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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 only been half as much fun.






Kurnugia: noun / kər-n/-gē-uh/ from Sumerian, literally “earth of no return,” referring to the underworld where immortals exist after death.
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the valkyrie proclamation




Baldur, the Prince of Men, My Shining Son—The unrest in Vanaheimr1 has grown tenfold since last we spoke. Much has been made of the recent bloodshed between humans, led into battle2 against each other by the Great Bull3 against the Asakku. 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’s4 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 god6 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 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.
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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.
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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.
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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 an 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 and 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 most 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 met 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.
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