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Epigraph

 


And from the icy mist rose, like a great beast of
Shadows deep, a new world, wrought of the blood and bones of the
old. Fragmented, deformed, its first cry was one for war; its first
thought one of hatred and fear. And so the Bringer of Light shaped
his world—with a fury of steel and flame that consumed all that was
into all that was left.

 



Prologue

 


“The Son is rising. I can see the light.”

“The sun has risen long ago, My Queen,”
replied one of her holy knights.

He will expect to find a powerful kingdom to
rule.

“Yes, and He shall have a kingdom worthy of
His glory.” She let the heavy curtain fall back into place and
turned away from the window. As beautiful as the light was to
behold, it hurt her eyes.

“Your Majesty?” the knight questioned. Jonah
was his name. One of the First, the five knights who’d journeyed to
the land of heathens and brought her the Cup of Eternal Life.

Such tales they’d told upon their triumphant
return. They’d awed and entertained the court with fables about a
land filled with magic, and a powerful witch seated at the right
hand of its king—a woman who had his ear in all things. A woman
who’d led the knights to the hermit’s cave for the Cup they’d sworn
would restore Queen Genevieve’s youth.

It hadn’t worked, of course. These things
never did—unless one was worthy of them. The knights had all fallen
under the heathen witch’s thrall, and with their fall from Grace
tainted the Cup before it’d reached Queen Genevieve’s hands.

For many years thereafter, she had prayed to
her God for guidance, seeking to become worthy. She’d purged the
disbelievers and heathen heretics from her lands. She’d established
order with laws to purify the soul and safeguarded her kingdom
against the evil of pride and the temptation of sin in all its
forms.

Still, the glory of God, His guiding voice,
had been denied to her for all these years until one day, in her
despair, she’d sought to purify her withered body with boiling
water. No pain had been too great for the majesty of her God. No
sacrifice too much for the promise of eternal life in His
all-encompassing embrace.

And as the scalding waves had lapped at her
knees, His voice had spoken to her from the shadows. In His mercy,
He’d declared her devotion divine. He’d named her His prophet and
shared with her a glimpse of His power. At once, the water had
cooled to soothe her burns. Her pain had disappeared. And when
she’d managed to tear her gaze away from the miracle, He’d shown
her another—the briefest glimpse into her just reward. For a few
moments, her youth had been restored, and she’d looked and felt as
she had in her prime.

A glimpse, but a promise, as well. “Serve me
well, and I shall give you youth eternal, and you will dwell in my
kingdom for all time.”

Awed by His power, Queen Genevieve had
prostrated herself at once and sworn fealty to Him and no
other.

His counsel had never left her side
since.

Her court might think her mad, but Genevieve
now knew the Holy Truth. She was its bearer, her God’s chosen
messenger in this world until He came to speak for Himself. Until
He deigned them all worthy of His presence.

Your knights grow suspicious. Send them
away.

Genevieve nodded and allowed the knights to
help her to her seat by the hearth. Her weary bones creaked as she
lowered herself into it. She held her gnarled, twisted fingers up
to the fire’s warmth.

After so many wars, so many villains slain,
so many glorious victories won, age had turned out to be the one
enemy she couldn’t defeat. Once, she’d walked with her head held
high, her thick, black hair draping over her shoulders like a veil.
Now, her hunched, dried out husk of a figure curled in on itself so
much she had to tilt her head up to look straight ahead. Men who
would have been of a height with her in her youth towered over her
and made her feel weaker still. And her once beautiful hair had
been reduced to a few wiry white strands she hid beneath a silken
veil held in place by a golden circlet.

The crown she hadn’t worn in years sat on a
pedestal against the far wall, a symbol of her political power and
her physical weakness. Were she to don it now, her neck would break
beneath its weight.

Her frail form failed her more and more every
day. She no longer possessed the strength to hold court in her
grand throne room as was expected. She could only walk the distance
from her bedchamber to this sitting room, with its plain wooden
floors and sparse tapestries. Her servants had draped it in gold
and filled it with plush seats and dozens of candles, but it was
still a paltry substitute, and a hateful inconvenience she
tolerated because she had no other choice. “Leave me now,” she
ordered. “Find me Sir Arnaud. He is summoned before the queen.”

The knights complied at once, closing the
heavy wooden door behind them, but not before it admitted a chill
breeze to sneak underneath her thick robe and make her shiver.

Yes, well done.

“Why him? There are hundreds of them now, and
more flock to the Holy Order every day. Any of them could carry out
Your commands better than the traitor.”

It is not service I require. It is knowledge.
He alone has spoken to the heathen queen.

Not so. There were others—Frederick and
Lucca. Oh, but yes, yes. Her weary mind remembered. Frederick was
dead, long years ago now. And Lucca, the heretic, had been made an
example to the rest of them. He’d screamed his dead wife’s name as
he’d been pulled apart, a final affront against their God.

Bearing witness, Sir Arnaud had sworn himself
into silence and solitude. His ominous words that day had sent a
chill down Genevieve’s spine. “The next time you hear me speak will
be my last. But my words will live on long after my death!”

Of the five knights who’d braved the heathen
lands to bring her the Cup, only Arnaud and Jonah remained. And
Arnaud alone refused to obey her royal orders, yet suffered no
consequence.

As an elder of the Holy Order, he ranked
highest among them, save for Genevieve herself. Sequestered in his
cell, shrouded in silence, he placed himself at the mercy of
others. Younger knights cared for him, provided food, water, and
clean robes. Genevieve questioned them often about Sir Arnaud’s
condition. They always replied the same, “He prays in silence and
never speaks a word.”

For twenty years, he had done this. For the
strength of his conviction alone, she ought to have him
executed—his piety surpassed her own.

She stayed her hand for one reason. With all
his devotion, piety, and silence, God still hadn’t chosen him. He’d
chosen the queen of Synealee instead. As long as Arnaud remained
silent and didn’t publicly oppose her will, Genevieve was content
to leave him to his barren cell to rot.

When the knights returned with Sir Arnaud,
she stood once more to face him. Age had left its mark on the
former knight, as it had on Genevieve herself. What a pair they
made, the queen hunched at the shoulders, and the knight whose legs
no longer straightened all the way. But at least Genevieve still
took pains to ensure her looks befitted her station. Sir Arnaud did
not. His hair was white, grown past his shoulders in shameful
disarray. His beard, too, reached past his chest. The plain linen
robes he wore were as clean as she’d ever seen them, save for the
two dark spots that would forever stain it where his knees pressed
into the ground during endless prayer. This was one of his nicer
robes. She’d seen him before in ones with holes worn through.

But none of that mattered when she stepped
close and looked into his eyes. Such unusual eyes he had, so steady
and serene, filled with utter peace. It was said he never faltered
in his routine, never displayed a hint of fear or doubt. It was
said he was the silent prophet, and any who sought him with
questions found answers in those eyes.

It was said…

Genevieve despised him for every scandalous
whisper bearing his name. The queen had defied death. She was by
far the oldest regent ever to sit the throne of Synealee. She was
God’s chosen, His instrument and herald.

Yet her people—her knights—spoke of only
him. In their whispers, he was no longer Sir Arnaud. He was
Saint Arnaud the Silent.

No audience, God decreed.

“Leave us,” she ordered.

Arnaud showed no reaction to her command.

“I am told you speak to the heathen queen of
the north.”

The witch who’d sat by her king had staked
her claim most thoroughly by stealing his heart along with his
reason. Rumors traveled far and wide about Wilderheim and its king
and queen. It was a land of faeries, elves, trolls, and all manner
of inhuman creatures never meant to be seen by human eyes. The
people of Wilderheim called them Other. Genevieve called them what
they were—demon spawn crawled up from the deepest pits of Hell to
corrupt the righteous.

Their king had broken royal protocol and
defied the laws of his ancestors by taking the witch to wife.
Genevieve had prayed for dissent among his nobles to finally bring
Wilderheim to its knees, but she’d been denied. Wielding untold
power of their own, the heathen monarchs had calmed the unrest and
bewitched their people to love them.

“What is said between you?”

Not a word or a twitch in answer. Arnaud
didn’t blink an eye.

“What would your acolytes think if they knew
their Silent One wasn’t so silent after all?”

The knight stared at her.

“You’ve drunk from the Cup, haven’t you? All
of you must have. The pride of men hath no limits. Nor does their
irreverence. But it did not work. Here you are, as old and decrepit
as time itself, no better than you would have been without it.
Worse, for knowing your prayers went unanswered. And do you know
why? None of you were worthy.”

A slow blink.

“You will tell me what was said between you
and Nialei the Whore.”

He remained silent.

“Your queen orders you to speak.”

He will not part with his secrets so easily.
Perhaps he needs a little incentive.

Arnaud’s gaze darted to the side and back to
Genevieve. As if he’d heard.

She rushed him. Her hand raised of its own
accord and struck him across the face. She felt tainted by that
brief contact, her palm stinging with the coolness of his flesh. “I
can make you speak. The dungeons have no shortage of clever devices
and implements to unravel even the most tangled of tongues.”

No, God said from his shadow. Do
not give your knights cause to doubt your judgment. They must not
witness him suffering unduly on your order.

Sir Arnaud tilted his head in the direction
of the voice, his mouth twisting in displeasure, and oh, how she
wanted to defy God’s will and make the knight suffer for his
insolence.

God, too, seemed to notice. When He spoke
again, His question was directed to the silent knight. Has she
found the song?

The knight dismissed the voice of God as if
it meant nothing to him, turning back to Genevieve.

“Answer Him,” she wheezed, feeling heat rise
up her neck as her heart thrummed in her chest. She knew nothing of
this song, but if it was important to God, it had to be a powerful
thing, indeed. She would get the answer out of Arnaud one way or
another.

Sir Arnaud leaned down to match her stoop and
dared to meet her gaze with a stare so direct Genevieve felt
herself falling forward.

Shadows closed in around Arnaud, then
swallowed all but those cursed, knowing eyes of his. She lost
herself in them. Her aged heart thrashed, and her lungs labored to
keep up as visions took shape before her. A woman with golden hair
and magic in her eyes. An endless winter. A dark cave, and inside,
a hermit older than time itself, yet possessing youth eternal. And
the Cup. She sensed no pride in what she saw. Only humility, awe,
and love.

Genevieve whimpered, broke away, and turned
her back on him, suddenly cold and weary. So weary…

Enough. You tire yourself needlessly. I have
all the answers I need.

Then His will was done, and Genevieve was
free to deal with the heretic as she must. Sir Arnaud had the power
to induce visions with nothing but his stare. He was tainted with
heathen sorcery, and still, his acolytes worshipped him. He was a
threat to everything Synealee stood for. She couldn’t allow such a
man to live. “Guards!”

Seven knights rushed in, swords drawn in
readiness.

“Take him to the stake.”

They hesitated.

“I said take him! He is accused of practicing
witchcraft and consorting with demons. In the name of God, burn the
heretic!”

Two of the knights seized Arnaud with obvious
reluctance. God’s guiding voice said nothing, yet she still felt
His presence. Surely He wasn’t displeased with her.

Arnaud stayed his guards with a simple look.
“You dare invoke the name of God,” he rasped, “and accuse me of
witchcraft when the Devil himself whispers in your ear.”

The knights gasped, drew away in shock.

“I know what you seek. You think to earn
God’s favor by tearing down those who oppose Him, but you are
wrong. Queen Nialei’s world is not yours to conquer. She has her
own gods to obey and has little care for ours. I have glimpsed the
future, False Prophet—yours and hers.”

“Silence!”

No, let him speak.

Genevieve flushed.

“You will fail,” Arnaud prophesied. “Your
armies will march into Wilderheim, waving your banner with pride,
and they will find nothing but snow and death. Thousands will fall
and none by the Queen’s order. Her progeny will be the ones to raze
your armies to the ground. Her son will be your undoing, and his
cause will be just. And you, My Queen, will not live to see
this come to pass.”

His ominous words fell like physical blows on
Genevieve’s shoulders, driving her to hunch lower. She couldn’t
catch her breath to speak.

But her guards did. Into the shocked silence
following Arnaud’s prophecy, one of them found voice enough to say
the only word that mattered. “Treason.”

“Burn him,” she ordered, clenching her
shaking hands to her belly. “Take him from my sight and burn him at
once!”

The knights took him away quickly but without
force. None was necessary, as Arnaud walked out with his head held
high. Genevieve hurried to her window overlooking the courtyard
and, beyond it, her beautiful seaside city of Palos. Dozens of
church spires proudly pierced the sky in those streets. They marked
places of sanctuary and worship, tracing the shape of a cross laid
over the city. Whenever Genevieve felt at her weakest, she sought
the sight of those spires to lift her spirits and strengthen her
resolve.

They failed to do so now. Feverish with doubt
so deep it made her shiver, she raised her hand to shield Palos
from her view and squinted against the sun’s blinding glare, eager
to see Arnaud swallowed up in flames. The centerpiece platform was
as high as she was tall, made of steel and stone, and the sight of
it made her shivers ease.

God’s soothing voice whispered in her ear,
Fear not, My Queen, while I walk by your side. Your armies will
know the taste of victory. I will allow no other outcome.

Genevieve watched Arnaud walk up the steps to
the post and stand with his back to it. He didn’t resist when the
executioner tied him in place, showed no fear as the wood was
placed around him. No quick death for Saint Arnaud the Silent. He
would not have the luxury of flames lapping up his robes. The fires
would burn high around Arnaud but never touch him. He’d die in slow
agony, suffocating on the heat and smoke. She would hear his voice
once more as he screamed.

The pyre was lit. Flames spread to encircle
him, then rose high over the top of the post. Smoke obscured her
view, but Genevieve thought she glimpsed Arnaud’s face turned
toward the sky, his eyes closed, and his lips moving in silent
prayer. She stood there, waiting for his screams, but she was
denied.

A shudder of apprehension rocked her ancient
frame. Could he have spoken true? “Show me again,” she pleaded,
desperate for reassurance of God’s power. “Show me as you did that
day. My faith weakens. Doubt grows in my heart.”

Look away, He crooned. All the
heathens in Wilderheim could never hope to equal my power. Look at
yourself and believe.

Genevieve turned away from the sight of
Arnaud the Silent slumping against the post. She shuffled her feet
to the hearth, feeling the weight of all her fourscore and eight
years pressing on her shoulders. Retrieving a mirror, she gazed at
her reflection.

A beautiful young maiden stared back at her,
with pale skin and hair as black as night, and lips as red as
cherries. She smiled, her strength once again restored, and her
faith renewed. With a reverent young hand, she reached up to touch
her cheek and twirled on the polished wooden floors, her slippered
feet as sure as they’d been decades ago.

A fleeting glimpse, nothing more. But she
treasured it for the promise it held. God had not and would not
abandon her. She served Him well, and He would reward her for it in
the end.

And so she danced, and laughed, and thanked
God for giving her this moment of strength to fortify her against
the struggle still to come. For, when the battle was won—and it
would be—this strength would be hers for all time. She looked at
herself in the mirror and smiled with such joy in her heart.

And she never once looked away to see the
creature in Shadow disappear.

 



Part
One

 


The Veil Shatters

 



Chapter 1

 


Why so sad, my love?

The dragon sighed, watching water drip
steadily from the stalactite overhead. Each droplet grew the
protrusion by an infinitesimal amount before it fell into the
puddle below, sounding the only music he had in this place.
Distracted from his reverie, he puffed out an annoyed cloud of
black smoke and brought his horned head around to rest over a
forepaw.

Will you not speak to me?

He did not, though his heart ached to reply,
to have the apparition hear his words and respond in truth.
Instead, the dragon closed his eyes against the ghostly vision,
reminding himself yet again that it was not real, no matter how
much he might wish otherwise. The voice existed only in his mind,
where her memory lived unchanged, preserved against time
itself.

Dragons were the keepers of memory. Their
gift and burden were to remember the things time had eroded to dust
and scattered into obscurity. Within his mind, infinite worlds
collided, and swirls of magic mixed together. The Beginning of All
was born again and again, each time as brilliant and wondrous as
the first. Lands rippled alive, creatures big and small formed into
being and just as quickly disintegrated.

He remembered everything since the moment of
his awakening, but only one memory out of an infinity of them could
make him doubt what was real and what was not. Only she could
escape from the past to invade his present and make him lose track
of both.

It was becoming more and more difficult to
sort her back into her rightful place. Perhaps his mind was
slipping. Or perhaps he simply did not want to keep her in the
past. Her rightful place was by his side, and she would have been
there with him now, if only…

If only.

A sigh, like the promise of a kiss, blew
across his snout. His scales bristled at the imagined touch. His
tail lashed around to curl toward his head to catch the sensation,
hold onto it before it disappeared again.

The ground thrummed with nervous energy,
sending waves of soundless drums reverberating throughout the cave.
An early warning the dragon had long anticipated, now an annoyance
he couldn’t escape. What good was knowing the end was nigh when he
could do naught to change it?

Yet through that deafening din of silence, he
heard an incongruous sound: the patter of soft feet. His nostrils
flared, catching an impossible hint of a familiar scent.

The dragon tensed, listened, but then shook
himself off and made himself turn his bulk around within the
chamber’s confines and settle again. Nothing but a dream.
Beautiful, but fleeting.

It’s coming. Can you feel it? The cold breath
of endless winter. Fenrir’s binds are weakening. He is breaking
free.

The worry in her voice cut him to the quick.
How could he leave her to suffer alone? He could not, and so he
relented, aware that acknowledging her presence would make it that
much more difficult to push back later. “It is as it was always
going to be,” the dragon said, his deep, low voice rumbling with
the force of an earthquake. Sometimes it eased his heartache to
talk to her. Even if she wasn’t truly there.

Are you ready?

Ready for the end? With all of his soul. He
craved it, eager for the promise of seeing his beloved once again.
And if not, eager to embrace the endless abyss of nothing. There,
perhaps, he might finally find peace at last. A respite from this
wretched hollow that breathed and yawed inside him, growing bigger,
erasing more of him with each year that passed.

“I miss you,” he said fiercely, willing the
vision to linger.

Another sigh, another almost-touch he could
feel beneath his scales. A memory snuggled in the crook of his
shoulder, leaning its soft, nonexistent weight against his
neck.

Had he the ability to smile, the dragon might
have attempted to do so. “Remember that first Mabon? You asked for
a bonfire bright enough to banish the night. I watched you dance
around it, and the flames sang for you.” She’d always loved the
flames he’d built for her. As human as she’d been, her heart had
been pure fire, bright and hot as the sun, searing him with so much
love he’d thought it could fill even a lifetime as long as his.

And when she’d died, she’d taken that fire
with her, leaving him cold.

“I should have held on tighter.”

How does one keep the wind from blowing
away?

“By closing the door.”

An ancient argument the dragon relived in his
mind a dozen times a day. It had made no difference then, or ever
since. In the end, she’d known only one could survive, and she’d
chosen to sacrifice her life to save their child.

Why worry about the inevitable? she
asked as she had then, smiling through the sorrow in her eyes, for
his sake. Why waste away our happiness? Dance with me. Dance
with me… “Dance with me.”

The dragon opened his eyes, gaped at the
sight before him. There she stood, her flaxen hair wild, flowing
down her back, a skein of it veiling her eye. She wore a peasant
dress, as plain as she was beautiful, her feet bare, stepping left
and right in a familiar dance. “Solveig…”

“Dance with me,” she said, laughing. Her
delicate hands curled around one of his claws and tugged. Her touch
had once moved mountains inside him. It was no different now. The
dragon’s beastly form burned away, swathed him in thick smoke as he
compressed his essence into the shape of a man. Claws became
fingers and toes. Scales smoothed into soft, vulnerable skin.
Everything he was and ever would be squeezed into the shape of a
man, leaving only a pair of horns and a tail to mark him as
Other.

Solveig had always loved his dragon form. But
in his human shape, he could love her back as she deserved to be
loved.

A delighted smile lit up Solveig’s face as
she threw herself into his arms, burying her nose in the crook of
his neck to breathe him in. He felt her. He scented her. An
impossibility to his ancient mind but one he could not bring
himself to give up. His human arms came around her, hesitant for
fear they’d sink through nothing as they’d done so many times
before.

This time, they touched upon firm, solid
flesh.

The dragon dared not breathe. He clutched her
to his human chest as tightly as he could without hurting her,
painfully aware of her mortal frailty. So many opportunities
wasted, so little time left. He was desperate to hold on, to
somehow keep her from slipping through his claws a second time.

Not real…

But how could it not be? Her warmth seeped
into him. Her laughter awoke his heart to life. Her hands clutched
his hair with so much strength and vitality—how could she not be
real?

Solveig pulled back, her brilliant green gaze
tracing his face. She cupped his cheek, wiped away an errant tear.
“My love,” she crooned.

The dragon hardly trusted himself to speak.
“You’re here.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“But how?”

Solveig pressed her smiling mouth to his,
whispered her answer between his lips. The dragon heard not, and
cared not. She was there. He’d dreamed her back into being, and
this time he wasn’t letting her go. Fenrir would escape anon; the
End of All was nigh. What little time any of them had left, the
dragon wanted to spend with her.

“Dance with me,” she said.

He danced. Slowly, at first, savoring the
feel of her in his arms, the smile on her face. Then faster,
twirling her around, tossing her up, and catching her again to make
her squeal and laugh. The dragon danced her through the tunnels
that ran past his treasures and Liadan’s old bedchamber, all the
way to the underground lake. Sparks jumped from his fingertips,
flying through the air around them like swarms of fireflies. Some
of them landed on torches he’d had no use for in many years, and
they flared up, filling the caves with light.

Solveig laughed and laughed, the music of her
voice echoing back to him from every direction, and the dragon
forgot. The decades he’d spent mourning her melted away in an
instant. He felt younger than he ever had, brimming with joy to
have her with him. He’d waited so long to find her, and the time
he’d had with her had been but a wink. A gasp of delight followed
by pain and sorrow.

But she was there now, healthy and hale and
in his arms. Afraid to let her go, when she pulled free of him to
dance away, the dragon caught her hand and held on, following her
lead with unabashed eagerness.

“Your legs have grown as stiff as trees,” she
teased.

The dragon laughed. “Aye, so have other parts
of me.” But for her, he lightened his step, smoothed out his
stride, and when he caught her against his side for a turn, the
movement felt as lithe as a breeze.

How does one keep the wind from blowing
away?

Blowing away…

Away…

He faltered, stopping by the scorchmark where
a small fire had used to warm her after she’d bathed. The memory of
its heat still remained, as did the one of Solveig wringing water
out of her long tresses all over him.

“You came back.” Even to his own ears, the
words sounded strange, disbelieving and hopeful at once.

Solveig’s smile softened. “I came back. For
you.” She kissed him, and her lips tasted so sweet… “Come with me,”
she said. “I know where we can be together. Safe. Forever.”

The world spun, making him sway, but he had
her to hold onto. The dragon clutched her hand, looped his tail
around her ankle, just tight enough so he knew she was there beside
him.

Her free hand raked through his hair,
scratched lightly over his horn, making him shudder. “Come with
me,” she repeated. “Be with me.”

Gods, how he wanted to. With a thought, he
summoned Liadan’s ring onto his finger. A gift he’d all but
forgotten. Forged in dragon’s fire, it had the ability to summon
any of his blood kin to him. He had but to think it, and his
descendants would be there, all of them together again. And Solveig
would make them all safe. “Yes,” he answered, eager to get out of
Fenrir’s path; to go anywhere, as long as Solveig was with him.

She smiled, tugged on his hand to lead him
down a tunnel he didn’t recognize. “I have missed you so much, my
love.”

“Woman, you took half of me with you when you
left.”

Died…

“I am back now.”

Dead…

“Yes.” The thought of his family faded before
it could summon them. The ring settled on his finger, ready to work
its magic, but dormant for now. Time enough still. Time he could
spend with his mate alone. He needed that—needed her.

“And we can take back the time Fate stole
from us. I want to be with you.”

The dragon nodded, not trusting himself to
speak. His body quivered, and his legs weakened as he followed her
down the dark tunnel, staring into those beautiful green eyes,
afraid to blink, lest she disappear and prove herself a dream.

If she was, he never wanted to wake
again.

The tunnel became a passage, the stone around
him shimmering into slabs laid with mortar. The ground beneath his
bare feet evened out, and the sound of dripping water became the
rush of a stream. He raised a hand to summon fire, but Solveig
pressed her palm against his, keeping his flame at bay. No matter.
Solveig knew where she was going, and the dragon trusted her
implicitly. Even when the shadows deepened and black emptiness
swallowed them whole. As long as he felt her with him, the dragon
kept going.

At long last, she slowed, stopped, and in the
darkness, pressed her body into his. Her hands caressed his face,
swept down his shoulders and arms, and squeezed his wrists. She
brought each of his hands to her lips, pressed a kiss to each
knuckle.

“Solveig…” The dragon reached for her face,
needing to kiss her again. The bite of rope around his wrist pulled
him up short. “What—” He tried with his other arm, reaching for her
waist, and a length of rope snapped taut, yanking him back by the
wrist.

The instinct to protect his mate flared into
a snarl, and he tugged with his tail to pull her closer into the
shelter of his arms, but as he did, she disappeared. His tail
curled around nothing—the press of her body against his melted away
like mist. Between one moment and the next, Solveig was gone,
leaving not a hint of her scent behind.

The dragon groped around the darkness,
searching for her, fearing for her, and each time he let the ropes
grow slack, they drew tighter, reeling him backward. He shouted her
name, raged against his binds, but with all his might, he couldn’t
budge them, and only endless echoes answered him.

Until she spoke. “Solveig is dead,” she said
in his beloved’s voice, but it wasn’t her. It changed on each
sound, lost its melody and warmth, and became something foreign,
unfeeling.

Torches flared to light left and right,
illuminating a stone cell. He was standing in ankle-deep water,
beside a wrought-iron cage through which it ebbed and flowed. He
sensed his surroundings, rather than saw them, his gaze rapt on
Solveig’s beautiful visage as it faded into a different shape.

The woman standing before him was tall and
thin, her lips deathly pale, and her dark hair braided into dozens
of ropes that swayed around her on an unseen gale. She stared at
him with eyes as black as pitch, and the dragon saw nothing in
them. She was empty.

“Whoever you are, I will kill you for
this.”

“I am Hel, and you are welcome to try.” No
emotion in her voice. No smirk of victory on her face. He would
have welcomed even boredom, but there was nothing. Nothing for him
to respond to. Nothing to sharpen his claws on. The goddess who
ruled the realm of the dead regarded him with all the passion of a
stone.

He yanked on his binds with all his might,
but they held him fast. He summoned fire to burn them away, but
they didn’t weaken in the slightest. He tried to shed his human
form and transform into his dragon self. His feet stretched into
hindpaws; his hands grew scales and claws; his teeth sharpened into
fangs, but the magic imbued in those ropes froze him there. His
fire spread to engulf him but brought him neither heat nor
strength. He was stuck.

And all the while, Hel watched him without
reaction. As dead inside as hear entire realm. As mad and ruthless
as her entire family was said to be. What else could he expect from
the spawn of Loki?

The dragon shuddered. “Why?”

“Because my father asked it of me.”

Then she was gone.

 


~

 


Sanja’s face felt cold. Her lips were numb,
her cheeks ached, and her eyes stung for lack of blinking. She hid
her clenched hands beneath her skirts, but as hard as she tried,
her aching fingers wouldn’t straighten. She was frozen. Gods, it
can’t end this way…

“Well, child? What do you say?”

Sanja blinked to focus on her father’s aged
face. Gerhart was a good man, a carpenter who’d made an honest name
for himself in his day. He’d worked himself raw to become the most
sought after craftsman in the entire city, and even received a
commission or two from the royal family. He’d wanted his legacy to
carry on through his sons and had been dismayed when, after two
miscarriages, his wife Olga birthed a daughter.

Their elderly neighbors told Sanja her mother
had wept for days over it. When another miscarriage had nearly
taken her life, and the Other midwife declared Olga would never
bear another child, she’d wept for weeks longer.

Gerhart could not love his daughter more, but
the lack of a son left him with a heavy burden to carry through his
advancing years. Sanja had watched his eyes turn bleak each time a
neighbor shared happy news of a wedding or birth. She knew he
longed for his only daughter to marry, but this…

“Daughter,” Olga whispered with a nervous
smile. In her grief, her once beautiful face had aged a great deal
more than it should have. But her love for Sanja shone out of her
as bright as the sun.

Sanja turned her frozen smile to their guest
of honor.

Jarl Steen was a man who revered hunting,
brawling, and all other manner of manly pursuits, and it showed. He
towered over Sanja when standing and made the worn chairs creak and
groan when he sat. Perhaps his bulky frame and thick neck wouldn’t
have been as intimidating if the man deigned to smile once in a
while, but his brows appeared to be forever set in a foreboding
frown over his cold gray eyes.

He wore his light brown hair shaved along the
sides to display the decorative scars he’d had cut into his scalp.
The rest of his hair was braided down the center of his head to his
nape and matched the braids in his beard. Both were adorned with
golden beads, each one, the rumors said, signifying a victory or
achievement of some sort.

His fearsome presence alone overwhelmed the
old cottage so much Sanja felt it holding its breath. One hard
stomp from him, and it would come crumbling down around them.

And his temper was reputed to be just as
mighty.

Gods, he’ll crush me with a thought.

As the border lord to the east, Jarl Steen
had vast holdings. He was titled, rich, and celebrated far and wide
for his strength. By all accounts, he ought to have been married
long ago.

Alas, despite all this, no one would have
him.

Gerhart cleared his throat, reminding Sanja
she still hadn’t said a word. But what could she say? “I, umm…” She
looked to Olga for support, but her mother could only offer a wan
smile. If she wouldn’t come to Sanja’s defense, then the situation
had to be worse than either of her parents let on. Gerhart’s hands
were no longer steady enough to carve his masterpieces. He’d been
reduced to pounding together rough stools and tables for the poorer
denizens of Frastmir, but it still caused him pain. To make up for
the lack, Olga had become a washerwoman, laundering merchants’
clothes and linens in the freezing river day after day, but despite
both of them earning coin, their home had fallen into disrepair,
and visits from friends had turned into uncomfortable silences and
subtle reminders of unpaid debts.

Sanja, too, tried her best to help. She’d
apprenticed with the weaver, the seamstress, the miller, even the
fisherman. Each had sent her back to her parents as a bothersome
nuisance. No two ways about it, Sanja was clumsy. Her hands never
seemed to be steady enough for delicate tasks, or strong enough for
harder ones. She dropped instruments constantly, had no eye for art
or design, and worst of all, she had the unpardonable habit of
talking too much.

Except, it appeared, now.

“Sanja,” Gerhart whispered, giving Jarl Steen
an apologetic smile.

Her mind was her best feature by far. She had
an excellent memory, a good head for numbers, and an insatiable
curiosity about everything Divine and Other. Alas, such qualities
were only sought after by the upper classes of human society.
Unlike Other communities, humans valued practical skills over
abstract thinking.

Under the pretext of pouring himself more
water from the jug that ought to have held ale to show their guest
proper hospitality, Gerhart bumped into the table, startling Sanja
back to the matter at hand.

Shivering, she answered the only way she
could. “N-no.”

The room plunged into silence. Gerhart paled,
his hands shaking so hard he almost dropped his cup.

“I am sorry, Da. And I apologize to you as
well, Jarl Steen. You honor us with your proposal of marriage.
Honestly, I am well and truly flattered that a man of your stature
would approach a young girl of my humble means, and any woman in
her right mind would consider herself lucky to receive such a
generous offer, and please don’t think I refuse you out of
stubbornness or because I would prefer someone else…” She prattled
on for so long she stopped paying attention to her words while her
mind raced with desperate ideas on how to put him off without
bringing his wrath down upon herself and her parents. “You exhibit
the finest qualities a man could possess…” Gerhart leaned back,
gaping at her with an increasingly alarmed expression on his face.
Think of something quick. “And you have means to rival the
king, all this is true and makes you a fine man, indeed, and if I
were free to marry, no doubt I would say yes. Yes! A thousand
times, yes!”

Jarl Steen raised his giant hand to stop the
tirade. Closing his gaping mouth, he frowned. “Are you saying you
are not free to marry?” As softly as he spoke the words, his voice
still boomed so loud Sanja flinched. He looked to Gerhart for
confirmation. This was a courtesy meeting to introduce Sanja to her
husband to be. The agreement had already been struck, and all the
particulars negotiated at length between Jarl Steen and Gerhart
earlier that morning. To now be told otherwise was as unexpected as
it was insulting.

“I assure you, Jarl Steen,” Gerhart rushed to
say. “My daughter might be a strange one, but she is of
marriageable age, and she will marry.”

“She will not,” Sanja dared, suddenly
striking on the perfect solution to all of this. “She—I mean
I—have chosen another path.”

“Another path?” Jarl Steen repeated,
uncomprehending.

Olga worried the edges of her apron.
“Sanja?”

Sanja nodded and, pulling her shoulders back,
declared, “The path of the cleric.” Why had she never considered it
before? Clerics were reclusive, studious people who had given up
the pleasures of city life in favor of becoming lifelong students
and teachers. Their lives were dedicated not to the worship of any
particular god but to knowledge. Most spent their time in their
temple high up in the mountains, transcribing and preserving
ancient books and scrolls. But some did travel to teach what they
knew to those willing to learn. Some, like those in charge of
Frastmir’s massive library, were honored with a lifelong position
as the keepers of books for kings and queens. Such a life would be
perfect for Sanja.

Gerhart paled. “Daughter, no.”

Sanja frowned. Why was he looking at her like
that? This wasn’t a jest; she was in earnest. She certainly didn’t
care that clerics couldn’t—or rather didn’t—marry. While
there were no restrictions on marriage for clerics, their lives
were not easy to share. No wife would want to raise children on her
own while her husband traveled the world. No husband would want a
wife who spent months at a time in the clerics’ temple. Better, as
recompense for losing one of their line, the clerics paid homage to
the initiate’s family, oftentimes equivalent to a dowry or bride
price. Her family’s debts would be erased with that sum, and Sanja
would be forever safe from another of Jarl Steen’s ilk sniffing at
her skirts. For the chance to expand her mind, she would gladly
give up marriage, a life of servitude to her husband, and the
perpetual cycle of pregnancy and child rearing. None of those
things had ever appealed to her, anyway. Sanja longed to see the
Otherlands, to walk different worlds, and learn their secrets—

Jarl Steen laughed, his thick shoulders
twitching up and down. “A cleric? You?”

“Just so,” she confirmed, puzzled. He was
certainly taking the news well.

The jarl laughed harder. “A cleric!” Wiping
his tears, he made an effort to contain his mirth as he turned to
Gerhart. “Master Carver, be easy. I know what this is and how to
handle it. The girl suffers from maidenly shyness, she said so
herself. My offer is so generous she cannot contain herself.”

Gerhart attempted a smile, knowing full well
that wasn’t the issue. Sanja was, indeed, of marriageable age, fast
approaching its end without a single offer so far. While young men
weren’t shy to talk to her, none of them had asked for her hand.
She was a strange one, and they seemed to know it right
away. Jarl Steen’s offer of marriage might well be the only one
she’d ever receive.

Her intended looked at each of them in turn,
then waved some internal thought aside. “No matter. I know what
needs to be done. The girl wants to be wooed. All these Others
prancing around with their poetry and songs of love have turned
every head from here to Lyria. Not a-one sensible female left in
the kingdom. But mark me, Master Carver.” He leered at Sanja as he
made his pledge. “I am decided on this matter. I will have your
daughter or none at all, and I will be relentless in my pursuit.”
His gaze briefly turned unfocused as he added, almost to himself,
“Any wild beast can be brought to heel. Even the stubborn ones. All
it takes is a firm hand.”

Sanja shuddered as she watched his hands curl
into fists.

Seeming to come back to himself, he turned
back to Gerhart with a determined nod. “The girl wants time? She
will have it—I will give her a full month. She wants courtship? I
will show her what true romance is. Our nobles can surpass any
Other in Wilderheim.” He spoke of courtship like an unsavory task
that had been laid before him.

Although Wilderheim’s marriages now modeled
after the devoted, loving relationship of its ruling couple, there
were still too many who believed women inferior to men, those who
considered a woman nothing more than a piece of property whose only
purpose was to birth children. The jarl was very much one of that
ignorant lot.

“In a month’s time, she will be only too
happy to don her wedding gown.”

The gods only knew what her fate would be
afterward. Sanja was determined not to find out. “In a month’s
time, I will be making my way up to the clerics’ temple.”

The jarl’s indulgent smile set her teeth on
edge. “In a hair shirt, as all the rest of them? Autumn is already
upon us, girl, it’ll be a cold day when you start on that path, and
snows come early high in the mountains.” He shook his head,
dismissing the idea. “You will never make it to the top. Certainly
not on your knees, as they demand.”

True, that part of her plan was somewhat
troublesome, but Sanja was nothing if not determined. “I will make
it to the top. On my knees, and in a hair shirt. I promise you.”
The physical ordeal of the Journey seemed paltry compared to the
alternative—a lifetime of nights with this mountain of meat
climbing on top of her. Her stomach churned to think of it.

“Then perhaps a wager is in order,” Jarl
Steen suggested. Sanja didn’t like the sudden interest in his eyes.
“If you make it to the top, I will readily admit defeat and offer
my apologies. I will also keep my word”—he glared at
Gerhart—“and pay your bride price, though I will have no wife for
it.”

At this, Gerhart set down his cup and clasped
his hands together. Sanja could see in his face he wished to say
something, but he kept silent.

Olga looked wary. Her large, brown eyes spoke
volumes, but Sanja understood none of it.

“If you fail,” the jarl continued, “I will
have your hand for one third the bride price your father
negotiated. And you will give me complete obedience in all
things.”

Sanja swallowed past the lump in her throat.
Complete obedience. To a man not known for his
restraint.

Olga whimpered. “Sanja, don’t.” Her hands
were clenched so hard around her apron, its threads snapped.

“I don’t intend to fail,” she assured her
mother despite her own doubts. Men far stronger than Sanja had
failed the Journey under the best of conditions. Sanja would have
none of their advantages, but she would happily take the risk for a
chance to choose her own path in life, unfettered by the demands of
a husband and children.

“Neither do I,” Jarl Steen replied, his gray
eyes sparkling at the prospect of a new challenge. “Do we have a
deal?”

Gerhart stood, about to intervene.

“We have a deal,” Sanja said before her
father could speak a word.

“Shall we seal it in blood?”

“No!” Gerhart cried, taking a stand in front
of Sanja. “You will not spill a single drop in this house.”

“It’s all right,” Sanja told him. “I will
swear on my blood if that is what Jarl Steen demands.” When Gerhart
opened his mouth to argue, Sanja took hold of his hands and leaned
close to whisper. “Please, trust me.” Win or lose, at least the
oath would guarantee her parents would be provided for. The rest,
Sanja would sort out later.

“You do not know what you are doing.”

Sanja met Gerhart’s worried gaze with her
own, determined one. “Yes, I do.” She knew her father meant well by
inviting Jarl Steen into their lives, but Sanja was not meant to be
a wife to anyone, much less a man like that.

“I insist on a written contract,” Olga
announced. “Sanja is a clever girl. She can read and write, and she
can most certainly sign her own name. Gerhart and I will witness.
Not even the king will have cause to negate it.”

“A pox on the king,” Steen spat, and Sanja
gasped. He dared—in the castle city, no less! Seeming to realize
his mistake, he made an effort to calm himself. “Very well. But we
will sign in blood.” His gleeful sneer sent chills down Sanja’s
spine. “Let’s have it done, then. Parchment and quill!”

Gerhart moved to comply, but Olga gently
pushed him back down and retrieved the items herself. Seating
herself at the table, she dipped the quill in what little ink they
still had. In neat, even script, she penned the terms of their
wager. She took her time to write everything just so, with all
three of them standing at her back, looking over her shoulder. At
the bottom of the page, she added one more sentence:

 


Should Miss Sanja receive another suit and
marry within the month, this contract and all its terms shall be
null and void, releasing Miss Sanja from any obligation.

 


No sooner had her quill left the parchment
than the jarl tore it out of her hand. “What is this?”

“My own terms to this foolish endeavor. You
men have had your say. Now I will have mine. Sanja is my daughter,
too.”

“Meaning no offense, My Lord,” Gerhart rushed
to reassure his noble guest. “A mother’s worry, you understand.
Women and their silly notions. They do not understand the world as
we do.”

“Da!”

Jarl Steen dropped the contract back on the
table. “Let the women have their say. I will agree to her terms.”
He smirked at Sanja. “If the girl hasn’t managed to snare a husband
yet, she certainly will not find one in a month.” He produced a
knife from his belt sheath and cut across the tip of his finger to
draw blood. Taking the quill out of Olga’s hand, he dipped it into
the welling crimson drop and clumsily scratched his name on the
parchment.

When he thrust both knife and quill at Sanja,
she pushed them both away. Instead, she went to the cupboard and
pulled out a large sewing needle to perform the dreaded deed. She
winced as she stabbed herself in the thumb, and then a second time
when the first failed to bleed sufficiently. Her hand shook as she
coated the tip of a different quill with her blood, forestalling
any possibility of it mingling with Jarl Steen’s in any way.
Hesitating only a little while everyone stared, Sanja signed her
name, sealing her fate. Her father then added his mark, followed by
her mother, to witness the contract.

It was done.

One month. Four weeks to prove herself worthy
of a cleric’s robes.

Steen inclined his head in a mock bow. “You
will be seeing plenty of me anon.”

Sanja didn’t take another full breath until
the door closed behind him, and air returned to the cottage.
“Riddance,” she muttered, allowing herself a triumphant little
smile.

Rather than enjoy her daughter’s victory,
Olga brought her fist to her mouth. “I think I will have a rest
now.” She retreated to the bedroom, closing the door with undue
care.

As soon as she was gone, Gerhart sank back
into his chair, his head in his gnarled hands. “Daughter, what have
you done?”

Sanja sank to her knees next to him. “It will
be all right, Da, everything will work out, you will see.”

With a heavy sigh, he straightened in the
chair and took both of her hands in his. Those hands had once
carved intricate symbols into the queen’s own throne. Twisted by
age, they could now barely hold an eating knife. Whenever it
rained, his fingers knotted with pain he couldn’t conceal. “All I
wanted was to see you wed,” he said.

“To a man like him? I would rather
die.”

“Hush!”

Sanja flushed, biting her tongue against more
harsh words. But she wouldn’t take back what she’d said. Had
Gerhart consulted her before speaking to the jarl, Sanja might have
had a chance to tell him what sort of man her intended was said to
be. Why would he have gone behind her back?

“Listen to me, child. Life is not like they
write it in those books of yours. When all is said and done, beauty
fades. Strength wanes. In the end, even your clever mind will fail
you. People like us don’t get dashing warriors riding to our
rescue. We make do with what we have. Jarl Steen might not be a
gentle man—”

Sanja scoffed.

“—but he is here,” Gerhart insisted. “Oh, I
know how much you love your books. But those books will be a cold
comfort once your mother and I are gone.”

She begged to differ. Give her a library full
of knowledge still to be explored, and Sanja would happily devote
her life to it.

“One day, you will want someone to share them
with. Someone to keep you company, give you a family of your
own.”

“Not Jarl Steen.”

Gerhart smiled with regret. “Daughter, there
is no one else around.”

 



Chapter 2

 


A massive crack of thunder shook the stone
walls of Castle Frastmir, rousing the royal family from a deep
sleep. The crown prince of Wilderheim sat up in his bed, sweat
beading on his brow, heart thrashing in his chest. Disoriented, he
braced himself for the flood of visions rainstorms always brought,
but his thoughts remained clear.

He threw back his covers to go look out his
window. From there, he had a clear view across the courtyard, past
the castle gates, all the way to the river on the other side of the
city. There was no rain anywhere near Frastmir.

Yet no sooner had the echoes faded than
another bolt of lightning struck the tower, exploding stone and
shingles into the courtyard below. Another set the stables on fire,
and one more roused a blood-curdling scream from the kitchens
below. A storm of bright blue streaks turned the night brighter
than day. The sky above Frastmir looked like a massive, cracked
eggshell. Not a cloud in sight, no waft of a breeze to indicate a
summer storm. Only the lightning flared in an endless web above,
obscuring the moon and the stars. Fal’s ears hurt from the sharp
assault on his senses.

He squinted against the bright lights in
search of some coherence in the world. The stables and kitchen were
burning. He made out the shapes of people looking on from doorways
around the courtyard, but no one dared step a single foot
outside.

Needing to do something, Fal raced out of his
chambers to the castle’s front entry. He called to the creek in the
gardens, altered its flow, and urged it on faster to pour where it
was needed most. As far as his magic reached, he sought water, used
it to put out flames and herd people into safe corners where the
fury of lightning couldn’t reach them.

He didn’t realize his parents had joined him
until Queen Nialei touched his shoulder and pointed to the sky.

A sizzling sparkle now accompanied each
branch of lightning, as if it was burning the sky itself. Nialei’s
fingers dug into Fal’s flesh, turning his attention back to her,
but as hard as he tried, he couldn’t make out the words she
shouted. Shaking her head, the queen released him to take hold of
King Saeran’s arm and raised up her free hand. Her skin began to
glow as she bent the laws of Nature to her will, and within
moments, the great din outside dulled to a low rumble as a bubble
of silence enveloped them, leaving Fal breathless.

Nialei made a fist to hold on to her spell.
“The Veil,” she said. “It’s falling apart.”

Fal reeled. The Veil not only formed borders
around the human realm, the Otherlands, and the realm of gods, it
was also a repository for divine power. If it broke, the gods
themselves would be rendered powerless. This was what Nialei and
Saeran had spent two decades trying to prevent.

And now it was too late.

Never one to run from a fight, Saeran squared
his stance as though presented with an enemy he could battle and
best. “What do we do?”

A sharp cackle echoed from the shadows. “You
pray.” Before the words faded, darkness exploded toward them.
Tendrils of black smoke and shadows swirled around the royal
family, then congealed before Fal and his parents, shrinking until,
like a glamour peeling away, it revealed the figure of a man. He
was tall and ghostly pale, with dark runes and symbols twisting
beneath the surface of his skin as if they had a life of their own.
His coppery red hair, adorned with warrior braids, reached down to
his waist, and with each of his movements gave off a soft screech
like twisting metal.

Nialei tugged at Fal’s sleeve while
addressing the creature. “Loki.”

The Trickster god grinned, baring sharp,
white teeth in a feral snarl that creased his ageless face and made
his pitch-black eyes all but glow with evil intent. “Halfling.” His
growling voice hurt Fal’s ears.

“The Veil is breaking apart,” Nialei said
with an edge of desperation. “Please, you must help us restore
it!”

“Help you?” Loki’s laughter echoed with the
unearthly sound of a thousand blades scraping together. “Oh no, my
dear. I am merely here to settle a debt.”

Casting a quick, worried glance at Fal,
Nialei retreated a step away from him, taking Saeran with her.
Do not speak, she commanded in Fal’s mind. Do not
interfere. Focusing on Loki once more, she asked, “What debt? I
owe you nothing.”

“Oh, but I owe you,” Loki replied, stalking
her retreat.

She was distracting him, guiding him away
from her son, drawing the Trickster’s wrath so Fal might be
spared.

Fal refused to let her. They would fight as
one, or not at all. Shoring up his strength, he moved to follow his
parents, to stand with them and battle a Halfling god if need be.
But, raising one clawed finger, Loki froze him in place. “Not your
time, princeling,” he said. “Not your battle.” Then he flicked that
finger and sent Fal shooting across the great hall to slam against
the wall behind King Saeran’s throne.

His bones shattered on impact. Screaming
agony stole the breath from his lungs, but urged on by his pain,
Fal’s magic rose within him at once, forging a mighty path across
his body and mending whole each break and tear it came across. In
two blinks, cool comfort blanketed over him even as lethargy stole
across his mind.

The sound of his mother’s scream forced him
to climb back to his feet. Weakened to exhaustion, he tripped like
a newborn foal and tumbled down the dais steps, sprawling face down
at the bottom.

Loki’s terrible voice punctuated his fall,
“When we last met, I made you a promise, Halfling.”

Fal struggled up to his hands and knees. He
felt coarse fur brush past him as his mother’s wolf charged across
the great hall toward the trio backlit by an endless blaze of
lightning outside. Varr was a creature unique to all the realms.
Pulled back from death by powerful magics, he was neither alive nor
dead. He had no magic, yet seemed to be immune to it. Binds could
not restrain him, and wards could not keep him in or out. He wasn’t
fooled by Fal’s illusions and could somehow pass through the Veil
to any Otherland he chose. And he was ever faithful and protective
of his mistress.

Fal watched the creature of in-between race
to aid the royal pair, and he knew Varr wouldn’t make it in time.
Terrible portent squeezing like a fist around his heart, he watched
shadows and darkness once again swirl up Loki’s body. “Time to meet
your sire.” Shadowy tendrils shot forward as he launched at Nialei.
Her scream was cut short as the Trickster’s darkness swallowed up
all three of them.

Varr leaped at it but passed through and
landed just outside the door.

With a shout, Fal pushed to his feet and
charged forward—to nowhere. The Trickster and whatever magic he’d
wrought had already disappeared, along with Fal’s parents.

Nialei’s spell broke, and the deafening boom
of thunder once again assailed him, shaking the floor beneath his
feet and the stone walls around him. Varr took no notice as he
sniffed the place where Nialei had disappeared. Fal prayed to the
gods that the wolf would find a scent to track, as he had so many
times before.

When Varr raised his head to look outside,
ears pricking forward and back, Fal thought his prayer had been
answered, but the wolf went no farther than the threshold where,
tail tucked between his legs, he gazed up at the blinding lights in
the sky.

Terrified of what he might see, Fal caught
hold of the heavy portal for balance and looked for himself.

Against the lightning storm’s constant,
crackling blaze, behind a multi-hued gossamer veil of sparkling
lights, the shadow of a massive lupine form raised its head, and
individual beats of thunder joined together into a single,
prolonged howl of noise.

Fal shuddered, watching as the lightning
ceased all at once, leaving only a faint, colorful haze against the
dark backdrop of the sky. When the booming howl faded, the night
plunged into stifling silence, sealing their fate for all time.

The Veil was gone.

The great wolf Fenrir was free.

Ragnarok had begun.

 



Chapter 3

 


Two days later, the rising dawn found Fal
standing in front of the stairway to his damaged tower library.
Dust and rubble were spilled all the way down into the hallway. A
pungent scent lingered in the air—smoke, hot metal, and burned
magic, all underlaid with what he imagined to be the scent of
despair. It was so heavy it oozed down the stairway and across the
hallway floor, soaking into his cloak.

A small, charred piece of parchment with the
remnants of an ancient spell still glowing softly on its surface
wafted through the air. Fal held out his hand to catch it, only to
have it disintegrate in the palm of his hand.

Despair. Yes, that seemed an apt description
for the current state of affairs in Frastmir and, from what the
messengers reported, all of Wilderheim. Dread had settled over the
kingdom so thick nothing seemed to lift it, and it was only made
heavier by the strange lights ever streaking across the sky.

Fal unstuck his feet from the hallway floor
and, with infinite caution, stepped into the stairway. Around the
first bend, light spilled in through a hole in the wall. A little
higher, the wall was gone entirely, the steps crumbling away at the
outer edges. The higher he climbed, the more debris littered what
remained of them until he was forced to cast magic just to keep his
footing steady.

With each half-burned, buried tome he passed,
the ache of loss clenched a little tighter around his chest. Years
of research and translations, stacks of scrolls, texts, and ancient
skins with knowledge all but lost to time. And somewhere within
them, perhaps even his undiscovered cure. Had any of his work
survived the fire?

Did it matter anymore? With his parents gone,
his research destroyed, and Fenrir racing toward Wilderheim, Fal’s
malady seemed like a minor inconvenience by comparison.

Fal’s parents were both Halflings born of the
union of two different species. Such beings were always powerful,
dangerous, and most importantly, unable to produce offspring.
Nature’s way of preserving balance, he supposed.

Yet somehow, Nature’s rules broke when Nialei
not only conceived but managed to survive the pregnancy and give
birth to twins. As far as Fal knew, he and Liadan were the first
and only ones of their kind, blessed and cursed with powerful
magics they themselves couldn’t always control. And it seemed Fate
was determined to make them pay for it.

Liadan’s gifts were rooted in fire and
metals, making her an unrivaled warrior. A true Dragonblood, she
could burn her human shape into something not quite human, but not
dragon, either. But her magic was so volatile her moon cycle burned
her from within each month, and she slept for three days thereafter
as one dead while her body recovered. Nature taking desperate
measures to ensure she never bore a child. If Liadan suspected this
to be the case, she never spoke of
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