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Chapter 1

––––––––

Who was I before? Who am I now? Infinitely different than a few weeks ago.

I reach up and catch a tear that’s making its way down my cheek. And then another. It has only been a few hours since Maureen shot Anthony, but it feels like years—no, longer, like an eternity. How could a mother become so hateful that she’d murder her own child?

The whole castle is dark, except for the moonbeams that gleam through the windows onto the Persian rug and the Portal of Blufire. After lying awake in my bed for hours, anxiously waiting for everyone to fall asleep, I finally heard the clunking sounds of the post-battle cleanup die down, and then I was able to tiptoe up here to the third floor unnoticed.

As I stand here, the yells and cries from last night still hang in the air, haunting me like an insistent nightmare. I stare at the gigantic painting of the Viking longship, taking note of the red and white sail, the stormy sea, and the soaring mountains.

At first glance, the fjord in the painting could be any fjord tucked away in one of the northern countries, but as I look closer, I notice subtle differences that make me think this place is not an earthly one. A silver string is looped around the sun and attached to a golden chariot, and a giant wolf hauls them across the sky. As I move, the peculiar buildings on the mountainside glimmer in the distance.

Beyond this portal, somewhere in another realm, is Helheim—the world of the dead for the supernatural. The world where Anthony is.  Or so they tell me.

In my mind, I repeat his name a few more times. Anthony. Is he really there? Is Helheim an actual place? Like everyone tells me Heaven is? No one ever returns, so how would I know for certain? And if someone said they had visited either place, how would I be able to trust that?

My first impulse is to jump into the portal and let it take me to Anthony. But the thought is ridiculous because I can’t leave my mom. It has only been eighteen months since my dad passed away in a horrible car accident. Losing her only daughter would be too much. Although she has never given me reason to believe she’s on the verge of losing her saneness, there are moments when I see her staring out into thin air, whispering my dad’s name over and over.

After losing my dad, I cried myself to sleep the entire first year, and I never thought there would be a night where I wouldn’t after hours of weeping, pass out on my wet pillow. But ever so slowly, the pain lessened, and I found some sort of balance, some sort of meaning to life again. In many ways I haven’t gotten over him, but I have managed to develop a small sense of peace. Losing Anthony...

I lift my hand to my mouth to stifle a cry. It hurts to move my arms because of the puncture wounds from where Maureen’s claws dug into my flesh when she shape-shifted into that horrible beast. I don’t mind it as much as I normally would. It’s almost a relief to feel physical pain because the more of it I feel, the less room there is for any other sort of pain.

Ignoring the ache, I lift my arm and touch the ship. Immediately, blue sparks prickle my skin, and warmth spreads up my arm as my hand delves beyond the image into unknown territory.

I reach all the way in up to my elbow, and my skin starts to burn—just at the edge of bearable. I wince. I reach farther into the portal until the blufire reaches my shoulder. I gasp. My arm feels like it will catch fire, but instead of pulling it out like a sensible person would. I grit my teeth and twist my arm so I can feel it more.

“I would not do that if I were you, Sonia,” I hear behind me. Startled, I snatch my arm back and turn around. I nearly knock over the large, Greek vase standing next to the portal as I swivel around, but I manage to catch it before it hits the floor. It looks like it’s the only delicate item that survived the attacks. When I look up, there stands Esther, my eldest aunt, in the middle of the vestibule. She looks so much like my mom, it’s almost—no—it is disturbing. Long, blonde hair, a small nose, and blue eyes. The figure of a goddess. Perfectly sun-kissed skin. Every movement a seductive lure. The only difference I can see is that Esther’s features and expression are commanding—my mom’s are gentle—and she has a slight gap between her two front teeth.

“It is a lovely portal, is it not?” She treads carefully over the rubble and broken pieces of furniture to get to me. She’s cleaned up since I last saw her. Before she was dirty, and her hair and clothes were unkempt from having been imprisoned for weeks by Maureen and Olaf. Now, she could be mistaken for the goddess of love, and she smells heavenly—like orchids.

“It hurts.” I run my hand over the skin on my right arm, still feeling the burn.

“Terribly.” Even her voice has an enthralling tone to it. “The first time is the most frightening because you think you will burn up from its blazing blue flames.”

I cringe at the thought. “Where did the portals come from?” I know all too little about our people’s history. The stupid Huldra rules and codes have prevented me from learning about my kind up until now. But having one of the very first Huldras—an ancient governess—at my fingertips means I might be able to finally get answers to a few of the million questions whirling around in my mind.

She smiles faintly. “Ah, yes. You have yet to be inducted into the Huldra Dynasty. They were a gift from the Guardians of Helheim, the chosen ones who protect and keep the realm of the dead.”

“Why did they give them to us Huldras?”

“During the Viking era, man had become so corrupt that we needed a faster method to cleanse the mortals. So the first Guardians of Helheim provided us with portals so we could travel to different continents in the blink of an eye.” She places her hand on the painting’s golden frame.

“Why would the Guardians care about what happened to mortals? I mean, the humans go somewhere else after they die.”

“You are a clever little Huldra.”

Little Huldra? I don’t like her condescending tone.

“When the supernatural beings desired to live together in the afterlife, God said he would allow it as long as the Huldras honored their responsibilities in cleansing the Earth. He told the angels of destruction sent to annihilate the Nine Realms to spare Helheim so we would have a place of our own. So our sacred texts say.”

“Is it true God cleansed you himself, making you beautiful, when your mother Eve hid you from Him?”

Esther laughs a little. “You are quite right, but I was so young that I do not recall. Or perhaps He has veiled my memory so I do not remember.”

“Why did He make it so we could appropriate virtues and vices?” I ask.

“So many questions—my, you are a curious one, are you not? Appropriated virtues make us strong. Appropriated vices rid the world of evil, keeping humanity safer. Of course, it is very difficult, as one must always be sure to appropriate the proper amount and always more virtues than vices.”

I think about it for a moment, remembering Karl, my first, and so far only appropriation. I took ten percent of his self-restraint, because he had so much of it in excess, it was hindering his ability to enjoy life. But it’s true; it was extremely tempting to take more than what was necessary, especially of his virtues. “But I don’t want any vices, do I?”

“Oh, of course you do.” She smiles mischievously. “There is no fun in life without a few vices, would you not agree? Unfortunately, some Huldras and Huldus abuse these God-given powers by gaining control over others for selfish purposes—not to help mankind.”

“Like Olaf and Maureen,” I say, my voice bitter.

“One must pity Maureen. She was not always as power hungry as she is today. Even she started out as a selfless Huldra, desiring to please God and the Guardians.”

I don’t really want to talk about Maureen, but my curiosity gets the better of me. “What happened?”

“Her father was a very stern Huldu, abusive and unkind. Maureen sought for nothing but his love, his acceptance, and his devotion. She thought if she appropriated his vices, he would be free from his demons and would love her unconditionally. She thought if she took away all his pain, she would finally receive the love she so desperately yearned for.”

“Was she able to appropriate his vices? I mean, I thought it was forbidden to appropriate from our own kind.”

“It is, but that did not stop her. Maureen’s first husband, a Huldu, convinced her to appropriate all of her father’s vices with the help of black magic. But you see, if one appropriates too much from any one being, that being comes to feel so empty inside that he desires to take his own lives. And so her father did. And then Maureen, being filled with her father’s evils, turned against her husband and killed him in a fit of rage.”

My heart sinks. This story sounds too familiar. Anthony sought that same love from his mother, but he didn’t let that consume him and make him evil. It did, however, cause him to lose his life. I swallow the lump that forms in my throat.

Esther must have seen my face fall because she says, “You loved Anthony?”

I look down, not ready to share that part of me with someone I hardly know. “He is...was very dear to me.”

“It hurts when someone you care about dies.” She gently places a hand on my shoulder. “I have lost many a loved one, most of my offspring, in fact, and my husband. But I can tell you that it does get easier to bear. And in some ways it is good that Anthony died now, before the evil within him could consume him.”

“Anthony wasn’t evil,” I say. “He wanted nothing to do with what his mother stood for.”

“One cannot change one’s disposition, Sonia. In time, he would have turned—I promise you. Maybe you would have also become lost unto us had he continued to live.”

“He wouldn’t have turned,” I say, my voice filled with quiet anger.

“No matter. The Huldra codes make it perfectly clear that you could never have been together.”

I want to say that I don’t care about their stupid codes, but I bite my tongue.

She smiles softly, her face pleasant—breathtakingly beautiful—yet void of any warmth. “Now, sadly, we shall never know what type of being he really was.”

I already know.

“You have a long life ahead of you, and I am glad we will soon be welcoming you into the Huldra Dynasty. Not many of our kind are born anymore—it is a shame.”

I don’t want to talk to her about that, so I ask, “Since I am half-human, half-Huldra, will I be able to transport through the Portal of Blufire?”

“It will be years until you are ready for that.”

“But didn’t God make it so that we could pass through there?”

“Just because you have the innate ability does not mean it comes for free. One must train and continue to maintain one’s ability to travel through the portal. Just like anything else in life. And your physical and spiritual selves must be united.” She says it in a way that makes me think she definitely doesn’t believe I’m there.

She takes my arm in hers, and walking toward the stairs, we’re careful to avoid the rubble. The fluted marble pillars have holes and scratches on them from furniture being flung and bullets being shot.

“Off you go, dear,” she trills. “Surely, you need your sleep.”

I nod and give her a forced smile. My mom expects me to toe the line like all the other Huldras do—like she does—but if they think I’m just going to follow orders, play nice, and forget that I ever knew Anthony, they’re wrong.

I watch as Esther walks back into the room where Anthony was shot, and then I descend the stairs all the way down to the main level. I walk through the foyer, stepping on top of broken glass and splintered wood, the noise crackling beneath my feet. The chandelier still hangs above. But like a tree in late fall, with all its leaves stripped by the autumn wind, many of the crystal pieces have fallen and lie shattered below. The walls have bullet holes in them and the doors leading into the offices are missing. The baby grand piano lies upside down in the center of the foyer and all the books have been pulled off the bookshelves in the study.

Walking down the hallway, I pass doors with grotesque gargoyle heads protruding from them. Just hours ago, Anthony and I were in this very spot, trying to escape from Maureen and Olaf and the Darkálfars. I was shot. Skuld turned back the clock only a minute, and in the process, saved my life. However, I didn’t know that that one minute would cost Anthony his life. The hallway turns blurry as my eyes fill with tears.

Back in my room, I sit down on the floor, my spine propped up against the bed. I wrap my arms around my knees and stare out into nothingness for a long time, barely noticing my surroundings. There are no tears now—only a big gaping emptiness in my heart. Had not Esther shown up when she did, I wonder if I would have built up enough courage and plunged into the Portal of Blufire. Where would I be now if I had done that? With Anthony?

But how would my mom react if she found out I was dead? In the end, I don’t think I could have done it. Not while knowing, in all likelihood, I’d die in the process.

I sit motionless for hours, I think—I can’t really tell—and soon my eyelids feel so heavy that not even the most stubborn part of me can keep them open.

I reluctantly climb onto the bed, lie down, and close my eyes. Before I know it, sleep steals me away.

Suddenly, I find myself lying down on a damp forest floor. Looking around, I recognize the ancient Norwegian forest right away. It’s the exact spot I first met Olaf in my dreams. The trees are taller than before, and they shade most of the ground from the pallid sun, creating dark shadows all around. When I look up, I see that the sky is a cold, pale gray. I half expect to see Olaf slithering out from behind one of the tall trees or massive moss-covered boulders. But he’s nowhere in sight. I sigh in relief.

Standing up, I realize I’m wearing the same frayed dress as when I first dreamt of this place, before I knew I was a Huldra. The light blue skirt reaches my ankles, and the dark, velour bodice hugs my waist. The sleeves are long and fitted, hanging off my shoulders, revealing my milky-white skin. Flowers are embroidered on the sleeves and bodice.

Walking toward the Valley of Life, as Olaf called it, I notice all the lilies of the valley scattered across the forest floor. Their sweet scent fills the air, and the perfume sends me back to when Anthony and I first met. The fog thickens the closer I get to the Valley of Life, making the trees and bushes in the near distance disappear behind its soft haze.

Then, in front of me, I see a man facing the majestic valley. He’s wearing a deep brown tunic with matching pants, and has a red belt tied around his waist. He’s blond and tall and almost looks like Anthony. I’m unsure who he is or what he wants, if anything, so I tiptoe toward him as quietly as I can. For a moment, I pause and just stand and observe him, but suddenly, as if he senses me, he pivots around.

Time stops.

“Anthony,” I whisper, shivers going through my body. His narrow eyes are a scintillating blue, and his hair looks more golden than blond in the sun’s light that has suddenly appeared from behind the clouds.

He smiles at me as if nothing ever happened—as if he never died—as if he has been expecting me all along. “Sonia, come here. I want to show you something.” He opens his arms to invite me in.

Breathless, I inch toward him, terrified that he’ll vanish if I take my eyes off him, or if I move too quickly or not quickly enough. “You’re here,” I whisper. I don’t know if it’s a statement or a question—I’m too stunned by what’s happening. I stand a foot away from him now, still hesitant to touch him, almost expecting him to be a ghost, an intangible spirit. One I can’t feel. One I can’t hold.

He glides the back of his hand down my cheek. His skin is warm and soft and makes my chest ache, like a thousand pieces of glass are cutting me up from the inside. I take his hand in mine and kiss it, and then I bury my face in his chest, my sobs muffled by his tunic.

“I miss you,” he says, running his hand through my hair.

The way he says it, his voice thick and full of emotion, I know he truly means it. “You died,” I say. I squeeze him harder, closer, clinging to whatever time we have, pressing against any space that might separate us. His heart beats steadily, and I take a moment to just listen to its life-giving beat. I inhale deeply, the cologne I have come to associate with him filling my nostrils.

He kisses the top of my head. “Sonia, I died so you could live.”

I look up into his eyes, though it’s difficult to make out his features when my vision is blurred. “Come back to me,” I beg. “Please. I would do anything.”

“Come for me, Sonia. Come get me in Helheim.”

I search his eyes, a spark of hope growing in my chest. “Tell me how, and I’ll do it.” But then I realize something: Anthony would never ask me to risk my life. A sickening feeling grows in my gut and spreads like wildfire through my veins. I take a step back and look around. Something is terribly wrong. This isn’t an innocent dream. No, not at all. And worse, I think Olaf is involved.

“Anthony does not know the way, but I do.”

The hair on the back of my neck rises at the sound of Olaf’s voice. I turn around and see him standing there in a red suit. It’s identical to the other suits he has except for the color. His black hair is slicked to the side like it always is, and his long, beaky nose stands out from the rest of his face. The first time I met him, I thought he was somewhat attractive, but as I have come to know him, he has become ugly and repulsive. How does he manage to get into my dreams? More importantly, how did he manage to get Anthony here?

“The Almighty Huldra grants me these gifts,” he says.

I hate that he has an answer for everything, and I definitely hate how he can read my thoughts. I need to be on my guard. I look at Anthony, but he has this vacant expression on his face, and he’s staring into thin air. I want to grab him by the shoulders and shake him, but that would do no good because this being, this illusion in front of me, is not him.

“I know the way to Anthony, Sonia,” Olaf says.

Olaf is playing with my emotions, but it doesn’t lessen the pain when Anthony fades before my eyes. He vanished the exact same way when he died and was taken to Helheim. It feels like I’m losing him all over again.

“This was all a setup to make me listen to you,” I say.

“Do you not appreciate the thoughtful gift?” He clasps his hands together and smiles, probably congratulating himself on how successful his plan was. “Was it not nice to see Anthony again? Do you not wish you could be with him...always?”

I do.

“I can show you how to get into Helheim and how to bring Anthony back to mortality. I don’t believe anyone else is offering.”

Of course Olaf has a way. I’m tempted to ask about his proposal, but since I can’t trust Olaf at all, the answer must be, “No.”

“What Maureen wants is such a small exchange when your life’s love is on the line.”

Maureen has wanted my fifth Huldra gift ever since I found out I was to receive one, but I’ll never give it to her. Anthony said it was more precious than life itself, and he would refuse to come back with me if he found out I had exchanged it for his life.

“Can’t she just come and take it herself?” I remember how she had tried to cram some potion down my throat so she could kill me, and in the process appropriate my gift.

“She can, but for the benefit of all, the dead as well as the living, it is better if you give it to her.” He smiles glibly.

I don’t buy his story for a single second. Why would Maureen change her mind so drastically? Did she really need to come up with a new plan after she failed to kill me?

“Yes, Sonia, you are absolutely right. With Anthony dead, the Almighty Huldra needed to reconsider her plans.”

I’m not going to find the answers I need talking to this leech.

He scowls. “We will give you what you desire first,” Olaf says between his teeth. “With the elixir from the Tree of Life, you can travel through the Portal of Blufire unharmed.”

“I won’t do it.”

“Suit yourself, but remember, thousands of years is an awfully long time without the one you love.”

I know it is, but I have to believe, like my mom has said countless times since Dad died, that the sorrow will fade and maybe one day I’ll find the strength to love again.

“Ask your mother about that,” Olaf says. “Ask her to be honest with you, not lie to you and to herself. She is not over your father, and she never will be.”

Chapter 2

––––––––

A faint knock at the door wakes me up, and then I hear my mom’s voice.

“Sonia, may I come in?”

Rays of sunlight stream in through the barred window, beaming onto the copper gargoyle door. I don’t want to wake up and face reality, but I don’t want to sleep anymore either, afraid that Olaf will return to my dreams, taunting me with a simulated version of Anthony and presenting me with ridiculous, yet all-too tempting proposals.

Perhaps my mom’s here to explain how to navigate the Portal of Blufire. I drag myself out of bed, unlock the door, and let her in. Her golden blonde hair looks more gray than gold, and the circles beneath her blue eyes are as dark as they were in the weeks following my dad’s death. Her broken arm is wrapped with a sling made out of a torn piece of fabric, and her clothes are still dirty and shabby from being imprisoned by Olaf and Maureen. And even though she had only been imprisoned for a couple of weeks, she looks like she’s lost fifteen pounds and aged ten years.

Her eyes soften when she sees me. “Oh, sweetie...” Her healthy arm reaches around me and she holds me for a moment, stroking my hair. “I love you so much. I wish you didn’t have to go through losing a dear friend.”

She has no idea how much Anthony meant to me.

When she releases me, I sit down on the bed. Seeing how her eyes gleam with tears sends me over the top, and I bury my hands in my face, letting out a silent cry. She sits down next to me and strokes my back until I manage to calm myself.

“Last night we met as governesses and discussed who will be going after Olaf and Maureen and who will stay here to restore the castle,” she says.

I glare at her for a moment, trying to read the outcome in her eyes. Her eyes hide everything. “I don’t have to go, but I do have to find a way to Helheim so I can bring Anthony back.” My voice trembles. “He lived with Maureen his entire life, so he knows her and her plans better than anyone.” But there’s more than that. I can’t explain it, but something tells me he needs to be here if we are to defeat Maureen and Olaf. I refrain from mentioning that Maureen didn’t share everything with him, but I don’t see why that would matter. Never mind that we have Layla, who worked for Maureen for years—I wouldn’t trust her if she were the last person on Earth.

My mom shifts awkwardly and hesitates for a moment before speaking. “You can’t bring him back, Sonia.”

“What do you mean I can’t bring him back? You said that it’s not forbidden for me to travel to Helheim since I haven’t been inducted into the Huldra Dynasty.” When she doesn’t answer, I press her. “Mom?”

“Even if the governesses permit it, which they won’t, Hela and the Guardians of Helheim forbid it. They never allow any of the dead to leave, and if you go there...you will never return.”

I shoot to my feet. “But you said—”

“I said you could maybe visit, but...” She gets a despairing look on her face. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry.” She sighs.

“I have to go!” I hate how my voice cracks.

She stands up and paces around the room in silence for a long while. “When your father died, I thought I’d mourn him for eternity and never recover. Even now I still can’t fathom how I managed to survive the first few months after his death. But I did.” She looks straight at me, her posture erect, her eyes determined. “And you will, too. You are a survivor, Sonia, tougher than you think. And remember, we have each other.”

I agree that having my mom makes things infinitely more bearable. I love her with every fiber of my being, and I hope she knows that. But no matter how much I want it to be enough, it just isn’t anymore. “Olaf mentioned that he...took Dad’s life—exchanged it for his own?” I’m barely able to speak the words, but I need to see if she knows anything about it.

She nods as a flicker of sorrow crosses her face. “Olaf and your father used to do business together. In fact, I introduced them.”

“You know Olaf?”

“Yes. He’s a direct descendent of my sister Esther, and so is Maureen. We’re all related in some way or another. Maureen was born during the Viking era. Her name used to be Frey, but Esther just told me that she changed her name sometime during the Middle Ages to hide from us. That’s why we didn’t know who she was right away.”

All this talk about Maureen makes my blood boil. “You have to convince the governesses to let me go to Helheim. I can’t—”

She interrupts me, and when she speaks, her voice is stern. “I am at the mercy of their decision, and I must heed their ruling.”

“No, I am at the mercy of their decision!” I say frantically, doing everything I possibly can to avoid having to consider her suggestion of letting Anthony go.

We are interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Come in,” my mom says.

The door opens and Layla steps in. Her short, red hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, and it makes her thin, long neck appear to be even longer than it really is. Her light green eyes are swollen and have dark circles underneath them. She only has herself to blame, considering how she pretty much betrayed everyone. Why are the governesses using her as their messenger? How can they trust her with anything when just hours ago she was loyally serving Maureen? Just because she finally realizes, or claims to realize, how horrible Maureen and Olaf really are doesn’t mean we should trust her.

“Hello, Hedda. Sonia.” Layla nods. “The meeting starts in about thirty minutes. Is there anything I can do for you before then?” Layla says to my mom in a subdued voice.

“No. We’ll be right up. Thank you.” Layla leaves and my mother says, “Just don’t make any foolish decisions.” She heads toward the door. “I’m going to get cleaned up now. I’ll meet you in the Spanish room.”

I don’t answer her.

“Sonia.”

I huff. “Yes.”

“I love you. We’ll be fine as long as we stay together.”

I want to believe her—I want to! But I won’t be fine as long as my hands are tied and there’s nothing I can do to get Anthony back.

*    *    *

I take a quick shower in the attached bathroom and then slip into a pair of dark skinny jeans and an ivory stretch-cotton polo that has a ruffled collar. I’m glad I have clothes, but it kind of creeps me out that Maureen was the one who picked them out for me. I suppose it’s better than walking around nude.

Stepping into the hallway, I head toward the foyer. It’s almost as messy and torn up as before even though the Huldras and governesses worked on cleaning things up until late last night. I climb the stairs to the second floor and enter the Spanish chamber. The room looks the same as it did last night with three chairs at the front for the governesses, and before them, two rows of mix-matched chairs for everyone else. The clock on the wall reads 7:00 a.m. No one is here yet, which I’m grateful for because I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone.

I study the mural of the flamenco dancer on the wall and remember when Layla gave me a makeover in this very room—one of the many parts of a Huldra’s formal training so I can attract powerful men. What a joke. I doubt that’s really part of a Huldra’s official training. Maureen and Layla probably just conjured up crazy stuff for me to do so I wouldn’t figure things out.

I thought I had it bad, but what I was going through back then pales in comparison to my trials now. I open the French doors and step outside onto the stone balcony. The slightly chilly air tugs at my skin and smells like soaked leaves and fresh rain. I close my eyes when I feel the sun’s rays warming my tear-streaked face. It reminds me that I can feel something after all.

Pressing my palms on the railing, thinking of my dream last night, I reconsider Olaf’s offer. If I took him up on it and brought Anthony back, Anthony and I could just live as mortals from then on, couldn’t we? Resign our affiliation with the Huldra Dynasty and live giftless forever. I wouldn’t mind doing that at all because being a mere human sounds so freeing, so easy compared to being a Huldra. That would solve another problem, too: A Darkálfar and a Huldra are forbidden to be together.

“Hi, sweetie,” my mom says. I turn to face her and see that she’s changed into a pair of khakis and a red T-shirt. Her wet hair is pulled back into a ponytail, making the bruises on her face more noticeable.

It hurts me to see her this way. “Are you okay?”

“I am much better than yesterday, thank you. A hot shower does wonders.” She smiles faintly. “How are you?”

A knot ties in my stomach. “I’m not giving up. I’m going to find him.”

She exhales slowly. “Sonia...”

“When will I learn how to travel through the portal?” The muscles in my shoulders tense up.

She squeezes her lips together before saying, “It’s not something that will be taught during your first-year lessons.”

The knot in my stomach doubles in size. “Will you teach me then?”

“Sonia, please don’t ask this of me.” She places a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m going to find him,” I say sternly, looking out across the island, white-knuckling the railing.

“No, you’re not,” she says just a little more sternly.

“If you had the chance to visit Dad in the afterlife, and bring him back, would you?”

Her face falls for a moment, but then her brows gather low over her eyes. “I knew your father for twenty-three years and was married to him for twenty-one of those years. I waited nearly six thousand years before I finally found him.” It’s as if all the pain she has stored up, that she has managed to keep so neatly packaged the past year-and-a-half, comes out at once. Her expression grows resolute. and then she says quietly, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t put that on you, or compare...” She wipes a tear before it falls down her cheek.

The old me would immediately try to comfort her, but with all that has happened, and all the secrets I’ve learned—all the secrets she’s kept from me—I don’t allow myself to be compassionate. “Can you just tell me one thing?”

She looks at me.

“Does it get easier?”

Sadness flows from her eyes and she says in a shuddering voice, “It never gets easier.”

I hadn’t expected her to say that, and instantly, the heavy burden of having to remain strong evaporates from my shoulders. “And I’ll never move past the grief of losing Dad either,” I say softly.

Her tear-filled eyes study my face, and for the first time I think she finally sees me as a woman, no longer her little daughter or a young girl.

“You loved Anthony very much,” she says.

I nod, swallow, and bite my lip, blinking so the tears won’t return. But it’s to no avail. “And now he’s gone. Just like Dad.”

We collapse into each other’s arms and cry.

“Oh, dear, what will we do?” she says. “I am bound by the Dynasty’s codes and rules.”

“I have to get to him. I have to,” I say, my voice clouded.

“I know that’s how you feel, but there’s nothing we can do.”

I nod, seeing she’s unable, or still unwilling, to help me. I think back again to my dream, how Anthony was there and how he held me so gently. It hurts to imagine that I’ll never hold him again, never feel his hands on my skin, never hear his deep voice saying my name. I only knew him for a short while, but in that time, the minutes and hours we spent together, I became his Huldra, and he became my Darkálfar. I won’t accept Olaf’s offer, but I’ll find a way to bring him back, even if I have to break all the Huldra codes to do it.

When the Huldras start to trickle in, my mom and I go back inside. I sit down in the back row with my head down and my mom sits in the front with the other governesses. Skuld enters with Mani and Ross and sits down next to me. She is wearing a black outfit and she looks so much meaner than she did yesterday in her white attire. And I hadn’t noticed it before, but the Lightálfars and Huldras have completely different skin tones. Except for Mani, the Lightálfars are pale, and the Huldras have a natural glow to them. When I look closer at Mani, I see that his tan is coming off in splotches around his wrists. Does he spray-tan? The thought almost makes me laugh. I look at my skin, but it’s paler than ever—though I never burn. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I’m half-human, half-Huldra.

“We’ll make Maureen and Olaf pay for what they did to Anthony,” Skuld whispers.

She takes Ross’s hand in hers, and Ross gets this proud look on his face. Are they together? I hadn’t noticed anything before, but then again, it wasn’t like we were talking about ourselves when we first met—only how to defeat Maureen, Olaf, and their band of Darkálfars.

“We went to get some more candy,” Mani says, sitting on the other side of me. “Even if they don’t let you pursue Maureen and Olaf, Sonia, we’ll make sure they get what’s coming to them.”

“Yeah, and remember, he’s not really dead, just in another realm,” Ross says.

“But he might as well be dead because she won’t see him for an eternity,” Skuld interjects. “Don’t speak so flippantly of things you know nothing about.”

Her voice is full of emotion, and it makes me think she has experienced this firsthand. I wonder what her story is, but I don’t ask, worried that if I try to say anything I’ll start to cry. Instead, I train my eyes on the sea of blonde heads in the room. I always thought there was something wrong with me because of the transparent markings on my back and how my saliva could control people. Now, it’s strange sitting in a room with beings all like me. Well, almost.

Once everyone is situated, my mom, Esther, and Tirzah stand at the front. Esther immediately takes the lead, reading from a pad of paper.

“We, the governesses, have decided that the following individuals will pursue Olaf and Maureen: These three Lightálfars: Rosson, Mani, and Skuld,” she nods toward them, “and these four Huldras: Rebecca, Sophie, Inga and Sara. The other inducted Huldras will remain here with us and restore the castle. Sonia and her mother Hedda will return home where Sonia can prepare, under Hedda’s tutelage, to be inducted into the Dynasty and to receive her fifth Huldra gift. Unfortunately, under the circumstances, namely war with Maureen, Olaf, and the Darkálfars, we cannot provide an academy sufficient to cover Sonia’s training. Any questions?”

I can’t think of anything worse than having to speak up in front of a crowd, no matter how small the crowd is. With wobbly knees and a pounding heart, I rise to my feet. “Please, at least let me stay here and work.”

My mom shoots me a warning glare. I ignore it. If I leave for Sarasota, I’ll never find a way to Helheim. We don’t have a portal, and using Maureen’s portal at Anthony’s house is out of the question, for obvious reasons.

“This is not how it works, Sonia,” Esther says, and then she turns to my mom. “Hedda, you should contain your daughter and inform her about the law of obedience.”

My mom’s cheeks flush red as she shoots me an icy glare.

I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands. “I really feel Anthony has to be here in order to defeat Maureen and Olaf. I can’t explain it, but...” My vocal cords start to crack. “He knew them better than anyone, and...and...” I’m kind of waiting for Layla to back me up here, or my mom, but neither of them say a word. “He needs to be here!”

“Anyone else?” Esther says. There’s a moment of awkward silence.

A Huldra carefully raises her hand. “When do we leave?”

I don’t bother to sit down again. Instead, I storm out of the meeting, sensing everyone’s eyes on me as I exit the room. I run down the steps to the ground level, fling open the front door, dash across the courtyard, and enter the stable. I quickly saddle up one of the horses and ride toward the shore to the place Anthony and I met. I’m fully aware that he won’t be there, but somehow the thought of being in the very place where we last were free, where we were alone, I just need to be there. Galloping below the low-lying clouds, I feel the heavy raindrops whipping against my face, mingling with my tears.

When I arrive at the shore, I dismount the horse and tie him to a nearby tree. I wade out into the water, remembering how Anthony had swam with me and showed me how I could breathe through the silver markings on my back. I reach to my back and touch them, still amazed at how they rise when I’m in water.

Was it just yesterday Anthony and I were here, hand in hand, looking over the ocean? I let the rain fall on me freely, barely noticing that my clothes and hair are soaked, and how my body is shuddering. I want to shudder more. I want to freeze so much that I can’t think of anything else. Not my dad. Not my mom. Not Layla. Definitely not Anthony. Footsteps catch my attention and I turn around.

Olaf emerges from behind a tree. “Good to see you again.”

He’s such a stalker. “What are you doing here?” I ask, making sure he sees the repulsion on my face.

“Have you reconsidered my offer?”

“The answer is still and always will be no,” I say plainly.

His right eyebrow rises. “Even after being denied by the governesses?”

How did he...of course, he can read minds. “Stop spying on us!”

“I do not need to spy. I can hear from miles away, even on the other side of the world if need be.” He steps closer to me, his black hair wet with the rain.

I say, “Even if you’re on the other side of the planet, it’s still considered spying when you listen in on private conversations and meetings. And if you heard everything, you know that you shouldn’t waste your time pestering me about joining you.”

He walks toward me, into the water, but instead of sinking, he walks on the water’s surface. “I am not asking you to join us. Of course you would never do that. I merely want to be of assistance in reuniting you and Anthony.”

Hearing Anthony’s name spoken by Olaf, I want to wring the rotten Huldu’s neck. Olaf smiles like he enjoys listening in on how I want to physically harm him.

“I doubt that is your intent—reuniting us,” I say.

“You are right. I am here to ensure Maureen receives her fifth Huldra gift.”

“My fifth Huldra gift,” I say, remembering how she referred to it as hers right before she shot Anthony. “You want it for yourself,” I say.

He glides his hand across his black, slick hair. “I have repented of my ways. I died when I tried to obtain it, and so it is not my fate to have it.”

Fate. What is my fate?

“To be with Anthony,” he whispers.

“Get out of my head!” I yell, cupping my ears, running toward the shore.

“Sonia, Sonia, Sonia...” He trails after me like a blood-sucking leech. “Wise, angry Huldra, I am begging you to let me soothe your pain. I am offering what no one else will offer, and you have my guarantee that no harm will come to you or Anthony and that you will return to the realm of Midgard as humans.” A smile appears on his lips when he sees my eyes widen.

How much does he know? He knows everything. I coil my hand into a fist, like Anthony showed me, wind my arm back, and punch him in the face. “What, didn’t see that coming?” I yell.

He presses his hand to the side of his mouth where I hit him. But there’s no blood. He laughs. “If you get what you want, and Maureen gets what she wants, then you both win.”

I scowl at him and without a word—or a thought—I jog back over to my horse and mount it. I
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