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Chapter 1: The Dress
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Darla

I STARE AT THE MIRROR, and I honestly have no idea who is looking back at me.

It’s definitely not the Darla I know. That Darla wears wrestling singlets, sweatpants, and occasionally a clean T-shirt if she’s feeling fancy. This girl in the reflection is wearing a dress that probably costs more than my truck.

It’s blue. Like, really blue. Sapphire, Jess calls it. It’s tight in places I’m not used to things being tight, and the fabric is so slippery I’m afraid I’m going to slide right out of it if I move too fast.

Behind me, Jess is practically vibrating. She has that look on her face, the one she gets when she aces a test or organizes her closet by color. She reaches out and tugs at a strap that was already perfectly straight.

“It’s perfect, Darla,” she says, stepping back to admire her work. “Jon is going to flip. He might actually forget how to speak English.”

I try to smile, but it feels more like I’m baring my teeth before a match. “Thanks, Jess. Really. It’s ... a lot.”

And it is. The Friggens have been great letting me crash here since everything went down with my parents. This house is huge, clean, and smells like vanilla candles instead of chickens and manure. It’s nice. It’s safe.

But it’s not mine. And this dress definitely isn’t mine, either.

I shift my weight, and my ankles wobble dangerously. I look down at the torture devices strapped to my feet. “Jess, are the heels non-negotiable? I feel like a baby giraffe learning to walk.”

“Completely non-negotiable,” Jess says. “Beauty is pain, Darla. Hold your breath.”

She stops fussing with the dress and looks at me in the mirror—really looks at me. “Are you okay?” She drops her voice an octave. “You look like you’re about to throw up. Please don’t. That’s dry clean only.”

“I’m fine,” I lie. “I just ... I want the night to be normal. You know? Just one night where I’m a regular girl going to a dance with her boyfriend.”

A boyfriend who happens to have magic powers. 

I don’t say that part.

“It will be,” Jess promises, handing me a pair of earrings. “Homecoming night, we’re going to dance, eat terrible snacks, and take awkward photos. It’s going to be the most normal night ever. No drama allowed.”

I take a deep breath. The room smells like Jess’s hairspray and that vanilla candle. It’s comforting.

I reach down to my leg, hiking up the hem of the dress just a little to check the strap of the small knife I have hidden against my thigh. It’s thin, barely noticeable, but feeling the cold steel against my skin makes me feel better.

Jess sees me do it and sighs. “Really? A knife?”

“You said no drama allowed,” I say, smoothing the dress back down. “I’m just making sure I can enforce the rules.”

“Fine. Just don’t puncture the silk.”

The door to the bedroom bursts open, and chaos enters in the form of Jess’s little sister, Lily.

“Darla!” she shrieks. “You look like a princess!” She runs over and hugs my legs, nearly knocking me over.

I’m steady on my feet—giant blood has its perks—but in these heels, it’s a close call. I catch myself on the dresser just in time.

I look down at her. She’s grinning like she just won the lottery.

“Thanks, Lily-bug,” I say, patting her head. “You think Jon will like it?”

“He’s gonna faint,” she says confidently. “Like, boom. On the floor.”

I laugh. “I hope not. I’m going to need him as a dance partner.”

“Girls!” Mrs. Friggens’ voice floats up the stairs. “I’m coming up. I want to see as well!”

We hear her marching up the steps, and then ...

“Oh, Darla, it’s perfect,” she says with a look of genuine joy. “Homecoming is going to be amazing for both of you girls this year. That said, you better get that off and head over to the dance studio or you are going to be late.”

“Oh no! I totally lost track of time,” I say. “Thank you, Mrs. Friggens.”

“Don’t worry about the dress; I’ll take care of it. Have fun at dance tonight.”
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Chapter 2: The New Instructor
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Jill

AT THE DANCE STUDIO, Darla shows me a picture of her homecoming dress. It’s breathtaking. 

“It’s beautiful. Too bad you will have my goofy brother attached to your arm at the dance.”

She smiles. “I’m sure Jon will be the most handsome guy in the gym.”

I gag a little, but honestly, it’s nice to have Darla back at dance, and I think she is good for my brother. She’s good for our dance company, too.

This studio is my favorite place on earth. The Marley floor is smooth under my slippers, the mirrors are clean, and for a few hours, I don’t have to think about my brother Jon, or his weird mood swings, or the fact that my family has been acting strange for months. I just have to count to eight and point my toes.

But today, the vibe is off.

It’s completely silent. Not the focused silence of a class working hard, but the terrified silence of a class that thinks it’s about to get murdered.

Madame Vera stands at the front of the room. She’s our new instructor, flown in from Europe because, apparently, no one in Iowa is good enough to teach us anymore. She is wearing an all-black leotard, black wrap skirt, black character shoes, and her hair is pulled back so tight it’s actually making my head hurt just looking at it.

She hasn’t smiled once. Not when she walked in. Not when we introduced ourselves. Not even when Chloe, who is usually the teacher’s pet, complimented her shoes.

She. Just. Stared. At. Us.

“Again,” she says. Her voice is low, but it cuts right through the room. She has an accent I can’t place. Maybe French? Russian? 

Vampire?

“From the top,” she commands. “And this time, try not to look like floppy fish. I want to see dancers, not seafood.”

I stifle a snort. Floppy fish? Seriously?

I catch Darla’s eye in the mirror. She’s standing at the barre behind me, looking like she wants to punch something. 

Darla is an amazing dancer, but she attacks the floor like she’s wrestling it. I can tell she already hates Madame Vera.

“Music,” Vera snaps at the poor girl running the sound system.

The piano music starts, and we go into the adagio again. It’s a slow, painful series of extensions. My leg burns as I lift it to the side, fighting gravity. I focus on my form—chin up, ribs in, knee straight.

Madame Vera starts walking through the rows of dancers. She doesn’t walk like a normal person; she glides, her heels clicking a rhythmic warning on the floor.

Click. Click. Click.

She stops right in front of me, and I can feel her staring at my turnout.

I try to pull up taller, but my calf is starting to shake. 

Don’t fall. Do not fall.

“You,” she says.

I wobble. Great.

“Miss Bragg, is it?”

“Yes, madame,” I wheeze, trying to keep my leg in the air.

She tilts her head, looking at me like I’m a bug she’s deciding whether or not to squish. Her eyes are dark and way too intense for a Tuesday afternoon.

“There is ... something about you,” she murmurs. She reaches out and taps my knee with a long, manicured fingernail. “Straighten. You are relying on your flexibility, not your strength.”

I straighten my knee, gritting my teeth against the cramp seizing my muscle.

“Better,” she says, but she doesn’t move away. She leans in closer, dropping her voice so only I can hear. “You have a spark, little girl. A fire. It makes you strong, but it makes you loud. You shine too bright.”

My heart does a weird little flip. Loud? I haven’t said a word.

“We must be careful with sparks,” she whispers, her eyes locking onto mine. “They can light the way, or they can burn the whole house down.”

I stare at her. Is that a threat? Is she talking about my dancing or arson?

Before I can figure out how to respond, she spins around and claps her hands. The sound echoes like a gunshot.

“Enough! Class is dismissed.”

A collective sigh of relief sweeps through the room. Girls rush toward their bags, desperate to get out of range of the crazy lady.

“Except,” Vera adds, raising a finger, “Miss Bragg and Miss Towns.”

I freeze. Darla freezes.

We exchange a look. What did we do?

Darla walks over to me, wiping sweat from her forehead. She looks solid, like a tank in a leotard. I feel like a twig next to her.

Madame Vera circles us. She looks like she’s shopping for horses.

“I have reviewed your files,” she says. “You are the strongest dancers in this company. But you are messy. You, Bragg”—she points a sharp finger at me—“are all passion, no discipline. You are erratic.”

“I have discipline,” I argue, crossing my arms.

“And you,” she says, ignoring me and turning to Darla. “Towns. You are all power, no artistry. You move like you are trying to break the floorboards.”

Darla’s jaw tightens. “I don’t break the floor.”

“You could,” Vera counters. “Therefore, you will work together. For the upcoming competition, you will dance a duet.”

My jaw drops. “A duet? Us?”

We are completely different. I’m fast, flexible, and if I’m being honest, a little frantic. Darla is grounded, powerful, and deliberate. We don’t match. 

At all.

“It is not a request,” Vera says. “It is a necessity. You need her earth to ground you. She needs your fire to wake her up. You will practice together. You will stay together. It is important that you are not separated. Do you understand?”

She says the word separated like it’s a matter of life and death, not choreography.

“Fine,” Darla says, her voice flat. I can tell she just wants to get out of here.

“But our styles—”

“You will make it work,” Vera interrupts me. “That is all. Go.”

We grab our bags and head for the door as fast as we can without actually running. 

The locker room is loud with the sound of zippers and gossip, but Darla and I stay quiet.

“She’s weird,” I whisper, shoving my ballet slippers into my bag. “Like, really weird.”

“Yeah,” Darla agrees. She sounds distracted. “Why does she care if we stay together?”

“Maybe she thinks your bad influence will cancel out my bad influence?” I suggest.

Darla actually cracks a smile at that. “Maybe.”

We finish changing and head out into the hallway. But when we get to the lobby, Madame Vera is standing there. She’s watching the parking lot through the glass doors, her hands clasped behind her back. She turns when she hears us.

“Miss Bragg,” she says. “I see on the calendar that you have a birthday approaching. The big one. Sixteen?”

I blink. How does she know that? Is there a calendar? 

“Uh ... yeah. Next week.”

“A celebration of life,” she says, her voice devoid of any actual celebratory tone. “How wonderful.”

“I guess,” I say, shifting my backpack on my shoulder. “It’s just a party. My friends and I are going to a concert.”

Vera’s eyes light up. “A gathering. Excellent. I would be delighted to attend.”

I freeze. Did my ballet teacher just invite herself to my Sweet Sixteen?

Behind me, I hear Darla choke on a cough.

“Oh,” I stammer. “Um ... It’s mostly just ... teenagers. Loud music. Junk food. You probably wouldn’t—”

“I will be there,” she says. It’s not a question. It’s a statement of fact. “It is important to celebrate milestones. One never knows what the future holds.”

She smiles then, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. It’s a tight, practiced smile, like she read a book on how humans express joy but didn’t quite get the hang of it.

“See you tomorrow, girls.” She then turns and walks down the hallway, toward her office, her heels clicking against the tile.

We walk out into the cool evening air. The sun is setting, casting long shadows across the parking lot. 

I shiver and zip my jacket up to my chin, asking Darla, “Did that just happen? Is she coming to my party?”

“I think so,” Darla says. She looks over her shoulder at the studio. “Jill, that lady is terrifying.”

“Tell me about it,” I groan. “She called me erratic.”

“She called me a lumberjack,” Darla says.

“She said you move like a lumberjack. There’s a difference.”

“Barely.”

We walk to Darla’s truck. I climb into the passenger seat, resting my head against the cool window.

My sixteenth birthday was supposed to be epic. Taylor Swift theme. Junk food. My friends acting stupid. Now, I have a vampire ballet teacher crashing it and telling me I’m going to burn the house down.

“At least the duet might be cool,” Darla offers, starting the engine.

“Maybe,” I say. “If she doesn’t kill us first.”
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Chapter 3: The Training
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Jon

BEFORE DARLA AND JILL get back from the dance studio and Jill decides to mock me for nothing at all, I decide to head to my own training with Grandpa in his barn. The barn has a specific smell a mix of dry hay, old wood, and the peppermint liniment he uses for his joints. It’s a comforting scent, like history. It reminds me of all the summers I spent out here before everything got complicated.

“Focus, Jon,” Grandpa says gently.

He’s leaning against a support beam, and I hate how tired he looks. His face is paler than usual, and the bright blue energy that usually hums around him seems dim today. Coach Locke, the draugr who hurt our family, stole so much from him. Seeing Grandpa like this, trying to stay strong for me, makes my chest ache.

“I’m trying, Grandpa,” I say, closing my eyes. “I just don’t want to hurt you. It feels like ... like I’m pulling too hard.”

“You aren’t hurting me, son,” he assures me. “Bragi’s gift is about connection. It’s about sharing the burden. We have to learn to lean on each other.”

Today’s lesson is about borrowing and lending power. Grandpa says that if we get good enough, we can support each other during a fight, sharing our strength like a battery. Since he is the only one who can teach me, he’s putting himself at risk, and I really don’t like it.

I take a deep breath then center myself before reaching out with my mind, looking for that bridge between us. It’s a feeling of warmth, like reaching for a hand in the dark.

I need a rhyme to focus. Grandpa taught me that poetry anchors the magic, gives it shape.

“Mind to mind and heart to heart, Let the flow of power start. I reach to you to share the light, To fuel the strength to win the fight.”

I feel a gentle tug, and then a warmth flows into me. It isn’t a flood; it’s steady and calm, just like Grandpa. I feel his presence in my mind—wise, patient, and full of love.

I carefully pull on that connection, trying to borrow just a tiny bit of energy. 

I feel a surge of strength, but then I hear Grandpa gasp.

My eyes fly open.

“Grandpa?”

He sways a little against the beam. I’m there in a second, grabbing his arm to steady him. His arm feels thin under his flannel shirt.

“I’m so sorry,” I say quickly. “I pulled too much.”

“No, no, you did perfectly, Jon,” he says, patting my hand. He catches his breath and gives me a reassuring smile. “I’m just ... a little lower on fuel than I used to be. That’s all.”

“Maybe that’s enough for today,” I suggest, helping him sit down on a bale of hay. “You need to rest. Mom would kill me if she knew I was wearing you out.”

“Your mother worries too much.” Grandpa chuckles, though he looks grateful to be sitting. “But we have to be ready, Jon. Locke is out there. If he comes back ...” He trails off, looking toward the barn door.

I know what he’s thinking. He’s worried about protecting us.

“I know,” I say softly. “And I’ll be ready. I promise. But we need you strong, too.”

Grandpa nods, looking at me with that look that makes me feel like I can do anything. “You’re a good man, Jon. You have a good heart. That’s your real power.”

I check my watch. “I should probably head out. I promised Marc I’d pick him up. We have appointments to get fitted for our tuxes.”

“Ah, the dance.” Grandpa’s eyes twinkle. “Big night. You treat Darla like a queen, you hear?”

“Always, Grandpa,” I promise. “Can I get you anything before I go? Some water?”

“I’m fine. Go on. Don’t keep your friend waiting.”

I hop into the Corolla. I know it’s not the fanciest car in the world—it’s beige, seven years old, and has a few dings—but I love it. It was Grandpa’s, and my parents gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday. It represents freedom, and honestly, it runs great.

I start the engine and let it warm up for a minute. The heater takes a little while to kick in, but that’s okay. It gives me a minute to think.

I drive over to Marc’s house, careful on the gravel road. When I pull up, Marc is waiting at the curb, hopping from foot to foot to stay warm.

He jumps in and rubs his hands together. “Thanks for the ride. It is freezing out there.”

“No problem,” I say, turning up the heat for him. “Sorry if the car is a little cold. It takes a minute.”

“It’s better than walking.” Marc laughs. “So? How was training? Did you do the mind-meld thing?”

“Kind of,” I say, merging onto the main road carefully. “It works, but it really tires Grandpa out. I hate seeing him like that. He tries to act tough, but I know it hurts him.”

Marc nods, his expression serious. He knows how much I care about my family. “He’s lucky to have you looking out for him, man.”

“We look out for each other,” I say.

“So,” Marc says, “are you ready for the fitting? I have no idea what I’m doing with a tuxedo.”

“Me neither,” I admit. “I feel like I’m going to look like a waiter. But Mom really wants pictures, so we have to look sharp.”

“Darla is going to love it,” Marc says. “You guys are going to look great.”

I smile. Thinking about Darla always makes me feel better. 

“I hope so. She deserves a perfect night. She’s been through so much.”

As we round a curve near the edge of town, I see a blue sedan pulled over on the shoulder. The hazard lights are blinking, and an older woman is standing by the rear tire, looking really upset. She has her hands on her head, staring down at the wheel.

“Oh no,” I say, easing off the gas. “That doesn’t look good.”

“We’re cutting it kind of close for the fitting, Jon,” Marc notes, checking his phone.

“I know, but we can’t just leave her here. It’s freezing outside. It’ll only take a second to see if she’s okay.”

I pull the Corolla up behind the sedan, making sure to give us plenty of space. The woman looks up, looking relieved but worried.

I get out and zip up my jacket. “Excuse me, ma’am. Are you okay?”

“Oh, thank goodness,” she says, her voice shaking a little. “I hit something back there, and the tire just blew. My husband usually handles the car stuff, but he’s passed on, and I ... I don’t have a spare.”

I look at the tire. It’s in bad shape. Completely shredded.

“I see,” I say politely. “I’m sorry to hear about your husband.”

I look back at Marc. He’s watching me. I know we don’t have a spare that would fit her car, but I can’t leave her here in the cold, waiting for a tow truck.

I crouch down by the wheel. “Let me take a closer look, ma’am. Maybe I can do something.”

I block her view with my body, just to be safe. I can still feel the hum of the power I borrowed from Grandpa earlier—it’s warm in my fingertips. I know I shouldn’t use magic for little things, but helping someone in trouble feels like the right reason to use it.

I focus on the rubber, imagining it knitting back together. I whisper a rhyme, keeping my voice low so she doesn’t hear.

“Tire torn and rubber shredded, Fix the path where she is headed. Seal the holes and fill with air, Make it new and end the tear.”

I feel a gentle warmth in my hands. There’s a soft hiss as the tire reinflates. The rubber smooths out, and the gashes seal up perfectly.

I stand up and wipe my hands on my jeans. “There you go,” I say with a smile. “I think it was just unseated from the rim, ma’am. It looks like it’s holding air just fine now.”

The woman stares at the tire, her mouth open in surprise. “But ... it looked ruined. I was sure it was ruined.”

“Sometimes, we get lucky,” I say gently. “It looks safe to drive on now. Please be careful getting home.”

She looks at me, her eyes tearing up. “You are such a sweet young man. Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

“It was my pleasure,” I tell her. “Have a good evening.”

I wait until she gets back in her car and pulls away safely before I get back in the Corolla.

Marc shakes his head, smiling. “You’re a regular hero, aren’t you?”

“It was the right thing to do,” I say, checking my mirrors before pulling back onto the road. “Besides, it feels good to help.”

“You risked using powers in public for a flat tire?”

“She was cold, Marc. And she was alone.” I shrug. “Grandpa says we have these gifts for a reason. I think helping neighbors counts.”

Marc laughs. “Okay, okay. You’re a good guy, Jon Bragg. Now step on it, or we’re going to be late.”

I smile and press the gas pedal a little harder. The Corolla hums, and for a moment, the road ahead feels clear. I know there are dangers out there—Locke, the APS, the uncertainty of the future—but right now, helping a stranger and driving my best friend to get ready for the big dance ... it feels like everything is going to be okay.
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Chapter 4: The Game
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Darla

FOOTBALL GAMES ARE loud. Like, aggressively loud.

The stadium lights are buzzing overhead, turning the grass an unnatural shade of neon green. The bleachers reek of fake cheese, burnt popcorn, and that specific body spray every guy in this high school seems to marinate in.

I’m wedged between Jon and his mom on the aluminum bleachers. The metal is freezing, sucking the heat right out of my jeans, but I don’t complain. I’m actually ... happy.

Well, happy adjacent. I don’t really get football. To me, it just looks like a bunch of guys crashing into each other, falling down, and then standing around for five minutes while the referees talk about it. If this were a wrestling match, it would have been over twenty minutes ago, and the winner would be the one left standing.

“Okay, explain it to me one more time,” I say, leaning close to Jon so he can hear me over the marching band. “Why did they stop? The guy with the ball didn’t even get tackled.”

Jon laughs, his eyes lighting up. He loves this stuff. “It was an incomplete pass. The clock stops. They have to reset the down.”

“Reset the down,” I repeat, nodding like I understand. “Right. Strategy.”

“It is strategy,” Jon insists, nudging my arm with his. “It’s like chess, but with helmets.”

“And more concussions,” I add.

“Exactly. Violent chess.”

I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling. I like seeing him like this. He’s excited, waving a foam finger he bought at the concession stand, cheering for guys who used to shove him into lockers.

That’s the thing about Jon. He doesn’t hold grudges. He just wants everyone to do well. Even Brad Dillon, our quarterback.

I look down at the field. Brad, or “QB1” as he insists on being called, is currently yelling at his offensive line. He looks good out there, I guess, if you’re into the whole “arrogant jock” thing. 

He throws the ball, and the crowd goes wild as a receiver catches it and runs ten yards before getting slammed into the turf.

“Go! Go! Go!” Mrs. Bragg screams next to me.

She’s usually so quiet and sweet, always baking cookies and asking about my day. But put her in a stadium, and she turns into a super-fan. She’s wearing a scarf with the school colors, a hat with a pom-pom, and she’s shaking a cowbell  every time we gain a yard. At least, it seems that way.

“Here, Darla,” she says, passing me a massive bag of popcorn. “Eat. You’re a growing girl. You need your strength.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Bragg,” I say, taking a handful. It’s salty, buttery, and warm. I shove a handful into my mouth and look around the stadium.

This is what normal feels like. Sitting with a boy’s parents, freezing my bottom off, eating junk food. No giants. No ancient prophecies. Just the Grinwell Tigers trying not to lose by three touchdowns.

I chew the popcorn and let my eyes wander. It’s a habit I can’t break. My dad taught me to always check the exits, to always know who is in the room.

I scan the student section. I see Jess cheering with her friends, looking perfect even in a puffy coat. I see the guys from the wrestling team goofing off and throwing candy at each other.

Then I look down at the track that circles the field. The marching band is down there, getting ready for halftime. They’re a mess of plumes and brass instruments, shuffling around in formation. But standing just outside their group, leaning against the chain-link fence, is a man in a green jacket.

He isn’t watching the game. He isn’t watching the band.

He’s watching us.

I stop chewing, the popcorn turning to cardboard in my mouth.

It’s Mr. Ramsey. The new band teacher.

He’s standing perfectly still, his arms crossed over his chest. In a stadium full of screaming, jumping people, his stillness stands out like a beacon. He’s staring directly at our section of the bleachers. Directly at Jon.

A cold prickle starts at the base of my neck and slides down my spine.

“Jon,” I say, keeping my voice low.

“What’s up?” he asks, his eyes glued to the field where Brad is currently getting sacked. “Oh, come on! Block him!”

“Jon,” I say again, harder this time, and grab his arm. “Look at the track. By the band.”

He tears his eyes away from the game and looks at me, confused. “What? Is someone hurt?”

“No. Look at Mr. Ramsey.”

Jon squints, adjusting his glasses. He scans the track until he finds the green jacket. “Oh. Yeah. That’s Mr. Ramsey. He’s probably just supervising the band kids, making sure they don’t trip over their tubas.”

“He’s not watching the band,” I correct. “He’s watching us.”

As if he can hear us from fifty yards away, Mr. Ramsey suddenly turns his head. He says something to a student next to him, points at the field, and laughs. Just like that, he looks normal. Casual.

“See?” Jon says, relaxing. “He’s just hanging out. You’re paranoid, Darla.”

“I am not paranoid,” I snap. “I’m observant. There’s a difference.”

“Okay, okay,” Jon soothes, putting an arm around my shoulders. He squeezes me, pulling me a little closer to his warmth. “I get it. But tonight is supposed to be fun, remember? No monsters. No APS agents. Just football.”

I look back at the track. Mr. Ramsey is gone, disappeared into the crowd of band students like smoke.

I don’t like it. My gut is twisting in a way that has nothing to do with the fake cheese on the nachos I ate earlier. My dad used to say, “If your gut tells you to run, darlin’, you run.” But I can’t run. I’m here with Jon, and I’m here with his mom, who is currently ringing that cowbell like her life depends on it because Brad just threw a touchdown pass.

“Yeah,” I say, forcing myself to lean back into Jon’s arm. “Just football.”

I try to focus on the game. I try to cheer when everyone else cheers. I even eat more popcorn. But for the rest of the night, I don’t look at the field. I watch the shadows under the bleachers. I watch the exits. I watch the crowd. Because I know the difference between a teacher doing his job and a predator stalking prey. And Mr. Ramsey? He wasn’t checking on tubas. He was taking inventory.

When the game finally ends, we won, apparently. I lost track of the score an hour ago. 

We shuffle out with the rest of the herd. It’s a slow-moving crush of bodies, everyone freezing and happy.

“Great game, right?” Jon asks, his cheeks red from the cold. He looks so happy.

“Yeah,” I lie. “Great game.”

I take his hand, gripping it tighter than I probably should. I check behind us one last time.

The stadium is emptying out. The lights are shutting off, section by section, plunging the field into darkness. I don’t see Ramsey anywhere. But that doesn’t make me feel better. It just means I don’t know where he is.

“Let’s go home,” I say, pulling Jon toward the parking lot. “We have a big day tomorrow.”

“Homecoming!” Jon grins. “I can’t wait to see you in that dress.”

“Yeah,” I say, unlocking my truck. “It’s gonna be a night to remember.”
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Chapter 5: The Abduction
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Jon

I’M THINKING ABOUT Darla and trying to think of different ways to make this a night she can remember forever. I take a whiff of myself, though, and realize I smell like a department store exploded. I guess that’s one way to burn in a memory—through her nose.

It’s my dad’s aftershave. He insisted I wear it because it’s “tradition,” but honestly, I think it smells like pinecones and aggressive confidence. I’m not feeling particularly confident right now. I’m mostly feeling strangled.

I stand in front of the full-length mirror in the hallway, tugging at my bow tie. It’s a real one, not a clip-on, because Grandpa said “clip-ons are for amateurs and toddlers.” Right now, I wish I was an amateur. This piece of silk is winning the fight.

“Stop fidgeting, Jon-boy,” Mom says, swatting my hands away. She steps in to fix it, her fingers moving quick and sure. Then she steps back and sighs, her eyes getting all watery. “Oh, look at you. You look so handsome. Just like your father on our wedding day, but with better hair. Sorry, honey.”

Dad laughs from the doorway. He’s leaning against the frame, holding a camera like he’s paparazzi. “I heard that. And for the record, my hair was magnificent in the nineties.”

“It was puffy,” Mom corrects, smoothing the lapels of my jacket. “Are you sure you have everything? Tickets? Wallet? Breath mints?”

“Yes, Mom,” I say, smiling. It’s annoying, but in a good way. I know they’re just excited for me. “I have everything. I even have an emergency pack of gum in case the mints run out.”

“Smart man,” Grandpa says, walking out of the living room. He looks better today. Stronger. He gives me a nod of approval. “You look sharp, Jon. Darla isn’t going to know what hit her.”

I feel my face heat up. “Thanks, Grandpa. I just hope I don’t trip on the dance floor. Or spill punch on her. Or step on her feet. All of which are a distinct possibility with my track record.”

“You’ll be fine,” Dad says, snapping a picture, the flash momentarily blinding me. “Just remember: Be a gentleman. Open doors, pull out chairs. Treat her right.”

“I will,” I promise. And I mean it. Darla has had a rough year—we all have—and she just wants tonight to be normal. I want to give her that. I want to see her smile without worrying about giants, or draugr, or any magic.

The doorbell rings, and my stomach does a little flip.

“That’s probably Marc. He said he wanted to get here early to take pictures with the car.”

“I’ll get it,” Dad says, putting the camera strap around his neck. “You finish getting ready.”

I take one last look in the mirror. The tux fits pretty well, actually. I run a hand through my hair, trying to make sure the gel is doing its job. I look ... okay. I look like a guy going to a dance.

“Jon?” Dad calls from the front door. His voice sounds weird. Tight.

I frown. That’s not his “Hey Marc, how’s it going?” voice.

I walk out of the hallway and toward the front door. “Dad? Is everything okay?”

When I see who is standing on the porch, my blood runs cold.

It isn’t Marc.

There are three people standing there. Two men in dark suits who look like they’re made of granite, and a woman standing between them.

I know her. I recognize her from the summer camp incident. The “nurse” who helped wipe everyone’s memories after Darla’s parents attacked. And the man next to her ... that’s Agent Carter, the guy Grandpa has been talking to. The guy who supposedly helped us.

But he doesn’t look helpful right now. He looks cold.

“We’re looking for Jon Bragg,” the woman says. Her voice is smooth, like syrup, but it makes the hair on my arms stand up.

“I’m Jon,” I say, stepping up beside my dad. I try to keep my voice steady, but it isn’t easy. “What’s going on?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Bragg,” the woman says, ignoring me and looking at my parents. “We’re from the Regional Talented and Gifted Program. We’re here to escort Jon to the orientation.”

“Orientation?” Mom asks, looking confused. “We didn’t sign him up for anything. Tonight is his homecoming dance.”

“It’s a very prestigious honor,” the woman continues, smiling. It’s not a nice smile. It doesn’t reach her eyes. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small, silver device. She clicks it once.

A low hum fills the room, barely audible, like a dog whistle.

Mom’s face changes instantly. The confusion melts away, replaced by a blank, happy expression. Her eyes go a little glassy. “Oh,” she says, her voice airy and distant. “A prestigious honor. That sounds wonderful. We should be very proud, honey.”

Dad nods, his expression matching hers. “Yes. Very proud. Jon, you should go with them. You don’t want to be late.”

My stomach drops. They’ve done it to them, as well.

“Mom? Dad?” I grab Dad’s arm. He doesn’t even look at me. He’s just staring at the woman, smiling that empty smile. “Dad, snap out of it. It’s me. I have the dance tonight.”

“The dance isn’t important, son,” Dad says robotically. “This is your future.”

“No,” Grandpa’s voice booms from behind me. He steps forward, placing himself between me and the door. He isn’t smiling. He looks furious. “I know who you are,” Grandpa growls. “And you aren’t taking him anywhere. Get off my porch.”

The woman sighs, looking bored. “Mr. Bragg, please don’t make this difficult. Jon has been selected. It’s a mandatory program.”

“I don’t care what you call it,” Grandpa says. “He’s staying right here. Jon, go to your room. Lock the door.”

“I’m not leaving you, Grandpa.” I can feel the hum of my Bragi power waking up, sensing the threat. I need words. I need a rhyme to break whatever spell they put on my parents.

“I see the truth behind the lie, The glassy look within the eye. Break the hold and set them free, Return their minds and let them see!” I shout the words, directing them at Mom and Dad.

Dad blinks. His brow furrows. “Jon? What ...?”

But before he can finish, one of the agents moves. He’s fast. Blur-fast.

He pulls a different device from his belt, something that looks like a taser but thicker. He points it at Grandpa.

SCREECH.

A high-pitched noise blasts through the air. It hits me like a physical punch, rattling my teeth. I cover my ears, doubling over.

But Grandpa takes it worse. He screams, clutching his head and falling to his knees.

“Grandpa!” I yell.

I try to rush to him, but the two men in suits are on me instantly. One grabs my arms and twists them behind my back, hard enough to make my shoulder pop.

“Don’t struggle,” Carter says calmly. He walks up to me, holding a thick metal collar. It glows with a faint blue light. “It’ll only make it worse.”

He snaps the collar around my neck.

Click.

It’s like someone pulled the plug on the world. The hum of my power, the constant, comforting rhythm of words and music in my head, just vanishes. It’s gone. I feel hollow. Empty.

“What did you do?” I gasp, clawing at the collar. It’s locked tight.

“Just a precaution,” the woman says. She looks at my parents, who are back to smiling blankly, completely ignoring Grandpa groaning on the floor. “Mr. and Mrs. Bragg, say goodbye to Jon. He’ll be gone for a while. He won’t be able to contact you. But don’t you worry; he’s in good hands.”

“Goodbye, Jon!” Mom waves cheerfully. “Have fun at camp!”

“Make us proud, son!” Dad adds.

I stare at them, horror rising in my throat. They don’t know. They have no idea they’re watching their son get kidnapped.

“Mom! Dad! Help me!” I scream, struggling against the men holding me. “They’re hurting Grandpa!”

They don’t even blink.

The men drag me out the door. My heels scuff against the porch steps. I try to dig my feet in, but they’re too strong.

“Let him go!” Grandpa yells. He’s trying to stand up, using the doorframe for support. His nose is bleeding. “Jon! Run!”

“I can’t!” I yell back.

They drag me down the sidewalk, toward a black van parked in the driveway. It’s windowless.

Suddenly, a car appears around the corner. 

It’s Marc’s Mazda 3.

He slams on the brakes right in front of the house and jumps out, his phone already in his hand, camera pointing at us.

“Hey!” Marc shouts. “What are you doing? Let him go!”

Agent Carter stops and looks at Marc. “Civilian,” he mutters.

“I’m recording this!” Marc yells, his voice shaking but loud. “I’m recording right now! Let my friend go!”

“Marc, run!” I shout. “Get out of here! They’re dangerous!”

“Jon!” Marc screams.

One of the suited men starts to move toward Marc, but Carter holds up a hand.

“Leave him. It doesn’t matter. No one will believe him, anyway.”

They shove me into the back of the van. The interior is stripped bare—just metal walls and a bench.

I scramble to the door, trying to push it open, but they slam it shut in my face. I hear the lock engage with a heavy click.

“No!” I pound on the metal. “Let me out!”

The van engine roars to life. I stumble back as it accelerates, falling onto the cold metal floor.

I hear a hissing sound—white gas spraying from vents in the ceiling.

I cough, covering my nose and mouth with my tuxedo jacket. It’s sweet, like heavy flowers.

My head immediately starts to swim. My limbs feel heavy, like they’re made of lead.

I crawl toward the back doors, but my vision blurs.

I think of Grandpa, bleeding. I think of my parents, smiling while I was taken.

And then I think of Darla, waiting for me. She’s probably putting on that blue dress she talked about.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. My tongue feels thick. “I’m sorry, Darla.”

The darkness rushes in, and the last thing I feel is the cold metal of the collar against my neck.
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Chapter 6: The Server
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Jill

WHILE JON IS GETTING ready for the big dance, I am stuck in the Grinwell High gymnasium, which smells like only our stinky old gym can smell, coupled with cheap cologne and desperation.

It has been transformed into what the student council calls a “Midnight Lagoon,” which apparently means hanging turquoise and lavender streamers from the basketball hoops until it looks like a mermaid threw up in here. There’s a disco ball spinning lazily over the center court, scattering little flecks of light that hit people in the eye like visual mosquitoes.

And the music? The bass is so loud it’s literally vibrating the punch bowl. I can see ripples in the red dye #40 every time the beat drops.

I am currently living my best life as a freshman server. Because I’m not “old enough” to attend homecoming as a guest, which is a stupid rule, by the way. Instead, I got roped into volunteering. My friends convinced me it would be fun. 

They lied.

So, here I am, wearing a black dress that makes me look like I’m going to a funeral for a mime, standing behind a table covered in cookies that taste like sawdust.

“More punch?” I ask a senior who looks like he’s already sweating through his rental tux.

He nods, grunting something that might be “thanks.” 

I ladle the sticky red liquid into a plastic cup.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I wipe my sticky hands on my apron hen pull it out, hoping it’s Jon. He should be here by now. However, he was so obsessed with his hair earlier I figure he’s been busy taking a thousand selfies.

It’s a text from Grandpa.

Jon’s not coming. Stay where you are. Everything is okay.

I stare at the screen.

Everything is okay? That is literally the most suspicious sentence in the English language. If everything was okay, you wouldn’t have to text me to tell me it’s okay. You’d just be eating nachos.

“Jill? You good?” Chloe is next to me, refilling the cookie tray. She’s wearing a matching server outfit, yet she somehow makes it look cute. I hate her a little bit for that.

“Yeah,” I say, shoving my phone back into my pocket. “Grandpa just texted. Apparently, Jon is bailing on the dance.”

Chloe’s eyes go wide. “What? No way. He’s been talking about this for weeks. You said he got a tux and everything.”

“I know,” I say, a knot tightening in my stomach. “It’s weird. Grandpa said ‘stay where you are,’ which is code for ‘don’t ask questions.’” I look around the gym. The dance floor is a writhing mass of teenagers jumping up and down. It’s loud, it’s hot, and it suddenly feels really crowded.

I want to call home, but if Grandpa says stay put, I probably should. Grandpa Bragg isn’t exactly the type to
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