was already at a 4.2. When she finally made her way out—her perfectly coiled curls bouncing in her ponytail—her head was down, so I had to step right in front of her before she noticed me.

She glanced up in irritation, but then her dark brown eyes widened with shock. For several seconds she just stood there, gaping up at me with her books and tablet pressed to her chest.

“What are you doing here?” she asked finally, then narrowed her eyes. “Who let you in?”

“Nice to see you, too,” I muttered dryly. “I am still a student here.”

“We all thought you dropped out after…” She softened, her weight shifting from one foot to the other. “We didn’t think you were coming back.”

“I’m not back, not really,” I admitted, and before she asked more questions, I hurried on with, “I’m actually here to see you. Can we go somewhere to talk?”

“What do we have to talk about?” she asked, sounding more perplexed than irritated, so at least that was a good sign.

I glanced around the hallway, where a few students passed by on their way to their next class, then turned back to Sloane. “It’s probably better if we do this somewhere more private.”

Sloane nodded. “I think I know a place.”

She led me through the winding corridors of the academy, but about halfway through our journey I realized exactly where we were going: to the Sacrorum Wing, where sacred texts and ancient books were stored. They were all locked up in bomb-shelter-like rooms, each filled to the brim with books, and guarded by knowledge-obsessed Sinaa.

Because of the Sinaa—who looked like jaguars, except many of their spots were eyes, so they could see everything—it wasn’t exactly a fun place to hang out, which meant that it was often deserted. But it also wasn’t a great place to talk, and I was about to argue that when Sloane turned off before the entrance to the Sacrorum Wing.

She walked down the narrow corridor—here the walls were lined with dark wood, giving it a dark, cavernous feel. The hall ended in a small sitting area, where benches had been built into the wall, with elegantly carved wooden buttresses holding them up.

Above the benches was a large stained-glass window that nearly spanned floor-to-ceiling. Most of the panes of glass were blue and white, depicting a frosty winter scene in which a woman lay on a large stone altar. One of her arms hung off the edge, so her fingers were mere inches above a sword that lay in a shocking red pool of blood.

A plaque on the wall titled it Dreams of a Queen. While that was a vague and unhelpful title, I assumed that it was meant to honor Frigg. Although I don’t really know why she deserved such esteem, since all she’d done for the past five thousand years was sleep.

“Is this really a great place to talk?” I asked, glancing back toward the Sacrorum Wing, whose entrance was only a few yards away.

“I used to eat my lunch here,” Sloane explained as she sat down on the bench, carefully adjusting the hem of her skirt so it covered her knees. “No one ever comes by.”

“Good to know.” I sat down beside her and reached into my sweater pocket, palming the itayakkal.

“Did the sólarsteinn work?” She leaned toward me expectantly.

“It did. It was immensely helpful, and I think I might need it for a little longer.”

She tilted her head. “Well, if you’re not here to give it back, then what did you need to see me for?”

“I know this is going to sound crazy, but…” I began carefully. “I saw your mom.”

Sloane recoiled at that, pulling her whole body back away from me until she was leaning into the wall. The sharp, delicate features of her face twisted up as conflicting emotions passed over her—disgust, incredulity, confusion, hope—before landing on anger and contempt.

“What are you talking about?” she asked with venom lacing her words. “You can’t see her. She died thirteen years ago.”

“I managed to get into Kurnugia, and your mother helped me,” I said as quickly but as calmly as I could. I knew I had to get it all out before Sloane stormed off in anger. “Without her, we couldn’t have made it through there or found what I needed to find. And she helped me because of you.”

She stared at a spot on the floor, her jaw tensing under her brown skin. “Malin, I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but it’s sick.” Then she stood up. “I don’t want any part of it anymore.”

“It’s not a game,” I insisted and held out the stone toward her. “Look, she asked me to give you this.”

“What is it?” she asked, her eyes dark with suspicion.

“It’s an itayakkal. Just take it.”

The heart-shaped crystallized pink tourmaline sat in the center of my palm, sparkling even in the dim light, and Sloane stared down at it, biting her lip. She reached out for it cautiously, as if she were afraid that it might bite her.

But the second she picked it up, she gasped. Her books fell to the floor, and her other hand went to her mouth as she barely stopped a sob from escaping. She clutched the stone to her chest, and tears filled her eyes.

“I can feel her,” she said, sounding awed. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me. I was repaying your mother.”

She wiped at her eyes and sat back down beside me. It took several moments, but she managed to compose herself enough to ask me, “What is going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“With everything.” She motioned vaguely around us and looked at me. “The weather is out of control, and everything is going mad. You can feel it in the air. Something is happening.”

“I know that the underworld is trying to rise up and come to the surface,” I said finally. “I don’t know if they’ll be able to, but I do know that it won’t be good for humanity or any living thing on earth if they do.”

Sloane waited a beat before asking, “How can I help?”

“You want to help me?” I asked, and it was my turn to be skeptical.

“I don’t want the world to end, and if you made it to the underworld and back, I can only assume that you know what you’re doing.” Then she amended with a smile, “At least a little bit.”





FIFTY-ONE

We stood on the landing outside of the apartment on the fourth floor of a narrow brownstone. Me staring at the door, half expecting to hear the clatter of the peephole cover as Marlow looked out at me, and Oona catching her breath after climbing all the stairs.

Visiting Sloane at Ravenswood and discussing her mother had gotten me thinking about my own mother. How I still didn’t understand what Marlow had done or why she’d done it, or how much she really knew about Tamerlane Fayette and Ereshkigal.

In the weeks since Marlow had died, her apartment—the same apartment I’d shared with her growing up, before Oona and I got our own place a year ago—had remained untouched. At least as far as I knew, and based on the bright orange notice from the landlord on the door and the several packages stacked in front, no one else had been in here, either.

Oona pulled the eviction notice off the door and unfolded it. “Marlow’s rent is two months past due.”

“Great. She hadn’t been paying rent even before she died,” I said in dismay. “What was she doing with her money?”

“Well, if these packages are to be believed”—Oona bent down to read the address labels—“it looks like she was spending it at an army surplus store and someplace called Lentils Unlimited.”

“More lentils? How many lentils can one person possibly eat?”

Oona nudged the box with her foot. “I would say quite a lot, apparently.”

“Let’s get on with it, then.” I pulled out my old house key. It slid in the lock, and I waited for the familiar chirp that came after it read the chip in the key, then I turned it and opened the door.

The thing that struck me first wasn’t that the place looked exactly the same as it had the last time I had been here—unchanged and frozen on the day Marlow died. It was that it smelled like her here—cloves and vodka and coffee. Add a little red lipstick and a bayonet, and that was my mother exactly.

It was still fairly clean, though, at least by Marlow’s standards, since she’d cleaned before inviting Asher over for a visit. Despite the clearing away of the usual boxes and garbage stacked everywhere, there were still quite a few empty alcohol bottles piled up around the sink in the small kitchenette.

I flicked on the light, and at least she must’ve paid the electric bill, because it worked. The apartment was exceedingly dim, thanks to the boxes stacked up, blocking the only window in the living room. Next to the TV, several tubs of brown rice and lentils were stacked neatly.

Her exercise equipment—free weights and a stair-stepper—sat in the middle of the living room floor, exactly where she’d left them. She’d just finished working out when I’d come over, and then a few hours later she’d been killed.

“What should I do with these packages?” Oona asked from behind me.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said as I looked around. “I can’t afford to pay the rent on this place, and we don’t have room for all this. Most of this is gonna end up thrown away or donated to charity.” I glanced over at a menacing machete resting on the coffee table. “Not that I think many charity shops have a big need for weapons.”

“What’s the plan for today?” Oona asked as she shut the apartment door behind her.

“Marlow obviously knew something was up.” I motioned to the open pantry door, which held her stockpile of weapons. “I want to try to figure out what she knew. I was hoping we could do this over the course of a couple days, but with that eviction notice, there isn’t much time. We’re gonna have to start tearing through everything.”

And so we began. I left Oona to the kitchen, where she quickly ascertained that the only things in the cupboards were a few cups, plates, coffee, and stale crackers. The pantry was where her attention would really be needed, because that’s where Marlow stored a lot of her weapons.

Meanwhile, I went ahead to investigate deeper into the apartment. I checked my room first, or at least I attempted to, but the door only opened a few inches before slamming into boxes. A few of them had writing on the side, scribbled in Marlow’s inelegant handwriting, with labels like Body Armor or Ultrasonic Weapons.

The boxes were stacked precariously on top of one another, with larger boxes sometimes resting on ones that were much smaller, and all of them tilting to the side like they were about to come tumbling down. In between the leaning towers, I caught glimpses of the old posters I’d left up, the only real evidence that I had ever been here.

The sheer enormity of the hoard she’d filled my bedroom with hit me all at once. I literally could not understand how she’d done this. Not just how it was even possible to fill a room with this much junk without getting trapped in it yourself, but why?

Before I let myself give in to the overwhelming panic at what appeared to be a cleaning job of Sisyphean proportions, I stepped back and closed the door. There was a lot to unpack in there, so I decided to start somewhere that would hopefully be a bit easier—Marlow’s bedroom.

Her bedroom door was slightly ajar, and in the little bit of light that spilled in through the narrow window above her bed, I could see particles of dust floating in the air, like forgotten fairies. I put my hand on the door and began to open it when I was suddenly hit by a memory.

I couldn’t have been more than five or six at the time, and I’d woken up from a bad dream and had run across the hall toward Marlow’s room. That night her door had been partly open, and I stopped myself before I charged in.

“Malin, I see you skulking around out there.” Her voice was like a jolt of lightning breaking through the night.

“I had a bad dream,” I replied meekly.

She sighed loudly, dramatically, and then, sounding rueful already, she extended a terse invitation: “Come on in.”

Before she had a chance to change her mind, I’d dashed into her room and crawled under the covers beside her, but I didn’t dare press my luck and try to snuggle with her.

“You can sleep here tonight, but this isn’t going to become a nightly thing,” she warned, and as far as I could remember, she’d never let me sleep in her bed again.

When I went into her room now, it was messy, but not as packed as my room was. Her bed was unmade, and her closet door was open, because the closet itself was overflowing with clothing and boots. A large mirror hung above her dresser, flush against the wall. On the dresser itself, beauty products were piled up everywhere, already covered in a thin layer of dust—jewelry, hair gel, brushes, and all kinds of makeup.

But it was the dozen or so half-empty tubes of bright lipstick—all of them the same exact shade of Sanguine Lust—that gave me pause. Each tube was designed to look like a silver bullet casing, with the lid clear to show the color. Gingerly, I picked up a lipstick, one where the makeup was worn down halfway.

“Why would you keep this?” I asked softly as I stared down at the lipstick in my hand, one of many that Marlow hadn’t thrown away.

Had she ever finished a tube of lipstick? Was she attempting to hoard them so she would still be a bombshell even in a postapocalyptic world?

That tube of blood-red lipstick had become the tipping point for me. I knew her favorite color of lipstick. I knew about her penchant for black clothing and weapons, that she hated most things, but especially anything involving other people, and she smoked like a chimney, loved a good dash of coffee with her vodka, and had sworn at children playing on more than one occasion.

But I couldn’t tell you why she did any of it. Her motivations had completely eluded me my entire life. The end of her life had really matched perfectly with every other moment.

“Who the hell were you, Marlow?” I asked as tears formed in my eyes.

“What was that?” Oona called from the kitchenette, and a moment later she poked her head in the bedroom. “Is everything okay, Mal?”

“Why would she keep these?” I asked Oona, my words thick and trembling as I motioned toward the makeup on her dresser. “Why did she keep any of this?”

But Oona could only shake her head sadly. “I didn’t really know her.”

I laughed—a short staccato burst. “No one did.” I chewed the inside of my cheek as I tried to hold back tears. “She was a Valkyrie for twenty-five years, but it wasn’t until she explained to me why she didn’t kill Tamerlane Fayette that I learned that she really fucking hated it. And she hated being a mom. So why didn’t she quit? Why did she have me? Why didn’t she retire and move to an island somewhere?”

“Maybe she thought she couldn’t?” Oona suggested as helpfully as she could. “Maybe she did what she thought was the right thing to do, even though she didn’t always want to do it.”

“The right thing to do, if you hate kids, is not to have them,” I said bitterly, and my voice was growing shriller and louder as I spoke. “The right thing to do if you want to be a Valkyrie is to do your job and not let anyone go. The right thing to do if you’re worried about the end of the world is tell other people so that they can do something about it or at least have a chance to defend themselves!

“But you know what’s never the right thing to do?” I asked, nearly shouting by now. “Leaving your daughter behind to deal with this mess without any explanation of why.”

I stared down at the lipstick in my hand, with a lump in my throat and anger setting my muscles on edge. Then, softly, almost whispering, I said, “I wish that she’d loved me even a fraction as much as she loved this damn lipstick.”

And then, because I had to do something with the anger and sadness surging through me, I pulled my arm back and chucked the lipstick at the mirror.

Instead of shattering or even wobbling, the mirror beeped at me. Chirping, actually, the way the front locks had. Bright green text popped up in the middle of the mirror—which was really a screen, apparently—reading ENTER PASSCODE NOW, with a spacer flashing behind it.

Oona walked over to join me in gaping at the mirror. “Well, I think you stumbled onto another one of Marlow’s secrets.”





FIFTY-TWO

Together, Oona and I pushed the dresser to the side of the bedroom, so we had better access to the touchscreen mirror. There were six glowing green squares after the flashing spacer, and right below that was the keypad of 0–9.

First I tried her birthday 030390, and the screen came back with an angry beep and the words INCORRECT PASSWORD flashed.

I cursed at myself under my breath. “I should’ve known her birthday wouldn’t work. It’s too obvious.”

“What’s something more obscure that you know?” Oona asked. “Her Valkyrie number, maybe?”

“No, that’s letters and numbers.”

“Your birthday?” Oona suggested, and I gave her a hard look. “You could try it, if you can’t think of anything better.”

After going through many different options and trying a few—including her phone number and Samael’s birthday—I was running out of ideas. I was about to type in my birth date when something else occurred to me.

I pulled out my phone, hurriedly scrolling through the images to a screenshot that Asher had sent me when we started working together to find Tamerlane Fayette. It was of the form that he’d managed to get his hands on, the one where Marlow had been assigned to kill Tamerlane.

“What are you looking for?” Oona asked, and I zoomed in on the picture and tilted the phone toward her so she could get a better look.

“There.” I pointed to it. “That’s Tamerlane’s immortal ID number. They’re run together here, but usually on forms it would be written out like PL87-653422.”

“You think that could be it?” Oona asked.

“It’s worth a shot.” I carefully punched in the code. I steeled myself for the inevitable angry beep, but this time it chirped happily at me.

The mirror-screen swung slowly out about an inch, and then I opened it all the way, revealing a rather large wall safe. Despite the large size of the safe, there wasn’t much in it. Four swords, a fat stack of cash, and an old mobile phone.

The swords, with their stubby blades and jagged edges, were unmistakably Valkyrie swords, and when my fingers skimmed across them, a dull warmth spread through me, assuring me that these were in fact the real deal.

Meanwhile, the cash looked so freshly printed I could only assume that Marlow was taking the money that Samael paid her directly and putting it in here.

“Holy crap!” Oona gasped as she eyed the stack of cash. “She had all this money, but she wasn’t paying her rent?”

“Maybe she knew she wouldn’t live here for much longer.”

Then Asher’s words burned on my heart again, and I remembered how he’d known that he wasn’t going to leave the Gates of Kurnugia that day when Gugalanna had taken him down. Had one of Marlow’s ancestors left a painful truth on her heart, too? Did she know she was going to die?

“Are those Valkyrie swords?” Oona asked as she tentatively reached out and touched one. “Where would somebody get these? You can’t buy them off the street.”

“Yeah, they’re real, and I have no idea how Marlow got her hands on that many.”

But I had turned my attention to the phone, the only thing that could be used to store info. It wasn’t like my phone, which was a slick touchscreen with all kinds of apps and features. This was an old hunk of plastic with a tiny screen, like a handheld transreceiver with a touch screen.

I clicked the power button, and several agonizing seconds later the screen lit up, though the flashing red battery icon in the corner warned me that it might not be for very long. The date and time flashed onto the screen, and they were both accurate, which implied that Marlow had used the phone recently.

I started to scroll through it, looking for any info it might have, but it was almost entirely empty. No games, no pictures, no text messages, no records of incoming or outgoing calls. In fact, there was only one thing I could find—a solitary contact listed only as “AZ” with a phone number.

“AZ?” Oona leaned over my shoulder. “Is that like A to Z? Or maybe it could be a reference to alpha and omega? Or maybe it’s a nickname? Do you know anyone named Az?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“It could also be random letters she used,” Oona contended.

“Well, there really is only one way to find out,” I said.

Call me, I wrote with trembling hands, and before I could talk myself out of it, I hit send.

“Do you think it’ll work?” Oona asked.

“I don’t know what else to try, and it’s not like Marlow left us a bunch of clues or instructions about what the hell is going on.”

“Yeah, she was always—”

The phone ringing cut her off, startling me so badly I nearly dropped the phone. I took a fortifying breath, then I answered with the strongest voice I could muster: “Hello?”

“Marlow?” a man asked, his voice a mixture of shock and anger. “What the hell? I thought you were dead.”

“This…” I stopped and cleared my throat, deciding that it would be easier if I didn’t pretend to be my dead mother. “She is dead.”

That confession was met by a silence that lasted so long I was terrified that he had hung up. But then he asked, “Who is this?”

I glanced over at Oona, who stood beside me literally wringing her hands. I wasn’t sure how to answer, but I decided this was too important to play games. I had to find out what Marlow knew.

“I’m her daughter,” I replied evenly, and Oona gasped and put her hand to her mouth. “Who is this?”

He waited a beat before saying, “I’m her lover. I didn’t know she had a daughter.”

“Well, I didn’t know she had a lover,” I admitted.

He actually chuckled at that, apparently relaxing. “Marlow did love her secrets.”

“Maybe we should get together and compare notes,” I said as I attempted to adopt the coy, flirtatious voice that Marlow would pull out on special occasions.

“Marlow wanted her secrets kept,” he countered evenly. “Who are we to expose them?”

“We are what’s left. She’s not here. Who are we protecting her secrets from?” I asked.

He laughed again, but it had the rumble of something deeper and darker. “Everyone needs protection every now and then. Don’t you, little girl?”

“I found your number on a phone hidden in a wall safe, with a few other things that my recently murdered mother had hidden away,” I said. “She was hiding you for a reason, and I’m going to find out what that reason is. Now, you and I can get together and have a nice talk, or I can contact my friends among the Eralim and the Vörðr. I may not have much, but I’m certain that I have enough that they could find you, but not without causing a big stink first.”

I was only half bluffing. If I couldn’t get the answers from this guy on the phone, I knew that Samael would not stop until he found out exactly who this was and why Marlow was hiding him from everyone.

The bluffing part came because I could only assume that he had something to hide, that there was a reason Marlow had stashed this phone with Valkyrie swords and wads of cash.

So I bluffed, and I chewed my lip, waiting for him to answer.

“There’s a place called Sup D’yavola,” he said ruefully. “It’s a restaurant in the Aizsaule District. They have the best soup you’ll ever taste. I’ll be there at one tomorrow for lunch, if you want to join me.”

“How will I know it’s you?” I asked.

“My name’s Azarias,” he said simply. “And I’ll know you.”

I was about to ask him how he’d know me, when he never even knew that Marlow had a daughter or asked me my name. But the phone beeped loudly in my ear before shutting down and going dead completely.





FIFTY-THREE

One of the great things about my luft was that it made conversation very difficult. The engine was loud, the wind was in your face, and traffic blared around you. Ever since I’d spoken to Azarias, Oona had been a nonstop worrying, question machine, asking all sorts of things that I didn’t have the answers for.

Like: How will he know who you are? Why would Marlow have kept him from you? Who is he? How can you be sure he’s not lying? What if it’s a trap?

As if I hadn’t already been worrying about all that myself. As if I had any choice.

I was happy for the reprieve as Oona wrapped her arms tightly around my waist and buried her head in my jacket as I darted through a traffic jam. But that all came to a halt when I couldn’t find a break between the vehicles packed together on the road. Bumper-to-bumper across the lanes of asphalt.

Trapped, with only the sounds of honking horns and a street vendor demanding too much money for burnt vegetable kebabs, I felt Oona’s grip loosen around my waist. The smog in the city felt thicker, heavy with the acrid stench of chemicals. Even the curses and accusations that the drivers lobbed at one another had a sharper edge, with extra venom lacing their words.

“Do you think he was someone that Marlow was assigned to kill?” Oona asked, so apparently the drive had given her more time to ruminate and come up with new questions that I couldn’t answer.

“I don’t know,” I answered for what felt like the hundredth time. “But the only way I will find out is if I meet with him.”

“Mal,” Oona said with a heavy sigh, and I could already hear her gearing up for a long speech about how I needed to be more careful and me getting myself killed wasn’t going to help anybody.

But then a delivery truck edged closer to the red light, allowing enough room for my luft between it and the neighboring vehicle, and I saw my chance.

“Hold on,” I told Oona as I revved up the luft. “I’m taking a shortcut on Foster.”

“Foster’s not a—” Oona started to argue that it wasn’t a shortcut so much as it was a scenic route, but traffic was actually moving on it, so it was worth the risk.

Her arms tightened around me as I twisted the throttle, and the luft lurched forward. We narrowly squeezed between the vehicles, and I took a sharp left on Foster Avenue.

The thing about Foster Avenue was it should’ve been a relatively straight shot between my mother’s brownstone and my apartment building on the lake, but right smack in the middle was the twenty-five-acre Skarpåker Park. So now the straight shot had to wrap around this massive park near the center of the city.

Skarpåker Park had been another fanciful idea the city had undertaken, back before it stretched out into New Edgewater. It was meant to be a place of peace and beauty, where everyone from all walks of life could come together. That was the idea, but in practice it had become a strange combination of tourist trap and crime-ridden violence.

In the very center of the park was its namesake—a large stone inscribed with an eschatological verse in the old language of the gods. It had been unearthed in a freak earthquake centuries ago, with jagged etches poking out from the middle of the empty field, which was how it had earned its name—Skarpåker meant “sharp field.”

I took the luft up onto the bike path in an illegal but desperate attempt to get home. That brought me close enough to the park that I could make out glimpses of the landmarks through the burnt orange and sharp reds of the autumn leaves.

The Petrillo Pavilion, with its interwoven trellis of steel beams, glass, and bright lights, stretching over the lawn; the Fountain of the Fates, with a black granite reflecting pool and a holographic light show above the fountains, depicting three women spinning a golden loom of thread; the Window to Forever art installation, which was little more than a gigantic concave mirror, twisted and curved to reflect the sky above us; and far back in the corner, before the overgrown Emmanuel Wooded Garden, were the rocky outcroppings that stretched and strained beyond the grass. On top of the stone, towering above the rest of the park, was a mossy gazebo, known simply as the Place for the Dreaming.

When I paused to let a giantess walking an unruly pack of mastiffs get by, it was the Window to Forever that caught my eye. The smooth shimmering steel perfectly mirrored the sky, letting me see exactly how dark and red the clouds were that rumbled over us.

Thunder cracked, loud enough to make Oona yelp in surprise, and I raced ahead. A storm was coming, quickly, and we were still at least twenty minutes from home. Going as fast as I could, darting around anything in my way, I managed to almost get to the edge of the city, where the asphalt gave way to canals, before the rain began.

They were fat, cold drops splashing down, but I didn’t notice anything strange about them. At least, not until I heard the people start screaming. A taxi driver opened his door right in front of me, apparently oblivious to me, and I slammed on my brakes as my headlight shattered against his door handle.

“Dammit!” I cursed at him as I steadied my luft. “Watch what you’re doing, man!”

But he didn’t seem to notice me. He stared up at the sky, slack-jawed, with his palms out, and in a shaky monotone he said, “It’s raining blood.”

And that’s when I really saw it for the first time. All the city lights, reflecting off of everything, made it hard for me to see at first. But now it was obvious as the bright red drops splattered against the windows and pooled on the ground.

I held out my hand, watching the drops hit it for a few seconds, before bringing it up to my face so I could get a better look. While it may have been bright red, it had a thinner viscosity than blood, and a strange chemical smell to it, like sulfur mixed with diesel.

So it wasn’t blood, but I didn’t want to stay out in a red rain any longer than I had to. I angled the luft around the taxi door, and I sped down the street half a block until I made it to Galel’s Garage.

It sat right on the edge of where dry land met the lake, and I pulled my luft right in front, parking it haphazardly in front of the plate-glass window. It was after six on a weekday, which meant that it was closed, but that didn’t stop me from slamming my hand against the door.

“Jude!” I shouted. “Open up!”

“Jude!” Oona joined in. She stood beside me, pulling her jacket up over her head in a futile attempt to keep the strange red rain off her skin.

Fortunately, he appeared a second later, with a few crimson splatters on his oil-stained overalls. He hurriedly unlocked the door and stepped to the side, letting us run in past him.

“What the hell is going on out there?” he asked.

He leaned against the front window, so close his massive ram horns nearly touched it, and stared up at the nightmare sky. His expression looked grimmer than I had ever seen it. There was a grave stoicism hardening the rest of his normally open features.

“It’s not blood,” Oona said as she wiped herself off with an old rag. “But I don’t know what it is or why it’s happening.”

“Everything’s so strange lately.” Jude turned to face me and ran a hand through his dark hair. “And not just the batshit weather. My dad randomly skipped town on Saturday, and I haven’t heard from him since. And he’s not the only one. When I went to Carpe Noctem last night, half the regulars were gone.”

“Where’d they go?” I asked.

He shrugged, playing it off, but worry darkened his eyes. “Nobody tells us Cambions much of anything.” Then he looked back out the window. “But whatever is coming, Malin, you gotta be careful.”





FIFTY-FOUR

Oona stood behind me, watching me pack up my messenger bag, before declaring that she had to get me something. The moment she disappeared into her bedroom, a knock at the front door interrupted my preparations.

Bowie sat on the couch beside my bag, anxiously sniffing it, but he leapt off at the sound of the knock, before taking refuge underneath the couch. He’d been extra jumpy since I got back from Caana City, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I was gone or because he sensed danger in the air.

When I answered the door, I discovered Asher, and my heart skipped a beat. He’d been looking over his shoulder when I opened the door, absently scratching at the stubble that darkened his jaw, and he turned back to me with an unconvincing smile. He wore jeans today that were snug in a wonderful way, and he wore a black T-shirt under his distressed jacket.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, but then it hit me, and my shoulders sagged. “You can’t talk me out of going to meet Azarias.”

“Of course not,” he said instantly. “I’m going to go with you.”

I glanced over at the clock on the wall, which said it was ten past noon. By my best calculation (or, more accurately, the calculation of my GPS app) it would take me thirty-seven minutes to get to Sup D’yavola. I didn’t have time to argue.

“I shouldn’t have told you,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if I meant it.

Last night I’d called Asher, not meaning to tell him much of anything at all, but as soon as I’d heard his voice on the phone—deep but soft, slightly husky, and so utterly calm—it had all come out.

There was something about him that made me not only willing to share my deepest fears and most shameful secrets, but actually unable to stop myself. I had this irresistible urge to pour my heart out to him, to lay myself bare before him, to have him see me, really see me, because I knew that if I did, he would still tell me it would be okay. That nothing in the darkest part of my soul could scare him away from me.

“Malin.” His voice was barely above a whisper but it was forceful and unapologetic.

He reached out then, taking my hand in his. As soon as he touched me—his warm skin rough against mine—I realized exactly what it was.

He was my ocean. In the calm, he was endless and beautiful, able to wrap me up, taking away all my pain and fear until I was weightless in his arms. In anger, he was relentless and unfathomable, an unstoppable force that would not move for anything.

“I appreciate your concern,” I said and stepped back, slipping my hand away from him but allowing him to step inside my apartment. “But I don’t want to overwhelm him or scare him off.”

“Overwhelm him?” he asked once I’d closed the door behind him. “This guy alleges to have dated your mother. If she didn’t overwhelm him, nothing will.”

“Fair enough.”

“Besides, I don’t think it’s unreasonable to bring one other person with you.” He stepped closer to me, putting a hand on my waist so I wouldn’t move away. “Let me go with you. Let me help.”

Despite both Oona’s and Asher’s obvious concerns, I felt pretty good about meeting Azarias, all things considered. Not only would we be meeting in a public place, I was bringing along plenty of weaponry to be safe: my asp, my sword Sigrún, industrial-grade pepper spray, as well as a machete that I’d taken from Marlow’s place yesterday.

I had left most of Marlow’s stuff at her apartment—including the Valkyrie swords, which I locked back up in her safe since I had nowhere secure to store them—but the rather fierce-looking machete had seemed too useful to leave behind.

Besides the machete, the only other thing I had taken from Marlow’s had been the burner phone. We had waited out the red rain—which the news claimed was nothing more than a freak acid rain storm—then we stopped at Dillinger’s Corner Market & Apothecary to pick up a charger (which they didn’t sell anymore, but thankfully Oona’s boss, Mr. Dillinger, kept a box of outdated chargers in his office in case of emergency) on the off chance that Azarias tried to contact me again.

But he hadn’t, and our attempts at finding him online had been futile. There were over fifteen hundred people named Azarias in the metro area alone. That meant I was going into this meeting relatively blind, so all my weapons were only a small consolation.

But I would always do what I had to do, whether I liked it or not.

“Okay,” I relented, deciding that he was right. Or at least close enough to it.

I expected him to smile, to look relieved or happy, but for a brief moment his expression actually hardened. It was like a shadow had passed over him, and I saw darkness flicker across his eyes.

Before I could ask him about that, Oona came rushing out of her bedroom. He lowered his gaze and moved away from me, walking toward the kitchen and the large window with its view of the flashing billboards and overcast skies.

“Here.” Oona held out a small bag made of a burlap-like raffia, and when she dropped it in the palm of my hand it felt like it was filled with sand and pudding. “It’s kuepuka mchanga, which should help you escape if you need it.”

“Thanks, but I’m meeting him for lunch at a public place,” I reminded her, but that only caused her to roll her eyes.

“Yeah, in the Aizsaule District. There’s no reason not to take extra precautions.”

“So, how do I use this?” I asked as I held up the bag of strange sand Oona had given me.

“Kuepuka mchanga is super-easy to use. You take a handful of it and throw it up in the air, like you’re tossing confetti, and it makes an opaque plume of smoke that lingers for a few minutes, so you have a chance to escape,” Oona explained. “Assuming you need to escape.”

“Thanks.” I smiled at her, then added the tiny bag to the rest of my stuff.

“At least you’re not going alone now,” Oona said. Her arms were folded across her chest as she turned her attention to Asher. “Thanks for talking some sense into her.”

“What?” He looked back over his shoulder at her, his brow pinched in confusion, and his eyes had a strange fog over them, like a man just waking from a dream.

“You’re going with Malin.” She glanced back at me. “It’s the sensible thing to do.”

“Yeah.” He nodded rather vigorously and put his hand on the back of a kitchen chair. “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.”

“Ash? Are you okay?” I asked, as if it weren’t obvious that he was not okay.

In the brief seconds I’d been talking with Oona his skin had paled considerably, and I could see beads of sweat forming on his temples. His eyes darted everywhere around the room, and he leaned heavily on the kitchen chair, as if he couldn’t support his own weight anymore.

He looked up at me, his eyes wide and startled, and in a shaky voice he said, “Malin.”

His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and Asher collapsed to the floor, toppling the chair over as he fell, and he landed hard on the concrete floor as tremors took over his body.
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“Asher!” I knelt beside him as his body jerked and thrashed on the floor.

“He’s having a seizure.” Oona’s voice was behind me, sounding shockingly calm.

“What do I do?” I shouted, practically screaming, really, as if that could help, and when I looked back at Oona, she was gone.

So it was only me in the kitchen, tentatively reaching out for Asher’s flailing body. I put my hand on his chest in a vain attempt to comfort him. I didn’t hold him down—I just let him writhe as terrified tears stung my eyes.

Oona came rushing back in, pushing the chair out of the way so she could kneel on the other side of him. It felt like an eternity that she’d been gone as I watched the man I loved contort and spasm, but it probably had been only a few seconds.

“I’m gonna need your help.” She put her hand on his forehead, gently holding his head in place.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

She held up a small vial of inky black liquid. “I need to get three drops of this in his eye.”

“Why? What is it?”

“Medicine and magic,” she replied quickly. “It’ll stop the seizures so we can figure out what the hell is going on.”

I trusted Oona, and watching Asher thrash on the floor wasn’t going to help him any, so I did what she told me. She commanded me to hold his eye open, and with careful, trembling fingers I lifted up the eyelid. His eyes were still rolled to the back of his head, and the black drops of liquid turned the whites completely black.

“Now what?” I asked.

Oona sat back on her knees, her expression grim as she stared down at Asher. “We wait.”

I held my breath, slowly counting down the seconds, until finally his body relaxed. He lay slack on the floor, unmoving, and then he breathed in deeply, and relief washed over me in a violent wave.

“What happened?” he asked groggily, barely opening his eyes to look up at me.

“I don’t know.”

“I think you had a seizure,” Oona clarified. She still knelt beside him and took his hand. “Can you squeeze my hand?” He must’ve, because she looked relieved when she said, “Good.”

“I don’t understand…” He trailed off as he stared up at the ceiling. “My head is killing me.”

“I have something for that,” Oona offered, and then turned her attention to me. “If you want to go meet him on time, you have to go.”

I swallowed down the fear and panic. “I can’t. I can’t leave Asher.”

“I’ll be with him,” she insisted. “And you don’t know if you’ll get a chance to see Azarias again.”

“You’re going to meet him for lunch,” Asher realized, and he looked over at me. “You have to go, Malin.”

“Asher—”

“You’re trying to figure out if the world is ending. That’s more important than me or you,” he said simply. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

He was right, and I hated it. I wanted to stay with him, more than anything I wanted to be sure that he was all right, but I couldn’t.

I leaned over and kissed him softly on the cheek. “You have to be okay.”

“So do you,” he said with a faint smile. “Go. And be safe.”
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The Aizsaule District was always darker than the rest of the city, even in the early afternoon. The cloud-covered sky was dark enough that the streetlamps were already on as I pulled into the parking lot. Sup D’yavola was a little corner diner, one that looked like it could’ve been on any corner of the city, except here broken windows were boarded up and covered in graffiti and symbols I didn’t recognize.

I had managed to get here a few minutes early, thanks to my panic-induced speeding, so I decided to text Oona before I went in.

How’s Asher? I wrote.

A few seconds later her speedy reply came. Seems okay so far. How is AZ?

Just going in to meet him. Call me if Asher gets bad again, I texted back.

Will do. Stay safe.

Satisfied that Asher was still alive and kicking, I put my phone away and went into the diner. A sign by the door—wedged between a cigarette machine and a prophylactic dispenser—said to wait to be seated, so that’s what I did.

The place wasn’t dirty, exactly, but it was worn and old. Faded linoleum on the floor, cracked vinyl in the booths, and water spots on the ceiling. Pictures covered every inch of the walls, mostly in black-and-white. All of them featured rather famous immortals and celebrities, and several even had prominent members of the anti-Riksdag group, the Kurnugia Society.

It was relatively dead here, only a few patrons seated around the dimly let restaurant. Most of the clientele weren’t exactly humanoid in appearance, except for one man. He sat near the front window—the one with an intact glass pane—but he was looking toward the kitchen, most likely scanning for the waitress.

His dark blond hair was greasy and long, falling below his shoulders, and he had a few rugged braids starting at his temples to keep his locks out of his face. The top few buttons of his shirt were undone, revealing a patch of hair on his firm chest. He had an aquiline nose and a pronounced chin, almost pointed, but as he leaned back in the booth I could see that he had his own bad-boy appeal to him.

He was definitely Marlow’s type.

As I walked toward the booth, he finally looked back at me, and as soon as he saw me, he smiled.

“You look like her,” he said as he motioned for me to sit down across from him.

“I don’t, but thanks,” I replied flatly.

He looked past me, at a waitress walking toward us, and held up his fingers in a V. “Two shots of vodka. The good stuff that you hide behind the bar.” Then he looked over at me. “Anything for you?”

“Water is fine.” I didn’t need the alcohol clouding me up today.

“Do you want to order now?” the waitress asked in a bored tone.

Without checking with me, Azarias said, “I’ll have the Okroshka with the žaltys sausage.”

“I don’t know what you have,” I said when the waitress turned to me.

“It’s all soups. Nothing else. They’re on the board.” She pointed behind her to a handwritten menu scrawled on a board behind the register.

“Um … Rassolnik,” I decided, since it was the only soup I’d had before.

“Good choice,” Azarias told me, and once the waitress had gone, he leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Malin, right?”

“Should we do proper introductions?” I suggested coolly. “I’m Malin Krigare, daughter of Marlow, student at Ravenswood Academy. And you are?”

His smile deepened. “I’m Azarias Göll, former lover of Marlow, and general jack of all trades. And I couldn’t help but notice that you failed to mention your job title. Are you still in training, or are you a full-blown Valkyrie yet?”

His tone was almost taunting when he said “Valkyrie,” speaking loud enough that others might be able to overhear, and that kind of thing could cause a lot of trouble for me in a neighborhood like Aizsaule.

I remained unfazed by his attempts to fluster or threaten me—I didn’t know which he was going for—and replied impassively, “You’re not immortal. Cambion?”

He laughed and leaned back. “My mother was a siren.”

“A Cambion and Valkyrie make for strange bedfellows,” I pointed out.

My friendship with Jude Locklear was definitely an exception among immortals and their children, and it spoke more to Jude’s character than it did anything. Most beings didn’t want to be friends with somebody who might someday kill their parents.

Before he could reply, the waitress appeared with a tray and roughly set down the shots and large bowls of soup. Azarias’s bowl looked less like soup and more like a heaping salad of diced boiled eggs, scallions, potatoes, and fleshy pink chunks of snake, all covered in a brown kvas broth.

He leaned over, breathing in his soup, but I didn’t know how he could smell it over the scent of fermented cabbage that permeated the restaurant. Once the waitress had left us alone to enjoy our meal, Azarias tossed his head back and slammed the two shots of vodka without a chaser, causing his face to twist in a grimace.

“Well, then. Shall we get to it?” he asked. “What is it that you want to know?”

“What exactly were you doing with my mother?” I asked pointedly.

“You don’t know? You look old enough to understand what it is that a man and woman do together,” he said with an exaggerated wink that made my skin crawl.

“How did you meet her?”

“How do any two people find each other in this crazy mixed-up world of ours? Luck and serendipity,” he said, and when I rolled my eyes, he elaborated. “We met at a bar. But what is it that you’re hoping to find out? What do you want me to illuminate for you?”

“Are you sad that she’s dead?” I asked, and he looked caught off guard.

“I’m not happy,” he said at length. “I had a certain fondness for Marlow. But I’m also not one to get particularly attached to anyone.”

“Why did she keep you secret?”

“You tell me,” he countered. “You knew her better than I did. But she seemed to be the type that really guarded her privacy.”

“I just don’t understand why you were with her,” I said, breaking down my argument in the simplest terms as he shoveled spoonfuls of the Okroshka into his mouth.

“Wow.” He gulped down his food and arched an eyebrow. “Do you really think so little of your mother that she can’t possibly have any qualities that anyone would find attractive?”

I knew she was attractive, beautiful even, but her personality was usually enough to drive any wannabe Lothario away. A cold-hearted fighter with an alcohol problem did not a good girlfriend make.

“Not enough for it to be worth the risk,” I said.

“What risk?” he asked, but he didn’t deny it.

“You asked to meet in Aizsaule, so I can only assume that you live and work here, which means that you’re involved with the more unsavory immortals.” I gestured vaguely around to the neighborhood. “Most of them would sooner die than date a Valkyrie, and many would be happy to kill you because of it.”

“What if the risk is what attracted me to Marlow?” he asked with a waggle of his eyebrows.

I was tired of his games, so I folded my arms over my chest and asked, “What did attract you to her?”

He set his spoon down and stared out the window, thinking for a moment before saying, “She was beautiful, and she was mean. That doesn’t sound like a winning combination to you, I’m sure, but it is to me.”

He smirked at some memory that I would never know of, and I wondered if he had seen a side of her that I never would.

“So did you ask her out?” I pressed.

He looked at me and tilted his head. “I doubt you want to know all the details of your mother’s sex life, so how about I simplify it for you? I work as a bartender at the Red Raven. My boss—”

“Your boss? Velnias?” I leaned forward on the table, and by the expression on Azarias’s face I could tell that he’d given away more than he meant to.

“All orders come from him in one way or another,” he allowed. “But it wasn’t him that night. Just my manager. He saw Marlow at the bar nursing a drink, and he said he sensed that she was trouble and told me to keep an eye on her. One thing led to another, and here we are.”

“What was she doing at the Red Raven? Did she tell you?”

“She was looking for someone. That’s all she said,” he told me in between spoonfuls of soup. “I have no idea who or what, or if she ever found them.”

“When was this?”

“A month ago, maybe?” He shrugged. “Maybe a little longer than that?”

“A month ago,” I repeated, trying to remember if she’d said or done anything strange then. Or at least stranger than normal. “Did she say anything that seemed … suspicious to you?”

Azarias finished his soup with one heaping spoonful, then he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm before settling back in his seat.

“Look, I don’t really have much I can tell you about her,” he said. “Not that you wouldn’t already know. Most of the time that Marlow and I spent together, well, we didn’t do much talking.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Gross.”

“It is what it is.” He stood up and pulled out his wallet. “But I have things I need to get to, and since I don’t have anything for you, I think I’ll be on my way.” He tossed a few bills on the table, more than enough to cover our meal. “You should try your soup. It’s delicious.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, staring down at my bowl of brine and barley.

Before he left, he leaned over and, almost whispering in my ear, said, “Oh, and if I were you, I’d get out back where you belong as soon as you’re done. Aizsaule isn’t a safe place for Valkyries, especially not anymore.”
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No sooner had I opened the door to my apartment than I heard Asher shout, “Molly!”

By the looks of it, he had been lounging back on the couch petting Bowie, who had nuzzled up to him. Asher stood up so quickly when he saw me that he nearly fell over. I barely had a chance to drop my messenger bag and kick off my boots before he rushed over to embrace me in what I could only describe as a sloppy hug.

“Does anybody ever call you Molly?” he asked, and he put his weight on me as we hugged.

“Not if they want to live,” I muttered, looking over his shoulder at Oona smiling sheepishly at me.

She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, with her thick grimoire spread out across her lap. The yellowed pages looked as if they would crumble under her fingertips, but Oona always swore that the book was far stronger than it looked.

“Sorry about him,” Oona said as I untangled myself from Asher and helped ease him back down onto the couch. “Some of what I gave him to help with the tremors and the headache have made him a little loopy.”

“I missed you so much,” Asher said, his words slurring slightly as he pulled me onto the couch beside him. I was afraid he would smother me or try making out in front of Oona, but instead he held my hand and stared down at the floor.

“Have you figured out what caused it yet?” I asked.

“No, but that’s in large part because I’ve been having a hard time getting a straight answer out of him.” She frowned at him.

“I try to think, I try to answer.” He moved his hand around his head. “But it’s like a fog, like … like I can’t get to certain stuff. I know it’s there, but I can’t see it.” His eyes were dark and glassy, with the whites still stained from the eyedrops Oona had given him.

Before he could say more, bright white light flashed outside, followed immediately by a clap of thunder so loud it rattled the windows. The power faltered, bathing us in total darkness for a fraction of a second before flashing back on with startling bright lights and blasts from the neighbors’ stereo.

“What was that?” Asher asked.

Rain began pouring down in torrential sheets that slammed against the window, and thunder rumbled on overhead. Fortunately, none of this really seemed to faze Asher. He blinked sleepily at me and barely suppressed a yawn.

“I’ve been telling him to lie down and rest,” Oona said. “It’ll help him work through the side effects of the meds faster so maybe I can find out what’s going on. But he wanted to stay awake until you got back.”

“I had to see that you were safe,” Asher said matter-of-factly. “I couldn’t sleep if you weren’t here.”

“Why don’t you go lie down in my bed and get some sleep?” I suggested, but he didn’t need any prodding. His body had started wilting the second he sat down. I suspect the seizure had been exhausting enough, not to mention that whatever Oona had given him apparently had an inebriating-like effect, so his will to stay awake had to be mightily strong.

He got up slowly, standing on his own, but his brow furrowed in concentration to make it happen. I followed right behind him, and I could tell by the deliberate way he walked that he was doing everything he could not to lean on me.

Once we got to my room, he practically collapsed back onto my bed. He unbuttoned his jeans and tried taking them off, but it wasn’t going well, so I stepped in and slid them off.

“Thank you for helping me,” he mumbled as I grabbed my blanket.

“It’s no problem.” I draped the covers across him, and then leaned over to make sure he was nicely tucked in.

As Asher settled down, his eyes suddenly flashed open, and he stared up at me. “You know I love you, right?”

He knocked the wind right out of me, and I could only stay frozen where I was. My hands trembled instantly, and my throat seemed to close up, robbing me of my voice. The strangest feeling came over me, like I was hovering above my body, someplace separate and far away and wonderful and warm.…

And I realized that he was staring up at me, waiting, so I managed to meekly say, “I do.”

I didn’t know what I’d say until I said it, and I didn’t know how I felt, but then I meant it. I did know. I’d never before believed that anyone could love me—I’d always thought that I was an unlovable monster—but when Asher touched me, I knew. I just knew.

He closed his eyes, and within seconds he was asleep.

I sat on the edge of the bed beside him, giving myself a few minutes to catch my breath and slow my heart, and eventually I felt grounded back in my body again. My hands still trembled, and I felt this dizzying happiness.

When I left the room, closing the door behind me, Oona was still sitting on the floor with her spell book open, Bowie taking refuge from the storm beside her, but she’d turned on the TV and her eyes were glued to the screen.

I was about to ask her what all had happened while I’d been gone when my phone beeped loudly in my pocket. I pulled it out to see Samael’s name flashing across the screen. It was a text message.

I need to see you at the Evig Riksdag. ASAP.
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“Shit,” I cursed to myself, and Oona managed to pull her eyes away from the television screen long enough to glance over at me.

“Mal, you gotta see this.”

“Can’t.” I went over to where I’d kicked off my boots fifteen minutes before so I could pull them on again. “I have to go.”

“What? You can’t!”

“Samael texted—”

“No, Mal, come watch the news!” She pointed wildly at the screen. “You can’t go out there.”

“Why not?” I walked back over to see what all the fuss was about, but it became obvious very quickly.

It showed downtown Chicago, pitch-black except for the dancing lights from circling helicopters. Between the towering buildings and through the sheets of rain, I could just make out people running. The camera zoomed in on a burning car. Behind it, a human and cyclops were working together to break into a jewelry store.

The red crawl on the bottom of the screen said the entire State District—home to the Evig Riksdag, along with plenty of other business and government buildings—was in chaos.

“I turned on the news to see if they said anything about the storm we’re having, and, well, yeah,” Oona explained.

“Are they rioting?” I asked.

“Yeah, the lightning blew out all the power downtown, and I guess everyone went nuts.”

“But it’s raining!” I insisted incredulously. “Why are they outside in a cold rainstorm? What is wrong with everyone?”

“The world is going mad.” She looked up at me. “The news reporter said that everyone should stay inside until the police get everything calmed down.”

“I have to go.”

“Are you not listening?” Oona shouted. “It’s too dangerous!”

I sat down on the coffee table so I could pull on my boots more easily. “Samael said he needs to see me ASAP, and it’s probably about whatever the hell is going on out there that is making everyone so insane right now.”

Oona exhaled through her nose and thought for a second before deciding, “Fine. But you can’t go by yourself.”

“Asher is out.” I motioned to my bedroom where he lay sleeping. “I need you to stay here with him and Bowie.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, obviously I’m not going out in that because I’m not a total psycho.”

“Then what do you suggest?” I asked.

“Quinn.”

I scoffed and stood up, which was the only argument I really had against Quinn. Oona closed her grimoire and set it on the table.

“Mal, hear me out,” Oona persisted as she followed me to the door. “She wants to help with this stuff, she lives nearby-ish, and she has a car, so you don’t have to ride your luft in the rain.”

“Oona.” I licked my lips, unable to think up a compelling argument except that I wasn’t ready to deal with all the feelings that came up whenever Quinn and I were around each other. “Things are complicated right now.”

“No, things are very simple,” Oona said firmly. “You want to save the world and you don’t want to die, and you’re willing to do anything you need to make that happen.”

I rubbed my temple. “Fine. I’ll text her. But if she says no, I’m going on my own.”
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We agreed to meet at Dillinger’s Corner Market & Apothecary, since it was roughly halfway between our two places. I’d ended up calling Quinn, with Oona hovering beside me to make sure I went through with it, and to my dismay, she’d actually answered.

I thought she might be avoiding me, but she knew that if I was calling it had to be important. Once I explained the situation, she immediately agreed to join me, but in that regard, I hadn’t expected anything different.

Fortunately, the rain had lessened in the few minutes it took me to get downstairs and outside. I would still be soaked by the time I made it the few blocks to Dillinger’s, but at least it wasn’t like I was jogging in a tsunami.

New Edgewater wasn’t a nice neighborhood, not by any stretch of the word, but it was generally relatively quiet compared to the rest of the city. The dirty canals kept a lot of through traffic out, since not everybody had hovercrafts, and the canals dead-ended in a concrete wall before the lake.

With the weather and the newscasters’ directions to stay indoors, it felt eerily quiet. Even three years ago, when we’d had a blizzard on New Year’s Eve, the streets hadn’t been this deserted. I swear, every time I stepped outside I heard a baby crying—I suspected it was usually pontianaks, attempting to lure victims by mimicking the sound of an infant crying.

But when I stepped outside tonight, for the very first time, I heard nothing. The water in the canal was oddly still, and the air smelled exceptionally like sewage and filth. A couple was walking on the other side of the canal, huddled together under an umbrella, but otherwise, I was alone.

And no one was ever alone in this city.

I started running, not to get out of the rain so much as to get away from here.

Dillinger’s was still a block away, glowing dully with harsh halogen lamps like a lighthouse in a storm. A narrow parking lot sat in front, and Quinn’s vintage sedan hovercraft was already parked there.

Hers was the only car in the lot, but as she got out of the driver’s side, I saw a group of people coming out from the shadows. There were five of them, and even from my distance they were easy to spot thanks to their attire: lots of neon patches and brightly colored metal spikes adorned their jean jackets, with hair to match styled in mohawks and liberty spikes.

On the back of their jackets each of them had affixed a large flamel—a serpent wrapped around a cross. That was the symbol for their gang, Perenelle’s Children, though I was using the term “gang” loosely. They were all Cambions, children of various low-level demons and immortals, and they had little to no power or prospects. So they hung around, played with alchemy, and occasionally caused trouble.

Generally, I considered the Perenelle’s Children to be nothing more than a vague nuisance, but tonight was not like other nights.

As soon as I saw them, I felt the buzzing. Familiar and intense, wrapping itself around my heart, as pressure grew in my stomach.

I kept running, watching as they approached Quinn. She’d been walking toward the store, but they interceded. They started to surround her, and now I was close enough that I could see the expression on her face—the shift from polite smile to resolute anger as she realized they were trouble.

A woman with a strip of bright pink hair stepped up to Quinn. Two ragged holes were cut through the back of her jacket to allow for small leathery wings, flapping impotently in the rain. When the winged Perenelle tried to push her back against the car, Quinn pushed back.

After that, everything happened quickly. They closed in around her, and even though it looked like she got in a few good hits, they were unrelenting as they tried to get her to the ground.

As I raced toward them, I pulled my asp baton from my bag, clenching it in my fist. They were so focused on attacking Quinn, they didn’t even notice me. Not until I was striking them across their backs with all my might.

One of them collapsed in a puddle with a guttural scream, but another—the winged girl with the pink hair—whirled on me instantly. She hit me hard, her fist colliding with my jaw enough that I heard it crack, and I stumbled backward.

The Valkyrie in me had taken over, so I didn’t feel the hit, or at least not the pain. But I tasted the blood coming from the corner of my mouth, and Winged Girl threw her head back and laughed, revealing the few sharp teeth she had left in her mouth.

On any other day, the baton would’ve been enough. Quinn and I shouldn’t have had any problem taking on the Perenelle’s Children. But Oona was right—the world had gone mad, and in a world of violent delights, only more violence would be the answer.

I took out my machete, holding it in my right hand while I kept the baton in my left, and I spun the weapons around. It was a cheap trick that I’d learned at Ravenswood, meant to intimidate, but Winged Girl did not look intimidated.

She ran at me, so I swung the machete. She lifted up her arm to block it, and the blade easily slid through the flesh and fabric, getting stuck in her bone.

“What is wrong with you?” I asked.

Once again, she only laughed at me. “Don’t you know? You don’t have the power anymore. We do.”

“The fuck you do,” I growled and yanked the machete out of her arm before kicking her legs out from under her.

She fell to the ground, and before I had a chance to do anything else, one of her comrades had jumped on my back. He wrapped his arm around my neck, attempting to strangle me, so I jerked my head back to headbutt him.

He didn’t let go, and Winged Girl had gotten back to her feet, so I was left warding her off while trying not to be knocked unconscious. I couldn’t see how Quinn was doing or really anything else, because I had to focus entirely on whoever was on my back and Winged Girl.

It didn’t hurt, I couldn’t feel much of anything, but my vision started to feel blotchy. I knew I was gasping for air, but I would keep fighting as long as I could. I didn’t have a choice.
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Suddenly there was a loud, low sound—like a bass drop mixed with sonar—and a rush of air. It was powerful enough that we all went flying backward, skidding so far on the concrete that we almost landed in the canal.

When I looked up, there stood Fufluns Dillinger—the pudgy, balding immortal who owned the corner market. In his hands he held a stocky black gun with a clear parabolic dish at the end of the muzzle, and based on the sound waves that hit us I guessed it was a very powerful USW—an ultrasonic weapon.

“Don’t make me shoot you again!” he warned the Perenelle’s Children as they slowly got to their feet.

They looked at him warily, but apparently even they were no match for USWs, so they slunk off into the night. Quinn was standing up, leaning back against her now badly dented car. Blood dripped down her temple, but she was alive and she looked okay.

“Malin?” Fufluns asked, peering down at me as I stood up. “Is that you?”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Yeah, it’s me.”

“Why don’t you come in and get cleaned up?” Fufluns stepped back, aiming the USW more toward the sky than at us, and motioned toward the store. “It’s not safe out here.”

I looked over at Quinn, who appeared stunningly badass. Her silvery hair disheveled from the fight, green eyes still glowing with fierce intensity. The rain had soaked through her gray long-sleeved shirt, so it clung to her skin. But it was the way she stood—tall, strong, confident—even after getting the shit kicked out of her that was what amazed me the most.

She nodded at Fufluns, almost reluctantly, then said, “If we can’t handle the riffraff out here, we won’t make it through whatever is going on downtown.”

“But Quinn—” I tried to argue, but she turned and followed Fufluns back to the store.

“Let’s go inside and talk about it,” she said over her shoulder. “We don’t need to make this poor man stand out in the rain any longer.”

Once we were inside, Fufluns locked the front door before pulling down a metal shutter, sealing off the outside. Quinn and I must’ve looked a little put off by that because he immediately said, “This is not to keep you in. It’s to keep everyone else out. You can go whenever you wish, although I would suggest that you not walk.”

“No, I won’t be walking anywhere tonight,” I said, casting a regretful look out the storefront window.

Even though he was a big man—taller than me and with a big, round belly—his clothes were always a little too big. He reminded me of a slacker, like an overgrown college kid or one of the party gods, who appeared to be about in his forties. According to Oona, he refused to work morning shifts, he had the habit of closing the store when he felt like it, and his books were a mess.

Once I asked him how he got into a business like this, and he shrugged. “The economy did strange things to everybody, and sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.”

“Where is Oona?” Fufluns asked, pulling up his loose-fitting leisure pants.

“She’s at home,” I said.

“Of course. She is too smart to be out in this.” He leaned closer to me and lowered his voice, even though the store was empty except for us. “I don’t mean to pry, but she is my best worker, and I was wondering, has she … has she gotten done the important work she had to do?”

Before taking off with me a week and a half before to chase after Tamerlane Fayette, Oona had called Fufluns and asked for a leave of absence, citing important matters that she needed to tend to. When we’d stopped in to get a charger yesterday, he’d interrogated her about when she would return, but since she was his best employee, he’d probably keep asking every time he saw one of us.

“Soon.” I swallowed. “I hope.”

While we’d been talking, Quinn had slowly been drifting to the back of the store. Most of the inventory were basic food and home goods—albeit at jacked-up prices—but several shelves in the back were reserved for apothecary and medicine. There were a few items that Oona assured me actually worked, but mostly they were overpriced knockoff crystals, amulets, and various herbs.

Quinn was crouched down, picking out a salve to treat her scrapes and bruises, when Fufluns waved his hands at her.

“No, no, don’t use that. It’s crap.” Fufluns jerked his thumb toward his office at the back of the store. “Let me grab the good stuff out of the first-aid kit. I’ll be right back.”

Quinn put the salve down and straightened up. With Fufluns gone, she gave me her this-is-very-serious look. “You’re going to call Samael and tell him we can’t do it.” She waited a beat before adding, “Right?” But it was never really a question.

“Yeah. I don’t have a choice.” I shifted uneasily as she stared me down. “Sorry about getting you dragged into this.”

“No, don’t be,” she said with a softened tone. “I told you that I wanted to help, and I meant it.”

The adrenaline and Valkyrie rush were starting to wear off, and I could feel the aches and pains seeping into my muscles and bones. The Perenelle’s Children definitely knew how to fight. So now I was sore, cold, and terrified of how to act around Quinn.

“How have you been?” I asked, almost blurting it out like some secret I’d been dying to tell. “We haven’t really talked since we got back to the city.”

She lowered her gaze, and I swear I saw her cheeks flush pink for a second. “I’ve been as good as I can be, given the state of everything.”

“Have you had any work?” I asked. I hadn’t but there were about a hundred reasons why I wouldn’t be getting work anytime soon, so I didn’t know what if any assignments were going out at a normal rate for everyone else.

“Nope.” She shook her head, but she looked totally nonplussed. “I haven’t even talked to Samael since I last saw him with you.”

“Well, I imagine he has his hands full right now,” I said lamely, so I wouldn’t have to stand with Quinn in an awkward silence.

Fufluns returned in the nick of time, carrying a great big canister of a waxy substance, and the sheer size of it made me wonder how often Fufluns got hurt and what exactly was going in his first-aid kit.

“Here, this is the good stuff.” He held it out to Quinn, who tentatively took it from him. “Slather that all over anything that hurts you, and you’ll be right as rain,” he directed vaguely as he stepped back toward his office. “I’m watching the TV in my back office. Someone stole a police car downtown, and they have the chase on NorNewsNow. You can come watch it with me if you want.”

“We’re okay, thanks,” I said to his retreating figure.

“What do you think?” Quinn was talking to me, but she was looking at the canister and wrinkling her nose.

The bright green label on the side called it Manna of the Gods but the asterisk next to it explicitly stated they were in no way associated with the real gods, Vanir or otherwise.

“I know that Fufluns wouldn’t have given this to us if he didn’t really believe it worked,” I said with a shrug. “He really loves Oona.”

That must’ve convinced her—probably because everybody loved Oona—and she pulled off the lid and put a big dab of it on her finger. It reminded me of a dollop of whipped cream, but if whipped cream were made from melted candle wax. “Here goes nothing.”

As she carefully slathered the salve onto a nasty scrape on her arm, I felt compelled to say something, anything, in a vain attempt to alleviate the tension between us and the guilt I felt about being around her. Not just because of things I’d done or hadn’t done, but even how I still felt about her now.

That’s how I found myself saying, “I’m happy. I mean, I’m happy that you’re good, relatively speaking.”

“Thanks.” She looked up at me uncertainly. “I hope you are doing well also?”

“No, I…” I rubbed the back of my neck, acutely aware of how awkward and random I was sounding. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you since…” I paused and started over. “When we were in Belize, you said some things—”

“We don’t have to talk about it,” she said, talking over me. “You’ve made yourself perfectly clear.”

“I don’t think I have,” I persisted. “It’s hard for me to say how I feel sometimes.”

“Oh, believe me, I know.” She’d been focusing on putting the healing salve on her wounds, but she stopped now to look up at me.

“I’m being honest with you here,” I said. “Can you cut me some slack?”

“Honest?” Her crooked smile deepened, turning bitter at the edges. “You’ve always been honest with me. It’s yourself that you lied to.”

I lowered my eyes and chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to keep myself from reacting the way I wanted to. Not that I even really knew how I wanted to react. With tears? With anger? With acceptance?

She stepped closer to me, and I refused to look up, so I stared down at her wet boots on the dirty floor.

“Malin, we don’t need to go over this again,” she said gently. “I understand who you are, and I always did. I asked too much of you, and I knew it, but I wanted it so badly I thought maybe I could will it into existence. But that’s my fault. You told me who you were.”

“Shit, Quinn.” I turned away from her, barely able to hold back the tears that stung at my eyes.

“No, Malin, it’s not like that.” She rushed to correct herself and put her hand on my shoulder so I’d look at her. “I’m saying I didn’t listen to you. You’ve got some hang-ups, but they were right there on display.”

She swallowed hard before continuing. “I thought that if I tried hard enough, we could plow right through them to some magical happy land.” Quinn shook her head sadly. “But that’s not how life works. You put those walls up, and you have to be the one to take them down. I can’t do it for you.”

I struggled to keep it together, but I finally managed to say, “I’m sorry it took me too long to figure that out.”

“Me, too.” She dropped her hand and went back to the Manna, turning away and giving me a moment of privacy.

I blinked hard a few times and wiped at my eyes with the palm of my hand.

“You were my first love,” I said to her back, my words loud because I had to force them out. I had to fight to say them. “I wanted you to know that.”

She didn’t say anything at first. She stood with her back to me, her shoulders slightly sagging. When she finally did look back, tears had formed in her eyes.

“I didn’t know that,” she said softly, with a sad crooked smile. “But if you keep letting people in, I know I won’t be your last.” Then she turned and walked away. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to run to the bathroom.”





SIXTY-ONE

While Quinn was in the bathroom, I called Samael to let him know that I wouldn’t be able to make it. He understood, as he hadn’t realized how batshit everything had gone downtown until after he texted me. I happened to let it slip that I was with Quinn, so he told me to take her back to my place and wait for him to contact me.

“I’ll figure out a way to meet up with you,” he promised me.

“Why can’t you tell me what’s going on over the phone?” I asked. “I mean, it’s important.”

He was silent for a moment, then said, “I’ll see you later tonight.”

And he hung up the phone.

That’s how I ended up back at my apartment, sitting awkwardly at one end of the couch while my ex-girlfriend sat on the other, with my sorta-boyfriend passed out in the next room and my best friend obsessively watching the news. Thankfully, Bowie was more than happy to be a buffer between us, spreading out until he was kicking me with his back feet.

Ellery Park—sitting behind the news desk and speaking in her calm, careful tones—informed us the rioting and looting downtown had been contained, with many of the assailants arrested and only a few injuries reported. Still, she warned us all to stay inside until we were given the all-clear by the National Guard.

Finally, when I couldn’t handle another pundit telling us all to keep calm and carry on, my phone rang.

“It’s him,” I announced when I saw Samael’s name flash across the screen, and Oona hurried to turn down the TV as I answered.

“Where are you?” Samael asked before I even had a chance to say hello.

“I’m in my apartment.” I stood up, pacing the room as I spoke.

“You still live in the Tannhauser Towers, right?”

“Um, yeah, I do.” I went over to the window and looked out, half expecting to see Samael somehow magically waiting for me outside, but it was only rain and adverts and a handful of pedestrians. “I’m in the first tower on the north side of Maneto Canal.”

“Excellent,” he replied. “Can you get to the roof?”

“What?”

“Can you get up to the roof?” he repeated, more slowly this time.

“The roof? Maybe? I’ve never tried. Why?”

“Get up there, if you can,” Samael said. “I’ll meet you up there in twenty minutes.”

“What? How are you getting there?”

“Twenty minutes, Malin.” That was all he said, and then he hung up.

“Samael really needs to work on his phone etiquette,” I muttered.

I turned back around to find Quinn and Oona hovering right behind me, and they immediately pounced on me with a series of rapid-fire questions. Since neither waited for the other to stop talking before jumping in, I could hardly understand either of them.

Once their inquisition finally ceased, I was able to tell them what little I knew. Quinn insisted on going up to the roof with me, but Oona was okay with staying behind, in case Asher woke up and needed something.

We took the fire stairs up to the roof, so it really wasn’t hard to do. Except there were a lot more stairs than I would’ve thought, and both Quinn and I were already tired and sore from our scuffle with the Perenelle’s Children.

Quinn leaned back against the door at the top, resting. I walked around the roof, checking behind heating stacks and water tanks, in case Samael beat us here somehow.

It was windy on top of the building, but honestly, not as bad as I had feared given the recent storms. The rain had mostly died down, but now it was icy little drizzles that felt like frozen shards of glass stinging my exposed skin.

I stood at the edge of the building, staring down at the city that surrounded us, and I caught a glimpse of something flying between the buildings. At first I thought it might be Muninn, Odin’s massive raven that had been following me around.

But it wasn’t a bird. It was a woman with large feathered wings, and she was carrying something in her arms. As they came closer, soaring around the building as they gained altitude, I realized that it was Valeska, carrying Samael.

“Holy shit!” I pointed at them. “There they are!”

“They?” Quinn asked as she rushed over to join me, and she gasped when she saw them. “Valeska!”

Within a few minutes, Valeska was carefully setting Samael down on the roof, and then she landed beside him. She was a little out of breath, but she held the same cool, vaguely bored expression she had every time I saw her. She nodded hello, and she might have said more but then Quinn intervened.

“Do you have a death wish or something?” Quinn said.

“It’s no big deal. I’ve done that kinda thing plenty of times,” Valeska replied nonchalantly. “I’m much stronger than I look.”

“I know.” Quinn softened and looked at her with soft, dewy eyes—the same eyes she used to give me when we first started dating. “Be careful.”

I didn’t need to see that—even if I was happy for them, it was still tied up in a painful knot of jealousy—so I turned my attention to Samael.

His cheeks were flushed from the cold air and perhaps the fear, and his normally boyish aquamarine eyes had a new intensity. He popped the collar on his black peacoat to block out some of the wind.

Valeska noticed and moved behind us, spreading her wings wide to help block the wind. Quinn stood the closest to her, almost huddled up against her, with a wide stance, so Valeska could lean on her for support against the blustering gusts.

“What’s so important that you had to risk your life to tell me?” I asked.

“That was honestly quite a bit more terrifying than I imagined,” he admitted as he raked his fingers through his tangles of hair.

“Samael.” I folded my arms over my chest. “What’s going on?”

“I know this was a bit of a dramatic way to go about it, but this is safer than meeting down at the Riks.” He shook his head. “There might not be anyone I can trust.”

“What? What’s going on?”

“The walls have ears, I suspect.” He scowled. “I know for certain they’ve tapped all our phones. I don’t know what exactly is going on, but they’re definitely paranoid about something.”

“Everyone is paranoid?” I echoed in disbelief.

“Right. Because Odin’s still missing.” He gestured vaguely at the air, as if Odin had just disappeared into the ether. “So they’re all on lockdown.”

“Is that what you came to tell me? That Odin is gone?” I asked.

He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and hunched over. “Not exactly. I wanted to ask you if you’ve seen him or talked to him.”

“No. I haven’t even seen his ravens.” It had been before I went to Kurnugia that I’d last heard anything from Odin. “I would’ve told you.”

He smiled grimly at me. “I had to ask.”

“Why did you want me here for that?” Quinn asked as her silver tangles of hair whipped around her face. “You know I don’t know where Odin is, either.”

“The other item is more of a personal nature,” Samael said. “I know that things have been intense lately, so it’s hard to focus on any of the mundane bureaucracies. But it’s been over two weeks since Marlow passed, and if you want any say on what they put out about her in the official Hall of Records, it’s important that you get the paperwork all filled out as soon as you have the chance.”

The Hall of Records was a long corridor with floor-to-ceiling shelves lining either side, all of them filled with books on the entire history of the Valkyries. Every Valkyrie born had a notation about her—name, birth date, death date, notable ancestors on father’s side, descendants, the years worked and who the Valkyrie had slain, and any significant life events.

My mother would be included whether I filled out the paperwork or not, but without input from me, administrative strangers working for the Riks would be the ones deciding what her footnote in history would say. Would they call her a traitor? An unstable monster? Or leave it all blank, so no one would ever have a clue of the complexities of my mother?

“The paperwork can be a bit trying, and ordinarily I would go through it with you, but my hands are full with so many other things,” Samael explained. “So I thought Quinn could help you, since she’s done this all before.”

“Quinn’s made a report for the Hall of Records?” I looked from one of them to the other, but Quinn lowered her eyes when my bewildered gaze landed on her.

“Yes,” Samael said, and now it was his turn to look confused. “When her mother died.”

“What?” I asked, and glanced over to see that Valeska appeared nearly as shocked as I did, which meant that she most likely hadn’t known, either. “Your mother is dead? When?”

“I’m sorry.” Samael gave Quinn an apologetic smile. “I assumed that Malin knew.”

“Eleven years ago,” she said quietly.

“Eleven years ago?” I was practically yelling in my incredulity. “We were together for six months! How could you never tell me that? How could it possibly never have occurred to you to mention that?”

Quinn had avoided talking about her family as much as possible, and all she’d ever said about her mother was that they hadn’t talked in a long time. True enough, I guess, but still a very hefty lie by omission.

“It obviously occurred to me. I just didn’t want to.” Her lips twisted into a scowl that vacillated between sheepish remorse and indignation. “When my mom died I was only eight years old, and it was this nightmare circus. She was killed by the widower of an immortal she’d returned. He was so angry that she took his wife away from him, he decided to take my mom away from everybody. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, then the media got ahold of it.”

She hadn’t needed to tell me that last part. As soon as she mentioned the widower, I knew exactly who it was. The news had obsessively reported it, and I had become terrified that the same thing would happen to Marlow. But no matter how much I cried or begged her to stay home, she refused to let fear cause her to stop working, and she never missed a day.

“For a long time after, that was the thing that everybody knew about me,” Quinn explained. “Other kids at school made fun of me or avoided me. Adults fawned over me and asked me inappropriate questions, like what her body looked like after she died.

“And I didn’t want her death to define me anymore,” Quinn went on. “I didn’t want to spend another minute dissecting my mother’s death with intrusive strangers. So finally, as I got older and time passed, people stopped making the connection, and then I stopped telling them.

“Whenever anybody asked me about my family, I always gave vague answers,” she said. “And when you and I met, I didn’t know that we would … I didn’t realize that things would get serious, so I lied when I met you, and then I never figured out a good way to correct that. I planned on it, someday, but … that day never happened.”

I swallowed hard and looked away from her. “I guess it’s good to know that I wasn’t the only one emotionally closed off during our relationship.”





SIXTY-TWO

“How are you really doing?” Samael looked at me thoughtfully as we stood on the roof with the wind howling around us.

We’d had a few more awkward minutes of conversation with Quinn and Valeska before the two of them stepped away to say goodbye, Valeska spreading her wings to use as a shield from the wind and from prying eyes. Samael and I were sheltering from the wind near a smokestack.

I shrugged. “I’m fine. As fine as anyone could be, given the circumstances.”

“That’s understandable.”

“I went to Marlow’s apartment to start going through her things,” I said.

“Oh.” His eyes widened, and he cleared his throat. “Did you need help with that?”

“No,” I said, then hurried to correct myself. “I mean, maybe. But that’s not what I’m asking now. I was wondering if you knew that she was a prepper?”

Samael shook his head. “What’s a prepper?”

“You know, someone who is overly obsessed with preparing for a disaster or—” I was going to say end of the world but I stopped myself. “Marlow had all kinds of weapons and a seriously ridiculous amount of lentils. Did you know about that or what she was preparing for?”

“No.” He furrowed his brow, staring off in thought. “She never really invited me to her place, so I didn’t know. She was a very private person.”

“Yeah, that’s putting it lightly,” I muttered. “But she had four Valkyrie swords locked up in a safe.”

“She had four swords?” he repeated. “That’s … I mean, there’s nothing wrong with owning swords. The Riks still makes swords, and some get lost or stolen and end up at the Avondmarkt.”

“What could someone do with four Valkyrie swords?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” He looked as baffled as I felt. “They don’t work unless you’re a Valkyrie, and a Valkyrie can only imprint on one sword at a time. So there really isn’t a use for them.”

Samael hadn’t told me anything that I didn’t already know, but I’d asked him because his experience and knowledge were so much more vast than mine. Vaster than Marlow’s, even. Which meant that if he thought the swords were useless, they probably were, and Marlow would’ve known that too.

“She did have a lot of weapons,” I said, striving to make sense of what my mother could have been thinking. “Maybe she thought a few more swords wouldn’t hurt.”

“Was there anything else that you found in her apartment?” Samael asked.

I debated not telling him. I considered keeping it to myself, so he’d never have to know, and if it was just between him and my mom, I would have. But with everything that was going on, I had to give Samael all the info I could.

“I found a burner phone,” I said carefully. “She was seeing someone.”

He frowned, a deep scowl that looked unnatural on his face, but he didn’t appear surprised. “I thought she might be. The last few months, she’d been distant. Even by Marlow’s standards.” He paused before asking, “Do you know who it was?”

“Azarias Göll.”

“That sounds a bit familiar. Let me check.” He pulled his small tablet out of his jacket pocket and hurriedly tapped away at the screen, all the while muttering to himself. “Hopefully this won’t raise any red flags. They’re probably watching my search history.”

“Who is they?” I asked, since he still hadn’t given me a clear explanation about any of this. “Are you talking about Ereshkigal?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Obviously, she probably has something to do with everything, but I don’t know how. She’s still trapped in Kurnugia, but that means there have to be people—maybe mortals or immortals or both—working for her and doing her bidding here on earth.”

“You don’t have any ideas?” I asked.

“I think I found him,” Samael said, ignoring my question, and he tilted his screen so that I could have a look.

Sure enough, it was the guy I’d met at Sup D’yavola, scowling in a mug shot.

“Yeah, that’s him.”

Samael looked sharply at me. “You met him?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t say much.” I tried to brush this off, since I really didn’t have much of note to tell him, but he tilted the tablet away from me, so I’d look up at him. “He said he dated Marlow, but she didn’t tell him anything. He didn’t seem to know that much about her at all, except that she loved to keep her secrets.”

“That’s not why I’m upset, Malin,” he said. “Everything is very dangerous right now. You’ve got to be careful.”

“I am!” I insisted, but even I wasn’t sure if that was true.

He went back to scrolling through his tablet for any info on Azarias. “There isn’t much here. Some petty crime. There might be more, but since he’s a mortal Cambion, the Evig Riksdag doesn’t keep very many records that would relate to him.

“The only thing that is interesting is that his father is a rather notable demon,” Samael said. “He’s the right-hand man for Velnias. But the sins of the father don’t always carry to the son.”

“But sometimes they do,” I said.

The sky suddenly lit up as a bolt of lightning danced across it, zigzagging through the dark clouds around us. Before the lightning had even faded, thunder clapped, and the wind picked up.

“I think the rain is coming again.” Samael put his tablet away and glanced over at Valeska, who was still huddled with Quinn. “We should go before it gets worse.”

“You know, just because Valeska flew you here, over all the chaos downtown, doesn’t mean that you had to land on the roof. She could’ve dropped you at the front door,” I pointed out.

“I know, but a lot of these places have security cameras, and I know there’s CCTV on the streetlights along the canals.”

“You really think someone is watching you that closely or that they’d care that you’re visiting me?” I asked dubiously.

“Maybe, maybe not.” He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know anymore. What’s happening at the Riks is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. All of the Eralim are being kept in the dark. No new missions are going out.

“And before you think, Oh it’s only been a few days, it adds up very quickly,” he went on. I knew everything that he was saying, but based on the frantic, irritated tone to his voice, he needed to vent.

“Right now, to keep the balance, we’re supposed to ensure that point-zero-one percent of the immortals on the planet die every day!” Samael explained. “Whether that be the rare case of suicide or murder or we have to send a Valkyrie in to do it, it needs to be done. When you consider there are over six billion immortals walking on the earth right now, that’s a hell of a lot of people in just three days that didn’t die.”

His expression grew more grave. “Now picture what it will look like in a week. Or a month. This is going to be a population crisis of epic proportions.”

“That’s why Odin’s gone.”

“Well, obviously that is the line of thinking,” he said. “Immortals got sick of dying.”

“Maybe it’s more than that,” I said, thinking of all the extra immortals that were still on earth, the ones who should’ve been returned to Kurnugia. “What could they do with all those extra bodies?”

With all those extra immortals still on earth, they could form an army large enough to wipe out humanity or turn us into slaves. I stared out at the city. Each of the lights shining in the windows belonged to someone. A human who could be killed, or an immortal who could be a soldier. Right now we were all neighbors. We were friends. But for how much longer?

“If they’re not afraid to go after a Vanir god like Odin, I don’t know how they can be stopped,” I said.

“Everything can be stopped,” Samael insisted emphatically. “Even death.”

I smiled wanly up at him. “That’s the problem, isn’t it?”





SIXTY-THREE

After Samael left with Valeska, Quinn headed out as well, insisting that it was safe enough for her to drive the short distance to her place. Oona was waiting up for me, and I briefed her as quickly as I could, since we were both exhausted.

When I went into my bedroom, Asher was still asleep, but he woke up long enough to tell me that he was sorry about everything. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close to him, and that was more than enough for me.

In the morning, Asher insisted that he was feeling better, and while I believed him, I was still determined to figure out what was going on with him. Oona had been unable to find anything particular helpful in her own research, so she suggested we go visit her sorceress cousin Minerva Warren.

Asher wanted to come with us, but we managed to convince him to stay behind. I told him that I wanted to take my luft, since it was easier to get around in, and that only seated two. But the truth was that I wanted to be able to talk about everything with Oona and Minerva, without worrying about Asher or his reactions.

Especially if things got difficult and personal.

We waited until midmorning, when the news assured us it was safe to venture out, though they warned us to still use caution. But Minerva didn’t live that far away. She was only over in Edison Park, a few blocks away from where Oona and I had grown up.

In this neighborhood, a lot of the brownstones were nearly identical, and the one Minerva lived in looked just like Marlow’s, except the bricks had more of a reddish hue.

I had visited her with Oona a few times before, and she had a quaint little basement apartment—or at least as quaint as basement apartments go. Her building was a bit nicer than Marlow’s, since we had to be buzzed in, and she raced up the steps from the basement to greet us.

“I’m so glad you’re here!” she squealed as she hugged Oona, and even though she didn’t know me that well, she hugged me, too. “The circumstances are terrible, I know, but I’m always so glad when you can visit.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Oona agreed with her easy smile.

Minerva was in her early thirties, with tightly coiled curls of dark auburn hair. Just like Oona, her skin was creamy brown and her eyes were the color of black walnut. There were a few differences between them, Minerva being taller, her limbs longer, and her lips thinner. She looked almost as if someone had taken Oona and stretched her out.

When I’d first met Minerva, back when we were kids, Oona had told me she was a sorceress, and I’d expected her to wear long cloaks or velvet gowns. But Minerva was not that kind of sorceress. Today she was wearing yoga pants with an old band T-shirt for Eden’s Eternity.

“Ignore the mess,” Minerva told us as we followed her down to her apartment. “I’ve been working on a few things.”

As soon as she opened the door, the scent of sage and old books wafted out. Her place smelled exactly like Oona’s grimoire.

The door opened into a small living room styled in a bohemian/thrift store kinda way that seemed to fit college students, nomads, or anyone on a tight budget. The back wall was exposed brick, with two small windows with a view of the alley. Not that I could see much of that past the potted plants that decorated the sill.

An overflowing bookshelf took up the entire wall that separated the living room from the kitchen. There was a long narrow bar made of reclaimed wood, and a wrought-iron trestle covered with all sorts of vials and herbs and pestles and mortars.

Several blankets were draped across an overstuffed couch, and two fat merle-colored rats were curled up sleeping at one end of it. They each had little pink collars with their names on them, and though I could never keep straight which one was which, their names were Victoria and Gussina, or Vicky and Gussy for short.

“So, you’re here because something strange has been going on with your boyfriend?” Minerva asked.

“Yeah. He’s been shaking, like he’s having seizures, and he’s had a lot of nightmares.”

“And this all started after you came back from the underworld?” she asked.

Oona had already filled her in on most of our adventures, even before she called Minerva this morning to ask for her help. Oona had often told me that was the biggest difference between the Krigares and the Warrens: we liked our secrets, while they shared everything.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

She pursed her lips. “And that’s exactly why you shouldn’t go down to the underworld.”

“You know I wouldn’t have gone if I didn’t think we had to,” Oona said in that irritable way she had when she’d already argued about something a dozen times.

“Anyway,” Minevera said with a pained smile. “Why don’t you two make yourself comfortable? I made some lavender iced tea, so I’ll go pour us a few glasses, and then we can sit and get to the bottom of what’s happening with your boyfriend.”

Oona offered to help her, leaving me alone in the living room to peruse Minerva’s cluttered space on my own. Most of her stuff appeared to be connected to her work in thaumaturgy, and there were several implements that I recognized from Oona’s kit. Other than that, there were some rat toys, yarn and needles for knitting, and a few framed pictures on the wall.

The pictures were all of Minerva’s family, and I lingered on one that showed Minerva as a young teenager, her very pregnant mother, Oya, and her mother’s sister, Rhona. All three smiling, standing together on a beach with their arms wrapped around one another. That was the only family picture of all of them, Minerva had explained on a previous visit.

Truth was that Minerva wasn’t really Oona’s cousin—she was her half sister. Their mother, Oya, had died in childbirth with Oona, and when her dad very quickly became overwhelmed, Rhona decided to adopt her sister’s child. Minerva, meanwhile, had already gone to live with their grandmother.

Oona had always known this, or at least she had as long as I’d known her. But it wasn’t something she thought about a lot. Rhona had raised and loved her, so Rhona was her mom. She was sad that she’d never gotten to meet Oya, but Minerva and Rhona told her stories about her. Sometimes that’s the best you got in life.

I sat down on the couch, and one of the rats lifted its head long enough to blink at me before curling back up to sleep. A minute later, Minerva returned and set two mason jars of pale purple tea on the table. She grabbed a small pad of paper and a pen, then sat down beside me. The way she sat, with her knees tilted toward me, pen posed in her hand, reminded me of a reporter looking for a big scoop.

“So, tell me everything,” Minerva said.

“Um, okay.” I glanced over at Oona, who was walking around the room, admiring Minerva’s things while sipping her tea. “When we found Asher, he was at Zianna, but he’d only recently been rescued from She’ol. And he’d been tortured pretty bad there, so at first I thought his nightmares might be PTSD or something—”

Minerva held up her hand. “Wait, go back. I want you to be as detailed as possible. Any little detail might help. And start back at the beginning. How did he get there?”

So I started with how Asher had gotten dragged down by Gugalanna, how it took us five days to find him but it had felt like weeks to him, how he’d been held hostage and had been bled by Gugalanna and Abaddon. Asher insisted he didn’t remember much about what they had said or done, but I told Minerva everything that he’d shared with me.

When I got to the part where I started describing his wounds—the slowly healing cuts slashed down either side of his torso and arms—Minerva’s eyes widened.

“The marks on his chest, though, those were the worst part,” I said.

“What marks on his chest?” Oona asked.

“They’re not fully healed yet, so he’s been wearing a bandage,” I explained. “It’s these two … marks or symbols or something. He told me that Abaddon had done it, and at that time he told Asher, ‘No one else can have you.’”

“Can you draw them for me?” Minerva asked, handing me the pen and paper.

They were two simple marks, almost like cursive letters that had been left unfinished, so they were easy to replicate. Once I’d finished, Minerva took the page back, tilting it this way and that as she studied it.

“Do you recognize them?” Oona asked, peering over Minerva’s shoulder.

“I can’t say.” She squinted at them. “They look familiar, but I don’t know what they are.”

She stared at them a moment longer. “I know I can figure it out, but I’ll have to look through my books, which may take a little bit. Why don’t we go on and see if there’s anything you can tell me that would help?”

I told her everything else I knew, describing the nightmares and shaking that I’d witnessed, but nothing else really seemed to stand out. Minerva took careful notes, writing down everything I said so she could look back at it all later.

“Do you have anything of his?” Minerva asked. “I know it sounds silly, but sometimes it can help me get a read on him and what’s happening.”

“Oona said you might want something, so I brought this.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out his Vörðr bracelet. “That’s the only thing he brought into Kurnugia that he managed to get out.”

“That should be very good, then,” Minerva said as she carefully looked it over.

The bracelet itself was made of black paracord with a small metal plaque on one side, like a medical alert bracelet. But instead of allergies or conditions, it had the symbol of the Vörðr on it. Every member of the elite security squad got one.

“This symbol—the three horns and an eagle—that’s for the Evig Riksdag guards, right?” Minerva asked, and I nodded. “Are the horns for you? For the original three Valkyries?”

“No, the horns are for Odin,” I explained.

“There were nine Valkyries originally,” Oona said. She scooped up the chubby rats so she could sit down beside me, then sat them back on her lap, where they were very happy to curl up with her. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

“Oh, I probably learned it at some point,” Minerva admitted. “But now that I deal more with alchemy and thaumaturgy than history, I forget a lot of those things.”

In a singsong voice, Oona recited the poem we’d learned in grade school to help us memorize all the names of the original Valkyries:

Nine Valkyries did Odin make

And in the darkness he did take

Blades of ice and dragon claw

Summer sun and winter thaw

To create the power and the might

The maiden protectors of mortal plight

Eir, Göndul, Hildr, Mist, Ölrún,

Róta, Skögul, Thrúd, and Sigrún.

Minerva smiled and offered a few golf claps. “I am impressed.”

“It’s just a nursery rhyme,” Oona demurred.

“As for this”—Minerva held up the bracelet—“I think it will be more than sufficient for me to be able to make you a protection potion for Asher, and maybe even a few for the two of you for whatever trouble you’re going up against in the coming days.”

I offered to help, but for the most part, Minerva and Oona had it covered. I handed them a few things when they asked, but mostly I watched them creating—passing ingredients between each other, flipping through books, sometimes speaking in Latin.

There was a strange beauty and fluidity to their movements, and the occasional puff of glittery smoke or fizzing brightly colored liquid only added to the magic. It was almost like a blend of ballet and science, of emotion and precision.

Not for the first time, I was amazed by Oona and her talent, and I couldn’t be more grateful that she was my best friend.





SIXTY-FOUR

Oona and I returned to our apartment a few hours later, carrying a few new elixirs and powders and balms. Asher was sitting on the couch, watching television with Bowie sprawled out beside him, and I felt this rush of relief and happiness. He looked over at me, smiling in his cautious way, as if he were waiting for something to come along and ruin it.

“You’re still here.” I hadn’t even realized until we’d gotten back, but I’d been afraid that he’d be gone.

“Of course I am.” He laughed. “Where would I have gone?”

“I don’t know.” I dropped my bag on the floor and went over and sat beside him. I wanted to feel him, touch him, know he was really here. “I … I don’t know.”

“Well, the good news is that we made all kinds of good stuff today.” Oona set her bag on the table and pulled out the small vials and tubs she and Minerva had filled. “The bad news is that Minerva doesn’t know what’s wrong with you.”

“Does she have any ideas?” Asher asked.

“She has more research to do, but hopefully she can call me tomorrow and let us know something,” Oona said.

“Oona was really, really amazing today,” I said, to which she rolled her eyes.

“This one right here is the most important one.” Oona held out a round flat tub filled with a bubbly blue gel.

“What is it?” Asher asked as he took it from her.

“Salvari Balm,” Oona explained. “It’s like an antibiotic mixed with an antidemonic, so bacitracin with a serious edge. You need to put it all over your wounds twice daily, and make sure you really get it in there good. It’ll be a little cold and it might sting, but it’ll help your wounds heal faster, and it’ll fight infections, both bacterial and supernatural.”

“Should I … should I go put it on now?” he asked, looking at me and Oona.

“It won’t hurt to get started,” she said. “The rest of this stuff is more for offense than defense, but we can go over that later.”

Asher thanked her, then headed off to the bathroom to lather up. I offered to help him, but he said he had it covered. There really wasn’t much room in the bathroom, so I didn’t push it.

Oona sat down on the far end of the couch and propped her feet up on an ottoman.

“Thanks again for helping me so much,” I told her.

Oona shrugged it off the way she always did. “You know you can always count on me.”

I settled back into the couch, absently petting Bowie and watching the movie Asher had left on. I didn’t know what it was, but little blue men were chasing an orange cat around the house, and the cat seemed quite upset about it.

When the movie went to commercial, a news bulletin cut in, which caused Oona to groan and say, “What fresh hell is this?”

But instead of showing us a death count or telling us about a new terror out to get us, Ellery Park was out on location. She was more dressed up than I usually saw her behind the desk, with large sparkling earrings and her hair pulled back. Her black dress was fairly conservative, but she’d ditched the glasses.

It was hard to tell where she was exactly, because the street was so crowded I couldn’t get a good look at any landmarks. Behind her seemed to be all types of mortals and immortals, dressed in flamboyant regalia. The good news was that everyone seemed to be laughing and having a good time, so I hoped that meant they weren’t all about to be hit by an asteroid or some other ridiculous catastrophe.

“This is Ellery Park reporting live from downtown,” she began, and I heard someone yell, Whoo, loudly in the background. “In light of recent events, many citizens are feeling scared and uneasy. Now someone thinks they have a solution.

“I’m outside the Red Raven right now, where a prominent member of the community is calling on everyone to come together,” Ellery went on.

The camera panned out farther, so she could motion toward the shiny obsidian-black building that loomed behind, flanked by two red spotlights. The camera pulled back enough that I could see the man standing slightly off to her side, and that’s when I leaned forward, sitting on the edge of my seat as I watched the news.

He was handsome, in that weathered, rugged look of a cowboy, with pale, almost ashen skin. His graying black hair had a purposeful messy quality to it, and his black dress shirt was tailored perfectly to his formidable frame.

I recognized him instantly as Velnias, the mobster demon.

“For many years, Velnias has been a major player, not just in the Aizsaule District, but throughout the country,” she explained. “His close ties to the controversial Kurnugia Society are well documented, but he insists that his only goal has always been to have a fair, equal world for everyone. With me right now is the man himself to explain what he has in store.”

“Thanks, Ellery,” he said. “I’ve been a proud business owner in this fair city of ours for four decades. My goal when I created the Red Raven was to create a fun, safe place where everyone can have a good time.

“Over the years, that has tilted toward a very narrow group, and I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t do more to welcome in the rest of you,” he continued, sounding appropriately somber, with a touch of hope. After all, he’d had plenty of time to hone his political acumen.

“Tonight that all changes.” He motioned with his hand, miming as if wiping a slate clean. “With all these disasters, violence, and social upheaval, I want us to remember that we are all brothers and sisters on this big blue rock of ours, and when we come together, we can overcome anything.

“With that in mind, I want to extend an invitation to every person in the city. The doors to the Red Raven are open to you tonight—and every night.” He put his hands together, like he was about to pray, but then he linked them together and pointed at the camera with his index fingers. “We have some of the best security in the world, and I promise you that if you come here, no harm will come to you. You are safe within those four walls. The Red Raven has always and will always be a place for anybody who needs it.”

He was pointing at the camera. Logically, I knew it was at the camera and he couldn’t see me. But the way his eyes met the screen—the burnt orange color glistening in the light—it felt like he was looking right at me.

“There you have it,” Ellery said with a bright smile. “The hottest—and safest—party on the planet is at the Red Raven.”

“Mal, I know what you’re thinking, but the answer is no,” Oona said, already sensing the plans that were forming in my head.

“He says everybody,” I reasoned. “We’re all welcome there.”

“He doesn’t mean us,” Oona argued.

Then, before the segment wrapped up, the camera closed in on Velnias again. And no matter what I should’ve known, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was talking to me personally.

“The doors are open from dusk until dawn every day,” Velnias said. “I hope to see you there.”

Oona clicked off the TV, probably so I wouldn’t get any more ideas, but it was already too late.

“No, he does mean us,” I insisted.

“Malin.” Oona groaned and leaned her head back against the couch. “Why must you be this way?”

“No, hear me out.” I pivoted to look at her better. “By Velnias’s own admission, this is probably the safest that the Red Raven will ever be. That makes this the best time—and maybe the only time—I will be able to question him about what he knew about my mom and Azarias.”

Oona scowled at me, her eyes narrowing as she tried to think of a way to change my mind, and eventually she gave up. “Fine. But I still think it’s stupid.”





SIXTY-FIVE

The cab could only get us within three blocks of the Red Raven. A stream of potential clubgoers went by, following everyone else toward the flashing red lights that signified the entrance.

“This is ridiculous,” Oona announced as she got out of the hovertaxi, careful not to get her chic minidress caught in the door. “There’s no way we’ll be able to get in.”

“We got in once before. We can do it again,” Asher reasoned, and then he looked back behind us in time to see a bus dropping off a whole gaggle of fallen-angels-cum-lingerie-models. “Although it is definitely going to be much harder.”

“No, we can do this!” I insisted. “We all look hot, we’re all badasses, and we’re supposed to be here!”

Asher and Oona exchanged a look, which only succeeded in irritating me more. Back at the apartment, when it had been taking me a while to get ready, they’d already started teaming up on me, questioning my motives and the logistics and even my sanity (and they were only half kidding).

Damn the exquisitely made gown and my difficulty putting it on. It was a piece that Rhona had been commissioned to make for an opera, but when the show fell through, no one paid for the costumes, so I’d gotten it.

The floor-length gown was fitted snug across my hips and thighs, but flared out below. Silver thread weaved through the white mesh fabric, giving it a feminine chain-mail look. The look was particularly effective across my chest, where the dress plunged in a low V with only the silver thread crisscrossing over it.

“We’re supposed to be here?” Asher asked.

“I told you back at home. I just know it.” And I did. As much as I knew the earth was round and water was wet, I was supposed to be here.

“Neither one of us are doubting your beliefs,” Oona said quickly, to soften things. “We just don’t understand how you know.”

“Neither do I!” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “But like I said before we left, you guys don’t have to be here. You can go back home. I’ll be fine.”

“No, we’re going with you,” Asher said, with a finality that I hoped finally put his argument to rest.

We’d already had a big discussion, wherein we debated the pros and cons of both Asher and Oona (or either one of them) going with me. Asher insisted he’d felt fine all day, and if it was safe for me, it was safe for him. Oona’s argument was basically the same as that, except she’d also brought a few thaumaturgy aides in her sequin clutch.

“Great. That’s settled. Let’s go.” I turned and walked away before either of them could say more.

When we finally got close enough that we could see the Red Raven and the animated neon-red bird above the door, we were still a block away from the door, and we’d hit the end of the line.

“I am not trying to start an argument,” Asher said carefully as we waited directly behind the throng of scantily clad Fallen. “But there’s gotta be at least a thousand people ahead of us. I don’t see how any of us are going to make it in.”

“Fine,” Oona said with a dramatic sigh. “I’ll get us in.”

She stepped out of line into the street. Traffic was at a total standstill, so walking between the vehicles was no trouble. Her plan was apparently to circumvent the line. I had no idea what would happen, but I trusted her, so I followed her into the street.

“No offense to you or your skills,” Asher said to Oona as we weaved through the vehicles. “But if what you want to do is possible, why wouldn’t anybody do it?”

“Uh-oh.” I winced, knowing the can of worms that Asher had unintentionally opened.

“Everyone has this horrible misconception about thaumaturgy, and they think just anyone can do it!” She was nearly shouting as she walked, without looking back us. “That it’s like baking, and all you have to do is follow the recipe. And yeah, some of alchemy is like that. But that’s not what I do. Well, I mean, I do that sometimes, but that’s not all I do.”

She stopped short and whirled around so she could face Asher directly. “Magic—real magic—is near-impossible for the average person or immortal to do. There has to be something in you that connects to the metaphysical. Minerva says that her mother called it ẹmí—your life force.

“It’s something you’re either born with, or you’re not,” Oona elaborated. “There are a lot of kick-ass fighters out there, but they can’t be a Valkyrie. I was born with an intuition so that I can do something the rest of you can’t.”

“Sorry, I didn’t … I didn’t realize,” Asher said.

“It’s fine. Most people don’t,” she said, but she sounded more exasperated than forgiving. “Compared to angels and dragons, a human that can cast a couple spells isn’t that exciting, so people like me get overlooked a lot.”

The line directly in front of the Red Raven spilled out into the street. The only things keeping the crowd from rushing in the front door were a dozen bouncers and a red velvet rope, and it seemed to be working—so far.

Oona stopped short, outside the edge of the crowd in the middle of the street, and opened up her clutch. She pulled a small blue tablet out of a mint tin, but the way she placed it delicately under her tongue was unlike how I’d ever seen anyone eat a mint.

She closed her eyes, and though I couldn’t hear any words, I saw her lips moving rapidly as she recited an incantation. Since she’d dressed up this evening, she’d replaced her usual metal studs in her angel bites with diamonds that glinted red in the light from the Red Raven.

When she opened her eyes, I gasped and took a step back. I was used to seeing Oona doing magical things, but I still couldn’t prepare myself for stuff like this.

Her irises had shifted from nearly black to an intense glowing iridescence. Her eyes weren’t bright enough that they really gave off light, not like headlights, but they did have an electric quality to them, like they would be better suited in an android than in a petite sorceress sneaking into a club.

“Holy shit, Oona,” I said.

She looked at me, blinking slowly over her new strange glowing eyes. “So I take it that it worked, then?”

Asher leaned forward to get a better look. “Can you see with those?”

“Yeah, but it won’t last for long, so if we’re gonna do this, we gotta do it now,” she said.

She grabbed my hand, yanking me along with her, as she weaved into the throng of hopeful clubgoers demanding entrance. I barely had a chance to take Asher’s hand, and I was relieved when I felt his strong grip.

In a rare unmerciful form, Oona charged into people and elbowed them out of the way until she made it to a hulking rock demon. Stony skin covered his entire muscular frame, and his yellow eyes were unsympathetic under his protruding brow.

“We need to get in,” Oona declared as she stared up at him. He didn’t say anything. He stared ahead with his arms folded over his chest. “Hey! Sir! I need to be in there.”

Finally he looked down, glaring directly into Oona’s eyes.

“You will let us in,” Oona informed him. “We’re needed in there, so you will let us pass, and you will not give us any trouble. You will instruct the others to do the same.”

He exhaled through his nose, and he still didn’t look happy. But he stepped back and, without saying anything, he lifted up the velvet rope so we could get by. The three of us hurried under his arm and into the club. Behind us, the others were protesting that they weren’t being let in, but we ran on ahead.
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The Red Raven had clearly latched onto the theme in its name and run with it. All the lights inside were dim red, and most of the accents were either black marble or feathered. Even the chandeliers in the front hall were made of black feathers.

The club itself was divided into multiple rooms surrounding a dance hall in the center, but the way the corridors weaved through the smaller offshoots—like the champagne room, an S&M dungeon, and a vampire-friendly blood bar—gave it an overwhelming labyrinthian feel.

“Where do we go from here?” Oona asked, and when she looked up at me, I could already see the light fading. The spell was wearing off.

The club was packed, all kinds of riffraff bumping into us as they squeezed by, and I knew that the dance floor would be the worst. That would be the last place someone like Velnias would want to be—surrounded by sweaty nobodies.

No, he would be above it all. Somewhere quieter, less crowded, where the elite immortals could rub elbows.

“We have to find a way into the VIP room,” I decided.

“Where is that?” Oona asked.

“I don’t know. We have to find somewhere they won’t let us go.”

I went on ahead, pushing through the crowd when I had to, with my eyes constantly scanning for any sign of important immortals or hints of where the more prestigious attendees might be hiding out.

As I walked, I ran my fingers along the cool stone surface of the walls. When my fingertips stumbled upon a subtle seam in the smooth exterior, I stopped short. The seam ran up and around, making a rectangular shape.

It was a door.

I slammed into it with all my might, not stopping even when Oona demanded to know what I was doing. But the door gave much easier than I’d thought, and I tumbled forward into a closet. As I fell on the floor, bottles of cleaning supplies and a mop fell down around me.

“Mal, what are you doing?” Oona repeated as she helped me to my feet and out of the closet.

“I don’t know. Secret doors usually lead to secret offices or something,” I muttered.

Oona closed the door behind me, as best as she could, considering it didn’t have a handle. “We need to come up with a better plan. Right now all we’re doing is drawing attention to ourselves.”

“Shit.” Asher’s arm was suddenly on my waist, and he leaned over to whisper in my ear, “We gotta go.”

“What? Why?” I asked, but I saw as soon as I looked back over my shoulder.

He was tall enough that he was head and shoulders above most of the other attendees, and the way his long sheet of white-blond hair glowed under the red lights made him a beacon. It was Arawn, a powerful underworld demon who had sicced one of Velnias’s top bodyguards after us the last time Asher and I had come to the Red Raven.

And he was looking right at me.

Asher’s arm was still around me, attempting to steer me away from Arawn, but I didn’t budge.

“What are you doing?” Asher asked, his voice a hushed panic.

“Arawn will know where Velnias is,” I said.

“Yeah, and he’ll probably send another crazed Pischacha after us,” Asher argued. “We don’t have time to deal with that.”

I looked back at Asher, so he could see how serious I was. “He might be the only shot I have at finding Velnias. I have to risk it.”

He let out an exasperated sigh, but he didn’t try to stop me as I slipped out from his arm.

Arawn turned away, walking in the opposite direction, and I chased after him. The crowd was fighting me, pushing back against me so I was like a salmon going upstream, but I kept my gaze locked on the glow of his hair.

Behind me I could faintly hear Asher and Oona calling for me, but I didn’t want to slow down. I couldn’t lose Arawn.

I finally made it so I was almost close enough to touch him, but I got stuck between a squawking Aswang and a reptilian demon. When I finally squeezed through, I dashed ahead, only to slam right into a colossal ogre.

When I tried to go around him, he put his big meaty hand on my shoulder. I’d barely glanced at him before, but now that I really appraised him and took in his uniform—black T-shirt, black jeans, earpiece glowing in his ear—I realized that he was security.

“Velnias wants to see you,” he said in a rumbling monotone.
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Velnias’s office wasn’t exactly as I had pictured it, but it was very close.

The security guard had rounded up Asher and Oona before taking us to the elevator, and the four of us had ridden up to Velnias’s office in a tense silence. The elevator opened right into his office, where he sat behind the desk.

It was a large space, but many of the style choices made it feel very cave-like. The back wall and the ceiling were made of this strange red stone that appeared to be left in its natural shape in one solid chunk. It was coarse and bumpy, and curved over us like a wave.

The furniture was sparse, but all of it appeared comfortable and expensive: black leather chairs, a bar made of marble, a desk of dark mahogany. Across from the desk was a massive window that gave a view of the main dance floor and the bar fifty feet below.

What I was most surprised about in Velnias’s office was the big-game-hunter décor. I’d expected him to have more of a cosmopolitan style, but there were zebra-skin rugs on the floor and heads mounted on the wall. Most of them were animals, like the tamanduá chifres, ennedi tiger, and thunderbird, all carefully labeled with their genus and species. But there was one in particular that stopped my heart cold.

Right above Velnias’s desk was a humanoid head. Throbbing veins bulged under his dark skin, with the one in the center of his forehead looking like it was about to burst. His blood-red eyes stared straight open, and his mouth was open to show off his rows of pointed teeth.

The plaque underneath read:

CORMAC KAUR

PISCHACHA

He had worked for Velnias. He’d been the one who grabbed Asher and me the last time we were at the Red Raven. He had meant to kill us, I think, but I had managed to get the best of him, and I got him to give up a name that led us to find Tamerlane Fayette.

Cormac was a flesh-eating demon, so I didn’t feel too bad about his death, but I couldn’t help but wonder if Velnias had killed him as a direct result of my actions.

“Welcome, welcome, have a seat!” Velnias spread his arms wide, then motioned to the three chairs across the desk from him.

The ogre that had brought us up here waited back by the elevator door. A three-headed demon dog with leathery black skin lay sleeping near the desk, but I was certain that it would wake up instantly if Velnias directed it to attack us. So despite Velnias’s cheery tone, I knew it was best that we all comply as much as we could.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” Velnias offered as we sat down.

“We’re okay,” I said, answering for all of us because I didn’t trust anything that he would give us to drink.

“Thank you,” Oona added, evidence that she was pathologically polite.

“Of course. Let me know if you change your mind. I am many things, but a gracious host is the one I take the most pride in.” He leaned back in his chair. “Well, not the most. I have a few other hobbies that I take quite seriously.”

As I glanced around at all the taxidermy, my stomach rolled in revulsion. “Yeah, I can tell.”

“So, we should probably get the introductions out of the way. I am Velnias, owner of this establishment and head of the Kurnugia Society.” Velnias then pointed to me. “And you are Malin Krigare, Valkyrie-in-training, daughter of Marlow, and general troublemaker.” He wagged his finger between Oona and Asher. “The other two I’m less familiar with.”

“Oona Warren. I’m her friend.” She kept it short, deliberately leaving off her sorcery skills in hopes that he would underestimate her.

“Asher Värja.” Asher sat in a chair with one leg crossed over his knee, scowling at Velnias. “Do you want me to spell that for you so you can get it right on your plaque?”

Velnias actually threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, no, no, no. There will be no death tonight, not for anyone. I invited you here, and as I said, I’m nothing if not a gracious host.”

“When you say ‘invited us,’ do you mean ‘us’ as in everyone, or ‘us’ as in Malin in particular?” Oona asked, referring to my earlier assertion that Velnias wanted me to be here tonight.

“Both, I suppose,” he admitted.

“So you did invite me here?” I asked pointedly.

“Yes,” Velnias said. “I thought it was time we get everything cleared up about Marlow so you can stop poking around and causing trouble for my men.”

“Where is Azarias?” I asked. “Did you kill him?”

“No, he’s around here somewhere. He has work to do.” Velnias leaned forward, resting his arms on his desk. “We all do, really, which is why I wanted to talk it over with you. So we could all move on and get to the things we have to do.”

“Did you send Azarias to seduce my mother?” I asked.

“I did. And when that didn’t work fast enough, he employed a love spell, and that finally did the trick,” he explained.

I shook my head in disbelief. “Why? What could you possibly gain from that?”

“How often do you think about predestination?” Velnias asked abruptly. “Any of you? I bet it’s not very often.”

“It comes up from time to time,” I replied cagily.

“Good on you.” Velnias looked genuinely impressed. “Most beings don’t think about it at all. It’s like oxygen—it makes all life possible, but since we can’t see it, we don’t worry about it. That is, of course, unless we don’t have any left. Predestination won’t run out, but it will kill you in the end.”

“So what was your plan?” I asked. “Were you hoping to bribe Marlow into not killing you when your name came up?”

“You’re thinking too small,” he corrected me. “What life is it, being a draugr on the run? Hiding out and always looking over your shoulder, afraid of the Riks or even other jealous or brainwashed immortals? No, that’s not enough.”

“Is that why you had Marlow let Tamerlane Fayette go? So you could see what would become of a draugr?” I asked as I tried to understand his motivation.

“Tamerlane? I had nothing to do with that.” He held his hands up with the palms out toward me. “Your mother did that all on her own, long before I’d even heard of her or Tamerlane.

“But we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” he went on. “For a very long time—centuries, I imagine—immortals have bucked at the idea of predestination. Call it fate or destiny or whatever you will, but to me it only ever sounded like one thing: a prison. I was trapped in it, unable to get off, caught in an infinite loop of decisions already decided by someone—or something—else.”

“So you believe that every choice you’ve made was written by someone else? And not just your choices, but everyone’s?” I asked, not hiding the skepticism in my voice. “Every senseless murder or genocide? The abuse of innocent children and animals? The extinction of entire species like the kakapo or the woolly mammoth? That was all going according to plan?”

“Every decision made here on earth since the Valkyries were created and the Evig Riksdag started giving out orders has been predetermined,” Velnias said firmly. “How long in advance our fates are written, I don’t know. But, yes, that is the only way I believe that any of this makes sense.”

“Hold on,” Oona interjected. “So you think that the Evig Riksdag is in control of the world and you’re fighting against them? That doesn’t make sense. Why would they let you do that?”

“Let’s be clear—the Riks isn’t in control of even half as much as they think they are,” Velnias said. “They’re merely accountants, going over the books of the world to ensure they are always balanced. They are interpreting the data, the equations that they can see. They are not the ones writing them initially.”

“Who is?” Asher asked.

“There are theories, but I can’t say for certain,” Velnias said. “The good news is that it ultimately does not matter.

“For a long time, life was considered to be a tapestry, woven by three fates who saw all,” Velnias elaborated. “They were always weaving, always working, and the tapestry would never be complete. Now imagine if one thread got loose, near the end where they weaved and worked. Imagine that someone started tugging on it, pulling and pulling until eventually it came free and the whole tapestry was undone. What would happen next? That’s what I aim to find out.”

“What exactly does this have to do with Marlow?” I asked.

Velnias smiled at me. “She was the loose thread. I only asked that someone give her a little pull.”





SIXTY-EIGHT

The self-satisfied grin on Velnias’s face faded some when none of us reacted. Inside, my blood was boiling as I listened to him talk about my mother like she was defective machinery.

Even as the defensive anger grew inside me, wrapped around my own confused love for Marlow, a cold thought hit me: He was right. Valkyries were nothing more than tools for the gods, and she had been broken.

But since Velnias seemed to be in a mood for confession, I didn’t want to interrupt him. I kept my expression as impassive as I could, digging my fingers into the arm of the chair for some relief from the nauseating anger.

“It had been clear to me for a while that Valkyries were the key,” Velnias went on. “That was one of the main reasons that I campaigned to lead the Kurnugia Society. I knew it would put me in close proximity to the Evig Riksdag, and, in turn, with Valkyries. They were the wielders of the sword of fate. I had to find one with a weakness that I could exploit.”

“How did you find Marlow?” I asked in a surprisingly even tone.

“Bram—or Tamerlane, as you knew him—came to me some weeks ago with her name,” Velnias explained. “After doing my own research, I agreed with him. She was desperate to find meaning in her life.

“I sent Azarias in with false prophecies in hopes of getting her more unstable and more trusting of him,” he went on. “While the instability wasn’t hard to achieve, the trust was near-impossible, not until we implemented the love spell.

“I’d chosen Azarias because his mother was a siren and his father was an incubus. He had a natural appeal to him that most beings couldn’t resist, but I must say this for Marlow—she was as strong-willed as they come.” For a moment Velnias looked impressed by that.

“How did you break her?” I asked.

“She was broken when I got to her,” Velnias said with an indifferent shrug. “And if I’m being honest, the love spell got her to trust Azarias, but it was her own desperation that really drove her over the edge. She so badly wanted to believe she was good and she was a hero that she didn’t see how she was becoming a villain.”

I swallowed hard, quelling the sadness and nausea that wanted to rise up. Everything he was saying so far sounded true, even the parts I hated to admit about her. It would be easy to blame her shortcomings on Azarias and Velnias, but the alcoholism, her rather abusive opinions on child-rearing, letting Tamerlane Fayette live—those were all things she’d done on her own, long before any demon or his minion got their claws into her.

If I had been hoping for an excuse for her behavior, I knew now that I would never find one.

“How did you get involved with Ereshkigal?” Oona asked, keeping the conversation on track while I struggled to process everything Velnias was telling us.

“Ereshkigal?” Velnias shook his head. “I’ve never spoken to her. My only part was creating a Valkyrie so unpredictable and off-kilter that she would kill who she wasn’t supposed to and wouldn’t kill who she’d been told to. I needed to turn her into pure chaos, and that would be enough.”

“So you don’t know anything about Ereshkigal?” Asher asked, sounding dubious.

“I imagine that I’ve heard many of the same things you have,” he admitted with a vague wave of his hand. “She wants to unleash the underworld, to command everyone to their knees before her, and I applaud her efforts. I hope she’s successful in dethroning the Eralim after all these centuries. But I am not working for her. I refuse to bow to anyone.”

“How do you know that you’re free now?” Oona asked pointedly. “You seem to be going on the assumption that everything you’ve done since you’ve gotten involved with Marlow has been veering off the track that destiny put you on. But how do you know that are you aren’t behaving exactly as you were always meant to?”

“Because I am destroying the Evig Riksdag and everything the gods have spent all this time building,” Velnias said. “Why would the fates weave their own destruction into their tapestry?

“But ultimately, I don’t suppose it really matters,” he elaborated. “Either I am doing what I was meant to do and I can’t veer off course, or I’m destroying the cage that holds me.”

“Why are you telling us all this? Why not kill me?” I asked.

“I’m telling you because I wanted to put a stop to you harassing my clientele and my employees. And I’m not killing you because I gave my word tonight that no one would die here, and I might be a demon, but my word is my bond.” His smile deepened. “Besides, I want everyone to know when the Evig Riksdag falls that I had a hand in it.”

He spoke to us a bit longer, not really saying much beyond bragging about how strong and capable he was for outsmarting everyone and everything. But soon he grew bored and dismissed us, saying he had fun to attend to.

Just before we left, though, he stopped us. “Oh, and if I ever see the three of you in my club again, I will kill you.” He smiled broadly. “But tonight, have fun. Live a little before the world ends.”





SIXTY-NINE

The sun was beginning to rise, and I couldn’t sleep.

Asher lay beside me, sleeping, and I listened to the sound of him breathing as I watched the sky slowly lighten through my window blinds. I counted each breath he took, focusing on that in a vain attempt to keep my thoughts from racing through everything Velnias had told us.

There was a lot that he had said that sounded true, or at least true enough. I didn’t think he’d lied, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be wrong.

But the thing I kept going back to, poking at it like a fresh bruise I couldn’t leave alone, was: Had I ever made a choice myself? Did I really love Asher, or was I just designed to feel that way? What about Quinn? Or Oona?

Was anything I had ever felt real?

Before I fell too deeply down that rabbit hole—trying to define “real” emotions and debating whether a lack of choice negated the validity of love or hate or grief—I tried to distract myself with another horrifying thought: Where the heck was Odin?

I hadn’t asked Velnias about him, because if Velnias didn’t know about the missing god already, it would be dangerous for me to tell him. But I thought it was a fairly safe bet he had nothing to do with it, or he would’ve been bragging nonstop.

He was so proud that he’d manipulated a Valkyrie—one that had already proven she could be manipulated, thanks to Tamerlane Fayette—and that wasn’t anywhere nearly as impressive as kidnapping a Vanir god.

“Can’t sleep?” Asher asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

He lay on his stomach, with my pillow all mashed up under his head, and his dark blue eyes were on me. I reached over and put my hand on his arm, acutely aware of the raised bumps of his healing cuts under my fingertips.

My only comfort was that the balm Oona had prepared for him seemed to be working. He still kept the deepest marks on his chest wrapped under gauze because they still bled on occasion, but he assured me they were healing well.

Most importantly, though, he hadn’t had any strange tremors or nightmares or even a headache since his seizure the other day.

“No.” I rolled over to face him more fully. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“You didn’t. How are you doing with everything?”

“Other than my existential crisis?” I forced a smile, making a lame joke out of my very real discomfort. “I’m okay.”

“You can’t stop thinking about what Velnias said.” It wasn’t a question.

“No. I try to, but…” I sighed, trying to put into words what exactly was twisting me up. “Without free will, I can’t help but feel like my whole life is a lie.”

His brows pinched in confusion. “How is it a lie?”

“Because I didn’t choose anything.”

“Choice is what makes something real?” he asked.

“I mean … yeah.”

Asher rolled onto his side, facing me directly. He took my hand and placed it on his chest, right next to the gauze bandage that covered his heart. “Do you feel that?”

“Your heartbeat?” I asked as it thudded slowly beneath my hand, his skin warming mine.

“I’ve never chosen for it to beat,” he explained. “Somewhere, deep inside my brain, I know synapses fire every second to make it happen. But I’ve never had a conscious thought about it. No matter how hard I think about it, I can’t make my heart stop beating.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it though?” he argued.

“An involuntary reflex isn’t the same thing as an emotion or a life decision.”

“I didn’t choose to feel the way I do about you,” Asher admitted. “And if I’m being honest, if I could’ve chosen when I met you, I wouldn’t have. Now isn’t the right time. Neither of us are in the best place. But it doesn’t matter how pragmatic I want to be. I still fell for you. And I don’t know if that’s predestination or because love is an impossible thing that does as it pleases.”

“What about now?” I asked.

“What?”

“If you could choose. If you could suddenly decide to stop how you feel right now.” I paused, steeling myself for the worst. “Would you?”

“No,” he said softly, his eyes searching mine. “Would you?”

“Before I met you, I would’ve said yes. I would’ve happily shut myself off from caring about anyone. To spare myself all the pain and confusion…” I trailed off.

“And now?”

“Now … I love you, and I don’t want to stop.” A rush of terror and elation and relief washed over me as I realized it was true. Completely, irrevocably true. “Not ever.”

Then, without waiting for me to say more, he sat up and pulled me into his arms. He kissed me fully on the mouth, his tongue parting my eager lips, as his hands slid underneath my shirt to the bare skin beneath.

I pulled him closer to me, wanting him closer still, but the sound of someone pounding on the front door interrupted us.





SEVENTY

“It’s like five in the morning,” Asher realized as I untangled myself from his arms. “Who could that be at this hour?”

“I don’t know, but I better go find out.”

I got out of bed in a flash, pulling on a pair of loose pants as I opened my bedroom door. Oona poked her head out of her bedroom, waiting for me to investigate, while Bowie preferred to hide under the kitchen table and stomp his back feet.

When I opened the door, Valeska was standing there. Her wide eyes were surprisingly alert under her heavy lashes, but her lips were turned down into a bored scowl.

“Took you long enough,” she said, pulling in her wings so she could slip through the narrow apartment doorway past me. This was just as Asher was coming of my bedroom, pulling a T-shirt on over his head. “You have sex hair.”

“I—I was sleeping,” I fumbled and felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. “Who are you to judge messy hair, anyway?”

She touched her frizzy bob. “Mine always looks like this. Yours is different.”

“Anyway,” Oona interrupted, casting a look to me and Valeska. “What’s going on? Why are you here?”

“Samael doesn’t believe in phones anymore. He thinks everything’s being tracked or bugged.” She waggled her fingers in the air with faux-spookiness.

“Is it?” I asked.

Valeska shrugged. “How should I know? I just started working for him.”

“Well, what’s going on?” I asked. “Why did you have to come here and wake us all up?”

“Have you ever heard of the Drawing of the Nine?” Valeska asked, her eyes bouncing between the three of us to gauge our reactions.

“Nine what?” I asked.

“Is it a picture?” Oona asked.

“No, not drawing, like an artist making a picture,” Valeska clarified. “It’s drawing like selecting or choosing. It’s an old prophecy.”

“An old prophecy about what?” I asked.

“The nine original Valkyries,” Valeska said, like it should be obvious.

“The first nine are long since dead,” I pointed out.

“Believe it or not, Samael knows that,” Valeska said dryly.

“So what is the prophecy?” Oona asked.

“The only thing Samael could find was a brief line from one of the gilded books in the Seraphim Library. He copied it down exactly, so I wouldn’t butcher it.” She pulled out a scrap of paper, rolled up into a tiny scroll, and handed it to me.

I unrolled it to find Samael’s insanely elegant calligraphy scrolled across the parchment in bright gold ink.

And if it comes to the end of time, the world will be freed by the Drawing of the Nine.

“What does that mean?” Asher asked, after he’d read it over my shoulder.

“How does Samael even know that’s about Valkyries?” I asked. “Nine seems like an awfully vague correlation.”

“I don’t know,” Valeska said, and she was beginning to sound exasperated. “I didn’t see the book. Samael found it, then he came to me and said this was super-important and I needed to go talk to you and tell you to go to Ravenswood Academy and go to the Sanctorum Library for research.”

“Why can’t he go himself?” Asher asked.

“And don’t they have the books he would need at the Seraphim Library?” Oona added.

“An Eralim going to Ravenswood would cause a big scene, since they usually only go there for major events, and Samael is doing this all under the radar,” Valeska said. “Which is also why he doesn’t want to go snooping around the Seraphim Library. Besides that, he says the Sanctorum actually has more books than they do at the Riks.”

“They do, yeah,” I agreed with a bitter laugh. “The Sanctorum has thousands upon thousands of books. They have a whole wing dedicated to prophecy, even. And the only thing I have to go on are twenty words vaguely written in a rhyming scheme?”

“Yep,” Valeska replied, unmoved by my growing frustration. “Samael thinks it’s important, though, so it probably is.”

“Is there someone who can help you?” Asher suggested gently. “Maybe a favorite professor or a librarian that could point you in the right direction?”

I thought back to the Sinaa—the leopard-like guardians of knowledge who glared at me every time I entered the Sacrorum Wing—and immediately dismissed them. But there was somebody who spent a lot of time in the wing who knew her way around the books.

“There is someone, actually,” I said, and glanced over at the clock on the wall. “But considering it is not even seven, I should probably wait a few hours to reach out.”

“That’ll give us time to see if we can look online,” Asher said. “Maybe we can find something that will narrow down your search a bit more.”

“That’s the spirit!” Valeska said with faux-enthusiasm.

Oona walked toward the kitchen and pulled a takeout menu off the fridge. “Since we’ll be working this morning, I ought to get us food. Jaipur in the Morning delivers this early, I think.”

“Oh, awesome. Can you order me some of the pudla?” Valeska asked.





SEVENTY-ONE

Sloane Kothari met me outside the Sacrorum Wing. Instead of the usual tight ponytail she wore, she had let her long curls bounce free. She’d also traded in her cute Mary Jane flats for more practical boots that went up to her mid-calf, but she kept her plaid skirt.

She saw me as soon as I came down the stairs, looking up from where she texted rapidly on her phone, and while she didn’t look as irritated to see me as she once had, her pursed lips and hard eyes weren’t exactly happy, either.

“You were vague in your text, so I wasn’t able to narrow anything down beforehand,” Sloane said, sidestepping any pleasantries. “What is it that we’re looking for?”

I had text-messaged her this morning, asking her to meet me at the library for something important, but I didn’t say more than that. Samael thought phones might be tapped—by who or what, I didn’t know—but if it made him nervous, I thought it would do me well to be cautious.

“We’re looking for something that references this particular passage,” I said as I handed her the paper Valeska had given me from Samael.

“Drawing of the Nine,” Sloane repeated as she thought. “And this is supposed to be about the nine original Valkyries?”

“That’s what he told me. Should we start in the Prophecy Room?” I asked.

She stared down at the slip of paper, rereading the phrase to herself before asking, “Have you heard this before?”

“Not until Samael gave it to me, no.”

“You’re a Valkyrie, so if they considered this to be a prophecy, you would’ve heard about it,” Sloane reasoned. “Which means that any info there might be on it was probably mislabeled as a limerick or poem.”

“So … where should we look?”

“We should probably split up so we can cover more ground,” she suggested. “My top two suspects would be either the Valkyrie Room or the Songs of Adventure.”

“I’ve already gone through the Valkyrie Room a dozen times, and I think it might be better if I went somewhere that I could approach with fresh eyes,” I said.

“Then head down to Et Ingressus Est Praetorium Caneret.” Sloane pointed down the hall. “Look for the oldest books you can find and grab them all. If this prophecy exists, it had to have been overlooked, which means that it most likely wasn’t reprinted tons of times.”

With our destinations in the Sacrorum Wing decided, we walked silently down the hall. The bright white walls bled into the ceiling curving above us, making it feel like a tunnel, with two dozen doorways into bomb-shelter-like vaults. Since it was during school hours, the thick metal doors were open, resting flush against the wall.

A Sinaa passed by us, keeping its head down while the large eyes hidden in the jaguar spots eyed me warily. We reached Sloane’s stop first, and she quietly whispered, “Good luck,” before turning under the plaque that read ET VIRGINES IN MORTE.

I finally found the room that Sloane told me to investigate, all the way at the end of the hall. Fortunately, it appeared to be smaller than the other rooms, but books were still stacked tightly on shelves floor-to-ceiling.

The Sacrorum Wing always had a hermetic smell to it. Not clean or antiseptic, although it was always spotless here, but more stale and empty. It wasn’t until I got up close to the books that I could breathe in their must and paper.

As I perused the books—running my fingers along the spines, searching for those that felt or looked the oldest—I came to understand why this room was so small. The titles seemed random and with topics and deities from every walk of life, and I realized this must be where they stuck everything they couldn’t find a place for anywhere else.

But I did as Sloane had suggested, grabbing all the oldest books I could find without worrying about the title, until I had a slight stack of twenty-five. I sat down on the floor, carefully but quickly flipping through the ancient pages, looking for any mentions of Valkyries or their swords.

When I finished those twenty-five books, I put them back, then grabbed twenty-five more. There was one book that I hesitated before finally grabbing it. The brown leather cover felt too new, but I kept coming back to it, so I added Codex Aeterna to my pile.

I saved it until last, but as soon as I opened it, I realized the cover had been a trick. The pages were ancient vellum—yellowed but transparent, waxy and delicate under my fingers. Some time ago the book must’ve been rebound, giving it a slightly newer cover.

Written carefully in thick black calligraphy, the pages contained various poems and songs. The first few were strange tales of immortals I hadn’t heard of before, but then it came to one about Frigg, Odin’s wife.

While I didn’t think I had read this particular poem before, the story was very familiar. It described Frigg’s love for her husband and her son Baldur, and her refusal to share her precognition with anyone. When Baldur ran off, hiding in the underworld, Frigg was devastated. She tried to reach him, but as a Vanir goddess she wasn’t allowed, and Baldur never even heard her cries.

The normally joyful Frigg fell into a deep depression until one day she hatched a plan. She dressed in beggar’s clothes and started a fight with the Valkyrie Brynhilda. To defend herself, the Valkyrie slayed the disguised Frigg.

Except, of course, a Vanir goddess cannot be slayed. Instead, Frigg fell into a deep sleep, promising only to awake when her son Baldur returned to her. And so she slept, for thousands of years, until most had forgotten about her.

The poem after that was called “Friggadraumr,” which loosely translated to “The Dream of Frigg.” It alleged to have been written when Frigg awoke once, shortly after she had fallen asleep, to describe a dream that she had.

This one began with the whole history of the world, giving a brief overview of some of the major events that had transpired before Frigg had fallen asleep. It wasn’t until nearly the end—the fifty-ninth stanza when it only had sixty-two—that things started to take shape, and my fingers trembled as I turned the page.

From the earth to | the shadows

Fetters will burst | and the raven flies free

Much do I know | more can I see

Of the fates of the gods | the mighty in fight

 

Sun turns black, | sky sinks to the sea

Fierce is the flame, | but the raven flies free

Now do I see | heroes anew

The motherless children | rise together

 

And the mighty past | they call to mind

Bloodied blades of | Odin’s maidens fair

In wondrous beauty | once again

The sun now shines by | the drawing of the nine

 

Then goodness shall win | on prophetic raven

Daughters and sons | can now abide

And happiness ever | there shall they have

On an unfettered earth: | would you know yet more?

“Bloodied blades of Odin’s maidens fair,” I repeated softly to myself. “The sun now shines by the drawing of the nine.”

In old texts, Valkyries were often referred to as Odin’s maidens. Blood-red blades would be their swords, which were apparently needed for the Drawing of the Nine.

My mind flashed back to Marlow’s safe that Oona and I had uncovered. All the Valkyrie swords that made no sense, that Samael didn’t know what they could be used for. But Marlow had known.

She’d been preparing for the prophecy, for the Drawing of the Nine.





SEVENTY-TWO

Oona sat on the couch with her legs folded underneath her, staring down at my phone and the picture I had taken of the books. Ash sat beside her, leaning forward with his arms resting on his knees as he repeated the lines from “Friggadraumr” about the drawing of the nine.

“They mean the swords, right?” I asked as I paced the living room, with Bowie hopping behind me in hopes of getting treats or petting. “That has to be why Marlow had all those swords in her safe.”

“Maybe.” Oona ran her hand through her short hair, but she sounded too shocked for me to be able to tell whether or not she was convinced. “But I still don’t understand what we’re supposed to do with the nine swords. We’re just supposed to get them and the sun will shine?”

Asher glanced out the window at the dark clouds hanging low around the towers. “It doesn’t look like the sun is going to be shining anytime soon.”

“Me and Sloane talked about it, and we think that ‘drawing’ might be a mediocre translation from the Olde Language, and it could really mean more like ‘gathering’ or even possibly ‘wielding,’” I clarified.

“Where is Sloane?” Oona asked, now realizing that I had returned from Ravenswood Academy alone.

“She’s still at the library, seeing if she can find anything else,” I said. “I wanted to hurry back here and talk to you guys, and get this info to Samael as soon as possible.”

I’d rushed back home to talk over my findings with Oona and Asher. He’d been doing research on my laptop, searching online for anything that referenced the Drawing of the Nine, while Oona had been going through her own books. So I had returned to many books spread out throughout the room, all piled up in between empty take-out containers.

Bowie had been nibbling at the corner of one of the boxes, until I stopped him and tossed him a chew stick to keep him occupied.

“How many swords do we have?” Asher asked. “Out of the nine?”

“Mine is Sigrún, and Quinn has Eir, plus the four in Marlow’s safe, so that’s six,” I said, listing them on my fingers. “We’re missing three.”

“What about Marlow’s personal sword, like the one she used working as a Valkyrie? Was that in the safe?” Oona asked.

“No, it wasn’t, but Mördare wasn’t one of the original nine Valkyries,” I said. “There are currently a lot more than nine Valkyries on earth, so there have to be lots of swords beyond the originals.”

“Who were the original nine?” Asher asked.

“Eir, Göndul, Hildr, Mist, Ölrún, Róta, Skögul, Thrúd, and Sigrún,” Oona said, reciting the Valkyries’ names, her words lilting slightly to the tune we’d been taught to sing it to back in school.

“Hildr?” Asher sat up straighter. “That was the name of my mom’s sword.”

“Excellent!” I shouted in excitement and snapped my fingers together. “Now we have seven!”

“Not to rain on your parade, but how do you know that any of these are the right swords?” Oona asked carefully. “And I don’t even mean the ones that Marlow had hidden—which we honestly have no idea about—but even yours. What if somebody thought it would be funny to call your sword Sigrún, but it’s really a random sword?”

“That’s not how it works,” I insisted, but my opinions were based more on hope than actual knowledge. “We don’t name the blades. The Eralim name them. But you’re right. I don’t know how to tell them apart. But Samael should be able to. We have to gather the swords, take them to him, and he should help fill in the blanks for us.”

“That all sounds good,” Oona said, sounding reluctant. She chewed her lip, making her silver studs twist this way and that.

“But?” I asked, addressing her hesitation.

“I’m being cautious, Mal,” she said with a sigh. “The wording is very vague, and we have a lot riding on this.”

“I get that, but … we’re close. I can feel it,” I said, and I wasn’t exaggerating.

There was something in the air. Like an electricity, and I know I wasn’t the only one. On the way back from Ravenswood, everybody seemed to be giving each other an extra-wide berth and walking faster than normal.

“I know,” Oona agreed. “Something is definitely happening soon.”

Asher stood, rubbing the back of his neck as he did. “I should…”

“You should what?” I stopped pacing to look at him more directly.

“I should…” he repeated. He stared at the floor with his eyebrows bunched together, and his faced looked flushed.

“Ash?” Oona asked. “Is everything okay?”

He looked up at me finally, and his stormy blue eyes were completely panicked. His mouth hung open slightly, and his hands fell to his sides as he stared ahead in horror.

“Asher?” I asked as the room began to shake.

It was a slow rumble as the walls and floors began to tremble. Bowie fled into the kitchen to hide, while I braced myself against the doorframe to keep from falling over. A few glasses and knickknacks clattered to the floor, and panicked yelling from other apartments echoed through the walls.

The lights flickered on and off during a brief power surge, and I realized how dark it had gotten. It was early afternoon, and the sky outside was black with storm clouds swirling around and glowing red.

Finally the earthquake stopped, and Asher was still standing in front of the couch, the way he had been the entire time—unmoving, despite all the shaking.

“Asher, what’s going on?” I demanded.

“Remember that we all must die.” Those words came out of Asher’s mouth, but it wasn’t his voice. It was twisted and inhuman.

And the second the words stopped, his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he started falling to the floor. Oona dove forward, barely managing to get a throw pillow under his head just as he collapsed onto the concrete and began convulsing.
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“Asher!” I screamed as I ran to his side. He lay on his back, thrashing and shaking, and I tried to hold his hand.

Oona knelt beside him, watching him with the same intense expression she had when she was studying for a final.

“Why is this happening?” I asked her plaintively.

“I don’t know,” she replied without taking her eyes off him.

Finally he stopped convulsing, though his arms and legs still twitched. His eyes were closed, but the lids kept fluttering.

Suddenly his eyes opened, but they weren’t his eyes anymore. They were pure black from the pupil through the iris through the whites.

In the same inhuman baritone he’d spoken in before, he said, “Ol zir de teloah od oresa.” And then he said it again, and again, like a chant.

“What is he saying?” I asked Oona.

“I know it. I know I should know it,” Oona said softly, more to herself than to me.

Then, as abruptly as it had all started, it stopped. The chanting ended, his body relaxed, and his eyes closed.

“Asher?” I said gently. “Ash?”

Oona sat back, muttering the phrase to herself. “Ol zir de teloah od oresa. I know I just saw it. It’s not…” She trailed off as she crawled over to the coffee table and frantically began flipping through one of the books left open on it.

I stayed with Asher, holding his hand and obsessively watching his chest rise and fall. If he was still breathing, he was still alive. There was still hope.

Right above his heart, a dark spot started to form on his gray T-shirt. Small at first, but it rapidly grew into a big wet splotch.

“Oona!” I shouted. “He’s bleeding!”

“Let me see,” she commanded. “Take off his shirt.”

Asher didn’t wake as I lifted up his shirt, pulling it over his head. He still wore a bandage over the marks that had been carved in his chest, but it was soaked red with blood. Carefully, I peeled it off, revealing the throbbing wounds underneath.

The rest of the marks on Asher’s body had already almost completely healed, thanks to the treatment he’d received in Zianna and Oona’s expertise in aftercare. They were little more than raised red scars down his arms and sides. But the ones above his heart were still jagged and raw. The skin was inflamed and puffy, turning dark black right at the edges where the wound gaped open around the symbols that were carved into his flesh.

“They’re not healing,” I realized in horror.

“It’s because they’re not cuts, like the others. This is something deeper.” Oona bent over, staring at them for a moment, before dashing back to her books. “But I think I recognize them. Hold on!”

With Oona otherwise disposed, I balled up Asher’s shirt and pressed against his wounds, stopping the bleeding as best I could.

“Ash?” I whispered, with my lips right up to his ear. “Are you in there? Can you hear me? Come back to me, Asher. Please.”

“I got it!” Oona announced. “It’s Enochian!”

“Enochian? Isn’t that a dead language?” I asked.

“Mostly. It’s the original language of the angels, but it’s not dead to an orginal angel or demon.” Oona scooted back over, so she was sitting closer to Asher with her book splayed open. “The marks on his chest, that first one means darkness and the second one means … possession.”

“Are you saying that Asher is possessed?” I asked.

“Not exactly. I don’t think. Gimme a minute.” She flipped through the pages, frantically reading. “So … if I understand it right, he was saying, Ol zir de teloah od oresa, which means … ‘I am of death and destruction.’”

“Why would he say that?” I asked.

Oona looked at me somberly. “Abaddon is the angel of destruction.”

“Abaddon marked him,” I said with tears in my eyes.

“I think Abaddon marked Asher to be a vessel for him,” Oona explained slowly.

“Asher is his way out of Kurnugia,” I realized. “That’s why they didn’t kill him, and that’s why they let them take him to Zianna. Abaddon wanted him to escape.”

“He didn’t want to miss the end of the world,” she agreed.

“What do we do?” I asked, overriding the shock that my boyfriend had been marked by the angel of destruction. “Can we perform an exorcism?”

“Maybe?” Oona didn’t look very confident. “Abaddon is very powerful.”

Outside, there was a loud bang—a metallic crunching mixed with a rushing sound. Like the time I had heard a car crash into a fire hydrant, except multiplied by a thousand. The apartment building trembled again, and it seemed to sway, though it was hard to say because everything felt off-kilter.

Oona set aside her book and went to the window, presumably to investigate whatever had made that loud noise, but my attention was focused on Asher.

“He’s still alive, so there has to be something we can do,” I persisted.

“Mal, you gotta come here,” Oona said.

“You have all these books. There has to be an answer in one of them!”

“Malin! Come here!” Oona demanded. She stood at the window, with her hands on the glass, staring down at the canal.

I let go of Asher’s hand and stood up, just as the emergency alert sirens began to wail throughout the city. I’d only ever heard them go off for tornado watches or as a test, and when I looked out the window, I saw exactly what the problem was.

The Maneto Canal that ran past our building had been parted, so tidal waves of the putrid water splashed up onto the sidewalks and buildings. On the canal floor, marching in a perfect formation, were rows and rows of skeletons, looking exactly like the ones we had fought at the Gates of Kurnugia.

Leading the way was the massive bull centaur Gugalanna, and on his back rode his queen, Ereshkigal, wearing her crown of bones.

They had broken free from the underworld.
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“Are you sure this is going to work?” I asked, hovering over Oona and Asher.

He lay unconscious on the floor, the same way he had been for the past ten minutes, while Oona whipped up a potent tonic. It was a smoky blue that seemed to be continuously shifting between a liquid and a gas.

I hadn’t understood much of how she made it, since I hadn’t been able to watch her. I’d tried waking Asher at first, while she gathered ingredients, and when that didn’t work, I left her to the mixing and muttering in a guttural whisper while I loaded up everything important that I could think of—weapons, bottled water, Oona’s spell book, a first-aid kit.

“No, I’m not sure.” She bit her lip as she carefully drew two milliliters up into a syringe, and then she eyed me over the sharp point of the needle. “I’m not sure of anything right now, but I don’t think we should stay here for any longer than we need to, and you’ve tried everything else to wake him up.”

I went back to the window, watching as the skeletons climbed up the canal support beams to the sidewalk and up the buildings, while still more marched out from the earth in a constant stream of death.

They were climbing up the sides of the Tannhauser Towers, their bony fingers digging into the concrete and metal. While many of the skeletons seemed intent on their mission to get to the top of the buildings, others were breaking in the windows either to crawl inside or pull victims out and throw them to the ground far below.

I didn’t know how we were going to get out, but we couldn’t stay here.

I looked back over my shoulder, watching apprehensively as Oona injected the potion into Asher’s arm. I waited, straining to hear any sound from him over the wailing of the emergency alert sirens.

Finally, after several excruciating seconds, he gasped loudly and sat bolt upright.

“Asher!” I ran over to him and crouched beside him. “Are you okay? Are you still you?”

He blinked at me, his dark eyes stormy and confused. “Who else would I be?”

“Can you stand?” Oona asked. “How are you feeling?”

“Everything hurts, and my heart is racing a mile a minute.” He rubbed his temple. “Why is that siren going off? What’s happening?”

“Ereshkigal escaped with her army of the dead,” I told him as quickly as I could. “We have to go, so you have to get up and walk if you can.”

“Let me get my stuff,” Oona said, and she was already rushing around to gather all the thaumaturgy gear.

Asher was moving slowly, but he got to his feet. When he took a step, he stumbled a little but caught himself.

“Do you think you can handle carrying this?” I asked Asher as I held out my messenger bag filled with weapons. “If you can’t, don’t force it.”

“No, I got it,” he insisted as he took the bag from me and dropped the strap over his shoulder. “What happened to me?”

“I’ll explain later. I have to get Bowie.”

When this was over—assuming we all lived—I would have to send Jude a big thank-you for getting the carrying pack for Bowie. Once I got him hooked in and on my back, I had my hands free, so I grabbed Sigrún, and left the rest of my weapons with Asher.

Oona was ready a moment later, and Asher was pacing, trying to get his bearings back. We were as ready as we were ever going to be to face an army of skeletons, so we headed out into the hall.

With Bowie chittering on my back, I pushed the elevator call button over and over again as the red lights flashed in the hallway. Asher leaned against Oona, still getting his strength back, and once again it wasn’t clear that we were doing the right thing.

But I couldn’t see another choice. We couldn’t sit here and wait to die, which meant that we had to get out and fight.

Finally the elevator doors opened, and I was surprised to find it empty. The lights were out, but the number pad was still lit up, so that was enough for me. I hit the button for the basement, and Oona and Asher leaned back against the wall as the elevator started its rapid descent.

The speakers in the elevator’s ceiling let out a long, painfully loud bleat before a robotic automated voice began reading off a warning:

“A civil authority has issued an alert. The following transmission is being broadcast by the Evig Riksdag in conjunction with the United States government. An immortal attack has been released on the city. Due to the uncertain nature of these attacks, all residents should seek out and take shelter. Stay calm and stay in your own homes. Remember there is nothing to be gained by trying to get away. By leaving your homes you could be exposing yourself to greater danger.”
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The basement was nearly as dark as the elevator, with only the flashing red light. Oona pulled out her phone to use its flashlight so we could make our way through the maze of storage containers, HVAC tubing and machinery, and various broken equipment and garbage.

Finally we found the concrete stairwell hidden in the side corner, and we raced up. As soon as I pushed open the heavy doors, water came rushing in and poured down the steps around us. The alleyway outside was flooded with a foot or two of the water displaced from Ereshkigal’s parting of the canal.

A few skeletons were above us, climbing the building and breaking through windows, and one was a few feet away standing on an overflowing dumpster. It looked down at me—its eyes mere glowing red pinpoints in the center of its dark sockets—and then it opened its mouth and let out a most inhuman scream.

All of the commotion and the chaos of sounds—the blaring, the demonic scream of the skeletons, the rushing water, people crying and screaming—was too much for Bowie. I felt him wriggling on my back as he tried to hide deeper in the carrier.

My sword was already drawn, so I rushed the skeleton, and it dove at me. I swung my blade, and it slid easily through the bones, like a scythe through grass. As the bones fell to the ground, they turned to ash and quickly dissolved in the murky water.

It was killed so fast, and the others were so preoccupied with their mission, that this should’ve been a relief. But it wasn’t. As the skeleton fell, I could only feel a strange panic. It was like a black void had opened inside me, sucking up everything around that made sense, so only I would be left, alone, confused, and terrified.

“What is the fastest way to get downtown?” Oona asked, but I didn’t answer her right away. I stared down at the water, which looked dark and red from the reflection of the tumultuous sky, and I watched as every last bit of the skeleton swirled and disappeared into the water.

“Preferably with the fewest number of skeletons,” Asher added as he warily looked up at the buildings around us.

“We should go…” I trailed off, because the truth was that I had no idea where to go.

I knew the building wasn’t safe. I knew that Odin’s spear was locked up in Samael’s office, and Samael was the only being I knew and trusted who would have any idea how to handle what was happening.

But that was it. Once I’d killed the skeleton, I’d felt paralyzed by intense doubt. I didn’t know what to do or where to go, and it left me so stricken with uncertainty that I could not move.

“Mal?” Oona asked, pulling me from my panic. “We have to go. We can’t just stand here, or the skeletons will come for us.”

“I know. I—” I stopped short when I heard a familiar sound.

Even through all the noise and chaos, I recognized that particular cawing, and I knew it was meant for me.

“This way,” I commanded. “And we have to hurry.”

I grabbed Asher’s hand, in part because he seemed too dazed and I didn’t want to lose him, but more because I knew that touching him would ground me back here in reality, with him, where I knew exactly what to do.

The buzzing intensified around my heart, and the world seemed to slow down, falling into hyperfocus as I concentrated on the sound of the bird cawing and the flapping of its wings. I couldn’t see it, not yet, not as I raced around the buildings, dodging between skeletons and slicing them down when they got in my way.

It wasn’t until we were away from the flooding sewage and attacking skeletons, when Oona was panting at me to stop or slow down, that the raven finally showed itself.

I didn’t know how long we’d run, I’d lost all sense of time and place as I chased after the bird. It had stopped cawing after we had followed it into a narrow gap between rundown tenement buildings. The space was barely wide enough for me to stand next to Asher, and Oona leaned against the brick wall as she struggled to catch her breath.

Then the giant black bird settled on the cracked concrete in front of us. It was a massive raven, at least as big as a bobcat, and it held a cloth bag in its beak. Its beak was broken at the tip, a jagged crack that zigzagged through black keratin, and a scar ran across its eye, leaving it glassy and dull.

This was not the raven that I knew. This wasn’t Muninn.

It was his brother, Huginn.

He dropped the bag at my feet and ruffled his feathers.

“Where is Odin?” I asked, but the bird didn’t—couldn’t—answer. He merely cocked his head so he could look at me with his one good eye. “If Odin can hear you, if he can hear me, he needs to know that we need him. We can’t fight this on our own.”

The raven nudged the bag toward me. Asher bent down and peered inside.

“It’s a sword.” He reached in and pulled out a stubby blade of teal, with a handle that appeared to be made of a swirling blown glass. “I think it’s a Valkyrie sword.”

“The raven was gathering the swords,” Oona said softly. “Do you think this is how Marlow got her swords?”

“Why would the raven be helping her?” I asked as my heart thudded coldly in my chest.

Oona looked at me, her dark eyes meeting mine evenly. “Why would the raven be helping us?”

A loud squawk interrupted us, and I looked up to see another large raven landing on the streetlight in front of us. This one was unmarred by scars, and when it looked down at me with its big black eyes, I knew that it was Muninn, the raven I’d met before.

“What is going on?” I demanded. “What do you want from us?”

“Malin, I think we should take the sword and go,” Asher suggested uneasily. “The streets aren’t safe, and once we get somewhere that is we can spend time debating what this all means.”

“Fine,” I relented, but there was still one more thing I had to try. I crouched in front of Huginn so that we were at eye level. “Please,” I pleaded as I stared into his good eye, hoping that wherever he was, Odin could see me. “Tell Odin that we need him. He needs to return.”

The raven blinked, then flapped its wing and took flight, disappearing into the sky.

“Should we go after him?” Oona asked.

“No.” I stood up. “He’s not the one we follow now.” I looked back at Muninn, who squawked loudly before flying off. He went slowly at first, circling around us, before heading toward the heart of the city.

“That’s the one we follow,” I said as Asher hid the new Valkyrie sword in the messenger bag with the rest of the weapons, and then the three of us gave chase, letting Muninn lead us away.
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Despite the fact that the Riks building was on serious lockdown—one that took far too long for me, Oona, and Asher to get through all the security checks—we finally made it inside.

The one thing that I had to say for the Riks security protocols, though, was that they had piped in soothing classical music through the speakers instead of the intermittent air raid sirens going on outside. It gave my eardrums a welcome respite as we rode up the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor.

When the doors opened, the long hallway spread out before us, and at the end was the door to Samael’s office—unguarded for the first time that I’d ever seen.

I pushed it open without knocking and found Samael, Godfrey, Valeska, and Quinn crowded around a large television. It was a massive screen, usually hidden behind a classical painting, but the artwork slid up to reveal the TV.

The screen showed frightening images of the city under siege. Skeletons attacking innocent people, cars on fire, rioting in the streets. It looked like a war zone, with the police and the National Guard ineffective against such an unrelenting supernatural enemy.

An explosion flashed on the screen, and we felt the rumble inside the Riks, causing Oona to let out a surprised yelp.

Everyone had been so glued to the violence and anarchy unfolding on the news that they hadn’t noticed us come in, but now they all turned to look at us.

“You’re here! Thank the stars above!” Samael rushed over and pulled me into a clumsy hug, made more awkward by the anxious wolpertinger fidgeting on my back.

Over his shoulder, I saw Quinn step toward me, like she meant to greet me the way Samael had, but then she stopped short. She stared at me for a moment longer, then she looked back at the TV, where Ellery Park was futilely attempting to convince everyone to stay calm as the world fell apart.

“Is it safe here?” I asked once Samael had released me.

“It’s as safe here as it is anywhere in the city,” he replied carefully.

“Good enough.” I slid the carrier off my back and set it on the floor before unbuckling Bowie. He immediately scurried off, running under the sofa to hide, but I didn’t blame him. He’d had a very terrifying day so far.

Oona and Asher were with the others, standing in a semicircle around the screen and watching NorNewsNow, but I put my hand on Samael’s arm, stopping him before he went over to join them.

“Have you heard from Odin?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

He grimaced sadly. “No, nothing yet.”

“Really?” I asked in dismay. “I thought for certain he’d return with the ravens.”

“You saw his ravens?” Samael asked, doing his best to keep quiet despite the obvious shock in his eyes. “Are you positive they were his?”

“Yeah, I’m positive.” I nodded. “They helped me on the way here, but they took off the second I didn’t need them anymore.”

He furrowed his brow as he considered the implications of the return of Muninn and Huginn.

“There have been many reports—” Ellery stopped short and put her hand to her ear, pressing on the earpiece to hear better. She nodded, then began speaking to the camera. “We’re getting word that Gugalanna, the Great Bull and one of the apparent leaders of this invasion, is holding an impromptu press conference in Skarpåker Park. We’re joining them live now.”

The news immediately cut to the park, where Gugalanna stood on the highest part of the rocky outcroppings. Behind him were a small legion of skeletons, standing in attention in front of the overgrown wooded garden.

To the left of where the bull centaur stood was the old mossy gazebo, covered in dying vines and orange leaves. It was the Place for Dreaming, a popular destination for weddings, but now it housed the throne of bones, where Ereshkigal sat, watching silently.

“… violence is, unfortunately, the only thing this world will respond to,” Gugalanna was saying, his smarmy grin barely hidden under his false solemnity. “This is not how we wanted to do it, but it is the only language that works, as it has been for thousands of years. One thing you learn about living as long as I have is that not much ever really changes, not deep down at the core of things.”

A dark plate of armor covered his chest, but from the human waist down—where the bull part of his body was—he was naked, save for the black fur that covered his four hulking legs and animal torso. Two horns curved out from his dark curls of hair, and his bronze eyes flashed as he surveyed the crowd of immortals, skeletons, and media that had gathered in the park.

“When last I walked the earth and breathed this air—it was much sweeter then, I will say that has been an unpleasant change—there were those that ruled, and those that were in chains,” Gugalanna continued. “It has been that way since the beginning of time. You are either the hunter or the prey, the captor or the captured.

“Right now, because we’ve had to use violence and force, I know we’ve been painted as the aggressors. As terrorists,” he said with condescension dripping from his words. “Conquerors. And I know you must all be so very afraid, but let me assure you that we are not here to take over your world. On the contrary. We are here to free it!”

He raised his arms into the air, and the skeletons followed suit. The camera was fixed on him, so I couldn’t see the crowd that gathered, but I heard some of them—too many of them, really—shouting out in agreement.

“Throughout history, the ruling class has gotten even better at enslaving you all,” Gugalanna said. “They trick you into believing it’s for your own good. They keep you safe, they promise. This is what you need, they guarantee. And now they’ve done such a wonderful job I doubt most of you even realize that you’re caged.

“Those with all the power have always hidden away from those they oppress, and none are as far away or as powerful as those that hide in Vanaheimr, far removed from the mess that they’ve created.” The Bull stopped speaking long enough to cast a disparaging glare toward the sky, toward the legendary home of the Vanir gods and goddesses.

“It wasn’t until I was trapped in the underworld that I began to see the earth for what it truly is: a cage,” Gugalanna explained. “A place to hold you, to keep you busy, distracted. So you don’t realize what they’re doing to you and everything around you.

“Look at this!” He gestured wildly around. “Look at the sky and the air and the water! The world is all but destroyed! And to what end? Where will you go next? The doors to Kurnugia and Vanaheimr will not open for most of you, and even if they do, you are only exchanging one cage for another.

“But no more.” He motioned back toward Ereshkigal, who finally rose from the throne and with slow, deliberate steps walked toward him as he spoke. “I have brought you a queen and an army to set you free. I invite you to join her, to fight by our side and free yourselves of the shackles.”

Gugalanna dropped to his knees—bending his front two legs to bow before her. Ereshkigal wore a long gown of a strange black fabric that seemed to move on its own, swirling around her feet as she took center stage. She stood regal and poised, holding her head high under its intricate crown of bones, and the crowd fell silent.

“We will win this war,” Ereshkigal declared. Her words were sharp but quiet, and they carried clear and loud throughout the park. “We will gladly give it all back—your freedom, your lives, your earth—to all of you, to every single one of you. All we ask is that you fight with us.”

She paused as she surveyed the crowd, then she issued her order: “We must kill all the Valkyries and the Eralim that control them.”
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I didn’t need to hear the crowd erupt into cheers, many of them already chanting their new queen’s name. Nor did I need to hear the pundits on the television telling me what this all might mean or wondering whether or not we should give Ereshkigal a chance. I grabbed the remote and turned off the television.

“Hey!” Valeska shouted in irritation and glared at me. “What’d you do that for?”

“Nothing good ever comes from giving evil a platform, especially when they’re advocating genocide,” I replied.

“They might have more information,” Valeska argued.

“What could they possibly know that we don’t?” I shot back. “We know that Ereshkigal and Gugalanna are taking over the city, and they’re currently staked out at the park. We know that they want to kill us. And we know about the prophecy that might be able to stop them.”

“You found out more about the Drawing of the Nine?” Samael asked.

I took out my phone and quickly pulled up the photos I had taken. As I scrolled through the snaps of the yellowed pages, looking for the best one, I realized with dismay that I had only taken these pictures this morning.

It had only taken a matter of hours for the whole world to go mad.

“This is the best I could find,” I said as I handed Samael the phone.

He zoomed into the picture, and his lips moved as he read to himself. Valeska snuck up beside him, leaning over his arm to get a better look.

“Bloodied blades of Odin’s maidens fair,” Samael repeated to himself.

“The swords of the original nine Valkyries,” I said. I took the messenger bag from Asher and walked to the coffee table in the center of Samael’s office.

I glanced over at Oona, who dutifully recited the nursery rhyme: “Eir, Göndul, Hildr, Mist, Ölrún, Róta, Skögul, Thrúd, and Sigrún.”

As she spoke, I pulled out my blade of purple and set it on the table, then beside it I set the one of teal that Huginn had dropped at my feet. “I have Sigrún and Mist.”

“And I have Eir.” Quinn unsheathed her sword, setting it on the table beside the other two. When her blue blade touched the others, they all glowed dully, but only for a second before returning to their usual darkened state.

“My grandma still has my mother’s sword Hildr at home,” Asher added.

“And Marlow has four swords in her safe,” I said.

Marlow’s swords only mattered if they were the right ones that we needed. I couldn’t guess now, but I was certain that I would know when I touched them, the same way I had known that the sword Huginn had left for me was Mist. The same way I knew who to kill and how to kill.

It was in my blood.

Valeska did a quick count on her fingers. “That’s only eight. We’re short one.”

“No, we’re not.” Samael finally looked up. “I have my mother’s sword Róta. That’s nine.”

“But what do we even do with them?” Quinn chewed her lip as she stared down at the swords. “We have nine swords, but then what? We all take turns stabbing Ereshkigal with them?”

“The sun now shines by the drawing of the nine,” Samael said, quoting the poem, and cast his eyes toward the ceiling. “I’ve done enough ceremonies in my time. We need to get the blades together and get them up where the sunlight can hit them.”

“So we need the swords?” Valeska asked. “Does it matter who wields them?”

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I think we’re the ones that are supposed to do this,” Oona said. “It says, ‘Now do I see heroes anew. The motherless children rise together.’” She motioned around to us. “That’s us. We’re all powerful in our own rights, most of us with Valkyrie parentage, and all of us have dead mothers.”

Oona’s birth mother died in childbirth; Valeska’s was murdered by her grandmother; Quinn’s was executed by a vengeful widower; Samael’s mother had died centuries ago; and Asher’s mother and my mother had both been killed by Tamerlane Fayette.

Outside of Samael’s mother, all of them were relatively young and died in tragic circumstances.

“But there’s six of us,” Quinn said. “Where do we get the other three?”

“My great-grandma died many years ago, so I think my grandma would qualify,” Asher suggested. “I have to go back home to get Róta anyway, and she would want to help.”

“Minerva will help us,” Oona said, referring to her cousin/sister. “And if I qualify, she qualifies.”

“We only need one more. Can any of you think of anybody that might be able to help?” Samael asked, looking heavily at all of us. “We only have eight bodies, and we need one more motherless child to draw in the light.”

“I know someone,” I realized. “Sloane Kothari.”

“Do you really think she’ll help?” Oona asked.

I nodded. “What choice does she have? The world’s going to end if we don’t do something to stop it.”





SEVENTY-EIGHT

The plan was simple:

Quinn would take Oona in her car to get Minerva as quickly and safely as possible, while Valeska would fly Asher down to his house, where they would pick up his grandmother Teodora, her car, and the sword. Samael would stay behind with Godfrey (and Bowie) in hopes that Odin would finally return.

That left me going on my own, with Samael handing me the keys to his souped-up luft. I would get Sloane, then retrieve Marlow’s swords from her safe and return.

While everyone was gearing up and going over possible scenarios and protocols with Samael, Valeska had wandered off to the far side of the room to dig through the candy bowl for something to snack on. I took the opportunity to talk to her for a moment in private—relatively speaking, thanks to Samael holding court with the others.

“Just carbo-loading before the big day,” Valeska told me, popping a few strawberry-red kola nuts into her mouth, and she grimaced at the bitter flavor. “Want some?”

“Nah, I’m good.” I glanced back over my shoulder to be sure Asher was far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to hear me. “Do you think you’ll be okay with Asher?”

“Yeah, of course. He doesn’t look that heavy,” Valeska replied with a noncommittal shrug.

“There’s something that you need to know.” I moved closer to her and lowered my voice to a whisper. “Asher’s not okay. I don’t have time to explain, and we don’t have time to fix it. But he’s been marked by Abaddon, and it’s affecting him.”

“Affecting him how?” She arched her eyebrows in an attempt to look skeptical, but I could see the concern in her wide eyes. “Is he going to try to kill me or something?”

“So far he’s only had seizures and said some strange things,” I said. “Don’t let him drive, and hang on to the weapons.”

“Do you really think he should be going, then?” Valeska asked.

“I don’t know, but we need his grandma and we need the sword,” I reminded her.

Valeska inhaled through her nose and nodded grimly. She carried herself with a tough resignation about her, like she knew she would always do what must be done, even if it was terrible. But she had survived in Kurnugia alone for weeks, and that had to have been harder than dealing with a possibly possessed Asher.

“I’ll take care of him for you,” she promised just before Quinn announced that we should all get going.

The five of us made a motley group as we walked down the long copper hallway together. The elevator would be where we parted, with Quinn, Oona, and me heading down to the parking garage while Valeska and Asher went up to the roof.

We walked fast, knowing there wasn’t any time to waste, but Asher and I lingered at the back. As we walked, I felt his hand sliding around mine—his skin warm and rough, safe and powerful. Neither of us said anything or looked at each other. We held hands as we marched on.

Oona pushed the call button and hummed along with the Chopin playing over the speakers, while we made our goodbyes. The roof was only a few flights up, so Valeska and Asher were going to take the stairs, leaving Quinn, Oona, and me with the faster elevator.

Asher started to step away from me, apparently meaning to leave with a simple “’Bye” and a sad longing in his eyes. But I didn’t let go of his hand, and instead pulled him back in close to me. I put my hand on his face, staring up into his eyes, and there were so many things I wanted to say, so much that I couldn’t find the words for.

“Come back to me,” I told him fiercely.

He smiled at me then, subtly and a little crookedly. “Don’t you know by now, Malin? Nothing in all of the heavens or underworld below can keep me from you.”

And then the elevator doors opened, so there was no more time to say goodbye. No more chances to kiss him, to tell him I loved him, to beg him to stay safe.

I stepped into the elevator, and I kept my eyes on Asher until the very last second.





SEVENTY-NINE

In the center of the parking garage, underneath a bright halogen bulb, sat the slick silver HBS 1300 XXX Cavalieri. Despite the fact that it was a hoverbike, it was a beast of a machine, at least twice as wide as my luft and longer, with a full quad set of hoverpads.

I didn’t even know if these were street legal, but if Samael got around on it, I sincerely doubted that anybody would bother stopping me on it today. I grabbed the helmet from the back of the luft, since this thing could top out at over four hundred miles per hour and it would really put a damper on the whole helping-to-stop-the-end-of-the-world thing if I cracked my skull open on the pavement.

Oona and Quinn had been walking on, toward the back corner where Quinn’s car was parked, but they both paused to watch me get on the luft.

“Wow,” Quinn said, looking far more impressed about a flashy bike than I expected her to be.

“Now’s not the time, I know, but have fun on that thing while you can,” Oona said.

“When this is all over, I’ll make Samael lend me this thing again, and I’ll take you out for a spin on the outskirts of the city,” I promised her.

Oona smiled sadly. “I’ll hold you to it.” Then she turned and walked away, following Quinn.

The luft started up the instant I pressed the ignition, and the engine had a nearly silent purr. Music started playing through the wireless speakers in the helmet, and I used the touchpad in the center to quickly skip through Samael’s choices in music (mostly classical and instrumental) until I finally settled on an electronic cover of “Immigrant Song.”

Then I sped out of the garage, with the luft gliding on air, and hit the streets of the city. Samael’s bike made it almost shockingly easy to get around. It nimbly swerved between deserted cars and a dumpster fire, and when a pesky battalion of skeletons decided to occupy an entire city block, the luft easily mowed them down. Of course, I unsheathed my sword so I could take out a few extra skeletons that lunged at me.

Ravenswood Academy had closed when the emergency sirens went off, so I had to look up Sloane’s address using the school directory. She lived at about the halfway mark between the Riks and Marlow’s apartment. Her street was thankfully deserted, though there were signs of vandalism and violence in the form of broken windows, smashed-in cars, and a few conspicuous splatters of blood on the sidewalk. Even the relatively quiet borough where the Kotharis lived wasn’t safe anymore.

I pulled the luft right up to the front stoop to park it—it was pretty much martial law now, and I was going to do whatever was safest and fastest from here on out. I had just gotten off it when the front door opened, and Sloane was standing there, looking decidedly badass.

She’d forgone her usual prep school look for utilitarian black, including steel-toed boots and industrial-grade pepper spray hanging from a paracord lanyard around her neck.

“I’m ready,” Sloane said matter-of-factly and walked down the steps to me.

“What?” I glanced around in confusion. “How did you know I was coming? I didn’t call you.”

“You came to me this morning for help deciphering a prophecy, and then everything went to shit,” Sloane said. “I figured either you’d need my help or I’d need yours. Either way, it was only a matter of time until you ended up at my doorstep.”

“Well, I can’t argue with that logic,” I said and got back on the luft.

“Do you have another helmet?” Sloane asked as she climbed on behind me.

“Nope. So hang on tight.”





EIGHTY

“But why does it matter if we’re motherless children?” Sloane asked as we passed the third-floor landing on the way up to my mother’s fourth-floor walk-up. The entire way up, she’d been asking about parts of the prophecy, as if I were more of an expert than her.

I glanced back over my shoulder at her, genuinely astonished that she wasn’t more out of breath from climbing all the stairs. Maybe she worked out a lot, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she was just so dogged in her questioning that she refused to let anything slow her down, not even her need for oxygen.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s supposedly from Frigg’s dream, so maybe it had something to do with the fact that she’s been sleeping for so long, and her children have been without a mother that whole time.”

“So you’re saying that she did it as a form of punishment?” Sloane asked.

“What? No.” I shook my head. “I’m saying maybe she instilled her own beliefs in the prophecy.”

“You think she wrote it,” Sloane realized, and she stopped short.

I turned to look at her. “No. I mean, I don’t know. Frigg can supposedly see until the end of time, so it makes sense that she would transcribe what she saw if she thought we needed the help.”

“But if you’re saying that she instilled herself and her ideals or punishments or whatever you want to call her need for ‘motherless children,’” Sloane argued, “that’s not something that she can do if she’s just reporting the facts or dictating her vision of the future. The prophecy is only personalized to her because she’s the one creating it.”

“I mean, maybe,” I allowed. “That would make sense.”

“But then…” Her expression slacked as something occurred to her, and she shook her head slowly, making her curls sway. “This whole time we thought she could see the future, but what if she was the one writing it?”

Sloane grew more excited as she spoke, her dark brown eyes widening and her words speeding up. “She knows what’s going to happen because she’s the one that preordained it all. I always thought it was like a whole team of Vanaheimr gods and maybe Eralim pulling the strings.

“But what if it was one woman who wrote out the entire history of earth from the moment Valkyries were created, and then she went to sleep?” Sloane said. “That would be an exhausting feat, to be sure, and I’d probably want to sleep for a thousand years after that.”

“Until what?” I asked.

Her conviction faltered, and she furrowed her brow. “What?”

“You’re suggesting that Frigg wrote the entire history from when Valkyries were created … until when?” I asked. “There has to be an end point.”

“Why?” Sloane objected. “The Vanir gods and goddesses are eternal.”

“Everything has an end, Sloane. You, me, the earth, even the sun will go out and gods will no longer exist. Someday Frigg will wake from her slumber. And then what?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But since I’d like to live long enough to find out, we should hurry up and get the swords and get on with this.”

We had spent more than enough time debating the possibilities, and while it would be worthwhile going over our theories with Samael in case they might be of help to us, Sloane was right: we needed to get going.

I ran the rest of the way up the stairs but I stopped the moment I saw the door. It looked the same as it had a few days ago when I’d been here last—with notices and mail piling up—except this time it was ajar. And not a crack, like maybe I’d forgotten to close it all the way, but like it had been intentionally left open.





EIGHTY-ONE

I held my finger up to my lips to silence Sloane before she could ask any questions. I unsheathed Sigrún and crept slowly into the darkened apartment. I heard him before I saw him, breaking down the door to my old bedroom to get the hoard that Marlow had stashed inside there.

His back was to me, so he didn’t notice me. Not until I grabbed his long hair and yanked his head back. Before he could do anything, I had the blade pressed against his throat.

“Hey, hey!” Azarias shouted in surprise. “I don’t mean nobody any harm! I wanted to get weapons and food to survive in the coming days, and I knew Marlow had a mega-stash.”

“So you thought you would break in and help yourself?” I sneered.

“Well, it’s not like she’s using it,” he quipped, and I pressed the blade harder against his throat. “But since you’re here, you’ll probably want the stuff for yourself, so I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Do you know this guy?” Sloane asked cautiously from behind me.

“Sorta,” I said. “He’s my mom’s ex.”

“And I’m unarmed!” Azarias raised his hands so Sloane could see them. “I don’t want to hurt either of you, so if you want to let me go—”

I moved the sword and pushed him away from me, since I didn’t want to kill anybody that I didn’t have to. Not when there would be so much bloodshed up ahead.

“Why hadn’t you been out gathering this crap yourself?” I asked him as he rubbed his throat. “You convinced Marlow to prep for this, but you didn’t think to?”

“Hey, I never knew this would happen.” He pointed to the window, and in the dim light of the apartment I could see the fear running wild in his eyes. “I was told that if I seduced your mother and got her to believe my schemes, that we could be free. And I was promised a nice payday at the end, too, but I mostly did this because I was sick of you and your kind telling me when my friends and family lived and when they died.”

“How could you not know this would happen?” I asked with a bitter laugh. “You were helping Ereshkigal overthrow the underworld, and you didn’t think that when the underworld was unleashed on earth there would be hell to pay?”

“First off, I didn’t know any of the bullshit I was spewing to Marlow about the twilight of the gods would actually happen,” Azarias clarified. “And second, I wasn’t helping Ereshkigal do shit.”

“Tamerlane Fayette said he was working for his one true queen, Ereshkigal,” I countered, keeping my voice even, but his conviction was beginning to unnerve me.

“Look, I don’t really know that guy, and I have no idea what his motivations were.” Azarias held his hands out palms up. “I only know that I sat in a meeting once with Velnias where I got my orders, and Ereshkigal wasn’t there.”

“She couldn’t come up from Kurnugia,” Sloane pointed out. “I always assumed she had a proxy doing her bidding here on earth.”

“If anything, she was the proxy,” Azarias said with a joyless chuckle. “I mean, it’s not like Vanir gods are gonna do the bidding of some long-forgotten underworld goddess.”

“Who…” My mouth had become so dry I nearly choked on the words. “Who did you take your orders from?”

“All my orders came from the big man himself,” he answered and pointed toward the ceiling. “Odin.”





EIGHTY-TWO

Once when I’d been a young child, I’d been lost in a forest outside of the city. Marlow had reluctantly let me tag along with her on a mission, but we’d gotten separated when a rainstorm rolled in.

I had been lost in the dark, cold, wet, hungry, and terrified, but there had been a strange magic in the moment. Running through the woods—not knowing where I was going or if I’d make it out alive, my feet slipping with every step—had been exhilarating and wonderful in the most terrifying way.

It was a memory that my mind went back to more often than most. Not only because of the fear and the wild elation, but because of what had happened after that.

I had tripped and fallen, and I smacked my head hard on a rock. There was a blinding white light. My ears were rung, and I couldn’t see or think or feel anything. The blood pounded in my ears, and my breath came out shaky, and the whole world felt as if it had tilted, like I wasn’t standing on even ground.

That was exactly how I felt now, when Azarias told me that Odin—the one I’d trusted and helped and risked my life for—was the one behind all of this. The one who had gotten my mother killed.

But like when I was a child, eventually the confusion began to clear, and when I had been able to finally look around in the forest, a man had reached out and offered me his hand—

“Think about it,” Azarias said, breaking the tense silence and pulling me from my memory. “How else could Ereshkigal have gotten her message out of the underworld? It’s not like she could just hop in and out anytime she pleased. She was locked in, and she needed someone more powerful than herself. It would have to be a Vanir god.”

“Does she know she was working for Odin?” Sloane asked in a matter-of-fact tone that led me to believe she had already accepted Azarias’s claims as truth. Which made sense, because it tied in to her burgeoning theory that Frigg had created this scenario. It wasn’t much of a leap to believe that she was working in tandem with her husband.

Azarias shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t care. The time for worrying about who did what and who knew what when is over. The shit is happening now, and we all have to fight if we want to survive.”

As if to emphasize his point, the earth began to shake again. A much smaller tremor than last time, but still enough to rattle the empty vodka bottles in the sink. And then the emergency sirens began to wail again.

“Get out,” I told Azarias, but he stayed where he was—staring dumbly at me. “Get out! We don’t have time for this, so get out!”

Finally, he did as I commanded, and he scrambled out of the apartment. I slammed the door shut behind him.

“Are you okay?” Sloane asked as she followed me into my mother’s bedroom.

“I’m okay enough. But we have to get the swords and get back to the Riks.” I tried to ignore her concerned reflection in the mirrored screen that protected Marlow’s safe and hurriedly punched in the numbers.

“Can we still trust anyone at the Riks?” she asked carefully.

“I don’t know.” I frowned as I grabbed the Valkyrie swords and put them in my messenger bag. “But I trust Samael, anyway, and nearly everyone I care about will be there, so I want to be there with them. And I can’t see another option.” I paused, gritting my teeth. “Or if we even have a choice at all.”





EIGHTY-THREE

“Where’s Odin?” I demanded as soon as I stepped into Samael’s office.

The ride back to the Evig Riksdag proved more difficult than the ride out, the streets more overwhelmingly full of skeletons. Fortunately, I’d grabbed a USW gun from Marlow’s stash, and Sloane used that to shoot at any of them that grabbed at us.

We had made it back relatively unscathed—save for a few torn garments and a couple flesh wounds from where their fingers dug into my arms—but the building was quickly becoming overrun with skeletons. They were crowded around and trying to climb it or otherwise break in. The Vörðr had to shoot them off so we could get into the garage.

I could’ve, and probably I should’ve, taken a moment to greet my friends—particularly Asher and Oona, who appeared to have made it back safely. Everyone had managed to beat Sloane and me there, but we’d had to make the additional and protracted pit stop at Marlow’s, and the streets had definitely gotten rowdier after that second earthquake. I had a feeling that Ereshkigal had unleashed more of her minions.

Valeska was sitting on the back of the couch, most likely to allow for more room for her wings, munching on kola nuts, and Asher’s grandmother Teodora sat nearby on the same sofa. They were watching the news on mute, so it was only images of carnage and chaos flashing across the screen. Somehow, even in an apocalyptic situation, Teodora managed to look regal, with her glacial-white hair meticulously styled, and a black capelet draped over her shoulders.

Samael was standing at his desk, hunched over Minerva’s giant grimoire, with Quinn, Oona, and Minerva flanking him so they could read as well, while Asher stood alone at the window. His back was to me when I came in, with his battered jacket stretched taut across his broad shoulders, his arms folded across his chest.

When I came in the room, bursting through the door before Godfrey had a chance to open it for me, everyone turned to look at me. I took a second to meet Asher’s gaze and smile briefly at him, which was the fastest way I could convey that I was happy to see him safe, before returning my glare to Samael.

Only Samael appeared to register what I had asked, meeting my insistent rage with mild confusion.

“Mal, we think we’ve figured out what we’re supposed to do.” Oona excitedly tapped the page. “There’s a chart called biguol en friia, and it has nine positions and shows us where to stand.”

“That is super-great, and honestly, I don’t mean to brush over that right now,” I told her, but I kept my eyes locked on Samael, studying him for his reaction. “But I need to know where Odin is.”

“I don’t know, Malin,” Samael replied, sounding calm but concerned in his usual way. “I haven’t spoken to him or heard—”

I slammed my hand down on the desk, startling everyone. “Don’t bullshit me, Samael.”

“Malin!” He straightened up. “I’ve never lied to you!”

“Did you know Odin was behind all of this?” I demanded.

Something flashed across his aquamarine eyes—it might’ve been surprise or realization or disbelief—but then it was gone, and he was left staring at me with a slack jaw and his arms hanging at his sides.

“What are you talking about?” Quinn asked. “Odin was helping us.”

“No.” Samael took a deep breath. “I didn’t know Odin was involved with all of this, but I suspected that it had to be a Vanir god. I didn’t know how anyone else could pull this off.”

I scowled at him. “You should’ve told me! If you had any ideas, you should’ve let me know before I ran around doing his bidding and following his damn ravens!”

“I didn’t know for sure!” Samael argued. “I couldn’t know! I only did what I thought I should to protect you.”

“Fuck protection!” I growled. “If you suspected him, you needed to tell me! I deserve to have a choice about who I want to serve!”

He swallowed. “You’re right, Malin. I’m sorry. I made a grave mistake, and I know I may have lost your trust for good. But right now there are skeletons taking over the city, and we need to figure out what our next move should be.”

“Hold on.” Asher held up his hand and walked over so he was standing between Samael and me. “Are you saying that it doesn’t matter who we’re fighting against? Are you honestly implying that who our enemy is has no bearing on how we’ll fight?”

“Does it matter which Vanir god is pulling the strings right now?” Samael asked. “Not particularly, not for our purposes. I already believed it to be someone from Vanaheimr, and I still believe that our best course of action is performing the ceremony of the Drawing of the Nine.”

“Frigg wrote the prophecy, and if her husband really is the one behind this underworld uprising, then doesn’t that make him the villain?” Sloane asked. “And if it does, how can we trust anything that either of them say?”

“Life very rarely comes down to heroes and villains,” Samael said with a wan smile. “It’s usually just everyone doing what they can to survive, and the best of us will help more than we hurt.

“I don’t entirely know what Odin’s intentions were with all of this or where he is now,” he went on. “But I know that Frigg loved earth, and she considered us all her children. If she could write down a way to save us all, I know that she would’ve, and I believe that she did.

“By all means, if you have an alternative idea about how we can combat this never-ending onslaught of death and decay at our door, I will gladly hear it or take you up on it,” Samael said. “But if not, we need to get to the roof before they kill us all.”





EIGHTY-FOUR

“So do you want to see what we found, then?” Oona asked, not bothering to hide the impatience in her voice, or even waiting for my answer.

She immediately went back to the grimoire. This was Minerva’s book, and, as she explained on a visit once, it had been her mother’s before that. It was larger than Oona’s, both in height and width, and by the looks of it, it had to weigh over ten pounds. The pages were old and yellowed but with an iridescent sheen.

I came around the desk and stood beside Oona so I could get a better look at it. She tapped the page with a nine-pointed star in the center.
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Directly below that was a list of names:

Þruor

Hildr

Gondul

Skogul

Ailrun

Mistr

Eir

Rothi

Sigrun

Though there were discrepancies in spelling—probably either accidental or due to translations and language barriers—these were clearly the names of the nine original Valkyries.

“The translation is a little rough, but we think this is called ‘Encharment of Frigg,’” she explained. “It tells us the order we should stand in and what to say and how to hold the swords.”

“And this is just in your grimoire?” I asked, glancing over at Minerva. “Why would it be in a spell book?”

“This is more than a spell book,” Minerva answered with a hint of indignation. “This is well over a thousand pages long and filled with ceremonies, incantations, potion recipes, and, yes, spells from immortals and mortals. My great-great-great-great-great-grandmother brought together all the magic that she thought to be most vital for this earth, and she bound them together here. Is it really that surprising that a ceremony to save the world would be included?”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that.” I lowered my eyes. “I was surprised. Sorry. Go on.”

Oona went back to elaborating on what they’d uncovered and how she thought the ceremony would go down, and I listened dutifully.

While she talked, Bowie decided to venture out from where he had been hiding and sat on my feet, which was something he did when he was scared and wanted to be picked up. I happily complied, scooping him up into my arms and burying my fingers in his soft fur.

I focused on Oona and what she and Minerva were explaining because I knew how important it was, but I relished cuddling with my wolpertinger as much as I could because I didn’t know when—or even if—I would be able to do it again.

With our plan outlined and time running out, everyone set about gathering what we needed before heading up to the roof. Oona started allocating swords and positions—Quinn and I planned to use our own Valkyrie swords Eir and Sigrún, while Asher and Samael were going to use the swords of their mothers, Hildr and Róta, respectively, but everyone else had to be assigned.

While Oona was divvying out the other five swords, I pulled Samael aside.

“Do you have someplace safe?” I asked him, with Bowie nuzzling up against me as I held him.

Samael looked at me quizzically. “How so?”

“Someplace where I can put Bowie so that he doesn’t get hurt. Someplace where he can be okay for a while, in case … in case we don’t come back, someplace where someone could find him later.”

“Yeah.” Samael smiled and gently stroked Bowie’s useless wings. “I have the perfect place.”

I followed him across the room, over to where his display shelves lined the wall. He moved aside a totem to reveal a hidden touchscreen. With a few a quick taps and a palm scan, he was done, and the wall beside him slid open.

There was no evidence of a door. Just a two-by-six-foot section that slowly receded and slid inside the rest of the wall. Beyond it was a short narrow hallway and a hermetic-looking bright white room.

“It’s my panic room,” Samael said as I peered inside. “It’s the safest place that I can offer you right now. Every one of the offices has one, and the Seraphim have a master code so they can get in when this is all over.”

“Thank you.” I smiled gratefully at him, then carried Bowie into the room.

It was a sterile, futuristic room, with plain walls, aside from several computer screens—all of which were currently flashing news about the current situation. Other than the clear plastic table and chairs in the center, there was no furniture, which meant there was nowhere comfortable for Bowie to hide.

I set him down so I could pull off my hooded sweatshirt. That meant I would be performing the ceremony in a black tank top, but I figured I could handle the cold. I knelt down on the floor beside Bowie and made him a little bed out of my shirt, then I bent down and kissed him between his little antlers.

“You are the best pet I ever had, Bunny Bo,” I told him. “I love you, and if I make it back, I promise you’re going to get unlimited cuddles and carrots from here on out.”

When I stood up, Samael was standing behind me in the panic room, and I nearly screamed in surprise.

“You should take this, too.” He held out Gungnir—Odin’s beautiful spear that Samael had been storing for safekeeping. “You may need it for what comes next.”

“It’s needed in the ceremony?” I asked.

He shook his head once. “No. I’m talking about what comes after if the ceremony doesn’t work. This can kill any immortal, and it might be the only chance we have at surviving this.”

“Why me?” I asked.

“Why not you?” he countered. “You retrieved it. You should wield it.”

“Okay,” I said, because I didn’t know how to argue with that. I took it from him and then carefully tucked it into the waistband of my pants.





EIGHTY-FIVE

The Evig Riksdag building was significantly shorter than my apartment complex, but the wind seemed much stronger and colder on the roof. Above us, dark clouds of black and red swirled and rumbled with angry thunder.

Oona, Minerva, Sloane, and Samael were carefully drawing the nonagram on the roof’s surface. They had a sacred ash-and-herb concoction that Samael had whipped up while I’d been gone getting Sloane and the swords, and when they used it to mark the lines, it left a silvery-white line that left smoke rising a few inches above.

That left the rest of us standing off to the side so we didn’t get in the way, and waiting for them to tell us when to take our marks. There was bickering between Minerva and Sloane—both of whom had very strong opinions about which direction the center point should be pointed—and I left Oona and Samael to mediate, since they knew more about it than I did.

I went over to the edge of the building, standing as close as I dared with the wind blowing as strong as it was, and I looked down. The skeleton swarm around the building had grown even more, and it would’ve been impossible for any of us to make it through on the ground level now. They were covering every inch of the ground, shoulder to shoulder, with others behind them climbing over them, and they stretched out as far as I could see, coming down every road and climbing up all the buildings that surrounded us.

The odd mushroom-like shape of the Riks building made it difficult for the skeletons to scale, but a few of them had started making it up the overhang. They still had about another twenty floors of sheer concrete and glass to scale before they made it to the roof, but at the rate they were going, it wouldn’t take them that long. The skyscraper next to us was easier for them to ascend, so many of the skeletons were racing up that and attempting to leap over to us, but so far none had been successful.

As I watched their relentless struggle to reach us, I rubbed my hands over my bare arms, trying to stifle a chill that I knew wouldn’t go away.

“Do you want my jacket?” Asher asked, his voice soft but clear over the roar of the wind because he was standing right behind me.

I turned around to face him. “Thank you, but no. I’m okay.”

He put his hands on my arms, and they felt like fire compared to my icy skin, so he scowled at me. “You’re freezing. This is ridiculous. You have to take it.”

“Ash—” I tried to argue, but he took his jacket off anyway.

“I know that you’re strong and that you don’t need me, but I do wish you’d let me take care of you sometimes,” he said with a weary smile. “I make a mean vegetable soup, give killer massages, and my shoulder is world-renowned for being the absolute best one to cry on.”

I smiled up at him. “If that’s your idea of taking care of me, I would happily let you do that anytime you want.”

“It’s a date, then.” He held out his coat to me. “And put on the damn jacket.”

“Thank you, but this really wasn’t necessary,” I insisted, but I slipped it on anyway. “We shouldn’t—”

My arguments died on my lips, because a dark shadow had passed over Asher’s face. But it wasn’t coming from the sky—it was coming from within him, rippling underneath his skin.

“Asher?” I asked, but his eyes had already gone glassy, and then he fell back onto the roof, his body shaking violently.





EIGHTY-SIX

“Asher!” Teodora wailed. “What’s wrong with my grandson? What’s happening to him?”

Valeska grabbed her, gently but firmly holding her back so she wouldn’t get in the way of Minerva and Oona, who knelt beside him. He wasn’t shaking anymore, but his body had completely tensed. I could see his veins and muscles bulging in his arms, and his back arched sharply, so his spine was a foot off the roof while his head and feet remained firmly planted.

When he opened his mouth, it was the same distorted voice that had come out before, speaking in that Enochian language that I didn’t understand.

“He’s possessed?” Minerva asked.

“I think so,” Oona replied. She had her hands on his abdomen, trying futilely to push him back down.

“By who?” Minerva asked.

“I AM ABADDON, THE GOD OF DARKNESS AND DESTRUCTION.” Those were the words that came out of Asher’s mouth, but it definitely wasn’t him saying them.

“Move,” Samael commanded, and Minerva quickly complied so he could kneel beside Asher. “How was he possessed?”

“He was marked in Kurnugia,” I said, clinging to his jacket, which was still warm from his body heat. “On his chest.”

Samael grabbed Asher’s T-shirt and tore it in half, as his body strained against the demon inside him. The wounds on his chest were black and festering, the edges curling back as if they were paper being burned.

Samael held his hand above Asher’s chest, and he began chanting something in the same Enochian language. As he did, his fingers slowly began to glow a warm yellow, and then he plunged his fingers inside of the open wounds on Asher’s chest.

Asher screamed in pain, while the demon howled in anger, and he tried to twist away, but Samael held strong. His right arm was wrapped around Asher’s waist, holding him close, while his left hand remained clamped inside the wound.

“Bolape voresa oresa noco! Elasa biab ge de oi goaanu!” Samael chanted as Asher/Abaddon screamed and writhed.

Then it began to happen. Asher arched his back, and his mouth pulled back as he screamed. A torrent of dark locusts began flying out of his mouth, swarming around all of us in a disgusting, wriggling cloud. They buzzed around angrily, biting at us and spewing a sulphuric stench, but finally they were all out, and Asher collapsed back on the roof.

“Thank you,” I told Samael as he stood back up, giving Asher space to wake up.

“I’m glad it worked,” Samael said as he exhaled. “I’ve never cast out a demon that powerful before.”

“You think you cast me out?” a distorted voice came from behind us, followed by a wicked laugh. “You merely set me free!”

The locusts had come together, coelescing into a dark shadow that soon took the form of a man. Dark gray mist shifted into a relatively human form, and within moments Abaddon stood before us. A tall broad-shouldered man with dark red skin—burnt, like he’d been cooking in the sun for too long—and wild tangles of black hair.

“Thank you for giving me a front-row seat to the end of days,” Abaddon continued with a perverse grin that revealed his pointed teeth. “I was truly afraid that I would miss it.”

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but you still will,” I said and started walking toward him. I heard Oona and Quinn calling for me, telling me not to do anything stupid. But I wasn’t.

A familiar metallic taste filled my mouth, reminding me of the electric energy crackling through my veins. The buzzing around my heart had started, sending a welcome heat through me, and I could feel the pressure building inside me.

“Really?” Abaddon asked. “I am the lord of the most vile city in the entire underworld, as I have been for centuries, and you think that you, one angry little girl, can stop me?”

“You might be powerful in the underworld, but we’re not down there anymore,” I shot back.

He threw back his head and laughed, and that’s when I pulled the spear out from my waistband. He only saw it the split second before I drove it into his chest, but by the way his eyes widened, I think he knew exactly what it was.

The instant the tip pierced his skin, I felt it. A fiery heat shot through me, and a blinding light flashed out from inside of Abaddon. The force of the explosion of light and heat was so powerful that I went flying backward.

I held my arm over my face, shielding it from the explosion, and then I waited to land. But when I opened my eyes, I was still falling—plummeting down over the edge of the building toward the skeletons waiting below.





EIGHTY-SEVEN

The good news was that the skeletons caught me. The bad news was that it was like landing on a trampoline made of broken bones.

I expected them to tear me apart, but they were instantly moving me, passing me backward like I was body-surfing over the dead. I tried to fight them off, but they gripped me from every angle. I managed to get my right hand free long enough to safely tuck the spear into the lining of Asher’s jacket, and then I let them carry me away, since I couldn’t fight them.

It was like floating on wild river rapids, with them hurriedly pulling me along. The skeletons must’ve been a hive mind, like ants, because they worked together so quickly and efficiently that they had dragged me all the way to Skarpåker Park in record time.

From what I could see as they carried me, the camera crew was all gone, as were most humans. The crowd in the center of the park appeared to be entirely skeletons and immortals, though I couldn’t discern if the immortals had followed Ereshkigal from Kurnugia or if they were residents of the city.

The skeletons lifted me up, pushing me onto the rocky outcroppings, and they tossed me onto them, like ocean waves tossing garbage onto the beach. I scrambled to get up, but then I saw her—the self-appointed queen of the underworld resistance—so I decided to stay back on my knees.

Ereshkigal walked over to me, and I was taken aback by how imposing she was in real life. This was my first time meeting her, and she had an ethereal beauty that was almost painful to look at. Her dress was like a black mist forming around her, perfectly coiling to the parts worth accentuating, and her hands were clasped in front of her.

With a knowing smile, she looked at me and said, “You are the one that has given me so much trouble.”

“Right back at you,” I said, which actually made her smile deepen. “What do you want with me?”

“Are you not the leader of the Valkyries?” she asked.

“Leader?” I said with a laugh. “I’m not even technically a Valkyrie yet.”

“Then why have you been leading the fight against me?” she asked, seeming surprisingly unruffled about having my position so wrong.

“It’s a long story, but the short version is: because I saw what you were doing, and I couldn’t stand by and let you destroy the world.”

“I don’t want to destroy the world,” she insisted. “I merely want to set it free!”

“But the way you are going about it, you are destroying the world!” I shouted at her. “The underworld cannot be unleashed without dramatic disastrous consequences. Even if you weren’t plotting to kill us all or overturning millennia’s worth of doctrine and binding ecclesiastic law, where do you think you will live? There are nearly twenty-five billion beings living here right now. There are barely enough resources to go around, and you want to add the billions of beings from the underworld?”

Her expression was impassive as she said, “Then so be it. Only the strong will survive.”

“But you already had your turn!” I argued. “Let the rest of us get a chance at being alive.”

“It is still my turn!” she snarled, and her face contorted with rage. “Do you not understand that? It never stopped being my turn. I am still alive, and I refuse to be locked away any longer.”

“I’m not saying that your life was fair or that Kurnugia is the most ethical way to handle immortality,” I said carefully. “What I am saying is that the earth cannot hold us all, and if you insist on opening Kurnugia for everyone to escape, you will doom us all. The world will be destroyed, and you and Gugalanna and everyone and everything will be doomed along with it.”

Still she stood unmoved by my pleas. “If that is the only way to be free, then so be it. I will not give up until all the Valkyries are dead and the seals to Kurnugia have been completely removed so that everyone can be free.”

“There is no other way, then,” I said simply. “You and the earth cannot coexist.” The whole time we had been talking, I had been palming the spear inside my jacket, so it would be ready at a moment’s notice.

She tilted her head then, and I struck. She tried to stop me, but it didn’t matter where I stuck the weapon as long as the tip pierced her skin. She howled and her eyes flashed black, and that was the last thing that I remembered.





EIGHTY-EIGHT

The air smelled of pine needles and earth, and the rain felt cold as it landed on my face. My back ached terribly, but it was the dull throbbing in my head that made it hard for me to open my eyes.

When I finally managed to open them, I was staring up at a forest. Trees towering over me, their branches covered in thick needles, with only the smallest gaps through the canopy where I could see the overcast sky.

Then someone stepped in front of me, blocking the dim light, and the rain falling on my face blurred my vision, so I couldn’t see who it was—only a shadow standing over me.

I knew I should be afraid, but I felt strangely at peace and resigned to whatever happened next. Like a part deep inside me had always known that it would come to this, that this would be how it ended.

The figure bent over, extending a hand toward me, but I made no move toward it.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said in a voice like faraway thunder. “Take my hand, Malin.”

That’s when I realized that I recognized the voice. I knew him.

I blinked hard, unable to make sense of the world, but when I opened my eyes again, I wasn’t in the forest. I was in Skarpåker Park, lying on a pile of bones that dug painfully into my back, and Odin was standing over me, holding out his hand.

“I don’t bite,” Odin tried to assure me. He looked down at me with a warm smile, his one good eye shining brightly, while the left was withered shut.

I took his hand, because I needed him to help me to my feet since the bones made for unsteady ground. The sky above us was still dark and angry, and the park was littered with thousands of broken skeletons and piles of ash. Both of Odin’s ravens were nearby, picking at the remains, but I couldn’t see any signs of Ereshkigal or Gugalanna.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Ereshkigal used her own blood—along with that of your friend Asher—to unseal Kurnugia, but it was only powerful enough to allow for her, her lover, and the most primitive form of death to make it through,” he explained. “She wanted to kill all the Valkyries, and the combined power of all your blood would be enough for her to break the seal for everyone.

“But when you killed her—no, killed isn’t the right word. You annulled her existence.” He moved his hand vaguely, as if motioning to the ether. “It’s as if she never was, and her power to unbreak the seal was removed.”

“What happened to Gugalanna?” I asked.

“He is nothing more than a pile of ash,” Odin said, gesturing vaguely around to any number of piles of ash around us.

“Why are you here? Why are you pretending to help me?” I asked, but my words came out sounding more exhausted than accusatory.

“Who says that I’m pretending?” he countered.

“I know that you were behind all of this,” I said. “The only reason any of this was possible was because you were putting it together. You gave Ereshkigal the means to escape, and you sent Velnias to set up my mother.”

He laughed then, a warm sound that resonated through me. “I had far less to do with all of this than you are imagining. Yes, I gave information to Ereshkigal, to Velnias, to you, that put all of this in motion. But that was all.”

“Then who is behind all of this?”

“The same one who has been behind every decision that everyone has ever made.” Odin smiled. “My wife, Frigg.”

“Sloane was right,” I realized. “Frigg wrote out our entire destinies.”

“Not entirely,” he corrected me. “She wrote everything until this moment.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What does that mean?”

“When you thought I was the one pulling the strings, getting everyone to do my bidding, were you not angry?” he asked pointedly.

“Of course. I was furious. And I’m still pretty angry about what involvement you did have, to be honest.”

“But when I said that Frigg has been controlling everything for centuries, you showed no anger?” Odin questioned. “Why were my small actions more upsetting to you than her constant ones?”

“Because…” I paused, trying to understand it myself. “I trusted you. I don’t like the idea of anyone controlling me or conspiring against me, but Frigg is just a name to me. You were someone I helped, and I thought you were helping me.”

“And now you think I have not been helping you?” he asked, looking down at me directly.

“My mother is dead because of you,” I said, letting the venom into my voice for the first time since he’d woken me.

“Your mother was alive because of me, too,” he shot back.

“Am I supposed to thank you for that?” I asked with tears stinging my eyes. “Thank you for giving me an angry, severely damaged woman for a mother, who could never love me, and then taking her from me before I had to chance to…”

“To what?” Odin pressed when I trailed off.

“I was going to say until … I got her to love me. But … she was never going to love me, was she?”

“No.” He shook his head sadly, and his voice was filled with a soft comfort. “It wasn’t in her design, the same way it’s not in yours to fly or mine to die. I am sorry that life hurts, and I know it’s of no consolation, but there can be no joy without suffering. I have tried too often to protect you all from far too much, and it never ends well. Humans crave chaos, even if it is only the illusion of it.”

“Yeah,” I said as I looked out over the pile of bones. “It’s never boring here on earth, I’ll give you that.”

“I created the Valkyries to protect humanity,” Odin said. “The immortals were too powerful, but the other gods dared not strip them of their immortality. It was a precedent they were terrified would take over until none of us were left, and the Vanir gods were no longer welcome. We have seen it happen in other worlds.

“Myself, Frigg, and some of the other gods thought that predestination would be the key,” he went on. “We would be the ones keeping the balance, guaranteeing it never tilted in the favor of one side or the other. The Valkyries were merely an illusion of power granted to humans, both to help keep them safe and to put enough fear in the immortals to keep them in line.

“But all too soon it became apparent that we had made a grave mistake.” He frowned. “It is impossible for life to flourish without free will. Frigg tried to allow room for creativity, for that inventive spark and curiosity that makes humans so special, but it is near-impossible to infuse when every major event in your lives has already been preordained.”

He stared off wistfully before adding, “She tried to give you as much freedom as she could, in your thoughts and emotions, but when your actions and choices are limited—or eliminated entirely—there is no real freedom to be had.”

“Where is Frigg?” I asked.

“She yet sleeps, in Vanaheimr, where she has been sleeping for the past five thousand years. She’ll be awaking very soon, and I will go to her then. I hope to be able to bring our son with us.” He focused his gaze on me. “But that is up to you.”

“Me? How is that up to me?” I asked dubiously.

“Frigg only wrote the predestiny until the moment that Ereshkigal was killed,” he explained. “We both wanted to give the Valkyries enough time that humanity would have a chance to survive among the immortals. The time also allowed for the Vanir gods to grow complacent, forgetful, and distant from the earth, so they would care little about what happened to it.”

“Are you saying that you’re going to kill us all?” I asked.

He grinned broadly. “On the contrary. All of this work, all these centuries of planning, it was all done so that one day you could all be free. Not just the Valkyries, but the humans, the immortals, everything on this earth.”

And that’s when it finally hit me. “The Drawing of the Nine was never about stopping Ereshkigal.”

“No. It has always been our secret fail-safe, a back door into free will. The other gods would never allow it, and they would have been furious if they had known what we were doing. So we had to give the power to you,” he said. “And, fittingly, this choice cannot be made by me or Frigg or any of the immortals. It must be made by you.”

“What choice?” I asked.

“Come.” He held out his hand to me again. “We should return to your friends, and you can decide then.”





EIGHTY-NINE

Traveling with a Vanir god was much cooler and easier than any other form of travel. Odin pulled me into his arms, and within moments we’d been transported from the park to the roof of the Evig Riksdag.

We appeared near the edge, off to the side of where everyone else stood gathered in the center. There were a few bones strewn about, which meant they’d had to fight off a few skeletons while I’d been gone, but they all seemed to be okay. Valeska was flying around—I wasn’t sure if she was taking in the carnage or if she was looking for me, or both.

It was Oona who spotted me first, letting out a squeal of delight and rushing over to throw her arms around me. I had stowed the spear back in my waistband, so I tilted away from her hug as much she would allow.

“I knew you weren’t dead,” she insisted, but the ferocity of her hug contradicted that. “You can’t die.”

Asher was right behind her, and once she finally released me, he pulled me into a much more gentle embrace. “It wasn’t until you were gone that I realized that I never made you promise to come back to me.”

“I thought you knew,” I told him honestly. “I’ll always come back.”

Valeska returned to the roof just as everyone gathered around me and Odin, demanding to know what had happened. It took a few minutes for me to explain, with only a few contributions from Odin. Everyone still regarded him warily, particularly Valeska and Sloane, and their distrust did nothing to calm my nerves about the situation.

“Why wasn’t I told of any of this?” Samael asked Odin, once I’d finished my explanation as best I could.

“Because Frigg and I worked tirelessly to ensure that this would happen, and I have spent five thousand years away from her for this,” Odin said. “I could not risk undoing thousands of years’ worth of work and loneliness, for if word got to the other gods or the wrong immortal, all this would be for naught.”

“We have to do it,” Valeska said, speaking up now. “Why would anyone turn down a chance to be free?”

“It sounds too good to be true.” Sloane pursed her lips. “You keep saying ‘free will’ like it’s this tangible thing that can be handed to us. What does it mean? How would it work with immortals? What will become of the Valkyries and Eralim?”

“Free will does come with a price,” Odin answered. “In order for this to work and be fair and for humanity to have a real chance, immortality will be a thing of the past.”

“How?” Quinn asked. “All the immortals will die?”

“No, no, no one will die, not from this,” he clarified. “All beings with supernatural powers—Valeska’s wings, Malin’s strength—and even the magic of this world, like Oona’s sorcery—all of that will remain. Only no one will live forever any longer. They will get one lifetime, and that’s it.

“There will be no more Kurnugia or Zianna,” he said. “Only earth, and the time that you have on it.”

“What is one lifetime?” Teodora asked. “What that means for a dragon cannot be the same for a mouse.”

“It will vary from being to being, but bodies will deteriorate and grow old in a way comparable to the beings of their kind,” Odin explained. “The average immortal will have about a hundred years, either from the day they are born or from today, when their immortality was removed.”

“A hundred years,” Samael repeated softly. He was the only one among us who had immortality to give up.

“What about you?” Quinn asked Odin. “What becomes of you and the rest of the Vanir gods?”

“I cannot take away immortality from anyone in Vanaheimr, not because I’m unwilling but because I am unable,” he said. “But we have free will, and we are already so far removed from you, I don’t see it as being an obstacle.”

“How long do we have to decide?” Sloane asked. “I mean, the idea is that we currently have free will, because we’re being offered a choice. What happens if we do nothing?”

“If the ceremony is not performed by the time the sun sets, everything will revert to how it has always been,” Odin said. “I will return to Vanaheimr, where Frigg will awaken to continue writing your destiny, if that is what you wish. There will be a great mess to clean up here because of Ereshkigal, but beyond that, nothing will change.”

“So it’s up to us?” Asher asked. “The nine of us get to decide if there can be free will for the entire planet?”

Oona folded her arms over her chest. “It doesn’t seem right that we have to make such a drastic decision that will affect every living thing.”

“How is it any different from how they—we—have already been living?” Valeska argued. “Well, except everything was decided by only two gods.”

“Life has never been fair,” Teodora said.

I looked to Samael, who had been mostly quiet as we talked.

“Would you give up immortality?” I asked him. “If you got to choose all on your own, which choice would you make?”

He didn’t answer right away, instead staring thoughtfully at the roof at his feet. “I have been alive for three hundred and thirty-eight years. I have just learned that in that entire time, I have never made a choice that wasn’t predestined, one that was my own. And here I am, being given the first true choice of my entire existence. It seems to me that it would be a travesty if my first and only choice I ever made was to give up the ability to choose.”

“It’s going to be total chaos,” Quinn said, shaking her head. “There will be so much anger. People will die over this.”

“People will die anyway,” Asher said gently. “This way, they get to live.”

“Whatever you decide, it must be your choice,” Odin said. “For now I will return to Vanaheimr to see my wife, and I will let you do whatever it is you need to do.”





NINETY

The nine-pointed star had been messed up during the scuffle with the skeletons, so Oona carefully went over it with her ash-and-herb stick until it was fixed. Minerva directed us to each of our points on the star.

Oona stood at the northernmost point in the first position, holding Thrúd with its carnation-pink blade. To her left going around the star was Asher with his blood-red Hildr, Teodora with burnt-orange Göndul, Minerva with lemon-yellow Skögul, Sloane with forest-green Ölrún, Valeska with bright teal Mist, Quinn with sky-blue Eir, Samael with dark indigo Róta, and finally me, with purple Sigrún, standing on the point between Samael and Oona.

Above us, the dark swirling clouds finally parted enough to let the sunlight through. The smallest beam of light landed right in the center of the star.

“So, we’re all going to hold up our swords, pointing them toward the sky,” Oona said, going over the plan one final time before we began. “Samael will read the incantation in the original language, while I will say it in English, and then you can all repeat after me.”

Samael was the only one saying it in the original language, because he was the only one who could pronounce it properly. Oona believed that it didn’t matter what language we said the incantation in, as long as we said it, but she also thought it wouldn’t hurt to have someone reading the original text in its written language.

Then she took a deep breath. “Is everybody ready?” she asked, and we all nodded.

“Let’s get this done,” Valeska said and held her sword up high over her head, and we all followed suit.

“Gang ût, ût fana themo margę an that bên,” Samael began.

“Get out, away from the marrow to the bone,” Oona translated, and when the rest of us echoed her, our swords began to glow.

“Ût fana themo bêne an that flêsg.”

“Away from the bone to the flesh.”

“Ût fana themo flêsgke an lebēn.”

“Away from the flesh to life.”

The swords had begun to glow almost blindingly bright, and Sigrún trembled in my hand.

“Ût fana themo lebēn an that tōd.”

“Away from life to the death.”

“Ût fana that tōd an thesa strâla.” Samael was nearly shouting now, to be heard over the rumbling of the sky. The sun still shone through, but the clouds were swirling, and a strong wind had picked up.

“Away from the death and into the atmosphere!” Oona gripped her sword with both hands, as most of us had started to do since they had begun to shake.

“Uuodan, uuerthe so!” Samael yelled the final line.

“Odin, make it so!”

Suddenly beams of light shot out from the swords, meeting in the center of the star in a solid rainbow beam that blasted up to the sky. Wind was blowing from it, pushing us all back, but we held strong and would not be moved.

Lightning crackled across the sky, and a twisted, screaming howl blasted through the wind, sounding as if a million demons were screaming all at once. The loudest thunderclap I had ever heard rattled through us, shaking the earth along with it.

Then I had the strangest sensation, as if something were being pulled from within me. Like wisps of weight and pain, flowing through me, away from me, out into the air.

I had lived my whole life with a vise wrapped around my heart, squeezing it so hard it could barely beat, but I’d never even known that it was there. I thought that was how life felt.

Now it was breaking away, being ripped from me, and my heart pounded harder than ever before. It was really beating, for the first time, entirely on its own.

And then whatever it was, all the invisible shackles inside me were gone. The ceremony was over, and we all collapsed onto the concrete, gasping for breath.

“So that’s it?” I asked, looking over at Oona. “We’re free.”

She smiled tiredly, but the happiness was evident in her eyes. “Yeah, Mal. I think we’re actually free.”





NINETY-ONE

Classical music was still piping in through the speakers in the elevator as Samael and I rode down alone. Everyone else had gotten off two floors above us, where the Seraphim and head Eralim were scrambling together to figure out what had happened.

An interrogation by the Evig Riksdag was still in store for Samael and myself, but I wanted to check on Bowie, hidden away in Samael’s panic room, and we wanted to get Gungnir safely locked up before somebody else could get their hands on it. Plus I could really use a moment or two to breathe before being bombarded with questions and paraded through meetings with officials.

In fact, the very first thing I did after the elevator doors closed on the chaotic scene unfolding on the highest floors of the Riks—one that quickly swallowed up all my friends, who gave me rueful looks over their shoulders—was lean back against the wall and exhale deeply.

“You can say that again,” Samael said with a tired laugh.

He leaned against the copper wall beside me, his hands shoved in the pockets of his dirt- and bloodstained pants. His wild curls had come loose from their bun and the wind had wreaked havoc on them. The expression on his face was more weary than anything else, and I didn’t know that I’d ever seen him look so disheveled and lost.

“How are you holding up?” I asked him.

“Okay.” He thought for a few seconds before elaborating, “It’s hard to say. How about you?”

“Same, I think.” I shrugged. “Do you feel any different?”

His brow furrowed. “I feel … exactly the same and entirely different. My heart feels like it’s beating so much harder now.”

My hand instinctively went to my chest, where my heart hammered away. “Yeah, I know what you mean.” I looked at him, and as the elevators opened to the deserted twenty-ninth floor, I asked, “Did we do the right thing?”

“I think we did.” Samael nodded as we walked down the long corridor toward his office. “It’s impossible to ever really know for certain. Would the world be safer if there were still no free will?”

He stared down at the black marble floor as he spoke. “Maybe, but it never really felt all that safe to begin with. Immortals will probably be unhappy, but I think trading in an endless lifetime of predestination for a mortal one with choice—that has to be better.”

“What do you think is going to happen now?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said with a heavy sigh. “It’s going to take a while for everyone to adjust to the new world order, and some won’t be happy about it. Especially now that Kurnugia is closed.”

“So everyone in Kurnugia is just … gone?” I asked. I was surprised by the strange sense of loss and guilt that washed over me at the thought of all the creatures and immortals I’d met in Kurnugia and Zianna being snuffed out in the blink of an eye. Lyra, the kirin, Kalbi the Kting Voar, Sedna and the whole court.

“I can’t believe that would be the case.” He shook his head. “Odin and Frigg’s son is still down there, and I can’t see Frigg writing a prophecy that would kill him. But they can’t come up to the surface, either. So I assume they’ll be allowed to live out their one lifetime down there, only now those who are mortally wounded will die instead of getting up again. Within a hundred years or so, I imagine it will be empty.”

“What will happen to the immortals that live on earth?” I asked, even though I wasn’t sure if Samael knew any more than I did.

“The same thing will happen to you or me—we’ll make our lives, hopefully filling them with loved ones, hobbies, and careers that make us happy, and, eventually, we will die.”

“But not today,” I said, knowing that I should feel relief and pride in that.

“Not today.” He looked at me then, smiling warmly. “You did good. I think your mom would be proud.”

“You really think so?”

“I do,” Samael said emphatically. “She would’ve made the same choice, if she’d been able to.”

“Do you think…” I swallowed hard, gathering the courage to finish my question, delaying hearing an answer I feared I already knew. “If she had free will, do you think she would’ve loved me?”

“It would be easy for me to say yes, of course, but I’ve always taken you as the type of person that prefers the truth over kindness,” Samael answered carefully. “And the truth is that I don’t know. I don’t know how much Marlow’s personality and dysfunctions were endemic to her or Frigg’s predestination. It’s impossible for us to ever fully understand where our choices ended and the prophecy began. And sometimes some people make really shitty parents.”

“Sometimes life deals you a bad hand,” I agreed wearily.

He stopped short then, just before the doors to the office, and he put his hand on my shoulder, so I would look him in the eye. “But Malin, listen to me—you are not the sins of your mother,” he said, speaking with conviction. “You cannot let yourself be defined by her or her actions or whether she loved you or not.

“You spent the first nineteen years of your life trying to earn the love of a woman who would never give it to you, and whether that was by her own choice or design, it doesn’t matter,” Samael went on. “We’ve done something really spectacular here tonight—you’ve done something. And it would be a shame if you let resentments and transgressions from the past overshadow your future.”

Tears were stinging my eyes, so I looked away and wiped at them roughly. “At least we have each other, right?”

“That we do.” He put his arm around my shoulders. “And though we’ll never understand what went on in Marlow’s head, she definitely had her own demons to battle. But despite all that, and even after her death, she still managed to help save the world. If she hadn’t gathered those four swords, I don’t know if we would be free now.”





EPILOGUE

I sat on the couch in my apartment, with Bowie lying on his back beside me so I would pet his fat belly. I had promised him plenty of cuddles and carrots if we made it through that whole mess, and we had, so I was more than happy to deliver on that promise.

Right now we were watching NorNewsNow, because it was good to check in and see how everybody was handling all the changes.

“It has been forty-two days since Ereshkigal’s failed attempt to open up the underworld,” Ellery Park was saying at the news desk. “And while officials still don’t understand how her actions led to the end of immortality, most are making the best of the new situation.

“Many feel happier, and most are reporting that they feel like they have more control over their lives, as cleanups continue all over the world. Old regimes are falling, and new ones are being put in their place,” Ellery went on. “Some are speculating that this might be the beginning of the twilight of the gods—”

No one knew about our part in it, other than Samael and a few Seraphim at the Riks. They feared immortal retaliation against the nine of us involved, and the reality was that Ereshkigal’s actions helped bring about the change.

Oona came out of her bedroom and cast me a disapproving glare. “Are you seriously going to sit in front of the TV all day again?”

“I don’t sit in front of the TV all day,” I corrected her, but I stopped petting Bowie long enough to start picking up some of the take-out boxes that had piled up on the table. “I just don’t know what to do with myself now that Valkyries are no longer a thing. And I did get a job at Dillinger’s, so it’s not like I’m doing nothing.”

She sat down on the couch beside me and clicked off the TV, so I would give her my full attention. “I really think you should consider going back to Ravenswood. Now that nobody can live forever, there’s a bigger demand for supernatural-related careers, especially thaumaturgy and apothecary. I’ve already got an apprenticeship lined up for sorcery in January. The demand is so high they’re fast-tracking me.”

“It also helps that you’re really good at it,” I said, but she brushed off my compliment with a demure smile. “I’m happy that you found a path that speaks to you, but you know that magic and all that has never really been my forte. I haven’t figured out what I want to do or who I want to be yet. I am deciding what I’m going to do with my life for the first time, so I want to take my time.”

“Fair enough,” Oona allowed and stood up. “I just don’t want you getting depressed.”

“Honestly, I feel happier than I have in a very long time,” I said. “Maybe ever. You don’t need to worry about me yet.”

“I’m always going to worry about you. It’s my job. You’re my best friend.” Oona grabbed her book bag from where she’d left it by the front door. “I have to get to class now, but I should be home around five if you wanna grab some dinner together.”

“Yeah, that sounds great.” I smiled at her.

As soon as she opened the door, she bumped right into Asher, who had his fist raised like he was about to knock. Once they both apologized to each other, multiple times, about their awkward clumsiness, Asher came in, and Oona left.

“I come bearing gifts.” He held up a bag of kibbeh, then sat down on the couch beside me.

“Ooh, thank you!” I leaned over and kissed him quickly on the cheek. “I’m starving.”

“So what’s your plan for today?” he asked.

“I don’t have to work, so I was gonna watch bad movies and hang with Bowie,” I said around a mouthful of the delicious fried croquettes. “What about you?”

“There’s a recruitment going on downtown at the old Riks building. They’re creating a special forces unit with the police to handle the new overflow, now that there aren’t Valkyries to help keep order. I thought I might check it out.”

“You think you might want to join that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s a wide open world, you know?”

“I do.”

“Oh, my grandma wanted to know if you want to come over on Friday for supper?” Asher asked.

“We have that double date with Quinn and Valeska that night, remember?” I asked, and recognition flashed across his face. “I think we’ll probably end up going to Carpe Noctem or something, but I still don’t want to bail on plans with them.”

“No, that’s fair, I just forgot.” He reached over and snagged a kibbeh out of the bag before I ate them all. “I’ll tell my grandma another night.”

As I munched on my food, we lapsed into a comfortable silence.

“Are you still happy?” he asked finally.

“Why do people keep asking me that today? Yeah, I’m happy.”

“I meant, you still think we made the right decision?”

“Yeah, of course.” I tilted my head. “Do you?”

He nodded. “I just wanted to know, now that the dust has settled from everything, that…” He shifted and cleared this throat. “I wanted to know if you still felt like your choices for, um, life and … everything, were still your own. If you still wanted to make them.”

“Are you asking me if I still want to be with you?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You told me before that it’s the choice that makes something real, and I wanted to know if you would still choose me.”

I set down my food and turned to face him more fully. “I don’t know if I would’ve chosen you on my own. But that doesn’t matter. Because every day since we did the Drawing of the Nine, I have chosen you. I have wanted to be with you and see you and kiss you and love you. And I will choose you every day from now on, no matter what the gods say.”

“Good.” He leaned down and kissed me gently but sweetly.

Before we could get too deep into it, my phone began to ring. I thought about letting it go to voice mail, but the ID said it was Samael.

“Sorry, I should grab this,” I said as I untangled myself from Asher and answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Are you busy?” Samael asked.

“Why?” I hedged.

“I have something that I want your help with,” Samael said. “You were one of the more promising Valkyrie students I’ve had, and with the upheaval in the world right now, I’d like you to join me.”

“Join you in what?”

“Just because Valkyries are out of work and immortals don’t live forever anymore doesn’t mean that crime or scheming have gone away,” Samael explained. “A lot of the new faux-mortals are pretty pissed off. But I think if you and I worked together, we could stop innocent lives from being lost. What do you think? Would you ever consider working with me again?”

I thought for a second, but the truth was, I’d probably decided as soon as I answered the phone. “I’m in.”





GLOSSARY

ACHERON GORGE—a gorge in Kurnugia. It was once called the “river of woe,” but it has long since dried up. It is a home to lost souls, who cry out in agony for all of eternity.

ĀDITYAS ELIXIR—an energy drink from Southeast Asia made with mangoes and caffeine, named after the Sun God in Hinduism.

AIZSAULE DISTRICT—a neighborhood in the northwestern part of Chicago. It’s home to many demons and other impious immortals. While it is still within the bounds of both United States law and the Evig Riksdag, the demon Velnias has a large amount of influence. The name comes from the Latvian underworld, where Velnias is revered.

AKKADIAN—an ancient language used prominently by the Akkad people in Mesopotamia, circa 2334–2154 BCE. While it is considered an extinct language, many of the immortals in Kurnugia primarily spoke Akkadian before being sent to the underworld.

ALKONOST—winged immortals, similar to sirens, with the heads of women but also the feathers, wings, and other parts of a bird. They have beautiful singing voices, but unlike sirens, their voices and songs do not have any power over anyone. They most commonly live in Northern Asia.

AMRITĀ—beverage of the gods, believed to grant renewal or peace. It is made from churning the salty river that flows through Kurnugia. Slightly syrupy with a sweet but earthy taste. Also referred to as “nectar” or “ambrosia.”

APOTHECARY—originally a person who dispensed medical advice and medicine, the term has shifted to mean a person or place that sells various herbs, potions, and crystals with alleged medicinal value. An apothecary may also dabble in thaumaturgy as well as more alternative medical treatments.

APSARA—beautiful, divine Hindu female spirits of clouds and dancing who often inspire others to create and do good works in the world.

ARMARRIA INCANTATION—a protection and cloaking spell that works best in conjunction with the armarria potion. The incantation is: “Ez geala, ba geala, kalte seguru, geala” which means “we aren’t, we are indeed, safe from harm, are we,” in the old Basque language, derived from the songs and spells of the Sorginak (a Basque witch).

ARMARRIA POTION—a potion made of mugwort, obsidian flakes, and water from the Bidasoa River, among other more mystical ingredients. Armarria means “shield” in the Basque language. Used in conjunction with the armarria incantation. It must be applied directly above the heart to be most effective.

ASAKKU—evil demons from ancient Sumeria. According to Odin’s letter to Baldur, they fought against Gugalanna in the great battle that left thousands dead, buried in mass graves in the city of Nawar.

ASWANG—ghoulish, vampiric immortal demons with huge mouths full of teeth. Originally from the Philippines, there is a growing population living in the Aizsaule District.

AVONDMARKT—a large black-market bazaar in Chicago, where any number of supernatural items can be procured—for the right price. From the Danish, literally meaning “night market.”

BABA YAGA—an immortal being and birdlike witch from Russia.

BAIÃO DE DOIS—a Brazilian dish made of rice and beans, mixed with curded cheese.

BARARU MUTANU OSSUARY—an ossuary is the final resting place for human and immortal remains, similar to a crypt. Unlike a crypt, an ossuary is usually decorated with (if not entirely made out of) bones as a way to honor the dead. The Baruru Mutanu Ossuary is one of the oldest ossuaries in the world, dating back several thousand years, and it is located in the Gates of Kurnugia in Central America. Many of the remains there have been calcified to such a degree that they have an appearance of being crystalized, which is how it was given its name. Bararu Mutanu translates to “Crystal Death” in Akkadian (the language of ancient Babylonians). Babylonian historians were determined to mark out all the most mystical places on earth, and this particular ossuary is located right outside the entrance to the underworld. Before the Babylonians named it, it had been used as a place to sacrifice to the gods in Kurnugia or to honor the dead.

BEBEYAZ PANIR—a popular Turkish cheese similar to feta.

BELIZE—an independent coastal country in Central America. It is most well known for being the home of the Gates of Kurnugia, which has led to a diverse, global society. It is particularly popular among immortals, with the densest population of immortals in the western hemisphere. As of the year 2137 CE, the total population was more than 9.3 million on only 8,800 square miles. The official languages are English, Spanish, German, and Sumerian.

BELMOPAN—the second largest and capital city of Belize. It is located 20 miles (31 km) NE of the Gates of Kurnugia, separated from the immortal-controlled city by the shantytown El Noveno Anillo. Belmopan is an affluent and beautiful city with a bustling tourist industry.

BIGUOL EN FRIIA—loosely translates to “encharment of Frigg” in Old Germanic. It is both the name of the ceremony and the incantation. The incantation is as follows: “Gang ût/ût fana themo margę an that bên,/ ût fana themo bêne an that flêsg,/ût fana themo flêsgke an themo hûd,/ ût fana themo hûd an that lebēn /ût fana themo lebēn an that tōd /ût fan themo tōd an thesa strâla/uuodan, uuerthe so!” In Old High German, this translates to: “Get out, away from the marrow to the bone, away from the bone to the flesh, away from the flesh to the hide, away from the hide to life, away from life to the death, away from death and into the atmosphere. Odin, make it so!”

BOAL MADEIRA—a sweet, fruity wine from Portugal with high alcohol content.

BORNITE—a gemstone with an iridescent finish, which gives it the name “peacock ore.” Crystal shards are used to enhance joyfulness and ward off negativity. A bornite crystal is inlaid in the cover of the Sorcellerie Grimoire.

CAANA CITY—a city in Belize, nestled along the Caracol National Park. It gets its name from the nearby Mayan temple of Caana (the name of which means “the Sky Palace”). It is 40 miles (65 km) SW of the Gates of Kurnugia, traveling over jungle roads.

CABRIOLET—light carriages, usually drawn by a horse. In Kurnugia, they are drawn by Kting Voars. The name is often shortened to “cab” in the mortal world.

CACHAÇA—an alcoholic drink distilled from sugar cane, similar to rum.

CAMAHUETO—immortal, unicorn-like calves born with a single platinum horn that lived among the Chilote people in South America. The horn was virtually indestructible and was the strongest material on earth, which led to the camahuetos being hunted to extinction on earth in the 1600s CE.

CAMBION—the mortal children of either a human and a demon, or two demons of differing species (i.e., an incubus and a Pishacha). They inherit some of their parents’ characteristics, such as horns or powerful sexuality, but as they are mortal, they are not subject to the law of Valkyries from the Evig Riksdag.

CARPE NOCTEM—a dive bar located on the Chicago mainland, near the edge of Lake Michigan before the water district of New Edgewater. The name means “Seize the Night” in Latin.

CE/BCE—CE stands for Common Era, which is a name for the current calendar era used around the world today. BCE stands for Before Common Era, the era preceding Common Era. The current year 2137 CE goes back two thousand one hundred and thirty-seven years, when time is referred to as BCE and counts back from one, so year 100 BCE is one hundred years after 200 BCE, and so on. The Common Era notation system can be used as an alternative to the Dionysian era system, and both notations refer to the Gregorian calendar.

CHERUBIM—immortal angels with four flaming wings and skin that glows brightly. They are able to read auras for impurities or evilness, and they guard the entrance to Zianna. Singular is “cherub.”

CHICAGO—a megacity located on the lake in Illinois. According to the 2135 CE census, the dense city has a population over 31 million. It is divided into many boroughs, such as New Edgewater, Aizsaule District, and the Gold Coast. It is known for its vibrant night life and cuisine, as well as being home to the American headquarters of the Evig Riksdag. However, it is also known for its pollution, overpopulation, and crime.

CHUPACABRA—a medium-sized reptilian immortal animal. Its face has been compared to an “alien hyena.” They have leathery green skin, quills all down their backs, and legs like a kangaroo. They are carnivorous, and they primarily live in the forests and jungles of Central America.

CODEX AETERNA—an ancient Norse book made of 50 vellum leaves, each covered in songs and limericks. The name means “The Eternal Book” in Latin. It is thought to have been written in the 1270s CE. The poem “Friggadraumr” is located within it.

THE COURT OF ZIANNA—the court of divine immortals that make decisions for the citadel of Zianna. The leader as well as the members are democratically elected and serve for a hundred years at a time. The current leader is Sedna, and her court consists of Bastet, Aphrodite, Apsu, Yemaya, Tsukiyomi, Altjira, Bochica, Danu, Hi’iaka, and Gersemi.

CRYPTOMERIAN FOREST—a dark underworld forest that surrounds the exit to Kurnugia. It is home to many aggressive cannibalistic plants, most notably the Cryptomeria vorax (Latin “hidden parts” + “devouring”) trees, a subgenus of the trees known for the Yakushima forest in Japan.

CYCLOPS—a large humanoid immortal with only one eye in the center of their head, typically of Grecian ancestry.

DANTE’S LAGER—cheap terrible beer infused with ghost peppers.

DEVI/DEVA—Hindu celestial immortals that commonly take a human form to do good works on earth. They are divine beings, known for helping others and encouraging compassion and love. “Devi” are female, and “Deva” are male. Their name comes from the Sanskrit word for “shining,” referring to the light of goodness that glows within them.

DILLINGER’S CORNER MARKET & APOTHECARY—a corner market in New Edgewater that sells basic groceries and a few supernatural items. Owned and managed by Fufluns Dillinger.

DRAUGR—an immortal that a Valkyrie has failed to return. The name comes from the Old Norse word for “undead.” They are a very rare, dangerous occurrence.

DYRNWYN—a magic flaming sword created in fifteenth-century Wales. It only burns when the wielder’s quest is true. It is an arming sword with a black blade, deep red hilt, and the cross-guards shaped to look like flames coming out of the grip. Roughly thirty-six inches in length.

EARTH—planet where all known life exists. Immortal and mortal beings have coexisted together for more than ten millennia, and by the year 2137 CE the population will have skyrocketed to 24.28 billion. Approximately 25 percent of that is composed of immortals, or 6.07 billion.

EIR—a Valkyrie sword in the possession of Quinn Devane. It has a black handle and blade of blue. It once belonged to one of the original nine Valkyries, Eir. Name roughly translates to “help” or “mercy” in old Norse.

EL NOVENO ANILLO—a shantytown-like suburb outside the Gates of Kurnugia. The name translates to “the Ninth Ring” in Spanish, alluding to Dante’s Inferno. To the NE, it connects the Gates of Kurnugia to Belmopan. To the SW (toward Caana City), it’s even more rundown. It is part of the Belmopan metro area population of 2.1 million, with roughly 1 million of those residents living in El Noveno Anillo.

ẸMÍ—the Yoruba word for “spirit” or “life” or “soul.” It is the thing that gives one the ability to execute magic, whether the being is mortal or immortal.

EMMANUEL WOODED GARDEN—a forest and garden in Skarpåker Park. Named after twentieth-century Chicago activist Dr. Fannie Emmanuel.

ENOCHIAN—the original language of angels, based on Dr. John Dee’s sixteenth-century occult writings.

ENOCHIAN MAGIC—a system of ceremonial magic with the invocation and commanding of various spirits. It is based on the sixteenth-century occult writings of Dr. John Dee and Edward Kelley, who claimed that their information, including the revealed Enochian language, was delivered to them directly by various angels.

ĒOSTRE’S LAGOMORPH CHOW—a perfectly balanced diet for jackalopes, wolpertingers, rabbits, pikas, and colugos.

ERALIM—the immortal beings that tell the Valkyrie where to go and who to kill. They work as intermediaries between the Vanir gods in Vanaheimr and the Evig Riksdag on earth. They are the offspring of Valkyries and Seraphim, and they cannot have children themselves. Their blood is slightly thinner than human blood and is dark purple in color.

ESHIK MITU—a geyser in the Gates of Kurnugia behind the Merchants of Death. It connects to the underworld, but it is filled with scalding water, sulphuric sludge, and a magic that makes it impossible for immortals to pass through, and nearly impossible for mortals. The name comes from Sumerian. Eshik means “door” and Mitu means “death.”

ET INGRESSUS EST PRAETORIUM CANERET—a room in Sacrorum library devoted to epic poems and songs. The name means “The Hall of Minstrel and Adventure” in Latin. This is where Codex Aeterna is stored.

ET VIRGINES IN MORTE—a room in the Sacrorum library devoted to Valkyries. The name means “Death and the Maidens” in Latin.

EVERY FEELING ACT—a federal law in the United States that makes it illegal for any sentient being to consume the flesh of another sentient being. The drafted law frequently quotes eighteenth-century philosopher Jeremy Bentham, particularly the argument “The question is not Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?” This law was acted in the mid-twentieth century, when genetically modified substitutions were created that allowed carnivorous immortals to eat and survive without relying on living flesh. While the consumption of nonsentient flesh is still allowed, rigorous testing is done to ensure that only approved beings are slaughtered. It is a controversial law, with the Kurnugia Society often pushing back against it to no avail.

EVIG RIKSDAG—the global office where the Eralim work. The name means “Eternal Parliament.” Of the 215 countries on earth, 172 of them have their own Evig Riksdag office that works in conjunction with their individual governments. Some countries refuse to acknowledge the laws of the Vanir gods, but Valkyries are still sent from other offices to return the immortals. They are often accompanied by armed Vörðr guards for missions in hostile countries. Each office is overseen by an Arch Seraph, who works directly with a Vanir god (each Vanir god oversees a specific country or occasionally several smaller countries). Working beneath the Arch Seraph are other lower-level seraphim who solve the Mortal Equation. Directly beneath them are the Eralim, who train and handle the Valkyries, and the Valkyries themselves are the lowest-level officers of the Evig Riksdag. The United States Evig Riksdag is located near the center of the country, in Chicago, Illinois. It is in the State District, only a few blocks from the Willis Tower.

EXOUSIA—warrior angels that make up a divine protection service in the citadel of Zianna in Kurnugia. They venture beyond the walls to help those in dire situations, but only at the behest of the Court of Zianna. They also defend the citadel—and the Court in particular—if there are any attacks on Zianna. Their name comes from the Greek, meaning “authorities” or “powers.”

FEAST OF THE DEAD—a day to celebrate and remember the many gods and goddesses that have returned to Kurnugia. Over time, it has become a wild party where it’s customary to dress up and gorge yourself on libations and food. In North America, it is celebrated on the first Saturday in October.

FOUNTAIN OF FATES—a fountain in Skarpåker Park that incorporates sculptures of the trio of Greek Fates.

FRIGGADRAUMR—a prophecy that is sometimes quoted in the Norse poem “Völuspá.” The name translates to “Frigg’s Dream” or “The Dream of Frigg.”

GATES OF KURNUGIA—an independent sovereign entity in Belize. It is governed—in a very limited capacity, that is—by demons and other impious immortals. When it was first settled ten millennia ago, it was called In Sabatu Kurnugia, but around 1500 BCE, it was mislabeled on an official record as Baba Kurnugia (Baba meant Gates). In the fifteenth century, during the English conquest, the name was officially changed to the English translation. In Sabatu—the original name—meant rings, since they didn’t have a different word for labyrinth, and was a reference to the maze of walls that surround it. The city itself encircles the Bararu Mutanu Ossuary, which houses the carefully guarded and supernaturally locked entrance to Kurnugia. The walls are instilled with magic to keep in those that cannot leave (many immortals are exiled there as punishment, while some demons choose to give up their freedom willingly to enjoy the more depraved life in the city). It is surrounded by the shantytown El Noveno Anillo. The Gates of Kurnugia is 20 miles (31 km) SW of Belmopan, and 40 miles (65 km) NE of Caana City. It’s approximately 2,080 miles SE of Chicago. It is part of the Belmopan metro area population of 2.1 million, with roughly 400,000 of those residents living in the Gates of Kurnugia.

GOLD COAST—an affluent neighborhood in northern Chicago, with high-end commercial and luxury residential properties. It is also home to one of the most prosperous and lavish gentlemen’s clubs in the world, Nysa.

GÖNDUL—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her amber sword. Name roughly translates to “spear-wielder.”

GORGON—immortal women with snake hair and scales on their skin. They can also turn a person to stone just by looking at them, but it is a power that they have control over.

GUNGNIR—Odin’s spear that was created as the only true way to destroy an immortal forever. The materials to make it were gifted to Odin by other Vanir gods: the dark silvery-blue shaft is made of camahueto horn gifted by Auchimalgen, the brassy red tip is made of orichalcum gifted by Poseidon, and the tip was dipped in glowing poison Halāhala gifted by Brahma.

HAKAWAI—large immortal raptors, similar to a Haast’s eagle, known for their distinctive call.

HALĀHALA—the most vicious venomous poison in the world. The tip of Gungnir is dipped in it, after it is gifted to Odin by Brahma.

HANNUNVAAKUNA—sometimes referred to as a “looped square.” It’s an ancient Finnish symbol of good luck.

HARIRA—a Moroccan soup made of tomatoes and tomato concentrate, lentils, chickpeas, onions, rice, herbs (celery, parsley, and coriander), spices (mainly saffron, ginger, and pepper), and a teaspoon or two of olive oil.

HEGEWISCH—an older community on the southside of Chicago. It is almost an hour and a half south of New Edgewater.

HEMATITE—a gemstone with a mirror-like finish. Crystal shards are used in various protection spells, most notably the armarria incantation.

HILDR—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her crimson sword. Name roughly translates to “battle.”

HUBUR RIVER—a river that flows through Kurnugia, from under the Eshik Mitu geyser, straight through the underworld and past Zianna, before connecting with the Cryptomerian Forest. The width varies, and the water is dark blue and salty.

HYPERBUS—hoverbus that goes faster than a normal bus, with an average speed of 90 to 100 miles per hour. It is also more suitable for rugged terrain than a traditional wheeled bus.

INCUBUS/SUCCUBUS—provocative nightmare demonic immortals, with a male called an incubus and a female called a succubus.

ITAYAKKAL—a heartstone made of pink tourmaline that is enchanted so it enables the receiver of the stone to feel the love and warmth of the giver. The name comes from Tamil (an ancient language still used in Sri Lanka, where the gemstone is naturally found), literally translating to “heart stone.” In Hindu, the gem is known for its properties of “love.”

JACKFRUIT SEEDS—large nutlike seeds from the jackfruit. Flavor is milky and sweet, similar to Brazil nuts or chestnuts.

JENGLOT—a small doll-like immortal that likes to cause mischief, not unlike a gremlin. They are typically found in Indonesia.

JINN—wish-granting humanoid immortals. They are generally smaller in stature than the average human, but otherwise they are physically indistinguishable. While they can occasionally fall into a trickster role, they are generally well-intentioned and kind. Their vast power to grant wishes is not available at all times to all beings, and in fact, most jinn require that certain ceremonies and rituals be performed before one can access their power.

JOROGUMO—shapeshifting immortals that change from beautiful women to horrific giant spiders. They feast on the lust—and occasionally the literal beating hearts—of men, thus earning them a name that translates to “prostitute spider” in Japanese. In the United States, the Every Feeling Act allows them to feed only on the lust of consenting adults.

KAHVALTI—a Turkish coffee house/breakfast diner.

KALANORO—small, primate immortals with hooked claws, a piranha-esque appetite, and a penchant for hoarding “treasures.” They are native to Madagascar, but a substantial population also exists in Panama.

KALFU’S DAGGER—a dagger that belonged to the Haitian creator Petra Loa which has the power to kill other Petra Loas. It has a jagged blade of black tourmaline. The hilt is a deep red with a Vévé symbol carved into it, right in the center of the quillons. It is twelve inches in length.

KATMER—a Turkish flaky golden flatbread.

KIBBEH—a deep-fried croquette stuffed with mushrooms, onions, and pine nuts.

KIRIN—extinct divine immortal creatures, similar to unicorns. They possess two antlers and a horn, and have a pastel mane and prehensile tail. Iridescent scales are scattered along their body. Their extinction was actually the inciting act that caused Odin to create the Valkyries to help purge the powerful immortals before they destroyed the earth.

KTING VOAR—a massive immortal bovine, similar to the gaur bison or the short-haired yak. Their dark fur is speckled with white. They generally stand over eight feet tall at the shoulder and can weigh more than 3,500 lbs. They have two-foot-long horns that curve and twist like snakes. They are reputed to eat snakes, and have a mouthful of sharp teeth, including two saber-tooth incisors. Despite their immortality, the Kting Voars have been hunted nearly to extinction, and they are a protected species in their native countries of Vietnam and Cambodia.

KURNUGIA—the official name of the underworld, so named by the ancient Sumerians who first recorded its existence. It is a physical plane, separated from earth by the powerful magic of the Vanir gods, and it has a nearly unbreakable seal that keeps the immortals trapped in Kurnugia once they are returned by the Valkyries. The literal translation for Kurnugia is “Earth of No Return.”

KURTARI INCANTATION—the incantation that must be said in order to leave Kurnugia. The phrase is “atebamap adilz a odo,” which is the backwards version of the Enochian phrase “odo a zlida pamebeta,” which means “open the water unto me.” While the chant is being said, the practitioner must spin counterclockwise, and they must be marked by the blood of an Eralim. The name comes from the Sumerian language, kurtari loosely translating to “land of return.” The incantation only works if the practitioner is mortal.

KUSANAGI-NO-TSURUGI—a powerful sword that controls the wind. It was created in the first century in Japan. Midsized sword with a beveled blade, and both the blade and the hilt are made of a singular piece of a black obsidian-like material. Roughly twenty-three inches in length. It is not a katana.

LEMPO—a capricious and sometimes evil god/goddess of love. Long wavy red hair, androgynous features, antlers, and a hannunvaakuna tattoo on their face. Originally ruled in Finland before being returned to Kurnugia.

LENTILS UNLIMITED—a company that sells lentils to stock up for doomsday preparedness.

LILIPLUM—chemical derived from the Lilium plumeria flower. It is a syrupy liquid that, when inhaled through a vaporizer or hookah, creates an opiate-like euphoria and occasional hallucinations. The smoke it produces is a dark violet, and it smells sweet, like the lily flower it comes from.

LOBISHOMEN—werewolf-like immortal with huge fangs.

LUFT—short for luftfahrrad.

LUFTFAHRRAD—a German-engineered type of hoverbike.

MAHAMBA—large reptilian immortal carnivores from the Congo.

MANANANGGAL—Filipino vampiric demonic immortals.

MANETO CANAL—the road/canal that Malin lives on, from the Native word for river serpent.

MAUSOLEUM AV VETERANER FRÅN KRIGET MOT ODÖDLIGHET—a mausoleum where deceased Valkyries are interred at the Rosehill Cemetery in Chicago. The name translates to “Mausoleum of the Veterans of the War on Immortality” in Swedish. It has a minimalist design in white marble, giving it a very cubic appearance. The coat of arms is carved into the marble above: a shield emblazoned with the three horns of Odin and nine swords fanned out behind it.

MERCHANTS OF DEATH—a market in the Gates of Kurnugia where immortal creatures sell taboo and often illegal items to various tourists—both immortals (who need permission and a shielding potion from the Evig Riksdag for a limited pass that allows them to exit and enter the Gates) and mortals (who can pass freely without permission from the Evig Riksdag). Because the Gates of Kurnugia is its own sovereign entity, it is an almost entirely lawless society, with the only law being enforced by Seraphim-controlled protection spells that don’t allow the killing of visiting mortals or immortals. Many of the merchants get around that by paying smugglers to kill outside the walls of the city and then bring the valuable parts inside for the merchants to sell.

MIST—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her teal sword. Name means “mist” or “cloud” in old Norse.

MNGWA—immortal felines with brindle coats. They are among the largest of the big cats, at roughly the size of an average donkey. They have elongated fangs, razor-sharp claws, and a spiky mane of fur that extends down the backs like a mohawk. Typically from Tanzania.

MORTAL EQUATION—a complex system handed down by Vanir gods to the Seraphim to calculate when immortals should be returned to Kurnugia. It is impossible for anyone outside of a Vanir god or a Seraph to understand, with infinite symbols, constantly shifting variables, and an occasionally untranslatable dimensional language.

NAWAR—an ancient city, now more often known as Tell Brak. It was the site of early human civilization in Mesopotamia.

NEW EDGEWATER—a district in Chicago, built out over Lake Michigan in an attempt to handle the population explosion. When founded a hundred years ago, it was designed as a luxury addition with canals for roads. However, due to pollution and the constant moisture, the neighborhood has sunk into poverty and dilapidation.

NORAM OVERLAND EXPRESS—a mode of transportation that runs from Canada down to Honduras. The Overland is neither a train nor a bus but rather an odd hybrid that makes travel much faster and easier. The double-decker carriage straddles several lanes of the highway with a three-meter gap beneath large enough to accommodate the average hovercraft. It runs on rails located on either side of the highway, with a fixed route similar to a train, and it can reach speeds as high as 125 miles per hour.

NORNEWSNOW—a twenty-four-hour news network, with the main station based in Chicago. Ellery Park is one of their lead reporters.

OKROSHKA—a Russian soup that’s essentially a salad of diced boiled eggs, horseradish, scallions, and potatoes covered in a broth made of kvas (a fermented cola-like beverage without carbonation) and served with a dollop of sour cream on top.

OLITAU—large demonic immortal bats, with a twelve-foot wingspan, black fur, and red wings. Though they are originally from Cameroon, the Gates of Kurnugia has a very large population, with many immortals breeding and raising them. The olitau have excretions that can be turned into expensive black-market wares.

ÖLRÚN—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her emerald sword. Name roughly translates to “secret” or “rune.”

ORESA OZIEN INCANTATION—the name itself means “owned by darkness” in Enochian, and it is used in cases of possession. It only works when spoken by an Eralim or Seraph. It is important to physically touch the suspected possessed person while saying, “Bolape voresa, oresa noco! Elasa biab ge de oi goaanu!” Which means “Get out, dark servant! You are not of this creation!” in Enochian.

ORICHALCUM—a metallic substance found only in the Lost City of Atlantis. It is considered to be unbreakable. It is brassy with a red hue.

ORISHA—helpful immortal spirits that guide lost souls around Zianna.

PALMITO FRESCO ASSADO—fresh-baked palm heart. It has a mild flavor with a nutty, creamy center.

PERENELLE’S CHILDREN—a street gang named after Perenelle and Nicolas Flamel, famous alchemists from the 1300s. The gang is known for their neon colors and cyberpunk style, and their emblem is the Flamel symbol. They are all Cambions or lower-level demons, and generally pretend to be interested in alchemy but usually just cause minor trouble. The gang is from New Edgewater.

PETRO LOA—an immortal being that exists in an ageless human form. Loas are considered benign spirits, while Petro indicates a type of loa renowned for being fiery, passionate, and strong-willed.

PINK TOURMALINE—a crystal that is used to connect others with love.

PISHACHA—flesh-eating demonic immortals with a mostly humanoid form, but they also have bulging red eyes and rows of pointed teeth. They struggle to survive in the United States, which bans the consumption of sentient flesh under the Every Feeling Act, and they often rely on black markets and “vegetarian” substitutions.

A PLACE FOR DREAMING—a mossy overgrown gazebo on an outcropping of large rocks in the center of Skarpåker Park in Chicago.

PONTIANAK—female vampiric immortal ghouls that usually take a beautiful human female form. They are tormented and carnivorous, and they lure their victims by imitating the sound of an infant crying. There is a large population of Indonesian emigrated Pontianaks in the New Edgewater district of Chicago, and despite the fact that they do not kill or hunt because of the Every Feeling Act, they still often call and cry out in the night.

PUDLA—an Indian crepe/pancake-like food made with chickpeas. It can be sweet or savory, and it is often served with chutney.

RA—an immortal god with a human body and a falcon head worshipped in Egypt.

RAMEN—Japanese deep-fried noodles that are inexpensive and easy to make.

RASSOLNIK—a Russian hot soup in a salty-sour cucumber base. Typical rassolnik is made with kidneys, brine, root vegetables, and barley.

RAVENSWOOD ACADEMY—a well-respected post-secondary educational institution. It is operated in conjunction with the Evig Riksdag, and it specializes in training for supernatural and supernatural-adjacent careers for those who lack any abilities themselves, particularly humans and the mortal offspring from mixed parentage.

THE RED RAVEN—a vibrant nightclub where demons hang out located in the Aizsaule District and owned by the demon Velnias.

RHUBARB CHUTNEY—a spicy condiment made of rhubarb with vinegar, spices, and sugar.

RÓTA—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her dark indigo sword. Name roughly translates to “sleet and storm.”

SACRORUM WING—a wing in Ravenswood Academy filled with important and sacred books. Its creation and maintenance is a joint effort on the part of the elite board of education and the Evig Riksdag, who both believe that some texts contain information too valuable and dangerous to be distributed en masse, and they fear that digital media is vulnerable to piracy. Many historical texts have been transferred onto digital formats, but the Sacrorum is dedicated to preserving and sharing texts that aren’t permitted to ever be digitized. As an added level of security, the ever watchful Sinaa protect the knowledge and contents of the wing fiercely.

SALVARI BALM—an antibiotic and antidemonic supernaturally infused bacitracin. It is bubbly and blue in appearance. The name comes from the Old French word salvari, which means to “save” or “defend.”

SAMBUSA—a popular Somalian baked dish, it is a fried triangular pastry filled with seasoned lentils and potatoes.

SERAPHIM—the divine immortal beings that work in the highest levels of the Evig Riksdag. While they have a humanoid form, they are difficult for mortals and most immortals to look at. They are described as possessing an ethereal beauty and glowing brightly. Singular is “seraph.”

SHARUR—an ancient flail mace, created thousands of years ago in Sumeria. It has a long bronze staff with a gruesome spiked head made of iron attached to it by a chain. Most notably, it has the power to fly to its owner when called.

SHE’OL—a city in Kurnugia controlled by the god of destruction, Abaddon. The nearest city to Zianna, and also one of the largest in Kurnugia. It is surrounded by jagged rocks and a magma moat. It’s a very dark city, but large, with lots of noise and red light.

SHUNKA WARAKIN—large hyena–dire wolf carnivorous immortals. They have mottled orange and black fur, sloping backs, stubby tails, and short hind legs, giving them a hunchbacked appearance. Their heads are similar to that of wolves, though much larger and broader.

SIBUDU KEY—an ancient crescent-shaped stone made of sandstone and quartz that allows entrance into Kurnugia. It was discovered with other ancient artifacts in the Sibudu Cave of South Africa. The key was created 60,000 to 65,000 years ago, but the creator is unknown.

SIGRÚN—one of Odin’s original nine Valkyries; also the name of her purple sword. Name roughly translates to “victory rune” in old Norse.

SIMURGH—a massive feathered immortal beast with the body of a white lion, the crimson head of dog, two gigantic brightly colored wings of emerald and violet, and a tail made of long, vibrant peacock-esque plumages. Most commonly found in Persia.

SINAA—knowledge-obsessed immortals. They have the appearance of jaguars, with many eyes hidden in their spots. They are most known for guarding the Sacrorum Wing in Ravenswood Academy, although they are originally from Brazil.

SIRRUSH—a scaly immortal dragon with hind legs resembling the talons of an eagle, feline forelegs, a long neck and tail, a horned head, a snake-like tongue, and a crest.

SKARPÅKER PARK—a twenty-five-acre park in Chicago on the edge of the LaBagh Woods. In the very center of the park is its namesake—a large stone inscribed with an eschatological verse in the old language of the gods. It was unearthed in a freak earthquake centuries ago, with jagged edges poking out from the middle of the empty field, which was how it had earned its name—Skarpåker means “sharp field.” Also in the park: A Place for Dreaming gazebo, Dene rock outcropping, Window to Forever art installation, Portello Pavilion over the Great Lawn, Emmanuel Wooded Garden, Fountain of Fates, and a playground.

SKÖGUL—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her honey-colored sword. Name roughly translates to “high-towering.”

SOLAMENTUM—ochre-colored crystals made with ginger, angelic toadstool, and codeine to help with pain and inflammation.

SÓLARSTEINN—a sun stone used like a compass. Whoever is holding must focus on what they want most, and the stone uses light to guide them to it. Created by Vikings in the early 1000s BCE.

SORCELLERIE GRIMOIRE—a book of magic and history that has been in the Warren family for generations. Sorcellerie roughly translates to “sorcery or witchcraft” in French, and grimoire means “spell book or magic text book” from French derivation, so it roughly means “sorcery spell book.” It is a thick, heavy book that smells of dust and sage. The cover is leathery black with a lustrous sheen, and an iridescent bornite (Peacock Ore) crystal is inlaid in its cover. It is approximately 9.5 inches wide, 12 inches long, and 2 inches thick.

SOURSOP WINE—white wine made from the soursop plant in Belize. Tart but sweet.

SUGARLAND—a midsized city in Texas, it’s the halfway point between Chicago and the Gates of Kurnugia. It’s also the final NorAm Overland Express stop in the United States before Mexico.

SUP D’YAVOLA—a Russian restaurant in the Aizsaule District that only serves soup and alcohol. The name literally translates to “The Devil’s Soup.”

TARTARUS—a city in Kurnugia controlled by Perses. A cliff-face town, across from the Acheron Gorge.

TELL BRAK—a site in Syria where mass graves dating from 3800 to 3600 BCE have been unearthed, suggesting advanced warfare around this period.

THAUMATURGY—the study of magic, and one of the more popular majors at Ravenswood Academy. Twentieth-century Druid Isaac Bonewits defined it as “the art and science of ‘wonder working,’ using magic to actually change things in the physical world.”

THRÚD—one of the original nine Valkyries created by Odin; also the name of her pink sword. Name roughly translates to “strength.”

TRASGU—impish humanoid immortals with horns and a tail. They often walk bowlegged with a limp.

TYRFING—a magical Norse sword that never misses a strike. It’s a two-handed long sword, approximately forty-three inches in length, and it has a golden hilt.

UNSEEN ENCHANTMENT—a spell of concealment. “Omnium visibilium et invisibilium omnium manemus” means “all things visible and invisible, to all we remain unseen” in Latin. Used in conjunction with the smoke from a Valerian root candle.

USW—stands for “ultrasonic weapon.” USWs are considered a nonlethal weapon, using high-powered sound waves to incapacitate opponents.

VALHALLAN CLOAK—a hooded cloak created by Odin that protects the wearer from most physical or magical attacks. It has a very distinct appearance, looking as if the night sky had somehow been turned into a fabric.

VANAHEIMR—the plane beyond earth where the Vanir gods live. Not much is known about it, since the Vanir gods are very private, having retreated from interactions with humans several millennia ago.

VANIR—the highest immortal beings of creation; the ones that create all the laws that govern how life exists on earth. The Vanir gods include: Odin (Norse), Zeus (Greek), Hunab-Ku (Mayan), Jupiter (Roman), Ra (Egyptian), Bondye (Voodoo), and Buga (Slavic), among many others.

VEGVISIR—an old Norse sigil meant to help those who are lost or need protection.

VÖRÐR—the Evig Riksdag’s elite security team. Its officers are entirely mortal, as the Evig Riksdag needs protection from immortals almost exclusively. The Vörðr officers use specialized military equipment and tactics to enforce the laws of Evig Riksdag and to protect the Seraphim, Eralim, and Valkyries who work within it. Their insignia is the three horns of Odin on an eagle.

WAGYL—a rainbow serpent.

WENDIGO—a humanoid immortal being with antlers and skin falling off its bones. Wendigos are known to be cannibalistic and do not adhere to the Every Feeling Act. Because of that, there are very few known to be living outside of prison in the United States, despite the fact that they are native to North America.

WINDOW TO FOREVER—an art installation in Skarpåker Park. It is a large, curved, concave circle of polished stainless steel located next to the lake and near the Dene.

WOLF RIVER DISTRICT—a former warehouse district in Chicago. As industry and manufacturing moved out of the city, the warehouses were vacant and soon converted to a residential neighborhood. It is also home to a large population of Fallen angels and demons.

WOLPERTINGER—a mortal domesticated lagomorph; closely related to rabbits and jackelopes. It has two small fanged teeth, plush fur, feathered wings, two tiny antlers, and two large ears. They make good house pets.

ŽALTYS—mortal grass snakes. Their blood has been found to be helpful in fertility potions, and their meat is considered a delicacy in Lithuania.

ZIANNA—a peaceful enchanted city in Kurnugia where divine immortals reside. It is surrounded by seven gates.
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	1 Vanaheimr is the location of the gods; it is generally considered to exist on a plane beyond ours.


	2 The battle here is believed to be in the former city of Nawar, now known as the burial site in Tell Brak. This is one of only two written accounts referencing this particular battle, so not much is known, but thousands of bodies have been unearthed in recent history, concurring with Odin’s story of a bloody fight. Some historians think this might be the first ever recorded war, but more evidence is needed for this author to confidently state that.


	3 “The Great Bull” is the common name for the bull centaur Gugalanna.


	4 Frigg is the mother of Baldur and the wife of Odin; this letter was written over a thousand years before her long slumber.


	5 “Sight” here refers to precognition and Frigg’s ability to see all of time.


	6 The actual word Odin used here was mar ilu, which means “sons of the gods,” but I and the other scholars at Ravenswood Academy thought the word god without the modifier of either demi or Vanir would be more appropriate.


	7 This is the first known writing of the official tenets of the Valkyries’ role with the gods and Eralim.


	8 Before becoming a prominent figure in Kurnugia, Hades lived in Vanaheimr with the other Vanir gods.


	9 Odin only specifies a “giant scaled beast,” but other contextual clues suggest this is a reference to dinosaurs, although other extinct reptilian-like beasts cannot be ruled out.
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