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To my Grandpa Gjengstø (Jacobsen): who knew that all the books you gave me on Norse mythology would pay off. I have you to thank for my Norwegian heritage. Love you so much, Grandpa, thank you for the many stories, and while you are no longer here to see me write mine, I know you’re proud. Shine bright in Helheim.
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In Fallen Gods, myths walk among mortals … and scheme for domination. As such, the story features elements that might not be suitable for all readers, including injury, blood, death, drowning, physical abuse, alcohol use, graphic language, perilous situations and sexual activity on the page. Grief, loss of family and war are discussed.

Welcome to Endir University, where the Gods spark chaos and runes rise from the mist. Grab a syllabus. It’s going to be one hell of an orientation week.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

I grew up on Norse mythology. My grandpa was always telling me stories and handing me books, and while I didn’t see him much when I was little, I could count on the books while he traveled. Some of them are now missing pages, and others I’ve kept specifically for my own kids.

I was always asking him questions, and he’d exaggerate about Gods in Asgard. He was a larger-than-life character, and had you told me when I was little that he was Odin, I would have been like, yes, my world is complete and that makes total sense! He’s also the one who told my dad that his firstborn should be named Torbald. My sister ended up not inheriting that name, but we were finally able to make his dream come true when we named my oldest son Thor. Don’t worry—in my own story, we have plenty of Mjölnirs around the house (all real if you ask my ten-year-old, shhhh).

Mythology has always been a passion, but it really does hit different when it’s something that ties to your childhood and family. While Fallen Gods does deal with Norse mythology and was extensively researched, please know that I did take creative license with a lot of subjects. I wanted to create a what-if story that takes the reader on a journey they’ve never been on before. Everything has meaning, after all.

Enjoy my version of the Gods and Giants, and be warned—you do have to pick a side.

HUGS

RVD




PROLOGUE
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REY

“Would you?” I whisper, hating the tremor in my voice. We’re stopped in the middle of campus, a cool breeze brushing against my heated cheeks giving me the courage to ask again. “Would you run away with me, knowing that the world would eventually end? Knowing that the world would burn?”

Weeks ago, I never would have thought we’d have a conversation like this. Now the air between us is cold enough that his breath fogs in front of him in a frosty haze. In another life, I would have thought it poetic. Now, it just reminds me exactly what he is.

A Giant.

Ruthless.

Powerful.

A God in his own right.

Aric shifts his weight, and silence stretches between us like a chasm neither of us can cross.

Maybe I never should have let go with him. Not after knowing what was really behind the war between the Gods and the Giants. Now it just feels like the end.

“You’re hesitating.” I can barely get the sentence out.

His dark gaze holds mine, and his jaw clenches.

“I can’t promise you,” he finally says. “Not until we end this.”

All I wanted was for him to say yes. I wouldn’t have made him go through with it. I just wanted to know that he was willing to take the risk—for me.

The soft rustle of ancient leaves threads through the space between us, a low reminder of where we stand…and what’s at stake.

“So that’s it, then? We’re doing this.” Heat burns my cheeks, but I had to ask. Just one last time.

His tongue slides across his bottom lip, then his jaw tightens—like he’s trying to keep himself from saying too much. As a few errant flakes of snow float through the air, his eyes remain locked on mine.

I shake my head. One of us needs to be strong enough for this.

“I don’t need the cold,” I say and feel even more pathetic. “I don’t want it.”

“But I still need your warmth,” he adds, and I know he means it. But it’s no longer enough. Snow dusts his broad shoulders, the same shoulders that have carried so much.

“One of us is going to die.” I finally say the words out loud.

And deep in my soul, I know.

It’s going to be me.




CHAPTER ONE
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REY

ONE WEEK EARLIER…

The note in my hand is so crumpled and damp with sweat that I’m sure the ink is etched into my skin like a brand. But that’s not what gets me.

Despite the way he treated her, I’ve never seen my stepmother cry. Not once. In all my years with her, Laufey’s been a fortress—unshaken, unreadable. Through his abuse, through her sickness, through everything.

Until today. My eighteenth birthday.

At first, I thought it was because of what my father finally asked me to do—that one “favor” I always knew was coming but prayed never would. Until of course it finally did.

But this? It feels heavier.

Like she’s been holding in something massive for years, saving her tears for this very moment.

Today, Laufey finally broke.

Between sobs, she begs, “Please, Rey. Don’t do this. We can find another way.”

I can’t meet her gaze. She was the only safe space I had other than Rowen. She protected me, and now it’s my time to protect her. She may not be my real mother, but she’s the only one I’ve ever known. And her tears cut through me like a blade.

I glance around my father’s opulent home and, for the first time in my entire miserable life, wish I could stay. But I can’t. Father has given me a mission—and promised me the world if I succeed.

My stomach pitches, but fear doesn’t matter. Can’t. Not if it means setting Laufey free.

“I know what you dream about, Rey. One day being away from me,” Father says, unmoved by his wife’s hysterics. “I know it eats you alive.”

His words dig deep into my skin like an ache I can’t get rid of, and I don’t bother to deny them. Instead, I turn to hold his dark gaze, and I let just the tiniest hint of a spine bring my shoulders higher.

An icy smile spreads across his face, and my gaze shifts. White hair pulled back into his signature low ponytail. Patch covering his right eye. Three-piece navy suit accented by a sharp walking cane. Gold adornments draping from his tie. One a hammer, the other the head of his enemy.

He’s a riot at parties.

Father glances at his bodyguard leaning against the darkened doorway to my left and nods. Without a word, Rowen moves to collect Laufey. He’s just a few years older than me and taller than Father, his shoulders seemingly twice as wide, his demeanor youthful and strong. And yet, he’s always appeared the weaker man. Maybe that’s because he obeys Father’s every whim without question.

I get it. I feel just as small in his shadow.

My stomach twists as Rowen wraps an arm around Laufey’s waist and hauls her up. She collapses against his broad chest as he leads her down the hallway to her private rooms.

Father ignores them both.

“You have one week to find Thor’s hammer.” His voice is sharp, heavy. “Remove anyone who stands in your way. Destroy them all for what they took from us, Rey. The Eriksons, every last one. But don’t be quick about it.” His voice draws into a low command. “Make them suffer.”

“How do you know Aric has it?” Sigurd’s more powerful. Why wouldn’t the Giants keep it with him?

“I know.” He raises his voice. I try not to flinch. “Because his parents hid it. Last mistake I ever made.” He clenches his jaw. “Your job isn’t to ask questions. It’s to do what I ask.”

I nod in agreement. That’s all anyone can do around this man if they hope to keep their head. I don’t know why I thought asking him would help at all. At least he didn’t say it was all my fault.

It would have been nice to ask Laufey for intel before starting this mission, since she’s a Giant herself, but my father would never allow it. She fears his anger so much, she’s left the room any time I’ve so much as mentioned the Eriksons. Even thinking about what Father might do to her in my absence has my stomach turning.

I almost flinch when he leans in and brushes a hand down my cheek, kisses me on my forehead. A soft brush devoid of comfort. “I’m proud. You know that, right? Out of all my children…you are the most worthy.”

I know he’s trying to compliment me, but it feels more like a curse. Stepping back, he drops his hand. “Rowen will have the car brought around in a minute. Gather your things and let’s be off. I’ve waited too long for this moment and do not relish further delay.” With that, he walks away, his cane slapping against the marble floor in a rhythm that dares me to follow.

I grit my teeth, shove the crumpled note from Laufey deep into my jeans pocket. I haven’t read it yet, but I don’t need to. I’m sure it’s begging me to give up this mission. Pointless.

Reaching down, I grab my new rucksack, then throw it over my shoulder. Father’s right. Might as well get this over with as quickly as possible.

Within minutes, we’re both settled in the back seat of a sleek black Mercedes sedan, Rowen expertly taking the turn that will lead us onto the highway out of Bellevue, Washington—toward the town of Everett, Endir University, and my freshman year.

I stare at the rain pelting the windshield, the wiper blades whooshing back and forth. Someone nearby lays on their horn, and I want to rage at them: they don’t know how good they have it. I wish my worst day was encountering a bad driver.

But pain is pain—it doesn’t care about rank. It just exists. And knowing someone, somewhere, carried more of it than I did…that’s the only thing that got me through the last two years.

I’m in this mess because of who my father is—what he’s capable of and what’s been done on both sides of this war. Some might say it’s because I was born special.

They’d be wrong.

In fact, the real reason I’m here is because of how not special I am. Or at least, how unimpressive one person in particular found me.

My heart races as a flash of warm brown eyes crosses my mind. No, not warm. I run my finger across the faint scars on my knuckles and focus on the traffic.

Rowen’s knowing gaze meets mine in the rearview mirror, then flicks away. Typical. I stare at his thick blond waves brushing his shoulders, like staring at something solid will help me forget how splintered we are underneath.

I don’t remember when exactly Rowen became my closest friend. He just was—one day not there, the next day orbiting my life like a second moon. He moved in three years ago, probably right after graduating high school, but we never talked about hobbies or birthdays or any of the things normal people compare to feel less alone. Sharing space under my father’s roof was enough. Trauma bonds faster than time.

And now, after today, I’ll likely never see him again.

My heart sinks to the bottom of my stomach as beside me, my father snaps open a newspaper, like phones and social media don’t exist. Every few seconds, he clears his throat and adjusts his tie with his right hand—the one with the tattoos that tell the world exactly who he is, if they’re privileged enough to know what the runes mean on all five of his murderous fingers.

Even to a casual observer, the markings look dark and menacing. Because of course they do. He likes the attention.

At the end of the day, I know what sort of hand those tattoos belong to. One of authority, terror, and power. I wonder what it says about me that my first daydreams were about cutting his fingers off.

Taking away his pride and joy. One. By. One.

I sigh again and look out the window, digging into my pocket to clutch the piece of paper there, crinkling it tighter and tighter.

We dodge through traffic. It feels like we’re going faster and faster. Too fast. I wonder if it would be better if we had an accident. Would it change anything? Probably not.

Legends don’t die.

And that’s exactly what my family is—legendary.

I know who we are. I know our bloodline. It’s been hammered into me since birth. Which is how I also know my father’s never going to give up. Not when I’m the only person in the position to get him what he wants.

A fact I know he resents, because my father is neither patient nor kind, and having to give up even a smidgen of control, to rely on someone else to obtain his goal, well, that’s the definition of hell for him.

I smile at the thought. Maybe I’m not the only one who’s furious with this outcome. Maybe that’s my birthday gift—him needing me.

I shamefully take it.

I push aside the anger that he would risk my life in order to regain what was taken from us—what they stole from us—and cling to this one silly concept. That I’m needed by Odin himself.

He didn’t even know where the Eriksons were keeping Mjölnir until last year. Which is when I became the final chess piece and his only option.

He needs me. But he doesn’t need the people I love, which is why I’m sitting in this car.

“You have exactly one week. It’s all the time we have left.” My father finally speaks, his voice a low, rasping growl, edged with anger. Always.

I don’t flinch. Not outwardly. But inside? A storm rages. “I understand.”

I keep my eyes on the rain, watching as it streaks along the window in erratic patterns. It’s the only steady thing in a life drowning in chaos. The water beats down relentlessly, ruthlessly, but it will stop, will have its end. All things must.

The car winds up the steep mountain road, taking us deeper into the heart of the evergreen forest. My father used to tell me stories about the forests and the cold within, always warning me that an early frost never meant the beginning of something but the agonizing end of it, that it meant the Gods were stirring, screaming for vengeance.

I shiver and try to keep my hands still in my lap, take a soothing breath. I finally have a purpose—diabolical as it may be—and I can’t fail. I stare out at the towering pine trees, the rugged landscape shrouded by an eerie fog. Yet even through the driving rain, the fairy-tale mist curls among the trees, weaving over green moss and a brush of frost, and I realize: it’s beautiful here. Peaceful.

Better than Bellevue, at least.

I hate the filth, the bustle of the city.

I hate even more what my last name means there.

The forest thickens as we near Lake Stevens, home to the Eriksons— the family I’ll be forced to orbit at Endir, since they founded the university that will become my new prison.

And of course their oldest son, Aric, will be there, too. Because it’s not enough that he’s the only person who knows where Thor’s hammer is. No, my life is a Gods-fueled soap opera: complete with family drama, revenge plots, and even a former fiancé.

If you can count a betrothal that barely lasted an afternoon.

Just thinking of Aric has my stomach twisting. It’s been years, but the thought of seeing him again still knots something deep in my chest. Avoiding him will be impossible. Pretending he doesn’t exist will have to do.

We stop at a red light in Everett.

My father lets out a frustrated grumble, as if the light is purposefully slowing our journey, as if it has stakes in this game. He fails to understand that the world no longer runs according to his ancient Rolex.

A black Land Rover Defender pulls up next to us, engine roaring, and I’m jealous of the power behind that accelerator. The windows are down, and though I barely get a glance inside the vehicle, I can fully appreciate the loud music annoying the hell out of my father, along with the muscular arm resting partially out the window.

I smirk as he shifts in his seat and lets out a grunt under his breath. It’s the little things.

I’ve learned to count my small victories where I can find them.

The minute the light turns green, the car cuts us off and speeds ahead. We follow in the same direction while my father starts a monologue about respect and kids these days. I’ve heard it a million times. It has zero impact.

I know we’re close when the sound of Father folding his newspaper fills the car. With each crisp snick of the paper, my body tenses.

And then he turns. I know he turns, not because I see it but because the musky smell of the earth follows. I squeeze my eyes shut for one brief second and then shift toward him.

The car pulls to a stop, but I don’t dare look away from him. It would be too disobedient, and if I want to get out of this car, I need to show him I know my place. The newspaper is lying forgotten on his right thigh.

His hand curls around the head of the golden raven adorning the top of his ever-present cane, and he taps a tattooed thumb over it, the heavy gold ring on his hand banging out an insistent rhythm. I know he does this on purpose; he wants to draw attention. I might be one of the few people in this world who knows the power that cane holds. It’s a relic of our world, concealing a sword of Asgardian steel. It’s part of him. It never leaves his side.

“I don’t think I need to remind you how important this is, Rey.” His free hand reaches for his jeweled, braided white beard. With each stroke, his anxiety surely lessens while mine ratchets up. “You know, I didn’t want children, at least not…” He makes a face. “You.”

And just like that, we’re back to reminding me of my worth.

For as much as he needs me, he never fails to remind me of my place.

Me. A nobody compared to him.

Just like Laufey, just like Rowen, just like every other person in his life, I’ve never been good enough. I’m just his weak bastard—his words, not mine. “I understand, sir.”

Most children are born being told to shine.

I was born being told to stay dim.

But it’s my turn to shine now. I’ve been given no choice.

He nods. “Yet you’ve done well despite my wife’s best efforts to encourage the opposite of my training. And now you’ve got seven days. One week to prove that I was wrong about your worth.” He reaches for my chin. My lips tremble at the gesture. Don’t cry. Don’t flinch. “Everyone will adore you. After all, they can’t help it, can they?” He grins, and there’s nothing but malice in his smile.

Because he’s right—they will adore me; they have no other choice. They’re drawn to my Aethercall. A sort of glamour, old as the blood in my veins. People don’t choose to notice me. They just do.

It’s fitting that the only gift my father has ever given me is a curse.

“Thank you,” I whisper, hating myself all over again. “For the honor of serving you.”

His nostrils flare. He leans in and whispers in my ear, “You forgot the last part.”

I don’t shake.

I don’t yell.

I’m numb.

I lick my lips and say, “Odinfather.”

“Good girl. Now go hunt.”




CHAPTER TWO
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REY

As we pull to a stop in front of the school, Father doesn’t reach for the handle. He waits, as always, for Rowen to open the door for him. Valet. Guard. Pet. Whatever role he’s assigned today.

I adjust my long black coat and put on my black Celine sunglasses, like they’re the only armor I need to walk into the enemy camp.

The notorious Erikson family has its legacy stamped all over campus. They even have a family sculpture in front of the student center featured on the brochure that came with my acceptance letter. The founder, Sigurd, holding both of his grandsons in a huddle, Aric and Reeve gazing adoringly into their grandfather’s beaming smile.

I’ve met the youngest brother, Reeve, a handful of times over the years at various social events. Enough times to know I’d rather jump off a cliff than fake a friendship with him.

His older brother, though—Aric didn’t bother with pretending.

He rarely spoke unless forced, and even then it was usually a grunt or a sharp glance meant to dissect every inch of your confidence.

Except for that one time.

The moment I’ve since convinced myself didn’t count. A lapse. A weakness. One I couldn’t afford then and sure as hell can’t afford now.

They’re opposites. Reeve talks until you beg him to stop. Aric barely exists in the room—until you realize you can’t stop wondering what his voice might actually sound like saying your name.

And then there’s his achingly beautiful face.

Jawline like it was carved from granite. The kind of dark, wavy hair stylists try to manufacture for cologne campaigns—except on him, it just falls, effortless while expensive, across his forehead.

“Listen to me carefully, Rey.” Father doesn’t raise his voice now. “Find the hammer or don’t come back.”

“I understand,” I say, nodding. I’d say anything to end this goodbye.

He already spent all night drilling the plan into me:

Find the hammer.

Kill anyone who gets in the way.

Bring it home.

He made it all sound achingly simple. And maybe it will be, because I grew up knowing exactly what we were.

The Eriksons didn’t.

They clung to power out of instinct, circling my family for decades without ever understanding why. As far as they knew, it was all business—territorial tension, inherited wealth, fractured alliances.

But the truth was older. Blood-soaked. Divine.

Odin’s final act at the end of the war between Gods and Giants wasn’t conquest. It was erasure.

He wiped their memories.

All of them.

Everyone but himself, of course.

And the few he needed to remember.

Rowen.

Laufey.

Or those like me who were graced by Odin with the knowledge. For us, truth is a leash.

Odin never lets us forget what we are—he just dangles our freedom like a promise he never intends to keep.

“If you don’t, it’s not just you who will suffer.” He reaches out and flicks the strap of the blue rucksack he gave me this morning that’s nestled between us on the seat. “This has everything you’ll need. Study the information well and remember who suffers if you do not.”

My throat tightens, and all I can do is nod this time.

If Aric gets in my way, he won’t see it coming. He won’t even feel the knife slip between his ribs until it’s too late. Until I’ve taken everything from him.

I’ll do it because my father’s right. He’s always right about the world and our enemies in it.

Maybe deep down, I’m not much different than the man who sired me—ruthless, willing to do whatever it takes to get what I want.

For a fleeting moment, shame tightens its grip around my throat, regret following like it always does, but I can do this.

I have to do this.

I crinkle Laufey’s note in my hand until my fingers ache, then leave it in my pocket. Now isn’t the time to break down. I keep telling myself I have one job and that’s all I’m allowed to focus on. Because there’s no backing out of this.

As if on cue, Rowen opens the car door.

“Good girl,” Father repeats and climbs out of the car.

I pick up the rucksack, but Rowen’s already there—he swings my door open and takes it from my hand like it weighs nothing. His eyes catch mine for half a second, but it’s enough. Enough to see the resignation. The shame. The quiet kind of defeat that doesn’t scream— it just sits in your chest and rots.

I give him a half smile anyway. A lie with teeth. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.

My father once told me Rowen’s family has been serving ours for generations—like that makes it noble. Like inherited chains are some kind of legacy. We were walking the beach, waves chewing at the shore, and I’d asked how long their penance would last.

He bent down, scooped up a handful of sand, and said, “When this is gone.”

“From your hand?” I’d asked.

“From the world.”

And that was that. Life sentence without appeal. Loyalty carved from bone.

He’d dusted his hands on his pants and walked away, stabbing his cane into the sand with every step—sharp, deliberate, like he wanted the beach to remember it.

And that was it. Conversation over.

I knew in that moment that it was the same for me, for Laufey, for anyone in my father’s circle. We’d never be free of him unless he chose to release us.

And Rowen? He just accepts it as his fate because he feels like he failed and has the scars to prove it.

From the stories I’ve been told since childhood, it wasn’t always this way. Where did it all go wrong? When did it become about who held the most power? The most wealth? When did our world get so corrupt? I’ve never asked.

I don’t think I’m scared of the answer anymore. Not really. What scares me now is knowing it won’t matter. Not after everything. The truth won’t save anyone. Least of all me.

Rowen’s already at the open trunk, waiting. I follow, footsteps too steady, breath too measured.

Other cars begin pulling into the lot now. Some parents with tear-streaked cheeks, others fumbling with luggage and half-hearted hugs. All of it too loud, too normal. Maybe that’s why my father suddenly leans forward and wraps an arm around my shoulders—like he’s playing at being human.

I freeze. His warmth presses against me, unfamiliar and uninvited. It feels like wearing someone else’s skin.

One pat on the back. Then he pulls away and flashes that too-white grin that never reaches his eyes. “I shall try to miss you, daughter.”

Now that sounds more like the college send-off I expected from Odinfather.

He turns without another word and climbs back into the car. The door shuts with a soft snick, but it hits like a death sentence. Final. I feel it settle in my chest.

Rowen lifts my other bags and my one large trunk from the car without looking at me. Without looking at anything, really.

As we step onto the sidewalk, the window rolls down just enough for my father to urge, “Ticktock, Rowen.”

And then the glass slides up again.

“Stay safe,” I say to Rowen as he settles my luggage on the ground. I can’t help the crack in my voice or the feeling that I’m walking into an empty grave, one my father dug for me. “This is where we part ways. Stay alive. Don’t text.”

I hate being cruel to him, but it’s easier to cut ties now before I get in too deep. I know myself. I’ll want to pull him down into the depths with me, and in a moment of weakness—a cardinal sin in this family—I’ll ask him to save me.

And Rowen will. He always will. And then he’ll pay the price for it, the same way he did last time. When everything was taken from him.

Rowen scratches the scars that run the length of his right arm, and though he doesn’t respond, I can see what his silence is costing him in the grimace tightening his jaw. I focus on those scars. Though I can’t possibly fathom what he’s been through, I understand enough to know he gave his all and had the most precious thing that made him him stripped away.

That’s as much as he’s been willing to share. To this day, I have no idea what he lost. I just know the guilt he feels over it must be massive for him to work for my father without killing him in his sleep.

My stomach drops as Rowen pales, realizing what he’s been doing. His blond hair shifts in the breeze, and his eyes meet mine. He’s effortlessly beautiful and the perfect example of what actual sacrifice looks like. He’s given himself to our family for life, and he still won’t tell me what my father did to earn such loyalty.

Tears burn my eyes.

He’s always been my anchor. And now…I need to force him to live a life where we can’t rely on each other any longer.

His eyes focus on the blue bag, full of my father’s secrets. I know what he’s thinking. Run. Run away. But that’s not an option. My father, his…people, they’re relentless. Ruthless.

And then there’s my stepmother.

I’m afraid my father’s going to ask us what’s taking so long, so I quickly grab my bags from the sidewalk and the handle to my trunk. I nod toward Rowen. It’s the best I can do. “It’s been great.”

It’s been sad.

It’s been the seventh circle of hell, actually, and now I’m walking into another circle without him by my side.

His eyes are so big, it feels like they’re going to swallow me whole. “You’ll be back. Right?”

For the first time since my father pulled me aside a few weeks ago, I want to cry. I’d felt almost happy, getting ready to attend Seattle University as a psych major. I’d allowed myself to feel excitement for the first time, over new beginnings, over possibly being truly free. From him, from the intense studies, the martial arts, the endless training—and then he’d forced me to accept a sudden offer to attend Endir instead.

I was heartbroken.

At first, I’d assumed the last two years of training and torture, beatings when I failed, a meal when I didn’t, were all designed to punish me for being rejected by an Erikson. My humiliation needed penance. I’d assumed even the curse of my Aethercall was given so my father would never feel the bruise of anyone rejecting me again. How wrong I had been on all counts.

But these are pointless thoughts now. I am here, and I have a job to do.

So I conjure up a semi-chipper tone and offer Rowen a half smile. “Of course. I could never leave my best friend.”

Rowen doesn’t smile back. “See you on the other side, then?”

I’m not a fool. Neither is he.

He knows the risks and has the scars to prove what happens when things don’t go to plan.

I choke out my next words. “The other side. I’ve heard it’s not so bad.” Death might actually be the only escape for both of us.

He swallows, then his smile is so big, so convincing. “They probably, at the very least, have heart-attack-level greasy fries.”

Gods, what I would’ve given to have sat next to him during the drive here, listening to his dry jokes and getting all of my fears off my chest. Honestly, just sitting next to him would have made me feel better.

“I love fries,” I finally say.

“I’ll make sure they’re extra crispy when I see you again.”

I smooth an invisible wrinkle from my cashmere sweater, desperate to stretch this moment until it breaks. The only words left are “good luck” and “don’t die,” but luck’s never been mine, and an early death is the likeliest ending for us both.

“You’ll be bored without me,” I finally say.

Rowen lifts his hand but then drops it, fingers balling into a fist at his side like he wants to cup my face but knows he shouldn’t. “You know I will, because I’m impatient.”

“Aren’t we all?” I tease.

The horn honks, making us both jolt. The fact that my father managed to reach toward the front and honk means he’s beyond irritated.

Rowen inclines his head. “To the other side, where there is no war.” He lifts his hand to the right side of his face, then brings it down his cheek until he hits his chest, flipping it over in an ancient offering of the Gods. “No war with them.”

Mouth dry, I whisper, “Only life for us.”

“Only life,” he whispers. “Hunt well, daughter of—”

I shake my head.

I don’t need his damning words cast into the world. I don’t think I can bear the weight of them. Everything already feels heavy. Everything already feels wrong.

Maybe because it is.

“Everything will be fine,” I say.

I hate that I lie so easily now.

I hate that I actually want to believe the lie even more.




CHAPTER THREE
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My jaw aches from clenching it, and I drag a hand over the day-old scruff, as if I can rub the tension out. I should go for a run. Shower. Shave. Pretend I’m ready for the onslaught of new and returning students about to flood campus.

I stay where I am.

I’ve been standing at this window, staring down at the loop in front of Endir’s gates, long enough for my breath to fog the glass.

Watching. Waiting.

For her.

The absolute last person I ever wanted to see again.

Two years ago, that day on the beach, I made the mistake of doing her a kindness. She went straight to her father. And by the end of the week, my parents were dead.

I hoped she rotted in hell.

When I saw her name on the enrollment list last week, I froze. My brother, Reeve, was reading the roster over my shoulder, and I knew the moment he saw her name, too, because he took a few steps away like I was going to throw something.

Which only pissed me off more. I’m not violent. Usually.

My grandfather is a cunning bastard. Nothing happens on this campus without his permission. So if she was coming here, he’d allowed it to happen. He wanted it to happen. Only question is, why?

I brace one arm across the window casing and continue to wait. There was no point pushing the old man for answers. He’d give them only when they served him. For now, I just needed one look at the woman responsible for ripping my family apart. One look to confirm I feel absolutely nothing for her except hatred.

Then, like I’d summoned her myself, a long black car glides to a stop. And Rey Stjerne steps out, rain catching in the dark shine of her hair.

I only get a brief look at her before she turns away from me—but it’s enough.

The last time I saw her, she had wild, dark curls, ripped jeans, and an oversize NYU sweatshirt with a mustard stain on the sleeve. Odd, the things that stick.

Now? Everything’s different. Sleek bun, hair yanked back so tight it looks painful. Wide sunglasses. A mouth set in a line that makes her look carved from ice. Long black coat, dark-wash wide-legged jeans, high-heeled boots, soft gray sweater. Every piece deliberate, calculated.

I let out a long breath, the tension in my jaw easing for the first time in more than a week. This version of her will be easy to hate.

I continue to watch as the trunk closes, Rey and her father hugging before he heads back into his car. Then she and her driver walk over to stand on the sidewalk. Too close.

I reach up and clear the fog from the glass again, imagine I can hear her voice in the air, drifting through my second-floor window. Even though we haven’t seen each other in years, I’d never forget a voice like Rey’s.

It’s a complete and total contradiction, soft and airy when it shouldn’t be and extremely sharp when it needs to be. The kind of voice that slices through you like a knife, cutting you to ribbons but making you thankful for the pain—until you realize it’s too late and you’re already bleeding out.

I shudder. I may not survive this semester.

I don’t even know why I keep watching them. I shouldn’t care, and I really don’t. I’m just curious.

From up here, she looks smaller than I remembered. Almost fragile.

She’s angled slightly away from her driver, like she’s already halfway gone. He says something, but she doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t smile, either. Just nods once and keeps her hands in her coat pockets.

Other students are starting to arrive—parents dragging suitcases, hugging too long, laughing and snapping family photos on their phones. But she doesn’t move like them. Doesn’t carry that awkward, wide-eyed energy everyone else has. She’s composed. Still. Like she’s going to a funeral instead of her first day of college.

The driver shifts closer. She doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t lean in, either.

Instead, she lifts her head slightly, scanning the buildings. Her gaze never reaches this window, but I take a step back anyway.

Not because I’m hiding.

Just habit.

Everything about her stance is the same as I remember—guarded, purposeful, almost cruel. She’s a monster dressed up like an angel.

I don’t look at Rey as she passes closer. My father always told me not to stare at storms—especially the ones that wear a human face.

I learned that too late.

The last time I ignored the warning signs, it cost me everything. My parents are a memory now—scattered in ash and silence.

And the man responsible for that silence raised her.

I exhale, long and slow, until my shoulders relax, then look down at my phone. It’s only day one, and she’s already affecting me this harshly. Maybe she’ll ignore me the way I plan on ignoring her.

Why the hell is she at Endir? Her of all people? The daughter of the antichrist?

I hate her father.

I hate her.

I despise everything their family stands for and everything they did to hurt mine. Haven’t they already done enough? Now they have to infiltrate the only peace I have left?

She turns, and the sunlight streaming through a cloud behind her casts her in an otherworldly glow. She glances up and, in an instant, she’s looking right at me. Right through me. But no, I already took a step back. She can’t actually see me.

I’m going to give her a wide berth and pray she does the same for me. I’ve worked hard for the peace this place gives me. I’m not about to surrender it now.

One thing’s for sure. Rey Stjerne can burn in hell.

And maybe she will.

If I keep my distance. If I can stay in control.

Although, with my heart hammering like it already knows what’s coming, neither feels likely right now.
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My father’s car fades into the distance, but I don’t look back. I keep my eyes shut to center myself. I’m equipped for this. The air shifts, subtle but undeniable, and I can feel the charge beneath the surface. There’s a storm coming.

I open my eyes when a group of students walks past me. I need to get moving before more rain hits.

I grab my bags and start toward the dorms. I haul the trunk behind me, its wheels dragging over the stone like it resents being here as much as I do.

Just then, a breeze kicks up, lifting strands of hair across my face. The lake on my left doesn’t ripple. Doesn’t move at all.

I follow the shoreline with my gaze and finally take in the campus buildings, really see them—and what stares back doesn’t belong in this world.

Endir’s campus rises out of the landscape like it was never built— just unearthed. It’s a mixture of buildings from the eighties scattered in between older-looking ones that aren’t even dated. Most of the questionable buildings are carved from some unnamable black stone, slick with age and myth, rumored to be the last thing the Gods or Giants shaped before the world tore itself apart. Behind them, the mountains loom, massive and unyielding, like sentinels keeping watch over something too old to name and too dangerous to forget.

My father says the oldest structure can’t be carbon-dated, but considering the source, I file that under maybe true, maybe propaganda. Either way, it doesn’t matter. The place feels ancient in a way that makes my skin itch.

This isn’t a normal campus.

And most of the students walking across it aren’t normal, either— even if they think they are.

A few, like Aric, are here for reasons they’ll never understand. The rest? For the most part, trust-fund humans pretending their bloodlines didn’t buy them a seat at something holy.

I walk along the stone pathway with my bags and almost trip when a wheel gets stuck in a groove. Looking down, I see that etched into one of the small cobblestones is a mark shaped like the rune Thurisaz. Wow, fantastic. I’m only a few minutes in and already I’m greeted by the rune that represents destruction.

My father always said there were twenty-six runes, each with different meanings and abilities. Humans, of course, are only aware of twenty-four of them. Regardless of the number, though, I’m really not a fan of running into this specific one.

It’s not like I needed a reminder of how dangerous this is.

I can’t help glancing around to see if I’ve triggered some sort of waiting trap, but no. Just another cool breeze hitting my skin greets me. Thank the Gods.

Is this how the entire semester is going to be? Wondering what’s safe and what’s not? Always looking over my shoulder, doubting everyone and everything? I didn’t expect even the air to taste different here, but it does. My father said the bag he gave me had all the information I’d need to complete my mission. Yet I’m only a few minutes in and already thinking he exaggerated.

Maybe that’s why he didn’t step foot on campus.

I wonder.

Is this school protected from him? From us?

I sidestep the rune and shake my head. I didn’t think to ask my father, but the question gnaws at me now. I grip my bags tighter, reach for my trunk’s handle, and start walking again toward the door to the dorms. Students are everywhere, smiling under the bright signs welcoming them to Endir like it’s going to somehow change their lives.

I’d laugh if my sense of humor still existed.

A lanky redhead bumps into me, and he pauses to mutter, “Oh, sorry.”

His eyes roam up and down my body. Nope. Not today.

I’d like to think that I’m good at keeping my emotions in check, so I merely tilt my head and do what I do best—I charm him. “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

His brown eyes widen. “Oh, um, right, okay. But I really am sorry. What’s your name? Are you new?”

I smile. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

He frowns like he’s confused about where he is. “Right, yeah. I’ll just be more careful while walking.”

“It’s a dangerous sport.”

He laughs and then turns around and immediately trips over his feet.

My father says it’s a gift that people momentarily forget themselves around me, but I always want to ask him how he’d feel if he never knew if people genuinely liked him. Of course, he always knows. In what world would they have anything but fear?

“Already making friends?” A familiar voice sounds from behind me. “What’s next? Adopting a puppy so you look approachable, only so you can abandon it later?”

Great.

I don’t even have to turn. “Reeve.”

Aric’s tabloid prince of a brother, born for headlines and allergic to responsibility. The kind of guy who makes parties feel like war zones and somehow always walks away untouched. He isn’t dangerous in the traditional sense—he just doesn’t care who gets burned as long as he stays entertained.

I turn to face him as though I have all the time in the world. His light brown hair is in such disarray, I wonder if it’s just directionally challenged the same way Reeve is. His green eyes zero in on me, and I can’t help but notice the taunting edge to his smile. He’s begging me for a verbal fight; I can feel it in my soul.

He’s waiting for my answer, so I get in his face. “Boo.”

He chuckles. “Nice try. But nothing’s more terrifying than graduating and getting a real job.” He shoves a hand into his front pocket, his other gripping an iPad, and rocks back on his heels. “You grew into your ears. Good for you.”

I shake my head. “And you’ve sadly failed to grow out of that mouth of yours.”

His grin only widens as if to prove my point. “No complaints.” “Well, this has been fun, but I need to get moved in. Orientation starts tomorrow. It was nice, though; we should do this again sometime.” I flip my fingers in a careless wave, then sidestep him, dragging my bags with me.

When a whistle goes off, I stop walking and turn. You’ve got to be kidding me. “They gave you a fucking whistle?”

“Life isn’t fair, I know. It was the only way I’d volunteer to help the new students move in.” He puts it between his full lips again in a taunt.

I glare. “Blow. I dare you.”

He takes the whistle out immediately. “Weird. Normally it’s the other way around with this sexy banter, but okay, if you really want me to—”

I groan. “I don’t have time for this.”

Reeve grins and holds up his iPad. “Then let’s get started. Here you are on the list… Welcome to your first year of college, ‘Rey Stjerne.’”

So it’s going to be like this. Great. “You say my name like a curse.”

“Yup.”

“Yours isn’t any better.”

“Pretty sure it is.” He snorts, then taps his iPad screen and begins reading. “At Endir University, we believe the world is our students’ oyster. Your freshman year will take you as far as you are willing to invest in yourself and your future. Note the godlike mountain range, the beautiful forest surrounding the campus, the majestic Lake Stevens—” He pauses to look up at me again. “Do I really have to read this to you? It’s going to be a long day already, and knowing you, this will just make you angrier.”

Well, at least he has some self-preservation. “Please stop.”

“Aw.” He presses a hand to his chest and winks at me. “You learned how to say please. It has been a while.”

“And you learned to read. We’ve both grown up, made amazing improvements in life. There’s no goal too small, right?”

“Have I ever mentioned how charming you are? No? Well, I’m so glad your murderous father spent a shit ton of money to buy your way into Endir, when there are plenty of schools far, far, far away from us.” He sighs. “How sad, though, that you took a spot here, meaning some poor innocent college student is sitting at home wondering why their straight A’s and volunteer service at the local pet shelter weren’t enough.”

Somewhere deep down, my stomach bottoms out. I’ve never thought of that before. But I can only smirk. “Life’s hard. They’ll save a puppy and get over it.”

“You’re a monster.”

“I’m worse.” I channel all my pain into my voice, which comes out as a growl, and I’m not mad about it.

He says nothing. Maybe his silence is my answer, like he actually knows what sort of person my father has turned me into. But of course he doesn’t.

Reeve looks up at the daunting building we’re standing in front of. “If you’re nice for the next five minutes, I might help you carry those bags upstairs.” He snaps his fingers. “And before I forget, we recommend that all students leave their windows open at night. Fresh air lets the school’s many ghosts escape so they don’t hurt you.” He taps his chin. “Hmm…maybe keep your windows shut.”

I take a steady breath. Dear Gods, I’d forgotten how annoying Reeve can be. “Good thing I don’t believe in ghosts.”

He shrugs, gaze flicking away from mine. “Yeah, well, spend a night here and you just might.”

An athletic guy with warm brown skin jogs past us in an Endir hoodie, flicking Reeve on the shoulder in greeting. “Party’s on.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Reeve fires back, holding up his hand for a quick high five before the guy disappears into the crowd. The whole exchange lasted maybe two seconds, but it’s seamless—like Reeve has done this a hundred times before.

He turns back to me with the same easy grin, as if the interruption hadn’t happened at all.

I bite the inside of my cheek, annoyed for no reason that he has friends and a life—and I don’t. “Scared of ghosts, Reeve?” I taunt.

“Concerned.” He nods, his gaze catching mine again. “Maybe this is where I give you all the warnings we give newcomers on campus who are too curious for their own good. That includes you, by the way.”

“I figured. All right, let’s hear the scary things. Get ’em off your chest and make it fast. I’m already bored.”

“You really are lovely.”

“Likewise.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

“Likewise.”

Reeve rolls his eyes. “All right, keep up. Rule number one, don’t go near the lake after midnight. Sounds weird and superstitious, but there have been many dares to do just that.” He shrugs as though any resulting misfortune was their own. “We aren’t sure if it’s because the lake is so dark that once they jump in, they get confused which way is up, but, point is, most don’t survive a midnight swim.”

“Awesome.” I’m a decent swimmer, but my fear of drowning pretty much guarantees I won’t be wading into any creepy lakes.

He ignores me. “Moving on, rule number two. Don’t enter the Hall of Ormir without being invited by someone. Basically, the state has lauded it as a historical landmark, so we want to keep it that way even if it’s creepier than shit.”

“Got it, creepier than shit, Hall of Ormir, get on a tour.” I nod. “Isn’t Ormir another name for Ymir? The original Giant in Norse mythology?” I wait for him to flinch or give me a hint that he knows more than he should.

Father always enjoyed sharing how he was responsible for putting every God and Giant to sleep, hiding their memories to temporarily end the war, as though he were a savior or something. But it doesn’t hurt to test his bragging, to see if everyone really is unaware. I can’t imagine forgetting who and what I am—although, oddly enough, the idea warms my chest.

“Pay attention, Rey. We’re only sharing useful facts today.” He offers me another insufferable wink, and I resist the urge to kick him in the shin. “The next rule, and I know this will be hard for someone of your refined breeding to resist, but please don’t drink the lake water. People say it has magic properties, but it doesn’t. It’s just quite toxic, and in every single scenario where someone has drank the water, they’ve had to be committed for at least three days in a catatonic state while also shitting their pants from all the bacteria. Zero out of zero, do not recommend. Actually, I changed my mind: go chug, little daughter of Odin. I’ll wait.”

My spine locks. Just for a second, my stomach tries to crawl into my chest.

He can’t know who my father is. Not really. He already passed my earlier test…

“What does my being Odin’s daughter have to do with anything?”

Reeve blinks once. Twice. Then lets out a snort. “You’re not seriously going to stand there and pretend your dad isn’t the most notorious mob boss on the West Coast, right? I’m sure he’s already sent three guys swimming with cinderblocks today—and that’s before lunch.” He gestures vaguely in the air. “No doubt you inherited his same…joie de vivre.”

Relief hits me so hard, I almost feel a little dizzy, and a giggle escapes the back of my throat. “Time will tell, I suppose.”

He barks out a laugh. “Can I just say I missed our cheerful conversations, little mobster daughter?”

“Hey, my father has legitimate businesses.” Total lie.

The air shifts.

Reeve’s smile vanishes like it was never real—just something he put on for show. His posture doesn’t change, but the temperature does. Like a room with the heat suddenly cut.

He leans in, voice low. “Your hands reek of the blood he’s spilled.” I don’t flinch. Don’t look away. “As do yours from your family’s crimes, Erikson.” I lift my chin. “Now, any other pithy advice before you carry this heavy bag up those stairs like a good little boy?”

“Only one more left,” he mutters.

He glances around, making sure no one’s close enough to hear, then leans in again. His green eyes sharpen—like frost forming over something that used to burn. “Stay very, very far away from Aric. Time has not made the heart grow fonder.”

Then he straightens, grabs the handle of my trunk, and hauls it toward the dorm without another word.

I follow slowly, eyes lifting to the building carved against the side of a mountain—massive, shadowed, half eaten by the trees. It doesn’t look built. It looks grown. Claimed. Like it’s always been waiting.

Just like me.

I cross the threshold.

No turning back now.
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My palms sweat, clinging to the strap of my rucksack, and I try to look casual as Reeve walks me past the wide double exterior doors into the interior foyer. Where another set of locked doors awaits. I start to dig into my bag for the key card that came with my syllabus, but Reeve is already tapping his against the black box by the door. It blinks green, unlocking with a cheerful beep that contrasts sharply with his deadpan expression.

As I pass through, I notice a carving above the electronic lock that looks a lot like the rune Algiz. Interesting choice.

“Curfew’s midnight on weekdays. Weekends? Just don’t get caught out after two.” He winks like he’s doing me a favor. “Your RA’s a real hard-ass.”

He pauses, eyes dancing.

“It’s me, by the way. Didn’t want the suspense to kill you.”

Then he jerks his chin toward the corner above the door.

“Oh—and there are cameras. Everywhere. So try to commit your crimes indoors.”

I nod, pulling my sunglasses off and hooking them onto the collar of my gray sweater. “I’m only here for one thing, Reeve. But note taken.

I’ll definitely murder you where you sleep if you get in my way.”

And with that, I walk through the door, letting it shut swiftly behind us.

“I have to admit, I’m still curious why you’re here when your father could just conveniently bury a body to open up a spot at Harvard or Yale instead. I mean, isn’t that just a typical business lunch on a Tuesday for him?”

I swallow the bile in my throat. Reeve is not wrong, but it irritates me anyway. The enemy should never be right. I grit my teeth while he hits the elevator button to go up.

“My family doesn’t work that way.” Lie. Total lie. I may not work that way, but my father has spent the last few years torturing person after person in the dark underworld of the mafia in order to gain the intel I’m holding.

“Mobster.” He coughs.

“Tycoon.” I snarl defensively.

He raises a hand. “Does ‘crime syndicate’ sound friendlier? Asking for a friend.”

I roll my eyes as the elevator doors open. “You’re one of the most annoying people on the actual planet and I barely know—”

I run right into a wall.

Not a wall.

A person.

A very warm, tall person.

I exhale and stumble back.

It’s him.

I should not be fixating on the fact that he smells so good, like the outdoors combined with the sea and fresh rain. Crisp and cool, like water itself.

He has no reaction. He’s unfeeling. His expression is as cold as his body is warm. He finally looks down at me and tilts his head. I try to keep my face impassive.

I can tell from the twitch that begins in his jaw and the narrowing of his eyes that he recognizes me. How could he forget the girl he so openly and blatantly rejected? The world freaking knew about our little alliance gone wrong. Most teens’ rejections circle around their friends and family—mine made the local news. Bad Blood? Broken betrothal between business moguls Eriksons and Stjernes.

I meet his unblinking eyes—dark brown, like wet bark or bitter coffee—and wait. No response, none whatsoever. Except for that little tick, tick, tick that’s going in his jaw. Still, I may as well be the paint on the wall behind me for all he acknowledges me.

My heartrate kicks up. It shouldn’t. But it’s a traitorous bastard.

So I wait.

Aric says nothing. His expression gives away nothing.

He looks at me like I’m nothing.

He looms over me, easily six foot six, maybe taller. His presence is completely overwhelming. Electric. His gaze is sharp, analytical, like he’s already decided that I’m not worth his time. Or worse, that maybe I am.

His wavy jet-black hair falls over broad shoulders, the kind of effortless perfection that shouldn’t exist outside of a dream—or a nightmare. His full lips are so devastatingly tempting, it doesn’t matter if he’s about to throw me a compliment or stab me with a dagger.

High cheekbones and eyes the color of the earth after rain—dark, rich, and impossible to escape once you’re in too deep—make him into something almost inhuman, a force of nature wrapped in fury. And those arched eyebrows? I doubt they’ve ever had the audacity to lift in anything close to amusement.

He’s angry, a lightning storm bottled tight, and the worst part is, he has no clue why.

Confusion flickers across his face for half a second, a micro-expression of hesitation, before his jaw sets like iron.

And now he’s leaning in closer. My pulse spikes, betraying me.

Finally, he leans down as if to get on my level. His sneer has me almost taking a step backward. “So are you lost or just looking to get burned again?”
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I watch him. I don’t flinch. I don’t react. I am, after all, the one who’s going to take him down.

Besides, Father taught me it’s smarter to observe than engage, even as Aric’s words slice through me. No hint of softness from the guy I met on the beach, the guy who gave me actual hope for something different. He’s unfeeling. But what more could I expect from Aric than an absolutely soul-altering chill?

I force a smile.

I show teeth.

He can try to intimidate me, but I know exactly who I am and what I’m capable of.

“She’s with me, unfortunately,” Reeve drawls, barely looking up from his iPad. “Just checking her in. Due diligence, graduation requirements, blah blah blah.”

Reeve’s tone is a complete contrast to the warning he gave me earlier. No anger here, just boredom.

Aric grunts and shoulders past me. Damn, he’s strong. Then again, of course he is. Honestly, nothing should surprise me about him anymore.

“Nice to see you again as well,” I offer, my voice too bright. Shit. He’s already got me off-balance.

Of course, we both know we need to keep up some semblance of politeness just in case people are watching, which I can guarantee they are, popcorn in hand. With two rich heirs to their parents’ thrones, who wouldn’t be invested? But we haven’t said a word to each other in two years, and
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